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 Map of Kaldwyn 
 
      
 
    [image: kaldwyn final sma] 
 
    The map above shows the continent of Kaldwyn, where this novel takes place. It is divided into four major nations — Valia, Edria, Caelford, and Dalenos. Each major nation has one or more of the Soaring Spires; these are also shown on the map. 
 
    This book begins in the Unclaimed Lands, with our heroes heading toward West Edria, on the southern side of the continent. Their destination is in Kassel, on the west coast of Edria. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Author’s Notes 
 
      
 
    Thanks for picking up this book! 
 
    Before we begin, I have a few quick notes. 
 
    If you’re not already aware, this series takes place in the same universe as my War of Broken Mirrors and Arcane Ascension books. 
 
    Chronologically, the books follow this order: 
 
      
 
    
    	 The War of Broken Mirrors 
 
    	 Weapons and Wielders 
 
    	 Arcane Ascension 
 
   
 
      
 
    Notably, the frame story for this book (meaning the Prologue, Interlude, and Epilogue) takes place much later than the main story, and after the second book of Arcane Ascension. Reading those other books isn’t required to understand this one, but it may be beneficial to get everything possible out of the story. 
 
    Next, I’d like to mention something important about the style of this particular book. 
 
    Diamantine is designed to set the foundation for plot and character arcs and for several books to come, and this means that by necessity, there will be a number of elements introduced in this book that aren’t resolved by the end. This is intentional, but it may not work for all readers. If you prefer stories that feel self-contained, you may be best waiting for at least one more book to come out to read them back to back. 
 
    Last, some writing style notes. 
 
    Some characters within the story communicate telepathically. To indicate this, rather than using quotes, I use different forms of punctuation based on the character initiating the telepathic communication. 
 
    I use angle brackets to indicate telepathy from one of the characters. For example, <This would be their form of telepathic communication.> 
 
    I use square brackets to indicate telepathy from another of the characters. For example, [This would be what their telepathy looks like.] 
 
    This formatting difference is to make it immediately obvious which character is sending the telepathic message without repeatedly using dialogue tags or other indicators. The specific characters in question should be clear once the story actually reaches them. 
 
    I use the singular “they/them” for agender and non-binary characters, as well as characters that have not had their gender determined by the narrator yet. For example, “I didn’t know who wrote the note, but they had a peculiar style of writing”. 
 
    Finally, I use spaces before and after em dashes (AP style). This is purely because I find this style easier to read. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Recap – Magic and Terms 
 
    Keras’ Notes on Locations and Terms 
 
      
 
    Attunements are the local form of magic in this region of the world. They come in the form of a mark similar to the Dominion Marks from my homeland, but they seem more complex.  
 
    The attunement itself changes as the user grows more powerful, and it generates an aura that shifts in color based on the strength of the user. Each time the color shifts, it also apparently unlocks more functions of the attunement itself, giving the wielder additional powers. For this reason, people identify the attunement levels with color-themed names. 
 
      
 
    
    	 Quartz (Clear) is the first level. People at this level have access to two types of magic based on the attunement itself. 
 
    	 Carnelian (Red) is the second level. At this point, most attunements generate something called a shroud, which is a defensive barrier. Wish I had one of those. Sounds like it’d save me from a lot of injuries. 
 
    	 Sunstone (Orange) is the third level. At this point, the attuned can suppress their power, making it harder to detect. 
 
    	 Citrine (Yellow) is the fourth level. I always get this one and Carnelian mixed up. Notably, at this level, they seem to get access to a third type of magic. 
 
    	 Emerald (Green) is the fifth level. This is notably rare, with only a few people publicly known to be Emeralds in any given nation. This supposedly allows them to use ambient mana more effectively. I’m not sure exactly what that means — maybe it improves their shaping ability? It’s also possible it lets them drain ambient mana to recharge their own supply, I’m not sure. 
 
    	 Sapphire (Blue) is a sixth level that apparently no one has actually seen. I’m sure I’ll run into someone with that level eventually, and based on how things tend to go, they’ll probably try to kill me immediately. 
 
   
 
      
 
    Things are a bit different where I come from, back on Mythralis.  
 
      
 
    Dominions refer to the power sources for our sorcery. They’re other planes of existence that we can reach into to gather material and accomplish sorcerous effects.  
 
    Sorcerers are people who have the ability to utilize the dominions to cast spells. For example, flame sorcerers reach into the plane of flame to draw power for their spells. 
 
    To accomplish this, a sorcerer expends some of their own essence (or what you’d call mana) related to the type of magic they’re trying to use. This essence cost has a noticeable effect on the body related to the type of magic. 
 
    For example, casting a flame spell draws on body heat. Using stone sorcery taxes the muscles and bones. And most information gathering spells, like knowledge sorcery, cost memories. 
 
    Most sorcerers can only use a couple types of magic, and usually, this is because they were born with a strong connection with those dominions. People can learn to pick up other types of sorcery, but it’s much more difficult. 
 
    It’s also worth noting that there are two different ways in which people tend to specialize in using any given type of sorcery. 
 
    Calling is the process of conjuring raw essence or materials from another plane. 
 
    Shaping is moving or altering essence or material that’s already present in our world. 
 
    People who specialize in one form or another are referred to as Callers or Shapers for that type of magic. For example, someone who specializes in conjuring fire is a “Flamecaller”, and someone who manipulates existing fire is a “Flameshaper”. This doesn’t mean they can’t to both to some degree — most people learn a little bit of both. But most sorcerers specialize in one or the other. 
 
    My specialty was Metal Shaping, but I could also do a bit of Stone Shaping and Flame Calling. I also had one more dominion I couldn’t quite control properly, which was tied to my sword, the Sae’kes. I didn’t know exactly what it was, but I generally called it something like the Dominion of Annihilation. It seemed to disintegrate anything it came in contact with, with the exception of my own body. 
 
    Just a few more other notes before we get into the story. 
 
    Kaldwyn has several major nations, and a few of them are going to be relevant in this part of the tale. They are: 
 
      
 
    
    	 Valia – The nation on the eastern coast of the continent of Kaldwyn. Home to the Serpent Tower and the Lorian Heights Academy. 
 
    	 Edria – An imperialistic southern nation, where this part of the story takes place. They conquered Kelridge during the Six Years War and nearly conquered Valia as well. 
 
    	 Caelford – A technologically advanced nation on the western coast of the continent. They’re allied with Valia. 
 
    	 Dalenos – A theocracy that covers most of the northern side of the continent. 
 
    	 Kelridge – A territory that was a part of Dalenos prior to the Six Years War. Conquered by Edria and now known as East Edria. 
 
   
 
      
 
    Calendar System: 
 
    Kaldwyn uses a twelve month calendar, with each month having exactly thirty days. Their week is six days long, with each day dedicated to a visage, and thus there are five weeks per month. 
 
      
 
    Days of the Week: 
 
    
    	 Tashday 
 
    	 Kyrsday 
 
    	 Fersday 
 
    	 Tensday 
 
    	 Vasday 
 
    	 Wyddsday 
 
   
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Recap – Six Sacred Swords 
 
      
 
    We’ve got a couple new listeners here, so I’m going to start over for a minute and catch everyone up. I’ll keep it brief, so I can get into the good stuff as quickly as possible. 
 
    I go by Keras Selyrian. I’m not from the continent of Kaldwyn like the rest of you are. I grew up near the city of Selyr on the continent of Mythralis. 
 
    Things are pretty different there. Our citizens worship a number of different gods, for example, rather than just worshipping Selys and her visages like you do. No, our whole continent isn’t controlled by the “Tyrant in Gold” like your legends claim. I’d never even heard that name until I arrived here. 
 
    Best I can tell, your supposed “Tyrant” refers to Vaelien, the King of Thorns. He’s the primary deity worshipped in the region where I grew up, but honestly, he’s not that popular on the continent as a whole. And my family didn’t worship him — they were in the minority that worshipped the Tae’os Pantheon. I still had to pay lip service to Vaelien on occasion, especially during my military sorcery training, but people weren’t generally persecuted for following other gods as long as they kept quiet about it. 
 
    Anyway, the more important part of being from Mythralis is that our magic works differently from yours. We don’t have any attunements. Instead, people are born with affinities for either calling or shaping types of magic, and we practice those. I’m primarily a shaper for stone and metal and a caller for flame. 
 
    I do have one more type of magic, which is intrinsically linked to a sword that I inherited under mysterious circumstances. That sword is called the Sae’kes, or if you’re not big on weird Liadran words, the Dominion Breaker. It’s a legendary weapon, but there’s a pretty big problem — it’s broken. It leaks mana all over the place, and it’s taken me my entire life to get any semblance of control over it. 
 
    Even with my efforts to contain the sword’s power, the mana leak is a problem, especially when the sword is drawn. It gradually destroys everything in the area around me; including things like what I’m wearing, eating, or that sort of thing. It’s very inconvenient. 
 
    Worse still, that mana leaks into me. And now I’ve got an aura of destructive mana that gradually wears down anything I’m carrying, unless it’s protected with strong enough magic. I have to keep it under control at all times, otherwise I’d just start sinking into the ground or something equally embarrassing. 
 
    I’m really lucky the aura isn’t very active while I’m asleep. 
 
    So, with that background out of the way, I started my main story in the middle of the Whispering Woods. I’d been sent on a mission by an old wizard, pretty much like what you’d expect out of an embarrassingly typical start to a heroic journey. 
 
    After spending a while blundering around lost in the woods, I found a cave. There was a dragon at the cave. We punched each other for a while. Punching a dragon wasn’t a particularly wise decision, but she turned out to be pretty nice, and she had a surprisingly decent book collection. 
 
    I learned about Kaldwyn from her (and her books). Her name was Reika, and she turned out to be the guardian for Dawnbringer, one of the Six Sacred Swords. 
 
    My goal on the continent was to gather information and resources before my friends arrived, and Dawnbringer sounded like an excellent resource. According to legend, the Six Sacred Swords were necessary to defeat the god beasts — guardians of the highest floors of the Soaring Spires.  
 
    When my friends arrived, our goal was to meet with the goddess Selys, which would require reaching the top of one of the spires. Obtaining the sacred swords sounded like a potentially necessary first step for that goal. Thus, I decided to take the tests to earn Dawnbringer. 
 
    I faced some other challenges, made friends with a nightmare spirit, and found the sword deeper in the woods. And, after misunderstanding some instructions, I freed Dawnbringer from the stone where she had been sleeping. 
 
    I’m not being metaphorical about that. See, Dawnbringer is an intelligent weapon, and she’d literally been taking a nap inside a magic rock. She was a little put out when I broke her rock, or maybe she just liked to complain (I think it was mostly the latter). Still, she agreed to accompany me on my journey. 
 
    Unfortunately, I’d done the whole “obtaining Dawnbringer” thing wrong, and she was feeling a little uncooperative as a result. To avoid potential years of teasing and ridicule from a talking weapon, and maybe just to make her a little happier, I agreed to go claim an amulet that I was supposed to have obtained before meeting her. 
 
    Together with Reika, Dawnbringer and I headed toward the shrine. We were followed by a group of members of the Tails of Orochi — dragon hunters. And not just ordinary dragon hunters, no — they were descendants of the God Hydra, and capable of eating dragons to increase their own power. 
 
    I was badly injured in our first fight with the Tails, but we managed to beat them. Reika brought me to a safe place to recover, and then we continued on our journey to the shrine. 
 
    We entered the shrine, and while inside, I faced a number of terribly arbitrary and frustrating puzzles, illusions, and tests. At the end, I learned that someone else had already gone through the shrine and earned the amulet before I’d gotten there. 
 
    At least I got a shirt as a consolation prize. 
 
    By “shirt”, I mean a shadeweave tunic — a gift that my friend Wrynn had left behind for me after she’d gone through the same challenges. It offered me more protection than ordinary clothing, but more importantly, the tunic’s enchantments would gradually heal my injuries. 
 
    Also, Reika was kind enough to ask the crystal at the end of the shrine about a method we could use to get Dawnbringer a humanoid body. Dawn was really happy about that idea, but the crystal couldn’t give us much info itself. It directed us to Anabelle Farren, the owner of Farren Labs, and told us that Farren was on her way to a tournament in Edria. We decided to try to meet her there. 
 
    When we exited the shrine, we realized that we hadn’t done enough to cover our trail. (Meaning we hadn’t done anything, honestly.) A group of Tails of Orochi were waiting outside, including one of their powerful leaders — Zenkichi. 
 
    We had a terrible battle with Zenkichi and his followers, which was difficult because I was still injured, exhausted, and poisoned from my time in the shrine. When things were looking grim, we were rescued by “Raizo” — one of the other Tails of Orochi leaders. Except it wasn’t actually Raizo, it was the nightmare spirit I’d made friends with earlier. The nightmare spirit had the ability to assume the form of anyone who we considered to be an enemy, and he picked Raizo because he was enemies with both Reika and Zenkichi. 
 
    Our fake Raizo distracted him, and we were able to regroup and defeat Zenkichi. Reika and I were both badly hurt in the process, though. Miyuri, one of Zenkichi’s minions, traded us a healing potion in exchange for letting her take Zenkichi’s body...which she probably planned to eat to increase her power. Ick. 
 
    After that, we retreated. I put on my mask, which blocks detection magic from finding me, in order to help prevent us from being found again...but that also meant that my friends would have a tougher time finding me, too. I didn’t like the idea of preventing my friends from seeking me out, but the mask felt like a necessity. Both Reika I had been injured in the fight, and we couldn’t risk being discovered by our enemies before we recovered. 
 
    After that, Reika, Dawn, and I made our plans to go after the next of the Six Sacred Swords. Dawnbringer could sense the location of the other weapons, and she realized that at least three of the others were gathering in the same place for some reason — a rarity and an opportunity. That also happened to be down in Edria, the same location we’d been planning to go to find Anabelle Farren. 
 
    It seemed that everyone was converging at the Tournament of the Sacred Sword, a competition held every six years to earn a chance to duel the Emperor of Edria for the right to wield Diamantine, a sword passed down in their family line for generations. It was obvious that no one was actually supposed to beat the emperor, and that the “duel” was just for show...but I’m bad at social cues, and I like swords. 
 
    And so, we began to head toward Edria, where we hoped to earn a chance at picking up Diamantine, and maybe learn how to get a body for Dawnbringer, too. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Prologue – Hunting for Battle 
 
      
 
    Keras stood up from his seat on the train, his left hand steadying the scabbard at his side as he moved. 
 
    Marissa Callahan — generally called “Mara” by her friends — stood up across from him, cracking her neck. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Keras asked her as he moved to the door of the car. 
 
    “Same place you are.” A grin slipped across the blonde girl’s face. “Wherever the trouble’s gonna be.” 
 
    Keras glanced at the other three students. They were all standing up, too, but for different reasons. Corin had moved the car’s window and was reaching into his bag. He whispered, “Retrieve: Etching Rod.” 
 
    Patrick took a position next to Corin, glancing around the car for any signs of a threat. 
 
    Sera spoke softly. “Vanniv, I summon you.” 
 
    A stone-skinned man appeared next to her, his wings taking up nearly all the open space of the car. Perhaps summoning him in an enclosed space hadn’t been the world’s best idea. “Ah.” He stretched his arms, his wings flexing at the same time and brushing against the inner walls of their cabin. “Finally, a chance to move around.” He frowned. “Although we seem to be moving without any effort on my part.” 
 
    “We’re on a train,” Sera explained. “And there may be trouble. Bandits.” 
 
    “Ooh, bandits!” Vanniv clapped his hands together. “How lovely!” He glanced around, taking in the expressions of the people around him, then amended, “...or, concerning, perhaps?” 
 
    Keras appraised the students at the same time Vanniv did. Three of them looked nervous, but Mara was practically bouncing with enthusiasm. 
 
    An ordinary teacher probably would have told her to stay with the others to keep her safe. A more cautious one might have explained that as the strongest fighter among the students, she should have stayed to guard the others. 
 
    But seeing her expression, her enthusiasm... 
 
    She’s just like I was at that age. 
 
    He swung the cabin door. “Come on, Mara. We’ve got some thieves to catch.” 
 
    Mara pressed a fist into her open palm of her other hand. “Right behind you. This is going to be fun.” 
 
    Keras exchanged a final nod with Corin as he closed the door. 
 
    They’re going to be fine. They’ve handled a lot worse than train robbers, Keras reminded himself. And I’ll take care of the leader myself. 
 
    Marissa was already moving down the row between the cabins when he finished closing the door. He was about to question if she knew where she was going, but upon listening to the sounds of the hoofbeats outside, he agreed with her assessment. 
 
    They’re heading toward the front of the train. They’re either going to go for the driving car or... 
 
    He moved forward with haste, falling into line at Marissa’s side. He could have run much faster, but he wasn’t going to leave her behind. 
 
    They passed several more reserved private cabins, including the one Keras had rented for himself. The group had three in total — one for him, one for the boys, and one for the girls. He’d ended up spending most of his time with the others regardless, but having somewhere private to sleep was important. 
 
    Wasn’t there another girl somewhere? 
 
    Keras shook his head, dismissing the concern. She’d be fine. 
 
    At the end of the train car, they reached a door leading to the next car. Keras didn’t bother with that, however. Instead, he turned toward the exit door on the left side, gestured to it, and then turned to Mara. “Can you handle this route?” 
 
    “You kiddin’? I’ve been wantin’ to try that since you and Derek were showing off on the last train ride. Want me to punch it open?” 
 
    “Won’t be necessary.” He approached the exit door and touched it. 
 
    Reshape. 
 
    The metal door compressed into a thin wedge, leading to the open air. As the train continued to roll forward, Keras glanced outward at the dry scenery of the Unclaimed Lands. 
 
    “Up or down?” Mara asked. 
 
    “Up.” 
 
    She nodded, stepped forward, and grabbed the top of the door frame. “See you up top.” 
 
    Then with a burst of strength belying her size, she launched herself upward and disappeared from view. 
 
    Keras followed a moment later, using a somewhat different technique. He grabbed the side wall outside of the door, reshaped the metal to form hand-holds, and then climbed up the side of the car. 
 
    Mara helped pull him up to the top of the train. It wasn’t necessary, but he accepted the gesture regardless. 
 
    Then he knelt down, tapped the roof, and concentrated. His hand-holds vanished and the door returned to its original shape. He didn’t want some random passenger falling out the door because he’d been lazy. 
 
    “Wow.” Mara was glancing from the roof of the train, taking in the scenery. From atop the train, they could see miles in each direction. “View is amazin’ up here. Think we can get the others to check it out later?” 
 
    Keras followed Mara’s gaze to the north, remembering. 
 
    The Seventh Spire is out that way. I wonder if the expedition is still intact. Maybe Dyson... 
 
    He shook his head. There was no time to reminisce. The swordsman glanced back to Mara. “Maybe if we hold them tight. They don’t all have the kind of balance to stand up here without falling off. Corin, maybe.” 
 
    She walked closer to the edge of the train car, looking down. “We’ll figure it out.” Her eyes narrowed. “I can see them. Looks like six riders on this side.” 
 
     Keras moved to the other side. “Another six over here.” He backed away, reaching into the pouch at his side and slipping on his mask. 
 
    Mara turned back around. “Ooh, mask going on. You bring your trouble coat?” 
 
    Keras winced. “Ugh, I completely forgot it. It’s down in my cabin...should I go get it? No, no time.” He shook his head. 
 
    “You’re like eighty percent less stylish without it. You can’t fight like that. This is an untenable situation.” 
 
    Keras gawked at her. “Eighty? Seriously? That much?” 
 
    “Long coats are a big deal.” She patted the coat she was wearing, which was a part of her school uniform. It was white, which wasn’t to Keras’ tastes, but he had to admit it was pretty stylish. 
 
    Keras was briefly contemplating how to look sufficiently stylish for the bandits — first impressions were important — when the first two of them landed on top of the train on the car ahead of them. 
 
    The bandits were both wearing masks, black garb, and wide-brimmed hats. They wore rapiers on their belts. One of them had a pistol on the opposite hip. The other also had a whip, of all things. 
 
    Both of them had stylish duster-style coats. 
 
    “Resh,” Keras muttered, “I can’t compete with those outfits. Mara, it’s all you for now.” 
 
    Mara nodded, understanding his tragic fashion emergency. 
 
    The bandits stepped forward, seeming to move atop the train as easily as Mara and Keras did. They didn’t draw their weapons immediately, but they had their hands floating near them. 
 
    One of them — a woman — stepped out in front. “Keras Selyrian, I presume?” From her voice, Keras judged that the speaker probably wasn’t much older than Marissa.  
 
    Another student on winter break or a recent graduate, then. Strange to see teenagers involved in a train robbery like this. Unless... 
 
    Something clicked in Keras’ mind, and he moved to stand right next to Marissa. “Got it in one. I assume you’re members of the Blackstone Bandits?” 
 
    The woman in front nodded. “Indeed we are, good sir. Have you heard of our noble cause?” 
 
    “Noble?” Marissa leaned forward. “You’re thieves!” 
 
    “Ah, we prefer to think of ourselves as reclaimers of lost wealth. The real thieves are Haven Securities. They’ve been choking the life out of Kaldwyn as a whole for decades. Sometimes directly, sometimes through many layers of—” 
 
    Marissa waved her hands. “We get it. Noble thieves, then.” 
 
    The bandit looked like she wanted to argue, but Keras replied first. “If that’s your claim, are you only going to hit the vault car?” Keras asked, folding his arms. 
 
    “Regrettably, we do have some business that will require temporarily taking control of the train as a whole. But I assure you, we’re not here to hurt any innocent people.” The bandit’s hand floated to the sword at her side. “You going to try to stop us?” 
 
    Keras shook his head. “I’m afraid I’m woefully underdressed for that. You’re going to have to ask her.” He jerked a thumb in Mara’s direction. 
 
    Mara glanced at Keras with a raised eyebrow, then smirked and turned back to the bandits. 
 
    “People could get hurt if you go tromping around the whole train. Walk away now and I’ll let you go without any trouble.” She sounded intensely disappointed to be making that offer. He could see the tension in her shoulders, the tapping of her right foot. She was ready to spring forward at any time. She wanted a fight. 
 
    He knew that feeling all too well. 
 
    “You’re the one who is going to get hurt if you try to stop us, little girl. I think you’d be best letting the adults talk this out.” 
 
    That was a mistake. 
 
    The edge of a smirk crossed Keras face. 
 
    Mara stepped forward. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “I’m Malachite. The bloke behind me is Spessartite.” 
 
    The bandit behind her gave a friendly wave. 
 
    “Good.” Marissa took two more steps forward, then her Carnelian aura flared up bright around her. She was showing off; the aura wouldn’t have been visible to Keras at all if she wasn’t deliberately pushing more mana into it. “I’ll remember you when you’re gone.” 
 
    Malachite turned to Keras. “Not going to stop this kid from getting hurt? I heard you thought you were some kind of hero.” 
 
    Keras laughed. “Wrong on every count. I’m no hero. And she’s not the one who is about to get hurt.” 
 
    Marissa sprang forward, her movements bolstered by the power of enhancement mana. She managed to throw the first punch before Malachite even got her sword out. 
 
    But these opponents weren’t the academy students that Mara was used to fighting. 
 
    Malachite stepped aside with practiced ease, avoiding the first punch. Steel sang as she drew her rapier. She made a tentative jab at Mara’s front arm, obviously aiming for something non-lethal, but Mara just slapped the flat of the blade out of the way. 
 
    Spessartite drew his own weapon, then gave Keras a dubious look. “You’re just going to stand there and watch?” 
 
    Keras stepped back and raised his hands. “I’m supervising. Go right ahead.” 
 
    Marissa dodged another rapier swipe, ducked a swing from Spessartite behind her, and then jumped, swinging her leg. 
 
    “Wind Sweeps Across the Field!” 
 
    Marissa’s shroud compressed around her leg, then extended outward as she spun in mid-air. The pressure slammed into both bandits, knocking them closer to the edge, but they both managed to retain their footing. 
 
    Before Mara landed, Malachite was waving with her off-hand. A blazing glow appeared around Malachite’s fist, visible even with her glove, and then a blast of flame flew in Marissa’s direction. 
 
    Marissa punched the flame out of the air as she fell, then spun just in time to deflect another swing from Spessartite. 
 
    A heartbeat later, she brought her left hand upward in a sweeping motion. Her aura compressed once again. 
 
    There was no need for her to speak the name of this technique aloud. Keras knew it very well — it was one of his. 
 
    Her aura compressed into the shape of a blade and tore right through Spessartite’s rapier, cutting it in half. 
 
    As he boggled at the sight, she kicked him in the chest. He flew backward, once again barely steadying himself at the edge of the train. 
 
    That was just before Malachite grabbed Mara from behind. 
 
    Grappling was one of the few weaknesses of Mara’s fighting style. She was a striker through-and-through, and while they had practiced some basic grappling techniques, it was never something she’d excelled at. 
 
    If Malachite had been a bit stronger, she might have taken Mara all the way down to the ground. In a ground fight, Mara would have had a tremendously difficult time against two opponents. 
 
    As it was, however, Mara was a Guardian — one of the physically strongest attunements available. And her opponent was not. 
 
    Mara struggled with the arms wrapped around her for a moment, then steadied her stance and shifted her aura again. 
 
    This time, she wrapped it around her head, just before she slammed it backward into Malachite’s nose. 
 
    Malachite’s grip went slack as she fell backward, landing on the ground. 
 
    Spessartite hurled his broken sword. Mara caught it between two fingers, gave it a disdainful look, then tossed it off the train. 
 
    “...Who the resh are you?” Spessartite asked, taking a step back. 
 
    “Me?” Marissa chuckled, jumped over a whip-strike that Malachite had managed to launch from the ground, then kicked backward and hit Malachite in the ribs without even looking. She jerked a thumb at Keras. “I’m that guy’s disciple.” 
 
    Then she took a step forward, looking strangely menacing as her grin widened. 
 
    Spessartite jumped backward off the train. 
 
    Mara gave a little laugh, turned, hopped over the whip again, and then stepped on top of it. She knelt down and grabbed Malachite by the collar. “Tell your boss this train is under my protection.” 
 
    “There’ll be no need for that.” 
 
    A strong voice resonated through the air as a crack opened in the air and a figure stepped through it, just behind Mara. 
 
    “Boss...” Malachite mumbled. 
 
    “Hush, now,” the newcomer said. “It’ll all be—” 
 
    Marissa tossed Malachite off the train, standing up and brushing her hands off. 
 
    The newcomer watched Malachite fly through the air, sighed, and waved a hand. A jet of air manifested below Malachite, carrying her softly toward the ground. 
 
    Then he turned toward Marissa. “That was rude. I was talking.” 
 
    Marissa stretched. “You were rude. You interrupted me bein’ all intimidatin’ and dramatic-like.” 
 
    “You...” The newcomer laughed. “You know, you’re absolutely right. I apologize.” 
 
    He bowed at the waist. “Forgive me for the interruption. I am, of course, the Blackstone Bandit.” 
 
    Keras took in the newcomer’s appearance. It was nothing surprising — he had a pretty good idea of who he was dealing with as soon as he’d heard the hoofbeats. This inspection only confirmed it. 
 
    The Blackstone Bandit was an athletic man looking to be in his twenties. He had a few days of scruff on the exposed face below his simple grey domino mask, but that only added to his charm. He was one of the more traditionally handsome men that Keras had run into in recent years. A little too young, though. 
 
    His outfit was similar to his compatriots, but in grey rather than black, and with a different choice of weapons. He had two arming swords sheathed on his hips. One had a brilliant golden hilt, and the other was forged from an exotic red metal. 
 
    Keras could hear the sounds of other people jumping onto the train from their horses. While the Blackstone Bandit dealt with them, the boarding had begun in earnest. 
 
    That was fine. 
 
    He believed Malachite had spoken the truth; these bandits likely had no interest in hurting anyone on the train, and he judged the chances of collateral damage to be minimal. 
 
    He knew enough about the Blackstone Bandit’s goals to know the robbers would be targeting something very specific. He just needed to figure out exactly what that was, and then he could decide if he was going to let them have it or not. 
 
    Keras stepped forward, putting a hand on Mara’s shoulder. “The bandits are on the train. Can you go down there and make certain no one gets hurt?” 
 
    Mara wrinkled her nose at him. “Seriously? You’re not going to let me take a swing at this guy? Or at least watch?” 
 
    “Afraid of your apprentice getting hurt?” The Blackstone Bandit shifted his stance. Not to a combat one, but rather to slip his hands into his pockets, looking completely casual. 
 
    “No, she’d be fine.” Keras shook his head. “I’m concerned with the civilians below. This is messier than your usual work.” 
 
    “An unfortunate consequence of necessity. Are you planning to challenge me?” 
 
    Keras narrowed his eyes at the bandit. Mara was watching him carefully. 
 
    “Of course. But only after Mara is down below.” 
 
    Mara groaned. “You are absolutely no fun.” 
 
    She sighed, walked to the side of the train, and dropped off the edge. A moment later, Keras heard the sound of glass breaking. 
 
    Oh, yeah. I closed the door. I guess she had to go in a window. 
 
    He stretched, turning his focus to the Blackstone Bandit. “Robbing my train? Really?” 
 
    The Blackstone Bandit sighed. “I didn’t know any of you would be here. Don’t be so egocentric. Not everything is about Keras Selyrian, legendary hero.” 
 
    “Wait, are you the one who has been calling me that? You’re going to set a bad example for your minions.” Keras turned toward the side of the train. “The ones that survive this, anyway.” 
 
    “They’ll be fine.” The Blackstone Bandit waved a hand dismissively. “Dropping this far isn’t going to hurt someone with a shroud. You’d know if you had one.” 
 
    “You’re in an aggressive mood today.” Keras chuckled. “Am I ruining your plans by being here?” 
 
    “Not as such. In fact, I’m grateful.” The Blackstone Bandit shifted into a fencing stance, his hand floating to the golden sword on his left hip. “I wasn’t going to get any exercise otherwise.” 
 
    Keras adjusted his own scabbard, but only slightly. “We’re actually doing this? Really?” 
 
    The Blackstone Bandit smiled. “Appearances must be maintained.” A familiar sword gleamed as it slipped free from his scabbard. “And besides, I’ve picked up a few new tricks since our last bout.” 
 
    “Admittedly, that air rippling thing was interesting. I wouldn’t mind seeing—” 
 
    The air rippled, the Blackstone Bandit stepped backward, and then vanished. 
 
    Keras’ ripped his own sword free, feeling the metal approaching from behind him, and flipped his sword behind his shoulder to parry the incoming swing. 
 
    After that, he spun around to find the Blackstone Bandit behind him, emerging from an identical tear in the air to the one he’d just seen. 
 
    “That’s a faster technique than I expected,” Keras admitted. “What else’ve you got?” 
 
    “You’ll see.” The Blackstone Bandit raised his blade. 
 
    *** 
 
    Sometime later, Keras knocked on the door to the cabin the students had been sitting in. 
 
    It was Vanniv that opened the door. “Ah, good sir. You’ve returned to us...mostly intact.” 
 
    Keras sighed, self-consciously reaching upward to adjust the torn remains of his shirt. “I’ll go change in a minute. Everyone okay in here?” 
 
    Mara ducked under one of Vanniv’s wings to step out in front of him. “Everything’s fine. What happened up there? I heard thunder.” 
 
    “Just a reunion with an old—,” he stopped himself. Mara might have already realized, but he didn’t want to give too much away to everyone. “Acquaintance.” 
 
    “Right. But did you win?” 
 
    Keras snorted. “Obviously. But he, uh, unfortunately got away.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    All of the students, Vanniv, and Researcher (when did Researcher get there?) were giving him skeptical looks. 
 
    “Well, go get changed. Then, if you’re going to be cagey about this, you owe us the next part of your story.” 
 
    Keras blinked. “Right now? Don’t you all need to, I don’t know, calm down or something?” 
 
    Sera leaned forward in her seat. “Do we look that worried to you? Aside from Corin.” 
 
    Corin was writing more runes on the walls of the train car. There were dozens of them now. He seemed to sense people were looking at him and turned around only briefly. “I’m just taking reasonable precautions. We weren’t properly prepared for this, and I’m ensuring we are in the future.” 
 
    Sera snorted. “Anyway, we’re fine. Besides, a good story would help us unwind.” 
 
    “I’d rather hear about your fight with the Blackstone Bandit.” Mara folded her arms. “Because you had to send me away beforehand.” 
 
    Keras gave her an apologetic look. “I was really just worried about everyone else. Did anyone get hurt?” 
 
    That was a deflection, and frankly, mostly a lie. He justified it by telling himself that Mara probably already knew at least most of what he was up to. 
 
    Mara shook her head. “No serious injuries that I saw. Corin left the car and wandered off for a while, though.” 
 
    Keras looked at Corin. “What? Why?” 
 
    “Your story first.” Corin didn’t even bother turning away from drawing on the wall. “I’ll tell you mine later.” 
 
    Keras sighed. “Fine, fine. You win. Let me go change.” 
 
    A few minutes later, freshly redressed, Keras returned to the train car and sat back down. Vanniv and Researcher had vanished; only the students remained. 
 
    That was good, because he wouldn’t have been comfortable telling his story around the summoned monsters. They were more of a security risk than the students seemed to realize...but that was a discussion for another time. 
 
    “Where was I?” Keras asked, leaning back in his seat. 
 
    “On your way to Edria,” Patrick offered helpfully. 
 
    “Edria...” Keras muttered. “That’s going to be a long story.” 
 
    “You trying to get out of telling it to us?” Sera asked. 
 
    Keras turned and nodded to her. “No, no. But I don’t think I’ll get finished before we hit Caelford. Should I wait until we’re on the way back?” 
 
    “Nah,” Mara waved a hand. “Get us started. We haven’t got anything better to do, and I wanna hear about some fights.” 
 
    “And about the real Dawnbringer...” Patrick muttered, almost too quiet to hear. 
 
    Keras glanced at Patrick, seeing the replica sword sitting unsheathed across the Elementalist’s lap. He must have drawn it at some point while Keras was gone. 
 
    It looks so much like her. 
 
    For a moment, he was silent, his eyes closing as he pictured Dawn in his mind.  
 
    Regret burned, and his eyes opened. “I’ll...start the story. But be warned, I’m not going to finish it all right now. That trip to Edria...what I learned there...it changed everything for me.”  
 
    He took a deep breath, remembering, and he began the next step of his tale. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter I – Four Swords 
 
      
 
    Of the two magical swords I carried, I wasn’t sure which was more difficult. 
 
    The Sae’kes, or the Dominion Breaker if you prefer a name that actually has some meaning in the Valian tongue, was so ludicrously dangerous that I couldn’t use it properly even after a lifetime of training. A portion of that was because it had somehow been damaged, but a larger part of the problem seemed to be poor sword design. They’d built it to be so dangerous that no one could wield it properly, not even the gods that had forged it. 
 
    Dawnbringer, on the other hand, was a different type of difficulty entirely. 
 
    <Are we in Edria yet?> Her voice chimed in my head. She was currently sitting in the new scabbard I’d bought her, but that was still enough contact with my body for her to communicate with me telepathically. 
 
    She did it incessantly, since there was very little else she could do on her own. Aside from turning her blade’s glow on and off, which didn’t entertain her for long. 
 
    Getting Dawnbringer a humanoid body was feeling like a bigger priority by the day. I didn’t know how plausible that concept really was, but if she had the ability to walk around, she’d probably be much happier and at least slightly less annoying. 
 
    (In reality, I wasn’t confident about the second part, but I was hoping oh-so-much.) 
 
    I was growing more confident with each passing day that every sword I added to our little family was going to cause more problems, but I was in too deep to turn back. One simply did not stop after acquiring one sacred sword out of a set. 
 
    And so, we were heading down to Edria, where it was obvious that at least a couple other sacred sword wielders had similar goals to my own. 
 
    We were headed south west from the small town we’d found along the railroad that crossed the Unclaimed Lands. The terrain was flatter here, the weather warmer, and the trees a bit more sparse than we’d seen on the northern side of the road. 
 
    Three days passed. Reika spent the first two of them with an awful fever, likely because a portion of one of her burn injuries had gotten infected. I treated her wounds as best I could with the medical kit we’d purchased, but that was no substitute for magical healing. I hoped we’d find more healing potions soon. 
 
    By the third day, she was looking a little bit better, but I was still worried. 
 
    We hit Lake Corval largely by accident, but it was a good thing. By that point, Reika and I were both running low on water, and more importantly, we desperately needed a good bath. 
 
    We’d hit some smaller streams and such along the way, so don’t think we’d gone days without any form of bathing, but having a huge lake to jump into was a much-needed change of pace. 
 
    After that, we spent the next couple days walking west along the lakeside. The waters were clean and contained plentiful fish. A few fire spells made for easy meal preparation. 
 
    The fresh water made travel much easier for us, but as we moved on, Reika grew progressively more distraught. By my best estimates, we were only a couple days from the Edrian border when Reika stopped walking, and I realized we had a problem. 
 
    *** 
 
    Reika turned toward me, taking a deep breath. “I have to go back.” 
 
    I stopped walking, my heart sinking. “Feeling homesick?” 
 
    “No. I mean, yes, but that’s not the issue.” She turned to look at me. “I need to go back for Frienemy.” 
 
    I blinked. “Frienemy? Who is…oh. The nightmare spirit? Is that his name?” 
 
    “I donno, it seemed appropriate.” She sighed. “I’m worried about him. He was following us all the way out to the shrine, but I haven’t seen him in days. I was kinda hoping he could follow us even while you had the mask on, but…” 
 
    I pondered aloud. “I could take the mask off for a few days to see if he catches up, but that would sort of defeat the reason I put it on in the first place.” 
 
    “I agree. And that’s why I should go back and find him. Miyuri was probably tracking you or Dawn, not me.” 
 
    <That would make sense, given how important I am.> 
 
    I ignored Dawn. “Maybe, but if the tails find you while you’re alone and wounded…” 
 
    “I’ll be flying. While some hydras can fly with magic, most of them can’t in their larger forms. I’m better at it. I can out-pace them.” 
 
    I still didn’t like it. “How would you even find him? We’ve covered a lot of ground. He could be anywhere.” 
 
    “Watch.” Reika raised her hand and pointed two fingers at her eyes. After a moment, they flashed and started to glow, a trail of white mist flowing from their sides. 
 
    “That’s…new, isn’t it?” 
 
    She grinned. “Ever since we visited the shrine, I’ve been feeling a little bit better grasp on my own abilities. I think visiting the spirit plane — or whatever that space was between our world and the spirit plane was — strengthened my magic a little bit, or just gave me a better connection to it. I’ve been figuring out some new applications.” 
 
    “And that…what, helps you see spirits? Couldn’t you do that already?” 
 
    She nodded. “I could see spirits before, but with this active, I can see collections of spirit energy more easily. I’m betting if I go back to where we had the fight, I can find a trail.” 
 
    “Would a trail last that long?” 
 
    Reika frowned, considering that. “For an ordinary human, probably not. For a forest spirit like Frienemy? I’m hoping so. I…just wouldn’t feel right if I don’t even try.” 
 
    I nodded. “I can backtrack with you, then. I’m worried about him, too.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I appreciate that, but you’d slow me down. Like, a lot. Walking this far has taken us days — if I fly at full speed, I could be back there in hours.” 
 
    I saw her logic. “Is your larger form recovered enough to fly that distance?” 
 
    She winced. “I hope so.” 
 
    “If you’re feeling too badly injured, make sure you turn back before you get too far. Don’t take any risks. And remember to eat.” 
 
    Reika snorted. “I’m not a child, Keras. I can take care of myself. I lived alone a long time before we met, remember?” 
 
    “That’s fair, I’m just worried about the tails. We barely survived against Zenkichi, and we’re still in rough shape.” 
 
    She gave a solemn nod. “I’ll be careful. I promise.” 
 
    “Are you going back to your forest if you find him?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I need to find out what Frienemy needs. After I help him, though, I’ll try to come back here if I can. Would it be too much to ask for you to wait near the border for me for a couple days, if I don’t find you sooner?” 
 
    I felt a bit of relief that she was asking — I was worried that she was planning to go back home and stay there. “No, that’s fine. I’ll see if I can find the border fort, or maybe a border town, and stick around there. Does that thing you’re doing with your eyes let you see my trail while I have the mask on?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, you’re not leaving a visible trail right now.” 
 
    I had mixed feelings about that. It meant the mask was working, but it also meant that she’d have difficulty finding me if I kept the mask on. 
 
    “I’ll take off my mask briefly at sundown each night, so you have something to look for. I’ll also leave some directions for you with whoever I talk to.” 
 
    “Okay. Good.” 
 
    We paused awkwardly for a moment, then Reika rushed forward and gave me a hug. “I’ll see you soon, okay?” 
 
    I pulled her tighter. “You’d better.” 
 
    *** 
 
    I was more than a little worried that our plan wouldn’t work. There were several possible points of failure — she could fail to find Frienemy, she could get attacked by the tails, I could be attacked when I took the mask off, she could fail to find me… 
 
    But Reika was right. We couldn’t abandon the forest spirit. I felt guilty that we hadn’t gone to look for him sooner, and that she was the one that had made the call to go back for him. 
 
    If we’d taken more time to think about it, we probably would have set a more coherent meeting point. Maybe I would have just camped out in one place, or specifically stayed at the first town right across the border. 
 
    In spite of our planning flaws, however, Reika found me just after sunset on the second night. 
 
    She was in her human form, with wings, and carrying a body in her arms. I felt a sense of dread as she descended. 
 
    “Is he…” 
 
    “He’s alive.” She landed in front of me, setting down the unconscious body. As I took a closer look, my worries increased. “Barely.” 
 
    He looked like Raizo, but wearing Sterling’s clothes, and with Aayara’s hair. More importantly, he had obvious burns on his shoulder, face, and chest. 
 
    I knelt down next to him, unslinging my backpack. “Is he stable?” 
 
    “No.” Reika knelt down with me, her eyes full of worry. “He’s dying. I don’t think he has much longer. Hours, maybe. I don’t know what to do. He shouldn’t be hurt like this. Forest spirits usually heal from damage almost immediately.” 
 
    I opened up my medical kit and did what little I could to treat his injuries, but I honestly had no idea if it would even be effective on a spirit. His natural state was, as far as I was aware, a glowing ball of energy. “Maybe Zenkichi’s acid hurts spirits the way my sword or aura does?” 
 
    “No. It shouldn’t be that.” She shook her head. “Otherwise, my two forms would have suffered mirrored damage, like when you cut me. They haven’t.” 
 
    I nodded at her logic. “Okay. So, something is preventing his regeneration from working. If we can fix that, maybe we can help him. Maybe we should try to get him to town and get him a healing potion?” 
 
    “I’m not convinced that would work on him, and I don’t know if we have time to get to a town. He’s fading fast, Keras. We have to do something!” 
 
    She was right — even if we had a potion with us, it wasn’t likely to help. Healing potions fixed flesh and bone, not whatever this was. Maybe a healing potion would have helped get his natural healing properties working again, but there was no guarantee. “Where do you think his regeneration normally comes from?” 
 
    Reika pondered that. “It’s probably an application of spirit mana. He should be—oh. The forest. He’s a forest spirit. Maybe it’s the forest itself that he draws his energy from?” 
 
    I nodded. “That makes sense to me. If the area is suffused with spiritual energy, maybe he naturally draws on that to survive. And if the spiritual energy in this area is lighter, then he might not be getting enough to recover. Do you want to fly him back?” 
 
    “…Maybe. But that’s a long way, and I don’t know how much longer he’ll last. I…don’t know what to do.” 
 
    “Okay. We’ll figure this out. What about the spirit gateway crystal? Could it heal him?” 
 
    “Almost definitely, but I don’t know if it would. It’s already granted us both our boon. I don’t even know if it would let us back inside to talk.” 
 
    I grit my teeth. “Okay. He’s a spirit. You’re a spirit dragon. Do you think you could figure out some kind of spirit healing spell?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I’d have no idea where to start. That kind of magic exists, but it’s not the type of thing that you just experiment on without any training. Any kind of healing magic is dangerous without knowing what you’re doing.” 
 
    If that sounds like a jab at Corin, it definitely is. 
 
    Anyway, even if healing magic wasn’t an option, that did seem to give Reika an idea. “I think I have something else I can do, though. Maybe. It’s a risk. But, uh, maybe a smaller risk?” 
 
    I glanced down at the injured spirit. He was cold to the touch, which wasn’t a good sign for people, but I didn’t know how bad it was for a spirit. The burns on his body were definitely not a good sign, though. Any potential plan to save him sounded worth discussing. “What’s the idea?” 
 
    “I could try to make a contract with him and give him spirit mana.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “A contract? Isn’t that what the Summoner attunement does?” 
 
    I wasn’t super familiar with attunements at that point, but I’d read about them in Reika’s books. I knew about the Valian ones, since those were the most commonly discussed in the books written in a language I could read. 
 
    Reika gave a considering look, then nodded. “Yes, it’s basically like that. I’m not a Summoner, but many monsters have natural abilities that are similar to attunements. I’ve never made a contract before, but it’s spirit magic, and unlike healing, it’s something I know how to do. Dad taught me about it when I was young, I’ve just never done it before.” 
 
    “Okay. And it works just like a Summoner contract?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, this is an older magic, it’s not identical. It’s closer to your bond with Dawn. It makes a connection that mana flows through. I don’t think it would let me summon him or anything like that, just transfer mana.” 
 
    That made sense to me. In fact, it was probably similar to what the spirit gateway crystal had offered me as one of the options for a boon — access to spirit magic. 
 
    If I’d taken that boon, maybe I could have helped here… 
 
    I quickly dismissed that line of thought. I’d saved that spirit version of Lydia, and I wouldn’t trade her for someone else. Moreover, even if I’d picked up spirit magic, I’d have the same problems Reika did with not knowing how to use it for healing purposes. I needed to focus on what we could do, not what we couldn’t. “Okay, so you can make a contract and feed him mana, and that might help speed up his healing. What are the downsides?” 
 
    “Two problems. One, he’s not conscious, so I don’t know if he can accept. Two, I don’t know how it’ll work on a forest spirit. Contracts are usually between a monster and a human, not two monsters. Contracts between monsters aren’t impossible, but I don’t know if our mana types are compatible.” 
 
    “What would happen if they’re not?” 
 
    “…Our mana would be poisoning each other continuously for as long as the contract lasts.” 
 
    I didn’t like the sound of that. “…That’s a pretty big risk. How quickly would you know if his mana is poisoning you?” 
 
    “Almost immediately, I think, but breaking the contract could also hurt us.” 
 
    I tightened my jaw. “…Maybe you should just take him back to the forest.” 
 
    “…There’s no time. If I’d gone straight there instead of here, maybe…” She shook her head. “He’s dying. We need to do something. Do you have a better plan?” 
 
    I couldn’t think of any better plans. It simply wasn’t my area of expertise. 
 
    Dawn, anything? 
 
    <Nope.> 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “Then I’m doing this.” She put a hand on his chest. “Catch me if I fall.” 
 
    I moved behind her. 
 
    “Spirit of the forest, I offer you this bond.” Reika’s hand began to glow with a soft white aura, and mist trailed off of it toward the sky. 
 
    The spirit’s eyes flickered open, searching. Then his form rapidly shifted, changing back to Raizo, then…to someone completely unfamiliar to me. 
 
    A tall, broad-shouldered man with half-black, half-white hair. His eyes were stark white, with a scar across his face around them. 
 
    “…F…father?” Reika muttered. “No, I’m not afraid of…” 
 
    His head turned toward Reika, his eyes narrowing. “Reika…you came back for me.” He drew in a shuddering breath. “I…accept your contract.” 
 
    There was a brilliant flash of white light — which, unfortunately, probably served as a signal for anyone looking for us for miles. Then a glowing mark appeared on Reika’s right hand, and a matching symbol appeared on the exposed portion of center of Frienemy’s chest. 
 
    When the light cleared, Reika closed her eyes. “Hold still.” 
 
    More mist welled up around Reika’s hand, then flowed downward, vanishing as it came in contact with Frienemy’s body. As I watched, the wounds around his shoulder and chest began to close. 
 
    He shuddered, drawing in a deep breath. “…Th…thank you.” 
 
    She leaned down, tears welling in her eyes, and pulled him tight. “You saved us from Zenkichi. We’re the ones that should be thanking you.” 
 
    “…I…think I want to go home now.” Frienemy’s voice was quiet, almost a whisper. 
 
    “Okay. It’s okay now. I’ll take you home.” 
 
    With Reika showing no signs of collapsing, I sat down next to the two of them. “I owe you one, too. I don’t know if we would have survived fighting Zenkichi without you.” 
 
    He cracked a pained smile, his form flickering briefly to Landen’s. “You…gave me something new. I learned. I grew.” He patted Reika on the back of the head, then pulled away. “You have my gratitude…but I need to go now. I have been gone too long, and home calls to me. The old man will be angry.” He turned back to Reika. “I can make my way alone.” 
 
    Reika’s expression sunk. “You’re sure? I could…” 
 
    “You are hurt, and you have given me enough of your strength for the journey home.” He turned his eyes to me, then back to Reika. “Goodbye my…friends.” 
 
    He pulled Reika tight for one last moment, then glowed and changed. 
 
    When the light cleared, there was no human body — just a shimmering sphere of light. 
 
    “G…goodbye.” Reika raised a hand, waving it sorrowfully. 
 
    The ball of light shot off into the forest, away from us. 
 
    Toward home. 
 
    *** 
 
    Crossing into Edria through the Unclaimed Lands wasn’t exactly common. There was no line of wagons or civilians like I might have expected during a border crossing, nor was the border fort anywhere near large enough to cover the entire way into the nation. We could have easily gone around it, but we felt it would be better to get ourselves some form of identification. 
 
    We approached the fortress with our hands raised to show we weren’t aggressive. Given that there were only two of us (three, if you counted Dawn), we probably wouldn’t have looked like a threat, but the last thing we needed was another fight when we were still in awful shape. 
 
    The fortress gate opened as we approached, and a half-dozen soldiers came out to greet us. They didn’t look particularly threatening — in fact, most of them looked excited to see us. I didn’t understand why at first, but I couldn’t complain. 
 
    The first problem came up immediately, and it was a predictable one. They greeted us in the Edrian tongue, which I didn’t speak. That was tricky, but I once again felt fortunate that Reika and I shared a language. I still didn’t know why the Valian language was the same as the Velthryn tongue from my own continent, but I had some suspicions from the little bits I’d heard about Valian culture. 
 
    Reika understood enough of the Edrian language to offer a basic greeting in reply. I found out later that her accent and pronunciation were atrocious, but some linguistic knowledge was better than none. 
 
    After she exchanged a few lines I couldn’t understand, one of the soldiers came forward. “I spent a few years in Valia, I speak the language. What do you want?” 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    Reika continued speaking for us, which was good, since I was still wearing a weird mask. I probably should have taken it off, but I was waiting until we got inside the borders of the nation first. Her split-colored hair was probably a little odd, but she looked somewhat more normal than I did. “We’re visiting Edria for the Tournament of the Sacred Sword. We heard we could get travel papers here?” 
 
    The guard’s eyes narrowed. “For the tournament...? I suppose that might be possible. Keep your weapons sheathed and your hands where we can see them. I’ll have to take you to our commander and see what he says.” 
 
    I found that a little frustrating, but we complied. I’ll spare you a detailed description of our time spent at the border fort. 
 
    Most of the soldiers were a little friendlier, and it didn’t take me long to figure out why — we were the most exciting thing that had happened to them in weeks. The fortress we’d come through wasn’t really meant for immigration; it was there to watch for large-scale monster invasions, and those were years (if not decades) apart. 
 
    Basically, these soldiers were stuck guarding a fort where nothing ever happened. They didn’t say it was some sort of punishment duty, but I got that impression. 
 
    A lot of them spoke at least some Valian, but not as fluently as the person who’d talked to us first. Apparently, Valian was the liturgical language used in the sacred scriptures, so a lot of them learned it in order to read the holy books (or at least understand religious services when spoken out loud). The Valian language was taught in public schools as an elective class, but not a mandatory one. 
 
    I was pleased to know that even though I would have to deal with a bit of a language barrier while in Edria, it wouldn’t be an insurmountable one. I planned to try to pick up some Edrian if I could — I didn’t want to have to rely on making others speak my own language — but I knew that would take some time. 
 
    The soldiers helped us fill out the necessary paperwork (since the documents were written in Edrian) and collected our fees. I didn’t quite catch all the details due to the language barrier, but I got the impression that we’d lucked out by coming in during the tournament, which was a period of time when Edria relaxed their border policies significantly. 
 
    We still weren’t going to be able to stay as permanent residents; our travel papers would allow us to remain in Edria up until three months after the tournament, but no longer. If we wanted permanent residency, that would require getting a different form of identification. 
 
    I figured that we’d probably be heading elsewhere to track down the other sacred swords after we were done with the tournament, so I wasn’t too worried about it. 
 
    Aside from our identification, we also bought a map and got a bit of information. 
 
    The closest major city was Zunyi, the former capitol of Kelridge (which was now called East Edria). That wasn’t our destination, though. 
 
    The tournament was being held in Kassel, the home of the Hydra Spire. That was about five hundred and fifty miles away, and the tournament started in twenty days. 
 
    That’s almost twenty-eight miles a day. We’re probably going to have to fly for at least part of it if we want to get there in time. 
 
    After finishing the papers, we stayed a little while to trade stories with the soldiers. We stayed for a meal, and afterward, the soldiers seemed sad to see us go. (Probably sadder to see Reika go, in truth. I saw more than one of them eyeing her with obvious interest.) 
 
    With that resolved, we departed the fortress and set foot in Edria for the first time. 
 
    *** 
 
    Reika and I stood on the other side of the border fort. I started walking along the road toward the nearest town. Reika wasn’t following, so I turned back around. 
 
    “Something wrong?” 
 
    She frowned. “This is...just like the Unclaimed Lands. There’s nothing here.” 
 
    I pointed at a nearby sign. “There’s a sign here. And a road. It’s completely different.” 
 
    I would have mentioned what the sign said, but I couldn’t read it. 
 
    “I just thought...” 
 
    I walked back and put a hand on her shoulder. I’d picked the uninjured shoulder, fortunately. “That we’d arrive in a giant city as soon as we crossed into Edria?” 
 
    “...It didn’t have to be a giant city...” She frowned. “But yeah, I wanted there to be people.” 
 
    I chuckled. “That was just an obscure border fort. We’re probably miles from Edria proper, maybe days. Don’t worry, you’ll get to see the big cities and crowds soon enough. You’ll probably be sick of them within about three hours after that.” 
 
    “I doubt it. I’m much more of a people person than you are.” 
 
    I gave her a wounded look. “You literally grew up in a cave.” 
 
    She glowered at me. “Not by choice. And I had plenty of friends when I lived in that town for a little while.” 
 
    “Fine, fine. We’ll see if you’re right soon enough. Come on.” 
 
    We traveled onward to the south. The road I’d mentioned was dirt, rather than stone, but that was still a tremendous improvement over some of the sections of the Unclaimed Lands. We’d stuck to flat plains as much as possible when we were heading here, but even those weren’t always easy to navigate. 
 
    It took us about half a day to reach the first town, and Reika was visibly excited when we got there. She practically bounced over to the closest people, asking questions in Edrian. 
 
     “There’s a tavern over this way! A tavern! I bet there are all sorts of adventurers planning their next escapades!” 
 
    There were no adventurers in the taverns. There were drunks. Mostly bored drunks. 
 
    We were still in the middle of nowhere. 
 
    Still, I couldn’t help but smile at Reika’s enthusiasm. She ordered us drinks and asked the barkeep an absurd number of questions in Edrian. When I asked her what they were talking about, she only clarified that, “Barkeeps know everything. Trust me.” 
 
    She was disappointed to find that the tavern was only a place to buy and drink alcohol, not a place where one could rent lodgings for the night. There apparently was an inn “nearby”, but it was another ten or so miles down the road. 
 
    We probably would have gotten there if Reika hadn’t gotten very, very drunk. 
 
    “I shink I’m a-munne to alcohol,” she explained to me. “Because...,” she whispered in a voice that was loud enough for everyone to hear, “I’ma dragon.” 
 
    For the sake of avoiding embarrassing my friend, I’m going to skip some of the details that followed. Suffice to say that I eventually cut her off, half-carried her a few minutes south of town, and spent most of the rest of the night feeding her water and holding her hair while she got rid of the alcohol. 
 
    I cleaned her up after that and we found a pleasant grove of trees well off the road to sleep in. 
 
    The next morning, Reika woke before I did. 
 
    “...Dying...” 
 
    I woke with a start, scanning for enemies. 
 
    “...Poisoned...” 
 
    I’ll save you from the panic that I felt when I heard her. Reika was not, in fact, dying. She was just badly hungover. 
 
    I’d hoped that feeding her water would help, but she still got hit pretty bad. Neither of us had known how much alcohol she could tolerate, and the answer was “not a lot on her first try”. 
 
    I spent the morning taking care of her, then we headed south. 
 
    Ten miles was a lot less progress than we usually made in a day, but we stopped at the inn when we got there. 
 
    They had a bath. 
 
    We ended up staying there for two days. 
 
    *** 
 
    By the time we left the inn, Reika and I were both doing considerably better. I was still worried that we hadn’t done enough to treat her burns, but she seemed to be recovering pretty well. Her arm, chest, and shoulder were still healing where the first globe of acid had hit her, but she’d fought off the infection. 
 
    I expected she’d probably have some long-term scars, but I wasn’t sure. I didn’t know enough about how dragon physiology worked; her specific connection with the plane of spirits seemed like the type that might help with more complete recovery. 
 
    My own injuries were mostly healed by that point, at least as much as they were going to be without magic. I had some new scars on my left arm and all over my right shoulder, but the tunic and healing potion had done wonders to help me recover more quickly. 
 
    I still felt some stiffness and occasional jolts of pain when I moved my right arm, but I didn’t think it had suffered permanent damage. 
 
    We’d been very fortunate. 
 
    I was determined to make sure we wouldn’t have to rely on fortune so heavily in the future. 
 
    One of my first priorities upon getting to Kassel was going to be buying better healing supplies. I still planned to visit a healer to treat our existing wounds more completely, but buying a few healing potions and other medical supplies was the first thing on my list. 
 
    Beyond that, I desperately needed to increase my fighting ability. 
 
    When I’d been on my home continent, I’d only rarely encountered enemies that could threaten me in a straight fight. Some of them, like the Children of the Tyrant, were terrifyingly formidable — but I’d only encountered them on a couple occasions in my life. 
 
    On Kaldwyn, I’d been beaten nearly senseless three or four times in the first couple months I’d been there. 
 
    My existing skills were a solid foundation, but I needed to build on them further. 
 
    Reika didn’t need any convincing to work on her own skills. She had a clear goal in mind, and after fighting Zenkichi, we both understood how far we were from reaching the level of people like him or Raizo. 
 
    So, as Reika and I exited the inn and traveled further south, we stopped several times a day to practice. 
 
    And by “practice”, I mean occasionally attack each other without warning. 
 
    *** 
 
    <Duck!> 
 
    I ducked, and Reika’s punch flew over me. 
 
    I kicked backward, but I caught only air. She’d already turned into her spirit state. 
 
    That was tricky to counter, but I knew she couldn’t maintain it for very long. 
 
    I spun around, drawing Dawnbringer. 
 
    Thanks for the warning. 
 
    <You got it, partner.> 
 
    Dawnbringer didn’t have an ordinary sense of sight, but she did have an omnidirectional mana sense. After some testing, we’d determined that it currently had a range of about sixty feet. 
 
    So, when Reika and I had agreed to practice ambushing each other, Dawn had conspired to help me cheat. 
 
    Reika was floating backward, still in her humanoid form, but incorporeal. Something like mist was leaking all around her, as it always did when she was in her spirit form. It was probably some kind of raw essence from the plane of spirits, but at the moment, I wasn’t worried about that. 
 
    I pointed Dawnbringer straight toward Reika. “Be ready, Dawn.” 
 
    <Always!> 
 
    Reika solidified, her hands shifting into claws as she lunged forward. 
 
    “Luminous Arc!” 
 
    Dawnbringer’s blade shined brighter and brighter before releasing a tremendous surge of light. 
 
    Normally, Reika dodged that attack. It was easy enough to do when you knew exactly what the sword’s abilities were, and I telegraphed it deliberately so she could avoid it. 
 
    This time, she folded her arms in front of her and ran straight into it. 
 
    I had a moment of panic. Just one moment, because that was all it took for her to burst through the beam and slam a fist into my chest. 
 
    I stumbled backward, the last few moments of the beam cutting a wide gouge into the nearby ground. 
 
    Reika and I paused to stare at the blackened and smoking line the attack had left on the ground. “Awkward,” I mumbled. 
 
    Then she punched me again. 
 
    This time, I managed to side-step to avoid most of the force of the impact, and I responded with a quick kick toward her front knee. 
 
    She jumped back and successfully avoided it, but that had put her on the defensive, and I didn’t give her a moment to rest. I swung Dawnbringer at her, turning the blade at the last second to strike her arm with the flat of the blade. 
 
    She grunted on the impact, pushing the blade aside, and came in with a clawed swipe at my chest. It tore a gouge in my tunic and left a bleeding trail across my chest. 
 
    Body of Stone. 
 
    I grabbed her arm as she moved to retreat, holding her in place, and tried to smash her with Dawnbringer’s pommel. 
 
    She turned into her spirit form again, both escaping my grip and causing my swing to miss. Then, she solidified again almost immediately, hitting me with her second claw. 
 
    Her claw left another gouge, proving sharp enough to injure me even with Body of Stone active. I grunted, swiping my off-hand across her face. 
 
    Burn. 
 
    A blast of flame exploded in front of her eyes, momentarily blinding her. I made certain to control the flames enough that they wouldn’t actually burn her directly. 
 
    That helped less than I’d hoped. She started swinging wildly, clipping me twice before I fell back on the defensive. 
 
    I tried to dodge to her side while she was blind, but I ended up stumbling over her tail. I hadn’t even seen her form one; she was getting faster with her transformations every day. 
 
    “Ow! Quit stepping on me!” She swiped at me blindly again, and I grabbed her arm again. This time, I yanked forward, bringing a knee up into her chest. 
 
    That knocked the wind out of her, and she spent the next several seconds coughing. I caught her before she fell over. 
 
    “Round is over,” I said. 
 
    “Bah.” She rubbed at her eyes. “Stop blinding me. It’s irritating.” 
 
    “It’s the only way I’m managing to hold my own against you. Sorry.” I winced and inspected the cuts on my chest. None of them were deep, pieces of my shadeweave tunic were already moving to seal the injuries. 
 
    The tunic was the only reason I’d accepted training with this degree of intensity. Without it, the wounds Reika was giving me might have been dangerous. Fortunately, the enchanted tunic provided me with both basic protection against her claws and the means to recover much more quickly from any injuries she caused. 
 
    Reika and I sat down under the cover of a nearby tree while her vision recovered. I sheathed Dawnbringer and disabled my Body of Stone spell. 
 
    “Water,” she groaned. 
 
    I passed her my waterskin. She took a drink, poured some over her face, then passed it back to me. I took a drink. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “What do we want to work on improving?” 
 
    “Mostly spirit magic stuff for me. I’m getting a lot better at it, both from the temple and because of my new spirit bond. Beyond that, I’m going to keep practicing partial transformations. I want to get to the point where I can put part of my body in the spirit form without the rest.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “Would that work? Wouldn’t your blood start flowing out of you or something?” 
 
    “Don’t know until I try it. But don’t worry, I’ll just try to make a hand incorporeal first or something. Nothing vital.” 
 
    “Maybe start with one finger? Or, like, a small part of a finger?” 
 
    She rubbed at her eyes again. “Fine, fine. You’re such a worrier.” 
 
    “A degree of caution is necessary when you fight powerful enemies regularly. Anyway, I think your idea has a lot of potential, if you can actually get it to work. You could let a sword go through part of you, then punch someone with a still-solid arm.” 
 
    “That’s the idea.” Reika grinned. “What about you?” 
 
    “Speed.” I grunted. “It’s never been my area of focus, but now it has to be my top training priority. I have a reach advantage on you, but you can close the distance so quickly that it barely matters. And you’re not the only one I need to worry about.” 
 
    I was thinking back to my fights against Velas, both the real version and the fake that I’d fought against in the Shrine of Bravery.  
 
    Velas had always been able to beat me at speed, and I’d relied on strength and sorcery to work around it. Fighting a copy version of her that wasn’t holding back had made it evident that my existing abilities wouldn’t be sufficient if she ever tried to fight me with the intent to kill. 
 
    And Velas wasn’t the only case where I’d run into problems with faster attacks and opponents. Zenkichi had been able to grab my sword easily. If he’d known what the Sae’kes could do, he likely could have dodged it without difficulty. 
 
    I couldn’t count on future opponents making the same mistake that Zenkichi had. 
 
    Reika put on a contemplative face. “How are you going to train for speed? Isn’t that something you’d just get better at through regular exercise?” 
 
    “Sure, but that’s a gradual process. I need to find a way to improve my speed drastically in a short period of time. I have two methods in mind.” 
 
    “Two?” 
 
    I nodded. “The first and most important is that I need to strengthen my bond with Dawn.” 
 
    <You bet I’m the most important. Was that ever in doubt?> 
 
    No, but the fact that our bond seems to be enhancing some of my abilities is an added benefit. 
 
    <So practical. You could butter me up a little more, you know.> 
 
    Oh, you want me to use you as a butter knife? 
 
    <That’s...you know that’s not what I meant!> 
 
    So, you just want to be slathered in butter. That’s a little strange, but I’ll try not to judge you for it. 
 
    <Ugh! I mean you could stand to compliment me a little more, Keras!> 
 
    Let’s see... I think your spell reflection ability is very impressive? 
 
    <If that’s your best compliment, maybe you should stick with buying me new clothes.> 
 
    Reika couldn’t hear the conversation, but she often paused while I mentally conversed with Dawn. Apparently my expression changed in a way that made it obvious what I was doing...which was probably a bad thing in the long run, if it turned into a tell that my enemies could use against me. 
 
    After we’d stopped, Reika pointed at the new mark on my hand that had appeared when Dawnbringer and I had agreed to our contract. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    “You think that makes you faster?” She asked. 
 
    I nodded. “I definitely feel a little faster already, and I find it easier to focus. If what Dawn tells me is accurate—” 
 
    <I’m always accurate! I’m the most accurate weapon ever!> 
 
    “—her aura should also be giving me some degree of general magical resistance now.” 
 
    Reika nodded. “That last part I knew about, but I never heard anything about speed or mental clarity advantages. But I never learned everything she could do — Dad died before he could teach me all of it. And given that she’s sentient now, it’s possible she’s even learning new things.” 
 
    <Yes. I am learning more effective ways to mock people all the time.> 
 
    She means new combat abilities, Dawn. 
 
    <Mockery can be a combat ability.> 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Anyway, I’ve always gotten a bit better at things just by training with magical items. Most people seem to get some benefit out of that, but it’s always been unusually helpful to me.” 
 
    “Or harmful,” Reika pointed out. “Like with that destructive essence bleeding into you from your other sword.” 
 
    I winced. “Yeah. That.” 
 
    “Sorry, didn’t mean to be negative. It’s just interesting to me how strong of connections you seem to form with weapons. Maybe that’s a unique type of magic?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m not certain. It might be a consequence of being bonded to the Sae’kes at a very young age. Maybe that helps me bond to other items more easily, sort of like how learning languages at a young age can help you learn others later.” 
 
    I had some other ideas on why I could pick up item abilities so easily, but I didn’t tell Reika. Not yet. 
 
    Reika gave me an odd look. “I suppose...but wouldn’t that apply to other people with similar items? I’ve never heard about the Edrian royal family getting magic from other items, and they form bonds with Diamantine during childhood.” 
 
    I blinked. “Wait, really? Does that mean multiple people can have a bond with Diamantine at the same time?” 
 
    Reika nodded. “Yep. They all get the mark on their body, like that one on your hand.” 
 
    I pondered that, absently rubbing at my hand. “How much do you know about bonds like this?” 
 
    “I’m not an expert, but I know a bit. The Six Sacred Swords are all what are called spirit-bonded items. They’re exactly what they sound like; they can bond with your spirit, causing both you and the weapon to grow stronger over time. The mark for Dawnbringer is symbolic, with the circles representing Strength, Insight, and Bravery.” 
 
    “Hm. How common of knowledge is that?” 
 
    Reika shrugged. “No idea. The things my father taught me were important for a guardian of a sacred sword, but I don’t know if they’re the sort of thing taught to kids in classrooms. If I had to guess, I’d say it’s probably not common knowledge, except maybe to climbers or other people with a specific interest in ancient magic. I don’t think normal Enchanters can make spirit-bonded items.” 
 
    “You said the bond can potentially get stronger over time — what does that entail?” 
 
    “I’m less certain about that.” Reika frowned. “Dad didn’t tell me a lot about it, and my books were pretty vague. It’s possible you’ll get access to more abilities, like reaching a higher level with an attunement, but I don’t really know.” 
 
    I considered that. “Does that mean the mark might change in appearance, or give me a different colored aura of some kind?” 
 
    “No idea. It might be a good way to fake having an attunement if it does work like that, though. Right now anyone who looks at us with a standard Detect Aura spell is going to be able to tell we don’t have attunements, and that’s going to be suspicious if and when we decide to throw magic around.” 
 
    That...sounded bad. “Is there any way around that?” 
 
    “Maybe. High level attuned can suppress their shroud, so we could pretend to be really strong. It might not fool everyone, though. Your mask is a good excuse, since it blocks detection magic. You might not want to wear that in the arena, though.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “Why not?” 
 
    “Couple reasons. First off, it could throw off the ability for people to observe you properly during the match and upset the judges. Second, it’s practically screaming that you have a secret, and that will make the people with resources want to look into it more. I think you’ll be better off going without the mask in the city, unless you really need it.” 
 
    I gave her a nod. I’d have to consider that, but she had some good points. “The mask might not even be allowed in the arena, if they use divination magic at all.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s true. We’ll have to check the rules when we get there.” 
 
    I nodded. “We should still look into getting you one as well, in case we need to do anything like leave the city quickly.” 
 
    “Doubt we can afford one.” She sounded sad. “We’re not exactly wealthy.” 
 
    “True. We’ll have to figure out some ways to raise some money while we’re in town.” I jumped back a subject. “If I wanted to make my bond with Dawn stronger, how would I go about doing that?” 
 
    <Buy me things!> 
 
    I snorted. 
 
    Not that kind of bond, Dawn. I mean the spirit bond. 
 
    <Obviously, but maybe earning my affection will make it stronger. You’ll never know until you try. And, of course, any testing in that regard will have to be repeated often.> 
 
    Reika waited for a moment, either thinking or realizing that I was chatting with Dawn. She was getting pretty good at figuring out when I was distracted. “I can’t say for certain. Most spirit-bonding items aren’t sapient like she is. In most cases, the answer is just ‘use it a lot’, and the bond will get stronger, much like an attunement would. I don’t know if that’ll work with Dawn or not, though.” 
 
    I nodded. “Worth trying. I’ll try to get some exercise with her every day.” 
 
    <Ugh, that sounds so exhausting. You’re going to have to buy me lots of cute things to make up for it.> 
 
    How do you even get tired? You don’t have muscles and stuff. 
 
    <I have a mind, Keras. And my mind gets sleepy.> 
 
    That’s...a little weird, but okay. 
 
    <You’re a little weird.> 
 
    True. 
 
    “Oh, back to an earlier topic.” Reika waved at my hand again. “Every sword has a specific sigil like that. We can probably identify other wielders if we notice them.” 
 
    “How do we tell them apart from attunement marks?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ll find the symbols in one of my books later, and we’ll have to memorize what they all look like.” 
 
    <You should stop wearing gloves so often, Keras. People need to know that I’ve claimed you as my territory. It’s like a flag!> 
 
    I am not your territory, Dawn. 
 
    <Oh? I mean, you do carry me around everywhere, so maybe you’re more like a servant...> 
 
    I ignored Dawn for the moment. “Okay. We’ll learn the other marks and keep an eye out for them. And if any of them look different from the original symbols, that might be an indication that they improve over time like attunements do. The Edrian royalty might be a good place to start, if they form life-long connections with Diamantine.” 
 
    “That’s true.” Reika gave the mark an appraising look. “Also, since this bond works similar to an attunement, it might mean you’re capable of getting normal attunements, too.” 
 
    I could follow her logic, but I didn’t necessarily agree. “I’m not sure about that. I’ve seen other magical marks before, and they don’t all work exactly the same way. For example, some dominion marks work on humans, but some don’t. And when they don’t work, they can cause some really awful side effects.” 
 
    Reika shrugged. “Sure, but it’s one more piece of information, at least.” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s true. And if it does end up behaving like an attunement and visually changing as it gets stronger, that might be more evidence that they’re related somehow.” 
 
    “We could ask Anabelle Farren about it when we visit her, since apparently she has something to do with attunement research,” Reika suggested. 
 
    “Good idea.” I nodded. “And even if the mark itself doesn’t get stronger, I expect to get more benefit out of practicing with Dawnbringer than most people would. We’ll be trading mana constantly either way.” 
 
    <When you phrase it like that, it sounds kind of gross. Or maybe romantic. Possibly both.> 
 
    Sounds like it’s just your style, then. 
 
    <Hey! You take that back!> 
 
    I went back to ignoring Dawn. “Anyway, speaking of getting power from training with items, my other idea is similar.” I pointed at Reika’s backpack. “Open that up for me for a sec.” 
 
    Reika slipped the pack off her shoulder and opened it. “You need something?” 
 
    “Hand me the broken spear pieces.” 
 
    <...Are you planning to cheat on me with a spear? After we just had such a great time training together? Another sword I could at least understand, but...> 
 
    There’s no need to be jealous. The spear just offers me something you don’t have, that’s all. It’s nothing to be ashamed of. 
 
    <Oh, now you’re mocking me deliberately.> 
 
    Obviously. 
 
    <Hmpf! Rude!> 
 
    Reika handed me the pieces of the spear, and I looked them over. Much like with the actual Heartlance, there weren’t any noticeable runes on the surface. 
 
    I’d hesitated to reassemble the spear because it would both be harder to carry and more conspicuous. Wearing a sword or two might have been a little strange, but as long as they were sheathed, it probably wasn’t too threatening. Carrying a spear openly was more likely to be interpreted as hostile. 
 
    But I was curious if this was going to work, and I also wanted to get training as soon as possible if it did. 
 
    I found where each of the pieces had been connected, then closed my eyes and commanded the metal. 
 
    Merge. 
 
    “Ooh.” Reika leaned over. “I love watching you do that.” 
 
    I grinned, turning over the reassembled Heartlance replica in my hands, then pushed myself to my feet. 
 
    “Let’s see if it works, shall we?” 
 
    I’d never actually wielded the real Heartlance, but I had seen it in use enough times to have a pretty good idea of how it was supposed to work. I tapped the bottom of the spear against the ground. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    I frowned. “Hm.” 
 
    Reika tilted her head to the side. “Was something supposed to happen?” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s supposed to start glowing.” 
 
    <Hah! Inferior weapons can’t glow like I do. Take that, spear!> 
 
    I saw this thing glow during the test. 
 
    <Maybe it doesn’t like you?> 
 
    More likely I damaged something in the enchantment structure when I took it apart. Or I just don’t know the actual activation method. 
 
    I frowned. 
 
    <Not that I want to encourage you to toy with other weapons — and my heart — any further, but have you considered trying magic words?> 
 
    I’d never seen Edon or Velas use any words to activate the spear, but it was worth an attempt. 
 
    “Uh, activate. Haste. Speed up. Heartlance.” I shook my head. “Don’t think so.” 
 
    <Maybe try better magic words? Those were all kind of dull.> 
 
    I tried several more words, but nothing seemed to activate it. 
 
    “Can I try?” Reika asked. 
 
    “Sure. All you have to do is—” 
 
    Reika tapped the bottom of the spear against the ground. Immediately, a glow spread across the surface, then up her arms and across her body. “Woah!” She swung the spear forward, the movement a blur. “This thing is amazing!” 
 
    I stared at her. 
 
    <Now, now. Don’t be jealous. Reika just offers the spear things that you don’t have, that’s all. It’s nothing to be ashamed of.> 
 
    I deserved that. 
 
    And, more importantly, Dawn was right — in a more literal sense than she’d realized. 
 
    “You’re a motion sorcerer.” I sighed. “That’s why it works for you and not for me. You already use motion sorcery.” 
 
    “I do?” Reika blinked. 
 
    “I realized after our first fight. Your mass in your dragon form is too great for muscle alone to let you move at the speed that you do. And you have a tendency to move forward with huge bursts of momentum. That’s probably motion sorcery, or at least something akin to it.” 
 
    “Huh.” Reika twirled the spear around. “I guess it’s just a type of magic I use naturally, like my breath weapon. Neat.” 
 
    I considered the now-active spear. “Pass it back to me and see if it works for me now?” 
 
    Reika shrugged, handing the Heartlance replica back to me. The glow ceased the moment she took her hand off it. Apparently, it had to be actively powered by someone with motion sorcery. 
 
    I tried tapping it on the ground again, just to see if I could make use of any essence she’d left inside it, but nothing happened. 
 
    I grunted in annoyance. I’d really been hoping to train with it. I briefly tested if I could benefit from the spear’s magic if both of us held it at the same time, but it only seemed to enhance Reika. I decided I could try to find another work around later, but for the moment, it seemed easier to just let Reika make use of it. 
 
    I handed the spear back to her. She tapped it on the ground, and once again thin lines of light spread across the spear and her body. “I could get used to this.” 
 
    She swung the spear again, sending a blast of force outward that tossed nearby rocks and knocked over a small tree. “This thing is fun! Can I keep it?” 
 
    I pondered that, then gave her a hesitant nod. “Sure, at least for now. I was planning to sell it to buy more supplies.” 
 
    Reika’s shoulder slumped. 
 
    “...But maybe we can reconsider that, if you like it that much.” 
 
    She brightened again, throwing her arms around me. “Thanks, Keras! I’ve never had a magic weapon of my own before.” 
 
    <...She had me...> 
 
    She considers you family, Dawn. Not an object that she owned. 
 
    <That...makes sense, I guess. And I’m glad she’s happy. Especially if she keeps that spear away from you.> 
 
    Aww, were you really that jealous? 
 
    <I...uh, wasn’t jealous, I was just...concerned! That spear might have been a bad influence on you. What if you started thinking spears were as useful as swords?> 
 
    Spears are as useful as swords, Dawn. They’re just for different situations. 
 
    I heard the sound of a gasp in my mind. <Oh, no! It’s already twisted you! Alas! My wielder, what has become of you?> 
 
    Look, I still like you better than any spear, okay? 
 
    <...Any spear? You mean that?> 
 
    I do. 
 
    <Fine. You get a pass this time, Mister. But don’t go cavorting with any maces or axes and expect me to take you back.> 
 
    I’ll keep that in mind. 
 
    <You’d better!> 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter II – Fortress 
 
      
 
    Days passed. 
 
    Each day involved a couple hours in the air to make as much progress as possible, then landing somewhere out of sight at least a few miles away from a town. 
 
    Once in town, Reika would gorge herself on food (generally at multiple different restaurants if possible, to avoid too much suspicion), and then we’d move on, walking until we got to a different town to stay the night. 
 
    We’d always stop and do a bit of training each day. Reika practiced with the Heartlance replica a bit, but quickly grew tired of it. She preferred just using her claws. I continued practicing with Dawn, but I didn’t discover any new abilities or instantaneous improvements to my abilities. It seemed that after the initial burst of power I’d gotten from the bond, I’d have to improve with her more gradually, at least until I learned if she had more levels of power to unlock like an attunement. 
 
    As we got further from the Unclaimed Lands and deeper into Edria proper, our somewhat outlandish appearances seemed to worry people more. 
 
    By “outlandish”, I mean that I was wearing a mask and carrying two large swords, and Reika had weird hair and an all-metal spear. We looked like bandits. Very strange bandits. 
 
    To remedy that, we worked on adjusting our look a bit. 
 
    First, I decided to stop wearing the mask for the moment. That meant the Tails of Orochi could potentially start using divination magic to track us again, but neither Reika nor I thought that they were likely to pursue us all the way into Edria. And even if they did, we were mostly recovered from our injuries and much more capable of defending ourselves than we had been right after fighting Zenkichi. 
 
    Second, I inspected the Heartlance replica thoroughly and figured out part of how it worked. There were three crystals hidden inside the metallic core; one in the bladed portion toward the top, one in the center of the shaft, and a third one inside the bottom of the spear. There were three sets of runes on the inside of the metal, and each set was in contact with one of the crystals. Presumably, that meant the crystals were used as power sources for the enchantments on the weapon. 
 
    No, I don’t remember what all the runes looked like. Sorry. 
 
    Once I knew that, I took the spear apart, breaking it into smaller sections with one crystal each. Then, I reassembled it immediately and had Reika test it again. It still worked. 
 
    With that knowledge, I took it back apart and packed it into Reika’s backpack. She could carry it in smaller pieces without looking like a brigand, and then I could reassemble it for her any time she wanted to practice with it. 
 
    More days passed as we traveled deeper into Edria. Reika’s endurance for flying improved over time, but we still limited ourselves to a couple hours of flight per day, mostly for my sake. When I say we were “flying”, I mean she was still carrying me under her in her arms. We still hadn’t gotten her a saddle or any means for me to ride atop her, and after an hour or so of being carried, I always felt motion sick. 
 
    We avoided getting near any major cities on our route, since they were much more likely to have the capability to spot us from a distance. That was a bit of a disappointment to Reika, but I reassured her that Kassel itself would be a metropolis, and that we’d get to see plenty of people when we got there. 
 
    We continued practicing each day, gradually increasing our strength. 
 
    The journey took longer than we’d hoped due to our constant need to stop and resupply, but after two and a half weeks, we finally sighted the city of Kassel. 
 
    *** 
 
    When I first heard the name of the city of Kassel, my head went to “Castle”, because that’s what it sounds like in Valian. I never actually dug into the history of the city’s name — though I think Kassel predates the nation of Valia appearing on the continent, so any linguistic connections are dubious at best. 
 
    Because of the similarity in the words, I’d been picturing a town surrounded by huge walls, much like Velthryn. Maybe a moat or something. 
 
    I’m going to blame Reika for that kind of thinking, at least to some degree. Her storybook assumptions must have been rubbing off on me. 
 
    Oddly, it turned out I wasn’t that far off. 
 
    Kassel did have an impressive series of walls. I say “series”, because the city had four layers of them — the outermost walls included miles and miles of farmland, and each of the inner walls protected a progressively smaller area. 
 
    I was wrong about the moat, but the city did have an impressive body of water nearby — namely the ocean. Kassel was built along a section of ocean that cut deep into the southern side of the continent, serving as a natural border between Edria and Caelford. Massive apparatus on the western coast were used to purify water and pump it into the city. 
 
    I couldn’t see those at first, though. The city was simply too large to take in at a distance, even from the air. 
 
    Even miles away, though, we could see the Hydra Spire. It was truly colossal, to an extent that I was struck with disbelief at first. I’d been picturing one of the tall sorcerer’s spires that I’d seen in my homeland. Those got up into the high hundreds of feet. The Hydra Spire was, at my best guess, closer to a mile in height. 
 
    And this particular tower had eight different branches, each jutting out at a different part of the main building. I won’t say it actually looked like a hydra itself, but it certainly evoked a similar feeling of dominance. Living in the inner portion of the city meant that at least one of those long neck-like towers was probably extending over you at all times. That had to be unsettling. 
 
    I couldn’t fathom the amount of effort that had to go into fashioning a building of that size. At the time, I assumed it had to have taken hundreds or thousands of workers decades to complete, even with magical aid. 
 
    Honestly, it didn’t even look structurally sound. There had to be some impressive magic at work just keeping the “necks” from falling off of the main body of the spire. Even knowing magic was involved, it still looked like the kind of place I wouldn’t want to be near during an earthquake. 
 
    I shared my sense of sight with Dawn. The response was immediate. 
 
    <Woooow. Okay, I can see why you were thinking it was impressive. That is pretty big. It looks like it’s ready to eat the rest of the city.> 
 
    It was even more disturbing once she’d phrased it like that, but I didn’t disagree. 
 
    Aside from the tremendously foreboding spire, the city itself looked lovely. From a distance, we could see many patches of color — smaller bodies of water within the city, large public parks, and a few large palace-like structures painted bright white. I later found out that those weren’t actually palaces, but cathedrals.  
 
    There was a palace, but it wasn’t visible from my current vantage point and it was built more like a fortress. It was the home of one of the archdukes, not the emperor — Kassel wasn’t the capitol of Edria. The emperor’s seat of power was in another city further to the south, Essen. 
 
    We landed on a hillside nearly a full day away to avoid being sighted on our approach. Even then, we couldn’t be certain we weren’t detected — it was plausible there were flying monsters guarding the city, and they might have seen us — but landing any further away would have wasted valuable time. 
 
    When we approached the gates, we had to wait in a line to get inside. Fortunately, once we said we were there for the tournament and showed our papers, they greeted us warmly. 
 
    “Welcome to Kassel!” One of the guards slapped me on the shoulder. “I’ll be watching for you in the arena!” 
 
    I grinned. “I’ll make sure to give you a performance that you’ll never forget.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “There are so many people!” 
 
    Reika was looking around with rapt interest as crowds of people moved through Kassel’s streets. It wasn’t even a particularly busy area by my standards, but with dozens of people coming and going, it was probably a new experience to her. 
 
    I had to remind myself that Reika had spent most of her life in the same cave where I’d met her. She’d spent some time in a human village, but that was a village, not a metropolis like this. 
 
    “There’ll be even more once we get in a bit deeper.” I nudged her. “Want to find something to eat?” 
 
    She nodded happily. 
 
    “Steak?” I asked, already aware of her probable response. 
 
    Reika’s eyes widened and she nodded even more enthusiastically. “Steak! Many steaks!” 
 
    I laughed. “Come on, let’s find something nice. We deserve it after all that travel.” 
 
    The first high class place we found turned us aside immediately, because we were wearing tattered adventuring clothes and in serious need of a bath. We had been bathing at various towns and inns we’d stopped at when possible (and even a couple random lakes), but it had been a few days, and we hadn’t taken great care of our clothes. 
 
    After that, Reika grudgingly accepted that we needed to go clean up first, and we went to go find an inn. Or, more accurately, a hotel. 
 
    Kassel wasn’t some small town in the middle of nowhere like the few places we’d stopped on the road. It wasn’t even a major city like the ones back in my homeland. As prosperous as cities like Velthryn were, they simply couldn’t compete with Edrian architecture in terms of vastness of scale. 
 
    Everything was bigger than I was used to in Kassel. The houses, the shops, and especially the hotels. 
 
    The first time I saw a hotel in Kassel, I mistook it for a noble’s palace. And that was one of the smaller ones. 
 
    We wandered the streets for a while in awe. Kassel was a common tourist destination, and with the tournament coming up, we were hardly the only gawking strangers. There were barkers on street corners advertising everything from food to weapons. I couldn’t actually understand the majority of them (although blessedly a few of them went through their announcements in a variety of languages, including Valian), but Reika picked out enough details that she eventually guided us toward a likely destination. 
 
    I approved of The Flowing Blade immediately. The towering hotel was roughly T-shaped, with a silvery sheen to the outside windows and walls to make it look like a gigantic sword that had been thrust into the ground. While that might sound garish — and frankly, it was rather garish — it was the kind of hilariously over-the-top theme that I could appreciate. 
 
    <Sword hotel! Yay!> 
 
    Dawn was, appropriately, also excited by the concept. 
 
    Once inside, we quickly learned that it was a dedicated “adventurer” themed hotel in general, complete with a variety of rooms with various styles reflecting the supposed adventurer life-style. 
 
    The entry-level rooms were simply “spire” themed, with an interior structure designed to mirror the usual grey-stone setup of the spires. On the upper floors, things got a little more interesting — elementally themed rooms, for example, and ones designed for specific purposes. 
 
    By “specific”, I mean mostly adult purposes, but with an adventurer theme. 
 
    After a bit of discussion at the counter in Edrian, Reika passed over an alarming number of coins, and returned to me with a pair of keys. “We’re staying in the dragon’s cave!” 
 
    Of course she got us the dragon themed room. 
 
    I resisted the urge to roll my eyes, but only barely. 
 
    She leaned a little closer and whispered to me. “Also, I think they think we’re newlyweds. Isn’t that adorable?” 
 
    <Congratulations!> 
 
    You’re ridiculous. 
 
    <Hey, I’m not the one that’s staying in a dragon themed hotel room with an actual dragon.> 
 
    In point of fact, you are doing that. We’re not getting you a separate room. 
 
    <Aww. But I want one!> 
 
    I smirked. “Let’s go take a look.” 
 
    We headed up a flight of stairs for six floors before we reached our destination and realized that there was an elevator right nearby. 
 
    Finally, Reika opened up a room. 
 
    “...It’s pink.” She blinked. “Why is my new lair pink?” 
 
    In fairness, most of the room did have a fairly convincing cave-like interior. The walls were traditional masonry that had been painted to look like cavern walls, but they’d done a pretty good job with it. 
 
    The single bed, however, did have pink covers with a gigantic red heart on them, and the paintings on the walls really diminished from the immersion of the experience. 
 
    There were candles, though. 
 
    And most importantly? A spa-style bathtub designed to look like a pool of water inside a cavern. 
 
    “I’m remodeling.” Reika folded her arms, glaring at the room. 
 
    “We’re renting this room, Reika. We didn’t buy it. Don’t break anything.” 
 
    “Ugh. Fine. It’s just...not dragony enough.” She sighed.  
 
    We stepped in and closed the door behind us. “Maybe we can find you a real cave to spend some time in at some point.” 
 
    She waved her hands. “It’s fine. I guess I’m just a little homesick.” 
 
    In truth, I was, too. 
 
    The city of Kassel was astounding, but I missed Velthryn. The early morning sword practice with Landen and Velas. The days of giving advice to fresh new recruits. The hours spent in taverns, slipping my purestone into the bottom of a cup and drinking fresh recruits and competitive paladins alike under the table. 
 
    I wasn’t usually much for subterfuge, but that was hilarious. 
 
    Most of all, I missed my friends. Now that I knew Wrynn was somewhere on the continent, I wanted to find her quickly, but it really wasn’t my skill set. I had to hope that Lydia would arrive and track us both down soon. If she didn’t, I’d have to hire a Diviner, and that would get vastly more complicated. 
 
    “I’ma go wash off so we can eat!” Reika headed to the spa. 
 
    I let her go first without argument so I could have some time to think. I had some planning to do. 
 
    *** 
 
    An hour later, Reika finally emerged from the bath and turned it over to me. 
 
    She quickly instructed me on how to use the water properly. I’d seen mechanical baths before, but this particular one used some sort of heating enchantments that were activated by pressing buttons on the side — a kind of decadence that would have been unimaginable in my homeland. 
 
    Magical items weren’t exactly rare back where I came from, but the idea of using magic for something like every bathtub in a hotel of this scale was absolutely mind-boggling. I’d heard about the Enchanter attunements and such by reading books, but seeing something like that in person made it more real to me. 
 
    This was a land of magic and wonder. The only problem was the death traps people had to get through in order to earn the right to create and use those luxuries. 
 
    I overdid it on heating the water almost immediately, but after some trial and error, I managed to get it to a good temperature and relax for the first time in what felt like ages. 
 
    I very nearly fell asleep. That would have been bad. 
 
    After I finished washing off, I got dressed. Reika and I washed our clothes in the bath, too, not realizing that there was actually a laundry room on another floor, then I used a bit of flame sorcery to dry them off. 
 
    With that, we were finally ready for a night on the town. 
 
    *** 
 
    We still got a bit of side-eye when we showed up at another fancy steak house, but thankfully, at least this time we were clean. Upon seeing the clothing of the more typical clientele, I made a mental note that we probably should have looked into more appropriate garb first, but at the moment, we had higher priorities. 
 
    “Foooooood.” Reika looked at the menu, focusing intently. “So. Much. Food.” 
 
    I couldn’t read the menu, so I was sitting next to her, rather than across from her. She pointed out various items to me. Her reading comprehension for Edrian was actually better than her spoken comprehension, since she could take as much time as she needed to process it, and she had plenty of experience reading Edrian books. 
 
    Reika ordered a forty-six ounce family steak meal for herself, which left the waiters mildly confused. 
 
    I ordered a more modest twelve-ounce filet cooked in a garlic sauce. Reika seemed suspicious that I would want to eat my steak with anything “green” on it, and I assured her that the garlic would only accentuate the flavor. 
 
    While we were eating, a couple more groups of people dressed for combat came in and sat at nearby tables. I overheard a few bits from people who were speaking Valian. Most of it was usual dinner banter, but I did pick up a few tidbits of interest. 
 
    “...some kind of break-in at the palace armory...” 
 
    “...wonder if it’s the same guy who hit the one in Dalenos a few months back...” 
 
    Reika nudged me. “You’re staring at people.” 
 
    I winced and turned to her. “Sorry.” 
 
    <Yeah, you should focus on your new wife. It’s only proper.> 
 
    Reika and I are not married, Dawn. 
 
    <Divorced so soon? Alas, love is oft a route to the loneliest of fates.> 
 
    I ignored Dawn. 
 
    “It’s fine, I’m curious about people, too. Maybe we can hit up a tavern later and see some other adventurers.” 
 
    I nodded. “Might be a good plan. I’d like to size up the competition. Maybe tomorrow, though. I’m exhausted.” 
 
    Our food arrived promptly. After that, there was eating. So much eating. 
 
    Reika finished her entire plate. The servers really didn’t know what to do about that. 
 
    “Ahh. Think we can get seconds?” 
 
    I shook my head at her. 
 
    “Desert?” 
 
    I pondered, then nodded. “As long as it’s reasonable.” 
 
    Reika ordered her idea of a “reasonable” desert. 
 
    One entire cake later, we headed back to the hotel, both holding our bellies. 
 
    “So...full...” 
 
    We quickly (and fortunately) discovered that our hotel had bathrooms on the bottom floor. I don’t know if I would have made it all the way up to the one in our bedroom. 
 
    Finally, we made it back to the room, and I got ready to settle in for the night. 
 
    “I’m still hungry,” Reika reported. 
 
    I groaned. “Can you wait until tomorrow?” 
 
    “...I mean, I could...but I don’t want to.” 
 
    I chuckled. “I’m done for the night. If you go out, be careful, and don’t get into any trouble.” 
 
    “I’m a dragon. How much trouble could I possibly get into?” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at Reika. “Reika.” 
 
    She waved her hands defensively. “Fine, fine. But, uh, if you hear any stories about masked heroes of justice solving crimes across the city—” 
 
    I folded my arms. “Only food. No hero of justice tonight. We still need to get the lay of the land.” 
 
    “...but we are going to be doing the hero thing, right?” 
 
    “No promises.” 
 
    “Aww.” 
 
    “But I’ll think about it,” I conceded. 
 
    Reika grinned. “This is going to be so much fun.” 
 
    *** 
 
    With Reika out searching for more food, I sat down on the bed and set Dawn across my lap. I wasn’t ready to sleep yet, and there was something I’d been wanting to discuss for a while. “Hey. Can we talk?” 
 
    <We’re talking. I mean, you’re talking. I am using the far superior method of telepathy.> 
 
    “Right.” I could have just communicated with her mentally as well, but I felt like I could word things more easily aloud. “There’s something important I’ve been meaning to discuss.” 
 
    <I understand.> 
 
    “Hm?” 
 
    <It’s okay. I’ve known for some time — you’ve fallen deeply, and passionately, in love with me.> 
 
    I snorted. “Dawn. You know that’s not—” 
 
    <There’s no need to deny it. My supple curves, my scintillating intellect, my maiden’s purity…I know there’s no way that you could possibly resist such allure. It would be unreasonable to expect you to.> 
 
    I sighed, patting her on the hilt. “You’re right, of course. Let’s elope right now.” 
 
    <…Wait, really?> 
 
    “No. Obviously. I just wanted to ask you about your other powers. I know you like trying to get me to earn them one at a time, but Reika and I almost died in that fight with Zenkichi. If we’re going to be fighting more dangerous opponents like that, I need to know what you’re capable of.” 
 
    There was a pause. <Oh. Well, that’s good, because I really don’t want to get into a love triangle. Those are the worst.> 
 
    I blinked. “Love triangle?” 
 
    <Yeah, with you and Rei, obviously. I know you’re still in the “will they or won’t they” phase, but someday...assuming she doesn’t find someone out at a bar tonight.> 
 
    I laughed. “Good for her if she does. Not that I’d advise any one-night stands — they can get messy — but if she finds someone worth seeing, that’d be great.” 
 
    <People in the “will they or won’t they” phase of a romance usually pretend they don’t care if their love interest finds someone else. I see right through you, Keras. I mean, I don’t have eyes, but I see in a metaphorical sense.> 
 
    I snorted. “You’re missing my point. I’m not saying I’m not attracted to Reika. She’s fun, she’s smart, and she’s good in a fight. The part I’m denying is the implication that there has to be drama if she’s interested in someone else. That’s her business, not mine.” 
 
    <But what if she finds someone else and you miss the chance to tell her how you feel?> 
 
    “Nothing about that worries me. If things work out with whomever else, I’ll be happy for her.” 
 
    <But then I’ll never get to see your tearful confession scene!> 
 
     “I think you’re more invested in this idea than I am. Reika is probably going to see some people in her life. So am I, and I’ve already had some relationships. I’m not some blushing virgin who has never kissed a girl before, you know.” 
 
    <You’re not?!> 
 
    “Not even close.” 
 
    <I feel like I need a way to express how scandalized I am by this revelation.> She started glowing brighter. <That’s better.> 
 
    “You’re wasting mana.” 
 
    <We’re going to sleep soon, okay! Let me be dramatic. Anyway, fine, you don’t have to do a big confession scene. But if you’re interested in Reika, why wait to talk to her about it?> 
 
    I shrugged. “I’ll consider it when I get to know her better. At the moment, any kind of romantic relationship with her would be unfair. She hasn’t had enough contact with other people to know whether or not I’d be a good match. She needs a reasonable number of experiences to form a basis for comparison.” 
 
    <Yeah, now you’re deflecting. Swordsmen should deflect, but not in a conversation. Didn’t you say it would be “great” if she found someone to be in a relationship with?> 
 
    “There’s a big difference between having a romantic relationship with someone else she meets and starting one with me right now. Reika and I are already committed to a different form of relationship, in that we’re traveling together to look for the other sacred swords. If I get into a romance with her and make a mess out of it, that could strain our ability to function as a team. That could make the kind of drama your romance novels talk about. Right now, I need her more as an adventuring companion than a romantic partner.” 
 
    <I suppose that makes sense, but it still feels like you’re not telling me everything.> 
 
    “Look, I might have some of my own issues to sort through—” 
 
    <That’s the world’s biggest understatement.> 
 
    “—but what I said was true. I’ll consider a romantic relationship when she’s had some time to get acclimated to human society and we’ve both had more of a chance to figure out if it would work between us.” 
 
    <Who said anything about romance? I was just thinking the two of you could…you know, sword and sheath.> 
 
    I boggled at her for a moment. “Dawn.” 
 
    She cackled. <Sword and sheath. C’mon, that’s a pretty good euphemism.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Okay. Conversation has devolved into sex jokes, and therefore is over.” 
 
    <And the winner is me!> 
 
    I sighed. “Fine, fine. You win whatever contest this was. Back to sword powers?” 
 
    <I suppose.> 
 
    “What have you got?” 
 
    <No idea!> 
 
    I blinked. That hadn’t been the answer I was expecting. “What?” 
 
    <I’ve told you all the ones I know about. I do have others — I’m pretty sure of that — but I haven’t figured them out yet. The ones I told you about are ones that Akoji, Reika’s father, explained to us when we were young. But he didn’t know everything about how my abilities work, and neither do I. I can sense that there are other ways my mana could be utilized, if that makes sense, but I have no idea how to activate those abilities or what they do.> 
 
    “Huh.” I pondered that. “I guess I could just try a bunch of likely words? Most of your abilities seem to be pretty clearly light or dawn themed, so maybe there’s a pattern to be found.” 
 
    <Worth a try, but you might want to find a wide-open space for that. Don’t want to poke any holes in the hotel if you stumble on a blasty one.> 
 
    “Fair.” I pondered for a moment. “Or I could just take you to a Diviner or an Enchanter and see if they could figure it out?” 
 
    <Seems more efficient, but we’d need to find one that we trust. You have to keep in mind that I’m extremely valuable, powerful, and beautiful.> 
 
    “I’m not sure that last one is relevant.” 
 
    <My beauty is always relevant. Anyway, I’m not strictly opposed to the idea of having someone throw identification magic at me, but it’d have to be someone nice. Or maybe you could learn some yourself?> 
 
    I shook my head. “Doubt it would work.” 
 
    <Why? Can’t people from your kingdom learn any kind of magic with practice?> 
 
    “Hypothetically, yes, but everyone has leanings toward one thing or another. I’ve never shown any propensity toward knowledge sorcery. Once Lydia gets here, though, maybe she could help.” 
 
    <I’m not sure I like the idea of a girl looking at my runes like that.> 
 
    “Why does that— oh, come on. It’s not like that.” 
 
    <It’s totally like that. So, if you’re going to find an Enchanter or a Diviner, make sure he’s cute. And single. And preferably wealthy. A girl’s gotta eat.> 
 
    “You literally don’t eat. And you know we’re just talking about getting your runes identified and not marrying you off to some kind of wealthy suitor, right?” 
 
    <Sssh. Let me dream, Keras. Let me dream.> 
 
    *** 
 
    Reika didn’t make it back to the hotel room until the middle of the night. I’d been a bit worried, but in retrospect, Reika wasn’t exactly in much danger. Maybe if there were god beasts running around rampant or something, but that seemed like the sort of occurrence we’d have noticed. 
 
    “So much food…” She rubbed her belly, then flopped down on the bed. After a moment, she rolled back and forth, gathering up the blankets. “Mmmm…” 
 
    “Enjoyed your night out?” 
 
    She nodded wearily, continuing to roll back and forth, before finally settling down, tangled in blankets and with on leg atop the pile of pillows. “Eating is love. Eating is life.” 
 
    I grinned and rubbed Reika on the top of the head. She curled up a little closer to me. 
 
    <This would be a great time to make a move on her.> 
 
    I snorted. We’ve been over this, Dawn. You need to slow down on this whole thing with trying to get me and Reika together. 
 
    <Nah. Now that you’ve cruelly rejected me and broken my heart of gold, I can only live vicariously through imagining you and her.> 
 
    That’s…kind of tragic, actually. But points for the heart of gold pun. 
 
    <How many points? 
 
    One point four. 
 
    <You’re giving me fractional points?> 
 
    I appreciate precision. 
 
    “What are you two talking about?” Reika asked. 
 
    “Nothing important. She’s just joking around as usual.” 
 
    She gave a weary nod. “Okay. Going to sleep now.” 
 
    “Like that? You’re lying diagonally across the bed and your head is on the wrong side.” 
 
    Reika groaned. “I’m comfortable.” 
 
    “You’re comfortable in a position that seems designed to make it impossible for me to find room for myself.” 
 
    She nodded. “Yep. Comfortable. Good ni—hey!” 
 
    I picked her up, blanket pile and all, and rotated her into a more reasonable position. 
 
    She made some grumbling noises, then quickly conceded, curled up in the blankets, and fell asleep. 
 
    I blew out the lantern. 
 
    Good night, Dawn. 
 
    <…Can I stay in the bed with you and Rei?> 
 
    Of course. 
 
    We fell asleep together not long after that. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter III – Arena 
 
      
 
    It was finally time to go to the tournament. I made an important decision — I wasn’t going to wear my mask when I entered. This was mostly for the practical reasons Reika and I had already discussed, but also just because I didn’t want to wear it. It ruined a part of the fun of fighting in front of an audience if I couldn’t feel like me in front of them. And, even more importantly, the mask had an irritating tendency to slide down my nose and block my vision. I’d eventually have to get it adjusted, if I could figure out a way to modify the ancient mask of a long-dead god without accidentally blowing up a continent or something. 
 
    We left early in the morning to head to the arena grounds. They weren’t what I expected. 
 
    <Woooooow.> 
 
    Dawnbringer was about as articulate as usual, but I had to agree with her. 
 
    On the way toward the coliseum, I’d heard that it was located on an island called (appropriately enough) “Arena Island”. That didn’t sound too unusual — I just assumed there was a small lake or something in the middle of the city. 
 
    But as we’d gotten closer, we’d seen no signs of water. 
 
    What we did see, however, was a colossal structure looming in the sky. 
 
    At first, I’d assumed we’d walked near one of the outstretched necks of the Hydra Spire — those did stretch out over some of the streets in the city. But as we got closer, we quickly realized that this was not a section jutting off from a structure on the ground. 
 
    It wasn’t connected to anything at all — Arena Island hovered a hundred feet over the city of Kassel, suspended by magic alone. 
 
    I couldn’t even believe it at first. Flight spells and such were possible, but keeping something perpetually aloft required tremendous energy. I would have been impressed by a perpetually floating pebble. 
 
    Arena Island was the size of a small city by itself. 
 
    And, as I drew closer, I began to realize that it was just as populated as a small city as well. The Imperial Coliseum wasn’t even visible from below, but I could see numerous buildings atop it. I couldn’t make out any details from the ground level, but from the size of some of them, I assumed many were hotels. 
 
    Perhaps more interestingly, I could also see a series of gigantic glowing crystals visible on the underside of it. A maze of maintenance tunnels and precarious paths could be seen connecting to those crystals. Presumably, those were the power sources that kept it aloft. My mind swam at the cost it had to take to create (or obtain) those crystals and keep them in good repair. Security had to be difficult and expensive, too. 
 
    As I watched (and shared my vision with Dawn), hundreds of people moved through lines to access one of several teleportation pads below the island. Those seemed to be the primary method of reaching the place, but I saw a handful of people flying through the air in order to skip the line. 
 
    I hoped they weren’t competitors. Flying opponents were awful to deal with. I had ways of handling them, but most of them required using more force than I liked to use in tournament matches. 
 
    “C’mon, let’s go get in line!” Reika tugged on my hand, grinning fiercely. 
 
    I followed her, finding her enthusiasm infectious. Even waiting in the line, which typically would have been a boring affair, was punctuated with bursts of excitement as fireworks exploded in the nearby skies and performers put on shows nearby. I briefly held Reika’s place in line (ignoring glowers from the people behind us) while she insisted on tossing a few coins in donations to a group of nearby musicians who didn’t seem to be getting anywhere near the amount of support they deserved for their performance. 
 
    There was chatter all around us, but most of it (and most of the lyrics to songs people were singing nearby) was in Edrian, so I couldn’t pick up a lot of it. I did see a number of other foreigners, mostly with the dark skin indicative of descent from Caelford, but I wasn’t close enough to hear any of their discussions. 
 
    Eventually, we reached the teleportation platform. It was a circular pedestal with a ring of glowing runes around the sides, attended by two workers. One was wearing an Edrian military uniform, the other appeared to be a hired Enchanter. 
 
    “Stand near the middle of the platform, please.” The Enchanter directed us, speaking in Valian. After a total of twelve people were on the platform, the guard stopped directing more people from the line to join us. 
 
    “Stay still. There will be a hint of disorientation when you reach the top. Have an excellent day.” 
 
    There was a brief flash, then we were somewhere else. 
 
    Some of the people around us stumbled a bit, but Reika and I were acclimated enough to teleportation by that point that we handled it just fine. 
 
    We were greeted by both people and signs at the top. Reika translated that the signs said, “Welcome to Arena Island, please do not stand too close to the edges.” 
 
    Good advice. 
 
    Feeling pleased that we’d made it through the line, we made our way toward…the next line. 
 
    Ticket sales were, unfortunately, in a building within the coliseum grounds itself. We didn’t actually want to buy tickets, since we were planning to compete, but we didn’t know where else to go. 
 
    We waited in the next line, chatting a bit, and eventually made it to the ticket counter. 
 
    Reika walked up ahead of me. “We’d like to participate in the tournament.” 
 
    After a brief exchange indicating that the person at the ticket counter didn’t speak Valian, Reika switched to Edrian, then turned toward me with a dejected sigh. 
 
    “We waited in the wrong line. It’s this way.” 
 
    Reika led us half-way around the building, to a (thankfully) much shorter line. She told me the sign nearby said “Tournament Preliminary Assessments”. 
 
    We were about half-way through that line when I heard a voice coming from my side. “You, there. Valian. Tell me, that sword at your side is the Dawnbringer, is it not?” 
 
    I turned to see a wealthy-looking gentleman with a large entourage. He was wearing a powdered wig and a black tailcoat with bright red threading and coppery buttons. 
 
    I also heard a murmur from other people in the line around us as dozens of eyes fell on the golden hilt on my hip. 
 
    I was mildly impressed that he was calling me out — I’d seen at least five or six other people with “Dawnbringers” already. Apparently, replicas were extremely popular. Maybe he knew my sword was real, maybe he didn’t. 
 
    <Ooh, checking me out, are they? You want to show off a little?> 
 
    Not yet, Dawn. I need to read the situation a bit first. 
 
    <Aww. You’re no fun.> 
 
    I nodded to the man. “Indeed, she is. I’m Keras Selyrian. To whom do I owe the pleasure of addressing?” 
 
    I didn’t usually tailor my language like that, but I didn’t want to offend someone this early in my visit to Edria if it was avoidable. 
 
    “A gentleman! I’ll forgive your failure to recognize me, since you’re clearly a foreigner. I’m Duke — soon to be Archduke — Kenway Wynam.” 
 
    I bowed. “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Duke Wynam.” 
 
    Duke Wynam smiled magnanimously, but didn’t return my bow. “Excellent, excellent. Tell me, sir… Selysian, was it?” 
 
    “Selyrian, sir.” 
 
    “Close enough. Now, what was I saying… Ah, yes. Have you secured a sponsor for the tournament yet?” 
 
    I quirked a brow. “I have not. I wasn’t aware there were sponsorships.” 
 
    “Not…aware… Oh, dear. You’re one of those swordsmen, aren’t you?” He clasped his hands together. “Only interested in the battle, that sort of thing?” 
 
    I shrugged a shoulder. “Something like that.” 
 
    <I don’t like him.> 
 
    Let’s try not to judge too hastily…but yeah, I’m not feeling great about this, either. 
 
    The line moved, and I walked forward a step to stay with the crowd. 
 
    “I have a keen eye for talent, sir, and I can see that you’re quite likely to place in the final rounds. Wouldn’t it be wonderful to have someone take care of all your arrangements, so you can retain your focus?” 
 
    I frowned. “Arrangements?” 
 
    He gestured at the line. “There’s no need for a swordsman of your caliber to wait in lines with the chaff.” 
 
    A few people bristled around us, and with good reason, but no one said anything. The duke’s guards were close by, after all. 
 
    “Beyond that, I can offer the best of accommodations throughout your stay in Edria. You would sleep and dine at my palace estate, rather than in whatever dreary tavern…” 
 
    He rambled on for a time with similar claims of superiority before concluding. “…For all that, you’d merely need to wear my colors in the arena, and talk to a few people here and there.” 
 
    Yeah, your first impressions were right, Dawn. 
 
    <My impressions are always right. Never forget this.> 
 
    I waited for him to stop talking, then bowed again. “I’m afraid I can’t accept your kind offer, Duke Wynam. Please forgive my rudeness.” 
 
    His expression hardened. “Are you quite certain about that, Sir Selysian?” 
 
    I gave him the kindest smile I could manage to offer someone who seemed to be deliberately disinterested in learning my name. “Quite certain, thank you. I am certain whoever you choose to select will be an excellent competitor.” 
 
    “Whoever? You think I’m only sponsoring one person? Oh, grandson, you have much to learn about these things.” He shook his head. “Perhaps this is for the best. It’s clearly your first time at one of these things. If you learn some humility in the passage of time before the next tournament, perhaps I’ll consider making you another offer then. Provided you survive that long, of course. Good day.” 
 
    The duke didn’t bother to bow or nod, he simply walked forward — with his entourage pushing their way straight through the line to make way for him — and continued toward wherever he’d been heading before seeing me. 
 
    “Well,” Reika offered, wrinkling her nose, “That was unpleasant.” 
 
    <Yeah, all those expensive accommodations for you, and he didn’t even think to offer anything for me.> 
 
    I patted Dawnbringer on the hilt, then turned to Reika. “Yeah. If wealthy nobles are sponsoring competitors, we’re sure to run into a few more people like that. Both in terms of other prospective sponsors and other competitors who accepted that sort of deal.” 
 
    The advantages of taking that kind of deal were significant, but I didn’t like the idea of wearing the colors of a man I’d just met in exchange for advantages in the ring. I’d have proudly accepted an offer from someone I respected, but he was clearly disinterested in me as a person, and simply playing the odds that someone with a sacred sword was going to be a formidable fighter. 
 
    That wasn’t a bad guess, of course, but I didn’t like the idea of choosing someone like that to work with. It reminded me uncomfortably of people like Aayara, who were always scheming and using others. And Aayara had far more finesse about it. At least I could respect how much research she put into her work. 
 
    We continued to wait in the line, with more obvious attention focused on us now that my sword had been recognized. A couple people even asked me about her. I was polite, but evasive. I didn’t want to give any secrets away that could lead toward people discovering my true identity or weaknesses. 
 
    When we reached the front of the line, Reika went up to the counter and spoke for us again. After a minute of discussion, the person she was talking to switched out with someone else who was fluent in Valian, and I was able to approach and listen to the conversation. 
 
    The woman at the counter had pulled out a pair of forms, and she was writing down information. 
 
    “Name?” 
 
    “Reika Dawn.”  
 
    “Occupation?” 
 
    “Adventurer!” 
 
    That one got Reika a bit of a look. 
 
    “Location of birth?” 
 
    “The Unclaimed Lands!” 
 
    That got an even harder look, but the clerk wrote it down regardless. Or she wrote something, anyway. She was speaking to us in Valian, but writing on the form in Edrian. 
 
    “Sword style?” 
 
    “Um…” Reika winced. “Put down ‘self-taught’?” 
 
    The look in response to that was positively withering. 
 
    “Do you agree to the terms of this tournament, as specified on the rules listed on the sign?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    The clerk slid over a disc with a glowing blue rune in the center. 
 
    “Press your thumb on the rune here, then against this square on the form.” 
 
    Reika followed the instructions. The rune glowed for a moment when she touched it, then left a symbol imprint on the form when Rieka pressed her thumb against it. 
 
    “The sign-up fee is twelve gold imperials.” 
 
    Reika and I both blanched. We’d known it would be expensive, but that was absurd. 
 
    No wonder so many other people in the line had been looking at that duke with interest, rather than my disgust. 
 
    I pulled out my pouch, and Reika and I counted out the coins. 
 
    <Goodbye, money. I will miss the days we had together. From this point forward, even as we live in squalor…> 
 
    Dawn, cut it out. 
 
    <You’d have to draw me if you want me to cut something. That’s how swords work, in case you didn’t know.> 
 
    Reika paid her entry fee, and in return, the clerk handed her a bracelet. “This is an identification sigil. You’ll want to wear it at all times during the tournament. Do not lose it. This is used to keep track of your identity so that someone else can’t claim to be you during later rounds.” 
 
    “Is that...common?” Reika asked. 
 
    “Shapeshifters and con artists regularly make efforts to take the positions of high-ranking candidates, either to slip into later rounds of the tournament or to claim prizes. These sigils help to avoid that. If you lose it, you’ll need to come see us immediately. Please don’t lose it. The process of trying to issue a new one is difficult and time consuming for everyone involved.” 
 
    Reika nodded. “Got it. Thank you.” 
 
    I was up next. 
 
    The woman at the counter only got as far as taking down my name before she noticed the sword. 
 
    “Is that…” She pointed at the sword with a single finger, then withdrew her hand quickly, as if it could bite her if she came too close. 
 
    If I’m being honest, that was probably the right way to think of Dawn. 
 
    “Dawnbringer, yes.” I wasn’t sure how people were picking Dawn apart from the replicas. Maybe they could see the potency of Dawn’s aura, or maybe the replicas had imperfections I hadn’t noticed. 
 
    “Oh, my!” Her eyes widened. “Are you sure you should be…here, sir? By yourself?” 
 
    I blinked. “I’m not by myself. I’m with her.” I pointed a thumb at Reika, who was still standing near me. 
 
    “No, I mean…shouldn’t you have a sponsor? And be going through the sponsored combatant line?” 
 
    I grunted. “I’d rather go through the same process as everyone else, if it’s all the same to you.” 
 
    “That’s…um, fine, I suppose. But I’m going to have to speak to my…uh, manager.” 
 
    <Ooh! You’re going to be famous!> 
 
    I let out a groan. “…Can we just finish the form?” 
 
    “Oh! Yes, of course, sir. Forgive me.” 
 
    She didn’t give me the same looks she gave Reika when I gave her equally unusual information. She did ask about what “Selyrian Cutting Style” was, since it was obviously famous and she simply hadn’t heard of it yet, but I just smiled and told her that she’d see what I could do soon enough. 
 
    I recognized the glimmer in her eyes, and I might have appreciated it if there weren’t an increasingly irate group of other prospective competitors behind me. 
 
    After I finished the form, she gave me a card indicating that I was an entrant. Belatedly, she gave one to Reika as well. Next, she gave me her name — Lia Shay — and insisted that we wait nearby while she found her manager. Fortunately, someone else replaced her at the counter while she went to search, so we managed to avoid too many deathly glares. 
 
    Her “manager” turned out to be an older Edrian woman with salt-and-pepper hair. She had a long scar across one eye, and upon closer examination, that eye was clearly a glass replacement. She walked with a cane that I sensed a concealed metal core inside, indicating it was an old-fashioned sword cane. I smiled at that, sensing a hint of a kindred spirit already. 
 
    “So…” The manager said, walking closer and folding her arms. “You’re the wielder of Dawnbringer, eh?” She frowned. 
 
    I nodded. “Indeed. I’m Keras Selyrian, miss…” 
 
    “Miss.” She snorted. “You’re too kind. I’m far too old to be called ‘Miss’. I go by Grandmother Iron, or simply Grandmother to my friends and students. You can just call me that, if you’d like.” 
 
    “Grandmother it is.”  
 
    Grandmother Iron gave me a curt nod, then turned. “This way, wielder. We have some things to talk about.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at that, but Reika and I followed her as she headed deeper into the arena grounds. 
 
    *** 
 
    Grandmother Iron led us down a path beside the building where we’d been waiting in line, then through a weaving series of corridors. We passed a half-dozen other coliseum staff along the way, as well as a few other people that looked to be lost. Iron ignored them. 
 
    We were about half-way there when Reika frowned. “You’re not Lia’s manager, are you?” 
 
    “Goodneess, no. Is that what she told you?” Grandmother Iron chuckled. “I suppose I do have to ‘manage’ her sometimes, though. Children these days.” She snorted. “I’m her master.” 
 
    “Master?” Reika frowned. 
 
    “Indeed.” Iron waved at a large building as we approached it. “And this is what I’ve spent my whole life attempting to master.” 
 
    I couldn’t read the sign out front, but Reika whispered, “It says ‘Study of Iron,” and I whispered a thanks in response. 
 
    Study of Iron… A blacksmithing shop, perhaps? Or a martial arts school? 
 
    Once inside, it was immediately evident that we’d found the latter. The entry hall was lined with weapons. Iron led us down that hall, through a room where robed students were practicing, and then down another hall to stop at a small office. 
 
    The office contained a low table with a tea set atop it and about a dozen weapons on the walls of various types. There were no chairs, only pillows. 
 
    I liked Iron more already. 
 
    “Sit.” 
 
    Reika and I sat down across from where she’d walked. 
 
    Iron poured us both cups of tea without asking, then one for herself.  
 
    Then Iron flopped down on a pillow, in stark contrast to the formal posture I’d expected her to sit in. “So, you’re here for Diamantine, is it?” 
 
    I blinked. “…Isn’t that what we’re all here for?” 
 
    Iron sighed, sitting up just enough to take a sip from her tea, then setting it down and lying back. “I can already tell you’re going to be a headache. No, that’s not why most of the people are here.” 
 
    “You’re referring to the fact that most people are just fighting to get to the finals, then lose to the emperor on purpose?” Reika asked. 
 
    I was more than a little surprised by her bluntness, but Iron just laughed. 
 
    “Hah! I like this one. Straight to the point.” Iron turned toward her. “What’s your name, granddaughter?” 
 
    “I’m Reika, Grandma Iron.” 
 
    Iron took a breath. “You’re right, of course. We’re looking at five thousand applicants this year, close to a record. Some are hoping to impress a wealthy sponsor enough to hire them as a full-time retainer. Others might be aiming for one of the early prizes, the ones earned with points. Only the foolish, skilled, or ambitious — or those with a healthy mix of all of them — hope to make it to the finals.” 
 
    “And I’m—,” I began, but she cut me off. 
 
    “You can be none or all of those, but it doesn’t matter. It’s more important that you’re something else.” Her good eye seemed to glimmer for a moment. “Those who come into this tournament with a sacred sword already in hand, without exception, are here to collect another sacred sword.” 
 
    “And that’s of interest to you?” Reika asked. 
 
    “Please, drink.” Iron waved at the cups.  
 
    I sniffed at the tea, and it didn’t smell like poison, so I took a polite sip. It was more flavorful than I expected, tasting more like a warm cider than herbs. 
 
    Reika didn’t bother with anything like that. She chugged it like it was a cup of water, then made a satisfied “ah” noise after downing it. 
 
    I thought Iron might be scandalized by that, but she just smiled at Reika. “The wielders are always of interest to me, and to many others. You’ll find no shortage of options for sponsors. Most of them will simply be looking for a way to earn easy coin or clout in their gambling against other nobles. Reaching the final two rounds of the tournament is noteworthy; everyone who reaches that stage earns an honorary title, and the people who employ such talented sword fighters gain prestige.” 
 
    “You say most,” I noted. “And the others?” 
 
    “A few sponsors are present to support their nation, or perhaps a family member. For example, Lady Hartigan is likely competing simply as a show of power for Valia. A few of those Caelish folks might be sponsoring people simply as a way to demonstrate the power of their artificial attunements. They might be the most interesting to you, since I suspect they’d offer you an attunement mark to fight for them.” 
 
    Yeah, I saw your faces when I said “Lady Hartigan”. Don’t worry, we’ll get to her later. 
 
    At the time, the name caught my attention, too. I also knew a Hartigan, but not the same one you did, obviously. There were Hartigans in my homeland...and maybe this one could help me get a message back to people at home, if they were as powerful as the one I knew. 
 
    And there was something else she’d mentioned that caught my interest, too. 
 
    Artificial attunements?  
 
    That sounded like the Anabelle Farren we were looking for. I was just about to ask for more when Reika leaned in. “You don’t want us to accept any of those offers, though, do you?” 
 
    Iron smiled. “No, granddaughter. I’d like to sponsor you myself, for quite a different reason.” 
 
    I tilted my head at her, taking another sip of the tea. “Why is that?” 
 
    Iron clasped her hands in front of her. “Because, my dears, I have a personal reason for wanting someone to win the tournament. Not just place highly — to succeed, in a way that history has long avoided. And I believe that a wielder of one of the sacred swords poses one of the highest chances of success.” 
 
    There was nothing particularly unusual about that, at least on the surface. Anyone sponsoring a contestant would reap benefits if whoever they were sponsoring was successful. Something about Iron’s tone gave me the strong impression that when she said “personal”, she meant that on a level beyond simple glory seeking, however. 
 
    And there was a gap in her explanation. “Why ask us, rather than the other wielders?” 
 
    Iron looked surprised for the first time. “There are other wielders competing?” 
 
    Oh, she just doesn’t know about them. That makes sense. 
 
    I felt a little better knowing that, at least. “We believe at least one or two are on their way,” I explained. I could have lied, but I saw no reason to. 
 
    “I will likely attempt to recruit them as well, in truth. But reaching them before another sponsor does would be difficult. That is why I came to you as soon as I possibly could, in spite of the risks. You will very likely have numerous prospective sponsors approach you, now that it’s known that a sacred sword wielder is here. I would like you to formally accept me as your sponsor. I will provide you with food, local clothing, and lodgings. There will be nothing as…opulent, as what a noble might offer, but I can offer you something far more valuable.” 
 
    I was already going to accept, but I had to ask. “What would that be?” 
 
    “Knowledge.” Iron gave me a grin and tapped the side of her head. “I’ve made it to the final round. You won’t find many others who know this tournament as well as I do. And moreover, I’ll make sure you’re trained to fight against the most formidable opponents in the arena. You’re certain to have skills if you wield that sword, but I assure you, there will be people with abilities in this tournament like you’ve never seen.” 
 
    I turned back toward Reika. She leaned in close, and we exchanged whispers. 
 
    “She has a vendetta here,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Yeah, obviously. Is that a problem?” 
 
    “That depends on if that vendetta is reciprocated. I don’t want to get involved in a political struggle if I can avoid it.” 
 
    “Just ask more questions, then.” 
 
    I turned back toward Iron. “We’re in it to win, as you suspected. But, if you’ll forgive me for saying so, I believe there’s more to this than what you’re saying.” 
 
    Iron tilted her head down in acknowledgement. “Of course. We all have our secrets, Wielder of Dawnbringer. It is far too soon for me to share such things with you, however, much as I’m certain you would not share your own with me.” 
 
    She had a point, but I still had reservations. “I would want to know more about your motives before we make any kind of permanent sponsorship agreement.” 
 
    “Very well. Let us do this, then.” Iron unfolded her hands, gesturing toward the door. “Go to the preliminaries. Demonstrate your talents. And if you impress me significantly,” Iron smiled, “I’ll tell you what you wish to know.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter IV – Fatal Labyrinth 
 
      
 
    Grandmother Iron led us back to the large room where we’d seen students training before. Now that we knew we might be staying longer, I got a better look at them. 
 
    There were a total of twelve people currently practicing, but from the size of the training facility, I suspected that was only a fraction of the total. 
 
    Most of them are pretty young, I realized. 
 
    <Nah, you’re just old.> 
 
    I’m really not. I’m still in the best years of my life. 
 
    <Tick, tock.> 
 
    That...isn’t helpful, Dawn. 
 
    <Sorry, sorry.> She didn’t sound sorry. <But hey, when you’re old and grey, at least you’ll have some great stories to tell about the days that you adventured with me! Most people aren’t important enough to ever accomplish something as grand as being my wielder.> 
 
    You’re very important, Dawn. But I’m not sure I’ll ever get old and grey. 
 
    <You’re not planning to die young in some sort of blaze of glory, are you?> 
 
    No, I’m not planning to get old or die at all. 
 
    <Ooh, you’re going to make a pact with some sort of dark entity for immortality? I’ve read a few books like that. Hm.> 
 
    That’s not what I meant...but hm? What are you thinking? 
 
    <I was thinking that if you go all Dark Lord or whatever, I’d clash with your aesthetic pretty badly. If you want me to go evil with you, you’re going to have to get me a new outfit.> 
 
    That’s your only objection? Your color scheme? 
 
    <Hey, you have your priorities, I have mine. And one of mine is always looking fabulous, okay?> 
 
    I sighed and got back to looking at the class. 
 
    Of the twelve people practicing, nine of them looked like teenagers. I assumed the other three were probably assistant instructors, since they seemed to be overseeing the training. 
 
    “You will be spending many hours in this room if you make it through the preliminaries. I won’t bother introducing you to the other students until after that.” 
 
    “What do the preliminaries involve? We were sent here before we had a chance to gather any information about the tests.” I asked. 
 
    Grandmother Iron furrowed her brow. “You must be very new here. How much do you know about the tournament in general?” 
 
    “Just assume we grew up in a cave in the middle of nowhere and that this is our first time in the city,” Reika offered. I smirked at that. 
 
    “Right.” Grandmother Iron took a breath, glancing to Reika and then back to me. “Before we get any deeper into this discussion, what’s the relationship between the two of you?” 
 
    Reika and I glanced at each other. 
 
    I was a bit worried about how to respond to that, given that I wasn’t quite sure how she was interpreting me. She spoke up before I could say anything to avoid any confusion. 
 
    “We’re adventuring companions,” Reika explained. “Think of us like a climber group, but we primarily explore ruins in the Unclaimed Lands.” 
 
    That’s...actually not a bad answer. 
 
    <Aww, did you think she was going to say you were siblings or married or married siblings or something?> 
 
    I mean, she did seem to convince the people at the hotel we were married...but wait, married siblings? 
 
    <You haven’t read some of Reika’s favorite novels, I see.> 
 
    Look, that only happened in one— 
 
    “Ah, ruin explorers.” Grandmother Iron nodded. “I understand. Did a bit of that in my own youth. Always hoped to make it into the Seventh Spire. Perhaps Diamantine would allow such a thing.” 
 
    “Only when the six are united,” Reika replied. 
 
    Grandmother Iron’s eyebrow (the one above her good eye) went up. “You’re a firm believer in the scriptures, then?” 
 
    “I am. Keras...maybe a bit less so.” She gave me a somewhat sad look. 
 
    I was thinking, I am literally from another continent, you can’t expect me to pick up your religion, but I didn’t say anything aloud. 
 
    Of course, that didn’t matter to Dawn. 
 
    <Her faith is a part of what kept her sane during a long period of seclusion. The scriptures made it seem like what she was doing had a purpose.> 
 
    What about you? 
 
    <Her religion kept me in a rock for two decades. I think I’ll pass on worshipping any goddess that does that to people.> 
 
    Agreed. Although, just to be fair, the goddess might not have known you were going to end up being sapient. We still need to figure out exactly how that happened. 
 
    <If the goddess knows enough to write prophecies about the future, she should have predicted that, too. But even if she doesn’t, Selys still has a thing for making death trap challenges for kids.> 
 
    Admittedly, that’s pretty bad, yeah. I didn’t realize you disagreed with this so strongly. 
 
    <Rei doesn’t know. Don’t tell her. I’m telling you because I thought you’d understand.> 
 
    “Keras, pay attention.” Reika poked me in the ribs. 
 
    I blinked. “Sorry. Got distracted by my sword.” 
 
    Grandmother Iron gave me a look like she wanted to say something about that, but thankfully, she avoided the obvious jokes. “As I was saying, the Tournament of the Sacred Sword begins with a preliminary round. You may enter at any point during this week. Based on your results in the preliminary, you will be seeded into positions against specific competitors with similar skill levels for future tests.” 
 
    “How many tests are there?” I asked. 
 
    “After the preliminary, there will be six other phases to the tournament. The first one starts one week from today, and after that, most rounds are one week apart. After the third round, there will be a two-week break, during which other competitions are held. Each tournament round is distinct, and they will be held all over Edria.” 
 
    “Is transportation provided?” Reika asked.  
 
    “Of course.” Grandmother Iron pointed down. “We’re standing on it.” 
 
    I probably should have guessed that the floating arena moved. 
 
    “So, if there are other competition areas, they’re not necessarily all going to be arena fights?” Reika sounded a little discouraged. 
 
    “Oh, dear, no. The last round of the tournament proper will be; that much never changes. But each of the other rounds is a different test every year. The rounds are often themed to a single word, like ‘fire’ or ‘Katashi’, but that isn’t much to go on. And the specifics of each challenge are not announced in advance.” 
 
    Hm. This is like the Trials of Unyielding Steel, just on a larger scale. 
 
    <The what?> 
 
    My entrance exams to join the Paladins of Tae’os. They had one test for each of their gods. 
 
    <Ooh! Tell me about those later?> 
 
    Sure, but for now, please stop distracting me so I can listen. 
 
    <Fine, fine. I know it’s hard to keep your thoughts off of someone as brilliant and beautiful as I am.> 
 
    Meanwhile, Reika was asking about the details of individual tests, and Grandmother Iron was being evasive. 
 
    “I’ll give you more information after you’ve passed the preliminaries. For the moment, I’d suggest you focus on those.” 
 
    I nodded to her. “What can you tell us about the preliminaries this year?” 
 
    “They’re using the main arena for them. There are dozens of entrances around the arena. Several times per day they send in a group of up to two hundred people. For this purpose, the arena has been converted into a huge labyrinth, and each door leads to a different entrance.” 
 
    “Ooh, it must be Kerivas themed! She loves labyrinths.” Reika grinned. “This sounds exciting!” 
 
    Grandmother turned to her, nodding in approval. “Each of the entrants will be given a crystal at the start of the test. There will be additional crystals hidden throughout the labyrinth with different point values based on their color and size.” 
 
    “And I’m assuming that the crystals we’re carrying can be stolen by other contestants?” I asked. 
 
    Grandmother Iron smiled. “Yes, that’s one of the most common methods for obtaining crystals. Once the test starts, the doors to the outside will be closed for six minutes. After that point, you can leave at any time with the crystals you’ve collected, if any.” 
 
    “So, someone could just wait near the door with their starting crystal?” Reika asked. 
 
    “No, your starting crystal isn’t worth enough points to pass the test. You’d fail if you tried that. Besides, people near the doors will be very vulnerable to attack.” 
 
    “Wait.” I paused, thinking. “Can people attack each other during this test?” 
 
    “Obviously.” Grandmother Iron frowned at me. “This is a fighting tournament.” 
 
    “That...sounds like a potential bloodbath. How do they prevent contestants from just murdering each other outright for crystals?” 
 
    “Shield sigils with teleportation effects when they’re depleted?” Reika guessed. 
 
    I had no idea what she was talking about. 
 
    “No, this round isn’t in the Valian style.” Iron shook her head. “All parts of the tournament, including the preliminaries, are observed both by judges and an audience. The audience for the preliminaries will be smaller, but that means it only includes thousands, rather than tens or hundreds of thousands like some later rounds.” 
 
    Hundreds of thousands? 
 
    The idea of a tournament audience of that size was mind-boggling to me. The largest arenas I’d seen could only support in the low tens of thousands. 
 
    Iron continued her explanation. “Killing someone deliberately is strictly against tournament rules and results in disqualification. If battles look like they are reaching the point where they could be fatal, judges will swiftly interfere, generally by separating the contestants. The arena also employs dozens of healers for any injuries that occur. There are also rumors that they hire Seers to attempt to see the future to anticipate any possible deaths in advance, then take steps to avoid them.  None of these steps are foolproof; deaths still happen on occasion. In those few cases, having such a large audience means that it’s generally easy to determine who was at fault. Most deaths in the arena are the result of personal vendettas that make their way into the arena, rather than mere accidents.” 
 
    That still sounded like the kind of setup that would result in a considerable number of fatalities to me. Putting hundreds of people with real weapons into an arena and expecting them not to kill each other sounded awfully optimistic. “Are we expected to use practice weapons or protective gear of some kind?” I asked, hoping to find something to minimize my concerns.  
 
    Not that I was worried about myself, mind you. I was concerned about the morality of participating in something that might get other people killed. And, to some degree, I was worried I might kill someone else by accident. 
 
    “Oh, no, dear. Almost everyone in there will be Sunstone or higher.” 
 
    I didn’t know a lot about attunements, but I knew Sunstone was roughly the “average” attunement level — higher than Quartz and Carnelian, but lower than Citrine and Emerald. That level of power didn’t seem particularly threatening, but after a moment, I realized what Iron was getting at: virtually everyone fighting in the tournament would be high enough level to have shrouds, providing them with significant protection against harm. 
 
    I hadn’t been thinking about the effects of shrouds on arena fighting, since I didn’t have one myself, and I’d only fought a few people with them. They presented a tremendous difference from how combat worked in my homeland. With shrouds, entering combat was much safer — it was almost like everyone with a shroud was wearing a suit of armor that protected against both physical and magical attacks. 
 
    That made me feel a lot less worried that Reika or I would kill someone with just a random punch. We’d still probably have to hold back against most opponents, but the risks were much lower than they would have been back home. 
 
    “I think we’ve heard enough about the preliminaries, unless you have any advice.” Reika looked jittery. Excited, maybe. 
 
    I was getting a little excited, too. I didn’t get a chance to fight very often. 
 
    “I don’t know the first thing about your abilities yet, so I can’t give you detailed advice. But there are two general strategies for the labyrinth; either attack as many people as possible with overwhelming force, or try to find crystals. The larger crystals are in the center of the maze, with progressively stronger monsters guarding them.” 
 
    “Monsters?” I asked. “They have live monsters in the arena?” 
 
    “Summons, obviously.” Iron waved a hand dismissively. “They wouldn’t waste real monsters on something small like the preliminaries. This is more like one of your Valian ‘Survival Matches’.” 
 
    I had no idea what she was talking about, but apparently she was assuming we were Valian due to our choice of language or appearance. I saw no reason to correct her. 
 
    I’d read enough about summoned monsters to know that they were copies of an original, and that if they were ‘killed’, they could just be re-summoned by their Summoner later. I didn’t know exactly how that worked, but at the time, my suspicion was that the essence of the monster was just returning to the summoner when it was ‘killed’, then being re-corporealized. If that was accurate, that meant they were never really dying at all. 
 
    Finally, something I can fight without having to hold back. 
 
    I could feel my heart beating faster just thinking about it. 
 
    “I’d advise you to collect more crystals than you need to pass the test. The points you earn will be relevant for future rounds.” 
 
    “Relevant?” I quirked a brow. “Relevant how?” 
 
    Iron waved a hand. “You can use them to buy things later, like a currency. Don’t worry about it too much right now. I’ll explain more later.” 
 
    Simple enough. 
 
    “Okay. Anything else?” Reika was rocking back and forth. She clearly wanted to go. 
 
    “You should be fine with just knowing that, granddaughter. Keep track of your points after the test, so you can tell me how you’ve scored. We can discuss our strategies after that.” 
 
    “Yes, Grandma.” Reika grinned, then turned to me. “Ready?” 
 
    I smiled back at her. “Yep. Let’s go.” 
 
    *** 
 
    We headed out of the training hall, trying to follow Grandmother Iron’s directions to the closest arena entrance. The layout of the buildings was already confusing enough to feel like a maze and we hadn’t even gotten inside yet. 
 
    Fortunately, there were a lot of entrances into the arena proper. I think we actually missed the one that Iron directed us to, but we found one soon enough. 
 
    I was grateful that there wasn’t a another line for this part of the process. There were just two people in front of the door, both dressed in the uniforms indicating they worked for the arena. 
 
    Before we approached, I pulled Reika off to the side to address something important. 
 
    “What is it? Something wrong?” She glanced at me, then back toward the arena door. 
 
    “No, just a quick note. We might not want to advertise that we’re anything other than normal attuned at this early stage in the tournament.” 
 
    Reika sighed. “You’re saying I shouldn’t turn into my big form in there.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s exactly what I’m saying. For now, I think we should stick with things we can pass off as local magic.” 
 
    “I don’t really have a lot of that, you know.” She folded her arms. “I don’t have fire and stone and metal magic to throw around like you do.” 
 
    “You can probably get away with using wings, scales, and claws. I read about a Shapeshifter attunement, and it’s local.” 
 
    Reika flexed her hand, shifting it into a claw, then back. “Okay. I think I can manage with that. It’ll be a bit of an extra challenge...but they’re going to need every advantage they can get to beat me.” 
 
    I nudged her. “That’s the spirit.” 
 
    “I am the spirit. Spirit dragon, remember?” 
 
    I laughed. “Okay. But let’s maybe stop talking about that for a while. We can discuss if we’re going to let Iron in on it later.” 
 
    “Got it. Can we go now?” She glanced back at the arena door. 
 
    “Yeah. Let’s go.” 
 
    We headed over to the door guards and showed them our paperwork. 
 
    “Next round starts in ten minutes. You can head into the waiting room inside.” 
 
    We headed into the waiting room. 
 
    Once in there, the staff instructed us to turn in our paperwork temporarily at the desk, and that we’d get it back when we were finished. We turned in our papers and got some additional instructions. 
 
    “The test lasts for twenty-four minutes. You each begin with one of these orange crystals.” The arena worker passed a crystal to each of us, which we tucked away in our belt pouches. “There are other crystals inside the arena. Clear crystals are worth one point. Red are five. Orange are ten. Yellow are twenty-five, but aren’t many of those. Maybe a couple dozen. Green are fifty – there are only three of those one each floor.” 
 
    Twenty-four minutes seemed like a strange number to me, but I realized after a moment it was an increment of six, which was a sacred number in Kaldwyn’s culture. It probably had something to do with that. 
 
    I had a more important question that I wasn’t as sure about, though. 
 
    Floor? Just how big is this arena? 
 
    “Finally, there’s one blue crystal at the very end of the maze. That’s worth a hundred points.” 
 
    Reika whistled appreciatively. “That sounds like a lot.” 
 
    “It is. You only need twenty-five points to move on to the next round, but if you get more, you’ll be able to spend those extra points to help in later rounds. You may work together with other contestants if you choose. You may also trade crystals freely at your discretion.” 
 
    Reika and I gave each other a quick nod. It was obvious we’d be cooperating if that was allowed. 
 
    “You may exit early if you’ve earned enough crystals and want to play it safe. The doors unlock after six minutes. There are several exit doors. After twenty-four minutes have elapsed, you must cease all fighting and find the nearest exit as quickly as possible. If you are injured too badly to leave on your own, you’ll be retrieved and taken to the treatment area.” 
 
    The arena worker described a few more rules, but it was all basic stuff we already knew about, such as reiterating that lethal force was not allowed. 
 
    After that, we leaned against a nearby wall to wait. There were seats, but Reika was too jittery to sit, and she’d infected me. 
 
    I counted eight other contestants waiting in that room. I’d heard there were ten other entrances, so I estimated somewhere around eighty to a hundred or so total participants in this round. 
 
    Most of the eight people in there turned to size us up as soon as we entered. At least two of them had looks of recognition when they saw Dawnbringer on my hip. 
 
    Of the two, one was a red-haired swordsman with an arming sword on his hip and a shield sitting on his lap. He was young, but from the scars on his cheeks and neck, he looked to me like he had some fighting experience. 
 
    The other was a dark-haired woman in robes carrying a scythe, of all things. I had no idea how she intended to fight non-lethally with that, but it caught my attention because of the rarity of the weapon, as well as the broken red crystal embedded just below the blade. She smiled when I looked at her. 
 
    Crystals were everywhere on Kaldwyn, but that cracked gem was larger than most, and it emanated powerful flame sorcery. Maybe a hint of spirit sorcery, too, and something else I couldn’t identify. I’d have to keep an eye out for her on the battlefield — I suspected the flames from that weapon were stronger than I could easily counter. 
 
    The only other person that caught my attention was a green-haired man who didn’t even look up from his book when we walked in. He had an air of nonchalance about the whole affair that I might have taken for confidence, if not for the tightness of his grasp on that book. 
 
    I spent the next several minutes sizing my competition up for weaknesses, then it was time to enter the labyrinth. 
 
    Reika and I walked in together, but when I reoriented myself after stepping inside, she wasn’t there. 
 
    I was surrounded by strangers. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter V – Eye of the... 
 
      
 
    I really needed to stop being surprised when I walked through a doorway and ended up being teleported somewhere else. My entry into the labyrinth was hardly the first time, and it certainly wouldn’t be the last. 
 
    I scanned the area around me, getting my bearings. I was standing in some sort of crystalline structure, where the floors, ceilings, and walls were all made of the same material. The walls surrounded me on three sides, meaning that there was only a single path for me to walk. Interestingly, there was also a clearly labeled door on one of the walls. I assumed it was an exit, but I couldn’t actually read the writing — it was in Edrian. 
 
    That was inconvenient. I didn’t want to miss a path because I’d made a wrong assumption about the meaning of the word, but I didn’t want to open it and get teleported right out of the test, either. That would have been terribly embarrassing. 
 
    The crystal that surrounded me was almost glass-clear, with just a bit of distortion as I looked through it. Notably, that meant I could see what looked like two more entire levels of this area above and below me. I didn’t see any people in those sections yet, but I did see what looked like a horned jaguar-like monster in the area below me.  
 
    The floor seemed to hold my weight without any difficultly, as well as the weight of the other people who were rapidly appearing next to me. 
 
    A moment later, there were five of us standing in that area. I didn’t recognize anyone else, implying that whatever was teleporting us wasn’t putting us in the same place as the people we’d come through the doors with. 
 
    I saw some of them fumble for weapons. I took a few steps back and rested a hand on Dawn’s hilt, but didn’t draw. 
 
    A few of them exchanged words in Edrian, similarly backing away from another.  
 
    I had a few options at that point. 
 
    I could see if anyone speaks Valian, maybe make a team. Might make it easier to handle bigger threats, like other teams and large monsters. 
 
    Or I could just attack and pick up some easy crystals. These guys are probably weaker than the tails, unless I randomly ended up in the same room as another sacred sword wielder or another unusually strong fighter. 
 
    <I do sense another nearby, but not that close. We making friends or attacking?> 
 
    Neither. I’m not interested in taking an easy route. 
 
    We’re going monster hunting. 
 
    I concentrated on the crystal below me. While my boots were a barrier that interfered with getting a perfect connection, I could still sense the material clearly enough to interact with it. It didn’t have the same density as the crystalline scabbard that I’d used for Dawnbringer, but it was similar enough that I could manipulate it easily. 
 
    With a moment of concentration, a hole opened in the floor in front of me, and I stepped in. 
 
    The panther-like creature jumped toward me as I descended, but my arm was already moving. 
 
    I didn’t cut the monster. 
 
    Instead, I sliced off the collar around its neck, sending the collar — and the red crystal attached to it — tumbling to the floor. 
 
    The panther would have collided with me a moment later. Instead, it vanished in mid-air, and I twirled Dawnbringer and sheathed her as I hit the ground. 
 
    <Show off.> 
 
    I was gathering information. 
 
    <And showing off.> 
 
    Yeah, also that. 
 
    <Also, you killed another rock.> 
 
    Did I? Wait, no, you mean the floor. That’s crystal, and I just moved it. It doesn’t count. 
 
    <Totally counts.> 
 
    Bah. 
 
    <I liked the showing off part, though. Do some more.> 
 
    I’m just getting started. 
 
    In truth, I was gathering information, and I’d confirmed something important. 
 
    Grandmother Iron had mentioned that I’d be fighting summoned monsters, so I didn’t have to worry much about killing them — they’d just dissipate until their Summoner called them again.  
 
    This was even better, however. While most summoned monsters were powered by the Summoner’s mana, some others utilized a separate mana source. In those cases, they generally disappeared as soon as their mana source was taken away. 
 
    The crystals supply their mana. This is going to be easy. 
 
    A grin slid across my face. 
 
    I glanced back up briefly, said “good luck”, and then grabbed the fallen crystal from the floor and put it in my pouch. 
 
    That’s five points. Not a bad start. 
 
    After that, I looked at potential routes I could take. I could have jumped up and sealed the hole I’d descended through, but I wasn’t going to waste any more time. If someone decided to follow me down, I’d deal with it. 
 
    The lower floor was much like the area above, but there was no exit door. Instead, there were two paths; one that was straight ahead from where I’d landed, and one to the left. In addition, the ground below me was solid stone, rather than transparent crystal. That meant this was probably the bottom floor. 
 
    I briefly considered trying to figure out where Reika was — we’d wanted to cooperate, after all — but that didn’t seem like a good investment of time. She was far more mobile than I was, and likely already moving fast. Trying to track her was pointless. If she found me, great. If not, we’d handle things on our own and compare notes later. 
 
    Without any means of determining which path was best, I headed left. 
 
    I hit another intersection almost immediately, then turned left again. 
 
    I missed a hidden rune on my right side. 
 
    Crystalline vines burst from the wall, rushing out to entangle me. I reacted in a moment, drawing Dawn and slashing them apart. The crystalline pieces shattered easily, but they weren’t the end of my problems. 
 
    A blast of lighting flashed from the opposite side of the corridor. 
 
    I was ready for that. 
 
    “Radiant Dawn!” 
 
    I slammed Dawnbringer into the electrical blast, rebounding it back at the originator. The lightning dissipated harmlessly upon hitting the rune it had emerged from. 
 
    More vines of crystal continued to emerge from the right, twisting and grabbing at my arm. 
 
    I grunted and stepped closer to the wall. 
 
    I slammed my left fist into the glowing rune in the center of the crystalline tendrils. The wall cracked on impact, and the rune’s light faded as it lost cohesion. 
 
    As the trap ceased to function, I tore myself free just in time to dodge the next lightning bolt from the trap from the end of the hall. Apparently, reflecting the first bolt hadn’t stopped it. 
 
    I cracked my neck and advanced. I saw the trap at the end of the hall flash again. 
 
    There was no need to dodge, nor was I going to waste any more of Dawn’s valuable mana on reflecting another blast. 
 
    Instead, I reshaped my own destructive aura, wrapping it around Dawn’s blade. Now that I was her wielder, our connection seemed to protect her from the aura. And that meant I had a whole new way of fighting with her in-hand. 
 
    As the next blast flew down the hall, I swung upward and cut it in half. 
 
    I advanced. Lightning flashed. I severed it. 
 
    Walk. Lightning. Cut. Repeat. 
 
    It was as simple as breathing for me. 
 
    I reached the end of the passage and sliced the trap in half. 
 
    The passage turned to the left, going for another ten feet or so before branching to the left and right. I was planning to turn left again, but first, I had to deal with the half a dozen monsters blocking the intersection. 
 
    I had to take a moment to process what I was looking at. 
 
    Not because the monsters were scary, or particularly powerful. 
 
    Because they were skeletons. Just skeletons. 
 
    The idea of using skeletons as combatants was so ludicrous to me that I had to stop for a minute just to burst out laughing. They weren’t scary. They were absurd. 
 
    The amount of magic it took to animate and move something that didn’t have muscles was an absolute waste on something like a skeleton. Moving something like a suit of armor would have been equally simple and vastly more effective. 
 
    I didn’t even entertain the possibility that these might be actual people that had somehow been raised from the dead. While I’d heard of death sorcery being used to get bodies up and moving again, the idea of using it for something skeletal was ludicrous. 
 
    I managed to recover from laughing just in time to parry a swing from a sword-wielding skeleton. As I expected, the swing had practically no force behind it. 
 
    I responded by punching it in the skull, which burst apart in a shower of (presumably fake) bone dust. 
 
    A clear crystal fell to the ground, apparently having been housed inside the skull. The remainder of the skeleton collapsed, rather than vanishing. These were more like golems, rather than a summoned monster. 
 
    I moved forward, raising Dawnbringer to swing at the next nearest skeleton. 
 
    <Ack, don’t hit them with me!> 
 
    I froze in mid-swing, dancing back to avoid a clumsy strike from a mace-wielding skeleton. 
 
    What? 
 
    <I don’t want bone powder all over me! Eeeeew!> 
 
    I sighed, rolled my eyes, and leapt forward. 
 
    At least this poses a little more of a challenge. 
 
    A kick smashed the ribs of the skeleton that had just been in front of me, and another punch knocked the jaw off the one to his left. 
 
    I sheathed Dawn, not even bothering to use her to parry, and smashed the remaining skeletons in a flurry of punches and kicks. 
 
    In the end, I had six quartz crystals in my pouch. 
 
    Well, that was an anticlimactic reward. 
 
    <Pretty fair for the challenge they offered.> 
 
    True. 
 
    I drew Dawn and turned left. 
 
    I continued down the path. It wove and winded, leading to another juncture. I turned again. 
 
    This led me to another intersection, but of a different variety. 
 
    First, there was an exit door here, like where I’d first started. 
 
    Second, there were a handful of people waiting there with weapons in hand. Four of them were standing, and one was sitting in front of what looked like a rug with a handful of objects laid out on it. I didn’t know what to make of that. 
 
    I stopped a good twenty feet away from them and braced myself for a fight. 
 
    Two of them approached. One was a huge man with a pair of axes, one glowing blue, the other green. 
 
    The other was a woman in head-to-toe armor carrying a spear. The outfit reminded me of Velas, but this woman was a head shorter and had curly black hair. 
 
    They said something in Edrian. 
 
    I replied with, “Do you speak Valian?” 
 
    “Oh, sure,” the woman said. “I asked if you wanted to come buy anything.” 
 
    I blinked. “...Buy?” 
 
    “Keep your sword sheathed and your hands away from it, and you’re welcome to come on over.” 
 
    They escorted me to where three other people were waiting, and I finally got a look at what was sitting on the floor. Red and blue potion bottles, a torch, and three colors of crystals — clear, red, and orange. 
 
    “Welcome, welcome!” The sitting man was dark skinned, wearing a fashionable black outfit and a top hat. He didn’t stand as I approached. Instead, he continued to hold his hands together, and I could see a visible aura of magic gleaming between them. 
 
    I braced myself for an attack, but when he opened his hands, something different happened. 
 
    He held up a glimmering red crystal. “I’m Jelani, and this is my shop. For a small fee, I sell supplies you would find useful in this challenge.” 
 
    I waved at the crystals. “Are those...” 
 
    “Yes, the same ones that are worth points in the tournament.” 
 
    I blinked. “And you’re selling them? Do you work for the arena?” 
 
    “No, no. Observe.” He set the crystal down, then put his hands together. A soft glow appeared between his hands, and a few moments later, he showed me a newly-appeared clear crystal. 
 
    “You’re making crystals?” 
 
    He smiled. “Precisely. I can make enough for my friends here and myself to pass quite easily. The rest, I sell, along with supplies for those who are more eager to fight.” 
 
    I could see disadvantages to that approach, since apparently higher scores would be valuable in future matches... 
 
    ...but if his goal wasn’t to win the competition, and just to make a profit, this was an incredible strategy. 
 
    “How much are you charging?” 
 
    He told me his prices. 
 
    My face blanched. 
 
    “A little low on coins, friend?” He shook his head. “Perhaps just one item?” 
 
    I frowned, considered, and then bought what was probably an actual healing potion. It cost me five gold imperials, which was absolute robbery as far as I was concerned, but I’d been injured badly enough recently to know how valuable one could be. I also didn’t want to waste any time on fighting these guys, who I expected might try to rob me if I didn’t give them any business. 
 
    “Your patronage is appreciated,” Jelani said. “Go in peace, my friend.” 
 
    I pocketed my potion and moved on. The others wished me well and didn’t attack. 
 
    [Eighteen minutes remaining. The exit doors are now unlocked.] The announcement seemed to come from everywhere at once, and I realized it was probably some kind of telepathy, rather than sound-based. It was louder and more obnoxious than Dawn’s voice, but I was still grateful for it. Knowing my remaining time was important. 
 
    I moved a little faster. I still had plenty of time, but stopping at the shop had cost me. I didn’t regret getting a healing potion, but if I wanted a high score, I’d need to make up for the lost time. 
 
    Choosing the same direction to turn at every juncture — in my case always choosing left — was a reliable way to traverse a maze if you had enough time to spend. Unfortunately, if I was right about the scale of this one, I didn’t have a chance of getting close to the center in the remaining time with that route. 
 
    Maybe luck would have gotten me there. And in truth, the approach I’d been taking was earning me crystals reliably without much difficulty, so it wasn’t awful. 
 
    But I wasn’t the kind of person to settle for a safe strategy and a mediocre score. 
 
    I glanced upward, seeing a room above me without any people currently in it. Then I focused my destructive aura around Dawn again and swung upward. 
 
    My destructive aura lashed upward, slicing a hole in the ceiling. Then with three more cuts, I’d removed a section of crystal. 
 
    I sheathed Dawn, jumped, and climbed up to the room above. 
 
    A quick scan around the area showed nothing of interest. I’d cut my way into the center of another long hallway. 
 
    A trap triggered a moment later, firing a gooey spiderweb down the hallway toward me. I countered by flooding my aura with flame mana, then sending a burning slash in the direction of the web. 
 
    ...it didn’t work quite as well as I wanted. 
 
    It did catch the web on fire. Unfortunately, the web was a little tougher than I’d realized. So, a moment later, I was stuck in a web that was also on fire. 
 
    After a brief moment of irritation, I sent a blast of destructive mana outward and annihilated it. A bit of gooey residue remained on my skin, but the web itself parted easily in the wake of my aura. 
 
    Another moment of concentration sent some destructive mana across my skin, destroying the bits of web stuck to it. I’d have to clean my clothes later; I didn’t have enough control to burn the web off the clothing without destroying it. 
 
    Irritated but largely unharmed, I glanced upward again. 
 
    The ceiling above me wasn’t crystal. It was solid stone, much like the floor on the bottom level. That was interesting, because I knew there was a level above this one. 
 
    Why is this section different? 
 
    I was intrigued. 
 
    I sliced upward, making a hole. 
 
    The area above me was pitch black. 
 
    Interesting. Maybe that’ll be dangerous. 
 
    <Sounds fun!> 
 
    Agreed. 
 
    I sheathed Dawn, then jumped and pulled myself upward. 
 
    Immediately, Dawnbringer’s light illuminated the area once I was inside. Her light spread further as soon as I pulled her back out of her scabbard. 
 
    In truth, I probably could have just shined her upward from below, but that would have spoiled the fun of being run over by a vast and vicious monster. 
 
    The behemoth was exactly what it sounded like — a creature the size of a train car and a similar lack of interest in slowing down for anything in its path. 
 
    While it was elephantine in scale, it was shaped more like a lion with colossal horns and only patchy spots of hair on its head and tail. Most of the body was covered with rhinoceros-like hide, except for the parts where more spikes protruded from its elbows, knees, and claw-like hands. 
 
    It rammed me just after I got my footing on the upper floor. I flew backward, hit the ground, and then rolled just in time to avoid being stepped on by massive hooves.  
 
    In truth, if it’d stepped on me, I don’t even know if I would have survived that. I don’t think anyone had expected someone to enter the creature’s room from below, or be insane enough to confront a behemoth head-on. 
 
    Oops. 
 
    My chest ached where the behemoth had slammed into me, but I didn’t think it had managed to break any ribs. As I’ve mentioned, my bones are oddly resilient, even by the standards of the rest of my body. 
 
    The fleshy bits are still pretty vulnerable, though, so I was fortunate that it hadn’t skewered me with any of its absurd number of horns. The thing was so tall that it must have hit me with its chest or chin.  
 
    Less fortunately, it was already turning around for another charge by the time I’d managed to shake off the initial surge of agony from the impact. 
 
    I didn’t have time to stand. Instead, I tumbled beneath it and swung Dawnbringer upward as it rushed over me. 
 
    Her blade bounced right off the behemoth’s hide. 
 
    That was unexpected. 
 
    As the behemoth continued to rush past me, I barely avoided falling back in the hole I’d made and stumbled to my feet. 
 
    I lifted Dawn in a two-handed grip, then focused my destructive aura around her again. If her blade couldn’t cut this thing on its own, my aura would do the trick. 
 
    The behemoth turned around, roared into the air, and then inhaled. 
 
    Oh. I may have miscalculated. 
 
    I barely had a chance to react before it exhaled a tremendous ball of fire in my direction. Fortunately, that moment was enough. 
 
    I dispersed my destructive aura and swung Dawn straight into the fireball. “Radiant Dawn!” 
 
    The behemoth’s breath wasn’t quite the same as a traditional spell, but it was close enough. The ball of fire flew backward and smashed into the behemoth, exploding on impact. 
 
    The explosive force blinded me for an instant. And in that instant, the behemoth had already started to charge again. 
 
    I’d hurt it by reflecting the fire, but not much. And this time, it was lowering its head to skewer me on its deadly horns. 
 
    I waited. 
 
    Just a few moments before it would have reached me, I slammed my boot into the ground. 
 
    Wall. 
 
    The floor of this area wasn’t crystal. It was stone. I was much better at working with stone. 
 
    And, like I mentioned, behemoths are very bad at slowing down. 
 
    The behemoth slammed spike-first into the wall. 
 
    ...and kept going. 
 
    There was an instant of clarity as the spikes began to pierce the wall. I moved on instinct, hurling myself to the ground and tumbling just at the right angle for the behemoth to charge over me, rather than into me. 
 
    I’d significantly underestimated how strong it was, and I’d very nearly been smashed into pieces as a result. 
 
    As the behemoth oriented itself, I rolled to my feet. The collision hadn’t stopped it, but it looked dazed. It stamped in frustration, beginning to turn to search for its missing prey. I darted forward and lashed out, destructive essence flowing across Dawn’s blade. 
 
    As I expected, my aura was more than enough to cut through the beast’s hide. But the monster was huge, and a couple cuts from Dawnbringer barely slowed it down. 
 
    It kicked backward, and I had to dodge to the side to avoid it. A moment later it was spinning around, swinging a needlessly-spiked claw. 
 
    I swiped upward, tearing one of those spikes right off, and then closed in for another swing. 
 
    [Twelve minutes remaining.] 
 
    The announcement distracted me for a moment, and the behemoth’s other claw caught me from the side. It sent me stumbling back, bleeding from a gash across my shoulder, but I kept my footing. 
 
    Then the behemoth stomped a foot in a now-familiar gesture, preparing to charge. 
 
    I didn’t see a weak point on it. There was no obvious glowing mark to show a crystal serving as a power source, no gap in its hide. I could have gone for its eyes, but that seemed unsportsmanlike. 
 
    I could have kept dodging and started gradually cutting into it with my aura, but I was acutely aware that I was wasting time with a single monster that didn’t necessarily guard a crystal. 
 
    When the behemoth charged again, I met it head on. 
 
    Body of Iron. 
 
    I jammed Dawnbringer into the ground. 
 
    The behemoth’s largest horn was right in the center of its forehead. It had angled its head downward to skewer me, and that made the horn an easy target. 
 
    I didn’t swipe upward with my destructive aura, though that might have been the wise thing to do. 
 
    Instead, I reached out with both hands and grabbed. 
 
    I fell back a single step at the tremendous impact. My muscles trembled in my body. Even reinforced with colossal power, I was straining against a creature with a mass a hundred times my own. 
 
    And then, with the power of metal mana flooding through my veins. I pushed. 
 
    There was something like incredulity in the behemoth’s eyes as it looked at me then. Then, with a grunt, I shoved it backward. 
 
    Behemoths, like many charging creatures, aren’t very good at walking backwards. 
 
    I felt my muscles burn as I gritted my teeth and shoved backward just one more step — and then the behemoth’s knees, not built for this kind of movement, failed. 
 
    It fell to the ground. 
 
    Magnetic pull. 
 
    Dawnbringer flew back to my hand. 
 
     <Wee!> 
 
    “Sorry, big guy.” 
 
    As the behemoth tried to rise again, I stepped around to the side of its neck and focused my destructive aura around Dawn. Then I swept upward. 
 
    The cut was clean. 
 
    A moment later, the tremendous beast collapsed unceremoniously to the ground. 
 
    Release Body of Iron. 
 
    The behemoth vanished, and I felt residual pain throughout my entire body. 
 
    It didn’t leave a single crystal behind. 
 
    I glowered at the darkness where it had been a moment before. 
 
    Seriously? 
 
    <Uh, Keras? Behind you.> 
 
    I turned around to find a newly-appeared treasure chest sitting in the center of the room. 
 
    “Ah.” I sheathed Dawn and walked over to the chest. “Much better.” 
 
    I reached toward the chest, eager to get the reward from the first difficult fight I’d encountered during the tournament. 
 
    <No, wait, I meant—> 
 
    Then the box tried to bite my hand off. 
 
    “Aaaaaah!” 
 
    I’ll admit it. I’m not always great with surprises. Sometimes I panic. 
 
    But in fairness to me, virtually everyone panics the first time they encounter a mimic. 
 
    A mimic is a particular cruel breed of monster that likes to disguise itself as a treasure box. Some people say they’re related to slimes; others consider them to be a general category of shapeshifter. I’ve even heard a few people talk about them being some kind of thing that lives inside of an actual treasure box, then uses it to lure in prey. 
 
    I wouldn’t know. They don’t exist on my continent, presumably because the gods of my homeland don’t have quite as horrible of a sense of humor as yours. 
 
    And I haven’t had much of a chance to research one, since I usually react to them the same way I did that day. 
 
    As I’ve mentioned, I don’t flee when I panic. 
 
    So, as a barbed tongue and vicious jaws lashed out at me, I threw a punch. And, instinctively, that punch carried a tremendous amount of my destructive aura along with it. 
 
    Was there treasure inside that box? 
 
    I’ll never know. When my aura ripped forward from that punch, it spread outward in a wide, cone-shaped blast. 
 
    I absolutely obliterated the thing. There wasn’t a scorch mark remaining afterward. There wasn’t even a pile of ash. 
 
    I stared blankly at the empty air, then raised my hand and looked incredulously at it. 
 
    Huh. 
 
    <I think you killed it, Keras.> 
 
    No kidding. 
 
    <That poor, innocent—> 
 
    Nope, don’t even start with me. That thing was the biggest incarnation of ‘nope’ I have ever seen. I can only be disappointed that I cannot possibly kill it more thoroughly. 
 
    <Wow. You really didn’t like that thing.> 
 
    If I ever gain the ability to travel through time, my first goal will be to prevent the creation of that kind of creature. Gaah. 
 
    <Are you still panicking?> 
 
    A little. 
 
    I took a deep breath. 
 
    <Okay, easy, Keras. There are still plenty of other things you can murder here. Maybe even some rocks!> 
 
    You’re not helping. 
 
    <I’m always helpful.> 
 
    I took another breath. 
 
    Okay. We’re moving on. Let us never speak of this creature again. 
 
    I moved on. 
 
    In specific, I moved up. 
 
    I’d already lost quite a bit of time by fighting the behemoth and obliterating the nope box, but by cutting another hole in the ceiling and climbing up again, I’d finally reached the next part of my plan. 
 
    In specific, I was on top of the labyrinth. 
 
    From the top, I could see several things of interest. 
 
    First of all, the labyrinth itself was a titanic cube, and said cube was in the midst of the largest stadium I’d ever seen. 
 
    All around the cube were row after row of seats, filled with thousands — maybe tens of thousands — of watching citizens. 
 
    I could see a few special boxes in the crowd as well, the kind that most likely held the highest tiers of nobility or the wealthiest merchants. I couldn’t identify them in any detail, though, because they were too far away. 
 
    The sheer scale of the place was mind-boggling. 
 
    But I wasn’t up there to stare at the crowd. 
 
    Instead, from the top of the labyrinth, I could look down through the crystalline sections of the floor to find whatever I was looking for. 
 
    It wasn’t a perfect plan for a few reasons. 
 
    One, the top of the cube wasn’t all transparent crystal; there were several sections of solid stone in intermittent spots, and I couldn’t tell if that meant those locations were more valuable. 
 
    Two, I could only see the top floor of the labyrinth. If I’d designed the place, I would have expected people to take this route and put the most valuable things on the bottom floors, where they couldn’t easily be seen by someone using this trick. 
 
    Third, there about a dozen metallic golems running toward me. Each of them had an obvious glowing crystal in the center of their chest, fueling it with power. 
 
    The roof wasn’t quite as unoccupied as I’d expected, but that was fine. These were all solvable problems, especially the last. 
 
    In fact, that one was more of an opportunity. 
 
    I drew Dawnbringer. 
 
    Going to do some metal stuff, brace yourself. 
 
    The first time Dawn had heard me command metal to break, she’d felt like I was trying to tear her in half and started screaming in my mind. Since then, she’d gotten better at reading my intentions and stopped panicking, but I still tried to warn her whenever possible. 
 
    <Got it.> 
 
    I met the first golem with a swing across its chest. 
 
    Compress. 
 
    The animating magic that kept the golem running resisted my command...but only for a moment. 
 
    Then it trembled and contorted as its entire body crunched inward, into a single ball of metal. 
 
    The next golem took a swing at me a moment later. It was surprisingly quick, and the punch took me right in the jaw. 
 
    After being hit by a behemoth, though, I barely even felt it. 
 
    I grabbed it by the wrist before it could pull away, then concentrated. 
 
    I got a little more creative with that one. 
 
    Reshape. 
 
    I concentrated on the area around the crystal, and simply reshaped the metal away from it. 
 
    The crystal fell right out. 
 
    The golem fell inert a moment later. 
 
    The other golems paused after that. 
 
    I blinked. Were they capable of thinking? 
 
    I got a different answer a moment later, when a voice echoed in my mind. 
 
    [Contestant, you are in an out-of-bounds area. Please refrain from damaging the security golems. If you remain in this area, you will be removed from the test in sixty seconds.] 
 
    Oh. Oops. 
 
    Well, they didn’t say anything about not looting the bodies. 
 
    I retrieved the two crystals from the golems I’d already beaten. 
 
    The other golems turned and marched away from me. 
 
    Sixty seconds, eh? 
 
    Not a lot of time to scout. 
 
    I ran forward, scanning the ground as I moved. 
 
    I saw several things of potential interest below. Sections filled with monsters, people, and even one more treasure chest. 
 
    After the experience with the nope box, I would never trust treasure chests again, so I avoided that one. 
 
    [Six minutes remaining.] 
 
    I moved a bit faster. After about thirty seconds, I stopped and made a hole in the floor above a room with the largest group of monsters I could find. 
 
    Why? 
 
    Because not only did the monsters look dangerous — and therefore fun — they were clustered around one of the things that I was looking for. 
 
    A single green crystal was floating in the center of the room. 
 
    I dropped down, landing right near it and raising Dawn into a ready stance. 
 
    Let’s do this. 
 
    A panther-like beast jumped at me as soon as I hit the floor. I kicked it in the face, then spun to cut the wings off of a gigantic wasp. 
 
    A heartbeat later, the next wasp was in front of me, buzzing and jamming its stinger toward my shoulder. My left arm shot up, grabbing the stinger, and I hurled it straight at the next monster — a bear-like beast with scales all over. 
 
    The wasp managed to course-correct before it stung the bear, but the bear crashed right into it. 
 
    Then I jumped on the bear’s back, avoiding the lunges of a pair of wolves with tentacles coming out of their backs. 
 
    I didn’t know why so many of Kaldwyn’s monsters are basically animals with extra horns, scales, or tentacles. At that moment, it wasn’t my biggest concern. 
 
    That honor went to the entire wall on the opposite side of the room, which appeared to be made out of a tangle of thousands of flesh-and-stone limbs. The wall was gradually moving in my direction, and while it was disturbing enough in appearance alone, that wasn’t the real problem. 
 
    The real problem was that many of those hundreds of arms were, well, armed. (Terrible pun, I know. Forgive me.) 
 
    The weapons they were wielding looked like they were made of the same weird fleshy stone substance as the arms themselves, but they rapidly proved functional. The wall was a good two dozen feet away, so the swords and axes couldn’t reach me, but there were a dozen bows firing arrows at me and others throwing knives. 
 
    I deflected most of the projectiles in a flurry of swings, then caught one of the knives by the hilt and threw it at the still-winged wasp. The knife hit it dead-on and it fell lifeless. 
 
    That was about when the bear-thing decided it didn’t like me standing on it, and decided to shake me off. I maintained my footing for long enough to hop free, swinging in mid-air and cutting a wolf-like beast in half. 
 
    Then I landed, swung around, deflected another two arrows, and cut into the bear. 
 
    The bear was large enough that it didn’t go down in a single swing. Instead, it swiped a counter-attack at me, which drove me backward toward the panther that had decided to come up behind me. 
 
    As it lunged, I kicked backward, once again hitting it in the face. 
 
    After that, I felt a little awful about continuously hurting it, so I killed it instead. A single upward swing did the trick. 
 
    Another wolf jumped at me from the left. I punched it out of the air, then spun and kicked the bear toward the wall of arms. 
 
    The bear flew backward into the reach of the arms and, uh, let me just say that the results weren’t pretty. 
 
     I resolved to clean up the rest of the monsters without letting the wall near them. 
 
    It didn’t take long. There were two more wolves and an additional panther. The wolves attacked at the same time, but it didn’t help them much. I switched to a low stance as they approached, then made two swift cuts the moment they entered my range. 
 
    I sensed more stone approaching me from behind, ducked a knife, and deflected a few more arrows. 
 
    The last panther ran away, moving straight through one of the nearby, seemingly-solid walls. 
 
    I had been unaware that it could do that, so I blinked at it. 
 
    That distraction almost cost me, but my hand moved up and caught an arrow aimed at my face faster than I could consciously process what was happening. 
 
    That was...odd, actually. I’d always been pretty fast, and I’d reacted on instinct many times, but catching arrows at that distance would have been something of a challenge even weeks before. 
 
    Dawn, I realized. 
 
    I’d known our connection was helping speed me up and think more clearly, but this was the most obvious example I’d seen. With her in hand, clearing the monsters out of the room had been absolutely effortless. 
 
    The wall was still approaching, but without the other monsters distracting me, it was less of a threat. 
 
    There were a few easy approaches I could have taken. I could have backed off and used Luminous Arc to blast holes in it, or reshaped something to stop the wall’s movement. 
 
    But that wasn’t any fun. 
 
    I charged right into the whirling mass of dozens of arms. 
 
    Within an instant, several arms were swinging weapons toward me. 
 
    I danced gleefully around their strikes, deflecting few and landing glancing cuts on the wall itself. As I’d suspected, the arms and wall weren’t solid stone; they tore easily when Dawnbringer struck them. 
 
    After a moment of enjoying the game of parries and dodges, I searched for the core. 
 
    There wasn’t anything obvious at first, just an undulating mass of limbs that were creepily reaching out for me. If I’d been a little more squeamish or superstitious, I might have assumed the wall had been consuming people, but I was pretty sure it was just something designed to look creepy. 
 
    Hopefully. 
 
    There weren’t any heads, torsos, or anything else I could see out on the surface. 
 
    So, naturally, I stepped in and jammed Dawnbringer deep, then extended my senses through her. 
 
    <Eeeeeew! Eeeeew!> 
 
    I guess she was a little more grossed out by the whole thing than I was. 
 
    But in a moment, I had it. 
 
    The wall wasn’t entirely stone, but it was close enough that I could sense the structure within it. And there was a clear “empty” spot toward the center, a portion I couldn’t read simply from contact. 
 
    I danced back, dodging a saber and deflecting a thrown axe (which I’ll admit was unexpected), then adjusted and lunged at a different spot. 
 
    The entire mass quivered as I struck the core. 
 
    Then it swarmed around me, moving far faster than I’d expected. In that brief surge, it flowed like water, twisting until arms surrounded me on all sides. 
 
    The arms came down, swinging weapons at too many angles for me to defend against, even with my heightened speed. 
 
    I didn’t bother trying. 
 
    Parrying is fun, but my preferred method of defense is an overwhelmingly stronger attack. 
 
    My destructive aura flared around me, annihilating the closest weapons. Then I shifted my aura down to around Dawnbringer and swiped forward four times, aiming carefully. 
 
    My aura extended outward with each swing, disintegrating out of the section around the core. 
 
    Then the core — a bright yellow crystal — was visible. 
 
    I grabbed a nearby dagger straight out of a nearby hand, hurled it, and knocked the core right out of the wall. 
 
    The wall sagged, seeming to deflate, and then vanished a moment later. 
 
    <Eeeeeeeeeew!> 
 
    I laughed, stepped forward, and picked up the yellow crystal. “Not bad.” 
 
    <You can say that, but I’m never going to feel clean again! Aaaaah!> 
 
    Sorry, Dawn. I’ll give you a nice cleaning later, okay? 
 
    <Promise?> 
 
    Sure. I’ve been meaning to buy some oil for you at some point, anyway. 
 
    <Oil? You want to rub me down with oil, huh? That’s very forward of you.> 
 
    I chuckled, then set about picking up the remaining crystals in the room. Oh, and killing the wasp that I’d cut the wings off of. I’d forgotten about that one. “I’m just talking about basic sword maintenance, Dawn. Oil is a part of that.” 
 
    <Uh-huh. I’m sure it’s normal for you to spread your oily hands across a sword’s supple curves and—> 
 
    I’m not going to be using my hands, Dawn. I— 
 
    <Oh, now we’re getting really dirty.> 
 
    I meant an oil rag, Dawn. A rag. Ugh. Why do you have to make it weird? 
 
    I heard a snort, which was pretty impressive, since she didn’t have a nose. <I’m not the one harboring thoughts about well-oiled swords, Keras. That’s all you.> 
 
    I sighed. Having finished collecting the crystals — including the green one that served as the room’s reward — I headed toward where the panther had disappeared. 
 
    There were a couple possibilities for what had happened there. Maybe the panther could go into some kind of incorporeal state like Reika could, but... 
 
    I reached a hand into the wall. My hand went right through it. 
 
    I grinned. 
 
    Or there could be an illusionary wall leading into a secret room. 
 
    I stepped through the wall. 
 
    ...and immediately started falling. 
 
    Secret walls, it turns out, do not always lead to treasure. 
 
    [Three minutes remaining,] a helpful announcement instructed me as I plummeted. 
 
    I jammed Dawnbringer into a nearby wall, slowing my fall. I slid through a false ceiling, then ended in another dark room. 
 
    Of course, it wasn’t dark for long. Dawnbringer chased the darkness away the moment I ripped her free from the wall. 
 
    The room was square shaped with a single open doorway to my left. There was a treasure chest in the center. Or maybe another nope box; I wasn’t sure. 
 
    I’d find out after I dealt with the other problems. 
 
    The panther I’d chased was down at the bottom of the shaft. It wasn’t alone. 
 
     The more worrisome creature was a gigantic mass of eyes, because apparently arm-wall wasn’t sufficiently awful looking for whoever made this test. 
 
    Most of the eyes were fist-sized and attached to tendrils. The central eye, however, was torso sized and had a fang-filled jaw on the bottom of it. 
 
    Yes, the eye had a mouth. That was hideous even by my standards. 
 
    I didn’t have much time to think about it, though, because a heartbeat after I’d landed it was looking straight at me — and where monsters like that are concerned, looks really can kill. 
 
    <I...don’t feel so good.> 
 
    I didn’t, either. The moment the central eye looked at me, I felt an odd sense of weakness that I couldn’t immediately explain. 
 
    There wasn’t much time to think about it, though, because a moment later I was dodging a blast of black energy that lanced forward from one of the eyes. Everywhere the beam passed, it seemed to eradicate the ground it touched, leaving only dust. 
 
    That dark energy felt oddly familiar as it came near me. It wasn’t quite the same thing as the annihilating essence within me, but it felt similar, like the connection between crystal and stone. 
 
    That gave me an idea, but I didn’t have a chance to test it. Another two eyes aimed at me a moment later. One of them fired a blast of lightning, and the other just pointed at me without any obvious effect. 
 
    “Radiant Dawn!” I swung Dawnbringer straight into the lightning, trying to smash it toward the panther. 
 
    Dawnbringer flickered for a moment just before the lightning struck the sword, then shot up the blade into my hand. 
 
    I’d been electrocuted before, but that didn’t mean I’d ever gotten comfortable with it. The jolt was strong enough that my right hand spasmed, and I lost my grip on the sword. Even that moment of contact had been enough that a smoldering, tree-like pattern traced up my palm to my wrist. 
 
    I might have reached down to grab my sword a moment later, but I was having difficulty moving, since I was gradually turning to stone. 
 
    I realized only belatedly that each eye had a different function, and apparently the one that had no clear visual effect was petrifying me. That might have been the kind of thing that made an ordinary adventurer lose hope, but I was a bad target for something like that. 
 
    Petrification was stone sorcery. Stone mana was spreading across my body and flooding into it. In a sense, it was like my own Body of Stone technique, only used offensively. 
 
    And with the slightest bit of concentration, I turned that power to my will. 
 
    The petrifying mana shifted upward at my command, focusing around my left fist. My body’s speed returned, and as I lunged forward, I punched the next lightning bolt with my stone-covered hand. 
 
    The stone splintered upon contact, but the bolt was stopped. 
 
    I closed the distance to the eye-monster, dodging a bite from its gigantic maw. 
 
    Then its disintegrating eye turned toward me. 
 
    I didn’t dodge. 
 
    I caught the destructive beam in my right hand, letting the power pool and gather.  
 
    The eye-creature cut the beam off suddenly, floating backward, but it was too late. 
 
    I’d already collected the energy of the attack, then reshaped it into a blade around my hand. With a single swing, the blade extended and cut the monster in half. 
 
    The panther took one look at what had just happened, then ran down the nearby hall. 
 
    I could have blasted it from range, but honestly, that thing was growing on me. I approved of its instincts. 
 
    I dispersed the remaining essence from the eye-monster’s attack, then concentrated and transmuted the stone off of my hand.  
 
    [One minute remaining.] 
 
    I picked Dawnbringer back up, then collected the crystal the eye-monster had left behind. It was a yellow one, so well-worth my time. 
 
    <That was awesome! I’ve never seen you catch an attack and turn it around like that. It was almost as impressive as my reflection powers.> 
 
    “Thanks. You feeling better?” 
 
    <Yep! Sorry my reflection didn’t work. I don’t think I was out of mana, not sure what happened.> 
 
    “I think that eye was using void sorcery to suppress the use of mana. I’ll look into it later.” 
 
    <Heh. Look into the giant eye.> 
 
    “I didn’t mean that as a pun, but I’ll take it. And speaking of taking things...” 
 
    I walked closer to the treasure chest, debating. 
 
    [Thirty seconds remain.] 
 
    I stabbed the treasure box. 
 
    It didn’t react. 
 
    “Good enough.” 
 
    The box, predictably, was locked. 
 
    I cut the top off it. 
 
    Inside was a single, glimmering silver gauntlet. 
 
    <Oooh, a shiny!> 
 
    I picked up the gauntlet. I felt a hint of mana inside the moment I touched it and the wrist section had several runes etched into the metal. 
 
    [This round has now ended. Please head to the nearest exit.] 
 
    I tucked the gauntlet away in my bag, and then nodded to myself. 
 
    Not a bad start. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter VI – Gauntlet 
 
      
 
    I found a few other people on the way to the exit. I didn’t talk to them, but I did overhear a few people speaking in Valian. 
 
    “...Did you see that guy in the green? He took down an entire team!” 
 
    “…And what about that creepy-looking guy with the panther? He looked half-dead!” 
 
    “...When that woman with the scythe came through, she just looked at people and they stopped dead in their tracks. I saw her walk straight up to someone and take their crystal without a fight.” 
 
    “...That white-haired girl tore through a wall with her bare hands...” 
 
    That sort of thing. 
 
    I had a pretty good idea of who they were talking about in the latter case, and I felt a bit of comfort that Reika had probably been doing well. I’d have to find her soon and discuss what we’d seen. 
 
    After I made it to a door, I found myself in a waiting room, and waited in line to turn in my crystals. 
 
    I drew a few envious stares when I turned over my green crystal and the two yellows that I’d picked up from the handsy wall and the eye-monster. 
 
    “One green is fifty points. Two yellows is another fifty. You have three oranges, which is another thirty. Then seven reds for another thirty-five, and six quartz for another six points. And...I don’t know what these are.” 
 
    The man at the counter handed the golem cores back to me. Apparently, they weren’t the same thing as the crystals from the test. 
 
    “Oops. Uh, ignore those.” 
 
    The man frowned. “Right. That’s...one hundred and seventy-one points total. Very good. You said your name was Keras Selyrian?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Very good. Can I see your identification sigil?” 
 
    I handed it over, and he pressed a hand-held device that looked a bit like a dueling cane with more buttons against it. He pressed a thumb against the side of the device, and a glow emanated from the end. I heard a click. 
 
    He handed the identification sigil back to me. “Your score has been recorded, thank you.” 
 
    I blinked. I’d never seen magical equipment used for something quite as mundane as recording a tournament score, but I had to marvel at the efficiency of it. “Thanks. Oh, one more question. What’s this?” I held up the gauntlet. 
 
    “Ah, you found a treasure inside.” 
 
    I drew a few more envious looks from those remaining in the waiting room. 
 
    The attendant continued. “There are a few items in each test. They’re hard to find, but generally of excellent quality. I don’t have any details on what each of them do, unfortunately. You’ll have to talk to the prize counter.” 
 
    I nodded. “Okay. When’s the next test?” 
 
    “A bit over a week, for everyone who qualified. With your score, I’m sure you did, but you’ll want to check with the main desk for more information on where you need to go next. You don’t need to do so immediately — you have a few days to rest first. I advise you to check with the prize counter soon to determine your spending strategy.” 
 
    Ah, right. The points can be used as a currency. I should check what’s available soon. 
 
    He gave me some directions to the prize counter, but I had something more important to do first. 
 
    As soon as I finished confirming my paperwork was in order, I went to find Reika. 
 
    It wasn’t difficult — we tended to think similarly. I found her right back at the Study of Iron, Grandmother Iron’s martial arts school. 
 
    “Keras!” She threw her arms around me. “I beat up so many people!” 
 
    I laughed and pulled her closer. “Congratulations. So, you passed, I take it?” 
 
    “Obviously.” She snorted. “I’m going to win this tournament, silly.” 
 
    I slipped an arm free and poked her in the nose. “Going to have to beat me for that.” 
 
    “Ooh, I’ll beat you, all right.” She pulled away from my nose-poke and tried to tickle me. It wasn’t very effective, so she tried to tackle me to the ground instead. 
 
    That worked a little better. She was both strong and heavy. 
 
    She was, however, nowhere near as used to grappling as I was. 
 
    I slipped out of her grip, then rolled on top of her and tried to pin her arms. 
 
    So, she cheated. 
 
    I fell right through her as she turned into mist in my arms, then appeared on top of me and sat on my back. 
 
    Body of Stone. 
 
    I braced against the ground and pushed. 
 
    She flew upward a couple dozen feet and yelped. 
 
    As she was descending, I pushed myself up to my feet and caught her in my arms. 
 
    <How romantic!> 
 
    I resisted the urge to drop Reika outright, instead setting her down gently. 
 
    Release Body of Stone. 
 
    Reika braced herself to tackle me again, but I held up my hands. “Time out.” 
 
    “Aww.” She folded her arms. “But things were just getting interesting. And none of the guys in there were any challenge.” 
 
    That was an interesting statement in itself. “Let’s talk about what we ran into in there before we forget all the details.” 
 
    “Fine, fine. But you owe me a good match later.” 
 
    “Deal.” 
 
    *** 
 
    We headed inside and found Grandmother Iron waiting for us. “Come with me.” 
 
    We followed her back to her own small private room and closed the door behind us. 
 
    “You both did quite well in there. Better than I expected, given your apparent lack of knowledge of the tournament itself.” She nodded appreciatively. 
 
    There still weren’t any chairs in the room. Reika flopped down on a pillow, while I leaned up against a nearby wall. “You were in the audience, then?” 
 
    “In a manner of speaking. I have a relationship with a Seer who sets up observation devices to watch the matches from outside. It is quite a bit easier to find individual combatants that way.” Iron smiled. 
 
    “Wait. Is that allowed?” Reika wrinkled her nose. “Wouldn’t that discourage people from buying tickets?” 
 
    “Several Seers and Diviners, including my friend, pay a premium for being able to show the competition from their own private facilities. Many serious sponsors hire someone for that purpose. It is all perfectly within the rules of the tournament, I assure you.” 
 
    Reika frowned. “Doesn’t that give you an unfair information advantage?” 
 
    “I could have told you more about the details of the preliminary by watching previous rounds...but so could anyone who watched from the audience. That would have been a minimal advantage.” 
 
    Reika seemed to ponder that, still looking a little irritated. 
 
    “So,” I began. “We finished the match. Did we perform to your expectations?” 
 
    Iron nodded slowly. “There are areas for potential improvement, but I believe you have the potential to suit my purposes.” 
 
    “Can I ask what you mean, Grandma?” Reika looked a little uncomfortable. Subterfuge and secrets were something she didn’t have a lot of experience with. 
 
    “You may.” Iron took a breath. “To explain that, I should tell you my own story, as promised. I will ask you to keep this to yourselves, but I will not demand it. You should know that speaking openly of this would not only bring great danger to me, but to yourselves and everyone else at this school. Innocents would suffer.” 
 
    <So, no pressure, then.> 
 
    I tried not to laugh at Dawn’s snark. This was a serious subject. 
 
    “We’ll keep that in mind.” I replied. I was curious now. “What’s your story?” 
 
    Iron glanced at the weapons at the wall, then back to us. “Thirty-six years ago, I reached the tournament finals. Thirty-six years ago, I was set to fight the Emperor of Edria himself. And thirty-six years ago, I was offered a deal — to lose deliberately to maintain the stability of the nation. To keep power in the hands of those who had held it for generations. I was promised great things. Magical elixirs, powerful items, gold beyond reckoning.” 
 
    Reika took a breath. “What did you do?” 
 
    “I refused, of course. I was arrogant. Proud. A chance at Diamantine was worth far more than any potion or coin.” She took a breath. “The assassins struck the day before the match was set to occur.” 
 
    She reached up, running a finger across the scar that trailed across her left eye. “I lost an eye, a hand, and several good friends in my escape.” 
 
    Reika gasped. “But you just wanted to fight fairly!” 
 
    “Oh, child. You’re sharp enough to understand, aren’t you?” 
 
    Reika’s shoulders slumped. “…They do that every time, don’t they? Those they can’t buy, they kill.” 
 
    “Good girl.” Iron took another sip of her tea. “I barely survived that ordeal, and when I recovered, I discovered that my match had already occurred — with a body double in my place. With assassins still after me, I fled the country for years. I traveled the world, changing my identity each time the assassins nearly caught me. Eventually, I slipped free of them, and returned home. I entered the tournament again, more than two decades after my last attempt.” She grunted. “To my credit, I made it further than anyone else who only had one eye and one hand. But I was nothing compared to what I once was.” 
 
    “And for the following tournaments, I suppose you hired someone to fight in your place?” I asked. 
 
    “No, I didn’t hire anyone. I opened a martial arts school — a much smaller one — and began to train students for it. They performed admirably, and a few even earned titles. My best student, Walter, made it to the quarter finals. He was kind enough to donate the necessary gold for me to move my studio here, just outside the arena. He helps me teach now. We have spent the last six years training the most promising students we can find…but I am growing old, and I have little time left. Walter may win himself this year, but I would be pleased to have a few more options.” 
 
    “Meaning…” I waved for her to continue. 
 
    “Meaning,” Iron smiled, “I’d like to sponsor someone who is willing to fight the emperor and win.” 
 
    <Oh, I like her. We’re doing this, right?> 
 
    Reika and I exchanged glances. We were both leaning the same way, but… 
 
    “How do we know this isn’t some kind of trick, a screening process by the emperor to evaluate our motives?” Reika asked. 
 
    “You can never know that for certain, granddaughter. But I work here, at the arena, and all I’m asking for you is to fight fairly with the intent to succeed. There’s nothing illegal about that. The only risk if I’m lying is that you’d be hunted by the same assassins that would be after you if I’m telling the truth.” 
 
    I frowned. “You’re taking a considerable risk by telling us all this.” 
 
    “I am,” Iron admitted, “I have contingency plans, but I am old now, and running no longer suits me. If they came for me, I would die with a sword in my hand.” 
 
    I gave her a nod of understanding. “Why give your trust to strangers, then? 
 
    “There are three main reasons,” Iron replied. “First, you have one of the sacred swords. You’re not going to be the type of person who would accept money or power from the emperor. Second, I did some research on you while you were in the preliminaries. I could find no record of either of a ‘Keras Selyrian’ or ‘Reika Dawn’ in the citizenship records from Valia or Dalenos. Since you have something of your own to hide, I believe you are more likely to preserve my own secrets. And third, I have no better options. I have little time left. This tournament is most likely my last chance to see some justice.” 
 
    She was able to get foreign citizenship records that quickly? Either records are much easier to pull here than back home or she must have powerful friends. Maybe… 
 
    “If we agree to accept your sponsorship, would you have the ability to introduce us to Anabelle Farren?” I asked. 
 
    Iron shook her head. “I know of her, but we have no personal connection. She is a bit of a recluse and eccentric. I can tell you, however, that she is not publicly sponsoring any candidates herself, and that she is on the guest list for the winner’s banquet after the fifth round. If you agree to work with me, I will do my best to ensure you make it to that point.” 
 
    I considered that. “And the primary benefit you can offer us is information?” 
 
    “I fear you seem to underestimate the value of my knowledge, dear boy.” Iron’s eyes smiled. “But I understand your skepticism, and I am prepared to offer you something you may find to be of greater personal interest.” 
 
    I quirked a brow. “Which is?” 
 
    “While my personal skill is a portion of the reason that the Emperor’s servants came after me, it was not the only one. I am in possession of one of Diamantine’s medallions.” 
 
    My eyes widened. “You mean the ones that are used to earn the right to wield the sword?” 
 
    “Precisely, my dear.” 
 
    That certainly explained why Edria was tracking her for so long. If someone outside the imperial family had one of the medallions, that meant they had a form of claim to Diamantine itself. 
 
    “And…you’ll give it to us, if we agree to take you as our sponsor?” Reika asked. 
 
    “If either of you reaches the final round, I will give you the medallion. This suits both your interests and my own — it will give you a much-needed edge in the battle.” 
 
    “Because of the impact on the emperor’s morale when he sees it, or the amulet’s magic?” I asked. 
 
    “Both, but mostly the latter. The medallions are potent magical items in any situation, but they have one particular advantage that will serve you well in that match.” 
 
    Reika let out a little gasp as she realized something. “Oh! The medallions protect whoever is wearing them from the sacred sword they correspond to. The enchantments are meant to keep the wielders of the particularly dangerous ones like Soulbrand from hurting themselves, but I suppose they could be used against the wielder, too…” 
 
    I heard a snort from Dawn. <No mere medallion is going to stop my majestic powers.> 
 
    In spite of Dawn’s confidence, I realized I’d have to keep an eye out in case one of the competitors had one of Dawnbringer’s amulets. I’d known they were valuable, but extra defense against Dawn’s abilities was something I’d have to be careful about. 
 
    “Precisely, my dear. The amulet serves as a ward against Diamantine’s powers. With it, you may have some slim chance of success. Without it, I fear you would likely be hopeless.” 
 
    “Even with another sacred sword?” I asked. 
 
    “Hm. Perhaps Dawnbringer’s magic resistance would offer you a scarce bit of protection, but Dawnbringer’s abilities are designed for fighting monsters of darkness, not for dueling. Diamantine is much more potent in personal combat.” 
 
    <Please. I might not be designed for personal combat, but at least I’m made of metal. Diamantine is just a big hunk of rock. And we both know what you do to rocks.> 
 
    I am not planning to destroy Diamantine, Dawn. 
 
    <Hah! You admit to enjoying murdering other, rocks, then.> 
 
    I ignored Dawn and got back to the main conversation. “Can you confirm Diamantine’s actual abilities for me? I’ve read quite a bit, but the legends are inconsistent at best.” 
 
    Iron gave me a broad smile. “Of course I can — if you agree to accept me as a sponsor.” 
 
    She had a point. Information was one of the things she was offering, and she had no reason to give it to me for free. 
 
    I nodded slowly, then stopped myself. “Can you prove you have the medallion?” 
 
    “Ah. Of course. A prudent question.” Iron reached into the neck of her shirt, pulling out a diamond-shaped pendant with a single symbol gleaming on the front. “Satisfied?” 
 
    I gave Reika a questioning look. She nodded to me. “Yes, Grandmother.” 
 
    “Good.” Grandmother Iron tucked the medallion back under her shirt. I was a little surprised she was wearing it, rather than keeping it hidden in a vault or something, but I couldn’t disapprove. I would have done the same thing. 
 
    Except… 
 
    “Can’t they track that thing, if it’s connected to the sword?” I asked. 
 
    “Indeed. That is likely how they followed me for many years. I had an Enchanter modify the medallion to temporarily suppress the connection with Diamantine and added a detection-blocking function. I will have to have it modified again before I give it to you. Notably, that also means it is currently worthless against the sword.” 
 
    She probably threw that note in there to imply that simply stealing the medallion wouldn’t be useful, or would at least require some extra work to figure out how to fix the amulet. I wasn’t the type to try to steal something like that, but Iron didn’t know me, and I thought it was wise of her to make the statement. 
 
    Reika looked deeply uncomfortable for a moment, but she didn’t say anything. She probably didn’t like the idea of the medallions being modified, but honestly, I thought it was a very practical step to take. 
 
    “I think that’s the last of my questions, then.” I nodded to Iron. 
 
    “Good. What is your answer?” 
 
    Reika and I turned to each other. I gave her a nod, and she nodded in turn. 
 
    “We’d be honored to help you, Grandmother,” Reika answered for us. Working with Iron had risks, but we ultimately had the same goals, and I really wanted that medallion. Collecting as many of the medallions as possible would be extremely important if I wanted to obtain more of the swords. “If you’ll have us.” 
 
    “Good.” Iron nodded. “Then I will formally offer you my sponsorship.” 
 
    I took a breath. “Thank you. Do we need to document that somehow? Also, can we have more than one sponsor?” 
 
    “Ah. You are thinking of sponsorships as being some sort of official part of the tournament, yes?” Iron shook her head. “It is not so. They are merely a tradition where those who have the resources will assist those they believe to be most likely to succeed. There is no contract, merely our verbal agreement. And yes, you could have multiple sponsors, but it is considered...distasteful.” 
 
    I nodded at that. It was worth thinking about, but I didn’t want to offend our current sponsor. “Okay. Now that we’ve finished our preliminaries, what can you tell us about the rest of the tournament?” 
 
    “Each round as a theme. The theme of the first round is ‘capture’. Themes for the rounds tend to be used very loosely. For example, a round with a ‘Tenjin’ theme might be a test of knowledge, or it might be a test corresponding to his spire — such as fighting a serpent. It might also be related to the elemental affinity of his spire, or even the sword most closely associated with his area.” 
 
    “...Which is?” 
 
    “Water,” Reika answered. “Or possibly wood, if we’re going with an older reading. But probably water or ice, if the swords are important.” 
 
    Iron gave Reika an appreciative nod. “Your knowledge of the swords will make this much simpler for you. Although perhaps this one,” she lazily waved a hand at me, “will need a bit more of an education.” 
 
    “If it’s about swords, I don’t mind.” I gave an affirmatory gesture. 
 
    “How in the goddess name did you get one of the Six Sacred Swords without—never mind. It doesn’t matter.” Iron shook her head. “We will educate you on that subject, as well as other relevant topics, over the following weeks. You have nine days until the next test, during which we focus on training and outfitting you properly.” 
 
    “Sounds good. So, capture. We could need to capture someone or something, or we could start out captured and need to escape…any idea on what’s the most likely?” 
 
    “Both prison escape scenarios and item retrievals are very common. Needing to capture another person is unlikely…but a monster, perhaps. Or territory.” 
 
    I nodded. That gave me some things to think about, but I wasn’t too worried. I’d broken out of prisons before — don’t overthink that — and trying to capture an item or a monster sounded fun. “Okay. I’ll want your help over the next week with studying how to capture some local monsters in case that’s the goal, but any of the other types of capturing should be pretty simple.” 
 
    Reika wrinkled her nose in distaste. “Monster capturing sounds…rather barbaric, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “It can be a brutal thing out in the wild, dear.” Iron smiled. “But this would just be catching summoned monsters that are playing a role in the test. Nothing to worry about.” 
 
    Reika still seemed a little bothered, but she gave a hesitant nod. “Okay. As long as they’re just playing along.” 
 
    Iron gave her a considering look, then changed the subject. “How many points did each of you earn?” 
 
    “One hundred and seventy-one,” I remembered. 
 
    Reika glanced at me. “Not bad.” She smirked. “Three hundred and sixty-four.” 
 
    My eyes narrowed at her. “How?” 
 
    Iron responded for her. “The young lady traveled from entrance to entrance, challenging everyone present. She also challenged everyone she came across in the process. Your monster hunting approach was more traditional, but less efficient in points.” 
 
    “It’s okay.” Reika reached over and patted my foot. “You got almost half my score. Maybe if you try really hard, you’ll manage half next time!” 
 
    I glowered at her. “I did get a treasure box from fighting monsters.” 
 
    Reika’s smile widened. “Aww. I hope that helps soften the feeling of crushing defeat you’re feeling right now.” 
 
    My glowering intensified. 
 
    “Good, good.” Iron clasped her hands together. “A competitive attitude, even with your allies, will serve you well. With that in mind, I will introduce you to your fellow students shortly. I would also advise you to seek out the prize counter and spend any points you have earned.” 
 
    “What’s the prize counter?” I asked. 
 
    “The prize counter offers rewards in exchange for points earned in each round,” Iron explained. “Money, mundane equipment, magical items, information, and even specialized advantages for future rounds. It’s also where you’ll claim your major prizes if you make it to the later rounds.” 
 
    “Major prizes?” I asked. 
 
    “The most significant rewards for the competition come from winning the later rounds. If you make it through the fourth round, you earn the chance to hand-pick an item from the arena vault without any point cost. These tend to be unique items rather than the mass produced ones that you can buy with points, and most will be Citrine or Emerald level.” 
 
    I gave an appreciative whistle. “What else?” 
 
    “There’s are other prizes for the fourth round – Edrian citizenship, an honorary title, and a small plot of land. The Edrian government likes to entice anyone that powerful to stay here and serve Edria, so they are strategic gifts.” 
 
    <Ooh, that’s sneaky.> 
 
    I agreed with Dawn. “And for the later rounds?” 
 
    “Anyone who makes it through the fifth round and accepts Edrian citizenship is offered a place in the royal knighthood. Some of the imperial guard got their positions by placing highly in previous tournaments. You’ll also be eligible to attend the ‘victor’s banquet’, during which you’ll have a chance to meet visiting nobles and others of great importance. Beyond that, you’ll be given the chance to select an item from the royal vault, which is exactly what it sounds like.” 
 
    I blinked. “And they just let tournament contestants take anything they want?” 
 
    “Well, the truly valuable things — like the royal crown, or Diamantine itself — aren’t stored in the vault. But yes, winners of the fifth round of the tournament often earn items of myth and legend that have been collected by the Edrian royal family over the course of centuries.” 
 
    “I…don’t suppose there’s a chance anything related to the Six Sacred Swords would be in there?” 
 
    Iron smiled at me. “Unlikely. Things like the medallions would be actively used by the royal family or the imperial guard, given how powerful and culturally significant they are.” 
 
    That was unfortunate, but I’d still be able to earn one medallion simply by placing high enough to earn it from Iron directly. “Okay. And the sixth round?” 
 
    “Ten thousand golden imperials, a title of “Lord” in the Edrian court, and a chance to fight the current wielder of Diamantine.” 
 
    “I’d have preferred another item from the vault over the gold, but I suppose just getting a chance to claim Diamantine is good enough.” 
 
    Iron laughed. “Of course, dear. Just make sure you don’t assume your victory ahead of time. There will be competitors in this tournament with abilities that can scarcely be believed.” 
 
    “That sounds like my kind of fun.” I grinned. “Okay, jumping back a subject. Can we keep points between rounds and save up for larger prizes?” 
 
    “Yes, and that is exactly the strategy that most young combatants use. They plan to save their points for the last round, or perhaps to purchase a single powerful item. There are advantages to this, but most people cannot handle the difficulty of subsequent rounds without the benefits that points can provide. You may think of it as being expected that you will spend points to buy advantages for each challenge, and you are at a serious disadvantage if you do not.” 
 
    I nodded at that. “What sort of round-specific challenges are we talking about?” 
 
    “For example, a challenge may involve traversing a volcanic area filled with fire monsters. If you pay in advance for a ‘Minor Advantage’, you might be given a handful of potions of fire resistance before the match begins. If you pay for a ‘Major Advantage’, you may be given a permanent magical item that provides continuous fire resistance. An ‘Extreme Advantage’ might offer you both, and in addition, also allow you to start at a safer location.” 
 
    Reika snarled. “I don’t like it. That sounds unfair.” 
 
    “If everyone has the chance to purchase these things, it is fair, is it not?” Iron chuckled. “In reality, few can afford them, so the truth is that you were right — it is not fair. It is, however, something that has an element of strategy to it. If you learn the general nature of each test in advance, you can strategize about which tests you are most likely to need these advantages for.” 
 
     That actually sounded sort of fun. I wasn’t big on long-term strategy — Lydia, Wrynn, and Jonan were always the strategically minded ones among my traveling companions — but if I thought of this as being more like a long-term war game, I could see the appeal. 
 
    I leaned down and ruffled Reika’s hair. “Won’t be so bad. We probably won’t need many of those advantages.” 
 
    “Everyone thinks that,” Iron warned us. “But if you insist on relying mostly on your own skill, I would advise you to use your points on equipment.” 
 
    I nodded. It was tempting to save my points for a large item, just as she’d mentioned, but we were near the beginning of the competition. If I picked up an item that could help earn points more rapidly, it might pay for itself in the long run. 
 
    There was, of course, the problem of items that I carried having a short life-span. I’d have to make sure anything I personally purchased had a high degree of durability. 
 
    ...And that reminded me of something. I pulled the gauntlet out of my belt-pouch. “Any idea what this is?” 
 
    “Not in the slightest. But the prize counter will identify it for you for a small fee in points.” 
 
    I grumbled at the “points” part, but Reika was giving me a more interested look. 
 
    “Ooh, is that the thing from the treasure box you mentioned?” 
 
    “Yep. Found it after defeating a big monster.” 
 
    “Ooooooh. Tell me more later.” 
 
    I smiled. “Sure. We can trade stories at the hotel tonight.” 
 
    Iron interjected quickly. “There is no need for you to stay at a hotel. I will provide you with housing for the duration of the contest.” 
 
    Reika’s expression sank. “...But...dragon cave room.” 
 
    “We were staying at a themed hotel,” I rapidly explained. I didn’t think explaining that Reika was an actual dragon this soon was wise. 
 
    “Ah. I believe I know the one. Amusing place, but expensive. You will stay here instead. We have housing on the top floor. You will find the rooms less grand than at a hotel, but quite suitable for continuing your training.” 
 
    Reika still looked a little saddened by the loss of the cave, but determined. “Very well, grandma. We’ll do as you say.” 
 
    “For the moment, you should seek out the prize counter and retrieve your things from your hotel. By the time you return, my other students will have finished their tests, and we will see how many of them are worth introducing to you.” She gave a sideways glance toward the training room nearby. It wasn’t a dismissive look, in spite of what she might have sounded like. She was nervous. 
 
    “I’ll look forward to meeting them all.” I reached down, and Reika grabbed my hand instinctively. I helped her up. “We’ll be back soon.” 
 
    *** 
 
    We went back to our hotel, retrieved our few goods, and checked out before doing anything else. This was largely because it was irritating and neither of us wanted to do it, so we wanted it out of the way as quickly as possible. 
 
    While we handled that, we traded stories about our time in the preliminaries. I emphasized the unfairness of the behemoth not having any crystals, and Reika wouldn’t stop teasing me about how I’d obliterated the nope box. 
 
    “I can’t believe you just obliterated the thing. What if there was treasure inside? And don’t you usually avoid using that disintegration stuff, because of the side effects and all that?” 
 
    I frowned at that. “...Yeah. It can be difficult at times, but usually, I’m pretty good about using the aura — especially when I have my sword sheathed.” 
 
    “What’s so difficult about it? Can’t you just avoid casting any disintegration spells or whatever?” 
 
    “It’s not quite like that.” I shook my head. “Using that particular power…it’s not like casting a spell for me. I mean, I can do it consciously if I want to, but sometimes it’s more like a reflex action. It’s like…you’re right-handed, right?” 
 
    “Sure.” Reika nodded. 
 
    “I am, too. Holding back the annihilating aura when the Dominion Breaker is drawn is like trying to fight with just my left hand. If I’m not paying attention, I’ll instinctively use my right hand for things, even when I’m trying to stick with my left. Keeping my sword’s disintegration aura in check is the same way — I had to actively train myself to hold it in check. I acclimated to it over time, and it’s gotten easier…but the safest route in the past was always just to keep the sword sheathed. That no longer solves the problem.” 
 
    I took a breath. “My body is making that annihilating essence on its own now, even when the sword is sheathed. It takes an active effort to hold it back. I’m basically fighting using my left hand all the time, just to stop myself from using it. Does that make sense?” 
 
    “Sure. I’ve found myself shapeshifting in a fight without really thinking about it, especially in terms of making scales to protect myself. But why would your using your sword’s mana be instinctive like that? I know you’ve been bonded to it for a long time, but…does it have some kind of compulsion effect on you that makes you want to use it? Like a cursed blade that gradually breaks the mind of its wielder to feed its never-ending bloodthirst?” 
 
    I winced at that comparison. “I…don’t think it’s quite that bad. I don’t feel compelled to kill anyone. Just, uh, maybe break some things.” 
 
    <Like rocks. So many murdered rocks. Is it possible your sword has a never-ending bloodthirst, but for rocks?> 
 
    That seems unlikely. 
 
    <Does it, though? Think of the facts here, Keras. When is the last time you saw a rock and didn’t murder it?> 
 
    Reika chimed in before I had a chance to reply to Dawn. “Hm. If the sword is influencing your mind, maybe you should do some training to work around that.” 
 
    I winced. “I have. For years. Admittedly, the aura being present all the time is a newish problem, but…those mistakes in the arena shouldn’t have happened. I can’t remember the last time I slipped up like that.” 
 
    She snorted. “Guess you’ve gotta work on holding back when you’re scared.” 
 
    I wasn’t scared. Except maybe with the box, and that was more like startled. 
 
    Don’t laugh at me. 
 
    But she had accidentally brought my attention to something — I’d used my disintegration aura in the arena without worrying about it in the slightest. That was strange. 
 
    Normally, when I felt the urge to wreak havoc with my power, I’d remember nearly destroying my family home as a child. I’d remember the day when I’d crippled Arkhen, one of my closest friends, during training. I’d remember my nightmarish visions of the bodies of my friends cut apart in Velthryn, slain by my own hand. 
 
    Those terrible thoughts and memories hadn’t come to me in the arena at all. It took a comment from Dawn to get me to realize why. 
 
    <Don’t worry, Keras. You don’t have to be afraid while I’m around. I’ll protect you from all the scary treasure chests.> 
 
    The teasing was just the same as usual, but it did get me thinking about what wasn’t the same. I wasn’t as afraid of using my aura as I should have been, and upon consideration, I realized Dawn probably was the reason why. 
 
    Or, more specifically, the glowing three-circle mark on my right hand. 
 
    Ever since I’d formed my bond with Dawnbringer, my mind had been clearer. Sharper. The most obvious effect was on my speed and focus, which had noticeably improved. But I also felt calmer and more collected in general. I’d joked that my “heart felt lighter”, but there was a truth to that. 
 
    I didn’t feel as stressed or worried in general, and that meant that I wasn’t constantly agonizing about the chances of hurting someone with my abilities. 
 
    ...That was both good and bad. 
 
    With Dawn’s power flowing through me, I was much less likely to hesitate to use all the tools at my disposal. I was operating on instinct more easily, without pausing to consider the consequences. That would make me a more efficient fighter, but my fear of hurting someone with my aura wasn’t entirely irrational. If I ignored it entirely, there was a very good chance I’d hurt someone with it during the tournament. 
 
    I didn’t know what to think about that. I certainly wasn’t going to cut my bond with Dawn off because of such a small potential problem, but now that I was aware of it, I’d have to be a little more conscious of the potential dangers. Perhaps I’d need to find a more automatic way of limiting my destructive power, like one of the seals the Spirit Crystal had suggested, but I didn’t really like the idea of limiting myself. 
 
    It was something I’d have several days to think about before the next match, so I tried not to worry about it too much. 
 
    Reika continued telling her own story. She hadn’t found any items, but she had managed to knock out two entire teams of six contestants, and that had been the largest source of her crystals. 
 
    I perked up when she mentioned one particularly interesting part. “After handling those guys, I found another entire group, but someone else had gotten to them first. They were encased in green crystal up to their necks. Do you know what that means?” 
 
    I shook my head. “A construction sorcerer?” 
 
    “No, no. I mean, maybe yes, but more specific! That’s the Green Guardian’s signature move, Keras! We’re going up against the Green Guardian!” 
 
    I tilted my head to the side. “Isn’t that a fictional character?” 
 
    “Pfft, no way. They say he’s based on a true story.” 
 
    I groaned. “Ninety percent of your books say that.” 
 
    “Obviously. Most of them are accurate.” She nodded to herself. 
 
    I didn’t feel like it was worth arguing. Weirdly, the Blackstone Assassin books actually were based on a true story, so I wasn’t really in any position to argue. Maybe this Green Guardian was someone who actually existed, either because the books were based on him, or because someone had decided to copy the books. “I didn’t read those. Remind me about them?” 
 
    “They’re mostly from comics.” 
 
    “Comics?” 
 
    “They’re these art things in newspapers, where they have a series of panels depicting a story.” 
 
    I frowned. “Like pictographs?” 
 
    “No, no. Entire art pieces.” 
 
    “Huh.” I’d seen some newspapers in her cave, but they’d been really worn out and hard to read. The conditions inside the cave weren’t great for things that didn’t have solid covers. “That must be a lot of work. And very expensive.” 
 
    I’d seen art books before, but nothing like a comic strip. We had printing presses back home, but they couldn’t duplicate works of art easily — just text. I didn’t find out until later that Kaldwyn used mana-based imaging to create copies of images and print duplicates. I’d seen mirrors that could copy images back home — Jonan was always carrying them around — but I wasn’t aware of anyone using that for literature. 
 
    “Don’t know anything about the costs of making it. But the newspapers are cheap, and the Green Guardian is really popular. I’ve even heard a few people in the city talking about him.” 
 
    I nodded. “Okay. So, what can he do?” 
 
    “Well, he’s a masked hero of justice who fights crime in secret. He wears a glowing green suit of armor.” 
 
    “That seems...impractical.” 
 
    She shrugged. “It’s probably easier to stay hidden since he can fly.” 
 
    “That would help, yes.” I still remained deeply skeptical of the idea of being stealthy in glowing armor, but not every element of the story had to be true. “And he encases people in crystal?” 
 
    “Yup! Only criminals, of course. And, uh, apparently tournament contestants.” 
 
    “They were probably criminal tournament contestants,” I offered. 
 
    I was joking, but Reika readily agreed. “Of course! That makes sense.” 
 
    I sighed. “Okay. What else?” 
 
    “Um, let’s see... Flight, super strength, telepathy, telekinesis, energy blasts...oh, and invincibility.” 
 
    I gave her a dubious expression. “Invincibility.” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s totally invincible.” 
 
    “You didn’t think to mention that first?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Invincibility is kind of boring.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” I agreed. “And inaccurate.” 
 
    “Inaccurate?” 
 
    I grinned. “Invincible is just a word for someone I haven’t fought yet.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Once we got back to the floating island around the arena, it didn’t take us much longer to find the prize counter. There were a few people in line ahead of us, but not a lot. 
 
    Fortunately, the attendants at the counter spoke Valian. 
 
    Reika and I showed them our identification sigils, and they used some sort of device behind the counter to authenticate them and determine our remaining point totals. Once again, I marveled at Edrian technology — although in retrospect, I suspect the device was made by a Valian Enchanter. 
 
    The similarities to your mana watch haven’t escaped me, Corin. 
 
    Anyway, rewards! 
 
    The attendant at the counter gave us a brief overview. “Purchasing a minor advantage for the next round is fifty points. A major advantage is one hundred points. There are no extreme advantages available for the next round.” 
 
    “And what do the advantages include?” Reika asked. 
 
    “You won’t know until you’re about to head inside. When your sigil is checked right before the match, you’ll be given any rewards due to you.” 
 
    Reika wrinkled her nose in distaste. I agreed with her sentiment. “How are we supposed to know how useful they are, then?” 
 
    “The advantages are hand-selected by the tournament’s award committee based on prior experience with similar challenges. They are designed to offer a larger advantage than a direct purchase with a similar point value,” the attendant explained. “For example, let’s say hypothetically a test involves an underwater area.” 
 
    I drew in a breath. I did not like the idea of a swimming challenge. 
 
    <Ooh, do you have a critical weakness to water?> 
 
    No, my only weakness is swords talking when I’m trying to listen to someone else. 
 
    <Pfft.> 
 
    “A water breathing potion purchased in advance might cost fifty points. The small advantage reward might give you three potions for a smaller point value, and the large reward might be an item you can wear that provides water breathing constantly. Such an item would be worth several hundred points, making the large advantage very efficient.” 
 
    “Hm.” Reika folded her arms. “That does sound useful...but I still don’t like it.” 
 
    “If you prefer to select an item yourself, we have a wide variety.” The attendant handed her a sheet of paper. “This is a list of the items currently available. The list will change as the tournament progresses.” 
 
    “Is there somewhere we can just take a look at the items, like a shop?” I asked. 
 
    “No, the point rewards are not on display due to security precautions. If you choose to purchase an item with points, it will be delivered to you at check-in for your next match, just like the advantages would be.” 
 
    I groaned. “That makes it hard to judge the quality of swords and armor.” 
 
    “Our rewards are of the highest quality, I assure you. But I apologize for the inconvenience. There are a broad variety of non-weapon and armor goods available if you prefer.” 
 
    I nodded. “Fair. Thanks for the info. Can we take some time to think about this?” 
 
    “Please go ahead. You may each keep a copy of the reward list and return at any time up to one day before the next test begins.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks!” Reika took the list and we got out of the way for other customers to come forward. 
 
    I got a copy of the list in Valian, so I didn’t have to ask Reika to read me each item. 
 
    We went and found a restaurant nearby to sit, eat, and discuss the list. We knew Grandmother Iron was going to start providing us with food, but we still weren’t comfortable making all our decisions in front of her. 
 
     The list was impressive. It went on for multiple pages, and it had dozens if not hundreds of items. I honestly don’t even remember everything on it, but I’ll try to summarize some of the stuff I was thinking about. 
 
    First off, there were the advantages I could purchase. I’d already disregarded those for the first round. 
 
    Basic potions were the cheapest items available, at three points for a healing potion or five points for a mana potion. They had higher-level potions available for more, with the most expensive being over a hundred. 
 
    Identifying an item would cost me three points. I’d need to do that for anything I came across, unless I found someone who could do it for me cheaper. 
 
    Beyond that, the list got into all sorts of mundane items — usually around ten points for something like a sword. That stuff was boring, so I ignored it. 
 
    Magical items were the real draw. 
 
    They had everything from traditional speed-increasing boots to strength-enhancing gauntlets. And, of course, a wide variety of magical swords. It was a sword-focused tournament, after all. 
 
    The items were labeled by their attunement level, but in the Edrian style, not the Valian style — meaning they didn’t use gem names. I’ll translate, though, for the sake of making it easier. 
 
    Carnelian-level magical items ranged from about thirty to about a hundred points. Sunstone started at two hundred and went up to around eight hundred. Citrine-level stuff was all over a thousand. 
 
    After that, they listed things called “elixirs”. 
 
    I can see Corin perking up at the mention of those, and I can understand why. 
 
    There were two types of elixirs being offered, each at a variety of different levels. Enhancement elixirs were designed for increasing the power of someone’s attunement, and thus, I didn’t think they’d have any use for me. They might have been able to increase my sorcerous power, but I thought the odds were relatively low. 
 
    The others were called reinforcement elixirs. According to Reika, they were supposed to permanently improve someone’s abilities in a specific area. They had names like “Adamantine Muscle Elixir” and “Lightning Movement Elixir”, presumably implying those two improved resilience and speed, respectively. 
 
    I had a lot of questions about those. Both the enhancement elixirs and the reinforcement elixirs were extremely expensive, ranging from three hundred to over a thousand points. There was also an “Elixir Set” for three thousand points, the highest cost I’d seen of anything on the list so far. 
 
    After that, they had a listing of “spell books” and “skill books”. Some of these were the same kind of mundane books of magic in my homeland, but Reika mentioned that some of the expensive ones — costing hundreds to the low thousands of points — were supposed to implant knowledge directly into the reader’s mind. 
 
    That whole idea sort of creeped me out, so I decided to avoid those. 
 
    Finally, at the very bottom of the list, there was a “Mystery Item” for ten thousand points.  
 
    I couldn’t even imagine how someone was supposed to earn that many unless the rewards for each round increased exponentially. 
 
    There was also a note indicating that everything was limited in supply, which was good to think about. If I saw something I really wanted, I’d need to buy it fast. 
 
    I saw a few things that sounded like they could be immediately useful, such as getting a Carnelian-level shield sigil or a returning throwing dagger. The Sunstone-level rewards were out of my price range and potentially worth saving up for, though. 
 
    Buying some magical items might be a good way to test if I can acquire their abilities. I still don’t have a very good idea about how or why I’m picking up powers from items as quickly as I seem to be. 
 
    There’s a risk in doing that, though, since my aura is going to wear down any items that I buy. It might break them before I learn anything useful. 
 
    Reinforcement elixirs might be better, since they supposedly provide permanent benefits outright, just from drinking them...but there’s another risk there. If they’re built for the people of Kaldwyn, they might not work on me at all. 
 
    Hm. 
 
    I’d have to figure out what I wanted to prioritize later, but for the moment, I couldn’t afford anything expensive either way. 
 
    I also had something else I was curious about. 
 
    “How much gold do we have left?” I asked Reika. She was carrying most of the coins because, in her words, “In the absence of books, I have to hoard something.” 
 
    “Lemmie count.” She checked her pouch. “Thirty-eight gold and some silver. Why?” 
 
    I was only carrying five gold on me, just in case we got separated and I needed to buy something. That left us with forty-three total. “I’m thinking about going down to find merchants and compare gold prices to these. We can figure out if there’s a gold-to-points conversion ratio, or if some items are much more efficient than others.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea! I don’t think I’m going to get any rewards yet, though.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at her. “Waiting to save up for the advantages for later rounds?” 
 
    “Nah. I want the ten thousand point mystery reward.” She grinned. “That has to be something super special, right?” 
 
    “It might be. Or it might be useless junk that just looks fancy.” I’d never been to a tournament like this before, but I’d been to other tournaments, carnivals, and the like. I wasn’t expecting any of the rewards to be too impressive — whoever was running the tournament wouldn’t want to lose money on the whole experience. 
 
    Then again, I’d never been to a tournament with hundreds of thousands of attendees, and thousands of contestants also paying fees. Maybe I was underestimating the scale of their funding. I hadn’t looked at ticket prices, but if they were anything close to the twelve gold per person that contestants paid, the tournament might have been taking in over a million gold. 
 
    That was a mind-boggling amount of money. I couldn’t even imagine how to spend that. 
 
    Reika shook her head. “I’m sure it can’t be that bad. After all, anyone good enough at fighting to earn ten thousand points isn’t the kind of customer you want to disappoint.” 
 
    She had a point. 
 
    Still, I wasn’t comfortable spending my own points on anything unreliable. 
 
    That meant that I didn’t plan to purchase advantages for any rounds until I had a better idea of what they might mean. I’d prioritize magical items I could use under any circumstance, especially ones that might be of use outside of the tournament. They’d be long-term investments that could help even if I didn’t get my hands on Diamantine. 
 
    I wasn’t planning to lose, of course. But I also was prepared for the strong possibility that the final rounds would be rigged, or that I’d simply run into a challenge that didn’t suit my skill set. 
 
    <Like water, your critical weakness. Or possibly sentient rocks, now united in their quest for vengeance for the slaughter of their brethren.> 
 
    I nearly choked on my food.  
 
    I’m pretty sure I’m not going to have to deal with any angry sentient rocks, Dawn. 
 
    <You never know. They could be biding their time. Just wait and see.> 
 
    *** 
 
    After eating, I returned to the reward counter and made a single small purchase. “I’d like to have this identified.” 
 
    I showed them the gauntlet. 
 
    “Wait one moment,” the attendant asked me. He then took the item into a back room. I pushed away a moment of irrational distrust that he’d run off with it. He came back just a couple minutes later, then handed the gauntlet back to me with a piece of paper. “This paper summarizes the properties found on the item. Can I help you with anything else?” 
 
    “Can you identify items that weren’t found in the tournament?” 
 
    <Ooh, trying to get me looked at? I approve of you making me a priority, but I don’t know if this is the right place. If you get me identified here, they could pass on information to other people in the tournament, couldn’t they?> 
 
    That’s a good point; I don’t know what the rules are on that. Still, it’d be good to know what they can offer us, even if we’d prefer to go with a different option. 
 
    The attendant shook his head. “I apologize, but we only offer identification for our own treasures. I can provide you with the addresses of a few Seers and Diviners that work in Sword Row, however.” 
 
    “Sword Row?” 
 
    <That is the most beautiful name for a location I’ve ever heard.> 
 
    “That’s the mercantile district just to the north of the arena island. You’ll find an abundance of goods for purchase there with tournament contestants in mind.” 
 
    I liked the sound of that. “I’ll take those addresses. And thank you for the help.” 
 
    I packed away my gauntlet, took the papers with the addresses and the summary of gauntlet functions, and then went to find Reika again to see if she wanted to accompany me to Sword Row. 
 
    *** 
 
    I found Reika getting another meal. “Yeah, obviously I’ll go shopping with you. Lemmie eat first, though.” 
 
    I took that moment to look at the paper they provided with information on the gauntlet. 
 
      
 
    Shock Gauntlet 
 
    Carnelian-Level Item 
 
    Enchantments: This gauntlet has three enchantments. The first is a minor shielding enchantment, increasing the item’s durability. The shield recharges naturally over time, similar to a shield sigil, but focused entirely on the gauntlet itself. 
 
    The second enchantment stores lightning mana, which automatically recharges over time.  
 
    This can be activated in two ways. If you say the word “electrify”, it will channel lightning into whatever you are holding in the gauntlet. This works with hand-held metal weapons. If you are not holding anything, the lightning will be discharged into the next thing you touch. 
 
    You can also say “lightning strike” and discharge a blast of lightning toward a distant target, similar to firing a blast from a dueling cane. 
 
    The enchantment stores enough lightning mana for three uses, and takes one hour to recharge itself. 
 
    The third enchantment protects the gauntlet, and thus your hand, from lightning. This prevents you from shocking yourself when using the electrification function. 
 
      
 
    I whistled appreciatively. “That’s...actually pretty useful.” I didn’t like wearing armor in general — it always felt clunky, and offered minimal protection when my body was already tougher than steel. But magical armor could exceed even my body’s level of defense, and being able to electrify a weapon sounded extremely useful. 
 
    I explained it to Reika, and she paused from eating to look at the gauntlet. Her expression took a turn for the serious. “It...protects from lightning, does it?” 
 
    “Just the hand itself. Why?” 
 
    Reika took a deep breath. “Can I buy that from you?” 
 
    I blinked, startled. I’d never seen her express any interest in armor before. “Uh, sure, I guess? Why?” 
 
    “Raizo.” She tightened her grip, unintentionally destroying a fork. She looked briefly mortified at that. I took the fork, concentrated for a moment, reshaped it and handed it back to her. 
 
    “Raizo. That’s the one who...”  
 
    <...killed her father,> Dawn finished in my mind. I knew, of course. That wasn’t the sort of thing I’d forget. 
 
    And I understood her reasoning. I’d primarily seen the copy of Raizo using air magic, but he had a lightning-bolt shaped sword, and I assumed the real one also used lightning of some kind. 
 
    I slipped the gauntlet across the table. “Take it. It’s yours.” 
 
    She stared at it. “You sure? You earned that in the tournament. I—” 
 
    “It’s a gift. And don’t worry, I’m not much for armor, anyway.” 
 
    She reached forward. Instead of taking the gauntlet, though, she put her hand on mine. “Thanks, Keras. I...I won’t forget this.” 
 
    I squeezed her hand. “Don’t worry about it. And if you want to prepare for Raizo, I’m sure we can get you a lot more than just a gauntlet in time.” 
 
    She gave me a solemn nod. “We’re going to need to. There’s something I haven’t told you about him yet.” Reika glanced from side-to-side. “I...didn’t want to keep anything from you, but I wasn’t ready. I think we should talk about it, though. Just...not here.” 
 
    I nodded. “Take all the time you need.” 
 
    Our fingers slipped together and our eyes met. 
 
    <And now...the dramatic first kiss!> 
 
    ...and our hands slipped quickly apart again. I gave Reika a smile. “C’mon, your food is getting cold. We can talk more later.” 
 
     “...you’re right. Thank you.” She gave me a nod, but I could tell from her expression that food was no longer the highest priority on her mind. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter VII – Shining Resonance 
 
      
 
    You know, if you actually want me to flirt with Reika, you have to stop interrupting me like that. 
 
    <Wait, are you saying you were going to make a move back there?> 
 
    Probably not, but you’re hurting your odds of seeing a romance scene if you keep interjecting in dramatic moments. 
 
    <Aww, but participating is so much better than just watching!> 
 
    That has some awkward connotations to it, you know. 
 
    <Oh, I know, Keras. I know.> 
 
    I tried not to think about that too much, especially because I was far more excited about our next activity than any sort of romance. 
 
    Sword Row. 
 
    I was as much of a sucker for a good name as anyone else, and Sword Row sounded amazing. And, unlike the ironically named “Opulent Alley” in the slums of the city where I grew up, Sword Row actually lived up to the name. 
 
    The double-wide streets were surrounded by towering buildings containing a broad variety of businesses. The majority seemed to be equipment shops, but many others offered lodgings, food, or even various “tournament services”. One particularly large building even claimed to be an “Adventurer’s Guild Office”, whatever that meant. 
 
    The buildings weren’t the main attraction, though. 
 
    The streets were overflowing with vendors touting their wares. I saw some merchants with simple stands, some with weapon-laden wagons, and even one guy who appeared to be selling swords directly out of his cloak. That last case was so obviously sketchy I didn’t know if I should be scandalized or impressed. And how was his cloak even holding up all those swords? 
 
    The streets were equally crowded with potential customers. Many were carrying as many weapons as I was, indicating that they might be competitors in the tournament. Others looked more like mere tourists looking for souvenirs. I winked at a wide-eyed child who was pointing enthusiastically at Dawnbringer and tugging at the hand of a distracted parent. 
 
    The kid gasped at my acknowledgement, but failed to draw her parent’s attention before Reika and I were swept out of the way by the tidal movements of the crowd. 
 
    Looks like you’ve got a fan, Dawn. 
 
    <Fufufu, I’ll have many more before the tournament is over! Just you wait, bards will be singing stories of my heroic adventures in no time!> 
 
    I didn’t mention that I saw at least four or five other people that looked to be wearing Dawnbringers on their sides. I saw two stands and one entire larger shop advertising replicas of the Six Sacred Swords. At a glance, I evaluated most of them to be extremely poor quality, but one or two of them looked like they might actually be enchanted.   
 
    Reika and I continued to follow the path with the crowd. While I gazed longingly at swords and spears, Reika drifted toward the street vendors that were selling a wide variety of foods. 
 
    I made a brief stop at a vendor that was selling gloves and bought two extra pairs. My existing gloves were falling apart pretty badly, and I needed to make sure I wore them continuously. Dawnbringer’s glowing mark on my right hand was an identifying feature that could be used to tie my masked image to my maskless appearance, and I needed to be able to make sure people couldn’t tell we were the same person.  
 
    The mask was supposed to prevent that sort of correlation in people’s minds, but I didn’t trust that it would be foolproof for something as obvious as Dawnbringer’s symbol. 
 
    By the time we’d made it half-way down the first street, Reika had acquired a skewer of meat, a cinnamon-and-sugar coated apple, and an entire bag of some kind of fried pastries. I ended up carrying those, since she’d run out of free hands. 
 
    After that, I pulled Reika closer just to make sure she didn’t go through our entire savings before we made it back to the hotel. She grumbled a little bit, but offered me a bite of her meat skewer anyway. 
 
    It was delicious. The meat was just the right kind of warm and juicy, and it had been marinated with some kind of vegetable and spice blend I couldn’t quite identify. I resolved to return and get more meat sometime when Reika wasn’t liable to buy a hundred other items while I was distracted. 
 
    As we kept walking, I listened to some of the merchants attempting to attract people to the wide variety of shops. Most of it was predictably in Edrian, but I picked out a few bits of Valian and other languages.  
 
    “You, there! You look like a woman of discerning taste. Come, come, see the best blades in the city!” 
 
    “Some say that this glaive once belonged to the great-grandson of Katashi himself!” 
 
    “Only the finest of goods, enchanted by the legendary Vellum the Magnificent!” 
 
    “Stop, thief!” 
 
    I paused. 
 
    Wait, what was that last one? 
 
    “Thief! Someone, stop them!” 
 
    I turned toward the sound of the yelling. Someone who looked like the most stereotypical nobleman I’d ever seen, dressed in reds and greens and wearing a many-plumed hat, was pointing and shouting. 
 
    It took me a moment to find what he was gesturing at — a blur of shadows pushing rapidly through the crowd. I mean that description in the literal sense; the running figure was completely covered in an impermeable shroud of darkness. I couldn’t make out their face or even their build. 
 
    As far as thieves went, it was a useful skill. I only knew one person who could manage something like it. 
 
    It couldn’t be her, could it? She wouldn’t be this blatant, but... 
 
    I let go of Reika’s arm and shoved her pastries toward her. “Sorry, I’ll be back.” 
 
    “Hm?” Reika blinked at me, fumbling to grab the pastry bag while balancing her other food items. She’d apparently been too distracted by eating to notice what was happening. 
 
    The shadow was rushing right toward us. The crowd parted around them. Few people wanted to get in the way of someone surrounded by a nexus of dark magic. 
 
    That made it easier for me to run straight into the middle of the shadow’s path. “Stop.” 
 
    I lunged. 
 
    The shadow kept rushing toward me, then dropped to the ground and slid on their knees under my lunge, as if the ground was as slick as oil. A moment later, they were up and running again. 
 
    I spun, briefly gawked, and then began to pursue. 
 
    They were fast, but I wasn’t the only one reacting now. Another armed swordsman lunged for an attempted grab, but the shadow grabbed his arm and flipped him. He hit the ground hard. 
 
    The shadow ran on, turning into an alley. 
 
    I was fast even without magic helping me. I prided myself on my sprinting speed as a kid, and I only got faster as I grew and reinforced my body with sorcery. 
 
    Now, with Dawnbringer’s help, I flowed across the ground with a speed that rivaled an arrow in flight. I dodged and wove between the few civilians who hadn’t cleared the road, rushing into the alley. I was gaining on the shadow, if only barely. 
 
    I had the advantage until they started running straight up the nearest wall. 
 
    Even with my speed, I couldn’t manage that. They had to have some kind of magical adhesion, as well as enhanced balance on a level that far exceeded my own, in order to run up a vertical surface. 
 
    The building they’d picked was at least ten stories tall. 
 
    To my credit, I didn’t pause to gawk. 
 
    Instead, I rushed to the side of the building and jumped as high as I could. 
 
    Then, as my hand brushed the side of the building, I concentrated. 
 
    Reshape. 
 
    I formed a hand-hold in the stone and pulled myself upward. Then, with my other hand, I reached higher and repeated the process. 
 
    My climbing pace was nowhere near as fast as the shadow could run, but it wasn’t slow, either. Hand-over-hand, I pulled myself up. I’d only made it up a few stories by the time they reached the top, but I kept going. 
 
    When I reached the rooftop, I just barely saw the shadow in the distance, running across another roof a few buildings down. 
 
    My arms ached from the effort of climbing, but my legs were fine. 
 
    I broke back into a run. 
 
    <Uh, Keras? I’m feeling something strange.> 
 
    I kept running, reached the edge of that building, and jumped. 
 
    As I hit the next rooftop, the shadow — still one roof away — paused to turn and look at me. I saw their head move, as if considering, but I still couldn’t see their expression underneath the weave of darkness. 
 
    Then they turned back around and resumed running. 
 
    I belatedly processed what Dawn had said. 
 
    You okay? 
 
    <Yeah, I’m just...there’s something odd.> 
 
    Like an ambush? 
 
    I scanned the area, but kept running. I didn’t see anyone else roof-hopping. 
 
    Another jump. I hit the next rooftop just as the shadow jumped one more ahead. I was catching up. 
 
    <No, it’s almost...familiar?> 
 
    I frowned at that, but kept running. 
 
    The shadow slowed, turning again as I jumped toward the roof where they were standing. 
 
    The shadow’s hands moved quickly in an intricate pattern I couldn’t trace. A blast of darkness flew toward me, but I swung Dawnbringer downward in a gleaming arc. Her blade tore through the shadow as easily as parchment. 
 
    I’d missed the part where the shadow had dropped the caltrops, though. And as I made my dramatic landing on the roof, my right heel landed on top of one of the ones the shadow had thrown while I’d been distracted with the blast of darkness. 
 
    Caltrops are little spiky metal things that can be dropped or thrown in someone’s path. They’re basically like little balls of nails, so you can imagine exactly how much it hurts when you step on one. 
 
    ...assuming your body isn’t harder than iron. 
 
    As it is, the spike that I landed on was hard enough to leave a hole in my boot and get stuck, but not hard enough to break my skin. I stumbled in the same way most people might when they hit an unexpected rock in the road, which is to say that it was awkward, but not particularly damaging. 
 
    The shadow took a step back in what I’d have to assume was surprise, but I still couldn’t see their face. The cloak of darkness was still wrapped around them too tightly for me to see what they looked like, but I had a good solution to that if I could get close enough. 
 
    I focused on the spike in my boot and kicked upward. 
 
    Reshape. 
 
    The caltrop flew out of my boot, shaped by my command into a single spike. 
 
    I missed badly. Fortunately, the shadow’s head turned toward the projectile, and I used that moment to rush forward with Dawnbringer. I was still a good ten paces away, but closing that distance fast. 
 
    The shadow folded their arms and tilted their head downward. 
 
    Four chains of shadow emerged from their body, surging toward me. As I watched, the ends of the chains shifted into scythe-like blades. 
 
    They were fast. I deflected the first with ease, and the second and third with greater difficulty, but the fourth managed a glancing cut across my chest.  
 
    It didn’t leave a wound. Instead, I felt a mixture of cold and burning at the spot where the chain had struck. 
 
    That didn’t slow me much. I continued advancing, blocking two chains as they descended from above, then jumping over two that swept at my legs. 
 
    The shadow threw another blast of darkness. I cut it in half again, then barely deflected a fifth chain that followed in its wake. That darkness behaved differently when cut, seeming to splash over my weapon and onto the ground behind me. It was clearly a different spell, but it hadn’t hurt me. 
 
    I took another step forward. I was almost in reach. 
 
    <Behind you!> 
 
    I spun just in time to deflect a sword-swipe from a creature formed entirely from shadow, then jumped back to avoid the blade of another shadow. 
 
    It took me a moment to realize where they’d come from — that last darkness spell hadn’t been a conventional attack. Instead, it had been more like some kind of summoning spell, and when I’d cut through it, it had formed two creatures instead of one. 
 
    I was being flanked now, and that meant the fight had changed. I had to change tactics along with it. 
 
    I pointed at one of the sword bearing shadows. “Luminous Arc!” 
 
    A blast of light flashed outward and tore straight through the shadow. It melted into the ground, leaving an ink-like stain. 
 
    I deflected a rush from the other sword bearing shadow, then danced to the side as the chains flashed toward me again. I took another cut from one of the chains, this time on my left leg. 
 
    A moment later, I swung Dawnbringer through the other sword-shadow’s leg. It fell forward, and I cut it in half as it fell. 
 
    The chains swept toward me again. 
 
    This time, I didn’t try to dodge. Not exactly. 
 
    I side-stepped one of the chains before it hit and slipped my left arm around it. As I’d suspected, it was solid enough to grab. I felt cold surge through me, even without touching the bladed portion, but the move was worth the cost. 
 
    Then I spun, deflected the other chains with Dawnbringer, and pulled. Hard. 
 
    The remaining chains veered off course, and as I’d hoped, the original shadow flew toward me. 
 
    I swung the flat of Dawnbringer toward them. “Golden—” 
 
    <Keras, wait! Something is—> 
 
    “Dawn!” 
 
    Dawnbringer shined brilliantly, nearly blinding, and drove the darkness back. The shadow chains melted away in the wake of the brightness. 
 
    The concealing darkness around my opponent began to burn away, but not completely. I caught a hint of a woman’s face beneath before Dawnbringer met another blade. And in that moment, everything changed. 
 
    There was a deafening crack as a burst of concussive force exploded around us, crushing the ground beneath us. The surge of energy flung us apart, leaving a swirling vortex of light and shadow in the place where we’d stood a moment before. 
 
    Dawnbringer had met her opposite for the first time. 
 
    The explosion left me hurtling toward the edge of the roof. I landed, slid, and focused my mind. 
 
    Wall. 
 
    A stone wall rose behind me. It wasn’t the most comfortable thing to crash into, but it stopped me from flying straight off the roof. 
 
    On the opposite side, I saw my opponent drive her chains into the ground to stop her own movement. The chains tore through several feet of stone before she finally stopped near the opposite edge, a good twenty feet from me. 
 
    I could see her more clearly now, the explosion the brief contact between our blades having wiped away much of the shadow that was concealing her. 
 
    She wasn’t Wrynn, the person I’d been hoping to find beneath the shadows. 
 
    My opponent was taller, paler, and had an eyepatch over her right eye that glimmered with a bright red gemstone in the center. Her hair was auburn and cut short and uneven. It looked like she’d probably just grabbed a handful and cut it off herself at some point. 
 
    She was dressed in a practical suit of leather armor that had dozens of tools hanging off of it, only a few of which — like lockpicks and a couple of knives — I could identify at a glance. 
 
    And, of course, there was another key difference. She was holding one of the Six Sacred Swords. 
 
     Twilight’s Edge was in the form of a jian, a straight sword with a thin blade and a small crossguard. The blade was a yard-long tear in the fabric of the universe. It didn’t seem to spread darkness in the way that Dawnbringer spread light; instead, it seemed to drain the color from the world around it. Looking at the hand that held it was like looking at a black-and-white picture. 
 
    I raised Dawnbringer and took a defensive stance, evaluating. 
 
    Are you okay? 
 
    <Yeah, I’m fine. I knew I could sense something off nearby, but Twilight’s Edge is the sword of shadow — they’ve probably been blocking my ability to detect them, much like your mask can.> 
 
    I’m going to try to talk to the wielder, but be ready. 
 
    <Got it.> 
 
    I took a few slow steps forward. “Easy, there. I just want to talk.” 
 
    The woman on the other side of the rooftop extracted her chains from the ground. They whirled around her in a defensive nimbus. She kept her sword raised, but didn’t make any hostile movements. 
 
    Instead, she snorted. “Please don’t tell me you’re trying to buy time for the city guard to catch up to us. I’d just trounce them. Again.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, about that sword...” 
 
    “Oh, you like?” She waved it through the air. As she did, I could see blackness beginning to spread from the hilt down her hand and across her body. It resembled the darkness that had covered her earlier, and in a few moments, I expected to be unable to see her properly again. “I admit it is pretty impressive, as long as you can get over how creepy the crawling darkness thing is.” 
 
    I lowered Dawnbringer. “Did you steal Twilight’s Edge?” 
 
    “What?” She blinked. “No! Well, I mean, okay, technically yes? But not like right now. That was ages ago! Like years. You can’t hold me responsible. It’s way past the time limit.” 
 
    “Time...limit?” 
 
    “Yeah! It’s been way over a year, and no one got him back, so he’s mine now.” 
 
    I opened my mouth, then closed it again. Then finally, I replied with, “...I’m pretty sure it doesn’t work like that.” 
 
    She gave me a considering look, then shrugged. “I’ve always been a little iffy on how the law works. But anyway, he’s very definitely mine now, and you can’t have him.” 
 
    “I’d like to discuss that further, but did you steal something today?” 
 
    “Hm? Oh, yeah, sure. Hold on.” She sheathed Twilight’s Edge in what looked like a black metal scabbard on her left hip, then started digging through pouches.  
 
    The chains were still whirling around her, but the way she’d seemingly lowered her guard either indicated a tremendous amount of naivety on her part or extreme confidence in her own defensive abilities. Possibly both. 
 
    I wasn’t quite sure what to make of her in general yet. 
 
    She finally pulled something out of her pouch, then displayed it in front of her. “Here it is! Recognize it?” 
 
    The object she was presenting was a hexagon of metal attached to a long black chain. A single bright red rune glowed on the front. 
 
    I did not, in fact, recognize it. But I could hazard a guess. “An amulet?” 
 
    “Right you are! As expected of another sacred sword wielder. This is one of the six amulets necessary to properly wield Twilight’s Edge.” 
 
    Well, that confirms that she recognized my sword.  
 
    I’d been uncertain about that, given how little attention she seemed to be paying to Dawnbringer...but perhaps that was just her personality. 
 
    <Wait, Twilight’s Edge gets six amulets? That’s so unfair!> 
 
    And she thinks she still needs the amulets, even though she has the sword. Maybe her sword is just as picky as you are, or...how significant are these amulets, from a magical standpoint? 
 
    <We’re supposed to be kind of a set. I’d be much stronger if you had them.> 
 
    I frowned at that. I’d known the amulets had magical powers of their own, but I wasn’t thinking of them as being connected to the swords quite that directly. 
 
    You mean they’re like the Pale King’s regalia? 
 
    <Yeah, obviously. His Pale Crescent is totally a rip off on the sacred swords, you know.> 
 
    Isn’t he supposed to be a historical figure? 
 
    I heard a chuckle for Dawn. <Oh, Keras. You’re so innocent. Not everything you read in books is true.> 
 
    Given how much I chided Dawn and Reika for the same assumption, I deserved that jab. I considered a rebuttal, but given that I still had a potentially deadly opponent in front of me, I had higher priorities.  
 
    I had a guess about where my fellow wielder was going to go with her next argument. “And I assume you’re going to claim that the amulet belonged to you, because you’re Twilight Edge’s wielder?” 
 
    “What? Oh, no. Stealing is stealing. This didn’t belong to me at all.” She shoved it in her pack. “But it will in a year. I think?” 
 
    I had no idea how to respond to that. 
 
    She took a step closer. “Anyway, that’s Dawnbringer, right? She’s so pretty! Can I see her for just a minute?” 
 
    <Hmpf. At least someone appreciates how lovely I am. Very well, she may bask in my glorious presence.> 
 
    She’s going to try to steal you, Dawn. 
 
    <What? That’s not very nice!> 
 
    I sighed and sheathed Dawnbringer, shaking my head. “That seems unwise. But maybe if I get to know you a bit better later on.” I strode forward and extended a hand toward her. 
 
    One of her chains floated downward, extended, and reached out to toward my hand. 
 
    “Keras Selyrian,” I offered, shaking the chain. 
 
    The woman nodded absently. “Oh, I know. I already read up on you. One seventy-one in the first round is a respectable score. Not as high as mine, of course, but reasonable.” 
 
    I released the chain, giving her an appraising look. I didn’t even know how she could have obtained that amount of information this quickly. Was she involved with running the tournament, or had she simply snuck in? 
 
    “Anyway, I think I can hear the guard coming, so we’re going to have to cut this short for today.” She smiled as the blackness spread up her neck and toward her face. “I enjoyed the run, though! We should do it again soon.” 
 
    She took a few steps backward, the darkness from her sword moving up her face. 
 
    I reached out with a hand. “Hold on. What’s your name?” 
 
    “Me? I figured you’d already know. I’m the wielder of Twilight’s Edge, bearer of forbidden power, and...well, I’ll let you figure the rest out on your own.” She tore a feather out of her mask, dropping it on the ground. Then she winked at me. “What’s life without a few mysteries?” 
 
    The shadows finished spreading across her body. She fell backward, and as she hit the ground, she seemed to flatten into the ground. 
 
    A moment later, I could see only what looked like her shadow on the roof. The moment after that, even the shadow was gone. 
 
    Only the raven-black feather remained behind. I inspected it dubiously, then pocketed it. 
 
    <...Oooh! She has a way better dramatic exit than you do.> 
 
    I’m more about dramatic entrances. 
 
    <That’s fair, but I do think we’re going to have to work on both. Because you’re the only one still here, the city guard is on the way, and this rooftop is a complete wreck.> 
 
    Oh. 
 
    I slipped on my mask just before other figures came into view atop the nearby buildings. 
 
    Dramatic exit it is, then. 
 
    I ran to the side of the building furthest from the guards and jumped. 
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    I hit the next rooftop a few moments later and broke into a run. 
 
    Now masked, I was reasonably confident that anyone who saw me wouldn’t be able to identify me. The mask’s magic didn’t just block detection spells — it was supposed to prevent people from associating my masked appearance with my normal appearance, unless they already knew about the mask beforehand. I didn’t know exactly how it worked, but I assumed it was some kind of deception sorcery effect. 
 
    I made sure to slip on a new pair of gloves to cover Dawn’s symbol, though, just in case. 
 
    I had to hope that no one had seen me before I’d put the mask on. 
 
    I sprinted across the roof, jumped again, and then hit the ground hard on a lower building nearby. Behind me, I could hear distant shouting, but I ignored it. 
 
    Three buildings later, I’d run out of tall buildings to jump to. I paused at the edge and concentrated. 
 
    Ladder. 
 
    I reshaped a portion of the stone on the side of the building, forming hand-holds like when I’d climbed up. Then I began to climb down. 
 
    After about ten feet or so of climbing, I heard the sounds of pursuit. I grunted and let go. 
 
    Body of Stone. 
 
    I hit the ground hard, but with my body reinforced, I didn’t suffer any harm. The impact was a little jarring, but that was it. 
 
    Release Body of Stone. 
 
    I broke into a run, escaping from the gap between buildings and into the crowd. 
 
    Sorry, Rei. I’ll be back. 
 
    From there, I had to push my way through the crowds to get out of the area. I eventually found a clothing store, went inside, and bought an overcoat and a hat. 
 
    No, not my trouble coat. That’s a whole other story. I’ll get there. 
 
    Anyway, I slipped the coat and hat on and slipped my mask off as I left. 
 
    There were still city guards swarming through the whole area, but none of them seemed to pay any extra attention to me. As I’d hoped, the mask had done its job. 
 
    It took me about a half an hour to work back through the crowd and find Reika. 
 
    I tapped her on the shoulder, and she whirled around, then gawked at me. “Where were you? And what is that outfit?” 
 
    “I’ll explain later. For now, we need to leave.” I took her by the arm and dragged her out of the area, still hoping to avoid making a scene. 
 
    I waited until we got back to near Grandmother Iron’s place on the arena island before finding a quiet spot to fill her in. 
 
    I explained everything I’d just dealt with. 
 
    “Wait...a feather?” Reika’s eyes widened. “A black feather?” 
 
    I nodded, removing it from my bag. 
 
    “A black feather mask...no! That was the Phantom Thief Ravenshade!” 
 
    There was a moment of silence before I replied. “...Should I know who that is? I think you mentioned her name once or twice before, but I really have no idea who she’s supposed to be.” 
 
    “Only the most famous thief on all of Kaldwyn! Well, aside from the Blackstone Bandit, maybe. But he has a whole band of thieves, and she works alone. And no matter who she steals from, she always vanishes, leaving behind nothing but her signature raven feather! She’s never been caught.” 
 
    I glanced at the feather, appraising. “Well, there’s a first time for everything.” 
 
    “You’re going to try to catch her?” 
 
    “Eventually, I’m going to have to, right? Unless she comes to me, that is. She has one of the swords. We’re bound to meet again at some point.” 
 
    <Oooh, bound by fate. So romantic...but hey, wait. No cheating on Reika!> 
 
    I’m not in a relationship with Reika. 
 
    <No cheating on your future inevitable relationship with Reika!> 
 
    Ugh. That is...definitely not how anything works, Dawn. 
 
    Meanwhile, Rei was softly growling at me for an unrelated reason. “I can’t believe you fought another wielder without me. That’s so unfair!” She folded her arms. “Next wielder fight is mine.” 
 
    “I...didn’t really have any control over that. I had no idea who she was when I started following her.” 
 
    “Bah.” She flicked me with a finger. “Fine. I forgive you. But I get to fight the next wielder anyway.” 
 
    “No promises.” After a moment, I decided to bring up something important. “Speaking of that, do you have any information on the other wielders?” 
 
    Rei froze, looking suddenly serious. “...I know about one wielder. A bit, at least.” 
 
    I blinked, surprised by her sudden change of demeanor. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Raizo.” She mumbled, almost too quiet for me to hear. 
 
    I took a step closer. “Raizo? As in the one who—” 
 
    “Killed my father. There’s...something else you need to know about him.” Her jaw tightened. “He’s the wielder of Cloudcutter. That’s why when he blinded my father, Dad didn’t regain his sight when he switched into his dragon form. Some of the sacred swords can injure spirits, much like yours.” 
 
    I frowned at that. “Can Dawn do the same?” 
 
    Reika shook her head. “I don’t know — that’s not one of the powers Dad told me about. I know that Cloudcutter and Soulbrand both can, though.” 
 
    “Soulbrand? That’s the fire one, right?” 
 
    Reika nodded. “Cloudcutter and Soulbrand are generally considered the most dangerous of the sacred swords.” 
 
    <Hey! I’m dangerous! Like, absurdly dangerous!> 
 
    “Dawn is complaining,” I explained. 
 
    Reika put a hand on Dawn’s hilt so they could communicate. “You’re just as powerful as the rest of them, Dawn, but your abilities are more balanced. That’s what makes you better than the others.” 
 
    <Hmpf. I know you’re just trying to placate me, but do it some more.> 
 
    Reika cracked a grin. “You’re also the most beautiful, charming, and fashionable.” 
 
    <Yes, please continue.> 
 
    I patted Dawn. “Later. I need to hear more about the other swords and wielders before we get distracted by another surprise.” 
 
    <Keras. There is nothing more important than complimenting me. Someday you will understand.> 
 
    “Okay. Other swords. So, Cloudcutter is the sword of wind — or air, or lightning, depending on who you ask. It has abilities related to both wind and lightning. You remember that cutting wind that the forest spirit used? That’s one of the real Raizo’s techniques. I’m not sure if it’s from the sword or his own magic, but it’s something you should expect to go up against if you fight the real Raizo.” 
 
    I nodded. Having seen it a couple times, I’d formulated some reasonable counters, but it still would be best to prepare if there was a chance we might run into him soon. “What are the odds he’s one of the ones nearby?” 
 
    Reika tensed again, then took a breath. “Low, fortunately.” 
 
    “Fortunately?” I gave her a perplexed look. “I thought you’d be thrilled for a chance to avenge your father.” 
 
    “Oh, I would be. I’d also die in the process.” 
 
    I blinked. I hadn’t expected that kind of pessimism from Reika. She’d always seemed extremely confident in her abilities. “We beat Zenkichi.” 
 
    She shrugged a shoulder. “Barely. Zenkichi was probably about the same level of strength my father was. Raizo was stronger than that when I was a child, even without Cloudcutter. And, as I’m sure you’ve noticed, carrying a sacred sword makes you grow stronger. The magic fuels you, increasing your power more and more over time. Consider how much you’ve already gained, then extrapolate that to over a decade.” 
 
    That was...concerning. I could see why she thought we’d be out of our dominion against him. 
 
    That only made me want to fight him more. 
 
    And I did have one more thing to mention. “I don’t think he’ll be gaining strength from his sword as quickly as I am.” 
 
    <Because we have a special bond!> 
 
    I shook my head at Dawn. “No, not that. I mean we do—” 
 
    <Heartbroken forever, but continue.> 
 
    “What I meant is that I have that whole thing where I pick up magic from items more easily than most people do.” 
 
    Reika gave me a considering look. “Yeah, that’s fair. Spirit bond to your sword from a young age and all that.” 
 
    I felt a pang of guilt. I’d put that idea forth as a hypothesis to her before, and that might have been a factor...but I suspected that the main reason was something different. Something I hadn’t been quite ready to tell her or Dawn yet. In part because I was uncertain about the truth, and in part because I didn’t know how they’d react to my suspicions. 
 
    I should have trusted them more. 
 
    While I was searching for something to say, Reika kept talking. “What’s your other sword supposed to do, anyway?” 
 
    “Cut things?” I shrugged. “Cut them a lot?” 
 
    Reika glared at me. “Don’t be evasive. You’ve been asking me and Dawn about all our powers for a while, and we’ve been honest with you.” 
 
    <Yeah...my sweet, sweet secret powers. All sullied by your callous questions...> 
 
    I sighed. “You already know most of what I do. It has an aura that disintegrates everything around it. When functioning properly, the aura can cut through anything — body, spirit, shade, everything. That’s why it’s so effective against regenerating creatures like Zenkichi.” 
 
    “Sure. But a lot of swords can do things like that. I mean, maybe not the disintegration, but the anti-regeneration and spirit-cutting parts aren’t uncommon. And the disintegration seems like more of a hindrance than an asset.” 
 
    I felt mildly insulted on my sword’s behalf. “Presumably the disintegration was built to deal with the defenses of something on the scale of a worldmaker. Cutting through otherwise impervious scales and spells, that sort of thing.” 
 
    “I guess. That just seems so...boring. And if it’s a god-killing sword, I’d expect it to have a lot more powers, like Dawn does.” 
 
    <Doesn’t it have that chain thing?> 
 
    “Oh, no. That was just me using metal sorcery. I can do that to any sword.” 
 
    <Whaaaaat? You tricked me!> 
 
    “Yes. Give me insight points.” 
 
    <Gasp!> She literally said gasp, rather than gasping. <I am betrayed!> 
 
    “I didn’t betray you, I just teased you a little.” 
 
    <Only I tease! Such is the rule etched into the corpse of my fallen comrade!> 
 
    “The rock that you were buried in is a fallen comrade now?” 
 
    <Rest in peace, sacred stone. You will not be forgotten. Mayhap, someday, you will even be avenged.> 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    “Now, now, Dawn. Don’t threaten your wielder like that. Even if he did betray you a little.” Reika had the audacity to wink at me after that line. 
 
    “Right...anyway, sword powers. Yes, the Sae’kes is supposed to have other abilities. The problem is that distinguishing between the legends and realities is difficult. Until recently, I believed it was made by an entirely different set of deities, and for a completely different purpose.” 
 
    Reika frowned. “How’d you find out about the truth?” 
 
    “Old sage. And honestly, even he might not have been telling me everything. But his stories made more sense, so I suspect they have at least a bit of truth behind them.” 
 
    “Okay. Did he tell you anything about what powers it should have?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” I admitted. “It’s more that he told me about the sword’s true origin. Knowing that, I now have an idea of what some of the abilities are supposed to be. But one is dangerous, one is unusable, and the last is unethical.” 
 
    <I bet they’re weak and useless, especially compared to my abilities.> Dawn glowed a little bit brighter for emphasis. 
 
    I rested a hand on my sword. “You recall what I said about the other name the sword had?” 
 
    “Dominion Breaker.” Reika nodded. “And dominions refer to the type of magic in your homeland. So, it has some sort of anti-magic power?” 
 
    I was impressed by how quickly she’d picked that up. “The other abilities I’m aware of could be considered anti-magic in some respects, but probably not in the way you’re thinking.” 
 
    Reika leaned closer. “You could just start telling us what the abilities are with a little less preamble, you know.” 
 
    “Fine, fine. So, the foundation of the Dominion Breaker’s powers comes from some kind of dominion that I still haven’t been able to find much information on. It’s something that relates to absolute annihilation. The disintegrating effect is one form of that, but it has a second, more dangerous application.” 
 
    “More dangerous than disintegration? That’s hard to picture.” 
 
    I nodded. “There’s a reason this thing was never actually intended to be used. The other application of the dominion is that a type of essence that explodes when it comes into contact with any other essence...and that explosion, in turn, often causes other nearby essence to also explode.” 
 
    Reika stared at me. 
 
    I kept talking. “The first application of that is called the Spell Breaker technique. It’s exactly what it sounds like; it’s used to destroy spells. But not like void sorcery, which negates the magic in an area. And not like constellations, which can cut a spell off from its power source. No, the Spell Breaker makes spells explode.” 
 
    <See, weak and useless...wait, hold on. You said you can make mana explode?!> 
 
    I nodded at Dawn. “The stronger the spell, the larger the explosion.” 
 
    Reika glanced at the Sae’kes with an expression of concern. “...And you said that can cause a chain reaction?” 
 
     “Depending on the type and amount of essence involved in the original spell, as well as composition of the other mana types nearby.” 
 
    Reika made a thoughtful expression. “Does that only apply to spells?” 
 
    I winced. “I was getting to that. That’s why I said this is dangerous — aside from the obvious danger of countering a powerful spell. The answer is ‘no’. Spell Breaker could work on artifacts, enchantment runes...or, in a worst case, the ambient magic in the air. I don’t know what kind of saturation of ambient magic would be required to cause an explosion, but I’m willing to bet that using it inside something that is known to be mana rich — like, say, a spire — would detonate the mana in the air. Needless to say, virtually nothing would survive that.” 
 
    Reika’s eyes narrowed for a moment, giving me an unexpectedly intense examination. “...Would you survive that? You mentioned that your sword’s aura doesn’t hurt you.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted. “My understanding is that the disintegrating aura and Spell Breaker draw from the same dominion, but that doesn’t mean they’d interact with me in the same way.” 
 
    “You haven’t tested it?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I just learned that the Sae’kes and the Dominion Breaker are the same sword right before I went to Kaldwyn. The only knowledge I have about the Dominion Breaker’s capabilities is from myths and legends. It’s also currently broken. Using a potentially lethal new technique with a damaged artifact designed to kill worldmaker-class deities seems like a bad idea.” 
 
    “Fair point. But it might be good to know if a small amount of that essence harms you.” 
 
    I shrugged. “If I can find a safe way to test it, I’ll consider that. Fixing the sword is the first step in the process, as far as I’m concerned.” 
 
    Reika gave me a thoughtful expression, then after a moment, she nodded. “What about the other ones? You said one was unethical — does that mean you could use it, and choose not to?” 
 
    “It’s really more of an extension of the last power, although I’m considering it a separate technique because it’s something I don’t ever want to have to use.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    I hesitated, then explained. “I call it Mana Breaker. And the idea is, well, people and monsters have mana inside them.” 
 
    Reika’s jaw hung open for a moment as she processed that. “...Okay, yeah, that’s pretty awful.” 
 
    <Wait, hold on. You’re saying you can detonate the mana inside someone’s body?> 
 
    I winced. “Theoretically, yes. I’d need to cut them first, to get the sword’s mana inside their body...but I’m reasonably confident it would work. And given the intermix of mana types in someone, it’s very likely it would cause a chain reaction, like Reika mentioned before.” 
 
    <That sounds amazing!> 
 
    I glanced at Dawn. “You don’t see a problem with using something like that, Dawn?” 
 
    <Why would I? It sounds really effective.> 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “Because it’d be an awful way for someone to die?” 
 
    <...Does that matter? It’s not like their corpse is going to care what condition it ends up in. I mean, unless they end up as a ghost, in which case yeah, I suppose they’d be pretty upset at you.> 
 
    I tried to look at it from Dawn’s perspective. She’d never had a humanoid body, at least as far as I was aware. Perhaps she didn’t understand the visceral reaction I was having. 
 
    Maybe it wasn’t even just that. Maybe my own standards weren’t rational. 
 
    “That...” Reika took a breath. “You might even be able to kill someone like Raizo with that.” 
 
    I waited for a moment. 
 
    “...But you shouldn’t.” She nodded to me. “Not if it’s not something you’re comfortable using. And for someone like Raizo with a lot of mana, the chain reaction problem would be terrible. You’d probably kill yourself, and everyone else nearby, in the process.” 
 
    <...Yeah, admittedly, that’s a pretty big downside.> 
 
    I was relieved that Dawn and Reika saw the practical problems with the technique, but that wasn’t why I was objecting to it. I just...found the idea discomforting. 
 
    “I might be able to learn to control it, limit it to a smaller area...but I still think it’s too awful of a technique to use. My hope is that I’m never faced with a situation where I need it. Once you slip and start to use techniques like that, it’s hard to stop.” 
 
    Reika gave me a pat on the arm. “I’ve read stories like that. I think you should keep in mind that type of power might be necessary someday, but I agree that you shouldn’t use it lightly.” 
 
    I took a breath, trying to get the image of using that technique out of my mind. “Anyway, I couldn’t really use it right now, even if I wanted to. Too much of a risk while the sword is damaged.” 
 
    That was deferring the problem, but for the moment, I was glad for that. 
 
    “Okay. Last power.” I was glad to change the topic. “The titular Dominion Breaker technique. It was sealed in the sword with an incantation in four parts, only one part known to each of the worldmakers that forged it. One of those worldmakers died without passing their part of the message on. Thus, the technique is lost, presumably forever.” 
 
    “...What did it do, that they’d need to put a four-part incantation to prevent it from being used?” 
 
    “I have absolutely no idea.” 
 
    <That’s...almost as amazing as the Mana Breaker one. Almost. I wonder what sort of horrifying way that would obliterate your enemies?> 
 
    I patted her hilt. “Let’s go ahead and stop talking about that, Dawn.” 
 
    <Right.> 
 
    I turned to Reika. “Can we talk about the other wielders for a bit?” 
 
    “I don’t know about any of the other current wielders. Just...Raizo. And the Phantom Thief Ravenshade, I guess. Oh, and obviously the Emperor of Edria has Diamantine.” 
 
    “For now.” 
 
    Reika rolled her eyes. “Don’t get too far ahead of yourself.” 
 
    “Never. I just keep ahead of everyone else.” I gave her what I hoped was a dashing smile. “Anyway, I need to learn about the capabilities of the other swords, too. But for now, let’s get back to Grandmother Iron. We’ve been gone a while, and I know she wants to introduce us to people.” 
 
    With that, we started to head back to Grandmother Iron’s place. 
 
    I tried not to think too much about the awful things the Dominion Breaker was capable of...or how likely I was to make use of those terrible powers eventually. 
 
    *** 
 
    When we got back, Grandmother Iron pulled us into the main hall. 
 
    “Allow me to introduce you to my students that you will be working with in this competition.” 
 
    There were five other people in the main hall, standing in a circle and talking with each other. Four of them looked younger than we were. The last was a man with a neatly trimmed beard that I evaluated to be about forty or so. I’d seen him earlier. 
 
    I also recognized Lia Shay in the circle, the woman who had introduced us to Grandmother Iron in the first place. 
 
    “Working with?” Reika asked. 
 
    “Indeed. Some within the tournament itself, and some in terms of other logistics.” 
 
    Reika tilted her head to the side. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Lia works for the tournament committee. She will gather relevant information and provide it to us. The other four are all students of mine who will be participating. Some tests are designed for teams of six, much like a climbing expedition. Since there are two of you, you will need four additional team members for those tests.” 
 
    I noted that these weren’t all the students I’d seen earlier — perhaps some of them hadn’t made it through the preliminaries, or maybe Grandmother Iron was simply entering multiple groups of contestants. 
 
    “Couldn’t we choose our own team members?” I asked. 
 
    “Certainly, and you may need to acquire others if anyone — including one of you — is eliminated before the end of the contest. But this gives you a potential team that is ready-to-go if the next test ends up being team based.” 
 
    I nodded. It would be good to have some people we knew we could work with if necessary. “And we won’t know that until it’s about to start?” 
 
    “That’s correct. It’s also possible you will be assigned to a team, rather than being able to pick one. The tests vary every year. It’s even possible there will be no team tests at all, but I doubt it. There’s usually at least one.” 
 
    Grandmother Iron approached the group. “Make room, everyone.” 
 
    The circle widened, allowing us to step into it. 
 
    “Now please, introduce yourselves. You may begin.” She waved at the oldest-looking student first. 
 
    He turned and nodded to me and Rieka. He was a few inches taller than I was, with a wide, athletic build and short, light brown hair. When he reached out to offer Reika a handshake, I noted that he had two different marks on his right arm — one on the top of his hand and one further up toward the middle of his upper arm. 
 
    I didn’t realize at the time how unusual it was to have two attunements near each other like that, but I did find it interesting that he had two marks in general. 
 
    He was also wearing several bracelets around his wrists — three or four on each arm. I wasn’t sure what they represented at the time. 
 
    “Walter Crown.” He shook Reika’s hand first, then mine. “I’m one of the assistant instructors here, and one of Grandma’s oldest students. I’ve participated in two prior tournaments and made it a good way in each time. If we do any group activities, I’ll be in charge.” 
 
    From the sound of his tone, I got the impression he was inviting any possible challenge, but neither Reika or I had any good reason to object. 
 
    “Okay!” Reika offered. “Nice to meet you!” 
 
    “Yeah,” I added, “it’ll be good to have someone with some prior experience working with us. What’s your skill set, if you don’t mind me asking?” 
 
    “I’m a dual-attuned. Commander and Soulblade, both high Citrine-level. I specialize in weapon and armor augmentation.” 
 
    I gave him an appreciative nod. I didn’t know much about either of those attunements, but the general concept made sense to me. Having two attunements, especially of that level, sounded pretty formidable.  “Sounds great. Maybe we can do a bit of sparring later?” 
 
    He gave me a nod. “Eventually.” Then he turned to the next student. “You’re up, Lia.” 
 
    Lia gave us a wave. “We already met, but I’ll introduce myself again. I’m Lia. I’m not actually participating in the tournament. Instead, it’s my job to assist you from the outside with information.” 
 
    “Is that really, uh, fair?” Reika asked. 
 
    Lia gave her a smile. “It’s understood that competitors will have ways of gathering information on each test. Strategy is considered an important value in Edrian culture, and equal in importance to direct marshal prowess. Finding enough knowledge to gain an advantage is considered a part of the competition. Sabotaging other contestants, however, is considered unfair and can result in disqualification.” 
 
    Reika and I nodded at that. 
 
    I understood the reasoning behind the style they were going for. Multiple of the visages were geared toward problem solving over combat, and any tests dedicated to them would likely have intellectual components. Apparently, that also bled into the style of the competition as a whole. 
 
    Truthfully, Lydia or Jonan would have been more skilled at that sort of challenge, but I still found the idea interesting. Just fighting directly was fun, but having some additional elements to the competition might make it more memorable. 
 
    And I didn’t mind being at a disadvantage if someone came in with more information than I did. 
 
    My opponents need all the advantages they can get, after all. 
 
    “What’s your attunement?” Reika asked. 
 
    Lia winced. “I don’t actually have one. Always been too afraid to take the tests. My skills are purely mundane.” 
 
    “Nothing to be ashamed of.” Grandmother Iron gave Lia a pat. “Judgments are not for everyone. You are wise to know yourself enough to avoid taking a test you may not be suited for.” 
 
    “Thank you, Grandmother.” Lia turned to the next student. “You’re up, Ari.” 
 
    Ari was about a head shorter than me, with dark brown skin and black hair. He wore a single short sword on his right hip, which indicated that he was probably either left-handed or preferred to use his right hand for something else. 
 
    He had no visible attunement marks, but he did have a long, nasty scar on his neck that trailed down under the line of his shirt. Just below that, I could see a hint of a crimson glow. I assumed he was wearing an enchanted necklace under his shirt or that he had an attunement mark over his heart. 
 
    Ari grinned. “I’m Ari, and I’m gonna win this tournament!” 
 
    Grandmother Iron gave him a flick with a single finger. “Restrain the boasting, Ari.” 
 
    He laughed. “Just telling them the truth so they won’t be disappointed later. Diamantine’s going to be mine. But hey, if you stick with me, you’ll probably make it pretty far.” 
 
    That kind of brashness might have rubbed some people the wrong way, but I honestly appreciated it. He reminded me of a lot of the people who played kovasi — a sport I’d briefly played in professionally back in my homeland. The sport involved a good deal of acting, so a high degree of confidence was effective. 
 
    Reika seemed to approve, too. “You’ll have to beat me first, buddy. But I’ll let you get to the finals. Wouldn’t be fun to eliminate you too early.” 
 
    Ari brightened and offered her a slight bow. “I’ll look forward to our match.” 
 
    “What’s your skill set?” I asked. I didn’t mean to detract from the mood, but when I’m meeting people I might end up fighting with or against, I like to know what I’m dealing with. 
 
    “Only the best attunement possible. Just wait and see.” 
 
    Grandmother Iron gave him a hard look. “Ari.” 
 
    He withered under her gaze, raising both hands in a defensive gesture. “Fine, fine. Prepare yourselves...for I am...a Juggernaut!” 
 
    Ari flexed, probably to emphasize the strength of the word. That was particularly amusing, because he was short, young, and light. I would have guessed him at about nineteen years old and maybe just over a hundred pounds. Not exactly what I pictured when I heard the word Juggernaut, but I knew looks could be deceiving. 
 
    Reika was much better at being supportive. “Wow! That sounds incredible. I’ll look forward to seeing what you can do!” 
 
    He gave her something that must have been an affirmative gesture I wasn’t familiar with. 
 
    The woman next to him covered her face, looking embarrassed on his behalf. Ari didn’t seem to notice. 
 
    “Meilin, you’re next.” Walter gestured toward the woman near Ari. 
 
    She pulled her hand away from her face, sighed, and turned toward us. 
 
    Meilin had dyed blue-and-white hair and the distinctive eyes that indicated she was an Edrian native. She also had an elaborate tattoo on her left arm that reminded me of a bird’s wing, but I didn’t know if it meant anything or if it was purely decorative. 
 
    “Good day.” She folded her hands together in front of her. “I am Wu Meilin. I have the honor of being one of Grandmother’s most proficient students.” 
 
    While that might have sounded like another boast, she was completely matter-of-fact with her statement. It didn’t come across as bragging in the same way that Ari’s claims did. 
 
    She turned to me. “I am a Citrine-level Assassin. You will find that I am also proficient at several forms of combat, including archery, spears, and unarmed.” 
 
    “A—assassin?” Reika stammered. 
 
    Meilin smiled at her. “An Assassin attunement does not necessarily mean I am a professional killer. A name is simply a name.” 
 
    I noted that she didn’t explicitly say she wasn’t a professional killer, but I didn’t want to press the issue. “Sounds like an interesting attunement. Maybe you can show us some of your abilities later?” 
 
    She gave me a nod. “Of course.” Meilin gave no further replies, she simply turned and nudged the last of the students. 
 
    He had a similar complexion and eyes to Ari’s, which at the time I associated with Edria. I didn’t realize until much later that he was actually probably from East Edria or Dalenos. He was tall and wiry, with the kind of athletic body that I might have associated with a dancer or a swimmer. Unfortunately, I couldn’t understand his introduction. 
 
    He didn’t speak Valian, and I still didn’t understand Edrian. 
 
    Afterward, Grandmother Iron provided a brief translation. “Fai is a Sunstone-level Acolyte. He is adept at healing and neutralizing poisons.” 
 
    I immediately decided Fai was the most important person there and that I needed to get to know him better. Healers are a cornerstone of any effective team, and I’d been injured badly enough in recent days that working together effectively with him was a high priority. 
 
    I was regretting my lack of knowledge of the local language more by the moment. 
 
    After that, Reika and I each gave brief introductions of our own. Grandmother Iron had apparently already explained a bit about us to them, including that I was the wielder of Dawnbringer, but she didn’t know all the details about us yet. 
 
    We explained our skills in general terms, rather than giving the names of any attunements, since we didn’t have any. I considered just telling them I was a foreigner with a different type of magic, but it seemed too soon. And telling them Reika was a dragon was out of the question. 
 
    After introductions concluded, we got to the fun part. 
 
    “So,” I asked. “Who wants to fight first? 
 
    *** 
 
    I tossed Ari down onto the mat for something like the tenth time. “That was better, but you need to work on avoiding a grapple with someone with my strength. You’ve got great speed, use it.” 
 
    Ari rolled up from the floor, grinning. “You got it! Next round is mine!” 
 
    “The next round is Meilin’s, Ari. You two have taken quite enough time.” Grandmother Iron was softer in her tone with Ari than she seemed to be with others. The tips of her lips were turned up in a smile, too. I suspect she appreciated his antics a little more than she let on. 
 
    “Aww. Fine, fine. But you owe me a rematch later, Keras!” 
 
    I chuckled. “Of course.” 
 
    He extended a fist, which I’d learned he wanted me to “bump” my own fist against after a match. It was a tradition I wasn’t familiar with, but it felt appropriate for a post-match gesture, so I complied. That seemed to please him. 
 
    Then we got out of the way for a battle that looked to be much more interesting. 
 
    Reika and Meilin moved to opposite sides of the mat. 
 
    “I will look forward to seeing your skills.” Meilin bowed deeply. 
 
    Reika hastily and messily returned the bow. “Same!” 
 
    “As with the previous fight, weapons will not be permitted for sparring today. You will be allowed to train with weapons later, of course, but only after you have a feel for each other’s abilities. You may use magic, but limit offensive magic to half-power or lower. Fighters, bow to me.” 
 
    Meilin and Reika bowed to Grandmother Iron. 
 
    “Bow to each other.” 
 
    They turned and bowed to each other again. 
 
    “Begin!” 
 
    Reika surged forward, throwing a punch without reservation. I almost couldn’t watch — if she didn’t check her strength, she’d mash an ordinary human into paste. 
 
    Meilin side-stepped the blow easily, smacking Reika on the side of the arm with her open palm. I thought I saw the briefest flash of green on contact. 
 
    Reika spun into a kick, which Meilin hopped over. While Meilin was still airborne, Reika pushed out with her palms. She didn’t make contact, but she didn’t need to. A burst of force hurled Meilin backward, a demonstration of a technique that was all too familiar to me. 
 
    Motion sorcery. 
 
    I’d seen Reika use motion to push herself around before, and I knew she had to be using it any time she moved her full-sized dragon form. I did not, however, generally see her using it offensively. Apparently, our talk about motion sorcery on the way to Edria must have given her the idea to practice with it. That was probably wise, but that way of using motion sorcery was something I associated with Velas, and a part of me was discomforted by the similarity. 
 
    Meilin flew backward a few feet before falling to land in a steady position on the mat. 
 
    Then she vanished. 
 
    Reika frowned, glancing around. It was only at that point that I noticed the growing glow of green on her right arm, where Meilin had touched her before. 
 
    Wait, is that poison? 
 
    <Poison?! That’s cheating!> 
 
    It...might not be. Iron said no weapons, but if it’s a magical poison, not an item... 
 
    <That’s still not fair!> 
 
    Meilin is in a fist fight with a dragon, Dawn. It was never going to be fair. 
 
    <I...guess that’s true.> 
 
    Reika swapped her stance, gritting her teeth as she concentrated. Then something smacked right into her chest, hard enough to knock her back a step. She let out a low growl as a green glow spread across the point of impact on her chest. 
 
    A moment later, she lashed out, but seemed to catch only empty air. Presumably, she was trying to follow the sound of Meilin’s footsteps, but they were quiet enough that I couldn’t hear them. 
 
    Reika recoiled again, this time to what must have been a blow to the shoulder. She swung immediately in response, not with a hand, but with a newly-formed tail. 
 
    Her tail had exceptional reach, and I hadn’t even seen it until the counter attack occurred. She’d manifested it faster than I’d seen her do it in the past, and with great subtlety. She’d clearly benefitted from practicing her partial transformations. 
 
    Still, if she hit anything at all, there was no visible sign. No audible sign, as far as I could tell, either. 
 
    And Reika was noticeably slowing down. 
 
    I didn’t know what kind of poison Meilin was using, but it worked fast. 
 
    Another impact, this time against Reika’s stomach. She doubled over for just a moment, growling again. Rather than responding with another attack, this time, she took a step back and closed her eyes. 
 
    One heartbeat passed, then another. 
 
    Crack. Something hit Reika right in the jaw. 
 
    Her head snapped backward, then her eyes fluttered open, trailing white mist. 
 
    Reika’s arm shot out, faster than I’d ever seen her move. And when her hand closed, it found purchase on something. 
 
    With a single yank, I heard a body smack into the mat, followed by a yelp. 
 
    Then Reika reached out with her other hand, closing it on an invisible limb, and launched herself forward. 
 
    In a moment, she was on the ground, straddling a still-invisible foe. Her arms trembled with effort as she moved, and green energy was flowing from her chin up her face. Sweat beaded on her forehead. 
 
    “You’re...mine.” She barely managed. 
 
    Meilin appeared beneath her, her arms pinned above her head. “I am in agreement. The match is yours.” 
 
    “...G...good.” 
 
    Reika collapsed unceremoniously on top of her opponent, and I felt a pang of nostalgia for how we’d finished our own first fight. 
 
    *** 
 
    Moments later, Fai approached, shaking his head. He placed a hand on Reika’s back, a blue aura manifesting, and the green that coated her body began to fade away. 
 
    That’s a very useful skill set, I considered. 
 
    <Yeah. Maybe you should learn how to do that before the next time you inevitably get terribly poisoned and barely survive.> 
 
    Pfft, that barely ever happens. 
 
    <Uh-huh. Sure.> 
 
    Meilin and Reika slowly disentangled themselves. Fai helped Reika up, so I offered Meilin a hand. She accepted it. 
 
    “You fought very well,” I told her. 
 
    Meilin nodded to acknowledge the compliment. “Yes, but it was not enough. I must strengthen myself. Reika fights very much like my sister. I should have seen it sooner.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “Your sister? Is she another student here?” 
 
    “No, a ruin explorer like you. She will also be fighting in the tournament, but...we have not spoken in some time. She is very strong, like Reika. I must challenge myself to be a match for either of them.” Meilin took a breath, then turned to Reika. “Thank you for the match. I would be pleased to fight you again in the future.” 
 
    “Same! You were great.” Reika grinned, stretching out with a fist in the same way Ari had. 
 
    Meilin gave the hand an odd look, then tapped her knuckles against it lightly. 
 
    Reika beamed at her. “I want to ask you some things about your fighting style, too. Can I get you dinner tonight?” 
 
    Meilin blinked, looking baffled. “I...suppose that would be acceptable?” 
 
    “Great! I’ll look forward to it.” Reika turned toward me. “So, what’d you think of my new techniques?” 
 
    “I was a little surprised by the motion...er, transference burst. Have you been getting more out of the spear than you let on?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, I still don’t think that thing is helping my magic any. But when you told me about how the former owner used to fight, I realized I could start practicing the same things. I’ve already got transference mana, after all.” 
 
    I...wasn’t sure I liked that. But that was a visceral reaction, and not a rational one. Logically, anything that improved Reika’s combat abilities was worth doing, and Velas had some very effective techniques. 
 
    “I believe I have enough of an idea of your capabilities to begin preparing your training regimen.” Grandmother Iron cut in. “We will begin with some basics this week, then move on to more focused training next week, after I’ve had a chance to see you in another match.” 
 
    Reika turned to Iron and bowed immediately. “Yes, Grandmother.” 
 
    I spent much of the next week training with Grandmother Iron and her students. I learned a tremendous amount during that time. 
 
    I’d heard a lot about attunements from Reika and reading her books, but I’d seen precious little of them in actual combat. The Tails of Orochi had some members with attunements, but at least some portion of their strength was from their hydra heritage, and I didn’t have a good idea of what an ordinary attuned’s strength would be. 
 
    In truth, I’d underestimated the power of Kaldwyn’s humans significantly. 
 
    From the time I’d reached adulthood forward, I was used to beating virtually anyone I encountered without difficulty. There were a few notable and memorable exceptions — people like Taer’vys or Velas — but months or years would pass between my encounters with people on their skill level. 
 
    As we kept sparring with Ari and Meilin, I discovered that would absolutely not be the case on Kaldwyn. 
 
    Ari was probably about as strong as I was at his age, which if I’m being honest, means he was monstrous by my home’s standards. My understanding was that he was significantly above average for Kaldwyn as well, but not an outlier like I had been. Think someone like Mara — Ari was probably about as strong as Mara will be in a year or two. 
 
    He also kept insisting he was “holding back his true power”, whatever that meant. I asked him about it once, but he insisted it was a “forbidden secret”. 
 
    In spite of her self-deprecation, Meilin was probably roughly the same level of fighter as Reika or myself, just with an entirely different skill set. When I sparred with her, I tried to counter her invisibility with wide-area attacks, but she could wrap herself in a magic-nullifying shadow shield to protect herself. 
 
    Frankly speaking, she was extremely annoying to fight, but good practice. Reika fared better than I did in our sparring matches, once she realized that her new spirit-enhanced sight could see invisible opponents. 
 
    I was forced to rely on something different — Dawn. Her mana-sense couldn’t find an invisible opponent directly, but she could find the empty spots in the air where she couldn’t detect anything at all. That was enough to give me an indication of when to duck and dodge, but Meilin was so fast that it was still difficult to counter her. 
 
    I was impressed, and somewhat relieved that Meilin was on our side for the tournament. I generally loved fighting powerful opponents, but invisible ones were annoying. 
 
    I approached Walter about sparring a few times as well, given that he was supposedly the strongest of the bunch. He refused each time, claiming we’d get around to it eventually. At the time, I assumed that was because he didn’t want to look bad in front of the other students if Reika or I outperformed him. Maybe he was trying to size us up or strategize a bit first, too. 
 
    Beyond sparring, I had a few other important activities for my first week in Grandmother Iron’s care. 
 
    First, I purchased a book in Valian for learning the basics of Edrian. I also asked everyone to help me with learning bits of the language when possible. I didn’t expect to get to the point of fluency within the couple months of the tournament, but I needed to be able to learn enough to go shopping or to ask for the location of the nearest restroom. 
 
    Or more idealistic things, like how to offer an opponent the chance to surrender. 
 
    Next, I did a little research on that eye monster I’d run into. There seemed to be a number of different names for it, like “Ruler of Eyes”, “Ocular Destroyer”, and “Glare King”. 
 
    I eventually found an entry on what I was looking for. 
 
      
 
    One of the Glare King’s most potent attacks channels the power of Ruin to cause the rapid deterioration of anything it touches. This is most effective at damaging inorganic materials, such as metal or stone. When it collides with spell effects, it causes their duration to rapidly advance until they expire. This is similar to the deteriorating shroud abilities of the Executioner attunement. 
 
      
 
    Upon reading it, I felt a bit of disappointment. Rapid deterioration was similar to what my aura was capable of, but different enough that I didn’t think they were tied to the same dominion. My aura didn’t seem to make any distinction between organic and inorganic materials, and the effects on magic were different, too. 
 
    I’d experienced a few other types of sorcery that felt similar to the Sae’kes before — like war and void — but none of them had ever proven to be an exact match. 
 
    Dominions often have many connections with each other; for example, metal is connected with both fire and stone, which is why I have a natural disposition toward all three. The similarity between stone and the crystal that had surrounded Dawnbringer had eventually been enough for me to learn how to use it. 
 
    Apparently, whatever the Sae’kes used was connected to war, void, and ruin, but it wasn’t any of those things. Nothing else seemed to erase things in the way that my own aura did. 
 
    I’d tried many times over the years to find any evidence of a “Dominion of Annihilation” or anything similar, but I couldn’t find any references along those lines. The eye creature was, unfortunately, another dead end. 
 
    At least for the most part. 
 
    It did lead me toward researching the Executioner attunement a bit, and I learned that they had some techniques for shaping shrouds over or into weaponry, very similar to my own way of stretching my own aura over my scabbards or sword. 
 
    I spent some time looking up those techniques to see if I could adapt any of their techniques, and I got a few useful ideas in the process. All in all, it wasn’t what I’d hoped for, but it wasn’t a complete waste of time. 
 
    Finally, Reika and I eventually made our way back to Sword Row, and I wrote down some prices to compare to the point costs of similar items. The prices in Sword Row tended to fluctuate so much that I couldn’t find a consistent conversion rate. My best guess was that a point was worth somewhere between a fifth and a half of a gold imperial, but it seemed to vary significantly based on the shop and the type of item. 
 
    Oh, since you’re from Valia, I suppose I should give some context for the currency. At the time, one gold imperial was worth about nineteen Valian silver sigils. I know the currencies have shifted since then. 
 
    An Edrian silver imperial was worth a tenth of a gold imperial, and an iron imperial was worth a tenth of that. Then they also have one extremely valuable coin called a Crown Imperial, which is worth fifteen gold imperials. Crown Imperials weren’t “coins” in the traditional sense — they’re apparently small, cut rubies. I didn’t know how they had enough rubies to use them as a currency, even if they were small and the most valuable form, but I was sort of impressed. 
 
    Anyway, after comparing prices, it turned out that purchasing potions with points was extremely efficient compared to using gold. Maybe someone was mass producing potions for the tournament, thus making them inexpensive. I concluded that buying a few potions would be a good investment, but beyond that, I’d simply have to prioritize what was useful to Reika and myself. 
 
    I spent fifteen points on buying five more healing potions, leaving me with one hundred fifty-three points (since I’d also spent three points on identifying the shock gauntlet). 
 
    Reika hoarded her points, just as she’d previously planned. 
 
    I also looked into finding someone to help me identify the functions of Dawnbringer, but I couldn’t anyone that Dawn and I both trusted enough. We decided to hold off on getting her identified for a while, until we found someone both powerful and trustworthy. 
 
    Grandmother Iron proved to be a hospitable host. We were each offered a simple room to stay in and provided excellent quality meals. Reika still ended up going out for more to eat, but having some free food and lodging saved us a great deal of coin. 
 
    While we were expected to sleep in our separate quarters, it never ended up working out that way. 
 
    I got a few more offers for sponsorship from people who recognized Dawnbringer, but I turned them all down. I wanted to focus on the tournament, and all the wealthy nobles who wanted to sponsor me wanted me to do public appearances and other time-wasting activities. 
 
    Three days before the next round, the arena island began to move. 
 
    I marveled at the sight of the colossal structure shifting at first, then swiftly moved on to trying to figure out the destination. 
 
    Let’s see...we’re heading toward the north side of the city...maybe the palace? 
 
    ...And we’ve passed that. 
 
    ...Aaaand now we’re out of the city completely. 
 
    Arena Island floated for miles beyond the city boundaries before finally settling in a hilly region with no signs of civilization for miles. 
 
    And with that, it was time for the first true round of the tournament to begin. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Interlude I – Arcana Evaluation 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, hold on.” Patrick raised a hand. “Can I ask a question?” 
 
    Sera sighed. “We all have questions, Patrick. Wait until the end.” 
 
    “It’s fine. I could use a minute to collect my thoughts.” Keras turned toward Patrick, gesturing for him to continue. 
 
    “That Lady Hartigan you mentioned...” 
 
    Keras grinned broadly. “I won’t confirm or deny her identity just yet. Just wait. She’ll be in the story.” 
 
    Patrick’s eyes glimmered with excitement. “Okay, okay. Great. Another question.” 
 
    Sera groaned loudly, but Keras just chuckled. “Go ahead.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve been trying to figure out roughly what attunement level you were back then. In the first part, when you beat Reika and Zenkichi, I would have guessed you were already an Emerald. But now you’re saying you and Reika were sparring with a Citrine and she was about your skill level?” 
 
    Keras chuckled. “Ah. I see the problem. Well, a couple problems, actually. No, several problems.” 
 
    Patrick looked abashed. “...Several problems?” 
 
    “Not your fault, sorry. I’ve been explaining things badly. I should have known that you’d want context that suits your culture.” He raised a hand to his lips, pondering. “Let me see, how should I explain...” 
 
    “His equipment is a major factor,” Corin pointed out. “When sparring, you’re not taking advantage of the vast majority of your abilities, and they’re heavily equipment dependent. Sort of like myself, or even more like Derek.” 
 
    Keras nodded. “That’s a major part of it, yes.” 
 
    “Enough to make a full attunement level worth of difference?” Patrick asked. 
 
    “Oh, easily, with specific equipment. Consider this — Corin, you’ve been making improved shield sigils for your friends, yes?” 
 
    Corin smiled, looking uncharacteristically pleased. “Yes. I’m working on some upgrades right now, in fact. I’m hoping to be done before we reach Caelford.” 
 
    “And they’re, what, four times more effective than a standard one?” 
 
    Corin frowned. “That’s not...exactly right. The next batch will actually be eight times the capacity than a standard sigil, but it doesn’t actually offer eight times the protection against any given attack. Moreover, they have secondary functions that are harder to quantify. I’m building them all to be more like my old silver phoenix sigil, which—” 
 
    Keras waved a hand. “That’s enough to prove my point. Imagine not having those. Or any of the other items that Corin provided you. How much do you think that would impact your combat performance?” 
 
    “It’s honestly really hard to judge.” Marissa frowned. “We’re so used to wearing them...” 
 
    Keras nodded. “That’s fair, and it’s part of my own problem in explaining these things as well. But I’ll give you my impressions — you’re probably averaging about a half to a full attunement level above what you’d be without them.” 
 
    There were a series of blinks. Sera nudged Corin. “See? You’re worth something after all.” 
 
    Corin glared at her. “Thank you for the compliment, dear sister.” 
 
    “It’s my pleasure.” She bowed. 
 
    Keras ignored them and continued. “Now, that’s going to be a little misleading, because virtually every high level attuned is going to have some equipment. Moreover, there are plenty of other factors that are difficult to quantify. What about people with two attunements? Should they have twice the level? One extra level? It’s difficult to judge.” 
 
    Keras shook his head. “How about Reika’s inherent dragon abilities? What attunement level do they translate to?” 
 
    “Couldn’t someone just look at her aura?” Sera asked. 
 
    Corin interjected again. “Wouldn’t mean much. Her dragon form might not even have the same color of aura. Auras are based on mana density, and that isn’t always representative of overall power. Moreover, mana power and combat effectiveness aren’t always the same. Things like the resilience provided by her scales aren’t accounted for by her aura color.” 
 
    “And,” Patrick noted, “She probably didn’t have a shroud.” 
 
    Keras nodded. “You’re correct, Patrick. Studying the Unclaimed Lands?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Nah, I just like monsters and magic weapons, so I read a lot about them.” Patrick turned toward Sera. “Anyway, monsters born in the Unclaimed Lands usually don’t have shrouds. They still use magic, though.” 
 
    “They said the same thing in my monster huntin’ class,” Marissa added. “Said monsters get their magic from the elemental temples, rather than the spires, so they work differently.” 
 
    Sera frowned, looking contemplative. “Hm.” 
 
    There was a momentary pause, then Keras spoke again. “I think I’ve failed to answer the original question, so let’s get back to that. So, there are a lot of factors aside from attunement level that can influence combat ability. Some of them are circumstantial, like using equipment. Others are traits that are harder to measure, like how my dominion sorcery matches up against an attunement.” 
 
    “I could probably find a way to measure that,” Corin offered. “Mana expenditures per spell, or perhaps based on damage output to a target...” 
 
    “I’ve tested some of that, and I’ll get to that later in the story. Or maybe a different story. But testing my ability doesn’t cover every dominion sorcerer; we have tremendous variation in magical ability, too.” He took a breath. “My main point is that the attunement scale itself isn’t really tall enough or granular enough to properly account for all elements of combat ability.” 
 
    “So, what’s that mean, then? Do you have a different scale you can use?” Patrick asked. 
 
    Keras shrugged. “I suppose I could try to make one, but honestly, I don’t think it’s ever wise to assume you can summarize combat ability effectively with a single number. Take Mara, for example.” 
 
    Mara looked startled, then pointed at herself dubiously. “Me?” 
 
    Keras nodded. “You beat two those two bandits easily. They were probably the same attunement level you were, and I’m going to guess that they probably had similar equipment.” 
 
    “Wait, Mara did what?” Sera glanced at Mara. “You didn’t say that.” 
 
    Marissa looked abashed. “Well, I didn’t wanna seem like I was braggin’...” 
 
    “It’s okay, Mara. You can brag about things like that.” Sera smiled. “Sorry, Keras, continue.” 
 
    “If we just looked at equipment, attunement level, and species, she would have probably been at about the same level as they were. But she won easily. Why?” 
 
    “Talent,” Patrick said. 
 
    “Training,” Sera added. 
 
    “Tactics,” Corin concluded. 
 
    Keras smiled at the alliteration, even if it was probably unintentional. 
 
    Marissa blushed furiously. “Wasn’t really much by way of tactics,” She admitted. “I pretty much just hit them.” 
 
    “Even so, the others are applicable. And all of those are virtually impossible to measure properly. Talent is nebulous; you’d have numerous categories of different types of talents, even if we just talk about combat. Training is, again, complex. How do you measure raw athletic ability versus skill at a specific fighting style? What about someone who knows multiple different fighting styles? And tactics, of course, are going to vary much from situation to situation.” 
 
    “So your point is that we can’t simplify combat ability down to one value.” Corin nodded, reached up to scratch his chin, then stopped himself and put his hand back down. “That makes sense.” 
 
     “I guess that’s true.” Patrick frowned. “I just...like having the levels, I guess. They’re comfortable. And I still think they’re useful, to a degree, even if they don’t cover everything.” 
 
    “Information always can be valuable, as long as you remember that it’s not the whole picture.” Keras chuckled. “I know a guy in the Unclaimed Lands who used to walk around with an item that generated a blue aura around him, just to spook people.” 
 
    “Wait. Blue? Like Sapphire?” Corin gawked. “Wait, that wasn’t Lars, was it?” 
 
    “No, but I absolutely could see him doing that.” Keras laughed, raising a hand to briefly cover his face. 
 
    Sera snorted. “Okay. That’s sincerely hilarious. I love it. I want an item that does that, now.” 
 
    Corin sighed. “I suppose I’ll add it to the list...” He made no move to actually write anything on a list. 
 
    “I think you’re scary enough as is, Sera,” Patrick offered. 
 
    “Why, thank you, Patrick. That may be the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me.” 
 
    “It definitely isn’t.” Corin shook his head. 
 
    “I’m actually with Patrick on this one,” Marissa folded her arms. “I like to know how hard I need to punch someone.” 
 
    Keras smiled. “Okay. I’ll tell you what — I’ll try to put together some kind of rating system later, when the story is over. Something a little broader than the attunement system, to give you some more useful context.” 
 
    Patrick and Marissa brightened at that. 
 
    “For now, I suppose I’ll give you a more basic answer to the original question. Without any equipment, I would have been a good match for most Citrine-level combatants at the start of the tournament. Again, with the caveat that my magic is hard to measure, and I’m much stronger offensively than defensively. Reika would have been more like what you’d call a Citrine-level floor guardian. She would have been capable of fighting a whole group of Citrines, mostly due to her resilience.” 
 
    There were a series of nods at that. 
 
    “How strong was Reika compared to someone like Mizuchi?” Patrick asked. 
 
    Sera visibly winced at Mizuchi’s name, and Corin looked somewhat discomforted as well. 
 
    Keras pondered how to answer. “In terms of raw mana, Mizuchi would have hundreds of times more. No, more like thousands.” 
 
    Patrick gawked. “You think Mizuchi is thousands of times stronger?” 
 
    “No, no. Just in terms of mana. More mana does mean more power, but it’s not that direct. Mizuchi can throw a lot more power into attacks, and she’ll tire more slowly. She’s also got her layered shrouds, which wouldn’t be possible without a bunch of mana. She’d probably be several times better at overall combat than Reika was at the start of the tournament, but not thousands.” 
 
    “But thousands of times more mana? How’s that possible?” Corin asked. “Each attunement level is six times more mana than the last. Thousands would mean a minimum of four attunement levels. Are you implying there are levels above Sapphire?” 
 
    “No. I mean, yes, sort of?” Keras shook his head. “Remember, Reika and Mizuchi aren’t attuned. They don’t follow the same rules. When I’m estimating Mizuchi’s mana pool, I’m speaking to the fact that she has Emerald or Sapphire level mana density...in the form of a serpent that is several stories tall. So, think of it this way. How many humans could you fit inside Mizuchi?” 
 
    “Well, I’m sure Mizuchi could eat Corin at least a few thousand times,” Sera offered. 
 
    Corin gave her a glare. “It had to be me, specifically, didn’t it?” 
 
    Keras cut them off. “She has thousands of people worth of mass, all at an Emerald or higher level of mana density. Now, I don’t actually know how Reika’s mana pool worked, because she didn’t have any attunements at all. But even if we assume she had Citrine level mana density, and that her dragon form is several times human size, she’d still end up having hundreds or thousands of times less than Mizuchi.” 
 
    “That’s...kind of scary, actually.” Corin took a breath. “I mean, Mizuchi was already terrifying, but that really reinforces how lucky we were to survive an encounter with her at all.” 
 
    Keras gave him a nod. “And you survived meeting a visage, too, even if he wasn’t trying to kill you. Katashi might not have Mizuchi’s mass, but think of it this way — visages have the equivalent of all the attunements, right? At least forty-eight of them, maybe more. And all at Sapphire or higher level. Higher, I’d suspect.” 
 
    “...And some people want to kill the visages.” Marissa shook her head. “Doesn’t seem like that’d be easy work.” 
 
    “No,” Keras gave Marissa a gesture of acknowledgment. “It wouldn’t be.” 
 
    “But you could do it, couldn’t you? With your current strength?” Corin asked. The question within his question was obvious — not just if Keras could kill a visage, but if he might, under the right circumstances, be willing to. 
 
    “Maybe.” Keras’ expression darkened. “But you wouldn’t like the results. No one would.” 
 
    Patrick seemed to sense the shift in Keras’ demeanor, and he quickly clapped his hands together and gained everyone’s attention. “Okay, we’ve gotten off track. Let’s get back to more fun things!” Patrick asked. “Who do you think was the strongest person in the tournament?”  
 
    “I’m not going to spoil that this early. If you want to hear about the really dangerous opponents,” Keras smiled, “I’ll need to get back to the story.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter IX – Destiny of an Emperor 
 
      
 
    Much like the preliminaries, the early rounds of the tournament took place over the course of several days. With thousands of contestants, there simply wasn’t room for everyone participate at the same time — and it would be too difficult for the judges and audience to follow what was happening with that many people. 
 
    Reika and I were assigned to one of the earliest possible slots in the first round, just about two hours after the opening ceremonies. Instead of sitting in the audience to watch the ceremonies, which risked us being late, we went with Grandmother Iron to one of those private viewing facilities that was located right across the street from our designated arena waiting room. 
 
    The line for the viewing room was mercifully short. Grandmother Iron exchanged a few words with the owner and passed over a handful of coins. Then, the owner gave Grandmother some instructions in Edrian that I didn’t catch. 
 
    “This way,” Iron instructed, heading toward another room at the back of the shop. “We should be just in time for things to get interesting.” 
 
    The back room had a set of chairs sitting around a raised basin of water. Even at a distance, I could hear sound coming from the water — an announcer’s voice speaking with power and authority. 
 
    “Now, join me in welcoming the ruler of our great nation…” 
 
    Iron’s jaw tightened, and she took a breath as she approached the water, turning her head toward it without sitting. “Come. There should be some entertainment after this farce.” 
 
    Reika and I required no further urging. I closed the door, then followed Reika over to the pool. When we leaned over it, we could see an image inside showing the main tournament stadium from a bird’s eye view. Reika’s let out a gasp of awe, which made me smile. I’d seen similar magic before, most notably in the form of magic mirrors used by my sometimes-ally Jonan Kestrian, but it was still impressive nonetheless. 
 
    As I peered into the water, I got a better look at the arena. The labyrinth I’d gone through was entirely missing. Instead, there was a huge, hexagonal platform, lit by colossal floating crystals above each edge and the center. 
 
    It was empty when I first looked down, but only for a moment. We’d arrived just in time to hear the ending of an introductory speech — and with it came an entrance. “…I present to the Slayer of Serpents, the Sentinel of the South, the Impervious Wall Between Man and Beast, and Guardian of Kaldwyn — Emperor Edria Fang!” 
 
    The sounds of trumpets roared as red-armored soldiers carried a great palanquin through the doors of the arena into the center of the stage. Upon the palanquin sat an ancient grey-bearded man, with a gem-studded crown serving as his only ornamentation. Rather than royal robes, he wore heavy armor similar to that of his guards, distinct save only for the large crystals embedded in the shoulders and gauntlets that hummed with magical energy. He carried no scepter or ring to show his station — no, the only sign of authority he required was the sword that sat unsheathed on his lap. 
 
    I recognized it immediately from Reika’s books and stories. It was a dao, a kind of curved sword with a thick blade that was native to the country of Tyrenia, far across the sea. The blade was not steel, but rather formed from dark green crystals. 
 
    <Diamantine… I can sense them from here. I’m…finally this close. I wonder…> 
 
    Dawn’s thought in my mind was interrupted by the sound of incomprehensible cheering from an audience of tens of thousands. I couldn’t just hear it coming from the pool — their shouting was so loud that I could hear the actual yelling from the arena itself across the street. 
 
    I’d been in loud arenas before, but the sheer scale of the Tournament of the Sacred Sword was mind-boggling. Tens, maybe hundreds of thousands of people were in those stands. All those people would be watching me fight just after the ceremony. 
 
    I felt my heart pounding and my lips sliding to a grin as I thought about it. This was going to be fun. 
 
    I wasn’t the only one who was looking forward to it. Reika was practically bouncing, and I thought I could see even a hint of excitement on the face of the emperor himself as he stood from his throne. He raised Diamantine toward the sky, seeming to admire the glint of the blade, and then set it tip-down against the palanquin, resting his hands on top of the pommel as he began to speak. “People of Edria and our honored guests, I greet you all!” 
 
    More cheering, which didn’t stop until the emperor raised a single hand to silence them. “I thank you all for coming to witness this historic day. For centuries, the Tournament of the Sacred Sword has served to unite the people of Kaldwyn in a single purpose — to delight in a contest of steel and spell. For over sixty years, I have had the privilege to fight against the greatest warriors of every nation—” 
 
    Iron audibly snorted, and her hands tightened into fists. 
 
    “—But today, I am proud to announce that the time has come for a change.” 
 
    The silence that fell in the aftermath of that statement was almost palpable. 
 
    In the span of a breath, several questions ran through my mind, but mercifully, he provided a swift answer. 
 
    “It is long been the tradition of our people to hold this tournament as a challenge for any that would seek to claim Diamantine, the Sacred Sword of Stone. It has been my greatest honor to protect this sword — and thus, safeguard our nation’s pride — for my entire adult life, through war and peace, turmoil and tranquility. But as so many of my children are keen to remind me,” the emperor smiled softly, showing deep wrinkles on his face and eyes, “I have gotten rather old.” 
 
    There was some scattered laughter and murmuring from the crowd, but that was quickly overwhelmed by a single word. 
 
    “No.” Grandmother Iron spoke seemingly without thought, her eyes burning with violent intent. 
 
    “Grandma, is something wrong?” Reika asked. 
 
    Grandmother took a sharp breath, then shook her head. “Everything is…but we will not speak of this now. Watch. Learn what you can. We will speak later.” 
 
    Reika maintained a look of concern, but turned her head back to the pool of water. 
 
    The emperor stood up a little straighter, raising his sword again. “Diamantine, your strength has fueled me through battle after battle. Though oft I believed that I would carry you until my last breath, it is your impervious power that has allowed me to live long enough to see the age when one has proven worthy to take my place at your side.” 
 
    Then, with a deep breath, he closed his eyes and released his hand from the sacred sword’s hilt. 
 
    Diamantine floated in mid-air in front of the emperor as the old man whispered something inaudible. 
 
    And then, after a heartbeat, the unarmed old man spoke again. “People of Edria…I give you my successor as wielder of Diamantine.”  
 
    A bolt of lightning flashed, cracking into the palanquin on the opposite side of the sword. No thunder accompanied it, just a burst of smoke that revealed a warrior in crimson armor. 
 
    She stood taller than the ancient emperor himself, her long black hair tied into a single tail. She wore no crown, only crystal-embedded armor like that of the emperor himself. She wore no gauntlets, which made it easier to see the two glittering attunement marks on the backs of her hands, which shined just as brightly as the one visible on her forehead. 
 
    The smoke from her appearance seemed to twist around her, swirling and coiling like a snake. And when she smiled at the emperor, her grin was as sharp as a knife. 
 
    With a look of great pride, the emperor reached out and brushed the side of the young woman’s face. “This belongs to you, now. Guard this sword as you would guard our nation.” 
 
    “I honor you as you have honored us all, Grandfather.” With a single hand, tentatively and with great care, she reached out and grasped the hilt of the sword that floated in front of her — and everything changed. 
 
    A flash of green enveloped the stadium, and I heard gasps from the crowd. I couldn’t see what was happening, but a heartbeat later, I felt the entire arena island begin to tremble. 
 
    Cracks appeared on the building’s floor and the dust rained from the roof. Reika shirked, said something about “ground should not move”, and jumped onto a chair. 
 
    Then the next pulse hit us. Not an earthquake, but pressure in the air. As the view of the arena cleared, I saw that most of the audience had fallen to their knees. The soldiers carrying the palanquin struggled to keep their feet, auras burning bright around them. 
 
    When the pressure hit me, I acted on instinct. 
 
    Body of Iron. 
 
    Metal mana flooded into my body, vastly reinforcing my strength. With it, I could stand easily even under the pressure. As I spun to check on Grandmother Iron, I saw her staring at me with surprise in her eyes. 
 
    And then I sensed it — metal mana flowing inside her body, too, almost identical to my own technique. 
 
    We blinked at each other. Then, the feeling of oppressive weight faded, the woman in the image lifted Diamantine toward the audience and spoke. 
 
    “People of Edria and our foreign visitors! Know that I am Edria Song, proud granddaughter of our great emperor. I am honored to have been chosen as the new wielder of this blade. I will strive to serve this nation as my grandfather has, with courage and dedication. I know that you came here not for words, but for battle. I hope you will forgive me for one brief indulgence before the tournament itself begins.” 
 
    Edria Song lowered Diamantine, though the blade still gleamed with a soft green light. “Though the chance to wield Diamantine is an honor without compare, I have been granted a second honor today — the chance to open the tournament with a demonstration. I am young yet, and unproven, and thus, some might rightfully feel that I am not yet suited to take my grandfather’s place by the side of this sword. And so, I have issued a challenge to six of the greatest challengers from the preliminary competition to join me on this stage — to face me in battle.” 
 
    There was a murmur of surprise from the audience. 
 
    I released my Body of Iron spell, then turned to Grandmother. “Not typical, I take it?” 
 
    “No. The girl is audacious. This is not our tradition. Judging from his expression, I do not believe the emperor himself was informed.” Iron laughed. “But with her having the sword and being right there, he can’t exactly refuse her, can he?” 
 
    “Ooh.” Reika hopped down from her chair. “Why wasn’t I invited? Didn’t I get a high score?” 
 
    Iron snorted. “You may have scored in the top fifty, dear, but not the top six. And I doubt these will be the people with the top point totals, anyway. She will have invited people that will be powerful, but that she is confident she can defeat. She does not know you.” 
 
    I nodded at Grandmother’s logic. “They’ll need to be people who can put up a good fight and look convincing. Shame I can’t be up there, though. It’d be good to get in a practice match against her if she’s the one who will be at the end of the tournament.” 
 
    “No. It’s best you don’t. You’re not ready yet.” Iron waved to the water. “Watch. You will soon see why.” 
 
    Edria Song jumped down from the palanquin, her hair fluttering in the air as she landed. With a broad grin, she waved to the audience. 
 
    The emperor nodded to her, then spoke one last time. “Very well. This tournament will begin with a demonstration from the newest wielder of Diamantine — our Crown Princess, Edria Song. Long may she battle!” 
 
    “Long may she battle!” The crowd echoed. 
 
    With that, the emperor clapped his hands with a sound like thunder, stilling the crowd. Then he sat on his throne and his soldiers carried him out of the arena, leaving Edria Song in the center of the arena, all alone. 
 
    “Well,” the crown princess said, “Let’s get this started, shall we? Bring out my opponents.”  
 
    *** 
 
    While doors opened on each side of the hexagonal arena stage, I noted that Grandmother Iron was looking grim. I had a guess at the reason, but I wanted to confirm it. “Are you disappointed that the final opponent for the tournament will be different?” 
 
    “Disappointed? Perhaps a bit,” she mused aloud. “I would have preferred to see my candidate matched against the emperor, for reasons that you already know, and we will not discuss further in public.” 
 
    She gestured to the room around us, and I gave her a nod of acknowledgement. 
 
    Iron raised a finger. “That is not the primary issue, however. Edria Fang would have been a formidable opponent. The power of his attunements is unmatched…but they were a known quantity. I had decades to plan to counter each of his capabilities. And, as powerful as he is, his dueling abilities may have atrophied with age. Edria Song is in her prime and has different attunements. I will need to adjust my plans.” 
 
    “But she must be a lot weaker than her grandfather, right?” Reika asked. 
 
    “No. With the resources of the imperial family, she has likely already neared the peak of human capabilities. She will be Emerald-level in some or all of her attunements.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “That sounds extremely dangerous. Just how powerful is she?” 
 
    Iron gestured back to the pool. “Watch and see.” 
 
    I turned back to the pool to watch and listen. 
 
    Crown Princess Edria Song silenced the cheering of the crowd with an upraised hand. “My opponents today fight for a rare opportunity. I will permit the opponent that challenges me the most to take a ‘bye’ for any round of the tournament they choose, aside from the finals. In addition, they may take tea with me after this match concludes. I will be the sole judge of who qualifies for these advantages, and I may choose to reward more than one challenger if I deem them worthy. I will be the sole target for all of the challengers. They may not attack each other.” 
 
    More cheering, then the crown princess continued. “My opponents may use any strategy they wish, and may verbally surrender at any time. They will be removed from the match if rendered unconscious or knocked off the stage into the water below.” 
 
    From my angle, I couldn’t see the water around the stage, but I took her word for it being there. I also marveled at her confidence — she hadn’t even talked about what would happen if she was defeated. She didn’t seem to acknowledge it as even being a possibility. 
 
    It's probably staged, I considered. Especially if they picked her opponents ahead of time. 
 
    <Don’t you think it would be noticeable to the fighters in the audience if they have a staged fight?> 
 
    Maybe, but if they have a talented enough illusionist in there, they could make things look very convincing. 
 
    <I think you may be underestimating the pride of the Edrian imperial line.> 
 
    I grudgingly admitted that Dawn had a point. They did seem to have a culture focused on martial prowess. I’d still keep my eyes open for any tells that the match was faked, but I’d have to consider the possibility that the princess was just extraordinarily confident in her abilities. 
 
    If she had multiple Emerald-level attunements, that made a degree of sense. I wasn’t as familiar with attunement levels and their scarcity at that point, but even I knew that Emerald was the highest known level, and that having multiple Emerald-level attunements was extraordinary. 
 
    “I now have the honor of introducing my own opponents.” The crown princess turned toward the first corner of the hexagon, gesturing toward a tiny woman standing in the corner. “First, from Caelford, we have Forgemaster Kamaria Clarent, heir of House Clarent. Kamaria has just returned from leading a successful expedition into the deadly Fire Temple in the Unclaimed Lands.” 
 
    That last line caught my attention. The Fire Temple was one of the six Elemental Temples, which supposedly were where the Six Sacred Swords were originally forged. Going through one of the temples was an impressive feat, supposedly more difficult than what I’d managed when I’d made my way to the Spirit Gateway Crystal. 
 
    Kamaria Clarent’s appearance didn’t look particularly imposing, but I knew how deceptive that could be. She was barely five feet tall, with pitch black skin and short, close-cropped hair. She wore thick, almost comically large glasses. She carried two curved swords, both of which she held in a reverse grip. She wore a heavily padded shirt — a type of gambeson, maybe, but I couldn’t tell — but no other obvious armor or adornment. 
 
    The crown princess turned to her next opponent, a woman in all white garb and hair carrying a long, tube-like weapon I didn’t initially recognize. She also had a pair of hatchets on her belt. “Next is Mikasa Kotetsu, a talented East Edrian Conjurer. While this is her first tournament, she is a veteran climber, having reached the thirtieth floor of the Phoenix Spire.” 
 
    I heard a murmur from the crowd in response. At the time, I didn’t realize just how impressive of a feat that was. 
 
    The crown princess turned to her third opponent, a young man dressed in crimson suit, complete with a tailcoat and a matching feathered cap. He wore a long, thin sword on his hip with a bright orange crystal on the pommel. He grinned brightly at the princess and bowed theatrically before she spoke. The princess froze for a moment, and I thought I saw one of her eyes twitch. “…Next, we have Alexander Theas, Duelist of the House Theas of Valia. He boasts two attunements, Shaper and Swordmaster.” 
 
    There were fewer cheers in response to that, but those that came were extremely enthusiastic. Presumably, the Valian visitors were happy to see their country represented. The Edrian locals didn’t seem quite as impressed. 
 
    I was interested in him for a couple reasons. First, House Theas was a famous noble house back in my homeland, too. Looking at Alexander, I could see perhaps a bit of resemblance to Nakane Theas, but not much. Second, the crystal on the pommel of his sword implied that it was probably a magical sword, and I liked magic swords. I was curious what it was capable of. 
 
    <Stop leering at other swords. It’s inappropriate.> 
 
    I rolled my eyes at Dawn’s remark, not bothering to reply. 
 
    As Alexander spun to blow kisses into crowd, the princess turned toward her next opponent. He was thin, almost to the point of emaciated, and carried a metal-shafted spear that reminded me of the Heartlance. His hair was long and black, but with hints of grey at the temples. “Fourth, we have Zhang Yun, famed Shieldbreaker and professional duelist. He also bears a mark from an ancient crystal in the Unclaimed Lands, which grants him rare and powerful abilities. His arena record is unmatched across the entire continent.” 
 
    Strange. I’m surprised they’re openly admitting those crystals exist. Figured Selys’ faithful wouldn’t want people knowing about other sources of magic.  
 
    <Nah, there are books about the marks you can get from the temples. People know about them. Crystal marks are just generally considered both harder to get than attunements and inferior to them. They were more common before Selys arrived, I think.> 
 
    Zhang Yun gave the princess the slightest hint of a nod, but didn’t even bother to turn to look at the crowd. 
 
    The princess turned toward the man waiting at the next entrance, her lips twisting into a grin as her opponent stepped forward. 
 
    The crowd hushed as they focused on him. He was a broad-built man wearing pitch black armor covered with a frankly impractical number of spikes. He rested his hands against the shaft of a massive two-handed axe. “Next, I pleased to bring to you Oskar Klein, Emerald-level Legionnaire and pride of the Edrian armed forces. He also bears a weaker Sentinel attunement. Oskar is a veteran of this tournament, reaching the semi-finals last year.” 
 
    Oskar silently raised a hand to the audience, drawing a cacophony of cheers. 
 
    She brought in an Emerald-level opponent? That’s chasing disaster, even by my standards. And with multiple attunements, he has to be an incredible fighter. 
 
    <Maybe. He’s a native, so if anyone is going to hold back against the princess, it would be him.> 
 
    I silently nodded at Dawn’s appraisal. 
 
    Finally, Edria Song turned toward the last corner of the hex…which appeared to be empty. 
 
    At first, I thought she was going to introduce an invisible opponent — a Shadow, maybe, or an Assassin — but from her frown, it seemed that was not the case. 
 
    “Arena staff, send in my last opponent.” Edria Song’s eyes narrowed as she watched the entrance. Nothing happened, at least visibly. 
 
    Then, after a few seconds, her hands tightened. “I have just been informed that our last opponent has been…delayed. This is quite unfortunate, as I require six opponents for this match.” 
 
    After her seeming moment of distress, the princess smiled and turned to the audience. “Perhaps one of our tournament contestants would be willing to serve as a last-minute replacement? If so, you—” 
 
    I stood up immediately. I was, however, not in the arena proper — and someone else took advantage of the opportunity faster. 
 
    There was a crimson blur as something moved from the audience, hitting the protective barrier around the arena and smashing straight through it, cracking a hole in the field. 
 
    A small figure landed on the stage, smoke and fire rising from his body. All eyes turned toward him, including the princess. 
 
    “Well,” she laughed, “That was quite an entrance, young man. I was planning to have someone speak to my royal guards, but this is certainly faster. Would you care to introduce yourself?” 
 
    A teenaged boy stood in the center of ten thousand eyes, jerking a thumb toward his chest. “I’m Ari. And I’m going to win this tournament.” 
 
    Thousands of voices cheered for him in unison. 
 
    In our tiny waiting room, the reactions were somewhat different. 
 
    I burst into laughter. 
 
    “Oh, no.” Reika managed, her voice barely a whisper. 
 
    Iron sighed, rubbed at her forehead, and stood. “I’ll be taking my leave, now.” 
 
    I turned to her. “Where are you heading?” 
 
    “The infirmary, to wait for my grandchild. Continue watching. Learn from his mistakes. See what Diamantine’s abilities are first-hand. And when you are done, head straight to your own match. There will be time for you to visit Ari in the infirmary later.” 
 
    “Yes, Grandmother.” Reika replied, sighing. 
 
    I kept laughing as I sat back down. Ari had done exactly what I would have done if I was in the audience. I wasn’t worried like the other two were. I was thrilled for him. 
 
    Sure, he was going to get beaten to a pulp, but wasn’t that part of what made life entertaining? 
 
    I grinned broadly as Edria Song waved Ari toward the empty corner of the hexagon. He hurried toward it, practically skipping with excitement. 
 
    When Ari reached his corner, the crown princess spoke again. “My dear audience, I believe you have waited long enough. Challengers, are you ready?” 
 
    There were a series of salutes and bows in acknowledgement. 
 
    “Very well, then. Let the battle begin!” 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Within the first few heartbeats after the match started, I realized that the match wasn’t entirely staged. It didn’t have to be. 
 
    Mikasa Kotstesu vanished in a burst of shadows. 
 
    Oskar slammed his axe into the ground. The stone beneath the crown princess shattered in an instant, but she was already in the air, swinging to bisect a blast of lightning from Alexander Theas. 
 
    Before the princess landed, Kamaria Clarent had hurled both of her swords in the Edria Song’s direction. The twin blades spun in mid-air like a deadly whirlwind, carrying enough force that even blocking them would have been dangerous to an ordinary opponent. 
 
    Diamantine seemed to vibrate in the air. The approaching swords shattered like glass. 
 
    I blinked. 
 
    What was that? 
 
    For once, even Dawn was silent. Uncertain. 
 
    As the crown princess landed, Zhang Yun surged forward from his corner of the stage. He thrust his spear at the crown princess from twenty feet away, a burst of spear-shaped mana extending his weapon’s reach. 
 
    Edria Song ignored the attack entirely. It hit the air around her, diminished, and then hit her armor without effect. “Weak. You’ll need to do better.” 
 
    Then she swung her empty hand in his direction, and Zhang Yun flew backward across the arena, hurled by unseen force to crash into the ground. 
 
    By the time Edria Song had completed the motion, Ari had crossed almost the entire arena to reach her. “Hi!” He never slowed as he ran toward her, pulling back a fist. 
 
    Edria Song raised an eyebrow, then side-stepped in a blur of motion as Ari swung a fist at her. As he missed with his right hand, Ari squeezed something with his left, then hurled a handful of powder in the crown princess’ direction. 
 
    She flickered backward, slamming the ground with a foot and producing a wall of solid crystal. The powder crashed into the wall, then detonated in a tremendous explosion, leaving a foot-wide hole in the center. 
 
    “Hm. Unstable mana crystal essence of a variety that reacts violently with Diamantine’s power. Creative.” Edria Song gave an approving nod, then reappeared right behind Ari and slammed a hand into his back. There was a visible blast of pressure that cracked the floor of the arena beneath them on impact, then Ari crumpled to the ground. 
 
    “Ari! Oh, no!” Reika’s leaned forward, trying to get a better look at his fallen form. He didn’t seem to be moving. 
 
    As Reika and I watched, Edria Song raised Diamantine — then spun, her left-hand suddenly snapping shut.  A moment later, I heard a deafening crack. 
 
    Immediately thereafter, she flicked her fingers. A glint of metal flashed from her hand, rapidly crossing the arena. There was a thump as the tiny object hit an invisible target, then in a burst of shadows, Mikasa Kotetsu reappeared as she crumpled to the arena floor. 
 
    A breath later, I processed what I’d just seen. 
 
    Edria Song had caught a bullet fired at her from an invisible attacker, reacting before the sound of the gunfire had even reached her. Then, she’d thrown the bullet right back at the person who’d fired it. And, from the patch of blood spreading from Mikasa Kotetsu’s chest, Edria Song had hit her right in the center of mass. 
 
    That was an absurd demonstration of speed and sensory ability. Better than I thought I could manage, in truth. With Dawn’s increase to my own speed and clarity, I might have managed to catch a single bullet in a one-on-one fight against a target I was focusing on…but with five other opponents and my back turned? 
 
    No, I couldn’t replicate that. 
 
    Maybe, just maybe, that could have been a planned maneuver. A part of a staged routine… 
 
    …but did it matter? 
 
    Upon analysis, I wasn’t sure if I could have managed that even if I’d practiced it. And given that Ari was very unlikely to be a planned part of the fight. 
 
    …No, Edria Song was simply that fast. Impossibly fast. 
 
    My heart beat harder as I realized that, for the first time in recent memory, I was watching a battle against an opponent that had me completely outclassed. I hadn’t encountered someone with capabilities that vastly outstripped my own since my days of training with Taer’vys Ironthorn when I’d been a teenager. 
 
    I leaned in closer, greedily drinking in every detail of the fight. 
 
    On a distant edge of the arena, Kamaria Clarent knelt down and put a hand on the ground. A swirling circle of symbols appeared beneath her, then chunks of stone detached from the arena floor all around her, rapidly changing in shape. Kamaria stepped forward onto two larger blocks of stone, which reshaped beneath her as the other bits of rubble converged. She stretched her arms outward, stone flowing like liquid over them, and finally I understood. 
 
    She’s making a suit of armor. 
 
    While turning the stone floor of the arena into armor was an impressive feat in itself, it was only the beginning of the process. As Kamaria focused, stone compacted, shimmered, and then settled into an entirely different substance. 
 
    Kamaria charged forward, encased not in stone, but in solid iron. 
 
    For a moment, my jaw hung agape. Even Taer’vys, the best metal sorcerer that I’d ever met, hadn’t been able to turn stone into metal. It wasn’t simply a matter of power, although that was certainly a factor; accomplishing that feat required a staggering understanding of the composition of each material. 
 
    <Wonder if she could make gold. Sounds like a good way to break the economy.> 
 
    It’s probably not a complete transformation into another material — the color is a little off. Still, even a partial transformation from stone into metal is ridiculous. 
 
    Beyond the potency of the transformation itself, the suit she’d created was both significantly taller than she was and much wider. Kamaria wasn’t just armoring herself. It was more like she’d conjured an entire golem, and now she was charging toward the crown princess inside it. As she approached, Kamaria drew back a titanic metal fist, preparing to strike. 
 
    And, in case you haven’t encountered an iron golem, let me tell you: they hit really, really hard. 
 
    Crown Princess Edria Song spun, deflecting another mana-augmented spear thrust from Zhang Yun, then turned just as Kamaria’s golem slammed a fist right into her midsection. 
 
    The golem fist should have hurled the crown princess backward, broken and bleeding. Instead, the gigantic hand exploded on impact, fracturing into a thousand jagged metal shards. 
 
    The crown princess was unmoved. As Kamaria reeled back, Edria Song stepped forward. I barely managed to process the movement of the princess’ sword arm. The golem surrounding Kamaria fell into halves, vertically bisected, and left Kamaria’s unarmed and unarmored form standing stunned within sword reach. 
 
    “Uh,” Kamaria began, stepping backward as the halves of her golem fell away. “That doesn’t usually happen.” 
 
    Edria Song cut. 
 
    A phantasmal shield of green energy appeared in her way of her strike. Diamantine shattered the shield in an instant, but the impact slowed her swing enough for a second energy construct — a rope — to grab Kamaria around the waist and pull her backward. 
 
    Alexander Theas held the other end of the rope, using one hand to pull Kamaria out of reach while he used the other to swing his thin sword in Edria Song’s direction. A burst of fire followed his swing, splitting into three separate projectiles as they approached the princess. 
 
    Edria Song effortlessly sliced through the flames, shaking her head, then lunged for Kamaria again. 
 
    Kamaria snapped her fingers. The shattered pieces of her golem rose from the ground, then flew straight toward the crown princess. 
 
    Zhang Yun maneuvered, raising his spear and channeling energy into it. He seemed to be preparing a stronger strike for the instant the crown princess was distracted. 
 
    The crown princess ducked the largest piece, sliced through a second and third, and then slammed her sword in the ground. As Diamantine met the arena floor, the princess spoke. 
 
    “Weight of the World.” 
 
    Diamantine flashed — and everything changed. 
 
    The swirling nexus of metal crashed to the floor. Alexander gasped and his sword dipped, nearly touching the floor before he wrestled it back upward. Zhang Yun winced, but managed to maintain his stance. 
 
    Oskar, watching from a distant part of the arena, visibly shuddered in his armor. For a moment, it looked like he was about to fall to a knee, but he let out a shout and a burst of energy surrounded him, seeming to give him the strength he needed to remain standing. 
 
    Kamaria, unencumbered by armor and weapons, seemed to struggle the least among the challengers — but even her stance shifted, as if she was suddenly being dragged down by the weight of armor, rather than clothing. 
 
    I’d been in enough fights to understand what I was seeing — Edria Song’s technique had amplified the weight of everything the other fighters were carrying. I wasn’t sure how it worked — perhaps it had been a burst of density mana that clung to other objects, or some kind of gravity amplification — but the impact on the fight was obvious. 
 
    All of the other fighters would have to struggle just to wield their weapons. And with Oskar’s heavy armor, he was burning through mana just to find the strength to stand. 
 
    The princess, of course, was not affected in the slightest. She drew her sword from the ground, smiled, and slowly advanced. With a flick of her wrist, she severed the rope that Alexander had been using to haul Kamaria out of the way. 
 
    Kamaria moved her hands, and with great difficulty, raised bits of metal to form a shield in front of her just before the crown princess lunged. 
 
    Diamantine passed through the metal shield without resistance, then clear through Kamaria’s shroud. Only a fraction of the sword’s tip pierced into Kamaria’s chest, but that was all it took. 
 
    In the next moment, Kamaria Clarent had turned to stone. The few remaining bits of floating metal settled to the ground in the moments that followed, as if they had just given up hope. 
 
    The remaining fighters didn’t give up quite so easily. 
 
    Oskar slowly lifted his colossal axe, though the movement took obvious effort. Then, one step at a time, he began to walk across the arena toward the crown princess. 
 
    As the crown princess turned toward Zhang Yun, who was still channeling mana into his weapon for what had to be some sort of devastating technique designed to penetrate the crown princess’ incredible defenses, Alexander dropped his rope and snapped his fingers. 
 
    A glowing box appeared around the crown princess, barely large enough for her to fit inside. Then, as Alexander moved his hand, it began to press inward. 
 
    The box shattered after an instant, but it had accomplished something important — the crown princess had been momentarily blinded by the presence of the box. 
 
    Zhang Yun struck. The air around his spear whistled as it parted, a burst of incredible force cascading forward with lightning speed. He’d chosen to strike with pure transference mana, sharpened to a deadly point — a type of mana that would explosively combust on contact with Diamantine’s aura, just as the tiny crystal bits that Ari had thrown might have. 
 
    It was a beautiful maneuver, perfectly aimed for her center of mass. Her armor would stop it, of course, but killing the princess was not the objective. He was simply hoping to hit her with breathtaking force. 
 
    The crown princess correctly anticipated that Zhang Yun would strike in that moment of blindness. She began to move her sword toward the floor, likely to raise a crystal wall to block the attack. 
 
    That was the moment when Ari flipped upward from the floor and slammed, shoulder first, into Edria Song’s back. 
 
    Edria Song had proven throughout the match that she was largely immovable and practically invulnerable. But very few things are completely immune to a Juggernaut catching them from behind by surprise. 
 
    She only slid a half-inch from the impact. Ari bounced right off of her and slammed back into the ground. But Ari maneuver had done what it needed to — it startled her. 
 
    And Zhang Yun’s spear crashed into her chest with full force. 
 
    There was an ear-splitting crack as antithetical mana types met and violently shattered the space around Edria Song. A spherical field of pressure rippled outward, crushing the stage beneath her like paper and hurling Kamaria Clarent’s body across the stage. For a moment, I thought the petrified body might shatter on impact, but a gleaming green field caught the statue and set it down safely. 
 
    Ari, however, was unprotected. 
 
    The field hit him with such force that I heard a snap before he even hit the ground. He screamed, and I saw fresh blood as he clutched at his right arm. 
 
    In the center of the devastation, the target of the attack — Crown Princess Edria Song — floated above the collapsed stage. 
 
    Her hair hadn’t even been mussed. 
 
    She turned to Zhang Yun first. “Truly, your attacks are as potent as they say, Zhang Yun. I am pleased to have had the opportunity to test myself against one of them.” 
 
    He bowed his head. “Your words are a balm to my soul, Crown Princess. I am honored to—” 
 
    Edria Song flickered forward. She hadn’t teleported, she just moved so quickly that even I couldn’t process what was happening. When she reappeared, she stood next to Zhang Yun with her sword lowered, but not in a passive position. 
 
    She’d already struck. 
 
    And before Zhang Yun could finish his next word, he had turned to stone. 
 
    “Can we get these statues out of the arena?” Alexander shouted, either to the princess or to the arena staff. 
 
    There was a pause as the princess turned toward him, then nodded. “Very well.” She waved a hand and the statues vanished. I didn’t know if that meant she had teleported them herself with virtually no effort, or if the people outside the arena had simply done so on her command. Either was dangerous, just in different ways. 
 
    “Better. I dislike having distractions.” Alexander waltzed forward, raising his sword. “Oskar, if you’d care to join me, perhaps we can let the real battle begin?” 
 
    The huge armored man nodded in Alexander’s direction, then resumed advancing toward Edria Song. 
 
    “You want to fight me up close? This should be amusing.” The crown princess smiled, lifting Diamantine to rest it on her shoulder. “Come on, then. I’ll even make things easier for you. Weight of the World, I release you.” 
 
    Oskar straightened immediately, taking a breath loud enough that I could hear it. His steps came a little faster after that, and he seemed to move his axe with less difficulty. The change was subtler for Alexander, given that his sword was the only heavy thing he’d been carrying, but he still moved a little easier. 
 
    “Thank you, princess.” Alexander smiled brightly as he finally closed to sword reach. “I will appreciate the chance to fight you on even terms. I—” 
 
    Alexander flew backward, a wave of pressure following in his wake. The crown princess ‘tsked’ as she recovered from her swing. “You talk too much, Alex.” 
 
    The duelist of House Theas landed and slid across the ground. I realized from the position of his sword that he’d parried her swing, which had moved faster than I could see. 
 
    That was impressive speed on his part as well — but it had been the wrong move. 
 
    His sword clattered from his hand as he winced, gripping it with his other hand. She’d either sprained or broken his wrist outright, simply from the force conferred through the swing when he parried. 
 
    While Alexander recovered, Oskar finally struck. 
 
    The Emerald-level Legionnaire swung his axe downward, straight for the center of the crown princess head. The strike was slow and predictable, enough so that there was obviously something else planned. 
 
    Edria Song side-stepped the swing rather than blocking it, confirming my suspicions. When she struck back in the aftermath, Oskar moved his axe with surprising speed to block with the shaft. The force of the impact knocked him back, but didn’t seem to harm him as much as it had with Alexander. 
 
    As Oskar prepared another strike, Alexander used a boot to fling his sword upward to his other hand, then swung in the air. Dozens of daggers of energies appeared around Edria Song, converging in a moment. 
 
    Edria Song flicked her sword from side-to-side, shattering the daggers. Oskar took the obvious opening, swinging a wide strike toward her waist. The surprise came when his suit of armor suddenly turned glimmering white, so bright that it was almost impossible to look at, even through the pool of water. 
 
    <That’s…almost like Golden Dawn! That cheater!> 
 
    Edria Song stepped back, wincing and raising one arm to shield her eyes. Oskar’s swing missed her by inches. 
 
    “Got you.” Alexander pointed his sword at her feet. Green energy massed around her, solidifying and latching her to the ground. Then, he rushed forward, sword raised. 
 
    Oskar pulled back his axe, flames erupting across its surface. His armor still glimmered brightly, preventing the crown princess from looking at him directly. 
 
    And I realized that of all the attacks that had been directed toward the crown princess, she’d never allowed fire to hit her directly. Every time, she’d found a way to block or evade it. 
 
    <Fire beats earth.> Dawn chimed in my mind. 
 
    And for the first time, I realized there was a chance they might actually hurt her. 
 
    The crown princess swung blindly toward Oskar, a hail of stone spikes following her swing. A wall of green energy from Alexander flickered in the way, blocking the stone projectiles. 
 
    The crown princess tore free of the energy that was binding her legs. That might have allowed her to back away from Oskar, but it didn’t account for the figure behind her. 
 
    “This is for Grandmother!” Ari yelled, rushing straight at the crown princess from behind while Oskar stepped forward and swung his burning axe. 
 
    And then, in an instant, everything changed. 
 
    The crown princess blurred, then her off-hand was holding Ari off the ground by the neck. She hurled him straight at Oskar. 
 
    She’d reacted fast, but she still had one more attacker on the way. A green glow of energy burst around Alexander as he lunged and slashed. 
 
    His blade stopped when it reached her cheek. 
 
    Not because he’d stopped his own swing with perfect control. 
 
    No, he’d hit her as hard as he could. His entire arm reverberated with the force of the blow. 
 
    And then, as Ari crashed into Oskar’s spiked armor, Crown Princess Edria Song cut Alexander’s sword in half. 
 
    “Oh.” He sighed. “Goodbye, then.” 
 
    Diamantine flashed, tracing a thin cut across Alexander’s face. A moment later, his body was petrified. 
 
    So fast. 
 
    Even with my own ability to counter petrification, I wasn’t sure if I could do it quickly enough to react to something like that. 
 
    The crown princess stared at the statue for a moment. “You were very irritating.” She raised Diamantine again. 
 
    For an instant, I thought she might strike shatter the statue with her next swing. 
 
    But as Oskar dislodged Ari’s wounded form from his own, she turned toward them instead. 
 
    Oskar lowered Ari’s battered form to the arena floor. “You did well, little one.” Oskar spoke in a booming voice with surprising softness. “Rest now.” 
 
    He reached down and touched the arena floor, reshaping a field of stone over Ari’s fallen body. 
 
    By the time Oskar had finished, Edria Song had slashed him across the chest. Diamantine didn’t cut straight through his armor, but it did something worse. As she struck, his breastplate shattered into shrapnel. 
 
    Oskar staggered backward, clutching at his injured chest. 
 
    “Go ahead, Oskar.” Edria Song stretched out her arms, Diamantine far off to the side. “Take one last swing. Use fire. Show me.” 
 
    Oskar nodded grimly, once again infusing his axe with fire. “As you say, Crown Princess.” 
 
    There was a pulse of power around him as he roared and swung the burning axe. 
 
    The blade smashed directly into her chest, an inferno briefly hiding Edria Song from sight. 
 
    When the smoke cleared, Oskar held the broken shaft of a bladeless weapon. Smoke rose from Edria Song’s body. She was, however, entirely unharmed. 
 
    She frowned, then, and for just a moment her expression changed. 
 
    Disappointment, I realized. 
 
    She had wanted the attack to work. 
 
    Then, with a crack, Ari burst from the stone behind her, trailing blood from a dozen wounds. 
 
    “Hah! It’s going to take more than that to stop me!” 
 
    With a sad smile, Edria Song shook her head.  
 
    Then Diamantine sang, and both Oskar and Ari turned to stone. 
 
    *** 
 
    In spite of Grandmother Iron’s wishes, Rei and I ran straight to the infirmary after that. 
 
    I’ll save you the suspense that we felt. When we found Ari, he was flesh and blood. His right arm was broken, but he only needed one arm to cheer enthusiastically at us. 
 
    “That. Was. Amazing!” He grinned brightly at us. “Have you ever seen anything like that before?” 
 
    “No,” I admitted, to my own surprise. “I have not.” 
 
    I had fought opponents of terrible power before. Ones that outstripped my own abilities at the time I’d fought them several-fold. But what I’d seen in that arena…Zhang Yun, Alexander Theas, and Oskar Klein were all fighters at a similar level to my own. 
 
    They hadn’t even scratched her. 
 
    Upon reflection, I realized that my assessment of the match hadn’t been quite right. 
 
    The match had been staged, in a sense — just not the way I’d expected. No one had gone easy on the crown princess. 
 
    It had been the other way around. 
 
    Crown Princess Edria Song had been toying with them. 
 
    If I wanted to stand even the slightest chance of beating her in the eventual fight for Diamantine, I had a great deal of training to do. 
 
    But the time for training would be later. 
 
    With the opening ceremonies completed, it was finally time for the first round of the tournament to begin. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter X – Crossing Edges 
 
      
 
    Reika was practically vibrating with excitement as we left the infirmary to get ready for our own match. I couldn’t blame her. I was pretty happy to get the fighting started, too. 
 
    So, naturally, the first step of the process was sitting in another waiting room. 
 
    Well — let me amend that. The first step was having our identification checked at one of the information counters at the designated time, after which we were directed to a specific waiting room. There were different waiting rooms for the people who had purchased advantages for the test, you see. The higher the reward, the shorter the wait. 
 
    I hadn’t expected to regret saving my points. I wasn’t worried about losing because of the advantages given to others, of course. I just hated waiting rooms. 
 
    Some people were even unluckier than we were. We were in one of the very first matches after the opening ceremonies, but some people would be stuck waiting until the evening. 
 
    Much like the first test, this one was split into different rounds across several days, due to the sheer number of participants. Our waiting room held about fifty people, but I didn’t know if that accounted for everyone taking the test at the same time as we were or not. 
 
    “This is torrrrrture,” Reika complained. “There have to be laws about keeping us waiting for this long.” 
 
    I regretted not bringing my backpack, where I’d been storing a newly-purchased Valor board and a set of hand-made Valor pieces. Reika and I hadn’t brought any books, either, since we’d expected to be going straight into a combat scenario and didn’t want to get them damaged. 
 
    I ended up spending most of the time asking Reika questions about Diamantine and the other swords. She had some answers, but not as many as I hoped. 
 
    “There are a lot of conflicting stories about what the swords can do, even among experts. What you saw from Diamantine in the opening ceremonies is pretty much what my father taught me — it can petrify people it cuts, manipulate density and brittleness, and protect the wielder from virtually all forms of attack. Some people say the defensive properties are an extension of density manipulation, other people argue it’s a completely separate function.” 
 
    “Okay. What about that ‘Weight of the World’ ability? Have you heard of it before?” 
 
    Reika shook her head. “Nope. Density manipulation is the most likely, but I was just as surprised as you were when it happened.” 
 
    “And when she shattered the swords early on — she accomplished that by making them ultra-brittle?” 
 
    “I think so. Normally she’d have to hit something to do that, though…maybe she has a way of projecting her sword’s aura at a distance, like you can? That’s kind of scary.” 
 
    “It is. Particularly if she can do that to magical weapons.” 
 
    <Oooh, she has a rock sword that can shatter metal? She’s like your natural enemy, Keras!> 
 
    You…do remember that you’re a metal sword, right? 
 
    I heard a gasp from Dawn. 
 
    <You don’t think she could…she wouldn’t…oh, that’s bad.> 
 
    Yeah. 
 
    <I…might be immune?> 
 
    Let’s try to plan on protecting you before we actually fight her, just in case. 
 
    <…Good idea.> 
 
    Reika, understanding that I’d been chatting with Dawn, was patient throughout the telepathic exchange. “As for the other swords…I can’t say too much. Soulbrand is supposed to, well, burn souls. Some people talk about it healing the wielder, too, or even resurrecting the wielder — but I find that a little farfetched. Twilight’s Edge is said to be the edge between life and death. People argue a lot about what that means, but it obviously has shadow powers, and possibly healing or death powers, depending on who you ask.” 
 
    “And Flowbreaker?” 
 
    “Flowbreaker was lost so long ago that the stories are even less consistent. Usually it has to do with tidal forces or purity, but there are people who claim it was an ice sword, too. You’d probably be able to find out more if you went to the Water Temple.” 
 
    I nodded. I hoped to go to at least a few of the elemental temples eventually. 
 
    We kept chatting for a while after that, mostly discussing the opening ceremonies. I asked her a few more questions about the other sacred swords, too. Finally, after about an hour of sitting around, we got an explanation from the staff member in charge of the waiting room. 
 
    “You’ll be heading down to the ground shortly.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at that. I’d thought the tests would all be on the floating island, but apparently not. 
 
    “This test consists of a variation on a simple game I’m sure you’ve all played — capture the flag.” 
 
    <I’ve never played that.> 
 
    I don’t think they’re talking to you, Dawn. 
 
    <Rude.> 
 
    “In this variant of the game, there are three teams — blue, red, and green. You will each be given three cloth flags of your team’s color.” 
 
    <Ooh, so we have to take them off of people?> 
 
    Let me listen, Dawn. 
 
    <Pffft.> 
 
    “You must wear your flags over the outermost layer of your clothing, unless you are planting one on a flagpole. There are three flag poles in the tournament area, each of which is atop a tower. You may take control of a flag pole by removing the other team’s flag from it and placing one of your own on it.” 
 
    I nodded at that. Apparently, the theme had been more direct than I’d expected. I didn’t regret the time spent studying how to capture local monsters, though — that would be potentially useful in the future, even if I didn’t need it during this test.   
 
    “The test lasts for two hours. Every half hour we will award one point to each team for each flag they control. For example, if your team controls two flags per hour for the entire time, your team would end the game with eight points. These points are different from your personal points. In order to move into the next round, you will need to be in one of the top two teams for team points, and score at least one hundred personal points.” 
 
    Meaning that even if I perform well personally, I need my team to succeed to move on. 
 
    “And in case of a tie for one of those ranks?” Reika asked. 
 
    “If there is a tie for the top rank, both of those count as first place for seeding future rounds, but members of the teams will earn fewer personal points than an individual team getting first place alone. Those people with too few personal points on either team would be eliminated. The team that doesn’t tie counts as third place, and thus is out of the tournament.” 
 
    “And in a three-way tie?” Reika asked. 
 
    “Unlikely, but in those cases anyone with enough personal points on any of the teams would move on.” 
 
    I looked at Reika. She isn’t aiming to force a three-way tie, is she? 
 
    “How do we get personal points?” Another contestant asked. 
 
    The arena worker turned to the contestant. “At the end of the match, you will be awarded personal points based on your team’s point total. There are a few rare items in the arena that can be turned in for points, but they are hard to find. You will also be awarded ten points for each flag you are carrying, regardless of which team the flag is from.” 
 
    Another murmur at that. That explained why we each had multiple flags; we were intended to take them from the other teams. 
 
    Or, I realized as I glanced around, even from our own team. Some people are going to be willing to sacrifice our team ranking to fight each other for personal points. This is going to be a mess. 
 
    I didn’t like it. I loved fighting people, but games of backstabbing were not to my tastes. 
 
    “Did the people who bought advantages start with more flags?” Someone asked. 
 
    “No. People who purchased a small advantage were given a map and sent down early.” 
 
    “And the large advantage?” 
 
    “They also got to choose which team they were on.” 
 
    Reika and I looked at each other for a moment, processing that. 
 
    Wait, that means... 
 
    “We’ll now hand out your flags. Please form a single file line.” 
 
    A few minutes later, Reika and I stood staring at the colors of the cloth we were carrying. 
 
    Reika had green, and I had blue. 
 
    She put a hand on my shoulder, made a pained expression and said, “I’m sorry, Keras.” She shook her head. “I was hoping you’d make it to at least the second round. I’d be so embarrassed if I was a wielder and I lost this early.” 
 
    <Oooh! You going to take that from her?> 
 
    I folded my arms. “You know, I was going to offer you an alliance. They didn’t say it was against the rules” 
 
    “Oh.” She blinked. “I hadn’t thought about—” 
 
    I put a hand to her lips. “Nope. You taunted me. It’s game time now. I hope you’re ready for a fight.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Maybe I should have pushed for teaming up, but honestly, the idea of having her on the other side was kind of exciting. I enjoyed the added challenge it presented. 
 
    What’s life without a few potentially life-altering risks? 
 
    That said, while Reika might have wanted to get straight into a brawl, I had other plans. 
 
    I need to get to at least one of those towers before Reika does. If I can beat her to it, I can probably hold it. 
 
    I knew as soon as the contest was announced that Reika had tremendous advantages at this one. Flight was the most obvious. She could use it to find the flag areas almost immediately, or just find groups of people to target or avoid. And beyond that, she could go incorporeal if someone tried to grab her flags. 
 
    Even if I could physically overpower her without using a sword — which seemed terribly unlikely, even in her human form — she could just turn into her spirit form and slip away. I was fairly comfortable using Dawn against her, but Dawn couldn’t do anything about Reika’s spirit form, either. 
 
    So, avoidance. I’d compete with her by going for more points, not fighting her directly. 
 
    Unless she irritated me enough. 
 
    We were teleported into the arena for the match a few minutes after receiving our flags. I found myself in the middle of a hilly region, littered with rocks, bushes, and the occasional solitary tree. 
 
    Little bit of cover, but not a lot. 
 
    Numerous other members of the blue team were appearing around me. I ignored them, even as they began to talk to each other, presumably to discuss tactics. I could pick up a couple words of Edrian at that point, but not enough to meaningfully contribute to a conversation. 
 
    I headed for high ground, meaning the top of a nearby hill. 
 
    From there, I continued heading toward the tallest locations I could find, searching for any signs of the towers. 
 
    A few minutes later, I saw a winged figure in the sky — but it wasn’t Reika. 
 
    Someone was flying with tremendous bat-like wings, wearing an impressive suit of jet-black armor. I was in the middle of appreciating their aesthetic when a colossal jet of white flame shot from somewhere in the nearby hills, blasting the flyer out of the sky. 
 
    I couldn’t see where the fire had come from, but I suddenly found myself worrying that Reika was in more trouble than I’d realized if she decided to fly. 
 
    That was an impressive attack. It’d be dangerous, even to me. 
 
    I headed toward it. 
 
    <Keras, hold on a minute. We need to talk.> 
 
    I paused. 
 
    This is sort a time sensitive test— 
 
    <Wielder, Keras! There’s another wielder nearby.> 
 
    Oh. Yeah, okay, that’s worth waiting a moment. Which dir— 
 
    <Never mind, they’re gone.> 
 
    I blinked. 
 
    ...Gone? 
 
    <Yep. I can’t sense them anymore. I must have scared them off, since I am the most powerful sacred sword, and also the most beautiful and malevolent.> 
 
    Wait, what was that last part? 
 
    <Anyway, they scampered off. Or maybe they’re concealing their presence, like that raven mask lady. Either way, I can’t sense their location or direction anymore.> 
 
    I frowned at that, then continued heading toward the location I’d seen the fire emerge from. 
 
    Is the Phantom Thief Ravenshade hiding her presence with that mask of hers?  
 
    She didn’t have the same problems I did with wearing a mask if she’d literally entered the tournament as “Phantom Thief Ravenshade”, as opposed to any sort of civilian identity. It was a viable strategy, but one I’d chosen not to use. I didn’t want to hide who I was during the tournament, and I could think of several ways that using my mask could have backfired. 
 
    I drew Dawnbringer and continued heading toward the location where I’d seen the flames. 
 
    I didn’t find another wielder there. Instead, as I crested a hill, I found a group of six people below. They were all mildly burned, but alive. 
 
    None of them were carrying flags. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked them, hoping someone would understand. 
 
    A couple of them turned toward me. “Some crazy bastard burned up all our flags. Didn’t even try to take them, just blasted them and moved on. We tried to fight, but he was...” 
 
    Hm. Interesting tactic. With no flags, they can’t take the towers. 
 
    Looking over the group, none of them showed any significant injuries. Whoever had hit them had done so both quickly and with extreme precision. 
 
    Another of the six slapped the first man on the shoulder. “We’ll be okay. In fact, I see some blue flags right there...” Then he said a few words in a language I couldn’t understand. 
 
    I caught the general idea even before all six of them turned toward me, raising weapons. 
 
    The strategic move would have been to leave. Either talk them down, threaten them, or just run off. They didn’t have any flags, so I didn’t gain anything from beating them. 
 
    But I hadn’t come out to this tournament to run away from fights. 
 
    When the first three of them charged me, I raised Dawnbringer in salute. 
 
    I’ll make this quick. Dawn, brace yourself, I’m going to be channeling through you. 
 
    <Got it.> 
 
    “Golden Dawn.” 
 
    For a moment, Dawnbringer glowed brighter than the sun. The charging melee fighters were blinded. 
 
    I ran to meet them. 
 
    A blast of lighting flashed past the front-line combatants. I flicked Dawnbringer into it and reflected it right back at the caster. 
 
    Then I was in the midst of three half-blinded fighters. My swings were precise. 
 
    Break. Break. Break. 
 
    The weapons they wielded were merely ordinary. I had Dawnbringer and metal sorcery. 
 
    I shattered their weapons and rushed right past them. 
 
    I hit the long-ranged casters next. 
 
    My sword came upward, cutting through the center of a dueling cane that flickered with lightning on the tip. 
 
    Then I parried a swing from a quarterstaff and punched the owner hard enough to hurl him into a nearby bush. 
 
    Finally, I spun and caught a crossbow bolt, easily detected with my metal sense. I snapped it in half, then discarded the two pieces. 
 
    Body of Stone. 
 
    I took a few steps forward, hard, and allowed the ground to shatter beneath my feat. 
 
    “Run. Now. And until you’re stronger, stay out of my way.” 
 
    One and all, they ran. 
 
    *** 
 
    I was so busy making my dramatic exit that I didn’t think to ask who had burned their flags. Even a physical description would have been useful. 
 
    But once they ran off, chasing someone down asking would have ruined the moment, so I kept walking instead. 
 
    Release Body of Stone. 
 
    I’d only used the technique for a few moments, so it hadn’t tired me out too much. 
 
    As I reached the top of the next hill, I finally got a look at the first of the towers. 
 
    I’d been expecting the tower to be a wooden one, like a watchtower for a small town. Instead, what I saw was a cylindrical stone building, more like something you’d find at the corners of a keep. It looked like it was about three stories tall, with a single open doorway at the bottom and a second opening right at the top. An archer stood at the top opening, vigilantly watching the ground below. 
 
    He was not, however, looking up. 
 
    Reika descended from the sky, faster than I’d ever seen her fly. She was in her human form, but she’d formed her wings and claws. 
 
    A moment after I’d noticed her, she’d slammed into the archer and carried him off the side of the tower. 
 
    I heard the crash when she rammed into him. Fortunately, I also saw the flash of his shroud, otherwise I suspected she might have been disqualified for killing someone outright. 
 
    She continued forward, wrapping her arms around the stunned archer. He screamed and flailed ineffectively, but she maintained her grip, dropping him off on the ground level and then flapping back upward toward the top of the tower without a moment of pause. 
 
    I approached the archer, kneeling down. “You okay, there?” 
 
    “Aaah!” He grabbed an arrow and stabbed at me with it. 
 
    I snapped the arrow, gave him a bemused expression, and punched him once. Lightly. 
 
    He collapsed to the ground, moaning. 
 
    I took his flags. Given how badly he reacted to my approach, I was confident I’d make better use of them than he would. 
 
    I looked back to the top of the tower, where Reika was landing again. I could have tried to blast her at a distance with Dawnbringer, but I was worried about seriously hurting her. 
 
    <Aww, don’t be so concerned. I’m sure she wouldn’t mind a little maiming, as long as it’s from you.> 
 
    What exactly do you think my relationship with Reika is? 
 
    <What, do I have to spell everything out for you? Fighting is love, Keras. Fighting is life.> 
 
    I headed to the tower entrance. By the time I’d got there, I heard screaming from inside the top room, presumably the one with the flag in it. 
 
    Then two people fled out the front door, right in front of me, screaming something about a monster. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. I was going to ignore them and head inside to Reika, but they must have decided I looked like an easier target than she was. 
 
    They made a very poor decision. 
 
    Brace yourself, Dawn. 
 
    They lunged at me. I snapped their swords like twigs. 
 
    “Sorry.” I waved Dawn at their flags. “I’m going to need those, then you can go.” 
 
    I shoved six newly-acquired red flags into my bag. The two beaten contestants wisely chose to flee after that. 
 
    Reika landed next to me a moment later, and I understood why they were screaming. As soon as she got near me, I felt it — an itching sensation at the back of my mind that the creature I was in the presence of a horrible beast, terrible beyond comprehension. 
 
    It didn’t actually succeed at scaring me the way it had with those random fighters. I think that was partially because I’d trained to fight off mental effects before, partially my familiarity with Reika, and finally because of Dawnbringer’s bravery-enhancing effect. With all that, I could tell magic was happening, it just didn’t shake me. 
 
    But it did get my attention, and it took me a moment to figure out what was happening. “You’re using Frienemy’s power, aren’t you?” 
 
    Reika grinned at me. “You noticed! Isn’t it amazing? Cower in terror before my vast powers, mortal!” 
 
    “Yeah, no, going to pass on that.” I shook my head and lifted Dawn. 
 
    “Fine, fine. But also…mine.” She declared, putting a hand on the side of the tower. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes on her. “You staying here?” 
 
    She snorted. “Course not. I’m going to capture them all. I’ll let you walk away just this once, though, if you want to try to race me to the next tower.” 
 
    I nodded, leaning up against the tower wall. “A tempting offer. One thing, though.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “Oh?” 
 
    Reshape. 
 
    The stone wall of the tower shifted, reaching out to encircle Reika’s arm. Within a moment, it solidified, and her whole arm was stuck inside. “I’m giving myself a head start.” I winked at her and turned to rush away. 
 
    “Hey! That’s no fair! Get back here!” 
 
    I grinned and continued running. 
 
    <Oh, she’s going to be so mad.> 
 
    Yep. It gets better. 
 
    I looped around behind the tower, outside of Reika’s view, and touched the stone again. I knew Reika wouldn’t be far behind me. Eventually, she’d stop struggling against the stone and just turn into mist, in spite of the mana that it cost her. 
 
    Ladder. 
 
    I climbed the back of the tower, all the way to the top. 
 
    Open. 
 
    I created a hole in the top room, opposite from the normal opening. 
 
    And there, inside, was the flagpole — still holding one of Reika’s green flags. 
 
    I took Reika’s flag off and replaced it with a blue one of my own. 
 
    Then I left through the same route I’d taken, touched the wall again, and got rid of the evidence. 
 
    <Oh, that was sneaky! Won’t she just change it again, though?> 
 
    It should buy me some time. She’s going to rush off after another tower as soon as she gets free, I don’t think she’ll bother to check this one again immediately. I think she’ll get back to it eventually, but I might earn a point by then. 
 
    I didn’t know which way to go next, but Dawn solved that for me. 
 
    <Wielder is back in my range! Turn left. They’re still a good distance away.> 
 
    I rushed that direction. 
 
    <...And they’re gone again.> 
 
    I frowned, but kept running. Why were they appearing and disappearing? Had someone knocked off their mask? Or were they using some completely different form of concealment, like a spell that had to be refreshed? 
 
    Either way, I pressed on. 
 
    A few minutes later, I heard a voice in my mind. 
 
    [One half hour has elapsed. Current score: Blue 1, Green 0, Red 2.] 
 
    Ooh, Reika is going to be pissed. 
 
    <Generally, yeah, but why?> 
 
    Oh, you couldn’t hear the announcement voice? 
 
    I told her the score. 
 
    <Looks like you’re carrying your team.> 
 
    Maybe, maybe not. Red could have already taken the one I took, we don’t know if the point we scored was mine or not. 
 
    <Maybe you should try defending your flag next time.> 
 
    Please. Defense? Have you met me? 
 
    <Fair point. Okay, let’s go sword some more things.> 
 
    I ran into a group of three people with blue flags next. I waved to them. They nodded and waved back. 
 
    I ran on for a surprising distance before I found anyone else, and it wasn’t who I’d been looking for. 
 
    Instead, as I crested the top of a hill, I saw a group of five people. Four were heavily armed warriors, and at the center, I saw someone sitting at a table. 
 
    Yes, a table. 
 
    On top of the table was an array of flags of all three colors. 
 
    “Ah, welcome, welcome!” Jelani shouted toward me from his seat at the table. “Come, I have much to sell!” 
 
    I gawked for a moment, then laughed, then walked over. 
 
    “See anything you like? I have a wide variety, and as always, excellent prices.” Jelani smiled, waving across his wares. In addition to the flags, he had several other items. Blue and red potions, crystals, an abnormally large key, a compass, a rolled parchment... 
 
    I ignored most of it for the moment. “Are you...making flags? Like you did with the crystals?” 
 
    Jelani laughed. “No, no. They wouldn’t allow such a thing, I’m certain. These are from myself, my compatriots here, and those who were foolish enough to challenge them. I’ve also hired a few people to scout for easy-to-get ones. As you can see, the business has been quite successful.” 
 
    He wasn’t lying. He had a good thirty flags in front of him. If I assumed they’d put in all of their own, that meant they’d managed to loot at least five other people as well. 
 
    I rubbed my forehead. “...And I assume you’re charging more than what the value of the points for the flags would be?” 
 
    “Ah! How astute. You’re right, of course. I won’t bore you with the details, but yes, I make a reasonable profit on each flag sale. Nothing absurd, I assure you. From your side of things, it’s also quite a good investment, however. Carrying more flags will allow you to have a higher chance of capturing towers, and if you have any at the end of the match, they’re still valuable.” His smile widened. “And, of course, there’s the value of taking points away from everyone else.” 
 
    I sighed. “How much for a flag?” 
 
    “Ah, a mere eight gold imperials for a potentially match-winning advantage!” 
 
    I did some quick mental math. 
 
    A ten-point flag is worth somewhere between two and five gold pieces, at least in terms of the value at the end of the match. He’s right that the use within the match adds a bit more, but nowhere near enough to justify spending eight. 
 
    Also, I only had five gold imperials on me. 
 
    At that point, I could have tried to barter him down to a more “reasonable” five gold, but even that would have had questionable efficiency. Instead, I pointed at the parchment. “Is that a map?” 
 
    “Ah, you have a keen eye, my friend! Indeed, that is the map of the area distributed to people who purchased an advantage before the match.” He smiled brightly. “It is, of course, quite valuable. Such a thing could easily change the course of the entire match. The location of the towers, hidden treasures, other points of interest...” 
 
    Hidden treasures? 
 
    I liked the sound of that. I’d found a treasure box in the previous match, so it was possible there were some here...but would they list them on the map? 
 
    ...Maybe. That would mean the people who had early access to the map would have a high chance of going straight for them, justifying the cost of buying the advantage, as well as potentially creating new points of conflict for people watching the match from the outside. 
 
    I obviously couldn’t afford the map, but... 
 
    “How about I give you a gold imperial just to let me view the map, then you can keep it?” 
 
     “Interesting, interesting.” Jelani raised a hand to his chin, seemingly considering. “Ten gold to view the map. Just seeing it is nearly worth as much as purchasing it, if your memory is good.” 
 
    I shook my head. “You can still sell it at full price afterward. My viewing the map costs you nothing. I’ll give you two gold, however, to show my appreciation for the service.” 
 
    “Ah, but such a service has a greater value to you than that, no? You could secure a treasure worth many times that value. And, as we wait and discuss, I am losing the chance to seek out other customers...” 
 
    I sighed, raising my hands in a gesture of surrender. “Fine, fine. Three gold to view the map. That is my final offer.” 
 
    He wrinkled his nose in apparent distaste, then took a deep breath and sighed. “You will ruin me with this type of deal, but since you have given me business before, I will forgive you for it. For three gold, you may have one minute to read the map.” 
 
    I nodded and cautiously handed him the coins. 
 
    He handed me the map. His guards watched me warily, as if I might run off with it at any time. 
 
    Truthfully, that might not have been a bad strategy, if I was thinking purely in terms of this round. But I’d run into Jelani once before, and Reika and I had ended up in the same match as well. That implied that people who took the initial test at the same time were all being sorted into the same future matches, at least for the moment.  
 
    As long as he made it to future rounds, there was a reasonable chance I’d see him selling items again. He was too potentially useful for me to risk damaging our relationship, even if he charged ludicrous prices. 
 
    And besides, I kind of liked him. Maybe I just have a soft spot for people who are clearly trying to go against the intent of any sort of tournament or test, since I so often do the same. 
 
    I opened the map and took a look. 
 
    The text was, of course, written in Edrian. I couldn’t read it in the slightest. 
 
    Fortunately, the terrain of the map itself was clear enough. I recognized landmarks that I’d passed — one of the towers, a huge tree, and a few distinct rock formations. From those, I was able to get an approximate idea of my current location. 
 
    I quickly scanned for other details. The other towers were easy enough to locate. Just knowing exactly which direction to go if I wanted to find the closest tower made my purchase worth it. 
 
    Beyond that, I saw several different marks on the map that looked like treasure chests. I thought there were two slightly different silvers, gold, and copper at first before recalling that Edria used an iron piece as their base currency. From that, I realized that the reddish one I’d mistaken as copper was more likely supposed to be ruby, the material used for the most valuable Edrian currency. 
 
    Oddly, some of the treasure boxes seemed to be inside the towers. I hadn’t seen any, but I hadn’t really been looking that hard. Maybe there were secret compartments? 
 
    At that point, I’d run out of time. I handed the map back to Jelani. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Of course. A pleasure doing business. Please make sure to bring plenty of gold during the next round.” He grinned at me. 
 
    “How can you be sure you’ll make it, if you’re not participating directly?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, I have more people in play than just the ones here. Don’t worry yourself about it.” 
 
    I didn’t worry. But I was rather curious about exactly how deep his connections went, as well as something more pertinent. “Do you happen to identify magical items?” 
 
    “I most certainly do! For a small, extremely reasonable fee, of course.” He gave me a toothy smile. “Do you have something you’d like me to examine?” 
 
    <You’re going to have this suspicious guy take a look at me?> 
 
    Hey, you did say you had a thing for rich guys. 
 
    <...Fair point. But not suspicious rich guys. I’m very picky, okay?> 
 
    Fine, fine. 
 
    “Not today,” I told Jelani. “But maybe another time.” 
 
    Even if Dawn was going to be picky, I wanted someone to identify the copy of the Heartlance. I had a general idea of one of the functions, because I’d seen it use the same motion-enhancement the original could...but I didn’t know the full extent of the Heartlance’s powers, and that meant the copy might also have additional abilities. Moreover, I didn’t know how powerful the copy was, or if it had other limitations, like a limited mana supply. 
 
    Based on his appraisal, Reika and I could decide if we wanted to keep it or sell it. But I couldn’t check it at the moment; it was bundled away in Reika’s backpack in three pieces. 
 
    With that in mind, I bid Jelani and his hired guards goodbye and turned to leave the area. 
 
    I had a decision to make. 
 
    Flags or treasure chests. 
 
    Going straight for one of the nearby boxes was temping. I’d gotten something useful out of the first box I’d found, and it had been worth the equivalent of a considerable number of points — somewhere in the thirty to one hundred range, based on the Carnelian-level stuff on the list. Since the gauntlets had multiple abilities, I suspected they were toward the upper end of that range. If I assumed they were worth around sixty or so points, getting something comparable was probably more time efficient than trying to capture flags. 
 
    ...But that relied on several factors. The treasure chests could already be taken by someone else who had a map, or someone who just stumbled on them. Or, maybe these boxes had lesser rewards than the one I’d found. 
 
    Of course, the boxes could also carry things that were more valuable than the gauntlets, so I’d have to take that into account as well. 
 
    The most important factor was that I needed to earn points to go onto future rounds. But, if I waited until I secured a strong lead, it would be more likely the boxes would be empty by the time I reached them. 
 
    I chose a third option. The one that appealed to me the most on a personal level. 
 
    I ignored the chests. I ignored the towers. 
 
    Dawn, point me toward that sacred sword. 
 
    <Turn left...more, more...okay, go straight ahead. They keep vanishing, though.> 
 
    That’s fine. We’re going to figure out why. 
 
    I rushed in that direction. 
 
    Getting points in this round was important, but so was learning about the other sacred swords and wielders. 
 
    And besides that — I was itching for a real fight. 
 
    I ran for minutes. Twice, I had to turn because the sword had vanished, then reappeared elsewhere. Given how much the directions were swinging, I had a suspicion I knew what was happening, but I wanted to keep my mind open. 
 
    I crested over a hill at a sprint. Running with a sword out was generally a terrible idea, so I had both of mine sheathed. That meant I wasn’t in a great position to use my usual spell-cutting or reflecting move when a burst of flame surged toward me. 
 
    I still had plenty of options, though. 
 
    Shift. 
 
    I commanded the flames to turn aside, then sprinted right through the gap. My arm moved as I charged, my grip settling on Dawnbringer and pulling her out of her scabbard. 
 
    Radiant Dawn. 
 
    Dawnbringer glowed brighter, shining with inner light. 
 
    That was important, because it meant she was prepared to deflect the next six blasts of flame, which flew at me in a cluster from different directions. 
 
    <Wee!> 
 
    Dawn apparently approved of being swung around rapidly, smacking the fireballs aside like, well, normal balls. Each reflection drew from Dawn’s mana, but fortunately, she didn’t run out. Apparently, the magnitude of the attack was relevant to how much mana she expended on reflecting it. 
 
    When the smoke cleared from the fireballs exploding in the air nearby, I saw my opponent. 
 
    He was a tall one. 
 
    Standing at close to eight feet in height, the wielder I faced was dressed in dark blues. His large, wide-brimmed hat made him look even taller. His hair was as dark as mine, trailing down all the way to his waist. His features were thin, and I might have used the word “pretty” if he hadn’t been so damn imposing. 
 
    His hands rested on the pommel of a massive two-handed sword, dwarfing even the Sae’kes in size. Currently, the tip of the sword was embedded into the ground, meaning he wasn’t in a hostile posture. The greatsword was silver-bladed, but the runes on the surface flickered bright red. The hilt looked like a stylized bonfire, broken into several individual pieces. 
 
    Dawnbringer saw it through my eyes, recognizing it faster than I did. 
 
    <Soulbrand. Ah, not to sound overly alarming, but, uh, that’s bad. That’s one of the strongest of us.> 
 
    I thought you insisted you were clearly the most powerful, beautiful, and all that. 
 
    <Well, uh, obviously. But, um, besides me?> 
 
    Uh-huh. 
 
    Banter aside, I immediately assessed my opponent as a significant threat. Not just because his height and greatsword would give him greater reach than mine — although that would be a pain, since I was used to using a reach advantage — but because I’d just deflected a barrage of his attacks, and he was already in a resting pose. 
 
    Either he moved incredibly fast, or he was capable of controlling those fireballs without leaving a resting posture. Possibly both. 
 
    I’d find out soon enough. I charged, closing the remaining distance in a moment. 
 
    His sword came up in a lazy one-handed parry. That was a mistake on his part — he was expecting a swing with the strength of an ordinary human behind it. 
 
    I hit a lot harder than that. 
 
    My swing blew straight through his guard. He reacted in the next moment, shifting back so that my blade cut only the cloth of his shirt. 
 
    He frowned, flipping his sword upward into a ready pose and gripping it properly with two hands. 
 
    I didn’t give him a chance to recover his balance. Dawn came down, knocking his sword aside, then flicking back upward quickly enough to cut off a handful of his hairs as he stepped back. 
 
    A moment later, I felt the heat. 
 
    I realized too late that when he’d had his sword embedded in the ground earlier, he hadn’t just been resting — he’d been channeling flame into the earth. 
 
    I barely managed to throw myself to the side in time to dodge the jet of flame that came up from the ground behind me. The flame followed my movement, shooting toward my chest. 
 
    I swung Dawnbringer into it with Radiant Dawn still active. There was a brilliant flash as Dawnbringer collided with the flame, blasting it backward toward the Soulbrand’s wielder. 
 
    He raised Soulbrand and closed his eyes for an instant. The flames stilled, then moved to coil around him like a snake. They continued swirling there as he shifted his position to a firmer defensive stance, regarding me with caution. 
 
    “You’ve been following me.” He tilted his head downward, allowing the shadow of his hat to cover his bright blue eyes. “Are you one of Akadi’s creatures?” 
 
    I took a step back, mentally running through my options on next moves. “...No? I don’t even know who that is.” 
 
    His expression lightened somewhat. “Oh? How can I help you, then?” 
 
    “Just admiring your sword, really.” 
 
    He gave me an appreciative nod. “You and about half the other competitors. If you’re looking to court my sword, you’re going to have to put your name on the list.” 
 
    “Would it be rude of me to cut in line?” I jiggled Dawn meaningfully. 
 
    <Ooh! Sword pun!> 
 
    My opponent’s eyes narrowed as he seemed to process the weapon I was carrying. “Wait. Is that one the real Dawnbringer? I’ve seen like six or seven of them. Some of them were fancier.” 
 
    <How dare he. How dare he! Keras, cut him to ribbons, post haste. Let nothing remain in the wake of your terrible vengeance.> 
 
    I sighed. “Yes, she’s the real one.”  
 
    He gave me a strange look. “How? You can’t have the amulets.” 
 
    I gave him a quizzical look. “How would you know that?” 
 
    <Maybe he took one look at you and realized you couldn’t possibly be qualified. Not enough terrible vengeance in you.> 
 
    I ignored Dawn. The other swordsman gave me a sharp grin. “Call it an educated guess. What makes you think you’re worthy to use the sword without them?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Long story. I’m not much for tradition. Tell you what — give me a good fight, and maybe I’ll tell you over a drink.” 
 
    “Ordinarily, I’d consider it, but I’m a bit limited on time right now.” 
 
    I lifted Dawn into a ready position. “Just a quick fight, then. I could use an actual challenge.” 
 
    He gave me an appraising look, then shook his head. “I have no time for such games.” 
 
    With that, he jammed his sword into the ground. 
 
    There was a burst of flame that seemed to engulf his entire body — and then he was gone, without a trace. 
 
    <Oooh! He vanished, just like the other wielder did! They are so much better at dramatic exits than you are, Keras.> 
 
    I wrinkled my nose. 
 
    At least I had an answer to one of my questions. 
 
    Fancy or not, he was teleporting. 
 
    Teleporters were a huge pain to deal with. Teleporters that had a reach advantage on me, a magical sword comparable to mine, and an unknown number of other capabilities were a real problem. 
 
    I lifted Dawn to rest her against a shoulder. 
 
    Oh, he’s asking for it now. 
 
    <For what?> 
 
    You said it best, Dawn. 
 
    Terrible, terrible vengeance. 
 
    <Oooh.> 
 
    *** 
 
    I didn’t go after Soulbrand’s wielder immediately. Now that I knew he could teleport, that was an absolute waste of time. But now that I knew the generalities of his capabilities, I could prepare for our next encounter between matches. 
 
    For the moment, it was time to get back to my objectives. 
 
    I rushed toward the nearest tower. As much as grabbing treasure boxes was appealing, getting to the next test was my highest priority, and I couldn’t guarantee any of those treasures were still present. 
 
    When I reached the tower, I could see why red had two points. 
 
    The tower was swarming with people wearing red flags. At least a dozen of them. 
 
    And those were the ones I could see outside of the wall. The entirely new wall, which surrounded the entire place, and which happened to have room for archers stationed on the top. 
 
    It wasn’t quite as high as the tower itself, but it was made of stone, and it didn’t have a single gate. There was no need for one — the people inside weren’t planning on coming or going. They only had to guard the place for another hour and a half, after all. 
 
    They’d taken a tower and turned it into a fortress. 
 
    Strategically, I could respect that. Their team was coordinated, and it meant their team was highly likely to remain high enough in the rankings to pass the test. 
 
    I suspected I knew the cause — this area contained the people who’d bought an advantage for a match and picked the same team. Or a good number of them, at least. A coordinated team like that could be devastating. 
 
    I sheathed Dawn and walked closer. 
 
    Eyes turned toward me as I approached. Several weapons were drawn, and I could feel arrows focusing on me — not just from the archers atop the small battlements on the walls, but from the tower itself as well. They’d made arrow slits in the walls. Clever. 
 
    There was a part of me that was tempted to just toss caution to the wind and charge. It would be fun to fight that many people at once. I rarely had a chance to do something on that scale, and there was a part of me that itched to try it. 
 
    But I was here to win, and occasionally that meant conceding that strategy was necessary when dealing with overwhelming numbers and force. 
 
    I raised my hands as I approached, glancing around and judging positions. Angles of attack, areas of weakness. 
 
    “You here to switch teams?” One of the flag wearers up front asked. 
 
    I pondered that question. Could we switch teams? I didn’t think there was a way of doing that. 
 
    Either way, I wasn’t interested. Red was currently winning, which meant it would be far more fun to beat them if I stayed on a team with a lower score. 
 
    “Nothing like that.” I kept walking closer. People tensed, but still, no one attacked. Most people were acclimated to the idea that you don’t attack someone with their hands raised, and I was grateful for that. 
 
    “Stop there.” Someone else walked up front, wearing heavy armor and carrying huge two-handed mace. His blonde hair was cut short, military style. “State your business.” 
 
    I grinned. “You look pretty strong. You in charge?” 
 
    “I’m one of the leaders here. State your business or leave. You have five seconds.” 
 
    I nodded. “I’m here to challenge your leader to a duel.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “With what purpose?” 
 
    “For the tower, obviously. We’re here to prove we’re the best candidates for Diamantine, yes? Certainly your leader wouldn’t feel the need to hide behind an army.” 
 
    And there it was. They’d let me talk. Now, they had a few responses. Where I came from, challenging someone like that was tough to walk away from. If they had anything like the kind of pride that I did— 
 
    “Shoot him.” 
 
    It’s possible I had underestimated some of our cultural differences. 
 
    Arrows flew at me from a half-dozen directions at once. 
 
    I grabbed the first pair out of the air with my bare hands, then flipped them and used them to deflect the others. 
 
    There were a few wide-eyed stares as I concentrated on the metallic tips, then hurled the arrows at the two closest fighters. 
 
    I was almost as surprised as they were. 
 
    A few weeks ago, I couldn’t have pulled off that maneuver. I could have grabbed one or two arrows, maybe, with some effort. But that move had felt natural, easy. My bond with Dawnbringer had made me fast, and I was only getting faster with every passing day. 
 
    To their credit, the fighter on the left got his shield up in time to block my hurled arrow. The other guy didn’t, but the arrow simply slowed as it passed through his shroud and bounced harmlessly off his lightweight armor. 
 
    Still, they looked pretty stunned. That gave me a moment to charge forward and punch the commander-looking guy in the face. I felt my fist slow as it passed through his shroud...but not a lot. 
 
    I left him sprawling on the ground, dodged a hurled spear, and heard a crack in the air. 
 
    Bullets, apparently, were still just a bit too fast for me to dodge if I didn’t seem them coming. 
 
    I felt the impact against my left shoulder, grunted, and charged the stone wall. 
 
    Body of Stone. 
 
    I took glancing blows from two spears and three swords as I rushed forward. None of them managed to break my stone mana reinforced skin. 
 
    And then I burst straight through that wall and rushed onward to the tower door. 
 
    The archers above spun, but most of them loosed too early. The two arrows that hit bounced straight off me. 
 
    A fireball flew down the opening at the top of the tower. I waved a hand and dispersed it. 
 
    Then I was at the tower entrance, or at least, in front of the two sword-and-shield carrying guards in the way. 
 
    Dawn flew into my grip. 
 
    Dawn, brace yourself. 
 
    <Got it.> 
 
    The first guard advanced. I stepped in, Dawn flashing up, and smacked his blade with mine. 
 
    Break. 
 
    The guard’s sword snapped. 
 
    His friend stepped in and stabbed at the same time, a glowing distortion field manifesting around it as he moved. I side-stepped just in time to avoid a swing that made a zing as it cut through the air next to me. 
 
    I didn’t know what that meant, but I knew I didn’t want to get hit by it. 
 
    Another arrow. I caught it with my off-hand and threw it at zing-sword-guy. He blocked it with his shield. 
 
    Broken-sword-guy stepped in and tried to shield bash me. I grabbed the rim of his shield and yanked it right out of his hands, used it to smack another two arrows out of the way, and then hurled it into the path of another fireball from above. The fireball exploded against the shield, and I quickly shaped the remnants of the flame away from me. 
 
    Then I rammed into broken-sword-guy, shoulder first, and slammed him against the tower wall. 
 
    He gave an “oof”, slumped against the ground, and I side-stepped to avoid another zing-sword slice. 
 
    That glowing aura trail left a cut in the wall as it missed me, which I looked at with sincere admiration. Apparently, I wasn’t the only one who appreciated a good wall cutting sword technique. 
 
    Another fireball. I jumped back, then swung Dawn upward. 
 
    Radiant Dawn. 
 
    Nothing happened. I’d run her out of mana. 
 
    The fireball exploded on top of me. I reacted instinctively, pushing away most of the flame. When it ended, I was singed and temporarily blinded, but not on fire. 
 
    I heard a zing and dodged, still half-blind, and barely avoided being gutted. 
 
    For the next few seconds, I forced my eyes shut to recover. 
 
    Then, in the blackness, I felt the metal approaching me. I felt each new source of fire. 
 
    And with Dawn’s presence lending me focus, I moved. 
 
    A cut to my left. Step. A blast of flame from above. Step. 
 
    Two arrows from my right. Cut. Cut. 
 
    Two more swordsmen from outside the wall had caught up with me, and were attacking from behind. I spun, parried, and commanded metal. Their swords snapped in twain. 
 
    Crack. Another bullet approaching. 
 
    Magnetic repulse. 
 
    I heard someone grunt in the distance. 
 
    Zing. 
 
    My sword flew up and parried his. 
 
    Then my eyes were open again — and my opponent’s were horrified. 
 
    With a twist of my wrist, I disarmed him. Then I kicked his shield, sending him sprawling, and rushed inside the tower. 
 
    I crashed straight into a mage-looking guy who was chanting in some kind of foreign language. I still have no idea what he was trying to do, but when I bowled him over, he hit the ground hard and didn’t get back up. 
 
    Then I was at the circular stairway, rushing up with as much speed as I could muster. My eyes still burned, but I could see well enough to keep my balance. 
 
    [One hour has elapsed. Current score: Blue 1, Green 1, Red 4.] 
 
    I was just a bit too late for this round. I cursed, but kept running. I still had a full hour left, and anything could still happen. 
 
    I charged straight into the lunge of a spear-wielder on the stairway, adjusted to make her miss, and grabbed the shaft of her spear on the way. With a twist of my wrist, I snapped her weapon, then smacked her across the face with the broken half. 
 
    She fell off the stairway. I winced as I heard her hit the ground, but I heard her stirring almost immediately. Shrouds did a lot to absorb impacts in general, including falling. 
 
    She was up and pursing me — along with four or five other people who were already on the stairs — a few moments later. 
 
    Blearily, I realized as I rushed upward that this entire plan was terrible. Even if I took the top of the tower, I couldn’t possibly hold it against this many people on my own. 
 
    I’d been hoping challenging the leader would get them to walk away. When it hadn’t and they’d attacked, I’d gone with my first instinct — attack back harder — and that probably hadn’t been circumstantially ideal. 
 
    But I was half way up the stairs at that point, so I decided to make the best of it. 
 
    I smashed my foot down and commanded the stone. 
 
    Collapse. 
 
    With that, the section of the stairway beneath me fell apart.  
 
    One of the soldiers actually managed to leap across the growing gap as the stairway began to fall apart, swinging at me. I commended her for the effort as I caught her sword in my left hand, snapped it, and kicked her right back off into the gap. 
 
    For a moment, I was alone on the stairs. I continued running upward, deflecting an arrow fired from below. 
 
    About three quarters of the way up, I sensed metal to my side, seemingly from the opposite side of the wall. I shifted to deflect an incoming attack, but the metal didn’t move. 
 
    At first, I thought it might be a trap. Then, I remembered what I’d seen on the map. 
 
    I smashed a fist into the wall. 
 
    Instead, I found a tiny, silver-lined treasure box. 
 
    I slashed it in half. I wasn’t going to take the risk it was another one of those awful nope boxes. As it fell apart, I spun back around to deflect two more incoming arrows, side-stepped a bullet, and turned back to the box. 
 
    Inside the box, I found a glimmering blue orb. I snagged it, hastily pushed it in a bag, dodged a blast of ice that crashed into the wall next to me, and rushed up the stairway. 
 
    Then I ran upward, almost straight into a blistering hot sphere of golden flame. With a moment of effort, I commanded it to turn aside. 
 
    It didn’t. 
 
    Apparently, this one was a somewhat more determined fireball. 
 
    The golden glow probably should have been a hint, in retrospect. 
 
    When the fireball exploded, it hurled me backward. I fell, burning, and barely managed to grip the side of the stairway that I hadn’t already destroyed. 
 
    My opponent descended the stairs a moment later. She was a woman about my age, maybe a hint older, with black skin and a long, elegant cane. 
 
    She lifted the cane with a flourish, then set it up against her shoulder. Her expression remained neutral. “You’ve made quite a mess of my tower.” 
 
    I grunted, trying to pull myself up. 
 
    She whipped her hand downward, firing a tiny blast of intensely concentrated flame at my left hand. My right, of course, was still desperately clinging to Dawn. 
 
    I couldn’t deflect it — Dawn didn’t have the mana. 
 
    I couldn’t dodge. 
 
    I couldn’t shape it. The mana was too concentrated. 
 
    That left me with few options. I could let go, falling into a pit of my enemies, or... I could do something I was supposed to be avoiding. 
 
    Vanish forever. 
 
    A cutting aura extended from my left hand, meeting with the flame and tearing it apart. In a moment of effort, I pulled myself up the rest of the way, then swung Dawn upward to sever another jolt of flame. 
 
    I stared at my opponent as three swirling orbs appeared around her. 
 
    Why do I have to keep running into people who are better at flame sorcery than I am? 
 
    She smiled, pointing her cane at me. Flame glimmered on the tip, glowing brighter by the moment. “I’m Antonia Hartigan. And you are?” 
 
    Oh. It had to be a Hartigan, didn’t it? 
 
    Of course she’s a better sorcerer than me. Of course she took a tower for herself. 
 
    I raised Dawnbringer in salute. “Keras Selyrian. When this is over, I’d love to talk.” 
 
    She gave me an amused expression. “When this is over, I don’t think you’ll be able to talk.” 
 
    I did what you’re usually supposed to do with a talky mage and lunged at her. 
 
    A wall of flame erupted between us, blocking my path. I barely managed to check myself before running into it, then two flame spheres flew through it, growing brighter with every moment. 
 
    Dawn? Mana check? 
 
    <Not enough.> 
 
    I hurled myself off the stairwell just before the fireballs exploded. 
 
    I didn’t have the strength to fight her fire with fire. 
 
    Instead, I jumped straight off the stairs and toward the wall below Hartigan. 
 
    I slammed into the wall, pushing my left hand into it. 
 
    Grip. The stone shifted, making me a hand-hold. 
 
    Then I concentrated, focusing on the structure of the tower — and reshaped the stairway right below Hartigan. 
 
    She dropped as the floor vanished beneath her. 
 
    A moment later, I was awkwardly sheathing Dawn, grunting, and trying to grab onto the wall with my other hand. 
 
    Another moment and Hartigan was hovering in the air next to me, shaking her head. “A clever trick. It’s very easy to forget that Elementalists can fly.” 
 
    “I actually didn’t know—” 
 
    That was all I managed before her blast of flame crashed into me with enough force to blast me all the way through the tower wall. 
 
    I fell outside the tower. I’d only made it about half way up, but it was still a painful landing. Fortunately, my Body of Stone was still active, and that absorbed both some of the damage from the fire and the fall. 
 
    Less fortunately, I was now back at the bottom of the tower and outside it, and I knew that my opponents would be rushing around it to corner me at any moment later. 
 
    In retrospect, assaulting towers on my own may be a bad strategy. 
 
    I could handle a few ordinary fighters without much difficulty, but Hartigan was powerful enough that I suspected she would have made a difficult opponent for me on her own. With a dozen people helping her, as well as a defensible position? 
 
    Forget it. 
 
    I pushed myself to my feet, winced at the pain in my arm from where the bullet had hit me earlier, and then turned and ran. 
 
    The outer wall wasn’t far — I pushed my destructive aura outward, burst through it, and kept running. 
 
    Release Body of Stone. 
 
    Without Body of Stone active, my defenses were weaker, but I was faster. Far too fast for pursuit, unless someone like Hartigan decided to fly after me. 
 
    She didn’t. 
 
    A few arrows flew after me, but none of them connected. 
 
    Within a few minutes, I was on my own in a grove of trees out of sight of the tower. 
 
    Well, I considered as I brushed the smoke stains off my clothing, that could have been worse. 
 
    *** 
 
    Metal sorcery had many uses. One of my favorites was that it was a great way to shrink, then extract, any particular piece of metal that happened to be stuck in my body. 
 
    In this case, that was a bullet in one shoulder and a single arrow in my back that I couldn’t remember hitting me. 
 
    I grunted as I concentrated on reshaping the metal, then cast the pieces aside. Immediately, my shadeweave tunic shifted to re-cover the wounds after the foreign materials were extracted. 
 
    I’d heal fast. Not within the next hour, but fast. 
 
    I took five minutes to sit, drink water, and rest. Charging straight back at that tower without support would have been terribly foolish. 
 
    No, not the kind of foolish that I decided to go ahead and do it anyway. While admittedly I’m prone to that sort of thing from time to time — I dislike giving up on anything — winning the match was a considerably higher priority, and I didn’t like my odds. 
 
    I briefly considered just trying to wreck the entire top of the tower from a distance, but that didn’t seem sportsmanlike. More importantly, my only means of doing that sort of thing was projecting my destructive aura, and I knew there was a good chance I’d actually kill someone if I hit someone with it. I wasn’t going to take that risk. 
 
    Instead, I grunted and headed toward the other tower I hadn’t visited. 
 
    It was a long walk. That meant time was passing, which was good for my wounds and recovering from the fatigue of using so much sorcery, but bad for my team’s score. 
 
    Along the way, I ran into two more groups of red flag-wearers. I wasn’t sure if that was because they’d pursued me from the tower I’d fled from or just a coincidence. 
 
    Either way, neither patrol contained a Hartigan. 
 
    I walked away with six more red flags. 
 
    That was pretty good, but it wouldn’t help if I couldn’t improve my team’s score. I hoped that switching targets would help. 
 
    When I reached the other tower, I paused to immediately question my choice. 
 
    <Uh, Keras? Am I seeing that right? Are your eyes okay?> 
 
    My eyes were not actually okay — they were still pretty hurt from fire exploding in my face — but what she was referring to was the fact that the next entire tower was encased in some kind of shimmering green crystal. 
 
    So were all the people outside. Over a dozen people were trapped inside that crystal, with only their heads exposed. 
 
    At a glance, they had flags from all three teams. 
 
    Reika wasn’t one of them, at least. 
 
    I made my way to the base of the tower. One of the people with a blue flag shouted out to me. “Don’t! It’s impossible. The Green Guardian is up there!” 
 
    I sighed. “The comic character.” It was more of a statement than a question. I remembered what Reika had told me, and I remembered how incredulous I’d been. 
 
    Well, Reika. You win that round. 
 
    “Yeah, he’s, like, real. And, uh, really strong. And invincible.” 
 
    I smiled. 
 
    Finally. 
 
    There was nothing quite as fun as beating an “invincible” opponent. 
 
    I headed toward the crystal-encased door, then paused, considering. 
 
    Then I turned back to the guy who’d warned me. “Blue team, right?” 
 
    He nodded fervently. 
 
    I reached over, touching the crystal around him. 
 
    Structurally, it was almost identical to the crystal that had surrounded Dawnbringer. 
 
    That was interesting in itself, but for the moment, it also meant I knew how to reshape it. 
 
    The mass was far greater than I was used to working with. The crystal was thick, and it covered the man’s entire lower body — it wasn’t like shifting just a bit of the material of a scabbard to slip Dawn in and out. 
 
    All in all, it took me about two full minutes of exhausting work to free him. 
 
    “Uh...th-thanks. Did you want me to, uh, come with you in there?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. Wait a minute.” 
 
    Another ten minutes. I found and freed another five members of the blue team. 
 
    [One and a half hours have elapsed. Current Score: Blue 2, Green 2, Red 5.] 
 
    That was not a good sign. Even if we took all three towers in the next half hour, the best we could do was tie for the top score. And, given the current situation, we still had a good chance of ending in last place. 
 
    That was unacceptable. 
 
    But now I had six people freed to work with. 
 
    I had a few options on how to handle that. I could have taken them with me, but if they’d been incapacitated by the Green Guardian before, I didn’t think they’d be of much use in a fight. 
 
    “There’s another tower in this direction.” I pointed toward the first tower that I’d visited. 
 
    Every team had scored a point in the last update. 
 
    I sincerely doubted my team had taken the tower where Hartigan was standing. 
 
    That left two likely scenarios. Either the Green Guardian was on my team — which I doubted — or someone else from my team had retaken the first tower I’d taken. 
 
    I sent the six people from my team to reinforce that first tower. I didn’t know their skills, but hopefully six people would be enough to help hold the tower if it was ours, or take it if we didn’t control it already. 
 
    If the Green Guardian was on my team, well, I’d just end up having to help him guard this spot until the end of the match. That didn’t seem too bad, even if I disliked guard duty. 
 
    But more likely? 
 
    I was about to finally get a decent one on one fight. 
 
    I didn’t bother reshaping the green stone encasing the tower. 
 
    I cut straight through it, my destructive aura wrapped tightly around Dawn’s blade. 
 
    With four cuts, I had an entrance. 
 
    Then he was there, descending from the sky, green crystal wings outstretched. His entire body was encased in green armor, and he wore a mask in the likeness of a great tree. 
 
    As he flew from the top of the tower toward me, he reached out with a hand — and flowing, liquid crystal erupted from it. 
 
    I couldn’t reshape something like that, not fast enough. I was pretty sure I couldn’t reflect it, either. 
 
    Instead, I slammed my foot into the ground. Earth shot up in the form of a wall, blocking the stream of liquid crystal. 
 
    The Green Guardian landed on the opposite side. For a moment, my view of him was blocked. 
 
    “Dawnbringer.” 
 
    His voice was preternaturally deep. 
 
    “You came.” 
 
    I frowned. There was something strange about his tone. “Were you...expecting me?” 
 
    “I had hoped...to find...her.” 
 
    Stone shifted. 
 
    I had to jump backward as the ground beneath me exploded upward in liquid form. He’d reshaped it, just as I had. 
 
    Apparently, he could work with more than just crystal. 
 
    As I moved, I resolidified the flowing stone before it could reach and entomb me. Then the Green Guardian was above me again, with both of his hands raised and gleaming essence flowing between his gauntlets. 
 
    When he brought his hands down, I was greeted by a hail of crystals spikes. 
 
    I smashed them aside with Dawnbringer, only to feel the ground beneath me shifting again. I cursed, dodging successfully, but I was falling into a bad pattern. He was keeping me on the defensive, and that was not my area of strength. 
 
    I had to reverse the flow of the fight. 
 
    He landed again, this time right next to me. I swung at him, which I’m sure he expected. 
 
    I sincerely doubt he expected the ground beneath him to reach up and grab his ankles at the same time. 
 
    He raised both arms to defend against my swing. Dawnbringer connected with armored arms, glancing off them harmlessly. 
 
    In that moment, I realized a few important things. 
 
    First, he didn’t have a shroud active. There was no telltale resistance from my sword cutting through one. 
 
    Second, his armor wasn’t metal. It was more crystal, just denser than the stuff he’d used to encase people. 
 
    And more importantly? 
 
    My little ankle-grabbing stone trick hadn’t slowed him at all. 
 
    He took the impact of my swing without flinching, then stepped forward, tearing straight through the stone I’d raised around his ankles. 
 
    Then his hand was reaching for Dawnbringer. 
 
    I jumped back, sensing something was wrong. 
 
    “What’s your interest in Dawnbringer?” 
 
    He paused, tilting his head to the side. 
 
    “We must escape together.” 
 
    I blinked. “Escape? From what? Or who?” 
 
    Crystal liquid flowed from behind me — the same liquid I’d dodged the first time. He’d animated it remotely. This time, I wasn’t quite fast enough to dodge. 
 
    The crystal spread across me, then began to solidify around me. I resisted it, pushing it away with the force of my mind, but my efforts failed. While I might have been able to remove the crystal while it was inert, the Green Guardian was still actively manipulating it, and he was much, much stronger at shaping the crystal than I was. 
 
    Still, I resisted. I managed a single swipe of my sword before the crystal overtook my arm. 
 
    It bounced right off the Green Guardian without effect. 
 
    He shook his head. “Weak.” 
 
    The Green Guardian stepped forward, grasping Dawnbringer by the blade. 
 
    <Keras! Ahh! Help!> 
 
    Something inside me burned at her last word. 
 
    Destructive essence flooded outward from my body, ripping apart everything around me. The crystal casing around me cracked, then vanished entirely as my aura spread. 
 
    The Green Guardian jerked his hand back just in time for me to slam my left fist into his face. He staggered back a single step, but still showed no signs of damage. 
 
    My fists tightened. “I don’t know who you are, but you can’t have Dawn. Back off right now or you won’t like the consequences.” 
 
    The Green Guardian stepped in again. “You cannot protect her. She must come with me.” 
 
    He pulled back his fist, aura gathering around it. 
 
    When he swung, I wasn’t there. I was intently focused on my opponent, and I could feel Dawnbringer’s power flowing through me. 
 
    Sword and wielder were in sync. Together, we moved in a flash. 
 
    Not to try to cut him. I put it right on his shoulder, next to his neck. “Dawn, would you like to go with this complete stranger?” 
 
    <No, Keras, I think I’ll stay with my wielder, thanks.> 
 
    The Green Guardian froze. With the blade in contact with him, he could hear her, too. 
 
    I nodded. “Thought so, but I like to check.” 
 
    <Appreciated. I’d like you to hit him now.> 
 
    To his credit, the Green Guardian jumped backward into a defensive stance when he heard that. 
 
    But there’s no defense — no invincibility — that will stop me when someone tries to take one of my friends from me. 
 
    Body of Iron. 
 
    The floor beneath me cracked as I pulled back, channeling my destructive aura around Dawnbringer’s blade, and swung it straight into the armor on the Green Guardian’s chest. 
 
    When it struck, I felt resistance like I’d never felt before — a force comprised of dense layers of crystal and mana providing protection beyond even the scales of a dragon. 
 
    So, what I’m saying is that cutting through it was very satisfying. 
 
    A single line spread across his chest. I pulled Dawn back after an instant, before she could cut through anything beneath the armor. The Green Guardian’s head turned downward, staring in what I can only presume must have been disbelief. 
 
    Then I flicked Dawnbringer upward, back to his neck. “Never try that again.” 
 
    He lowered his head. “I meant no harm.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, maybe try to talk before grabbing a person like that.” I took a breath, trying to suppress my instinct to strike. “Since you referred to Dawnbringer as ‘her’, I assume you already knew she was sapient? How?” 
 
    “I...” His entire body seemed to spasm, then he stumbled back. “We are connected.” 
 
    Wait, that sounds a bit like... 
 
    Dawn, do you sense another sacred sword here? 
 
    <There’s...something like that here. But not quite? I can’t tell. Maybe it’s because I’m so low on mana.> 
 
    I frowned at that. “Who are you? What’s your connection to Dawnbringer?” 
 
    “Dawnbringer. You cannot trust a human wielder.” He stepped away. “He will either betray you or he will break.” 
 
    “Your concern is unfounded. Now, step out of the way. I’m taking this tower, then you can explain why you’re so obsessed with Dawnbringer.” 
 
    The Green Guardian shook his head. “That is...unnecessary.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “We are on the same team.” 
 
    I sighed. “I’m going to go ahead and check that. We can talk about why you wanted to take Dawnbringer when I’m done.” 
 
    I headed up the stairway. He didn’t try to stop me. 
 
    At the top of the stairs, I found it — the entire top of the tower was encased in green crystal. 
 
    And in the center of that crystal was a blue flag. 
 
    By the time I went back down the stairs to ask him more questions, the Green Guardian was gone. 
 
    Hm. Maybe I should have listened to him. 
 
    <No. I’m glad he’s gone. I know we want answers, but...that guy was scaring me. I didn’t like it.> 
 
    I looked at Dawn.  
 
    You okay? 
 
    <I...no. I don’t think so. I’m sorry.> 
 
    I went back up the stairs, sitting down next to the still-encased flag. 
 
    Nothing to be sorry about, Dawn. What do you need? 
 
    <I...can you maybe, just, hold me for a little while?> 
 
    Of course I can. 
 
    I lifted Dawn up and cradled her against my chest. 
 
    <No, not like that. I’m a sword, not an infant.> 
 
    I snorted. 
 
    I laid her across my lap, my hand on her hilt. Better? 
 
    <Much better.> 
 
    We sat together for a while. 
 
    And sooner or later, I heard it. 
 
    [Two hours have elapsed. Current Score: Blue 3, Green 3, Red 6.] 
 
    And with that, the match was over. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter XI – Phantoms and Bravery 
 
      
 
    Shortly after the match ended, we headed back to the designated meeting area. There was a teleportation pad set up there, similar to the one just below the arena island. 
 
    I followed instructions, stepping onto the pad, and found myself back in the same waiting room where we’d started. 
 
    Reika had gotten there faster. She rushed over to us as soon as we arrived. “Good news! We’re not out of the tournament.” 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief. “Tied for second place counts as second place?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yep, but I guess our teams get fewer points than if only one team had come in second.” 
 
    That wasn’t great, but it was a lot better than not being able to move on at all. 
 
    “And we both got enough to pass?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t check that yet. But I’m sure we’re fine! C’mon, let’s go line up and get our scores.” 
 
    We spent a few minutes getting our updated points. 
 
    “You earned one hundred and ninety points, Master Selyrian. Congratulations.” I nodded to the attendant. That was enough to pass into the next round. 
 
    Reika stepped up next, and the attendant turned to her. “You’ve earned two hundred and ten.” 
 
    “Hah!” Reika cheered. “I win again!” 
 
    A smirk crossed my face. “I’m not so certain about that.” I opened my bag, retrieving the small blue orb I’d found in the tower and showing it to the attendant. “Is this something I turn in for points?” 
 
    “Ah! Forgive me. It is indeed.” The attendant nodded, extending his hand and accepting the orb. “This is worth fifty points, in fact, bringing your total up to two hundred and forty.” 
 
    I gave Reika a wink. 
 
    She folded her arms. “My total is still higher.” 
 
    “For now.” 
 
    We handed over our identification sigils and got our total points updated. Reika was, in fact, still way ahead of me. My total was three hundred and ninety-three points and she was up to five hundred and eighty-four. 
 
    Still a long way for the big prizes we both wanted, but progress was progress. 
 
    We got our instructions for when and where we needed to be ready for the next test, and then headed back to Grandmother’s place to rest. 
 
    *** 
 
    “I cannot believe you fought another wielder without me.” Reika glowered at me as we walked. 
 
    I snickered. “Possibly two. I still don’t know what the Green Guardian’s deal is.” 
 
    Reika frowned at that. “I don’t know, either. One of Dawn’s former wielders, maybe?” 
 
    I blinked. “Are any of her former wielders still alive? I just sort of, uh, assumed they died.” 
 
    “Not a bad assumption. Most of the time, Dawnbringer would only be returned to the Whispering Woods if that was the case. Maybe if someone got really old and retired...” She shook her head. “But no, she’s been in the forest for as long as I can remember. I can’t see an old person surviving that long. I suppose if there was something unusual, like someone losing their sword and retiring young, but my father never mentioned anything like that.” 
 
    “Or Dawn could have been stolen from one of her wielders.” I offered. “People certainly have been trying hard enough to steal her from me.” 
 
    Reika’s expression darkened. “That’s...possible. I don’t know. I wish I knew more.” 
 
    There were a lot of things we still didn’t understand about Dawnbringer’s situation. Her sudden sapience was the strangest, and the Green Guardian’s reaction to her only added to my questions. “I agree. Do you think we should try to track him down?” 
 
    “Pfft. No one finds the Green Guardian, Keras.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “No one hurts him, either. Oh, except that I definitely did.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. I didn’t see it. And was he bleeding?” 
 
    “No, because I know how to restrain myself.” 
 
    Reika shrugged. “Then maybe you just cut his armor, which was weaker than his body.” 
 
    “...That doesn’t make a lot of sense, Rei.” 
 
    “Oh? If you wore armor, wouldn’t it probably be weaker than you with your Body of Whatever spell thingies on?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Sure, but that’s under an unusual set of circumstances.” 
 
    “And you don’t think other people have defensive spells?’ 
 
    She did have a point about that, unfortunately. “Okay. Maybe he did. But I’m still pretty sure I could have cut him, if I’d pushed a little harder.” 
 
    “Well, you can be pretty sure of something and be wrong. If it didn’t happen, you can’t say you definitely could have hurt him.” 
 
    I gave a little groan, then conceded. “Fine. If he tries to take Dawn again, next time I’ll see if he likes having fewer hands.” 
 
    All the while, Dawn didn’t say anything. None of her usual banter or teasing. 
 
    I stopped. 
 
    “Dawn, are you okay?” 
 
    <Let’s...maybe just stop talking about that guy for a while?> 
 
    I nodded. “Okay, sorry.” 
 
    <And hold me?> 
 
    I put my hand on her hilt. 
 
    <Thanks.> 
 
    I turned to Rei. “Let’s change the subject. How’d your side of the match go?” 
 
    “Well, it would have gone much more smoothly if some jerk hadn’t stolen the tower I got right at the start...” 
 
    *** 
 
    While we chatted, we paid a quick visit to the infirmary to check on Ari again. He was in good spirits and his wounds were already almost completely healed. We told him a bit about our match before heading back to the Study of Iron. 
 
    When we got back, we sat down with Grandmother to discuss our match. She’d watched the match from a private Diviner chamber like last time, so she had a pretty good idea of what we’d both done. 
 
    “The Diviner was able to show me a visual of each of you, but I wasn’t able to hear what you were saying. I can read lips to a degree, but there were certain portions that were unclear. Keras, after purchasing a view of the map — which was clever — you did not appear to use it.” 
 
    Oh, is she going to be interrogating us? I probably should have expected that. 
 
    I nodded to her. “I did, just not immediately. When I sensed another wielder nearby, I prioritized investigating his capabilities. I used my knowledge of the map to find the towers after that.” 
 
    Grandmother nodded. “I understand. But for the future, we can provide you with information on your competitors. In fact, Lia has gathered some things for you. You should speak to her after this.” 
 
    I didn’t feel like third-party descriptions of the capabilities of the other wielders were anywhere near as useful as even a brief sparring match, but I didn’t feel like arguing was worthwhile. Any information Lia could provide would only supplement what I’d already learned. “Sure.” 
 
    “I would also advise you not to attack fully-garrisoned fortifications by yourself in the future.” 
 
    I sighed in agreement. “Yes, Grandmother.” 
 
    “Wait, he did what now? You didn’t mention that part when we talked earlier.” Reika jabbed me in the arm. “You’re talking about that red tower? Even I didn’t bother attacking that, and I could have gone straight to the top. Saw the archers and the casters and said nope nope nope.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “I left after a brief skirmish.” 
 
    <You got blown through a wall.> 
 
    That’s technically a way of leaving. 
 
    Dawn chuckled in my mind. 
 
    “For the future, perhaps a greater degree of caution would be advised. I realize that you are a very capable fighter, but you seem to be underestimating your competition.” 
 
    She wasn’t wrong. I nodded. “I’ll keep that in mind for the future. Thank you, Grandmother.” 
 
    “Good. That will be all.” 
 
    I glanced at Reika, then back to Grandmother. “What, am I the only one that gets criticism?” 
 
    “For today, yes.” Grandmother nodded. “Reika did very well.” 
 
    Reika shot me a victorious grin. 
 
    I gave her a look that may have, admittedly, been a little petulant. “Don’t get too confident, Reika. I still got a higher score.” 
 
    She snorted. “Sure. You certainly scored higher on ‘number of times I almost died’, too.” 
 
    “You two can continue your childish banter elsewhere.” Grandmother waved a hand. “For now, get some rest. Your training begins in earnest tomorrow.” 
 
    I nodded, standing up. 
 
    I was looking forward to seeing what Grandmother had in mind for training. A few weeks wasn’t enough time to learn any significant amount of her sword style, but any knowledge of the local combat arts and philosophy would be helpful. The more I learned, the more easily I could develop tactics for countering the local martial arts.  
 
    With that, Reika and I headed back to our rooms. We’d meet up again in a few hours, but she wanted to read, and I needed a little time to think. 
 
    As irritating as it was to admit, Grandmother was right about my failures during the match. 
 
    I’d done exactly the same thing as in the preliminaries. I’d used my destructive aura multiple times, and I’d gone straight with my instincts to attack without slowing down. 
 
    I’d already figured out that Dawnbringer was reinforcing my instincts and providing me with additional confidence and courage before the match, but I hadn’t done anything about it. 
 
    Sure, I’d told myself, “I’ll be more careful”, but it turns out that saying that when you’re under the effect of something influencing your mind, just saying “I’ll be more careful” alone is pretty useless. 
 
    In fact, it’s probably pretty useless even outside of that situation, unless you actually take steps to reinforce it. Words without action behind them are about as useful as an empty cup in the hands of a man dying of thirst. 
 
    ...No, Corin. Stop talking about enchanting the empty cup. You’re missing my point. 
 
    When I’d realized that I was being reckless, I needed to find a way to actually address that directly, and I hadn’t. As a result, I’d taken some injuries and lost valuable time on assaulting that tower. I could have lost the tournament right there. 
 
    Now that I’d seen real consequences, I needed to work on a real solution. 
 
    The ideal resolution, of course, was to just get so powerful that I could do whatever I wanted without having to pause to worry. But I knew I had at least five opponents on a similar level to mine or higher — Reika, two other wielders, the Green Guardian, and Lady Hartigan — and I couldn’t expect to beat them if I just kept charging in swinging any time a problem came up. 
 
    So, I needed another solution. 
 
    I could try to minimize Dawn’s influence on my instincts somehow. I could cut of my connection with her, or block her from influencing my mind, or just try to resist any changes she was causing. Those were all terrible options. My connection to Dawn was both emotionally important to both of us and tremendously beneficial to my combat abilities, even if it was causing me some difficulties. I wasn’t going to do anything to deliberately disrupt that. 
 
    I could try to do more pre-planning before each match, coming up with clear scenarios in which I needed to force myself to work against my instincts — like retreat or switch to defensive tactics. That was a little more viable, but I frankly wasn’t sure that would work any better than the more general “be careful” approach I’d tried before. In the heat of the moment, it was easy to forget my plans when I had the overwhelming desire to just break straight through whatever obstacle was in front of me. 
 
    As much as I loathed admitting it, the best option I could think of was one that I normally avoided at all costs— 
 
    Relying on other people. 
 
    Don’t get me wrong, I love people. It’s working with them that tended to grate on me. 
 
    I liked to think that I worked best on my own. Working with a team often meant that I had to hold back, since so many of my abilities tended toward causing collateral damage. 
 
    But maybe that factor was exactly what I needed to solve my current problem. 
 
    Maybe if I could reliably bring a teammate with me, like Reika or someone else Grandmother introduced me to... 
 
    <Aren’t you forgetting about someone?> 
 
    I, uh, oh. You were listening to all that? 
 
    <Yes, Keras, I still can hear your inner monologue. And I have to say, I’m a little hurt.> 
 
    I’m sorry, I don’t want you to think I’m blaming you for any of this. 
 
    <Oh, no! Your self-recrimination is loud and clear, believe me. And I’m glad you don’t want to cut me off or anything. As much as I like cutting, I’d really rather be the one doing it, you know? But I’m a little hurt that you hadn’t considered asking me for help. We’re supposed to be a team, you know.> 
 
    She was right. 
 
    I had been treating Dawn like a tool, not an equal. I knew intellectually that she was a person, just like I was, but I wasn’t immune to my own biases. It was simpler to think of Dawn as just a “talking sword” rather than another individual with her own ideas and goals, and I had fallen into that trap more than I wanted to admit. 
 
    When I realized that, I made a commitment to change. The first step of that was accepting what she’d offered. 
 
    Sorry, Dawn. Could you, uh, maybe help remind me when I’m getting in over my head? 
 
    <Pfft. Of course I can. I love telling you when you’re wrong.> 
 
    That isn’t quite— 
 
    <Sssh, Keras. Sssh. Just let me have this.> 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    Thanks, Dawn. 
 
    <You’re welcome. And, more seriously, we should talk about this more. If you actually want me to call you out when you’re being overconfident, I’m going to need you to teach me a little more about your capabilities. While I can kind of get your thoughts when you’re running into a situation, you have a lot more experience with fighting — and having a body — than I do. I don’t know what fatigue feels like for a human, except for the hints I can feel through you. Same with pain, and that sort of thing. I need you to help me understand how your body works a little better if I’m going to know when to tell you to slow down.> 
 
    That all made sense. 
 
    So, you’re saying you want to get to know my body better? 
 
    <Oh, no you don’t. Don’t think you can deflect from a serious problem just by flirting with me, Mister.> 
 
    What if I just was in a flirtatious mood? 
 
    <Pfft. Save that for Reika. I don’t have a body. I don’t get your human ‘urges’.> 
 
    So, you just get inhuman ones? 
 
    <...That’s irrelevant. Anyway, stop teasing me! Only I tease!> 
 
    Nah. 
 
    That conversation went on a little while longer. Eventually, I agreed to try to focus on some of my other sensations during training with her, so she could get a better idea of how my biology worked. 
 
    I wasn’t sure she was going to enjoy sharing more of my pain and fatigue than she already did, but hopefully, it’d be a valuable lesson. 
 
    *** 
 
    I visited Lia Shay just a bit later, like Grandmother had recommended. 
 
    “Oh! Uh, Keras. You’re here.” She smiled at me with a hint of awkwardness. I suspected she was a little overwhelmed speaking to a wielder. “Congratulations on your progress so far.” 
 
    “Thanks. You did me a favor by directing me here. I don’t think one of the more typical sponsors would have suited me, and Reika probably would have spent all our money on food within a few days if we tried to go it alone.” 
 
    “Oh! You’re welcome. It’s, uh, good for us too. I think you two might have a real chance of winning this one. Not that Grandmother’s other student’s don’t, but...” She looked a little sad, and I could see why. It had to be difficult to accept that a pair of outsiders were their best chances of seeing things through when some of them — including Lia herself — had probably been training with Grandmother Iron for years. 
 
    “We’ll make Grandmother proud. Don’t worry.” 
 
    She brightened a little bit at that. “Right. And, uh, it’s my role to help with that. I might not look like it, but I’m pretty good at getting information.” 
 
    I’m not sure what she pictured an information gatherer looking like. I pictured a scrawny guy who was always changing his glasses, since he was perpetually risking blindness with his illusions. Given that Jonan could look like anyone, the fact that I pictured someone at all was kind of ironic. 
 
    ...He could have even looked like Lia, really. 
 
    I squinted. 
 
    I was pretty sure Lia wasn’t Jonan. 
 
    Anyway, to avoid looking overly suspicious and rude, I continued the chat. “I’ve heard. Do you have something specific you wanted to tell me?” 
 
    “Well, for starters, I wanted to give you an idea of what I can provide for the future. I have deals with a number of different attuned that are specialized in information. Diviners, Seers, and that sort of thing. I also have my own connections with the tournament itself, and I can use those to discreetly look up information on individual people, if you need it.” 
 
    “Could you get a magical item identified, and maybe appraised for value?” 
 
    <You are not selling me on the black market.> 
 
    The spear, Dawn. I mean the spear. 
 
    <Oh! By all means, get rid of her. I mean, if you want to, and Rei is okay with it. It’s, uh, not like I was jealous our anything.> 
 
    I tried not to laugh. 
 
    “Yes, that would be simple. I can also potentially sell your items to a shop. Turning around items you purchase with points can be a fairly lucrative activity, and I have some experience at finding the most efficient ways to do it if you’d be interested.” 
 
    I nodded. “I might be interested in that down the line, but for the moment, I have an item from the Unclaimed Lands that I haven’t quite been able to figure out how to handle. I know the basics of what it does, but it’s not particularly useful to me. If it has any significant value, I’d like to either sell it or trade it for something more useful to Rei or me.” 
 
    “Of course.” She nodded. “You can hand it off to me whenever you’re ready and I’ll see to it. Do you have any other requests?” 
 
    “Information about the other wielders would be the top priority. Beyond that, anything you can find about the Green Guardian and Lady Antonia Hartigan.” 
 
    “Oh, Lady Hartigan is quite famous, I should have no difficulty getting you a file on her. The others will take some work, but I do have something that might interest you now.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    She reached into a pouch at her side, retrieving a palm-sized translucent crystal. “This is the main reason I wanted to talk to you today, and an example of one of the main things I provide. Are you familiar with memory crystals?” 
 
    “Sort of. I understand the concept, but I’m not an expert.” 
 
    “Understandable. Each memory crystal contains a recording of a memory. All you have to do is find somewhere comfortable, sit down, and say the command word to activate it. Then, you will experience the memory as if you were there. I purchase memory copies that are particularly interesting and relevant to the matches.” 
 
    I blinked. “Is that something common?” 
 
    “Yes and no. There are a few specific shops and Diviners that pay for people’s memories of matches — you may run into one or another at some point. I, in turn, have connections with the shop owners to get a first look at ones that might be valuable to the people I’m assisting.  
 
    Actual memories did seem like a much better way to learn about the capabilities of another fighter than just rumors or documents. I approved of the strategy, even if the idea of looking through someone else’s memories was a little strange. “Okay. And that one?” 
 
    Lia handed me the crystal. “The command word for activating that is ‘view’. It’s a very brief example, related to one of the other wielders. I have a couple more after you’ve watched that one, and I plan to pick up many more over time. I can look for ones specifically focusing on the people you mentioned.” 
 
    “Thanks. Anything you need from my side?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, not for the moment. At some point, perhaps you could give me a better idea of your own abilities, so I can search for items you may wish to purchase.” 
 
    I gave her a hesitant nod. “I’ll think about what I might need, thank you.” 
 
    After that I went and talked to Rei. Following a brief exchange, she agreed that we’d sell off the Heartlance replica — she was already bored of it, and she didn’t seem to think her speed was meaningfully improving from practicing with it. 
 
    The results of that were a little disappointing, but hopefully, we’d find better ways to improve both of our capabilities. I was still extremely interested in the idea of elixirs — maybe the sale of the Heartlance replica would be sufficient to purchase one, but I didn’t know. 
 
    I encouraged Reika to visit Lia as well — presumably, Lia had information for her, too. 
 
    After that, I handed off the Heartlance replica to Lia to get it identified and appraised, then headed back to my room. I still had several hours to burn for the evening, and I couldn’t think of any better way to spend them than learning more about my competition. 
 
    *** 
 
    I sat down in my room with the crystal Lia had given me, found a comfortable position, and laid Dawn across my lap. “Any idea if you’ll be able to see the memories along with me?” 
 
    <No idea. Never done anything like this. But if I can’t, I can always sit here and laugh at you while you drool and stare into space.> 
 
    “I don’t drool.” 
 
    <You never know what’ll happen when experimenting with strange magical items, Keras.> 
 
    I sighed, removing the crystal from my bag. “View.” 
 
    I had to force myself not to fight the sensation of foreign magic surging into my mind. Then, after an awkward moment, the world around me changed. 
 
    *** 
 
    I was with a group of several other people, holding a bow with an arrow nocked, but pointed downward. We crept forward, a woman with a shield and mace at the front of our group. 
 
    It took me a moment to recognize my surroundings. I was at the bottom of one of the hills used in the last test. The people around me were all wearing blue flags. 
 
    Everything felt real, like I was experiencing the scene with my own senses. The sight of the people around me, the scents in the air, the feeling of the breeze. 
 
    I could even feel someone else’s heart pounding in my chest. That was strange, but I forced myself to ignore it. I inspected my surroundings, at least as well as I could from the perspective of someone who didn’t move the way that I wanted them to. I was merely a viewer, I had no control over the body of the person in the vision. 
 
    I didn’t see any wielders around me, at least as far as I could tell. Two of the people were carrying swords, but neither of them fit the description of one of the sacred variety. 
 
    Dawn, can you see this? 
 
    <Not...clear...> 
 
    Dawn’s voice was distant, like I was hearing her talk from the other side of a wall. I couldn’t make out what she was saying. That was a little worrying, but I didn’t think it was dangerous. 
 
    People around me exchanged words in a cautious tone, but I couldn’t understand them. Apparently, this was an Edrian group, and the memory crystal didn’t come with a translation function. I’d picked up a couple words in Edrian since my visit, but nowhere near enough to understand a conversation. 
 
    The group crept over the hill in a tight formation, ready for a fight. 
 
    This is right near one of the towers, I remembered. The first one I approached. It’s probably from a different test group, though, so there might be different people present. 
 
    I got a little excited. The idea of experiencing a fight from someone else’s perspective was a real treat — I could see why some people would pay a lot of money for this kind of thing. 
 
    Briefly, I wondered if I could experience pain in a vision like this. I’d always had a high tolerance for pain, but what would it be like if I didn’t have my own body? 
 
    We crested over the hill. 
 
    The scene was familiar to me, for the most part. I recognized some large rocks and trees, and I was confident this was the same place I’d run into Reika. 
 
    There was one clear distinction, however — the tower was missing. 
 
    The entire, three-story stone tower, was simply gone. 
 
    Maybe this memory is from before the test...? No, that doesn’t make sense. There’s a team already out here competing. 
 
    An illusion, then? It has to be. 
 
    There was no rubble, no crater, no sign of an explosion big enough to wreck a massive tower like that. No sign of a fight at all. 
 
    From the chatter around me, I sensed similar confusion from the group of people I was watching. 
 
    They moved forward cautiously, heading over to the area that the tower should have been. Someone fired an arrow at the empty space where the tower should have been. It went straight through, landing on the other side. 
 
    Someone collected the arrow, showing that the arrow itself was real. 
 
    Not an illusion, then, or a very sophisticated one. 
 
    After another minute of cautious testing, the group walked into the space the tower should have occupied. They didn’t hit any invisible walls. 
 
    They searched. 
 
    I saw something black in the dirt near the center of the tower. The figure with the shield must have seen it, too. She walked closer, knelt down, and picked it up, showing it to the group. 
 
    I couldn’t understand the words that followed, but I recognized the object. 
 
    A single black feather. 
 
    No, there’s no way. 
 
    The vision ended, leaving me with one thought clearly imprinted in my mind. 
 
    The Phantom Thief Ravenshade had stolen an entire tower. 
 
    *** 
 
    “So, could you see that?” I asked Dawn. 
 
    <That was weeeeeird. I could sort of see it, but I could also still sort of see out of your normal vision. They overlapped, and I couldn’t really process anything. And, apparently, you weren’t listening very well.> 
 
    “Sorry, I couldn’t hear you properly. I think the memory crystal is designed to block out my existing senses, and that interfered with our communication, too.> 
 
    <Bleh. I don’t like it.> 
 
    I didn’t like that, either. 
 
    “Maybe if we practice with a few more crystals, we can figure out a way to make it work. Might be useful training for things that try to block my senses in general.” 
 
    <That’s...fair, I guess. Why is everything about training for you, though?> 
 
    The question caught me a little off guard. “I...just like getting stronger, I guess?” 
 
    <Yeah, but why?> 
 
    I considered that. “I think it’s because there are people I want to help, and the stronger I get, the more I can accomplish in that regard.” 
 
    That felt true — and it was true. But it wasn’t a complete answer. I knew that even at the time. 
 
    Still, it was the best I could offer. 
 
    <I guess that makes sense. Protecting other people is a good reason to fight.> 
 
    I nodded, but the question continued to linger in my mind. 
 
    <So, you want to go get more crystals?> 
 
    “Yeah. Let’s go get some with more action.” 
 
    I headed back to Lia, giving her back the crystal she’d given me, and got a few more. 
 
    Then, I went to watch. 
 
    *** 
 
    In the crystal’s memory, I was running behind a dark-haired woman with a scythe. I recognized her immediately — she’d been in my waiting room prior to the first match. She held up a hand in a “stop” gesture as we crested the hill toward a tower. Without turning around to face me, she spoke. “Wait here. Don’t get in my way.” 
 
    My view moved up and down, and I realized that the observer had nodded. 
 
    This is going to take some getting used to. 
 
    <No...ki..dd.ing...> 
 
    Dawn’s speech in my mind was garbled, but a little less so than last time. Maybe she was acclimating a bit. I hoped so — her observations would be useful, and I wanted her to enjoy watching these things as much as I did. 
 
    My viewpoint moved forward just a bit, then downward. The observer was ducking down to observe from a concealed position behind a large rocky outcropping. That suited me just fine. 
 
    As the scythe wielder approached the tower, a blast of lightning arced from the top, straight toward her. 
 
    Her shroud flashed and she walked right through it without stopping. 
 
    Two spear-wielders rushed out of the bottom of the tower, striking in unison. With a spin, she splintered their weapons, then stepped forward and grabbed a broken spear shaft with one hand. As the first of the spearmen retreated, she smashed the shaft across his face with enough force that I heard a crack. The shaft broke to pieces, and the spearman hit the ground. 
 
    As the second spearman surrounded himself with a flickering aura of energy, she swung her scythe. The spearman jumped backward to avoid the slice. 
 
    At first, it wasn’t clear to me if she’d hit him at all. Then, after a moment, I saw a hair-thin trail of blood on his cheek. 
 
    A moment later, his mouth opened and closed soundlessly — and he collapsed, insensate, to the ground. 
 
    From a wound that minor... 
 
    <P...oi...son?> 
 
    Or something similar, like paralysis magic. 
 
    I would have considered sleep as well, but the spearman’s eyes were still wide open, stuck with a horrified expression. 
 
    The scythe wielder walked over, kicked him to flip him over, and ducked down to steal his flag. Then she walked toward the tower entrance. 
 
    Another lightning blast struck from the top of the tower. She once again ignored it entirely. 
 
    She didn’t move inside at first. Instead, she raised a hand and pointed it toward the tower entrance — and I saw a green haze begin to rapidly flow out of her hand. 
 
    As she concentrated, the smoke spread faster, and began to flow out of the rest of her body. 
 
    Then she stepped inside. A wall of stone erupted behind her, sealing the entrance shut. 
 
    Moments later, I saw the green smoke emerge from the only remaining opening — the top of the tower. And I heard an awful, wracking cough coming from that area. 
 
    My vision shifted toward the top of the tower just in time to see someone fall from the top of it. A man surrounded by a flickering aura of lightning crashed to the ground with a crunch. I winced. 
 
    He didn’t move again. 
 
    Seconds passed. 
 
    More smoke emerged from the tower, heavier by the moment. Then, the top of the tower was sealed shut with a second wall of stone. 
 
    The scythe wielder remained inside, sealed in a tower filled with poison gas. 
 
    The vision ended. 
 
    *** 
 
    I set that crystal down. Well, that’s one way to defend a tower. 
 
    <No kidding. Do you think we could have made it through that gas?> 
 
    Probably wouldn’t have tried. She seemed to be able to fill the tower from the bottom, which means the gas probably rises. I’d reshape the top of the tower to let the gas out into the air first. 
 
    <Hm. Or she just had enough control over the gas to move it where she wanted. And she clearly had some stone sorcery, too. She might be able to reseal it and make gas faster than you can make openings.> 
 
    Well, if that happened, I could just disintegrate portions of stone and wear her down. 
 
    <You’re trying not to use your disintegration power that much, remember?> 
 
    I gave a little grumble, but agreed. Fine. I could just obliterate her flag, though. 
 
    <Sure, but then no one is getting any points for the tower. And she could put another flag on it.> 
 
    I mean, that wouldn’t be a bad thing if she kept moving her flags to it. I could keep obliterating them and decreasing her score until she was forced to leave. 
 
    <Hm. I guess. What about in a direct fight? Do you think you could handle that kind of poison?> 
 
    Too hard to say without experiencing it. I had a little bit of poison acclimation training when I was young, but I honestly don’t know if it would hold up against magic poisons like those. Your magic resistance might help. 
 
    <My magic resistance would obviously help, considering how powerful and overwhelmingly useful all of my abilities are, but I don’t know how well it would work against something that can paralyze someone with a scratch. Hm.> 
 
    Yeah. Worth thinking about some poison countermeasures at some point. So, you were able to see that one more clearly? 
 
    <It was still really strange, but I was able to tune out your usual vision and focus on the memory crystal a little better this time, yeah.> 
 
    You up for another one? 
 
    <Sure! It’s always fun to guess which one of these people will utterly demolish you in the future.> 
 
    Thanks, Dawn. What would I do without your eternal confidence in my abilities? 
 
    <I don’t know. I imagine you’d be doing a lot of crying, though.> 
 
    Yes, clearly, that describes my usual emotional response to things. 
 
    I picked up another crystal. That last one had been pretty impressive. I didn’t think I’d find any others that showed anyone similarly dangerous. 
 
    It was a reasonable estimation, but also terribly wrong. 
 
    *** 
 
    In the next vision, I stood behind a line of sword and spear wielders. As my viewpoint shifted, I realized I was holding a bow and standing in a line of other archers and other ranged attackers. There were a total of twelve of people in our group — six on the front line, six of us in back. 
 
    We were standing on the bottom floor of a tower, looking outward into the opening. As my gaze tilted upward, I could see a couple more people waiting on the stairway, giving them additional angles of attack. 
 
    It was a pretty good setup. Most of the front line had shields. I was a little envious that I hadn’t ended up in a team with a solid formation like this, though admittedly, I was pretty terrible at line fighting. 
 
    “Enemy approaching.” Someone in front reported. “Just one, but let’s scare him off. Archers, nock. Casters, prep.” 
 
    I raised my bow and nocked an arrow. A candlelight flame appeared on the arrowhead, indicating some kind of magic on it. I noted other elemental energies glowing on the arrows of the people nearby — one was firing ice arrows, and another lightning. Another sign of excellent coordination. 
 
    With the front line obscuring us, I didn’t see the single figure approaching for another few moments, but when I did, he made an impression. 
 
    He was tall, wearing loose-fitting brown robes covering most of his tanned skin. His dark eyes seemed to gleam softly with inner light, but not a cheap romance novel way. More like a “glowing with obvious magical energy” kind of way. 
 
    More striking than his admittedly impressive eyes, however, were his tattoos. Inky black markings covered much of his face, and similar lines traced downward across three fingers on his right hand to form a swirling pattern in the center. 
 
    Even watching the crystal, I felt my jaw tighten at the sight. 
 
    Those weren’t attunements. No, I’d seen markings resembling those before, but elsewhere. They looked very much like the seals worn by Wrynn Jaden, the Witch of a Thousand Shadows, designed to contain the power of an ancient being of catastrophic might. 
 
    And, perhaps even more alarmingly, they also looked like the symbols I’d seen on the forehead of a fragment of a Vendria, a goddess who had been shattered into seasonal fragments. 
 
    Back in my homeland, I’d fought against Venlyra, the Deep of Winter. Those symbols had been a sign of corruption — a harbinger of the Sun Eater had stolen her body and mind. Fortunately, I hadn’t been alone for the battle. My friend Lydia had managed to grab onto the crystal that housed Venlyra’s consciousness and utilized Vendria’s spring aspect to help free Venlyra from the Sun Eater’s control.  None of us had any idea what had happened to Venshara, the Fire of Summer, the last of Vendria’s seasonal aspects. 
 
    I couldn’t know for certain that the symbols on this man’s face were the same as either of the similar signs I’d seen before, but the possibilities presented terrible danger. I watched closely, hoping that a better view might help me narrow down which of the two — if either — I was seeing. 
 
    “Archers, loose!” 
 
    A sense of dread filled me as they attacked. They couldn’t have known what I knew, or at least suspected. 
 
    Arrows arced outward, flying true at their target. 
 
    At about ten feet from him, the magic within them ended. 
 
    At five feet, they began to visibly splinter in mid-air. 
 
    By about a foot from him, the arrowheads had fallen away, and the shafts twisted and withered. When they struck, they fell harmlessly to the ground, nothing but shattered sticks. 
 
    “Mages, bombard!” 
 
    The three other ranged attackers were using spells, rather than arrows. A blast of flame leapt out from one caster’s hands, only to erupt into smoke and vanish as it came close. A jet of ice melted in mid-air, leaving only a puddle on the ground in front of the advancing figure. 
 
    The lightning from the last mage diminished as it approached, but still struck, leaving a sizzling hole in the approaching man’s robes. His skin beneath it was blackened, but he showed no sign of pain. 
 
    He simply walked forward, slowly raising a single hand — and then clenching it into a fist. 
 
    The tower trembled. Dust began to fall from the ceiling. 
 
    My gaze shifted upward. For a moment, I believed he’d caused an earthquake. 
 
    The commanding officer’s voice billowed out from the front. “Front line, adva—” 
 
    And then it happened, all at once. 
 
    The stone around us creaked, as if exhaling a dying breath. 
 
    And then the tower’s stone came apart, as if ten thousand years of erosion had worn it away in a single heartbeat. 
 
    In a moment, the tower came down upon us. 
 
    Not as stone, but as sand. 
 
    Some of those around reacted with admirable speed. As the tower collapsed, I saw someone raise a bubble-like barrier around a few people in the front line, but my viewpoint wasn’t close enough to be within it. 
 
    Instead, I raised my hands to cover my head and neck. It wasn’t a bad instinct. In spite of the change in form, the upper floors of the collapsing tower had to weigh tens, maybe hundreds of thousands of pounds. Even being crushed by a small fraction of that weight was a potential danger. 
 
    The impact hit so hard I almost felt it, in spite of the memory being incapable of conveying actual force. My viewpoint jarred sharply downward as the incredible pressure of the sand smashed me into the ground. 
 
    Well, that answers one question. I don’t feel pain from things that happen in these memories. That’s fortunate, because that looked like it really hurt. 
 
    For several seconds, there was only darkness. No sound, no vision. And, without feeling, I couldn’t even tell if my viewpoint had lost consciousness. 
 
    Tense heartbeats passed, my vision shifted, showing a one-eyed view of the area. I’d burst part-way through the newly-formed sand dune, and one of the front-line fighters was nearby, his hands moving air currents to push the sand out of the way and unbury me. 
 
    I heard my viewpoint cough, then give a mumbled “thanks” in Edrian — but there was little time to celebrate. 
 
    As my view tilted to the left, I saw the strange man still walking closer to the tower, showing no signs of hurry. 
 
    Two of the remaining front-line fighters — ones that had been shielded by the bubble spell — charged him. 
 
    I admired their valor, but I knew they’d made a terrible mistake. 
 
    When one of them came in with a slice with a glimmering sword, the dark-marked man grabbed the weapon by the blade. It wasn’t a motion of perfect skill or incredible speed, and the sword cut deeply into his skin — but he appeared completely unbothered by the wound. 
 
    In only a moment, I saw the glimmering aura around the sword flicker and die. Then the blade turned red with rust — and, a moment later, snapped in twain as the dark-marked man twisted his wrist. 
 
    As the sword wielder stumbled backward, the dark-marked man took a blow to the shoulder with a mace. I heard the crack of breaking bone. 
 
    Still, this prompted not the slightest hint of discomfort. 
 
    He turned toward the mace wielder, who was savvy enough to pull his mace back before it could be grabbed. Then he flicked a finger and spoke a single word in a hollow voice: “Repayment.” 
 
    The agonized scream that came from the mace wielder was so loud that I couldn’t hear what was happening, but I saw it. His weapon arm snapped, not just in one place, but a dozen at once. 
 
    It was disturbing on multiple levels. Not just because of the awfulness of the damage, but because the human body was naturally resistant to magic. Bypassing both that natural resistance and a shroud without even making physical contact...that required a colossal amount of magical power, on a scale I wasn’t sure I’d ever witnessed before. Doing it with such casual ease...well, I won’t say I was frightened, but I was certainly concerned. 
 
    When the sword wielder saw what had happened, he did the sensible thing and began an immediate retreat, never taking his eyes off his foe. 
 
    The mace wielder fell, writhing and screaming, to the dirt. The dark-marked man ignored the mace wielder entirely, advancing on the swordsman. Not quickly, just one step at a time. 
 
    The swordsman pulled a knife from his belt, raising it into a guarding gesture. His shroud flickered, then appeared to solidify around him, presumably indicating the activation of some kind of defensive spell. 
 
    The dark-marked man made a ‘tsk’ sound, then a sweeping gesture with his finger. 
 
    A hair-line cut appeared across the barrier, as if it had sliced with an invisible blade. Then the dark-haired man pointed downward, and the ground beneath the swordsman crumbled. 
 
    The swordsman dropped as a crater appeared in the ground beneath him. He hit the ground hard, but swiftly got back to his feet. 
 
    The dark-marked man advanced. 
 
    The swordsman hurled his knife. It embedded in the dark-marked man’s chest. 
 
    The dark-marked man looked downward, frowning. I watched as the metal of the dagger’s hilt tarnished and the leather on the grip rotted. Then, he brought a hand downward, snapping the hilt off of the blade, and wrenched the blade — now covered in rust and blood — out with two fingers. 
 
    The swordsman turned and ran. The ground beneath him, however, began to crumble with every step, and the crater they stood in continued to widen. 
 
    The dark-marked man walked closer, unaffected by the crumbling ground. And as the swordsman continued to try to flee, the ground continued to abandon him. 
 
    One of the archers, apparently recovered, fired a shot — but the arrow simply warped and decomposed in mid-air, just as before. 
 
    I had a growing ache in my chest as I understood the type of sorcery I was seeing, and my mind raced through the horrifying implications. 
 
    Another of the front-line fighters reached the edge of the growing pit, reaching down with a hand to offer it to the fleeing swordsman. For a moment, I thought that with help, the swordsman might escape. The dark-marked man had demonstrated no urgency. 
 
    But as hope grew in my heart, it was just as quickly extinguished. 
 
    “Impertinent.” 
 
    The swordsman’s reaching arm snapped. He screamed, falling back into the pit. 
 
    Then the dark-marked man walked to him, grabbing the still-screaming swordsman and flipping him over. 
 
    “Two wounds inflicted.” He grabbed the swordsman’s other arm. “Two wounds returned.” 
 
    The sight that followed was...awful. 
 
    The clothing around the swordsman’s uninjured arm rapidly decomposed, exposing bare flesh. Then, the dark-marked man sunk his nails into the skin, drawing blood. 
 
    And then the arm began to wither like a wilted flower, as if decades were passing with every heartbeat. 
 
    I wished I could turn my eyes away, but I couldn’t. My eyes were not my own. 
 
    Only when the arm was reduced to a shriveled husk did the dark-marked man pull his hand away, leaving the swordsman in a whimpering ball. 
 
    The dark-marked man’s eyes turned upward toward the attempted rescuer, then he spoke again. “You may flee now.” 
 
    It was a testament to the would-be rescuer that he even took one last glance at his fallen friend before he turned to run. 
 
    My own viewpoint lingered on the dark-marked man for only another moment before it spun, finding others already rushing off the hill and into the distance. 
 
    My eyes shifted again, finding the flagpole lying among the rubble — then turned away, as my feet began to move. 
 
    I ran. 
 
    The vision ended. 
 
    *** 
 
    I sat silently for a moment after watching that fight. 
 
    <...That was...awful, Keras.> 
 
    I gave a slow nod, remaining silent. 
 
    <I’ve never seen someone use terrible magic like that before.> 
 
    I drew in a deep breath, closing my eyes. 
 
    I have. 
 
    <You have? When?> 
 
    Twice. 
 
    That eye monster had a much weaker version of it. I could recognize the similarities, but the scale is completely different. I’ve only seen sorcery of that type and magnitude from one person before. 
 
    Venlyra. One of the pieces of an ancient goddess of Rendalir, possessed by a shadow of her ancient enemy: The Sun Eater. And the power he wields is the dominion of ruin. 
 
    My hands tightened into fists. 
 
    <...Wait, what? No, that can’t be right. You said the Sun Eater was supposed to be defeated!> 
 
    He was. When I fought Venlyra, she was sealed in an ancient barrier, far from civilization. I’ve never seen someone marked by the Sun Eater out in the open before. 
 
    <...Are you sure that the Sun Eater is involved? Couldn’t that man just be using ruin magic from some other source, like the eye monster?> 
 
    Maybe, but I’m certainly not taking that risk. We need to look into this, right now. Before it’s too late for us all. 
 
    *** 
 
    I went and found Lia again immediately, handing the crystals back to her. “A couple questions for you.” 
 
    Lia nodded. “Of course. How can I assist you?” 
 
    I handed her one of the crystals. “This one — the scythe wielder. Do you have any information on her?” 
 
    Her expression sank as she took the crystal, turning it over in her hands. “I knew her for many years. She was one of the other students here.” 
 
    “She was?” I blinked. “What happened?” 
 
    “Xiaofan is Meilin’s sister. She…was much like a sister to Ari and me, too. Grandmother took us all in when we had nowhere else to go. We began to grow apart when they completed their Judgements, and I…chose not to take one. Still, she was kind to me, at least until recently. She left for the Unclaimed Lands and when she came back, she was changed. Cold. Distant.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that. I hate to ask you this, but if you knew her…could you tell me more about her abilities?” 
 
    “She was one of Grandmother’s best students. Second only to Walter, really. Her Spellsinger attunement allows her to distribute spells through her voice, much like a lung-marked attunement might, but with a broader range. When she was in the Unclaimed Lands, she gained some other sort of power. I believe it may be a crystal mark from one of the prime crystals, but she refuses to talk about it. It seems to increase her physical strength and durability.” 
 
    That made sense. “Thank you. I’ll keep all that in mind.” 
 
    “You should avoid mentioning her to Ari. For him, the wound is still fresh.” 
 
    “Understood, thank you.” It was good to know about Xiaofan, but she wasn’t my greatest concern. I handed Lia another crystal. “This one — the one that shows the man who caused a tower to collapse into sand. Can you tell me who it was in there?” 
 
    “Liked that one, did you? He’s one of the favored contestants in betting pools right now. He’s a foreigner, like you are, but no one knows where he’s from. Calls himself...Hakadhi, I think? Sorry, it was a foreign name, and I’m not sure how to pronounce it.” 
 
    That sounded a little familiar, but I couldn’t quite place it. 
 
    <Soulbrand’s wielder. He mentioned someone called ‘Akadi’.> 
 
    I blinked. She was right. 
 
    Thanks, Dawn. 
 
    “I think it might be Akadi?” I offered. 
 
    Lia shrugged. “Can’t remember what the Diviner told me, and I didn’t see it written down. Why? Is it important?” 
 
    “Potentially very.” I took a breath. “I think he might be possessed by a monster from another world.” 
 
    “...What?” 
 
    That required a significant amount of explaining. You already know that stuff, so I won’t reiterate. Lia showed a suitable degree of skepticism. 
 
    “I...don’t know about all this. It sounds a little like, uh, made up?” 
 
    I sighed. “Please. I’ve fought one of these creatures before. Well, two if you count a karna, but they’re different.” I shook my head, dismissing that tangent. “Anyway, these people — or things — are dangerous. Like, terribly, absurdly dangerous. And their presence here could indicate more on the way. Can you get me any more information on this guy?” 
 
    Lia frowned. “I can try, but most foreigners don’t list an address or contact information, since they don’t have a personal residence in the city. I sincerely doubt it would be easy to track him down.” 
 
    I nodded. That was true for me as well, of course. “What about using that memory gem as a focus for divination magic to track him?” 
 
    She shook her head. “We could track the person who made the gem that way, but probably not someone who simply appears in the memories.” 
 
    I wasn’t an expert on divination magic, but that made sense to me. “Okay. Soulbrand’s wielder mentioned the name ‘Akadi’ to me. He might have a connection. Can you find him?” 
 
    “Again, I can try, but it’s the same problem — he’s not a local. And given that he’s a wielder, he almost certainly didn’t list any contact information.” 
 
    “This is worth looking into. Immediately, if possible. 
 
    Lia sighed. “I’ll go check records. Hold on.” 
 
    She came back a couple hours later, shaking her head. “Neither of them has an address or any contact information listed. I asked around, but apparently they’ve both been very private. Other people have tried to find where they’re staying, but they both appear to be living off the island.” 
 
    That made things significantly more challenging. “Okay.” I took a breath. “I can put in some leg work and ask around at taverns and such, see if anyone knows anything.” 
 
    Lia gave me a disapproving look. “I don’t think you should. What are you going to do if you find him?” 
 
    “Ask a few questions.” I found myself unconsciously shifting into a defensive posture. 
 
    “And what can you do if he says, ‘Oh, sure, I’m the spawn of a world-eating monster’? This isn’t exactly a good monster hunting environment, and you’re another foreigner. One who, might I add, is already arousing suspicions with your own unusual powers.” 
 
    I winced. She had a good point. Multiple, in fact. “I can’t just stand by and do nothing while that monster is out there.” 
 
    “If he is what you believe he is — and I’m not entirely convinced of that — he’s still participating in a tournament. He won’t want to get kicked out. He probably isn’t going to do anything drastic until the final rounds, at least.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I agree with that, and even if that’s true, it just means we have more incentive to act early and prevent anyone from dying.” 
 
    She nodded. “I concur. But I don’t think that means you have to do it personally. I...have some contacts in the royal guard. I can inform them, and have them deal with it.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “Contacts in the royal guard? Given Iron’s history...” 
 
    “I know, I know. It’s not as bad as it sounds.” She winced. “Or, maybe it is, depending on what you’re thinking. I’m loyal to Iron. Collecting information is my duty. Sometimes, that means making friends with the enemy.” 
 
    I gave her a hard look, then slowly nodded. “You think they’ll actually look into it?” 
 
    “Yes. Absolutely. I may, however, have to explain that the wielder of Dawnbringer is the information source.” 
 
    “Why mention me?” 
 
    “Being a wielder lends a certain level of credibility to an otherwise, frankly, implausible story. It does, however, mean that they may bring you in for questioning at some point — and that could put us all in a bad position.” 
 
    I frowned. “Questioning as in, ‘How do you know about the Sun Eater’ or questioning as in, ‘Approximately what temperature do you think this hot poker is’?” 
 
    “More the former, but admittedly the latter isn’t impossible. I do think they have more modern torture implements, however.” 
 
    “Oh, good to know they’re up-to-date, at least.” I sighed. “Go ahead and tell them. I can handle a hot poker or two if necessary. Just...tell them to be careful, too. These creatures are beyond the monsters I fought in the Unclaimed Lands, for the most part. And they have powers related to spirits and shades. Your guard friends should take precautions against possession.” 
 
    “I’ll relay all that.” Lia gave me a nod. “Is there anything else?” 
 
    I pondered that. “Do you have an address on file for Anabelle Farren?” 
 
    “I can check. You wish to send her a letter?” 
 
    I nodded. “If possible.” 
 
    “I’ll look into it. Anything else I can help you with right now?” 
 
    “Not for now, thank you. I appreciate the crystals.” 
 
    “Good. Go study the rest. Someone else can take care of this ‘Akadi’ problem.” 
 
    While that was probably technically true, I had a sinking feeling that it wasn’t going to work out that way at all. 
 
    *** 
 
    First, I went and told Reika about the entire story. She seemed to enjoy it, but didn’t seem overly concerned. I don’t think she took the threat seriously. 
 
    Admittedly, I’m not sure if I would have taken “shadow people from another planet are invading and taking over human bodies” very seriously if I hadn’t seen evidence of it in person. 
 
    Even if she was a little flippant, I was glad I told her. It wasn’t the sort of thing I wanted to surprise her with in the middle of a fight — or worse, have someone else catch her off guard because she wasn’t informed about some basic yet critical information I could have easily relayed to her. 
 
    After that, I went back to my room to study more crystals. 
 
    Nothing compared to the last ones I’d seen. That wasn’t exactly a surprise, of course. Not many people could single-handedly take over (or steal, in the phantom thief’s case) entire towers like that. 
 
    Maybe I should have found opponents like them worrying, but my reaction was a little different. I could feel my heart beating faster as I imagined our coming battles and began to devise strategies to counter each of the abilities they’d demonstrated. 
 
    I tried to distract myself with the other crystals as much as I could, searching for anyone else of a similar level. Unfortunately, none of the other crystals showed sacred sword wielders, nor any of the other opponents that I wanted to see, like Lady Hartigan or the Green Guardian. 
 
    There was a benefit to watching the more general crystals, though. 
 
    Experiencing the memories of fighting from other people’s perspectives gave me valuable knowledge about the local fighting styles. Fighting against people in the tests had been useful, but being able to feel someone else’s movements gave a whole new type of insight. 
 
    Memories of a heavily-armored Edrian warrior showed me how she could shift her shroud to specific portions of her armor, deflecting heavy attacks with barely any effort. 
 
    The perspective of a Valian duelist showed me a style that involved moving as little as possible, trying to turn blows with minimal force and quickly riposte. I was familiar with similar styles from back home, but the duelist augmented his movements with Enhancement mana, allowing even a tiny motion to potentially deflect a blade. 
 
    A crystal from the perspective of an Edrian lancer showed me how he could use transference sorcery to hurl himself high into the air, then blast himself downward with incredible force. He’d use his shroud to both empower his strike and cushion his impact. The style reminded me of my old rival, Velas. 
 
    I watched that one more than once. 
 
    As we watched the crystals, Dawn and I gradually got a little bit better at communicating while I was using them, but it remained extremely difficult. I tried closing my eyes before using the memory crystals, and that seemed to help with her experience, but she still had difficulty seeing it. 
 
    We spent much of the night viewing the crystals Lia had available, then met up with Reika to get some much-needed sleep. 
 
    *** 
 
    The next day, Reika and I met with Grandmother Iron to begin training with her. 
 
    “You’re capable fighters already, so I’m not going to treat you like children. My lessons will focus on educating you about local fighting traditions to better prepare for your opponents, as well as to correct any flaws I note in your style from your performance in training or tournament rounds.” 
 
    “Yes, Grandma.” Reika replied. 
 
    “We’ll begin with discussing what I believe each of you should work on. First, both of you appear to be suppressing your shrouds completely. While I can understand wanting to keep your power hidden for future rounds, suppressing it entirely is dangerous. You can show at least a Carnelian-level aura and no one will question it. Is there a reason you’re suppressing your shrouds entirely?” 
 
    I’d known this would come up eventually, but it was still awkward. 
 
    <Ooooh, busted.> 
 
    Ssh, Dawn. 
 
    I spoke up before Reika had a chance to. “We have our reasons for that. We’ll discuss it later and decide if we can share everything with you.” 
 
    Iron gave me a withering look. “If you expect me to help you, some honesty is going to be required in return.” 
 
    “I don’t like keeping secrets, but sometimes it’s necessary. This is nothing personal.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Very well. I’ll tolerate this for now, but you should know it will make your training more difficult.” 
 
    “We’re really sorry, Grandma. We’ll, uh, discuss things soon.” Reika looked abashed. Given her lack of social exposure, she probably wasn’t used to being admonished. 
 
    “Fine, fine. Let that discussion be over with.” Grandmother Iron sighed. “Individual things, then, and less secret ones. Keras, you don’t seem very familiar with the local fighting styles and attunements. Is that correct?” 
 
    I nodded. “I know a bit about them, but not a lot.” 
 
    “Valian education is so riddled with holes.” She shook her head. “Never mind. We will teach you what you need to know.” Iron turned to Reika. “You have been fighting unarmed.” 
 
    “Yep!” 
 
    “While I note that you tend to shapeshift, and thus wearing armor may be inappropriate, I would still strongly advise using a weapon. I recognize that Valian guardians often fight with their bare hands, but to do so without using a shroud...” She shook her head. “You’re at a terrible reach disadvantage, and you leave your arms and legs vulnerable. Anyone with a speed advantage will cut you to ribbons.” 
 
    Reika withered at the scrutiny. “I, uh, don’t like weapons very much. I tried a spear for a while, but it felt unnatural.” 
 
    “We will have you try some other options. At a bare minimum, perhaps some greaves or sabatons to compliment your gauntlets. Vambraces as well, if they would not prevent you from changing shape.” 
 
    “I...guess a little bit of armor wouldn’t hurt.” She sounded hesitant. 
 
    “We will also give you some weapons training. Even if you choose not to use a sword in battle, you should be aware of how your opponents will. Then you will be better prepared to avoid and counter their moves.” 
 
    Reika gave a nod at that. “That’s fine. As long as you don’t expect me to use one all the time.” 
 
    “Very well. We will begin your training immediately. Keras, today you’ll be working with Walter, since he has some contracts with the same mana types you use. Reika, you will be training with me directly today.” 
 
    I had questions about what she meant by contracts, but they would have given a great deal away about what I didn’t know. I still wasn’t sure how much I wanted to say to Grandmother or her other students. 
 
    I’d been honest when I’d said that Reika and I needed to talk. Whether or not we’d confess our lack of attunements was a big decision, and one that could have serious long-term consequences for us. 
 
    For the moment, though, it was time to train with a new partner. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter XII – Rondo of Swords 
 
      
 
    “We’re not training here.” Walter explained when I went to meet with him. “Follow me.” 
 
    He led me out of the Study of Iron and toward the main arena. “There’s one main stage for the arena that’s used for large events, like the preliminaries you participated in. Right now, that one is being used for secondary matches that aren’t a part of the tournament. You can sign up for those if you’d like. They’ll earn you money, but not points. It’s a good way to size up the competition.” 
 
    I nodded. “Is that where we’re going?” 
 
    “No. I wouldn’t mind watching you up there — or we could even try to get matched against each other sometime to get some practice on the stage — but for the moment, we’re going to one of the smaller side stages. There are thirty-two of them. They’re used for some events, but when they’re not being used for the main tournament, they can be rented out for private use.” 
 
    “That makes sense. And I assume there’s more space to fight than in the Study of Iron?” 
 
    “Right. And the stages are built to be used by high-level attuned. They’re tough to break by accident.” Walter gave me a smile. “We’ll be able to cut loose a little more.” 
 
    I cracked my neck. “I’ll look forward to it.” 
 
    Walter finished leading me to an entry area and met with someone in the uniform of an arena worker. After a brief exchange in Edrian, Walter retrieved a few coins from a pouch and passed them over, then signed some paperwork. “This way.” 
 
    He led the way onto the stage. 
 
    This arena was smaller than the main one, but it still wasn’t small. I guessed it at about half the size of the Korinval Coliseum back home in Velthryn, meaning that the bleachers outside — currently empty — could have handled a crowd of a few thousand people. 
 
    The stage itself was large enough that dozens of people could have fought on it at the same time. I’d rarely had a chance to practice in an area this large, and I had to admit it was pretty exciting. 
 
    Even better, the stage wasn’t just a boring flat surface. Someone had set it up to resemble a hilly area, complete with what looked like real grass, trees, and large rocks. 
 
    It almost looks like the terrain for the test I just finished. Maybe someone had enough information to know what they’d be dealing with in this test, and set up this arena to practice for it? 
 
    That was a pretty good reminder that I wasn’t the only one getting information to prepare for tests. Other people would be devising strategies and training for each match, too. 
 
    Walter and I headed to the center of the stage. 
 
    “So, how are we doing this?” I asked. 
 
    Walter cracked his neck, stretched his arms, and smiled. Then he snapped his fingers on his right hand. A silvery bracelet I hadn’t been paying much attention to vanished, and then there was a long, glimmering halberd floating in the air in front of him. He grabbed it. “How do you think?” 
 
    “Ah.” I grinned. “I think I’m going to like your style of training.” 
 
    I reached for Dawnbringer at my side, then hesitated. “Is it okay if I use—” 
 
    “Please. Don’t hold back on my behalf.” Walter gave me a nod. “It would be an honor to spar against Dawnbringer. And, more importantly, I can’t evaluate your capabilities properly if you don’t use everything available.” 
 
    I definitely wasn’t going to use everything at my disposal, but practicing with Dawnbringer was important. I pulled her out of her scabbard. 
 
    <Did you hear that? It’s an honor to fight against me.> 
 
    Combat now, preening later, Dawn. 
 
    <There’s always time for preening. It’s much like banter.> 
 
    I gave Walter a brief salute. He gave me an odd look in response, but then raised his own weapon and mirrored my motion. I realized immediately that I probably should have checked what a Valian salute looked like, since everyone seemed to think I was from Valia. Oops. 
 
    I didn’t have much time to worry about that, though, because Walter came at me swinging a moment later. 
 
     Halberds, if you’re not familiar, are a type of polearm. They’re basically an axe on a long stick. Importantly, Walter’s halberd had about an extra three feet of reach over Dawnbringer. 
 
    Ordinarily, I’d resolve that by cutting the halberd’s head off. There were two problems with that — first, this didn’t have a wooden shaft like an ordinary halberd, and second, his halberd started singing as soon as he swung it. 
 
    I don’t mean that in the typical “his sword sang” flowery sense. I mean it — or, uh, he, probably? — literally started singing. 
 
    “I’ma cut you, I’ma cut you, watch out cuz I’ma cut you.” 
 
    I jumped backward, avoiding the first swing. I think my jaw might have dropped a little. 
 
    <He talks! Keras, Keras!> 
 
    I know, wait— 
 
    Walter lunged at me. I side-stepped, smacking the shaft of his halberd out of the way with Dawn’s blade. That sent Walter’s swing wide, but he quickly corrected his position for another strike. 
 
    The halberd kept singing. “Keep on dodgin’, soon you’ll see, you can’t quite keep up with me!” 
 
    I’d been momentarily startled, but my instincts took over quickly. As Walter prepped for another cut, I jumped forward, swinging straight for the halberd. I connected easily, driving the halberd downward. 
 
    Magnetize. 
 
    I pushed metal mana through Dawn and into the halberd — and met a steel wall of resistance. 
 
    “Ooh, you gonna try to change me, ooh, you can’t quite phase me!” 
 
    I forced Dawn against the halberd with one hand, then grabbed the shaft with the other. Then, I yanked the halberd straight out of his hands and tossed it toward the arena floor. 
 
    “You struck me down, but I won’t frown, I—” 
 
    The halberd fell silent the moment it hit the floor. 
 
    I came in with Dawnbringer flashing toward Walter’s neck, but he was already moving. Another bracelet flashed and a shield appeared in mid-air in front of him. Dawnbringer glanced off it, then Walter was stepping back and reaching upward. 
 
    A black-bladed axe appeared in his right hand. The shield, however, continued to float right in front of him. “You’re strong. I didn’t expect you to grab my weapon like that, and I didn’t even see you cast a strength spell.” 
 
    I hadn’t cast a strength spell. Not yet, at least. But he didn’t need to know that. “Looks like you’ve got other weapons. Are those going to sing, too?” 
 
    “No. At least, not while they’re in these forms.” Walter chuckled. “And none of the others are quite as musically inclined as Octave.” 
 
    “Wait, so those are all—” 
 
    Walter hurled the axe at me. By the time I knocked it out of the way, he had another weapon in his hands — a rapier — and he was lunging straight at my chest. 
 
    I deflected the rapier, then ducked as I felt metal moving behind me. The black-bladed axe flew straight through the space where my head had been. Walter reached upward and caught it on the return, then launched into a flurry of strikes with both axe and rapier. 
 
    I wasn’t used to finding myself on the defensive. I didn’t like it, so I changed it. 
 
    Body of Stone. 
 
    I swung hard, aiming for his center of mass and knowing he’d block. When he did, the impact sent him staggering backward. That was all I needed. 
 
    Release Body of Stone. Burn. 
 
    I jumped forward, flames igniting around my free hand. I swept it toward his face, going for my usual flame-blinding trick — but the floating shield moved in between us, cutting off my movement. 
 
    I punched the shield instead, battering it out of the way. It flew backward several feet, too far to get in the way of my next attack. 
 
    I pointed Dawnbringer at his chest. “Luminous Arc.” 
 
    A blast of light flashed outward, hitting Walter straight in the chest. I saw his shroud flicker as the blast passed through it and left a burn mark on his chest. 
 
    That didn’t slow him down much, though. He hurled his axe at me again a moment later, then while I was distracted by deflecting it, his rapier changed. 
 
    A moment later, he was swinging a greatsword at me instead. 
 
    I only had a moment to think “that’s my trick!” while I hopped backward. The greatsword smashed into the ground, leaving a broad rent in the terrain where I’d been a moment before. 
 
    Then I was swinging around to deflect the black axe again, which was trying to hit me while it rebounded toward Walter. 
 
    I quickly hurled a blast of flame at him, but his shield had flown back and it intercepted the attack without difficulty. Then Walter caught his axe on the return, holding it in one hand and the greatsword in his other. 
 
    There was a moment while Walter and I both backed away, evaluating each other. 
 
    I’d fought opponents with floating weapons before on multiple occasions. The problem was that my usual approach was to destroy them, and these weapons appeared to be sentient. Moreover, at least one of them had resisted my magnetism trick. 
 
    Worse, Walter still had four bracelets visible that he hadn’t used yet. 
 
    I had to change the fight before he had a chance to deploy the rest of them. 
 
    I slammed my boot into the ground. 
 
    The stone beneath Walter rippled — then stilled before my spikes could emerge. 
 
    Walter shook his head. “Not going to beat me with such a simple stone spell. But if we’re using magic, then...” 
 
    A hail of iron spikes appeared in the air around me, then flew inward. 
 
    This, at least, I could handle. 
 
    Magnetic repulse. 
 
    The spikes flew back outward. I shot forward, gripping Dawn with both hands and swinging downward hard. 
 
    Body of Stone. 
 
    Walter caught my swing with his greatsword, but he was still wielding it with one hand. He struggled as I pushed him backward, then I kicked him hard in the chest. He flew back a step, and I slashed sideways, pushing on Dawn’s aura. 
 
    A shockwave of light followed my swing, cutting through the air. His shield flew to intercept, with my crescent glancing harmlessly off the mirrored surface. 
 
    I was ready for that, though. I kept moving, grabbing the shield before it could move out of my way, then swung it by the top to deflect the axe that Walter hurled a moment later. 
 
    As the axe wheeled around for its return pass, I hurled Walter’s own shield at him, then spun and grabbed the axe by the hilt as it flew toward me. 
 
    The axe trembled in my grip, but a floating weapon still had only a limited amount of strength to move. With Body of Stone active, I could hold it in place with minimal effort. 
 
    Wielding two weapons at once wasn’t my usual style, but admittedly, it was a nice change of pace. 
 
    Walter’s shield course corrected in mid-air to avoid hitting him, but by then, I was in close and swinging at it. I knocked it straight to the ground with his axe, then smacked his greatsword out of the way with Dawn. 
 
    When I brought Dawn in again, there was another flash from one of his wrists, and Walter was covered in a full suit of gleaming armor. My next swing with Dawn connected, only to glance harmlessly off his shimmering mail. 
 
    Then he raised his free hand and conjured a blast of flame straight toward my chest. 
 
    Move. 
 
    I commanded the flames aside, and they shifted at my command. That gave Walter a moment to break my sword press, though. He whipped his greatsword around and connected with my forward leg. 
 
    I winced as he drew a bloody line, then pulled back, frowning. 
 
    “You really need to make better use of your shroud.” He raised his greatsword, resting it on his shoulder. “If you were, that wouldn’t have even cut you.” 
 
    I pulled back, grunting. “I don’t need one. And you should keep a better grip on your weapons.” I shook his axe in the air. 
 
    “I can’t recall the last time someone has managed to steal my weapons like that. I’m impressed you managed it, but I have many others.” 
 
    “And I’ve got plenty more ways to handle them.” I took a ready stance. “You ready for more?” 
 
    “No, no.” Walter shook his head. “That’s enough for now.” 
 
    I blinked. “We’re stopping so soon?” 
 
    “Look at your leg.” 
 
    I looked down. There was a pretty significant gash where his greatsword had connected just above my knee. I shrugged. “I’ve had worse. I can keep going.” 
 
    Walter gave a deep belly laugh. “I’m sure you can. But I’m not competing with you right now. You’re here for training, and if you keep fighting on an injured leg like that, it could hurt your chances in the next match. Grandmother would eat me alive if that happened.” 
 
    Release Body of Stone. 
 
    I lowered my sword — and Walter’s axe — very deliberately and with great difficulty. I was still itching to fight. “I...understand.”  
 
    “I’ll also need Rejoinder back.” He gestured at the axe. 
 
    “Oh. Right, sorry.” I released my grip on his axe. It floated back to him. I thought I felt something like a glare coming from the axe, but it could have been my imagination. Maybe. 
 
    <Keras! Ask him about the singy thing!> 
 
    I took a breath, centering myself as best I could. It was...difficult to get myself out of combat mode once I’d started. “That singing halberd — Octave, I think? What’s...how...?” 
 
    Walter laughed. “Ah, yeah, he’s a real handful. Catches most people off guard a bit.” Walter caught Rejoinder, which flashed and vanished. A bracelet sat on his wrist again a moment later. His other weapons, shield, and armor did the same a moment later. “I suppose you’re probably not very familiar with Soulblades, then?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No.” 
 
    “Right, Valian.” He nodded to himself. “Your classes don’t cover most foreign attunements. It’s a shame, really. Soulblades are like Summoners, only we use objects.” 
 
    I processed that. “Ah, so Octave isn’t an enchanted item, he’s...what, a summoned monster that can take the form of an item?” 
 
    Walter shook his head. “No, sorry. I explained poorly. I’ll explain more on the way back — we need to get that leg of yours looked at.” 
 
    I nodded. “I’ll bandage it up real quick.” 
 
    I took a moment to use the bandages in my bag to wrap the wound. My Body of Stone spell had been active when he cut me, preventing the wound from going very deep. If he’d been using an ordinary sword, it probably would have bounced off me entirely, but the wound showed me that I needed to be ready for people like Walter who had enchanted equipment. 
 
    After that, we headed back toward the Study of Iron. Walter explained while we walked. 
 
    “So, a Soulblade makes contracts like a Summoner, but we bind creatures to existing objects. That can be done with mundane ones, but I prefer equipment that is already enchanted. Enchanted items can handle contracted monsters as long as they have enough capacity left.” 
 
    I nodded. “That makes sense...but is it normal for them to be able to talk while they’re in an object?” 
 
    “Ah, no. They’re always aware, but most can’t speak unless I summon them. Octave is a special case — he’s a sound elemental specialized in music. So, he just uses a bit of sound mana to make a voice.” 
 
    “That’s a neat trick.” 
 
    Dawn’s voice chimed in my mind a moment later. <Do you think I could learn to do that?> 
 
    Maybe. We’ll do some research. 
 
    <Do...you think I could, maybe, talk to Octave sometime?> 
 
    We’ll discuss it privately later. 
 
    <...Okay.> 
 
    I turned my attention back to Walter. “The bracelets...each one is a shapeshifted weapon or item?” 
 
    Walter smiled. “Something like that. Not going to give all my secrets away. I’m here to teach you, but let’s not forget that we might still go up against each other in the ring eventually.” 
 
    I hadn’t forgotten that. In fact, now I was looking forward to it very much. 
 
    It had been a long time since I’d found a swordsman that I didn’t know if I could beat in a straight fight. It reminded me of the first time I’d fought Taer’vys, or Velas, or Landen. That was, admittedly, more than a little bit invigorating. 
 
    “I’ll look forward to it.” 
 
    *** 
 
    We got back to the Study of Iron shortly later. Walter took me straight to Fai, the resident healer, and spoke to him in Edrian. 
 
    Fai laughed, then gestured for me to lie down. I grunted and complied. He removed my crude bandages then pressed a glowing hand against the wound. 
 
    His touch felt cold. That was...strange to me. I’d been healed many times in the past, but it had never felt quite like that before. 
 
    Admittedly, the numbness that set in immediately thereafter was pretty helpful. It helped hide both the pain of the wound and the strangeness of flesh mending itself back together. 
 
    Walter walked off while Fai worked on my leg. I held as still as possible, thinking. 
 
    Both Grandmother and Walter are right. My lack of a shroud is a serious problem. 
 
    I had a few options to think about there. 
 
    I could try to go hit the spire and get an attunement. I could probably show them Dawnbringer and skip any kind of questions about where I’m from. They’d probably let me in, and the Judgements aren’t supposed to take that long. But a fresh new attunement might be obvious to people, and I don’t even know if I’d get one that would generate a shroud. 
 
    That is, of course, assuming I get one at all. I could fail, or as a foreigner, I might be ineligible for one. Worse, if I got one, it might not work with my biology. 
 
    I could buy some armor, but it always slows me down, and my body is tougher than most ordinary armor anyway. Magic armor would be good, but it’s expensive, and my aura is probably going to break it. 
 
    Maybe I could get an item that generates something similar to a shroud, then train with it sufficiently to generate that aura naturally...but I suspect my own aura is going to get in the way of that, too. Worth trying, maybe, but not something to invest too much into. 
 
    A reinforcement elixir that just makes me even tougher would be ideal, since I wouldn’t have to worry about the aura disrupting it, but I don’t know if the elixirs would even work on me. If I had more points, I could experiment without worrying about it, but even the cheapest elixir would cost almost my entire point savings... 
 
    <Why not get more points, then?> 
 
    I blinked. I hadn’t been expecting Dawn to listen to all that. 
 
    I mean, I’m obviously going to try to earn more in each match, but we’ve still got a few days and I’d like to find a way to improve my odds before then. 
 
    <No, think about it. You need to get more points between matches.> 
 
    I don’t think there’s any way to...wait. Can people give points to each other? 
 
    <You’re asking the wrong person, but I’m going to bet you can. It’s probably something that has to be handled through the arena, since they’re not a standard currency, but I’m betting it can be done.> 
 
    I considered that for a moment, and a smile moved across my face. 
 
    Dawn, you’re a genius. 
 
    <Yes, I know. Praise me more. And then explain how I’m a genius.> 
 
    You’ll find out very soon if this works. 
 
    *** 
 
    As soon as I was done with the healing, I gave Fai my thanks and headed to ask Lia a question. 
 
    Grandmother Iron intercepted me along the way. “Come with me for a moment, if you would.” 
 
    I wasn’t in a hurry, so I didn’t question her. I followed her to her office, where she’d first spoken to us in private. She gestured for me to close the door behind me. 
 
    “I spoke to Reika a bit during our training session today. She has some unusual skills, and some more unusual opinions.” 
 
    I smiled. “We’re both unusual people.” 
 
    “I’m beginning to see that. Would you like to tell me more about that?” 
 
    “I told you I’d talk to Reika about how much we’d discuss with you. I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t rush us. Where is she?” I narrowed my eyes. “Did you deliberately separate us so you could question us individually?” 
 
    Grandmother Iron waved a hand. “Oh, she’s fine, just resting from her own training. You’re right that I did separate you so Walter and I could evaluate some things, but I don’t mean either of you harm. I was just seeking to confirm something.” 
 
    I folded my arms. “I don’t like being interrogated.” 
 
    “I understand. But I spoke honestly to you about my background, and at great risk. I would appreciate some honesty in return.” 
 
    “What did Reika tell you?” I asked. 
 
    “Little, I’m afraid. She was quite evasive, but enough that it was obvious she was hiding something significant.” 
 
    I sighed. “I’m going to go talk to her. We’ll decide together what we’re willing to talk about. Don’t try to isolate us like that again.” 
 
    Grandmother Iron’s expression dipped toward a glower for a moment, then she quickly shifted it back to a smile. “Of course, dear.” 
 
    I left the room. Reika was merely resting, as Grandmother Iron had claimed. 
 
    I shut the door to her room behind me. 
 
    “We should talk.” 
 
    “Oh, Keras, hi!” She hugged me. “What’s wrong? You look super serious.” 
 
    “Grandmother knows something isn’t right with us. How much do we want to tell her?” 
 
    Reika shrugged. “Don’t care, really. It was obvious she was prying, but I think she means well. I don’t know people as well as you do, though. What do you think?” 
 
    I sighed. “I don’t know. I’m not good at this sort of thing. Secrets and lies have never been my style, but we’re also in a position that could be dangerous if we give too much away.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess.” Reika looked a little uncomfortable. “I...just don’t think she’s someone we need to hide from.” 
 
    I considered that, then nodded. “Okay. Let’s start small, though, and see how she reacts to a little bit before saying too much.” 
 
    Reika nodded. We headed back to talk to Grandmother’s office together, where she was waiting for us. 
 
    “Have you made a decision, then?” Grandmother asked. 
 
    I nodded. Reika looked at me, her body language making it clear that she was going to let me do the talking, at least at first. 
 
    “We don’t have attunements.” 
 
    Grandmother narrowed her eyes for a moment, then nodded. “I expected as much. And I assume you’re not from Valia, either?” 
 
    I nodded. “That’s correct.” 
 
    “Hm.” Grandmother nodded to herself. “Good. I appreciate your candor. Tell me, Keras Selyrian. Is your name a reference to the city of Selyr?” 
 
    I blinked in surprise. “It is.” 
 
    Grandmother let out a sigh. “I was afraid of that. Your presence here means much has changed.” She shook her head. “I hoped that...never mind. You should know that I hold no ill will against you for hiding your home until now, and that you should continue to hide it. Most people here will believe that you are servants of the Tyrant in Gold. I have some context that others lack.” 
 
    I tilted my head to the side. “How do you know about Selyr?” 
 
    “I spoke to you of when I fled after my own tournament bout, yes? Fleeing to another country was not far enough.” She gave a toothy grin. “For a time, I fled across the sea.” 
 
    “You’ve been to Mythralis, then?” I asked, surprised. “I was under the impression that few people from Kaldwyn have been there.” 
 
    “Few, yes, but not none. It’s considered a cursed voyage, but I traveled with a group of servants of Wydd who were seeking information to bring to their visage. It was costly to accompany them, and costlier to return.” 
 
    “Costly in what way?” I frowned. 
 
    “When I left here, I left my old life behind.” She shook her head. “When I left Mythralis, I left behind...regrets. In truth, I might have stayed there forever, if I could have. But I was followed, and there were things...people I could not risk losing to assassins. And so, I returned here, and adopted yet another identity.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Grandma.” Reika sounded pained. “That sounds awful.” 
 
    “It was. I will speak of it no further, for now. But I must ask — what brings a Mythralian here? I will not assume you are one of his servants, but I will ask you to tell me directly if you are.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. The opposite. I’m seeking help against the tyrant from your goddess.” 
 
    Grandmother stared at me for a moment, and then broke into a deep laugh. “Help...from our goddess. Oh, dear child. You...you’re serious, aren’t you?” 
 
    I gave her a stern look. “Very much. Do you know something I don’t?” 
 
    “I’m certain I know many things you don’t, grandchild. But on this subject, I can say only this — your quest is not one that will have a happy ending.” 
 
    “I’d appreciate something a little less vague and mysterious than that. If you know something relevant...” 
 
    She waved a hand dismissively. “In time, perhaps. I believe we understand each other a bit better now, and I need to think. I will continue to support you both. If you succeed in striking a blow against the emperor, as I hope you can, I will tell you everything I know about the war between the tyrant and the goddess.” 
 
    “You’re withholding information to motivate us?” 
 
    She blinked. “Why, yes, dear. You don’t run from assassins and change your identity twice without learning a little something about people. We are on the same side, but I most certainly shouldn’t offer you everything up front.” 
 
    I didn’t like the level of calculation she was doing, but I couldn’t claim that my own approach was much different. It was frustrating — I’d hoped to get away from this sort of politicking when I’d left home. I was starting to get nostalgic for walking through death traps in the Unclaimed Lands. “Are you going to tell your other students what you know about us?” I asked. 
 
    “No, not unless they need to know — and they most likely will not. I will tell Walter, however. He will not be able to assist with training properly if he is not properly aware of your capabilities.” 
 
    I gave Grandmother a hesitant nod. I didn’t like the situation, but I also agreed that Walter needed more information if he was going to meaningfully assist with teaching us anything. “Understood.” 
 
    “Good. Now, run along. I’m going to need to work on an updated training plan for each of you, now that I know that you don’t have attunements to work with.” 
 
    Reika and I left the room. 
 
    “Well, that was strangely foreboding,” Reika said cheerfully. “Want to go take a nap?” 
 
    *** 
 
    I declined the nap. Reika went back to her room to take one without me. 
 
    I wasn’t in the mood for rest. The whole exchange with Grandmother had given me more questions than answers, and I worried I’d made the wrong call. 
 
    To cheer myself up, I went to find Lia like I’d planned. I had an idea that might be useful, if just a few things fell into place the way I wanted. 
 
    Before I got to the new idea, though, I needed to follow up on something. “Hey, Lia. Did you ever get an address for Anabelle Farren?” 
 
    She nodded to me. “Yes, but you should be aware that she’s not likely to respond. She’s researching something on the island, and she’s the sort of person that doesn’t appreciate distractions from her work. From what I’ve heard, she didn’t even watch the last round of the competition.” 
 
    “Makes sense.” I handed Lia a letter that I’d written to introduce myself to Farren. I knew I could potentially meet with Anabelle Farren at the banquet following the fifth round, but I didn’t want to rely on that. I certainly intended to make it that far in the tournament, but I needed to plan for the possibility of failure, as well as the possibility that she didn’t show up for the banquet. 
 
    “I’ll see to it that the letter is delivered and let you know if there’s a reply. Was there anything else?” 
 
    I smiled. “Thanks. And yes, I had another question. Are tournament contestants allowed to trade points?” 
 
    Lia gave me a concerned look. “Yes, but with some restrictions. Both participants must agree to the trade, and the trade must be processed by an approved arena representative. Both participants must have their identification sigil, which is used to process the trade. There’s also a twenty percent transaction fee. In the event that a participant happens to obtain another person’s identification sigil, they may not transfer that other participant’s points.” 
 
    That last part definitely sounded like something that had come up before, and probably recently. Accidents aside, I assumed there had probably been some thievery of identification sigils at some point. 
 
    I also groaned at the idea of a transaction fee. That was probably a big deterrent to point transfers. 
 
    “The arena sponsors some matches aside from just the main tournament rounds, correct? In those smaller arenas?” 
 
    Lia nodded. “Yes. Were you thinking of signing up to participate in some smaller matches?” 
 
    “Yep. And I’d receive some sort of payment if I win?” 
 
    “For arena-sponsored matches, you would earn five percent of the ticket prices that are purchased for your match if you win, or two percent if you lose the match.” 
 
    Those sounded like awfully small numbers. “What do average earnings for a win look like?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I don’t have those figures available. But given that you’re the wielder of Dawnbringer, I could probably push for some marketing and get a pretty good showing in the stands. Ticket prices for smaller matches are usually only a few silver, depending on the seat. Let’s assume ten thousand attendees, tickets averaging three silver imperials apiece...that’s thirty thousand silver imperials per match for the arena’s earnings, or fifteen hundred to you if you win.” 
 
    That sounded like a lot of money. “How often could I do that?” 
 
    Lia considered the question. “You’re not going to get more than one or two sponsored matches total. It would diminish the impact if the wielder of Dawnbringer was fighting several times a day. In addition, I’d need at least a week or so to prepare for your first match. I need to get the proper papers signed, get the right people interested, that that sort of thing.” 
 
    “And if I didn’t go as the wielder of Dawnbringer?” 
 
    She shrugged at that. “Ordinary participants won’t draw in anywhere near as large of a crowd, most likely. Maybe a thousand people, if that. You’re not the only big name thinking about doing between-tournament matches, and you’d be competing with the other major contestants for time slots.” 
 
    Even earning a hundred and fifty silver imperials for a win was pretty good, but it would take a lot of matches to save up to buy any serious items that way. 
 
    Fortunately, while I did intend to make some money off this idea, that was secondary to my main goal. “Does the arena support wagers for matches?” 
 
    “There’s a large market for gambling on fights, but the arena doesn’t generally handle anything like that directly. I have some contacts, but...” She frowned. “You weren’t thinking of throwing any matches, were you?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, no. Nothing like that.” I knew what she meant — it was a pretty common tactic to have your friends bet against you and lose deliberately in tournaments. But that required having a bit of a reputation first, and honestly, losing simply was not my style. “I was thinking about betting points against my opponents, provided the arena would do the transfer.” 
 
    Lia stared at me. “I’d...have to check the rules. I’ve never heard of something like that. I don’t think it’s strictly disallowed, but...hm. Why not just bet money? It would be easier.” 
 
    “First off, I don’t have a lot of money to serve as a starting wager. Second, I want points more than money, because things like match advantages and that big mystery prize can’t be purchased with coin. Now that I know it’s possible to transfer points, I could probably find someone willing to sell them, but doesn’t sound as fun.” 
 
    “The arena technically disallows direct purchases of points from other contestants using money, although you’re right that people do it anyway. They just make arrangements to trade the points and hand off the money on separate occasions. It’s considered dishonorable, though.” 
 
    I nodded at that. “Right. I also think most powerful opponents are going to be more interested in points than coin, which means I might be able to secure a stronger opponent this way.” 
 
    Lia frowned. “And you...want that? It’s a greater risk.” 
 
    “Exactly.” I smiled. “I live for that risk. Do you think my idea will work?” 
 
    She frowned, considering. “I’ll...have to ask. I’ll get back to you.” 
 
    It only took a couple hours for her to get the answer, and it was just what I wanted to hear. 
 
    “Yes, they’ll allow betting points. Some people are already doing it, in fact, but usually it’s private bets. You were thinking about betting publicly?” 
 
    I nodded. “I think we could generate some hype that way. A lot of contestants are going to be willing to risk some points now for advantages in future matches. We could issue a public challenge — I bet we’d get both a lot of people who want to fight for points and a lot of people watching the matches.” 
 
    Lia gave me a concerned look. “It’s quite a risk, though. If you put out a public challenge as the wielder of Dawnbringer, you’ll get a lot of attention, but that also means more people studying your abilities and fighting style.” 
 
    That was a potential downside, but I wasn’t too worried about it. “I’m okay with that risk. Let’s see about setting up that big sponsored match. Then after that is set up, I can do more point wagering, but under a different identity. Earn some more money and points, but I can go in without Dawnbringer and use a different fighting style. Would the arena allow me to fight under a different name?” 
 
    “Absolutely. Smaller matches can be completely anonymous.” Lia pondered for a moment, then added. “The best time to do it would be after the mid-point in the tournament, which is the third round. There’s a two-week break after that round. The first week of that break is generally called ‘Dueling Week’, because it’s famous for one on one duels like what you proposed. People are generally more engaged in side matches when the main tournament isn’t running, so it’s a good window of time for drawing in a large audience.” 
 
    I nodded in understanding. “If the first week of the break between rounds is ‘Dueling Week’, what’s the second week of the break?” 
 
    “We generally call that ‘Battle Royale Week’. It’s exactly what it sounds like — a battle royale is at the end of the second week.” 
 
    I whistled in appreciation. I hadn’t fought in a battle royale in ages, and it sounded fun. “Okay, sounds good. We can hold off on my big match until Dueling Week.” 
 
    I didn’t like waiting, but I understood the strategy involved. I also liked the sound of entering some other competitions during Dueling Week and Battle Royale Week, but I’d have to get more information on them first, and that wasn’t currently a priority. 
 
    “Excellent. I’ll get the paperwork taken care of. How much do you want to spend?” 
 
    I smirked. 
 
    “Let’s begin by wagering two hundred points for the sponsored match.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Shortly after that, Lia delivered a document on Lady Hartigan like I’d asked for. I gave it a look. 
 
      
 
    Lady Antonia Hartigan displayed a talent for combat at a young age, entering childhood dueling competitions before her Judgement. Her uncle, the current Archduke Hartigan, was able to secure permission for Antonia to take her Judgement at a younger-than-standard age, on account of her prodigious talents. She succeeded at her Judgement at the age of thirteen, earning an Elementalist attunement. 
 
    She briefly attended Lorian Heights, as expected for a newly-attuned in Valia, but was pulled out after her first year for reasons that were not disclosed to the public. This may simply have been due to acclimation difficulties from her young age. It is known, however, that she was already a Carnelian-level attuned by that time. 
 
    Lady Hartigan fulfilled her mandatory years of military service as a climber, and excelled in that role in spite of her young age. Upon completing her years of service, Hartigan — still a teenager — became a professional duelist. 
 
    In the years that have followed, she has demonstrated extremely rapid growth in her attunement power, as well as a clear specialization in fire magic. This is reflected in her attunement mark, which shows a rare line indicating her specialty. There are some claims that she may have achieved an ascended attunement, but these have not been verified. 
 
    Though she typically demonstrates a Citrine aura, it is commonly believed that she is already an Emerald-level attuned. 
 
    In combat, she has demonstrated some abilities that may imply a second attunement. There are reports that she may be able to create a simulacrum, for example, which is typically a high-level Shaper ability. It is more commonly believed that this is not a second attunement, however, but merely a function of the cane that she always seems to carry. 
 
    Aside from fire magic, she has a proclivity toward using air magic for flight, and has demonstrated significant airborne speed and maneuverability. This makes her particularly dangerous to melee combatants who lack any form of ranged attack. 
 
      
 
    I set the document down, considering. That was good information, especially the bits about simulacra and flight. I’d have to watch out for duplicates and prepare myself for attacks that could come from above. 
 
    Aside from the document on Hartigan, Lia handed me a few others to look at, mostly for dangerous opponents that she didn’t have memory crystals for. 
 
    A few of them contained people that I’d seen during the opening ceremonies. I paid particular attention to the one on Alexander Theas, both due to his fighting abilities and his possible ties to my own homeland. 
 
    Aside from the people I already knew about, two of the documents stood out to me. The first referred to combatants from Dalenos. 
 
      
 
    The nation of Dalenos has an unusual tradition for the Tournament of the Sacred Sword — they hold their own preliminary matches in Dalenos, then send their six winning candidates to represent their nation. Other people from Dalenos can enter independently, but it is considered a cultural taboo, and thus, Dalenos tends to have fewer representatives in the tournament than any other major nation. 
 
    All six of these candidates are highly talented, but two in particular are noteworthy. 
 
    Takeshi Kurita is the heir to a famous family of martial artists and possesses two attunements — Champion and Swordmaster. Both of these attunements contain Enhancement mana, creating a synergistic effect that allows Kurita to bolster his physical combat abilities to unfathomable heights. He is known for simply overwhelming his opponents with raw strength, speed, and technique — he rarely uses any form of ranged magic or attack. 
 
    Haruka Saito is, perhaps, even more intimidating. Her attunement and background are unknown. When she entered the placement tournament in Dalenos, she never lifted a hand to fight. Her opponents would simply take a single glance in her direction, then cast down their weapons and surrender. It is believed that this is some kind of powerful mind-effecting ability, potentially distributed through her shroud. 
 
      
 
    Both of those sounded very dangerous, but the latter was more concerning. I’d have to spend some time practicing resistance to mental compulsion at some point. Fortunately, I’d already done that in the past, and my bond with Dawn already provided some extra resistance to mental spells. 
 
    Neither of them was quite as interesting to me as the last file, however. 
 
      
 
    Satoshi Muramasa is a true rarity. He is not from Dalenos or East Edria as his name might imply, but rather somewhere far more distant — the continent of Artinia, far across the ocean. 
 
    Muramasa is one of only a handful of known foreigners who have been permitted to visit our continent from the Tyrant-controlled lands outside of Kaldwyn. He was brought here by Kerivas personally, and it is believed that he has her favor to place in — if not win — this tournament. If that is true, it would be the first time in decades a visage directly supported one specific candidate, and it might imply that Kerivas is displeased with the current state of Edrian leadership. 
 
    We know precious little about Satoshi Ueda’s abilities, save that they involve a foreign form of Pre-Attunement Sorcery that draws from the human spirit. These so-called “Spirit Arts” have allowed him to dominate any opponent he has run across in raw swordplay. Our studies of Spirit Arts indicate that he likely has a specialization called a Dedication, which may give him powers similar to an attunement. If this is true, it may be simply related to physical combat, or he may be deliberately hiding his abilities. 
 
    He is said to carry a cursed sword, but we have few details about its exact capabilities. 
 
      
 
    Learning about Satoshi was extremely important. As another foreigner, he might have more information on the state of the world outside of Kaldwyn. He was also Artinian, much like my friend Wrynn, and I hoped that might mean he had insight on how to track another Artinian based on her powers. 
 
    I asked Lia to send him a message on my behalf, but unfortunately, he didn’t have an address listed. I spent some time asking around about him, too, but I didn’t have any luck. 
 
    I’d just have to hope I could find him on the battlefield, and when I did, that I could convince him to have a talk. 
 
    I tried to find Alexander Theas to ask him some questions about the current state of House Theas in Valia, but I ran into the same problem. Like she’d mentioned, most foreign visitors simply hadn’t listed any address information, and Theas hadn’t been seen around much after the opening ceremonies. I was curious about why, but it wasn’t a priority. 
 
    For the moment, I had other things to worry about. 
 
    *** 
 
    When the news reached the arena island that the wielder of Dawnbringer was going to be fighting in a sponsored solo match, word spread quickly. 
 
    I’d left it up to Lia to figure out how to determine my opponent, since there were several possible methods. First come, first-served would have been easiest for everyone involved, but wouldn’t have generated as much hype as some arrangements. 
 
    The only thing I forbade was setting up any sort of rigged match. I wanted a real fight, even if someone was willing to lose against me. 
 
    I figured she probably would have chosen the highest profile opponent, but she went with a slightly different route — the person who was willing to bid the most points. 
 
    I had to admit, it was a smart move. I’d only been thinking in terms of earning two hundred points from the big match, since that was what I was risking. Lia’s strategy made the risk much more worthwhile. 
 
    From my opponent’s perspective, it made sense, too. By risking a greater number of points, they were showing they were confident in their abilities. That would both boost their reputation and interest in the match. 
 
    Even knowing that, I was more than surprised when I discovered the winning bid was one thousand points. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter XIII – Shining Wisdom 
 
      
 
    I was very interested to see who had bet such a large pool against me, but I couldn’t find out right away. By then, it was the end of the week, and that meant it was time for the next round of the tournament. 
 
    Walter led the way to the waiting room. Meilin, Reika, Ari, and I trailed behind him. Ari had finished recovering from his fight with the crown princess and he was in great spirits. 
 
    “I can’t believe we finally get to fight together!” Ari pumped a fully-healed arm in excitement. “This is gonna be amazing.” 
 
    “You’re going to be amazing.” Reika smiled and gave him an affectionate nudge. 
 
    “I know! I can’t wait!” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile at their enthusiasm.  
 
    Lia had told us ahead of time that this round was designed for a team, and that it had a “sports” theme of some kind. I’d spent some time studying local sports, but after the last test had proven to be extremely straightforward, I hadn’t worried about it too much. 
 
    Walter had spent the points on an advantage, and as a result, he’d been given a sign-up form that allowed him to form a team ahead of time. Obviously, we’d signed up. 
 
    We didn’t have the world’s most coherent team — we simply hadn’t trained together enough for that — but I hoped that our raw power and flexibility would be enough to compensate for that. 
 
    There was just one problem: we’d been short one person. Fai had failed out in the last round. His healing abilities would have been fantastic for a team battle like this one, but they hadn’t been well-suited to the solo flag capturing competition. 
 
    In spite of my inability to speak to Fai, I missed his absence. I hadn’t known any of these people for long, but I liked the feeling of having a team of people I knew. It reminded me of simpler times when I’d played a sport professionally back at home for a while. 
 
     “We’re meeting our last team member in the waiting room. I’ll introduce you, then we’ll talk strategy.” Walter looked a little agitated. I couldn’t tell if it was just the stress of the match getting to him, or if he was irritated about something else. 
 
    <Maybe he’s disappointed that Fai didn’t make it?> 
 
    More likely he’s just annoyed at Ari’s enthusiasm. I don’t think they get along very well. 
 
    We reached the waiting room. There were two people waiting for us there, one of which was wearing an arena worker’s uniform. Walter led us toward the latter, which was presumably our last team member. 
 
    Reika froze in the doorway as soon as she saw him. 
 
    He was sitting with his legs draped over the armrest of his chair, reclining oddly with his arms outstretched above him. He was holding a book, apparently reading it, but the book was definitely upside down. 
 
    He paid no attention as we approached, which was probably good, given the intensity with which Reika was staring at him. 
 
    I could see why. Beyond the oddity of his book reading style, he stood out pretty strongly in general. His skin was a tad darker than most Edrian natives, which only made it more strongly contrast the bright green of his hair. I might have assumed that was just a strange color of hair dye — dyed hair colors didn’t seem uncommon — but it matched the brilliant green of his eyes almost exactly. 
 
    His nails were the same shade, and they were a little longer and sharper than ordinary. It could have just been an odd style of trimming and nail polish, but all together, the bright green sent a surge of suspicion through my mind. 
 
    Dawn noted it almost at the same time I did. 
 
    <So much green...he must be...> 
 
    Another dragon or hydra! I concluded. 
 
    <The green guardian!> Dawn shouted in my mind at the same time. 
 
    ...Or that, I admitted. I suppose that’s more likely. 
 
    <Yeah, obviously.> 
 
     “Everyone, this is our last team member, Shun.” Walter waved at the man on the chair, who was pointedly still ignoring us. “He’s a bit eccentric, but very capable. Shun, do you want to tell us about your abilities?” 
 
    “Not really.” He went back to reading after saying that. 
 
    Walter sighed. “Shun is...people are not his favorite thing. But he’ll be our healer, and he has some useful support magic as well.” 
 
    “What sort of support magic?” I asked. 
 
    Shun turned his head away from the book for a moment, narrowing his eyes at me. “I improve people. Some improve more than others.” 
 
    “He’s a Biomancer,” Walter explained. 
 
    That told me very little, but Meilin’s eyes widened a little, so apparently it was a big deal. She finally chose that moment to speak up. “That’s...very rare. And from Caelford, I believe. How advanced?” 
 
    Shun gave a shrug. “Advanced enough. Ari, can you move? You’re blocking my light.” 
 
    Ari gave him an abashed look and shuffled out of the way. “Sorry, sorry!” 
 
    “Can you give me a better idea of how you ‘improve’ people?” I asked. 
 
    “I could,” Shun replied. 
 
    “Hey, you’re being a little rude.” Reika folded her arms. “We’re trying to get to know each other here.” 
 
    He didn’t even bother to look at her. “Not interested.” 
 
    Reika looked so affronted that I had to put a hand on her shoulder to calm her down. 
 
    “Now, Shun, we had an agreement. We’re going to need to know more about each other if we’re going to cooperate properly.” 
 
    “There are too many people,” Shun replied. 
 
    I glanced around. There weren’t any other people in the room, aside from our team and the arena worker. 
 
    Maybe he’s worried the arena representative is going to leak information to another team? 
 
    <Nah, think he’s just kind of a jerk.> 
 
    Maybe. Or he’s just not good with crowds. I know some people like that. 
 
    Either way, pressing him on the subject seemed like a poor strategy. “Maybe we can just go over some basics?” 
 
    Walter nodded to me. “We’ll discuss some generalities here, then get into more details once we’re inside.” He turned to the arena worker. “Can you tell us about what sort of competition this is going to be?” 
 
    “Since you’re all here now, I’d be happy to.” The arena worker smiled. “I’m pleased to announce that for today’s event, you will be playing Mana Core.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Wizards should not be allowed to invent sports. 
 
    That was the thought running through my head as I slipped out of my clothes and into a Mana Core uniform. The form-fitting one-piece body suit was pretty flattering to my muscles, but I still looked absolutely ridiculous in it. 
 
    Even more ridiculous were the comically oversized “weapons” we were supposed to use. I was encouraged to leave my own weapons behind, since I wasn’t allowed to hit people with them during this round, but I didn’t trust whatever security they were leaving on a changing room to be sufficient to keep my gear safe. Keeping two extra swords on me would slow me down a little, but at least I wasn’t the only one doing it. I saw several other people doing the same. 
 
    We all knew the Phantom Thief Ravenshade was in the tournament, after all. And beyond that, while we couldn’t strike anyone with our weapons, we could use any other magic the weapons provided. In my case, that meant I could try to find ways to use Dawn’s power without physically hitting anyone with her. Presumably, other people would use similar strategies. 
 
    Once we finished getting changed, we met back up in a central room. 
 
    Reika turned toward me as I walked in, a brief expression of surprise showing on her face. I didn’t know if that meant she was impressed by how I looked or shared my opinion about the absurdity of our costumes. 
 
    I chose not to ask. That way, I could try to hope that her impressions were on the charitable side, as unlikely as that seemed. 
 
    <Hey, if you think you look ridiculous, look at me. I’m not even allowed to fight. I’m just going to be eye candy for all the people in the audience to leer at. It’s positively shameful.> 
 
    Maybe we’ll get lucky and someone will accidently hit you on my belt and get a spell reflected in their face. 
 
    <Don’t get my hopes up like that, Keras. That would be entirely too funny, and now I need it.> 
 
    Can you even reflect spells while you’re sheathed? 
 
    <Probably not, but you never know until you try. And if you end up getting injured in the process, just keep in mind that it was for science. Learning is what makes us human.> 
 
    We’re not...you know what, never mind. 
 
    Walter gestured for us to have a seat. “Take a few minutes to review the rules. We’ve got about an hour before the match starts.” There was a table nearby with several rule books on it. I’d read a little bit about Mana Core and several other sports prior to the match, when I’d first heard that this would be a sports challenge, but I’d only skimmed the rules for each. The main rule book was almost as thick as my fist.   
 
    I found one in Valian and started reading. 
 
      
 
    Mana Core is a sport derived from Valian “Affinity Ball”, which is in turn an adaptation of the older Caelford tradition of... 
 
      
 
    I skimmed ahead. 
 
      
 
    At the center of the field is the mana core, a sphere marked with a variety of enchanted runes. The Mana Core has six different elemental affinities, and rotates between these every three seconds. Each player also has an elemental affinity. If someone attempts to touch the core while they have the wrong affinity, they will be affected by the elemental aura, causing harm to the player and counting as a “hit”. 
 
    Players also begin with one elemental weapon, which they may use to hit other players. Players are immune to weapons of their own element, but take a “hit” from other elements. 
 
    Players who are “hit” three times are teleported out of the arena bounds for one minute, unless the final hit against them was from a dominant element. If the final hit was from a dominant element, the player is instead out of the game entirely. 
 
    Magical attacks are permitted, but only count as “hits” if they are of an element that is used in the game. Thus, grey mana attack spells do not count as “hits”. 
 
    The goal of the game is to get the mana core onto the pedestal in the other team’s base. Placing it on the other team’s pedestal earns one point and resets the core to the center of the arena. Notably, this does not pause the game, and players do not need to return to their starting positions. 
 
    A team wins by scoring two points against the enemy team. 
 
    Each match has a time limit of one hour. If the time limit passes without two points being scored, the game ends with a victory for a team with a single point, or a draw if both teams have one point or zero points. 
 
      
 
    The rules went on and on for pages and pages. There were a ton of individual notes and exceptions, as well as rules for how certain attunements could and couldn’t be used. There was an entire chapter on Enchanters and how they could and couldn’t mess with the enchantments used in the game. Unlike a certain Corin that I know, however, I didn’t have to worry about that sort of thing. 
 
    I skimmed ahead again, looking for some details that I considered more personally relevant. 
 
      
 
    Destroying the core is against the rules, and will result in the destroying player’s immediate removal from the match. Any action that permanently prevents the sphere from being usable is considered “destroying” it for this purpose. 
 
      
 
    I grunted in dissatisfaction. I’d been hoping to score one point, then destroy the core and just wait until the match’s time limit was up. 
 
      
 
    Destroying the pedestals is also against the rules. Any action that permanently prevents the pedestal from being usable is considered “destroying” it for this purpose. 
 
      
 
    That meant I couldn’t just destroy our team’s pedestal and prevent the enemy team from being able to score, either. A shame. Destroying things was fun. 
 
    About fifteen minutes later, Walter interrupted us. “Everyone understand the basics?” 
 
     “It’s pretty much a ball game, right?” I asked. “Glowing mana ball in the center, changes elements every few seconds, don’t get hit by it.” 
 
    “That’s...a charitable way of putting it.” Walter sighed. “Mana Core is a very complicated game. The version of the rules they distributed to us was just an introductory primer. It’s sort of infamous for how complicated the rules can get.” 
 
    I didn’t mind that sort of thing. I know some people don’t like complex games, but I grew up around the Crowns board. It was a common hobby in the area around Selyr, and I was happy when I found out they had it on Kaldwyn, too. 
 
    My impression was that this game sounded similar to kovasi, a team sport I’d played back at home for a couple years. I was pretty excited about trying it, even if I looked silly. 
 
    Reika backed me up. “Seemed pretty straightforward to me, at least the parts we read. Get the ball onto the pedestal on the opposite team’s side of the field. First team to get two points wins. If we win, we play more matches later in the day.” 
 
    “Right, those are the basics.” Walter turned to Reika. “There’s also a time limit, and it may be necessary to stall if we score one point and can’t manage a second. In terms of additional matches, it’s single elimination, meaning that if we lose any match, we’re done. We need to win at least three or four matches if we want to move on to the next round. The number of matches we have to win varies from year to year. We should aim for at least four. Do you have any questions?” 
 
    Reika’s expression shifted to contemplative. “The weirdest part was the elements. We each have to pick one?” 
 
    “I’ll assign us elements,” Walter explained. “There are six of us, and six elements.” 
 
    “The same six as on the sacred swords,” Reika noted. “But there are different weapon types for the different elements, right?” 
 
    Walter nodded. “That’s correct. We have a limited variety of weapons to work with. We’ll retrieve those soon. We need to be careful to pick ones that are appropriate for countering the other teams with dominant elements.” 
 
    “Dominant element? I read that in the rules, but I wasn’t sure what it meant.” I asked. “Aren’t opposite elements usually what are relevant?” 
 
    Shun sighed. “Valians and their obsession with opposites.” He didn’t actually bother to help clarify, but fortunately, Walter did. 
 
    “Mana Core uses the elemental wheel, showing each element dominant over another, rather than focusing on opposing forces. It’s an older tradition. Water beats fire, fire beats earth, that sort of thing.” 
 
    “...I’m starting to see why this might be complicated. Okay. I’ll need to learn the whole list.” 
 
    Walter nodded. “I’ll explain later. For now, team assignments. Ari, slight change from what we discussed before. You’re not front line, you’re defending the goal.” 
 
    Ari’s expression sank. “Aww, no! You sure? I’d be extra good at running with the ball!” 
 
    “I’m sure you would be, but you’re also the toughest one here. We really need you on defense, Ari. I’m trusting you with the hardest role. Can you handle that?” 
 
    Ari blinked. “I…yeah, of course! I’ve got this!” 
 
    “I know you do.” Walter gave him a smile and encouraging gesture. 
 
    Not bad, Walter. In just a moment, he’d managed to turn Ari from dejected into enthusiastic. I didn’t actually agree that Ari was the strongest defensive player, but I doubted Walter actually thought that. He was probably allocating Ari to that position because Reika — our actual strongest defensive player — also had the ability to fly, making her incredibly mobile. 
 
    Which meant… 
 
     “Reika and Meilin, you’re runners — go for the ball.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement. That had been what I’d expected. 
 
    Then, Walter continued. “Keras is on offense. He’ll focus on eliminating enemy players. I’m going to be flexible and fill in wherever we need it.” 
 
    Meaning that he’d probably spend most of the match escorting the ball carriers, or possibly helping Ari with defense. I could see the logic there, too. 
 
    “And Shun?” Reika asked. 
 
    “Shun,” Walter grinned, “is our secret weapon.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Let’s talk elements.” Walter began. “We all have elements from our attunements. There are two schools of thought about element selection in Mana Core — either matching or complimenting. People pick weapons that match their elements if they think they have good enough mana manipulation abilities to pull off tricks with their weapon, like projecting the weapon’s mana at a distance. It’s more common to pick a complimentary element, though, which increases your flexibility and misleads opponents about your capabilities.” 
 
    “What are we doing?” Reika asked. 
 
    “We’re doing a mix. I’m matching one of my own elements, and so are Ari and Meilin. You and Shun are getting ones that compliment your existing skills. Keras is getting light for a third reason — symbolism and morale. Seeing the wielder of Dawnbringer using a similar weapon should hopefully be intimidating to the other team and engaging to the judges and audience.” 
 
    I wasn’t really worried about the judges or audience, but impacting enemy morale was important — and I was getting used to wielding light weapons. 
 
    We discussed strategy for a bit after that, and then Walter sent us to retrieve weapons based on our element. 
 
    <I don’t know how comfortable I am with you having another light weapon. It feels a little bit like cheating.> 
 
    It’s just a game, Dawn. 
 
    <Cheating is never a game.> 
 
    I sighed and checked over the light-elemental weapons that were available. There were some interesting options: a crossbow that shot bolts of light, a glowing trident, and a dueling cane that projected a sword-length blade of light energy. That last one was pretty tempting, but I realized I wouldn’t be able to utilize my strength advantage with it very much, since the light beam would pass right through solid objects. That also meant I couldn’t parry with it. 
 
    Ultimately, I picked a single-edged sword that was about the same length as the Sae’kes, meaning it was built to be used in either one hand or two. The weight was a comfortable amount, and I appreciated the flexibility of being able to switch my grip type. I also liked the glowing white effect along the weapon’s single striking edge. 
 
    <Stop leering at the other sword!> 
 
    I can admire other swords without wanting to replace you, Dawn. You’re immeasurably more beautiful than any of these toys, anyway. 
 
    <I, uh...> 
 
    I got a rare surge of raw emotion from her after that. Embarrassment, maybe? And maybe a little bit of pleasure? 
 
    It was adorable. 
 
    I might have teased her, but I didn’t have the time. I pinned on a sigil that matched the sword — it was necessary to count the number of times that I was “hit” during the game. I briefly debated pinning on a different sigil instead, but I hadn’t read whether or not that particular trick would be allowed in the rules. I could try it in future matches if I checked later and felt like it. 
 
    Then, I hefted the sword and went back to meet with my team. 
 
    Most of them chose weapons that I expected — a halberd for Walter, a huge axe for Ari, and a pair of hilariously oversized gauntlets for Reika. Meilin was using a quarterstaff, which wasn’t her usual weapon of choice, but close enough to a spear that I’d seen her using that it didn’t seem too strange. 
 
    Shun chose a longbow with no obvious source of ammunition. I presumed it fired some sort of mana-based attacks, similar to the crossbow I’d seen, but it was also possible he’d just decided to abandon us and not bother fighting. That sort of seemed like his level of investment in our team. 
 
    Element wise, Ari was using earth, Walter had fire, Reika had air, Shun had water, Meilin had shadow, and I, of course, had light. 
 
    With our weapons chosen, Walter gave us a few last words of encouragement, then we stepped through the arena doors. 
 
    *** 
 
    The Mana Core field was closer to a traditional sports stadium than I’d seen in any of the previous events, but it still managed to be awe inspiring. 
 
    The arena floor was a glossy black substance, with glowing white lines to mark increments of distance. The ground felt a little bit squishy, like some kind of rubber, presumably to prevent people from being too badly hurt when they inevitably hit the ground. A flickering blue translucent dome separated us from the crowd, presumably to prevent any stray blasts of magic from annihilating any of the civilians sitting there. 
 
    The field measured four hundred feet from end-to-end, and it was about a hundred feet wide. The pillars that served as our goals and starting positions were fifty feet from the entrances, meaning three hundred feet away from each other. 
 
    An aura of some kind of dense mana permeated the air throughout the entire field. Moving though it felt almost like walking underwater, with the resistance slowing our movement. Apparently, it was there to make it harder to cross the entire field from the center in the seconds between when the ball changed elements. It would also reduce the power of offensive magic in the arena, making the weapons more relevant. 
 
    <I don’t like how I feel in here.> 
 
    Is it hurting you? Do I need to run back and put you in the waiting room? 
 
    <No...I’m fine. I think this is some kind of shadow mana, though. It’s not going to kill me, but I don’t like it.> 
 
    I can get you out of here. You’re more important than the match. 
 
    <Don’t be absurd. You’re going to get beaten up here, too. Consider this my contribution.> 
 
    I frowned. Okay, but tell me if you change your mind. 
 
    <I will.> 
 
    As we walked into our side of the field, the roar of the crowd shook the air like thunder. There were tens of thousands of people in those stands, all waiting to see who would prove themselves worthy to move on to the next stage in the competition. 
 
    It made my heart beat faster just thinking about it. 
 
    I loved it. I loved the crowds, the cheering, and the pressure. I loved the fact that my opponents standing on the other side of the arena were going to have similar skills of my own, and they’d have their own plans for victory. 
 
    And when their plans clashed with my own, we’d have to improvise. 
 
    That was exciting. 
 
    <I cannot believe they think I’d be beaten by earth, of all things.> 
 
    Dawn’s mind was still fixated on something a little different — a terrible loathing for the elemental wheel that the game used. 
 
    <I can see why air beats water, if you think of air as being lightning, like Raizo’s sword...but come on, why would shadow beat air? And earth absolutely does not beat me.> 
 
    I mean, you were stuck in a rock for most of your life, Dawn. That kind of sounds like earth beating you. 
 
    <How dare you, Keras. How low, and mean, and cruel, and—> 
 
    Match is starting, restrain thy drama. 
 
    <Bah. Someday I will wreak terrible vengeance upon you for that remark.> 
 
    To her credit, Dawn quieted after that. 
 
    An attendant led us to our starting positions, which were six marked circles all around our starting pedestal. 
 
    The pedestal itself was a waist-height stone pillar with a bowl-shaped indentation for the ball to be placed on top of it. There were also fancy glowing runes in the bowl, most likely to detect when the ball was placed in it. 
 
    “Shun, now.” Walter whispered. 
 
    Shun closed his eyes. A green circle manifested beneath our group, and I felt a surge of power flowing into my body. I couldn’t tell exactly what he had cast, but I felt refreshed, like I’d just had a good night of sleep. The circle beneath us vanished immediately, but the energy within me remained. 
 
    An endurance refreshing spell, maybe? That’s unusual, and it could be very useful if we’re doing several fights in a row. 
 
    “Good.” Walter nodded to Shun. “Stick to the plan, everyone. We’re about to get started.” 
 
    I gave Reika’s hand a quick squeeze, then the announcer began. 
 
    “People of Edria, esteemed guests — it’s the moment you’ve all been waiting for. Let the first match of the day begin!” 
 
    There was a loud gong to signal the start of the match, and then the chaos began. 
 
    In the blink of an eye, I had cut our pillar in half. 
 
    A heartbeat later, Ari had grabbed the severed top of pillar and started to run toward the edge of the arena. 
 
    There was a gasp from the crowd, but I ignored it. Breaking the pillars completely wasn’t allowed, but taking them apart and moving them? Nothing in the rules against that. 
 
    Walter rushed after Ari to provide him with cover. When they reached the corner of the arena, the plan would be for Walter to start putting up stone walls, but I couldn’t watch to see if that went as planned. 
 
    The rest of us charged toward the enemy team. 
 
    As Reika ran, I saw the back of her outfit beginning to stretch, and I realized we had a minor wing-related problem. 
 
    She grunted, slowing down. A blast of lightning from across the arena missed her by inches. 
 
    Meilin kept running for the ball, which floated in mid-air at waist height in the center of the arena. Shun stopped near Reika, then pulled back his bow and returned fire on the enemy team, launching arrows of ice in their direction. 
 
    “Keras?” Reika turned to me as she slowed. 
 
    “Coming.” I rushed toward her, raising my sword and deflecting a pair of blasts of fire. The top half of the sword’s blade began to melt. 
 
    <Piece of junk.> 
 
    With a mental command, I shifted the heat out of the blade and re-solidified what I could, but it was already damaged. It was still glowing, meaning that it was probably functional, but I didn’t know if it could take a lot more damage. I’d have to be more careful for the rest of the match. 
 
    When the next blast of flame came in, I was ready, and I simply shaped it out of the way rather than parrying. 
 
    Then I’d caught up to Reika. “Hold still.” 
 
    I raised my sword, then changed my mind — I didn’t want this to count as a hit. I moved my opposite hand instead, shifting my destructive aura around it. 
 
    <Uh, Keras? You’re using it again.> 
 
    Resh, you’re right. Uh, my bad. I’ll just do this real quick and stop. 
 
    My hand moved, cutting two lines down the back of Reika’s outfit. 
 
    I heard another murmur from the crowd. 
 
    Up ahead, Meilin was near the ball, deflecting attacks from two players from the opposite team. She was successfully keeping them away from it, but fighting at a severe disadvantage. Shun fired an arrow at one of them, but the opposing player simply blocked with a gigantic stone shield. 
 
    “Gotta go!” Reika surged forward. Wings burst from her back. 
 
    There was a surprised cheer from the crowd as she took to the air, then immediately spun and twisted to dodge a hail of projectiles aimed at her. 
 
    Being in the air was a big help from a maneuverability standpoint, but it did have a few problems. First, it made her an obvious target. Second, people attacking her didn’t have to worry as much about friendly fire, so they could safely unleash larger attacks. And third, it was almost impossible for the rest of us to defend her up there. 
 
    Since I couldn’t do much to defend her from my current position, I had to do what I did best — rush straight into enemy forces. 
 
    I sprinted toward the two figures attacking Meilin. She deftly hopped over a swing from a spear, then deflected a sword, only to be hit from behind by a blast of lightning from one of enemies standing near the goal. Her suit flashed to indicate the hit, but she barely slowed down, landing and swinging her staff upward toward the spear-wielder’s chin. 
 
    He stepped back out of range, but a blast of force followed Meilin’s swing, crashing into him and hurling him backward. 
 
    His suit didn’t flash — whatever magic type Meilin had used, it didn’t count as a hit. 
 
    I changed the trajectory of my run, going straight for that guy. He must have heard me running. He spun around toward me, and I recognized the blue glow around his spear as representing water. 
 
    That meant we could both hit each other normally, which was perfect. He was less likely to disengage if he thought he had a chance. 
 
    Brace yourself, Dawn. 
 
    He brought his spear in for a jab. I smacked it out of the way, aiming straight for the metal point. When we made contact, I issued a familiar mental command. 
 
    Fall apart. 
 
    The metal head of his spear — the portion containing the runes for enchanting the weapon — fell right off. 
 
    His eyes widened. Then, remarkably fast, he turned and began to run. 
 
    Breaking weapons was both allowed and expected. There were extra weapons lining the walls, and he could grab one if he reached them. 
 
    I bent down, grabbing the fallen piece of his spear, and reshaped it into a ball. Then, after side-stepping a blast of fire from somewhere across the arena, I hurled the ball at spear guy’s back. 
 
    I...might have forgotten to reduce my strength. The ball slowed when it hit his shroud, but it hit the center of his back hard. He let out a yelp and he fell to the ground. 
 
    I winced. I hadn’t intended to hurt him that bad. 
 
    I did the kindest thing I could think of, running and dodging blasts of fire, and then hit him thrice in the back before he could get off the ground. 
 
    He vanished, teleported out of the area. He’d be back in a minute — unless the people monitoring the resting area decided he was too injured to continue. 
 
    I hoped they’d give him a healing spell or something while he was out there, at least. 
 
    I didn’t have much time to worry about it. 
 
    Reika had descended on the mana core, grabbing it out of the air and flying toward the enemy team’s goal...which I couldn’t even see. The entire area near the pillar was covered in a dome of fire, and Reika didn’t have any easy way to break through it. 
 
    Arrows of ice were crashing into the flames, making brief holes, but without causing any lasting damage. I couldn’t tell if Shun’s shots were actually hitting anyone inside or not. 
 
    Meilin was still squaring off against the fighter with the giant stone shield. They both seemed to be defensive and deliberate, and I couldn’t tell who had an advantage. 
 
    ...But Meilin’s shadow seemed off, somehow. Was it moving on its own to sneak up behind the guy she was fighting? 
 
    I couldn’t focus on that. 
 
    I picked the reshaped spear-head back up in my free hand and ran toward the dome of fire. 
 
    Reika wheeled around in mid-air, still holding the ball. Both flames and lightning were flying out of the burning dome toward her. I suspected the lightning attacks counted as “air” and wouldn’t be treated as hits against her, but honestly, I wouldn’t want to be hit by lightning even if it didn’t count. She presumably had similar feelings on the subject. 
 
    I approached the dome. A blast of lightning flickered outward, and while I tried to dodge, it arced straight to the sword I was carrying and traveled through it. 
 
    My suit flashed, registering a hit. 
 
    I grunted, wishing I’d been using Dawn. She could have probably protected me or reflected it outright. 
 
    <You bet I could have. You could still try the hilt thing, you know...> 
 
    As neat as that idea was, it was too impractical for the moment. 
 
    As a blast of flame followed the lightning, I dodged that, gauged the direction the flame had come from, and reshaped the water-element sphere in my hand. 
 
    When I hurled it, it split apart into three separate pieces. 
 
    My gamble didn’t work the way I’d hoped. All of the pieces immediately went inert, losing their water elemental property. I’d been hoping they’d retain their enchantment for a moment, allowing me to potentially hit the fire user three times with one throw and take him straight out of the match. 
 
    As it was, none of them counted as hits, but I did hear a telltale grunt of impact. 
 
    With that, I rushed forward toward the flames. 
 
    Part. 
 
    The curtain of fire shifted, making a hole into the dome. I rushed inside. 
 
    Immediately, an electrified trident flashed at me from my right side. On instinct, I parried. 
 
    This was, of course, a mistake. The lightning carried through and shocked me, dealing another hit to my suit. 
 
    On the plus side, I was now in contact with the trident. 
 
    Fall apart. 
 
    The trident fell to pieces. 
 
    The woman carrying it froze in shock, then took a step backward — right into the fire wall. 
 
    Her hair ignited. She screamed. 
 
    Her team mate — a man with a flaming sword — screamed as well, saying something that was presumably her name. Then he waved a hand and the flaming dome vanished. 
 
    The lightning-user’s hair went out, the fire dispersed at the same time as the dome vanished. She was still reeling in shock and pain, though, and barely managed to get her arms up in time to provide some semblance of defense before I hit her. 
 
    Two quick strikes took her out of the arena. The flaming dome had counted as the first hit. 
 
    Then a blast of flame was coming toward me, too large to dodge, too potent for me to deflect at close range. 
 
    The last thing I saw before it hit me was Reika descending from the sky, right toward the exposed pillar. 
 
    My suit flashed, and then I was out of the ring. 
 
    I blinked. 
 
    I was standing in a square room with no obvious entrances or exits. There were two unfamiliar figures inside wearing arena worker uniforms. 
 
    Walter was in there, too. He nodded as I appeared. 
 
    The workers spoke first. “Any injuries?” 
 
    I glanced myself over, then shook my head. “Nope.” 
 
    They nodded. “You’ll be teleported back to your pillar in—” 
 
    The crowd erupted in cheers, and I heard an announcer’s voice. “Team Dawn has scored a point!” 
 
    I blinked. “Team Dawn?” 
 
    “I had to register a name.” Walter grinned. “Surprise?” 
 
    I laughed. “How are things going on your side?” 
 
    “Good. Ari and I have been—” 
 
    Walter vanished. Apparently, he must have been eliminated first, and his minute was up. 
 
    <I cannot believe he named the team after me! I don’t know if I should be flattered or offended. He didn’t ask for my permission, after all.> 
 
    He still doesn’t know you’re intelligent. 
 
    <Oh. Yeah, that’s fair. You should probably tell him that.> 
 
    If you’re okay with it, I will. I know you wanted to talk to Octave at some point, and that would— 
 
    I reappeared in the arena. 
 
    ...We’ll discuss this more later. 
 
    I appeared near my team’s goal. Which, hilariously, was not near the goal’s starting position — I showed up next to Ari and Walter, who were in the middle of fighting two attackers. 
 
    “Fighting” might have been something of a misnomer in Ari case. He was just pointing and laughing while a woman with a light sword —one with a solid beam of light for a blade — swung at him. Every time her blade got close, it refracted off of a barrier of force. I didn’t see any cracks like I would have from a traditional barrier, either. 
 
    “Hah! You’re going to have to hit me harder than that!” Ari stuck out his tongue. His attacker threw a punch next, carrying a blast of flame along with it, but Ari deflected that just as easily. “Nope! Keep trying!” 
 
    Is that just his shroud? How’d get that much more powerful this quickly? 
 
    <Hm. Maybe Shun enhanced him with more than the rest of you? Or maybe he’s somehow boosting his shroud output actively? He’s not moving much.> 
 
    My question had been mostly rhetorical, but Dawn’s analysis was a good one. He wasn’t attacking, just dancing around the pillar cradled in his arms like a baby. 
 
    It was kind of adorable, honestly. 
 
    Walter was more actively fighting against the other attacker, who was using a whip that glowed with bright green energy. 
 
    The earth weapon was the one that could eliminate me permanently, and thus the worst possible thing for me to tangle with. Conversely, the light wielder couldn’t hurt me with their light weapon. 
 
    Strategically, going for the light weapon user was the obvious choice, but that didn’t sound like any fun. 
 
    I rushed straight for the one with the whip. He spun toward me, grinning. “Been looking forward to fighting you, Dawnbringer. If I take you out of this match, I—” 
 
    I hurled a blast of fire at him before he could finish talking. Fire was his elemental weakness, and if I could tag him with a few bursts, I could knock him out of the match entirely. 
 
    The whip-user side-stepped my flames, but the attack distracted him. Walter blurred forward, punching the whip-user in the jaw. 
 
    It didn’t count as a hit, but it did stagger him pretty badly. 
 
    Then, as the whip-user tried to recover, I stomped a foot down on the whip to pin it in place. 
 
    That, unfortunately, counted as a hit against me. 
 
    As the whip-wielder struggled to pull his weapon free, though, Walter smashed him twice. 
 
    Before Walter could land the finishing blow, I ducked down and grabbed onto the glowing coil of the whip — then yanked, hard. 
 
    The whip came free from the user’s hand just before Walter hit him a third time. 
 
    My suit flashed. Apparently, grabbing the earth whip had counted as a second hit. 
 
    Then, as the light-sword user turned with horrified eyes, I shifted the glowing green whip into my right hand. “Hi.” 
 
    She bolted. 
 
    I pulled back and swung the whip, managing to wrap it right around the sword-wielder’s ankle. Her suit flashed once — and then she was gone. 
 
    She must have already taken two other hits earlier. 
 
    By using an earth weapon against a light user, I’d eliminated her from the match entirely. 
 
    I tried not to feel too guilty about that. Instead, I dropped the whip. 
 
    “Ari, hit me with your axe real quick.” 
 
    Ari turned toward me and blinked. “Uh, Keras? You sure about that?” He turned toward Walter, looking askance.  
 
    “It’s a good plan.” Walter nodded. “He’s taken two hits and our goal is clear. Do it, Ari.” 
 
    “Oh! You’re just resetting. Got it.” Ari poked me with the axe with a comical degree of gentleness. 
 
    I vanished, reappearing in the waiting room for people who had been eliminated. 
 
    <That was strangely reasonable of you. You usually don’t bother with defensive tactics like that.> 
 
    I had one hit left. Losing a full minute is bad, but if someone else was thinking anything like I was, they could have eliminated me permanently at that point. It’s better to have a buffer of a couple hits. 
 
    <How uncharacteristically responsible of you. I’m just going to assume it’s my positive influence.> 
 
    I snorted.  Sure, Dawn. Let’s go with that. 
 
    A minute later, I was back in the ring. 
 
    Ari was by himself, still cradling the pillar, but he’d moved to the opposite corner on our side of the arena. We were now standing inside a stone dome, completely blocked from the rest of the arena. 
 
    “Something happen?” I asked. 
 
    “The other team was on full offense. Walter’s still fighting them, but he insisted that I stay here.” 
 
    I nodded. “I’ll go out and close the door behind me.” 
 
    “Aww. Fine.” 
 
    I put a hand on the stone dome, making a hole to exit. Almost immediately, a blast of lightning flickered inward. Ari pointed a hand and the lightning stopped in mid-air, then flew off in another direction. 
 
    My eyes widened. “How did you—” 
 
    Ari gave me a big smile. “Hidden. Powers. Go on, get out of here.” 
 
    I rushed outside, then touched the dome and concentrated to close the stone behind me. 
 
    I dodged another blast of lightning, then the lightning user was in close and swinging. 
 
    Rather than a trident, she had a staff this time. It was all wooden, but still crackling with energy. 
 
    <Looks like she figured out your blade breaking trick only works on metal.> 
 
    Dawn was right, but there was something else she was missing. 
 
    As the electrified staff flickered downward, I caught it in my left hand. 
 
    The jolt caused me to shudder for a moment, and my suit flashed to process a hit. 
 
    Then, with a single motion, I yanked the staff out of my opponent’s hands. 
 
    She stumbled forward when I pulled, then fell backward a moment later when she realized she was unarmed. 
 
    I snapped the staff over my knee, then the crackling lightning ceased. 
 
    The unarmed woman stared at me. “How did you...that’s...not even fair.” 
 
    I gave her an apologetic look. “Sorry. Want a running start?” 
 
    She gave one more mournful glance back down at her broken staff, then turned her head back up to me. “You know what? I’ll take it.” 
 
    She turned and bolted, presumably toward one of the nearby walls with more weapons available. 
 
    I let her run. There were two more people nearby, both attacking Walter. He was defending himself effectively with his halberd, but one of his attackers was the water-element guy, this time wielding a curved two-handed sword. Since Walter was using fire, a third hit from the water sword would take Walter out of the match. 
 
    Given how many of their remaining players were on the attack, I had to assume that was their plan — eliminate us with a full assault. Their couple other remaining players must have had some kind of emergency defense going, but I couldn’t see what was going on from my angle. There was a gigantic wall of stone in the middle of the arena now, and I didn’t even know which team had conjured it. 
 
    I focused on helping Walter, rushing for the water-sword wielder, but the man with the stone shield moved in my way, blocking my initial swing with a shadow-coated scimitar. 
 
    Bad move on his part. Light beats shadow. 
 
    I didn’t bother to concentrate on breaking the shadow sword, I simply pulled my blade back for a counter attack. 
 
    My opponent moved faster. He pulled back his other arm, and his shield split into six separate pieces. Each of them arced toward me, glowing with the characteristic green light of an earth-element weapon. 
 
    Ordinarily, dodging several projectiles rapidly wasn’t all that difficult for me. But I’d made a critical mistake — I’d underestimated how much other people could affect the arena. 
 
    When I moved to dodge, I realized that my feet were stuck to the arena floor. I hadn’t sunk into it like mud; someone had shifted the composition of the floor into some kind of adhesive. 
 
    When I realized that, I made my second mistake, moving my sword to parry the incoming projectiles instead. As soon as I hit one of the pieces of the shield, it fragmented again, but retained its glow. Two pieces split off. I deflected one piece, but the other hit me. 
 
    My outfit flashed. I had one hit remaining and more pieces of stone were flying rapidly toward me. I fell backward, trying to dodge, but the projectiles just shifted in mid-air to follow me. 
 
    Then Walter was in front of me, taking the hits from the rest of the barrage. He vanished. 
 
    The stone pieces didn’t. They continued to hover in mid-air. 
 
    The stone-shield user made a gesture, then they re-oriented and began to move toward me again. 
 
    I concentrated on the ground. A wall of stone surged upward, blocking the remaining projectiles. Then the water sword wielder came in with a slash from my flank, and I barely turned in time to block his swing. 
 
    A mental command shattered his sword into pieces. 
 
    My wall of stone exploded before I could do anything else. The stone shield user smiled at me from the opposite side, his stone fragments floating around him. 
 
    I was still stuck to the floor. I couldn’t dodge. Walter was gone. Blocking was futile; the shield pieces would just fragment again. I had one hit left, and a stone weapon would take me out of the fight permanently. 
 
    I raised my sword. The safe option would be to try to hit myself with another weapon, like one of the glowing pieces of the water weapon on the ground. Or perhaps just conjuring a ball of flame and hitting myself with it. 
 
    But I didn’t do safe. 
 
    I raised my sword and pointed it at my opponent. 
 
    <Dawn, I need you to help me.> 
 
    I didn’t need to say any more. She could read my mind, after all. 
 
    <I don’t know if it’ll work, but I’ll try.> 
 
    A warm light began to emanate from my right hand, leaking out from underneath my glove. 
 
    I hope this works. 
 
    “Luminous Arc!” 
 
    Brilliant radiance erupted from my right hand and flowed into my broken sword. 
 
    The blast of light that erupted from my blade was nothing compared to what Dawnbringer herself could have accomplished. It was a thin stream of energy, barely worthy of being called an attack at all. 
 
    But it didn’t need to be strong. A hit was a hit. 
 
    The blast of light slammed into the shield user. He was momentarily startled, but quickly commanded his shield pieces to move. They surged toward me. 
 
    But light was faster. 
 
    With a mental signal to Dawn, I wordlessly blasted him twice more in rapid succession. 
 
    The pieces of his shield were mere inches from me when he vanished — then they clattered, inert, to the arena floor. 
 
    Then, I swung toward the water-sword user. I found him already running toward the arena wall for another weapon. 
 
    I pointed my sword at him, narrowing my eyes. “Luminous Arc!” 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    <I...sorry...Keras...> 
 
    You okay? 
 
    <Ch..channeling that much mana into you...took a lot out of me.> 
 
    I patted her hilt. 
 
    Thanks, Dawn. You saved me there. 
 
    <...I know.> 
 
    Get some rest. 
 
    I ducked down, briefly debating if I should try to annihilate the adhesive in the floor or just hit myself with fire to teleport myself out of the ring. 
 
    I didn’t have to bother, though. I heard an announcement a moment later. 
 
    “Team Dawn has scored another point. And with that, the match is over!” 
 
    *** 
 
    After the match, we were ushered back into a waiting room. The arena workers instructed us that our next match would begin in a half hour. 
 
    Not a lot of time, but it’s better than nothing. 
 
    The waiting room had chairs, tables, and a bunch of miscellaneous supplies in it. Most notable were additional uniforms and weapons. I immediately went and traded out my damaged sword for a new one of the same style. 
 
    Most of the team trickled toward the center to talk, with the exception of Shun, who simply lied down on the floor on one of the sides of the room. We gave him some space. Everyone recovered in their own way. 
 
    “Anyone injured?” Walter asked. 
 
    Meilin grudgingly raised her hand. “It isn’t much, but...” She showed a long burn on her right arm, which looked more painful than she was willing to admit. 
 
    “Shun, see to that.” Walter gestured in Meilin’s direction. 
 
    “If I must.” Shun sighed, heading over to Meilin. His hand glowed with green light as he put it above the injury. 
 
    Walter had called Shun our “secret weapon”, but I hadn’t seen any indication of that yet. His green theme made him look a bit suspicious, but he hadn’t demonstrated any abilities out of the ordinary. 
 
    I hoped he was simply holding his power back for more difficult matches. There were advantages to keeping secrets from opposing teams in a competition like this. 
 
    I was tempted to ask for more clarification, but given Shun’s general apathy toward us, I didn’t bother. I didn’t want to shift his disinterest toward outright hostility, and I didn’t plan on relying on whatever his secret capabilities were in any case. 
 
    How are you feeling? 
 
    <Still sick and mana starved, but otherwise, I think I’m okay.> 
 
    Do you want me to try to feed you some mana? 
 
    <I...if you want to. I suppose we’re already sharing a little, anyway. I don’t know what’s going to happen, though.> 
 
    I nodded. She had good reason to be concerned — items generally weren’t built to handle variable types and amounts of mana like humans could. While the slow transfer of mana through our bond didn’t seem to be causing her harm, deliberate transfer of mana at a faster rate had risks. 
 
    We’ll do it in a minute, I want to check on Rei first. 
 
    <Okay.> 
 
    Reika had shapeshifted again to get rid of her wings. This was probably a mistake, since her uniform looked like it was about one stray breeze away from falling apart. 
 
     “How are you holding up?” I asked her. 
 
    “I’m great.” She grinned. “Meilin and I made a great team! We’re going to smash ‘em again in the next match, right Mei?” 
 
    “Rr-right.” Meilin blushed, then looked away. 
 
    Mei? Reika already gave her a nickname? 
 
    Reika grinned brighter, looking back to me. “You need anything?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Might need to swap my weapon out, but other than that, I think I’m fine.” 
 
    “Great! Now, I need to figure out if there’s something to eat around here...” Reika went about searching the room. I’d almost forgotten how much shapeshifting took out of her. 
 
    I went and found a seat as far away from the group as possible to sit down and focus on Dawn for a bit. I could still hear the chatter of the others, but the waiting room was large enough that it wasn’t too distracting. 
 
    You ready? 
 
    <Yeah. Just, uh, be gentle?> 
 
    I’ll try. 
 
    I closed my eyes and concentrated on the essence flowing inside my body. I had plenty of experience with manipulating my essence, but this was a little different from what I was used to. I frequently called mana into my body, or shifted the composition, or even pushed my destructive essence outward — but transferring mana into another person wasn’t something I had a lot of experience with. If I made a mistake, I risked causing Dawn significant harm. 
 
    In order to ensure the process was safe, I focused on distinguishing between the types of essence within me. The swirling crimson heat of flame mana, the heavy coils of metal and stone, and the cutting threads of silvery power that represented raw destruction. 
 
     I ignored each of those, seeking instead things that were harder to find. A brilliant green that represented life was interspersed throughout my entire form, but focused mainly in my heart. Layers of translucent black and white, almost invisible even to my internal perception, overlaid my entire form, representing my shade and my spirit. There were many other types of mana in trace amounts — all those that a body needed to function. 
 
    There were two things in particular that I searched for. First, the places where my mana types intermixed in roughly equal amounts, forming what you would call something like grey mana. This was, at least in theory, one of the safest things for me to work with. Cautiously, I focused on these areas and deliberately extracted the destructive essence from portions of them, moving it out of my body to form around my empty left hand. Externalizing my destructive aura would help prevent it from moving into Dawn during the process. 
 
    Next, I searched for tiny, glimmering motes of luminous energy. Everyone from my continent generated trace amounts of each of the prime dominion essence types on their own, and light was a prime dominion. 
 
    I found more of it than I expected. My connection with Dawn had caused my body to start generating more light mana on its own. I’d known that was likely to happen, but it was happening more rapidly than I’d thought possible — I could already see enough gleaming motes flickering in my mind that I suspected it would be possible for me to start casting the most basic of light spells with it. 
 
    That was exciting, but it wasn’t what I needed to focus on. I grasped at that light mana, then began to slowly collect it into one point. 
 
    Then, with the utmost care, I wrapped the light around a flow of grey mana and began to move it through my right hand and into Dawn. 
 
    <That...tickles.> 
 
    Is it uncomfortable? 
 
    <No, it’s...just, uh, strange. I’d give you a comparison, but I don’t actually have nerves, so I don’t really feel things like you do.> 
 
    Could you share the sensation with me? 
 
    <Uh, I don’t know. Maybe? Hold on.> 
 
    A feeling washed over me so suddenly that I almost lost my concentration. That would have been bad, given that I was still carefully keeping as much of my destructive essence as possible collected harmlessly in the air around my left hand. 
 
    It felt like the warmth of sunlight pouring over me like rain. 
 
    I froze for a moment in surprise, goosebumps appearing on my skin. The sensation faded. 
 
    <Keras?> 
 
    Sorry, that was just distracting. 
 
    <So, it, uh, worked then?> 
 
    Yeah. Thanks. Do you want more mana? 
 
    <I...wouldn’t mind that.> 
 
    I resumed the process. Dawn shared the sensation with me again. 
 
    It was strangely relaxing. Not just the feeling itself, but knowing that we were sensing it together. 
 
    I continued focusing my mana into her, ever-so-slowly, for a while after that. The others continued to talk around me, likely discussing things of importance, but they seemed to understand I needed some time to myself. 
 
    As that time passed, my thoughts passed into a liminal space between waking and sleep. And in that space, I found her. 
 
    I could see her there, in the darkness behind my closed eyes. A luminous form, so brilliant I couldn’t see her clearly. Trails of glimmering radiance coiled around her like ribbons, and her hair burned like the first rays of morning light. 
 
    It was in that moment that I truly saw her for the first time. 
 
    Dawn. 
 
    Purely out of instinct, I reached out for her. I saw my own hand, glimmering silver, extending toward her. An expression of shock crossed her face, and then, swiftly and without reservation, she reached for me. 
 
    My fingertips brushed against hers in the dark. I felt her there, solid, real as any flesh and bone. Warm. 
 
    And I felt the power flowing between us, stronger than before. Like the beating of a single heart. 
 
    That power burned brighter with every passing moment. 
 
    My eyes fluttered open just in time to see the physical manifestation of that as white light exploded from my right hand, obliterating my glove. 
 
    I heard a series of surprised murmurs as people turned toward me. 
 
    I was too startled to say anything for a moment. 
 
    The symbol on my right hand had changed. 
 
    In between the three gleaming circles was a new symbol — a shield-like sigil that overlapped all three and joined them together. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    I stared at it for a moment, uncertain. 
 
    It was Walter who broke the silence. “Oh. New attunement level? Congratulations! Excellent timing, too. We’ll need all the power we can get for the next match.” 
 
    Walter knew it wasn’t an attunement. But, lacking the proper words in that moment, I simply said, “...Thanks. Sorry for the distraction.” 
 
    “Not a problem.” He gave me a broad grin. “We’ll have to do something to celebrate later. Maybe we can get you a new glove!” He laughed. 
 
    The others seemed to accept that explanation and turned back to whatever they were talking about...except for Rei, of course. 
 
    She rushed over to kneel down in front of where I was sitting. “Keras! What was that? Are you okay? Is Dawn okay?” 
 
    I gave her a slow nod. “We’re...fine.” 
 
    I didn’t have to ask Dawn. I knew it was true. 
 
    I could feel her in my body and mind more clearly now. 
 
    Or, perhaps, that’s the wrong way to think of it — in truth, I could feel her in my spirit. 
 
    <So presumptuous. Personally, I could go for something to eat.> 
 
    Of course, that didn’t mean we’d merged into a single entity or anything. We’d just strengthened our connection. Dawn was still perfectly capable of snarking at me. 
 
    I just fed you. 
 
    <I’m not a pet, Keras. And did you think that maybe I wanted some dessert? I mean, your mana is a little bland.> 
 
    Okay, first off, that’s rude. Second, are we going to talk about what just happened? Did you...see that? 
 
    <What, the weird vision where I was a person with a human body and I was able to physically touch you, like everything I’ve ever dreamed about? Nah. Sounds boring. Let’s get cake. Delicious cake.> 
 
    “I know you’re talking to Dawn right now, but can you focus for a second?” Reika asked. “I’m worried.” 
 
    I blinked. “Sorry. Feeling a little more...distracted by her than usual.” 
 
    <Of course you are. After seeing all this, you must be overwhelmed by unadulterated desire.> 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Dawn is being...Dawn. Here, you talk to her.” 
 
    I passed Dawn to Reika. 
 
    It was only at that point that I realized I still had a glimmering aura of destruction around my left hand. Fortunately, I didn’t brush anything with it. My instincts must have been strong enough to prevent me from wrecking anything, even when I wasn’t paying attention. 
 
    Or, more likely, I’d just gotten really lucky. But let’s pretend it was good instincts for my sake. 
 
    Anyway, Reika accepted Dawn. 
 
    We got a couple odd looks from other people in the room, but no one said anything to us about it. I don’t know if they overheard the exchange or not. 
 
    I was too distracted, because I still heard Dawn in my head. 
 
    <Hi Rei!> 
 
    I blinked. 
 
    I’d been able to hear Dawn while she was nearby since we’d first made our bond, but only when she’d been trying to talk to me. 
 
    This time, she clearly wasn’t. Her message had been directed to Reika, and I couldn’t sense any intent to direct the message to both of us. Moreover, her voice was loud and clear. Previously, she’d always gotten quieter whenever I wasn’t holding her directly. 
 
    <Sorry, Keras and I just had a, uh, moment. Nothing for you to worry about. He’s just having a bit of a revelation about my beauty, glory, and overwhelming amazingness. You should expect him to spend the next few days worshipping me, maybe building some sort of shrine.> 
 
    There was a pause. Most likely indicating that Rei was mentally replying. 
 
    <Oh, no, nothing like that. Don’t worry, I’m entirely unaffected. Just same ‘ol me, perfectly normal, definitely not internally panicking about my true nature. You should really worry about Keras. He’s probably having a difficult time coming to terms with how attractive I am.> 
 
    Dawn, I can still hear you. 
 
    <Eep!> 
 
    Reika turned toward me, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “I can still hear her,” I explained out loud. 
 
    Reika blinked. “Really? Can you hear me, too?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, I don’t think so. But maybe...” I shook my head. “We shouldn’t be testing this in here. Later.” I gave a hand gesture to indicate the rest of the people in the room. No one seemed to be looking at us directly, and we’d been talking quietly, but I didn’t want to make any more of a scene than I already had. 
 
    “Oh. Okay.” She looked a little disappointed. “Definitely later, though?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah. You can chat with Dawn for a bit, then we need to get back to talking to the others about plans.” 
 
    “Makes sense.” 
 
    <...So, you’re still hearing me right now?> 
 
    Yep. 
 
    <That’s...going to get awkward.> 
 
    It sure is. 
 
    *** 
 
    Reika passed Dawn back to me before the next match actually started. We discovered that the room didn’t have food, but it did have water, and we hydrated a bit before the next match. 
 
    We also discussed what had gone right and wrong in our first match, but only briefly. By “discussed”, I mostly mean that Walter chastised us about a few things and asked some questions about the parts he couldn’t see. 
 
    “We ran into some difficulties with the element-shifting of the ball,” Meilin explained. “I attempted to nullify the ball’s element with shadow magic as planned, but it was too strong.” 
 
    Was that the plan? I hadn’t realized that was why Walter had put her in a runner position, but it made sense. Being able to hold the ball regardless of its current element was a huge advantage. 
 
    It was likely I was missing a great deal of “obvious” strategy simply because I didn’t know the local attunements. I’d need to look into those eventually. 
 
    Hah, I sound like Corin! 
 
    Anyway, Walter replied to Meilin next. “They must be using stronger enchantments than usual for this competition. That makes things more difficult. Would you like to switch positions with Ari for the next round?” 
 
    “Not really.” Meilin offered no further explanation. 
 
    Ari looked at Meilin with wide, pleading eyes. She ignored him entirely. 
 
    After a brief pause, Walter put his hands over his eyes, then sighed. “Fine. Stick with running, but let’s have you take a more aggressive approach. Stay invisible, then incapacitate whoever goes for the ball first and steal it.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    We discussed other strategic elements for a bit longer, but I was pretty thoroughly distracted. 
 
    Every few moments, I could hear tiny bits of speech in my mind. 
 
    Things like: 
 
    <Shadow, huh? I bet I could do something about that.> 
 
    Or, <I wonder what...no, I shouldn’t. Bad idea, Dawn.> 
 
    They weren’t directed thoughts, and many of them weren’t even as coherent as those examples. They were just unfiltered ideas that were floating around in Dawn’s mind, just as chaotic as those any other person might experience. 
 
    The idea of being able to peer beneath the surface of someone else’s thoughts and experience the inner depths of their mental process might sound like a good bonding experience, but in reality, it was one step shy of maddening. 
 
    <Stop thinking so loud!> 
 
    I’m not doing this deliberately. And I’m hearing your inner thoughts, too. 
 
    <...You are? Oh, no! My secrets! My deep, terrible secrets!> 
 
    I didn’t actually hear any secrets. 
 
    ...Most likely because the moment I told her that, those inner thoughts got a lot quieter. She must have figured out a way to close off our connection a little bit. 
 
    I could still hear bits and pieces every once in a while, but the constant stream of mental chatter ended, and I was grateful for that. 
 
    By that point, it was time for the next match. 
 
    *** 
 
    Our second match started much the same way as the first. My position hadn’t been changed...at least as far as I knew. Walter and Ari had switched elements, but that was the only change I’d noticed. Honestly, I’d been pretty distracted. Maybe Walter had said something I’d missed. 
 
    That would have been bad. 
 
    Fortunately, even if Walter had expected me to do something different, starting the match the same way worked out pretty well. Better, in fact. 
 
    As soon as the match started and my arm moved to cut the pillar free, I felt it. 
 
    Mana, flowing through Dawn’s connection into my body, in vastly greater amounts than before. Fragments of light and spirit made my body and mind quicker and washed away my doubts. And the heightened connection between us was feeding me a new type of mana, too. 
 
    Enhancement. 
 
    When I cut through that pillar for the second time, I did it faster, easier, and without the slightest bit of hesitation. Before Ari had even grabbed the pillar, I was off and running toward the other team. 
 
    When I felt the miasmic aura of the arena slowing my movement, my mind reached out to Dawn again. I didn’t need coherent words — she could easily understand me without them now. 
 
    A burst of light mana flowed from Dawn into my body, and I channeled it outward into my aura. It formed a glittering field of radiance around my entire body, blasting back the arena’s suppressing effect. 
 
    I heard a gasp from the audience — the bright aura of scintillating colors around me must have been a pretty impressive sight. But I wasn’t doing this to please the crowd. In that moment, I wasn’t even doing it to win the match. 
 
    I did it because it felt amazing. The light blasting out around me felt like I’d burst out from underwater, and I could breathe again, easier than ever. 
 
    I was a trail of color flying past the ball. Distantly, I could hear Meilin and Reika following behind me, but I paid them no heed. 
 
    I charged straight into the oncoming enemy players, my sword flickering outward so quickly that my first opponent didn’t even react before the first time I hit him. By the time he’d raised his guard, I’d hit him twice. 
 
    And that attempt to parry didn’t matter in the least. I struck him a third time too quickly for him to even twitch his blade to the side. 
 
    When my first opponent vanished, I heard gasps of surprise from the crowd. 
 
    When I made quick work of the second, I distantly heard a murmur of awe. 
 
    And when I sheathed my sword in flames to eliminate the sixth and final member of the enemy team, I heard the crowd chanting a single word. 
 
    Dawnbringer. 
 
    *** 
 
    Eliminating the entire enemy team didn’t win the match outright, since I hadn’t used the right elements to keep them gone permanently. It did, however, cause a tremendous impact on enemy positioning and morale. 
 
    We won the second match trivially. 
 
    We won the third match easily. 
 
    We won the fourth with somewhat greater difficulty, as we’d finally begun to face opponents on a level similar to our own. 
 
    With each match, our enemies tried some unique strategies. Some of them were quite clever, and in the case of the fourth team’s group’s use of summoned monsters as distractions, extraordinarily frustrating. 
 
    By the end of the fourth match, I was feeling amazing. Dawn was lending me power on a scale I’d never experienced, and our ability to project an aura of light was an effective counter to the suppressing effect of the arena. No opponent, even after seeing what I was doing, had been able to mimic the same effect. Light mana was extremely rare, and most people didn’t have the same experience at manipulating shrouds with different elemental energies to accomplish something similar. Meilin tried to use an aura of shadow to block out the arena’s suppression, and that did work, but not to the same degree as my light aura did. 
 
    (Notably, I did discover later that a couple other players had used light auras like my own, but we never went up against them. I was a little disappointed by that.) 
 
    After the fourth match, we were on a high from the series of victories, but I’d run into a problem — I was absolutely exhausted, and so was Dawn. 
 
    When we stepped into the ring for the fifth time, I barely managed to summon the strength to cut through the pillar. And when I sent Dawn the mental instruction to help me form the light aura, I felt only a trickle of mana flow into my body. 
 
    <Nothing...left...sorry...> 
 
    We’d rested for a half hour after the last match as before, but even that half hour period must not have been enough for her to recover from the stress of moving that much mana around. 
 
    When I tried to push the slight trickle of mana outward, I saw a flicker of light glimmer across my skin, but that was it. There wasn’t enough for left for a light aura. 
 
    I was back to moving slowly, or at least at “normal” speed. 
 
    That was bad in itself, but it wasn’t the worst of my problems. 
 
    It was just after that point that I got a good look at the enemy team, and I began to sincerely regret using all our mana against easier opponents. 
 
    *** 
 
    <Oh, uh, by the way — I’m detecting another sacred sword nearby.> 
 
    That’s very helpful Dawn, thank you. 
 
    I stared across the arena toward the wielder of Soulbrand. He hovered a few inches above the ground, a burning aura surrounding his entire body. I didn’t know if that was keeping the arena from affecting him like my light aura had — fire usually didn’t repel shadow-aligned energy in the same way that light did — but either way, it was a pretty impressive sight.  
 
    He had his own sacred sword strapped across his back, but he held a similar arena-brand two-handed sword in his grip. 
 
    With a single hand, he reached out toward me and made a “come hither” gesture. 
 
    Out of my utmost respect for other another wielder, I obligingly advanced in his direction. Nothing else changed around us — my team went to work as usual, as did his. But with another wielder on the field, my focus had changed. 
 
    Beating him was my new priority. 
 
    I hefted the single edged blade as I approached, preparing to cut through a blast of fire. I’d only fought him briefly before, but I knew that as the wielder of Soulbrand, he’d likely be hurling bursts of flame as his primary means of attack. That was doubly true since he’d chosen another fire weapon for this match. 
 
    I ducked a blast of lightning from another member of his team, ignoring the source, and braced myself as I neared my opponent. I passed the ball to reach him, closing to sword reach about half way between the ball and his team’s pillar. “I’ve been looking forward to fighting you.” 
 
    He gave me a soft, charming smile. “I know.” 
 
    <Ooh, he has a nice smile. Ask if he’s single, maybe?> 
 
    Aren’t you the one who always gets jealous of people in relationships with other weapons? 
 
    <That’s different! Besides, I don’t know what his relationship with Soulbrand is like. Maybe they’re more like siblings or something!> 
 
    I continued to advance on the wielder of Soulbrand. “Before we get into the fun part, I’d like you to tell me about that Akadi you mentioned.” 
 
    Soulbrand’s wielder narrowed his eyes. “That’s not your business.” He casually hurled a blast of flame at me, but I side-stepped it and kept approaching. 
 
    “If innocent lives are being threatened, I have a duty to protect them.” 
 
    <Ooh, so heroic!> 
 
    I ignored Dawn and continued. “I get the impression we’re working toward the same goal, so if you’d just tell me—” 
 
    “Not here, not now.” Soulbrand’s wielder shook his head. “Too many eyes. If you want to prove you’re capable of working with me, prove it with steel.” 
 
    I was almost in reach now, and I raised my sword in salute. “With pleasure. You ready?” 
 
    He gave me a considering look. “Now that you’re all the way over here...yes, perfect.” 
 
    Then he vanished. 
 
    <Oh, he’s cute and tricky. I like him!> 
 
    I spun immediately, prepared for an attack from behind. I knew he could teleport, and I was ready for that...in a loose sense. I’d practiced countering rapid assaults from different angles with Walter, but that wasn’t what happened. 
 
    Instead, Soulbrand’s wielder avoided me entirely and reappeared right next to the ball. It was presently glowing with an aura of water, so he couldn’t touch it safely — instead, he simply swatted it with his sword toward my team’s goal. 
 
    I rushed toward him, gritting my teeth. Every footstep felt like I was going in slow motion, restrained by the dense mana in the air that I no longer had the ability to defend against. 
 
    Another blast of lightning flew at me from behind. This time, I didn’t move quickly enough to stop it. I felt an electrical jolt surge through my body, stumbling in my tracks. 
 
    I spun, barely managing to side-step the next lightning blast. My attacker was a tall woman carrying a bow similar to the one Shun was using, but when she pulled back the string, an arrow of lightning appeared between her fingers. She winked at me, then fired another shot. 
 
    Cute, but you’re not the one I’m interested in right now. 
 
    I brought my sword up to prepare to reflect it, then belatedly remembered Dawn’s mana shortage. She couldn’t afford to reflect the attack. 
 
    Instead, I barely jumped to avoid the blast, focused for an instant, then hurled my sword at the archer. 
 
    Now, unlike Corin, I don’t have weirdly perfect sword-throwing aim. I do, however, have excellent control over magnetized objects — and that brief instant of focus I mentioned was enough time to magnetize it. With an effort of will, I pushed the sword into the right direction, correcting as the archer attempted to jump out of the way. 
 
    I didn’t aim for the archer — hitting her once with a thrown attack wasn’t going to accomplish much. 
 
    As the sword flew through the air, I nudged it to the side, into a spinning motion — and cut straight through her bowstring. 
 
    Then, with another moment of concentration, I reversed the magnetic force and pulled the hilt of the sword straight back to my hand. 
 
    The archer took a moment to gawk at her broken weapon, then ran straight to one of the walls, where other weapons awaited. 
 
     An arrow of ice crashed into her on the way, freezing her right leg. I realized Shun had hit her, but I didn’t have time to congratulate him. I turned back toward Soulbrand’s wielder, finding exactly what I’d hoped not to — the ball had changed, and it was burning with fire. 
 
    He lunged for the ball. 
 
    Reika descended from the sky, swirls of wind rippling around her gauntlets. 
 
    Soulbrand’s wielder vanished the moment before she would have crashed into him, then appeared right behind her, already swinging. 
 
    Reika turned, growling, and grabbed his sword by the blade. Her suit flashed, registering a hit, and then she ripped the sword from his hands. 
 
    His eyes widened in surprise. Then he flickered backward again, unarmed, and hurled a blast of flame in Reika’s direction. 
 
    A burst of momentum carried Reika out of the way of the flames. She snapped the sword in two, discarded it, and then surged forward on the beats of powerful wings. 
 
    Soulbrand’s wielder sighed and vanished again, reappearing right next to the ball. 
 
    He ducked down to grab it, only for Meilin to appear right next to him, slamming a shadow-coated staff into his shoulder. 
 
    He grunted on the impact, his suit flashing to register the hit, and then answered her with a burst of shimmering energy from his right hand. 
 
    <That’s...light magic!> 
 
    I noticed. 
 
    <His sword can’t do that!> 
 
    Yeah, figured. He must have a light-based attunement or something. 
 
    <Maybe...> 
 
    Meilin took the blast right to the chest, then spun her staff to hit him again. 
 
    I ran toward the area of the fight. Meilin was in a bad position — if he could use light magic, he could remove her from the match entirely. 
 
    Worse, two more members of the enemy team were closing in on Meilin and Reika. Shun was firing arrows at them, but one of them was blocking with a tower shield, and the other was a scimitar-wielder who was simply dodging out of the way of everything Shun fired. 
 
    When Meilin brought her staff downward a second time, Soulbrand’s wielder brought his right hand up, a glimmering blade of light appearing within his grasp. He sliced right through her staff, the blade drawing a thin line of blood across her cheek as it continued upward. 
 
    “Apologies,” he said. “I did not mean to harm you.” 
 
    Meilin shook her head. “All part of the business.” Then her right hand shot outward, a coiling chain of shadow lashing outward. Soulbrand’s wielder slashed through it, but the severed chains simply floated apart and multiplied, then rushed inward all at once to wrap around him. 
 
    The coils had only encircled him for a moment when Reika crashed into him, punching him hard. His suit flashed, then he vanished entirely. 
 
    Reika frowned. “Was that three hits, or...” 
 
    I caught up just in time to parry a strike aimed at Reika’s back from Soulbrand’s wielder, who had reappeared right behind her. My arena blade met his sword of conjured light, the two blades of the same element resisting each other. 
 
    The blade press didn’t last for long. His eyes narrowed. “You’re persistent.” 
 
    Then he snapped his fingers and the world went white. 
 
    I felt my suit register a “hit”, and as my eyes cleared and saw Meilin missing, I realized that that burst of light had also hit everyone else. He’d unceremoniously blasted the entire arena. 
 
    It hadn’t hurt, at least in my case. But as my vision cleared, I saw that the burst had accomplished more than simple damage — he’d both broken Meilin’s chains and moved, reappearing back next to the ball. 
 
    With no light mana left to work with, I instinctively conjured and hurled a ball of flame at him. 
 
    The fireball froze in mid-air. He turned toward me, raising an eyebrow. “Really? Fire? You know I wield Soulbrand, right? I’m much better at fire than you are.” 
 
    The fireball flew right back at me. By the time I’d cut it in half, he’d ducked down and touched the ball. 
 
    He vanished right as Reika charged, swinging, through the space he’d occupied a moment before. 
 
    We both turned toward our side of the arena, where Walter and Ari were still guarding our goal. The whole area was obscured by walls of stone that Walter had put into place, so we couldn’t get a good look at what was happening. 
 
    I saw another bright flash of light. Fortunately, this one was partially blocked by the stone walls, and didn’t score a hit against me. Then I heard the announcement. 
 
    “Team Soulbrand has scored a point.” 
 
    My jaw tightened. 
 
    The ball reappeared a dozen feet away from where Reika and I were standing, back near the center of the ring. It had shifted elements, now glowing with an aura of blue light. 
 
    Reika lunged straight for it. I ran right along with her, fighting against my own exhaustion. 
 
    Soulbrand’s wielder appeared right in front of us, a glowing blade of light still in his right hand. 
 
    Reika threw a punch — and I mean that in a surprisingly literal sense. She wasn’t close enough to hit him, but when she punched, the swirls of air around her right hand blasted forward and slammed into Soulbrand’s wielder. His suit flashed, and he vanished. 
 
    I hurled a blast of fire at one of his team members a moment later, causing the scimitar-wielder to jump aside and miss a swing he’d aimed in Reika’s direction. 
 
    The shield-holder crashed into me a moment later, and I saw my suit flash — then I’d been moved. 
 
    I found myself in a now-familiar doorless room. Meilin was in there, her hands balled into fists. Ari was in there, too. I wasn’t clear on how he’d gotten there. 
 
    “How bad is it?” Meilin asked. 
 
    “Not ideal. Reika got the other wielder, though, so hopefully...” 
 
    Reika appeared next to me a moment later. 
 
    Then, thirty seconds later, Walter joined us. 
 
    He glanced around at the gathered players. “This is bad.” 
 
    “Yeah, no kidding.” Reika sighed. “We’ve lost almost our entire team. And I think Meilin is out for good.” 
 
    Meilin gave a silent, irritated nod. 
 
    “Well, when the rest of us go back in, hopefully we can—” 
 
    “Team Dawn has scored a point.” 
 
    ...What? 
 
    “How many people on the other team were still up out there?” I asked Walter. 
 
    Walter frowned, pondering. “Almost all of them, save for the wielder. That means...” 
 
    Reika finished the thought. “...Shun just somehow managed to score a point by himself against five people.” 
 
    I turned toward Walter. “How could he—” 
 
    Then I was moving, teleported back into the arena. When I reappeared near our pillar in the arena a moment later, I saw the answer. 
 
    There was only one active enemy combatant on the field. That wasn’t because the others had been eliminated— 
 
    There were five people on the field that were encased, from the neck down, in solid stone. 
 
    Oh. 
 
    I blinked. Isn’t that just like... 
 
    <The Green Guardian! It’s what he did. But this is just stone, not green crystal.> 
 
    I frowned. There’d be time to ask about that later. 
 
    Shun still had one opponent left.  
 
    Soulbrand’s wielder stood across from Shun, hurling blasts of flame from his left hand. As each burst of fire approached, a shield of stone burst upward from the ground, blocking the flame, but exploding in the process. 
 
    Shun rushed forward to close the distance toward his opponent, unarmed. As he charged, Soulbrand’s wielder danced backward, putting both hands on the hilt of his sword. A mass of flames grew around his sword, burning brighter and brighter by the moment. 
 
    Shun showed no signs of slowing down. He pulled back a fist, glowing with green energy, and surged forward. 
 
    When Shun was almost in reach, Soulbrand’s wielder vanished. 
 
    The wielder reappeared right next to the ball, swinging his blazing blade in my direction. A colossal wave of flame surged across the field, melting the stone beneath it into slag. I swept my own sword upward, sending a shockwave of cutting power through it, slicing the flame wave in half. 
 
    That diminished the flames, but it didn’t stop them entirely. I gritted my teeth, focusing on the fire. 
 
    Disperse. 
 
    Nothing happened. Soulbrand’s wielder’s skill was simply too far above mine. 
 
    I braced for impact, knowing it wasn’t going to be pretty. 
 
    Ari surged past me and threw himself in the way, taking the brunt of the attack. A brilliant barrier erupted around him as the flames impacted, and a torrent of smoke rose in the aftermath. I took a step forward, waving to disperse the smoke. Beneath it, Ari looked a little singed, but otherwise perfectly intact. He gave me a grin. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    Unfortunately, by the time the smoke cleared, Soulbrand’s wielder was no longer in sight. 
 
    <Behind!> 
 
    I reacted in an instant, finding Soulbrand’s wielder behind me with the ball. As he moved the ball downward toward the pillar to end the match, my hand moved on instinct. 
 
    My sword, wrapped in destructive mana, slashed straight through the ball. 
 
    Then, as the ball fell into two separate pieces, Soulbrand’s wielder stared at me. “Really?” 
 
    I gave him a wink just before I felt the stomach-churning effect of another teleport. 
 
    I’d been removed from the match. 
 
    I’d been disqualified. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter XIV – Mysterious Emblem 
 
      
 
    Meilin and I sat in suspense, waiting for the rest of the team to emerge. One by one, our team members were eliminated, until finally the announcement came. 
 
    “Team Soulbrand has scored a point. The game is over.” 
 
    Meilin’s fist tightened. “I can’t believe you cut the ball. Couldn’t you have just hit him?” 
 
    I winced. “Sorry. I did the best I could.” 
 
    “Breaking the rules was the best you could do?” She glowered at me. 
 
    “Calm yourself, Meilin.” Walter sat down between us, putting a hand on her shoulder. “He made the right move. One hit wouldn’t have taken Soulbrand’s wielder out of the match, but that same single cut reset the position of the ball to the center of the field. He bought us time. It is not his fault — or anyone else’s fault — that we were unable to use the chance he provided. You all did exceptionally well. We simply fought against an opponent that outmatched us.” 
 
    “That teleporting thing was really annoying,” Reika complained. “How is that sort of thing even legal in a ball game?” 
 
    “You…remember that you can fly, right?” Ari asked. 
 
    Reika folded her arms. “That’s not the same at all. Flying is fair. Teleporting is cheating.” 
 
    There was a chorus of laughter from almost everyone in response to that, aside from Shun. That guy looked like the sort that never laughed at all, and he was already slinking toward the back to leave.  
 
    Walter must have noticed that around the same time that I did. “Shun. Thank you for the help in today’s match. I may ask you to help us again if there are future team competitions.” 
 
    Shun gave a shrug. “If you must.” 
 
    Reika watched him as he left, obviously wanting to say — or ask — something, but she never did. 
 
    With Shun gone, Walter turned back to the rest of us. “Everyone did excellent work today. You should be proud. We may have lost that last match, but with four wins, we’re still easily qualified for the next round of the tournament. We should get some excellent point scores, too.” 
 
    “Thanks for leading us!” Reika offered. “You did great, too.” 
 
    Walter gave her a nod. “It was my pleasure.” 
 
    After that, we spoke to the arena attendants and got updates on our scores. 
 
    “I can confirm that by winning four matches, you’re all eligible for the next round,” the arena worker explained. I breathed a sigh of relief at that. It was nice to get an official answer. “Now, if you’ll line up, I’ll give you each your point updates...” 
 
    Reika earned a total of four hundred and sixty, bringing her total to one thousand and thirty-four. 
 
    I’d...only earned two hundred and ten. That was, apparently, because of a three-hundred-point penalty for destroying a ball. 
 
    Oops. 
 
    <I still can’t believe you did that. I think you’ve earned a new title, though.> 
 
    Oh? 
 
    <Keras Selyrian. Amuletless Alliterator, Sorrowful Slayer of Sacred Stones, and Supporter of Sapient Spirits. Buster of Balls.> 
 
    I coughed. 
 
    That...has some specific connotations to it, Dawn. I’m going to pass. 
 
    <You don’t get to pass. I decide on your titles.> 
 
    I’m vetoing that title. 
 
    <There’s nothing about veto rights in the contract.> 
 
    You’re just making up whatever you want and calling it a contract! 
 
    <Well, yeah. You shouldn’t have signed a blank contract.> 
 
    I let out a deep sigh, focusing on more important matters. 
 
    Even with the point penalty, I was up to six hundred and three points. That was great progress. And, in spite of Dawn’s teasing about the ball, I felt pretty good about that round of the tournament as a whole. 
 
    <Can we go home now?> 
 
    I smiled and patted Dawn on the hilt. 
 
    Soon. I have one more thing I need to do. 
 
    *** 
 
    I went to look for Soulbrand’s wielder. The attendants wouldn’t tell me where to find him — apparently, going to talk to your opponent right after a match often led to fights, so they had a policy of not directing combatants to each other. 
 
    That was irritating, but I had another means of finding him. 
 
    <Straight ahead. No, left. Wait....straight.> 
 
    I moved at a modest jog, Reika following close behind me. 
 
    <....Aaaaand he’s gone.> 
 
    I stopped. 
 
    “Problem?” Reika asked. 
 
    “He’s out of range.” My shoulders slumped. “Must have teleported.” 
 
    “Why’d you want to find him? I mean, I want to give him an extra punch or two myself, but we’ll have more time for that in the next round, right?” 
 
    “Akadi.” I took a breath, my hands balling into fists. 
 
    Reika raised an eyebrow. “That Sun Eater follower guy? Didn’t Lia already handle that?” 
 
    I folded my arms. “I’m unconvinced.” 
 
    “Fine, fine. I get it, you’re the hero, no one can handle bad guys but you.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “That’s...not what I meant, and you know it.” 
 
    Reika wrinkled her nose in distaste. “Well, it does seem kind of like you think that, Mr. Always Fighting Wielders Without Me.” 
 
    “You got to fight him that time!” 
 
    “Only a little.” Reika pouted. 
 
    I sighed. “You can fight the wielder all you want; I’m not worried about him. I wasn’t following him to fight him, anyway. I just want information.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Well, if you’re done stalking him, can we get some food? I’m starving.” 
 
    “You’re always starving.” 
 
    She nodded sadly. “Such is my lot in life.” 
 
    I gave one last look in the direction I’d last sensed Soulbrand’s wielder — who I most definitely was not stalking — and went with Reika to eat. 
 
    Admittedly, I was pretty starving, too. 
 
    We took it easy for the rest of the day. I spent much of that time just trying to acclimate to the newly-heightened connection I felt with Dawn. As the day pressed on, it grew easier to block out stray thoughts, but I suspected it would be a while before either of us got used to it completely. 
 
    We agreed that food was a priority, but I wanted to talk to Reika privately, so we paid to have some food delivered instead of going out. Then, we sat in my room to talk. 
 
    “Lemmie see your hand!” Reika gestured at me while slurping down her latest bowl of some kind of beef and noodle dish. I wasn’t even sure what the dish was called, but she loved it. 
 
    I slipped off my glove and showed the newly-altered sigil to her. 
 
    Reika peered at it. “Huh. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her symbol look like that before.” 
 
    <Ask her if she likes it?> 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Dawn wants to know if you like her new look.” 
 
    “Well, obviously. It’s very pretty.” 
 
    I felt Dawn preening in my mind in response. It was...an odd sensation. 
 
    I tried to ignore that and focus. “So, you’ve never seen that symbol...is that just because you’ve never seen another wielder?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. Well, I mean, maybe. There were some alternate symbols for Dawn in older texts, but most of them were either simpler — like starting with a single circle and advancing from there — or completely different. This is...strange. Usually when something like an attunement changes, it only adds one line — this is a whole extra geometric figure.” 
 
    I shrugged. “It’s not an attunement, though. Different rules, I guess?” 
 
    “Yeah, I suppose. But what caused it? I saw the flash of light, but...” 
 
    I described what had happened. 
 
    “Hm. Well, uh, congrats I guess?” 
 
    <Thanks, Rei!> 
 
    “Dawn and I say thanks. So, we’ve confirmed this thing can change — do you know how many levels it might have?” 
 
    Reika shrugged. “Dad didn’t really tell me anything about that. I mean, if I had to make a wild guess, I’d go with six.” 
 
    I couldn’t argue with that logic. “Yeah, I suppose that would make the most sense. We can try to replicate whatever we were doing to make it advance further sometime soon.” 
 
    “Training is always a good idea. Hey, pass the red sauce? No, the other one.” 
 
    I passed her all of the sauces, content to eat my own food the way it was prepared. “So, I saw you paying a lot of attention to Shun...” 
 
    Reika coughed, nearly choking on her food. “Uh, you did? I mean, uh, yeah, he was...something.” 
 
    I laughed at her a little, then made sure she wasn’t dying, then laughed at her a little more. I had a hunch about why she was reacting so strongly and I decided to test it. “You’re adorable. First time you’ve seen another dragon our age?” 
 
    “He’s not a dragon.” She folded her arms. “At least, probably. I think he’s a serpent. It’s different. And that’s not the issue.” She jabbed toward me with a finger. I evaded. “I just haven’t seen any other dragons, or our cousin species, in general. It doesn’t have to be a romantic thing. You can’t blame me for taking an interest in seeing someone else like me.” 
 
    “No, but I can tease you mercilessly.” 
 
    <Ah, I see you’ve taken my lessons to heart.> 
 
    A smirk crossed my lips. 
 
    Reika just gave a ‘hmpf’ and went back to eating. 
 
    I kept teasing her for a while after that, but for the most part, I just enjoyed having a night of peace and quiet with my friends. 
 
    *** 
 
    The next morning, I got straight back to training with Walter. We spent most of the early morning with him continuing to tutor me on local fighting styles, as well as just sparring. While that was certainly valuable, I had something much more important to talk to him about. 
 
    Between sparring sessions, I paused to talk. “I should thank you for covering for me in the last match, when I had that flare of power from my hand.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. That was something related to Dawnbringer, wasn’t it?” 
 
    <Ultimately, isn’t everything?> 
 
    I ignored Dawn and nodded to Walter. “I probably could have just told everyone, but...” 
 
    “No, it’s better not to share details like that. Shun is a good ally, but ultimately, he’s another competitor. Giving away too many details about your most valuable asset would be unwise.” 
 
    I didn’t like to think of things that way, but I understood his reasoning, and I appreciated his help. “I wanted to talk to you about that. About a couple of things, actually.” 
 
    “Well, don’t dance around it. Talk.” 
 
    Walter was always more straightforward than most, and I appreciated that about him. “First off, Dawnbringer. I’d like to introduce you to her, and introduce her to Octave.” 
 
    “Introduce...” His eyes narrowed. “I’ve seen that look in your face, like you’re distracted in the same way another Soulblade might be. I knew you probably had an intelligent item, but...Dawnbringer itself? Or, herself, I suppose?” 
 
    “I realize this isn’t common knowledge, so please keep it quiet. I haven’t even told Grandmother. She might have noticed, but I’m not sure.” 
 
    Walter gave an awkward glance toward Dawnbringer, then back up toward me. “I was under the impression you were a foreigner. And you were able to imbue her with a spirit, like a Soulblade does?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, no. She was like this when I found her.” 
 
    “She was...that’s...” Walter frowned. “Soulblade weapons shouldn’t remain stable if the Soulblade dies, and I can’t imagine one abandoning a contract-bound weapon. Certainly not one so impressive as Dawnbringer.” 
 
    <Aww, he thinks I’m impressive!> 
 
    He also knows you’re listening now. Don’t be flattered too easily. 
 
    <Pfft. Don’t get jealous just because he recognizes my magnificence.> 
 
    I put my hand on Dawn’s hilt, thinking. “You’re right that I’m a foreigner. And we do have intelligent items where I come from, although they’re extraordinarily rare. I don’t actually know how they end up that way, for the most part. The only other one I’ve encountered was a fragment of another entity, and...she was sort of an unusual case. Either way, I don’t know if a Soulblade attunement was responsible for Dawn’s state.” 
 
    Walter gave a considering look. “And she doesn’t remember?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. She’s been self-aware for decades, but she doesn’t know how it happened. I suppose it could be that a Soulblade made a contract with someone and put them in Dawnbringer, but...” 
 
    “No, you’re right, that doesn’t match well with Soulblade behavior. It’s probably something else.” Walter gestured toward the sword. “May I?” 
 
    You okay with that, Dawn? 
 
    <Uh, just don’t let go of me completely?> 
 
    Yeah, that makes sense. 
 
    I unbuckled my belt and removed Dawnbringer’s scabbard. “You can put your hand on her hilt. You’ll be able to hear her that way. She doesn’t want me to hand her off entirely.” 
 
    Walter gave me a nod. “Of course.” 
 
    He approached, and gingerly set a hand on a hilt. “Dawnbringer? Can you hear me?” 
 
    <Hi!> 
 
    He froze for an instant, and then gave a delighted, wonderful laugh. “My...it’s true, then. I didn’t...” He laughed again, shaking his head. “Extraordinary.” 
 
    <I most certainly am.> 
 
    He smiled. “And she has a sense of humor! Lovely. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Dawnbringer. I’m truly honored.” 
 
    <Thanks! Same. See, Keras? He’s truly honored. You could learn a little from Walter.> 
 
    I snorted. “Don’t feed her ego too much, Walter. I have to live with her.” 
 
    <Hey, you signed up for this deal, buddy. In fact, if I recall, you’re the one who proposed to me.> 
 
    Walter blinked. “Proposed...? Are you two...getting married?” 
 
    “Aaah, she didn’t mean it like that.” I waved a hand dismissively. 
 
    <He’s right. It’s really more like we’re already married. It’s why he always argues with me.> 
 
    I couldn’t roll my eyes hard enough. “Sooo, Dawn, you wanted to meet Octave?” 
 
    Walter raised an eyebrow at that. “I can manage that, but...why would you want that?” 
 
    I heard what sounded like an indignant cough from the halberd, which was lying in a corner nearby. 
 
    “She’s never talked to another sapient item before, Soulblade or otherwise,” I explained. 
 
    <Well, technically, there was the Spirit Gateway Crystal. But that was a little different, sort of?> 
 
    “Hm. I suppose that makes sense. I’ll...go get Octave. And you can, um, talk for a while.” 
 
    <Yay! Thank you!> 
 
    Walter’s expression softened. “It’s my pleasure, young lady.” 
 
    He let go of the sword, and I admit, I felt myself relax immediately once he no longer had a grip. 
 
    I’ve been a little on edge since he put his hand on her, I realized. 
 
    <Heh. On edge.> 
 
    I groaned. Having an even stronger connection with Dawn meant that, somehow, she was managing to find even more sword puns in my thoughts than usual. 
 
    *** 
 
    Rather than summoning Octave out of the halberd — which was mana intensive, and which Walter could only do safely every couple weeks — we just ended up sitting down the weapons next to each other. From there, Octave talked — or rather sang — out loud, and Dawn found that she was able to communicate with him telepathically as long as they were in physical contact, just like she was touching a human’s body. 
 
    It was...an unconventional method of conversation, to say the least. 
 
    For your own sanity, I will save you the details. Suffice to say that I understood Walter’s reservations about letting Octave talk to Dawn a little more after their “chat”. 
 
    In the end, though, Walter and I might have found it strange — but for Dawn, it was the most important thing in the world. 
 
    When we walked back to the Study of Iron afterward, I could feel Dawn’s warmth and joy in my mind. That was enough to put a smile on my face, even if she kept singing incessantly in my head for the rest of the day. 
 
    *** 
 
    That evening, when I met up with Reika for dinner, I noticed she was barely even touching her food. This was, for Reika, an extremely worrying sign. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” She stared blankly at her plate, clearly not fine. 
 
    “I’m not going to be pushy about it, but it seems like something is wrong. You’ve barely touched your...whatever that noodle thing is.” 
 
    “I’m not hungry.” She pushed the dish aside. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at her. “You. Not hungry?” 
 
    She let out a deep sigh. “Okay, fine. You’re right. I’m awful, everything is awful, and I hate it.” 
 
    I blinked. “...What happened?” 
 
    She tilted her head down at her mostly-full soup bowl, looking like she wanted to dip her face into it. “I...talked to Shun.” 
 
    “Oh. And how’d that—” 
 
    “He’s a jerk!” She snapped, a little louder than needed. We drew a little attention from nearby tables. Reika withered at their looks, mumbling, “Sorry,” and sinking into her chair. 
 
    “Do you want to talk about it?” I asked. 
 
    Reika shook her head silently. 
 
    “Do you want ‘cheering you up cake’?” 
 
    Reika stared downward for another moment, then gave the world’s slightest nod. 
 
    I ordered cake. 
 
    Then, over the course of the night, I ordered many more cakes. 
 
    *** 
 
    Later that evening, Reika asked for some time to herself to read before going to bed. I took that time to pay a visit to talk to Lia about the next round of the tournament, as well as any information she’d gathered for me. 
 
    “Any word back from Farren?” I asked. 
 
    “Not from her directly, but one of her subordinates.” I opened it to give it a quick read. 
 
      
 
    Dear Keras Selyrian, Wielder of Dawnbringer, 
 
    While we at Farren Labs have the utmost respect for all the Wielders of the Sacred Swords, regrettably, our founder is currently immersed in an important research project and unable to meet with you personally at this time. 
 
    We’d like to formally invite you to visit our facilities in Caelford after the tournament, however. You would have a much better chance of meeting Miss Farren at that time. 
 
    We wish you all the best in your future endeavors, 
 
    Kahi Zephyr, Associate Marketing Manager, Farren Labs 
 
      
 
    I gave a groan. It was about what I’d expected. The invitation to visit the lab in Caelford was better than nothing, but I’d been hoping for something that wouldn’t require me to chase Farren to another country. 
 
    <We can still try the banquet.> 
 
    Yeah. And I’ll see if I can find any other routes to approach her, too. 
 
    I folded the letter and tucked it away, then turned back to Lia. “Sorry for reading that right here, that was rude of me.” 
 
    “It’s no trouble. Can I ask about the contents?” 
 
    I explained what I’d read to her. “Ah. Platitudes. I can see why you wore such a disappointed expression,” Lia replied. “On the positive side, I’ve heard that Farren Labs itself has many interesting facilities. Perhaps you’d enjoy a general tour?” 
 
    “Maybe.” I shrugged. It didn’t sound quite as exciting as hunting monsters or fighting in tournaments, but I couldn’t discount the possibility that they’d have useful information or items there. “Okay, on to the next subject. What have you learned about the next round of the tournament?” 
 
    “Precious little, I’m afraid. I did discover that the theme is ‘choices’. That implies this test will have some sort of branching options available. In the past, similar tests have allowed contestants to choose between multiple potential challenges, such as different board games to play.” 
 
    I nodded in understanding. “I might need to get more familiar with the local board games, then.” 
 
    “Perhaps. Board game challenges have happened in the past. Usually, it’s Crowns, but with slightly modified rules for the tournament. The theme is vague enough that it could be something completely different, though.” 
 
    “Fair. Okay. Let me know if you learn anything else.” 
 
    “Of course.” She nodded. “Anything else I can help you with?” 
 
    “Yeah. Have you found out anything about my challenger for the sponsored match?” 
 
    She visibly winced. “Regrettably, no. Please, forgive my inadequacy in that regard. Whoever it is, though, they already had the thousand points to make the bid — they weren’t counting on points from the second and third rounds.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, you’ve been very helpful. Do you think my challenger earned those points, or is this some kind of wealthy noble that paid off their friends to give them points or something?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s difficult to say, but I’d lean toward the idea of them earning at least the majority. There are limits to how frequently people are allowed to transfer points to each other, and the charge for the transfer makes it unpopular. I also don’t think any of the wealthy nobles would have an incentive to spend that many points to fight you.” 
 
    “Lady Hartigan, wanting to settle a score, maybe?” 
 
    Lia shook her head. “It doesn’t fit what I’ve heard about her personality. She’s also recovering from an assassination attempt.” 
 
    I blinked. “What? What happened?” 
 
    “I suppose you probably wouldn’t be able to read the newspapers, would you? Forgive me. I didn’t think of it. There’s been a string of strange murders in the city since the tournament started. At least four tournament participants have been killed in a similar fashion — with the attuned portions of the victim’s body entirely removed. The victims also often bore one additional cut, but only one. From the autopsy reports, it’s believed that these other cuts were the source of the lethal damage, and that the attuned body locations were removed after the fact.” 
 
    I didn’t even know what to say to that. “...So, there’s some sort of person targeting people with attunements to....what, steal them? Is it possible to graft an attunement onto someone else?” 
 
    “It’s unknown. Or, at least, unknown to the general populace.” She frowned. “Anyway, someone attempted to target Lady Hartigan as well. Fortunately, the attack occurred near the spire, which meant the collateral damage from the fight was not in a particularly occupied part of the city. I’m told the craters will take months to fill in, though.” 
 
    “That’s some pretty impressive destruction. Did she say anything about what the attacker looked like?” 
 
    Lia nodded. “Yes, but she claimed they were ‘shrouded in shadow’, and she couldn’t get a good look.” 
 
    “Something with shadow magic, then.” I thought of the Phantom Thief Ravenshade immediately, given that she’d concealed herself with similar magic. From our initial encounter, she didn’t seem like the type to run around murdering people and chopping off their limbs, but I couldn’t discount her entirely. 
 
    “And someone with the motivation and confidence to go after Lady Hartigan. She’s known to be extraordinarily powerful, and represents one of the most prominent families in Valia. Attacking her was an extraordinary risk.” 
 
    I thought back to what Grandmother Iron mentioned about assassins targeting her when she’d refused to make a deal, and I wondered if these killings might be related. Maybe they were hoping to eliminate the strongest competitors further in advance this time. 
 
    One of the people who was supposed to fight Edria Song never showed up. That might have been faked as a way of encouraging someone from the audience to step in, but I don’t think so. The crown princess seemed genuinely surprised. 
 
    Could someone have killed one of the people she’d been planning to fight in order to protect her? 
 
    <Sounds pretty plausible to me.> 
 
    If that was happening, Reika and I were potential targets. 
 
    “Were all the targets all high-ranking competitors?” 
 
    Lea considered that. “Moderate to high. Hartigan was the only one that I can think of that was particularly notable.” 
 
    “Anything else in common between the victims? National identity, attunement, that sort of thing?” 
 
    “Nothing I can think of. Of the four targets I know of, two are Valian and three are Edrian. Both Valians were Elementalists, if that matters.” 
 
    I pondered that. “And the others?” 
 
    “A Pyromancer, a Juggernaut, and… I’m not sure on the third one, sorry. Purifier, maybe?” 
 
    “Purifier?” I asked. 
 
    “That one is East Edrian. Heavy offense, using both fire and light magic.” 
 
    I nodded in understanding. “All offensive casters, then. That might be a pattern.” 
 
    Lea nodded noncommittally. “Juggernauts aren’t generally thought of in that fashion — they’re generally more melee focused, like Ari is. They can use fire magic, but it’s their secondary mana type.” 
 
    I pondered that. “Okay. You mentioned they’d all been cut once, in addition to the removed limbs. What type of cut?” 
 
    Lia frowned. “I didn’t see any of the bodies myself, but I’m told it looked like a cut from a heavy blade. Someone mentioned curved, I think.” 
 
    I made a mental note to keep an eye out for heavy curved weapons, but that was a long list. Broad axes, halberds, some glaives, curved swords…there were a considerable number of weapons that fell into that category, depending on how loosely one interpreted it. 
 
    <Diamantine is a curved sword, you know. And it could kill people in a single cut by turning people’s insides to stone.> 
 
    I…doubt that a member of the imperial family is going around killing contestants in the tournament. But you’re right, I suppose it’s technically a possibility.  
 
    There was one potential culprit that kept coming to my mind, even if what I’d seen didn’t fit the description perfectly. “Could it be Akadi, trying to remove any potential threats?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” Lia leaned closer and whispered to me. “I’m told he’s been taken care of.” 
 
    “What does that mean? Captured, killed?” 
 
    She gave me a shrug. “Don’t know. I might know a couple important people, but they don’t tell me everything, especially about cases like that one. Still, I don’t think it was probably him.” 
 
    I gave her a slow nod, but that information didn’t make me more comfortable. If anything, it made me more worried. 
 
    If they’d killed the host body of an entity capable of possession without taking the proper precautions... 
 
    <Wake up, she’s staring at you.> 
 
    Sorry. 
 
    I tried to focus. “Okay. Do you know anything else about who it might be?” 
 
    Lia shook her head. 
 
    “Okay. Can you warn Ari to be careful? He’s another Juggernaut, and I don’t think he’ll listen to me.” 
 
    Lia raised a hand to her mouth. “Oh, dear. You’re right, I suppose he might be a potential target. Very well, I’ll speak to him. I don’t know how receptive he’ll be, though. He’s much closer to the Meilin, and he doesn’t listen to her, either.” 
 
    “Fair. Okay. Let’s jump back a topic. So, you don’t think Hartigan is the one who took my challenge?” 
 
    Lia looked relieved to switch subjects. “No, I don’t believe so. Lady Hartigan was not seriously hurt, but she’s been notably more cautious since the attempt on her life. Spending a thousand points to challenge you seems uncharacteristically reckless.” 
 
    “Unless she thinks I’m the culprit.” 
 
    Lia seemed to consider that. “Possible. We can prepare for that, but I think there are more likely options.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “Well, there’s the Green Guardian. He’s famous, and I could see some patrons donating points toward his ‘cause’. Fighting you in a high profile, public match does sound like the sort of publicity stunt he’d consider.” 
 
    I nodded. That was an exciting prospect — I was looking forward to another chance to fight him. “Who else?” 
 
    Lia considered. “Well, there’s Walter’s strange friend.” 
 
    “...Shun?” I blinked. 
 
    “Yes, that’s the one. I haven’t been able to find almost anything out about him. Walter knows more, but he’s refused to tell me anything.” 
 
    “You think he has a thousand points?” 
 
    “I know he does. I wasn’t able to find who challenged you, and I don’t have access to the full point lists, but a friend who does have access wrote down a few names for me. Shun was one of them.” 
 
    That was...very odd. I’d seen him make one display of power, but it still didn’t seem sufficient to warrant a point score that high, especially if he was deliberately hiding his abilities like he seemed to be. “Why would he challenge me?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I have too little information to say.” She shook her head. “And Walter has been very clear that he doesn’t want me to investigate Shun’s background. As one of my instructors, I need to follow his wishes in that regard.” 
 
    I understood her position, even if I found it frustrating. I’d have to take it up with Walter at some point, or with Shun directly. 
 
    Either way, it did potentially explain one thing — if Shun was the one who challenged me, that could have been why he was so hesitant to be friendly. And, of course, why he wouldn’t want to show off the full scope of his abilities. 
 
    Had Walter placed Shun on our team so Shun could evaluate my strengths and weaknesses? 
 
    That was a troubling possibility, and one I wasn’t sure I should confront him about. 
 
    “Okay. Anyone else?” 
 
    “Hannah Meiyer. She’s a member of the Edrian Royal Guard. You should be very cautious with her. She’s considered one of the most likely to make it to the final round.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. I’d seen a few different types of royal guards over the years. About half of them were ceremonial. The other half? Well, they were people like my friends Velas and Landen — the most skilled fighters I’d ever encountered. 
 
    What would their local equivalent of Velas or Landen look like? 
 
    I got a little excited just thinking about it. “What makes her so impressive?” 
 
    “They call her The Royal Executioner. Not because she literally performs executions for the royal family, although she might. She’s the strongest known user of the Executioner attunement alive. Possibly ever.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at that. “Meaning she’s Emerald-level?” 
 
    Lia nodded. “One of the very few publicly-known ones. Each nation only has a handful of people who publicly demonstrate their Emerald status.” 
 
    That seemed a little strange to me, but I couldn’t exactly complain. I was hiding plenty of my own capabilities. Badly, I admit, but I was trying. “Okay. Emerald-level Executioner, that’s good to know.” I paused, thinking. “Is she one of those royal guard friends you mentioned?” 
 
    Lia frowned. “I’m not comfortable giving names on that.” 
 
    “Right. Sorry.” I took a breath. “Do you have memory crystals of her?” 
 
    Lia’s expression shifted to introspective. “I’ll have to check. Probably not, but I can work on trying to get some.” 
 
    “Please do. Wait, what would happen if a member of the royal guard went into the final match? Would they even be allowed to fight?” 
 
    Lia blinked. “I...suppose that’s a good point. Harming their charge would be rather against their job, wouldn’t it? I honestly don’t know. We’re a proud nation — I can’t see Hannah just surrendering. But I can’t see her winning, either.” 
 
    I nodded in understanding, remembering the opening ceremonies. “Crown Princess Edria Song. She’s absurdly powerful.” 
 
    “She is.” Lia nodded. “We’re doing some research and adjusting our plans, but I don’t know if anyone in the tournament stands a chance against her. Respectfully, even you should be prepared to lose against her.” 
 
    “How exactly did she get so powerful? Is Diamantine that overwhelming?” 
 
    Lia shook her head. “Diamantine is a part of it, of course. Most of our students are training for anti-petrification measures, but from what I saw in the first round, you already have a method for that.” 
 
    I nodded. That was one of my advantages that I’d already considered, but I wasn’t sure if Lia or Grandmother Iron had noticed. “I do. I’ll want to practice it more, though. Diamantine seemed to work faster than that eye creature, or other people with petrification than I’m used to. But if Diamantine isn’t the main source of her power, what is?” 
 
    Lia’s expression was grave. “Edria Song is the subject of a great prophecy, and she was blessed by the visages at birth.” 
 
    I quirked a brow. “Blessed with what?” 
 
    “Blessed with six attunements.” 
 
    “...Oh.” 
 
    *** 
 
    After that, I briefly discussed the next match with Lia, but she didn’t have a lot of information on it yet. 
 
    She gave me a few more memory crystals to study, including ones that showed the wielder of Soulbrand in his previous matches. I studied them carefully, looking for weaknesses. 
 
    He didn’t seem to have any. He was fast, powerful, and his teleportation didn’t seem to exhaust him in the slightest. Attempts to shut down his teleportation with shadow or void magic — like what Meilin presumably had been trying to do with her shadow chains — all seemed to fail outright. 
 
    Even attempts to stop him with water and ice magic, which should have been the natural counters to a flame sword, didn’t seem to slow him down. Soulbrand was simply too powerful for ordinary magic to counter, and no one seemed to have an ice magic artifact comparable to it. 
 
    No, Corin, I don’t think Selys-Lyann would have done the job, either. 
 
    I studied some other memory crystals as well, watching matches that included Lady Hartigan and the Green Guardian. Lady Hartigan’s abilities seemed more conventional, at least, but she had a few techniques I’d have to be very cautious about, like creating simulacra. 
 
    The Green Guardian seemed to rely heavily on his supposed invulnerability. I was already confident I could break that, so I wasn’t as concerned about him. 
 
    Lia wasn’t able to find any memory crystals of Hannah, as she’d suspected. That just meant I’d have to spend more time studying the Executioner attunement in general, and I didn’t mind that. I hoped I could use that knowledge to polish some of my own techniques. 
 
    I was exhausted when Reika finally found her way into my bedroom, and we collapsed together to sleep. 
 
    *** 
 
    First thing in the morning the next day, I woke to finding Grandmother looming over my bed. “Wake quickly and ready yourself. It’s time I teach you a thing or two directly.” 
 
    I groaned, pulled myself out of bed, and got myself ready for the day. A bit later, I found Grandmother Iron waiting in her room. She stood as I entered, then gestured for me to follow her to another room. She didn’t take me to a private arena, but rather the main training hall for the Study of Iron itself. Meilin was already there waiting for us. She gave me a silent nod as I entered the room, and I returned it in kind. 
 
    “Meilin, wooden sword. Keras, no swords. Then, both of you to the center,” Iron instructed. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow, but unbuckled my sword belt and rested it in the corner of the room. 
 
    <Aww, no practice for me? Bah.> 
 
    Don’t worry, you still get to watch. 
 
    <I can’t see through your senses as clearly when you’re not holding me, but I guess I can still watch a little. It’s not as much fun as fighting, though.> 
 
    Don’t worry, I’ll spend some time with you later. 
 
    <Assuming you’re still intact after whatever this training entails.> 
 
    I took my position near the center of the room, only a sword-length away from Meilin. 
 
    Grandmother Iron walked to the back of the room, sitting down on a pillow. “Most traditional sword schools focus on teaching their own fighting style, as well as general footwork and technique. Both of you already have a firm foundation in sword work, so that will not be our focus. Instead, this lesson and my subsequent lessons will focus on honing specific techniques I have selected to supplement your abilities for this tournament.” 
 
    I could understand her reasoning. A few weeks wouldn’t be enough time to meaningfully teach me an entirely different sword style, but picking up a couple new spells or techniques could make a difference. “What are we working on today?” 
 
    Iron turned to me. “You have a body-reinforcement technique.” 
 
    It wasn’t exactly a question, but I answered anyway. “Two of them. Body of Stone and Body of Iron. I’m also working on some other variants.” 
 
    When she heard the name “Body of Iron”, Grandmother’s lips twitched just slightly. “Show me the stronger technique.” 
 
    I took a breath and nodded. “Body of Iron.” Speaking the name aloud was unnecessary, but I did it as a demonstration to show that it was active. Iron mana flooded into my body, vastly reinforcing my strength and resilience. 
 
    “Good. Meilin, hit him.” 
 
    Meilin raised her wooden sword without the slightest hesitation and smashed it into my arm. I didn’t bother trying to dodge or block — I didn’t have to. 
 
    The sword trembled on impact. She’d swung with considerable force, but hadn’t hurt me in the slightest. 
 
    Iron’s eyes narrowed. “Hm. Again.” 
 
    Meilin hit me several more times, each with the same impact. 
 
    “This seems sufficient. Now, Meilin, reinforce your weapon.” 
 
    Meilin gave Iron an uncertain look, then closed her eyes and concentrated. I saw a brief flicker across the surface of her weapon, but that was it. 
 
    “Now, strike him. Harder.” 
 
    I didn’t like the idea of where this was going, but I still let her hit me. 
 
    Crack. 
 
    The wooden sword shattered on impact. I still didn’t feel the hit. 
 
    “Good. You may both disable the techniques.” 
 
    I took a breath. Release Body of Iron. 
 
    I’d only kept the ability active for a short time, but it was enough for me to feel the strain. 
 
    Iron turned to Meilin. “Your control has improved, but it is still insufficient. Do you see a bruise on his arm? No? Then you have not hit him hard enough. Your weapon is shattered. You have lost your battle. Go. Retrieve another sword.” 
 
    Meilin looked briefly abashed before leaving to retrieve another sword from a storage room nearby. 
 
    Grandmother turned to me. “Where did you learn that technique?” 
 
    “Back at home. When I was doing my military training, I met another metal sorcery specialist. He’d already graduated, but he came to spar with me from time to time.” 
 
    Iron’s frowned. “And this graduate taught you the technique?” 
 
    “Well, my instructor explained the basics, but yeah, Taer’vys is the one who practiced the Body of Iron technique with me.” 
 
    “And this…Taer’vys…did he say where he learned it?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “I see.” Iron took a breath. “Well, after watching it, I can see that Walter’s assessment was correct. Your technique has several flaws.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “I’m doing something wrong?” 
 
    “Not precisely. The technique itself is…rudimentary. Inefficient. You appear to be simply flooding your body with metal mana, yes?” 
 
    “Basically. There’s some shaping involved with moving it, but that’s about it.” 
 
    Meilin returned to the room with a new wooden sword, then took a position across from me like before. 
 
    Iron ignored her, shaking her head at me. “A waste. Such a waste. You must tire very quickly when using that technique, yes?” 
 
    “Absolutely. I could only maintain it for a handful of seconds at first. Now…I haven’t timed it recently, but I could probably hold it for something like forty or fifty seconds.” 
 
    Meilin’s eyes widened. “To hold a defensive technique with that strength for so long, your mana pool must be very impressive.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what to say to that. I wasn’t sure if I was quite ready to tell Meilin how my magic worked yet, so I gave an honest if evasive answer. “That long would be a risk, and I haven’t exactly timed it. It’d be safer to use it for a shorter time.” 
 
    “I see.” From her expression, I couldn’t tell if that answer had satisfied her or not. 
 
    “Impressive as that may be, fifty seconds is nothing in one of these competitions. And if it drains you to unsafe amounts, you cannot risk using it regularly.” Iron folded her hands. “Over the next week, you will each be working on specific improvements in your techniques. Meilin, your stealth and nullification techniques are excellent, but your emphasis on shadow magic has created a gap in your abilities. For the next week, you will be practicing your enhancement magic. If you cannot harm Keras with his technique active, you stand no chance of wounding Diamantine’s wielder.” 
 
    Iron turned to me next. “Your body reinforcement technique is potent, but without proper control, you will exhaust yourself before you can claim victory. For the rest of the week, you will practice focusing your mana in a one part of your body at a time. We will begin with defensive applications of this technique. You will invoke a burst of metal mana just before an opponent strikes, reinforcing the part of your body that is about to be hit. By doing this, you will not burn mana continuously — only when you are about to be hit.” 
 
    I understood the intent behind the technique, but I could already see some problems. “That would require being able to cast extremely quickly, as well as properly anticipating exactly where the strike is about to land — otherwise it’s useless. If I’m too slow, or if I reinforce the wrong area, I’m going to take a serious beating.” 
 
    “Yes.” Iron responded. “You may begin practicing immediately.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Hours passed. Meilin and I still stood in the training hall. Iron had left long before, and others had come and gone, but we continued to practice. 
 
    Metal mana surged into my right arm as I raised it to raised it to block Meilin’s strike — which whipped right below my arm and smashed me across the ribs. 
 
    I grunted as the sword exploded on impact and fell back a step, clutching my chest.  
 
    Meilin fell back a step as well, sweat beading on her forehead as she tossed aside the battered remains of the latest practice sword in disgust. “I failed again.” 
 
    I shook my head. “So did I. More so, really, given that you slipped my guard. If that had been a real sword…”  
 
    “It still would have barely harmed you.” Meilin sighed. “Even when I hit part of you that is not protected, I can barely scratch you…and that is with a mana-reinforced blade. Perhaps Xiaofan was right. I was not ready to enter this tournament.” 
 
    “Xiaofan…that’s your sister, right?” 
 
    Meilin winced. “She was, once. These days, I am less certain.” 
 
    I raised my arms, then waved for her to come at me. Meilin resumed her attack, unarmed this time, reinforcing her hands with mana. We’d been trading off between armed and unarmed practice, since it was easier for me to try to block when she was unarmed, and we were also rapidly running out of wooden training swords. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “For years, we planned to travel to the Unclaimed Lands together, to visit the Earth Temple and earn a blessing from the crystal there. You know if it?” 
 
    “I haven’t been there, but I’ve heard about the elemental temples. One of the places I visited was similar. It had a spirit crystal.” 
 
    “Ah, yes. Of course, you must have visited such places to earn Dawnbringer. Forgive my foolish question.” 
 
    It would have been easy to let her retain her assumption, but that felt dishonest. “I didn’t visit the temple until after I obtained Dawnbringer, actually. Sort of messed up the whole earning Dawnbringer thing. Long story.” 
 
    Meilin gave me a quizzical look. “Truly? I did not think it would be possible to obtain the sword out of the proper sequence. You hold exemplary talents.” 
 
    I laughed. “I think you’re the first person who has seen that in a positive light. I can see why Reika likes you so much.” 
 
    Meilin flinched and looked away. “I…there is much I like about Reika as well.” 
 
    I smiled at her reaction. It was good to see Reika getting along with other people. “So, you’d planned to visit the Earth Temple with your sister.” 
 
    “Ah, yes.” Meilin took a breath. “We sought a boon from the Prime Crystal of Earth. You saw Diamantine’s powers in the opening ceremony, yes?” 
 
    “Density and brittleness manipulation, petrification, that ‘Weight of the World’ technique... Ah. You wanted a boon that would help you fight against it?” 
 
    Meilin nodded. “We believed it would be possible for the Prime Crystal to grant virtual immunity to Diamantine’s offensive powers, similar to the defenses granted by the medallions, but on a greater scale. Such would have been a tremendous advantage against the emperor.” 
 
    “What went wrong?” 
 
    “As we discussed it, Ari grew more and more excited. Grandmother Iron practically adopted all of us, and Ari…Xiaofan and I always saw him as a little brother. A troublesome and overly excitable brother, to be certain, but a brother just the same. I…could never say no to him, even when I should have.” 
 
    Something clicked in my mind. “You let him take your place in the group.” 
 
    “To my everlasting shame, I feigned disinterest as the expedition approached. Xiaofan and I argued, and…in the end, they left me behind.” She took a step back, shaking her head and lowering her arms. “Of the six that went to the temple, only Ari and Xiaofan returned. Both were terribly injured.” 
 
    I remembered the long scar on Ari’s neck. “What happened?” 
 
    “They will not speak of it, but I know this much — Ari blames himself for whatever happened in there. He was too young to go on such a dangerous journey…and I should have been the one in there with Xiaofan. If I was, then…” 
 
    “You think you could have prevented whatever disaster happened?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Meilin shook her head. “But Xiaofan still has not forgiven me, I am certain. She has barely spoken to me since she returned, save to tell me not to enter the tournament. She believes I am weak and a coward. And, in spite of my best efforts, I cannot deny it. As I am now, I stand no chance to win this tournament.” 
 
    “You don’t seem weak to me in the slightest.” 
 
    “I can barely even hurt you when you stand still! How could I even hope to fight the crown princess?” She covered her mouth after her outburst. “Forgive me. I…” 
 
    I raised a hand to stop her. “No, it’s fine. I understand your frustration. When I saw the crown princess demonstrate her power, I knew I couldn’t fight her head-on with my current abilities either. But if we keep training, earn some magic items in the tournament, and figure out the right techniques, maybe we’ll stand a chance. Why all this focus on brute force? You’re an Assassin. You’d be putting me on the floor regularly if you used poison.” 
 
    “That…would have been the plan against the emperor. I trained almost exclusively with umbral and poison magic with the expectation that he would be my final opponent. When we learned the crown princess would be the final opponent, everything changed. Since the match, Grandmother and I have studied the princess. Her attunements differ from those of the emperor. Most importantly, she has the Paladin attunement — which allows her to flood her body with light, rendering her nearly immune to poison, disease, and compulsion. That simple difference has rendered my entire skill set worthless.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Not worthless. Can’t you still hide yourself with umbral magic, or use it to neutralize magic?” 
 
    Meilin gave me a sad smile. “Perhaps I could hide, if my opponent was not a Seer. Perhaps I could neutralize her magic, if my opponent was not a Shieldbreaker.” 
 
    “That’s…difficult,” I admitted. “Maybe there’s time for you to earn a second attunement?” 
 
    “I already have.” She raised a hand and slipped off her glove, revealing an attunement mark I hadn’t seen on her before.  
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    “When they left for the expedition to the Unclaimed Lands, I chose to increase my power in a different way. I hoped to gain some other advantage…but my second attunement offers no defense against Diamantine.” 
 
    “Ah, that’s how you have enhancement mana. I didn’t think Assassins had it, but I figured I was remembering wrong. But that…” 
 
    “Yes, a Shadow attunement, from your own homeland. It overlaps with my Assassin attunement almost completely. Compounding attunements with umbral magic makes me excellent at stealth, but alas, her Seer attunement is stronger than both of my attunements combined.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you mention the second attunement sooner?” I asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “Forgive me, but Valian attunements are not thought of highly in this nation. I was…not proud, when I received one from my second Judgement. I continue to wonder why I was given a Valian attunement — such a thing is uncommon when one visits the Hydra Spire. My test must have been unusual, but of course, I cannot remember it.” She took a breath. “It is also very weak, only Carnelian level. Barely worth mentioning. This is why Grandmother wishes for me to focus on practicing it. I trust her, but I cannot see it being strong enough to make a difference, even if I focus on it for weeks.”   
 
    I shifted my stance, thinking. “Why not get a third attunement, then?” 
 
    Meilin smiled. “Perhaps the Wielder of Dawnbringer could manage such a thing, but I know of only a handful of people who have ever survived a third Judgement. Even a second attunement is rare. Making an attempt when my second attunement is so weak would be unwise. Even if I was confident that I could succeed, Judgements take progressively longer for each attunement you already possess. There is little chance I would return in time for the end of the tournament.” 
 
    I nodded at her reasoning. “Hm…okay. So, the crown princess has attunements you can’t counter…why not neutralize those advantages, then?” 
 
    Meilin blinked. “What?” 
 
    “You’ve got compounded shadow magic from two attunements. Shadow magic can nullify other magic. Couldn’t you use that to disable someone else’s attunement outright for a little while? Maybe long enough to make your poison work?” 
 
    “I…do not know. Interfering with an attunement…it is not done. The works of the goddess are sacred.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Seems to me like you’d just be using what the goddess gave you.” 
 
    “I…perhaps. Your people and the people of Caelford have always been laxer on such matters. Even if I wished to do such a thing, however, I do not know if it would be possible.” Meilin took a breath. “Thank you for your perspective, and the idea. I will have to contemplate this further.” 
 
    “Shall we get back to work, then?” I grinned at her. 
 
    Meilin nodded. “Yes. I believe it is time for me to pick up a new sword.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Later in the day, I met up with Reika to ask her what had happened with Shun, but she didn’t want to talk about it. Instead, I took her out and rented one of the little arenas for some sparring, and we beat each other up for a while. She felt a little better after that, but she still didn’t want to talk about whatever had happened. I didn’t press the issue. 
 
    Dawn encouraged me to find Shun and “murderize him” for hurting Reika’s feelings, but I felt that Rei was perfectly capable of murderizing anyone she wanted on her own behalf, and I didn’t really want to flee the city. I considered just finding him and asking what had happened, but it wasn’t really my business. If Reika wanted me to intercede on her behalf somehow, she would have asked. 
 
    As the week progressed, word spread rapidly about the wielder of Dawnbringer fighting in a “point bidding match” — which was the name that quickly spread about the concept — against a mysterious opponent that had wagered five times as much as the wielder had. 
 
    I still had over a week before the match, but I needed to be as prepared for it as possible.  
 
    I spent a little bit of that time studying the local board games, since that seemed like the most likely option for a challenge with a ‘choices’ theme — but given that studying hadn’t really helped with my last two matches, I didn’t put much emphasis on it. Instead, I spent most of my time during the week training with Walter and Meilin.  
 
    Now that Walter knew I didn’t have any attunements or a shroud, he focused primarily on showing me the local sword styles, as well as established techniques for countering them. 
 
    My main training goal was figuring out how to make use of my heightened connection with Dawn. Some of the benefits of the changed mark were purely passive — I felt faster and clearer-headed all the time, at least as long as she wasn’t distracting me with stray thoughts.  
 
    The enhancement mana she was feeding me was a new benefit, and an absurdly useful one. It improved all of my physical capabilities further — my strength, my speed, and my resilience to harm. Enhancement mana wasn’t Dawn’s focus, so it wasn’t as pronounced as my initial speed increase or the improvements to my mental clarity, but it was still extremely noticeable. I’d gone from feeling like Walter was a roughly equal match to pushing him back relatively easily, and having to check my strength to avoid accidentally hurting him with my swings. 
 
    I had to admit, it was pretty nice. 
 
    Beyond just the passive benefits, we also experimented with seeing if I could make use of Dawn’s power more directly or in any new ways. 
 
    I was still able to make an aura of light like I had in the arena, but it didn’t have much of a use without the arena’s shadow effect suppressing my strength and speed. It did, however, give me a new idea to try — pulling that light energy inward, rather than pushing it outward. 
 
    Over the course of the next few days, I tried to make a Body of Light technique. 
 
    The idea was straightforward — to call enough light mana into my body to increase my speed, clarity, and magic resistance. 
 
    The problem? I simply didn’t have enough light mana to work with. Not yet, at least. 
 
    Instead, I found a different solution. One I’d considered in the past, but abandoned. 
 
    When using Body of Stone or Body of Iron, I was drawing in only one mana type at a time. I’d tried combining the two, but the diluted effect wasn’t any stronger, and it taxed my body in two different ways at once. I’d speculated that perhaps if I had two different types of sorcery to work with that complimented each other better, a combination technique might have worked better, but I didn’t have many to work with when I was young.  
 
    Drawing in fire mana was possible, but not generally helpful — it would have helped me with ice-based attacks on my body, but with the risk of hurting myself in the process. I’d briefly experimented with combining that with stone and metal, but it didn’t provide any useful results. 
 
    Now, however, I had several new types of mana to work with — and I already knew they could be combined effectively. After all, Dawn wasn’t just feeding me light mana. The power that was improving my abilities wasn’t light alone; it was a mix of light, spirit, enhancement, and perhaps others that I wasn’t even aware of. 
 
    So, when forming a Body of Light spell failed, I moved on to a new idea. 
 
    Rather than drawing in light mana alone, I’d try to draw in as much light, spirit, and enhancement power as I could, in approximately the same proportions as what Dawn was already feeding into me. 
 
    It would, in theory, provide me with exactly the same benefits Dawn already had been with our bond, but in a burst of vastly greater power. 
 
    It worked. 
 
    I called it “Body of Dawn”. 
 
    There was only one major downside — the cost. 
 
    Body of Dawn was, in short, absolutely exhausting. Body of Iron was already tremendously fatiguing for me, but this was on an entirely different scale. I wasn’t able to maintain Body of Dawn for more than about two or three seconds without wanting to collapse. 
 
    Worse, the immediate aftermath of using it would drain everything related to it. My strength, speed, and magic resistance would all be decreased until my body had a chance to recover. 
 
    I understood why. I’d trained for many years with metal and stone mana to reach the point where I could use those abilities reliably. I’d never used light, enhancement, or spirit mana independently in the slightest. 
 
    With regards to those types of magic, I was a complete novice attempting to use an advanced technique. It was a huge risk. 
 
    As I trained with it, I knew my body would naturally grow stronger with all of those mana types. In time, that would make for serious rewards...as long as I didn’t push myself so much that I suffered permanent harm. 
 
    I knew I’d have to be extremely careful with that technique, but that didn’t stop me from being excited about it. 
 
    Body of Dawn sounded like exactly the sort of technique I needed to be able to compete against someone like Edria Song. And even without it active, hopefully training the technique would help me improve my speed and focus to the point where I could keep up with her more easily. 
 
    When I told Walter about the technique, he helped me practice with it. For the first day or two, it actually put me at a disadvantage. The enhancement was significant, but he noticed I used it and went defensive until I exhausted myself. 
 
    Even a couple days of practice helped, though. Once I was able to hold it for four or five seconds, I determined the technique was probably usable in a tournament, but only if I was at the end of a round. I’d be at a huge disadvantage if I used it and had to keep fighting afterward. 
 
    As I got better with it, Walter began to compensate. He’d summon more and more weapons, and I’d try to use my enhanced speed to dodge them and get into his defenses before I ran out of time. 
 
    My time training with Meilin remained focused on trying to apply my Body of Iron technique to individual parts of my body. I got a bit better at it, but generally, if I had enough time to react to an attack, simply getting out of the way was easier. I had to fight my instincts if I wanted to stand there and try to block with mana instead, and that made the training difficult. 
 
    Meilin had an equally difficult time with her own enhancement mana training, finding it frustrating to work with a type of magic that was so much weaker than her own. She mentioned that she was doing some research on disabling attunements, but she still seemed reticent to test it. 
 
    As the week continued, Meilin’s mood improved little by little. We started trading little tricks — I showed her how to focus enhancement mana into a blade-like shape for improved cutting power, and she taught me some new techniques for countering invisible opponents. By the end of the week, I felt like our rapport had improved considerably. With her improved mood and confidence, she sent a letter asking her sister to meet and talk, but she didn’t get an immediate reply. 
 
    Honestly, I had a fantastic time with the practice. Those few days were some of the best part of my experience with the whole tournament. 
 
    I couldn’t spend all my time just training, though, as much as I enjoyed it. I also participated in five smaller point bidding matches, which rapidly turned into a popular idea after the arena had announced my plans for the big public one. 
 
    In each of the smaller matches, I fought with a different outfit, my mask, and without Dawnbringer. Reika was more than happy to sit in the stands with Dawn and yell encouragements at me. 
 
    I won four out of five, with a net gain of sixty points and about six hundred silver. My one loss was to a Wayfarer who managed to teleport me out of the arena, causing a ring out. 
 
    That was something I really needed to figure out a counter for before my final matches. 
 
    I watched Reika’s matches just like she’d watched mine. Once I’d come up with the idea, she jumped at the chance to do the same thing, and ended up fighting in even more matches than I did. None of them had the same level of hype, but she won all eight of the matches she did, earning herself an extra hundred and sixty points and about a thousand silver imperials in the process. 
 
    At the end of the week, I was at six hundred and sixty-three and Reika was at eleven hundred and ninety-four. 
 
    I had a big decision to make. I could have spent three hundred points on one of the cheapest reinforcement elixirs and seen if it worked, potentially providing myself with an advantage. Maybe even two, but that would have risked not having enough points to cover a possible loss in my big match if I didn’t make a lot of points in the next round of the tournament proper. I also could have bought a magical item that could improve my odds. 
 
    I chose not to do the former because the risks of making myself sick if the elixir wasn’t compatible with my physiology were extremely high. It also wasn’t efficient. If I planned to get multiple elixirs in the long-run, the package deal was much better, and I couldn’t afford that yet. 
 
    Moreover, I was still acclimating to Dawnbringer’s bond improving, and I wasn’t sure I’d even notice the effects of a single reinforcement elixir. It’d be better to try one when I didn’t have any immediate obligations — like at the beginning of a week — and when I had a better idea of just how much I was benefitting from Dawnbringer’s bond. 
 
    The latter option was more tempting, but part of my opponent’s requirement for their thousand-point bid was that they remain anonymous until the match actually began. I could have tried to look into that or contested it, but I found the mystery exciting, so I chose not to. 
 
    Ultimately, I chose to continue saving my points — but I did have money to spend. 
 
    I couldn’t find anywhere that would sell reinforcement elixirs for silver alone, so that wasn’t an option, even if I was willing to risk making myself sick by drinking one. Six hundred silver was enough to buy a couple Carnelian-level items, though, or one low-end Sunstone one. 
 
    There were a few appealing options. 
 
    First, I considered buying something that would generate a fake shroud. That would make me less suspicious as a contestant, and if it actually improved my defense, it would be extremely useful. Ultimately, I decided against that for a couple reasons. First, it would have required being custom made, and I didn’t have the time to get that done before the match. More importantly, I strongly suspected my aura would interfere with it. My destructive aura had a habit of breaking barriers, and I didn’t think a fake shroud would operate any differently. It would be worth testing eventually, but there was no time for that before the match. 
 
    Second, I considered a fire resistance item of some kind. Two of my strongest opponents — Lady Hartigan and the wielder of Soulbrand — had fire-based attacks that were too strong for me to completely deflect with my own flame shaping. That was a high priority to pick up eventually, but I didn’t want to gamble on my opponent being a fire user for this particular match. I wanted something more generally useful for any situation. 
 
    Third, I considered something to increase my physical abilities further. I was ultimately going to be fighting several other sword fighters, and increases to my strength, resilience, and speed would all be advantageous.  
 
    I definitely wanted something along those lines eventually, but the one match I’d lost had illuminated a key weakness that I needed to deal with immediately — magic defense. 
 
    I knew that Dawnbringer had mentioned generating some kind of magic resistance aura around me, but it hadn’t proven sufficient to stop a teleportation spell. If I ran into something like that again — or something like a paralysis spell, or a sleep spell, Xiaofan’s poison cloud, or anything else that was severely incapacitating — I couldn’t guarantee that Dawnbringer’s protection would be enough to stop it. Anything along those lines could provide an instant win for my opponent. I needed a counter to that. 
 
    There were several types of items that provided defenses against spells. Many of them were based on shadow magic, creating a field around the wearer that nullified incoming spells. While that did sound effective, I was worried that an item that had the opposite magic type of Dawn’s would cause her harm if the mana flowed through me into her. 
 
    Instead, I went with redundancy. 
 
    I purchased a Ring of Spell Deflection, an item that could temporarily generate a field of light around the wearer that would — in theory — cause incoming spells to refract off it. 
 
    The effect was very similar to Dawnbringer’s Radiant Dawn spell, but with a few key differences. First, it would cover my whole body, making it a more effective defensive tool. Second, it was much weaker. I couldn’t expect it to work against high level spells; it might reduce their effect, but it wouldn’t stop them entirely like Dawn could. And third, it took a full day to recharge after all the mana from the ring was expended. 
 
    Yes, Corin, I know your items recharge a lot faster. You don’t have to look at me like that, it was still a great purchase. 
 
    My hope was that if I used the ring long enough, I’d pick up the ability to generate a deflecting field of light on my own. And if I couldn’t, maybe Dawnbringer could figure out how to copy it, by experiencing the ring’s power when I used it. 
 
    It was hardly foolproof. I’d need to activate the ring before getting hit with the spell, and I couldn’t keep it active constantly. Just activating the ring would burn through the mana inside it rapidly, depleting it in about sixty seconds. 
 
    Still, with a new defensive tool, I felt much better prepared when the day arrived for the next round of the tournament. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter XV – Dragon’s Dogma 
 
      
 
    There’s always something exciting about facing the dangers of the unknown. It’s a feeling unlike any other, where my heart races in anticipation of the latest traps and deadly opponents that I’ll face. 
 
    From the way Reika was grinning and skipping on the way to the test, I could tell she felt the same way. 
 
    When we reached the waiting area, there were far fewer people waiting for us this time. By the time the round was ready to begin, there were only eight contestants in the chamber. There would be others competing on different days and times, and I also knew there were multiple entry chambers for this round, but it was obvious how much the previous rounds had reduced the competition. 
 
    <If you needed to win four rounds in a row to advance, that means there should be one sixteenth of the people from the previous round. Maybe a little more or less, if they had any odd exceptions, disqualifications, that sort of thing. The prelims started with around five thousand, then probably cut that to two thousand or so. I’m guessing they cut about half the people in the test after that. So, a thousand people in round two...that means maybe sixty-two and a half people left now?> 
 
    It’s that half person we’ll have to watch out for. 
 
    <Aww, don’t be like that. We’re all looking for our better half, aren’t we?> 
 
    I snorted. 
 
    Joking about half people aside, I guessed there were probably sixty-four people left, making exactly eight groups of eight. That would make it easy to continue trimming down the group into halves with each subsequent round — thirty-two after this round, sixteen after the next, and then eight for the finals. It was possible they’d go with quarters at some point instead, but sixty-four people made for clean brackets going forward. 
 
    The arena workers didn’t give us as much of an explanation as usual. Instead, they simply told us that we’d be on our own in this round — there were no teams — and that we’d learn the nature of the test after we got inside. 
 
    I’d gotten a little bit of warning ahead of time from Lia, but she just told me that this test would be much more “elaborate”, and that there would be lots of “choices” involved. Not a lot to go on, really. 
 
    Truthfully, I liked it better that way. The dangers of the unknown always excited me. 
 
    I was rearing to go. That was, of course, when arena attendant sheepishly approached me with some news. “Keras Selyrian, I’m afraid there’s been a minor change.” 
 
    I blinked. “What sort of change?” 
 
    “Due to a minor logistical issue, your match has been delayed. You will be participating in the next round, starting at eighteen bells.” 
 
    Reika and I turned to each other. She spoke first. “That means...” 
 
    “...We’re in separate matches now.” 
 
    I had mixed feelings about that.  
 
    Going in with Reika would have meant that we had the chance of finding each other and teaming up. 
 
    It also meant we could have ended up fighting against each other directly. 
 
    Both of those things excited us. If one of us eliminated the other, it would have just added to our rivalry for later. And, of course, it had to happen eventually. 
 
    It wasn’t like we were going to let anyone else beat us, after all. 
 
    But the delayed match did have advantages. “Eighteen bells. That means I have time to watch this match before my own?” 
 
    The attendant nodded. “Yes, with hours to spare. And as an apology for the adjustment, we’ve prepared a private viewing box for you.” 
 
    Reika wrinkled her nose. “Then you’ll get an advantage over me in your match.” 
 
    The attendant turned toward her. “At this stage in the tournament, each of the individual challenges is distinct for each round. Your scenario will be completely different from what he faces.” 
 
    “That sounds...very complicated. And expensive.” 
 
    The attendant sighed. “I saw some of the financing paperwork for one day of this tournament a while back...you have no idea. It’s mind boggling.” He shook his head. “Anyway, my apologies. If you’ll follow me, I can take you to your viewing box?” 
 
    “Just one moment, please.” I turned to Reika, reaching out with a hand. “Hey. Good luck in there.” 
 
    “Good luck?” She snorted, but grabbed my hand and squeezed. “I don’t need luck. It’s not like there’s going to be anyone in there that can challenge me.” 
 
    In another part of the room, Lady Antonia Hartigan smiled. 
 
    *** 
 
    Sitting in the audience was a very different experience from being inside the arena. 
 
    I had a pretty nice setup as an apology for the change. The “private” box wasn’t truly private — they had me in a small observation room with about a dozen other people, none of which looked like other competitors. Based on the fancy clothing of the people present, I suspect they jammed me into a noble’s box that still had some extra space in it. 
 
    The box itself was about a dozen feet in each direction, with posh chairs and a table holding an ample supply of refreshments in the back. At first, it looked like it was open on three sides, but as I approached I realized that it was simply surrounded by glass-like crystal walls. This provided an excellent view of the main arena itself, as well as the rows and rows of bleachers with ordinary tournament watchers below. 
 
    Seeing the stands from above gave me a better idea of the sheer scale of the venue. There must have been thousands of rows of people watching the match. The magnitude of the event was awe inspiring. 
 
    <That explains how many flights of stairs you had to climb to get to the box.> 
 
    No kidding. I’m exhausted, and I haven’t even had a chance to fight yet. 
 
    As I approached the glass to get a better look at the main arena, I realized that wasn’t what I was expected to focus on. Instead, there were several tremendous panes of crystal suspended over the arena, each of which was displaying a titanic image showing one of the areas for the upcoming round. 
 
    They’re like Jonan’s scrying mirrors, only on a much larger scale. I don’t know if he’d be amused by seeing someone using his idea for entertainment or upset that he hadn’t thought of it first. 
 
    While the match hadn’t started yet, the crystals were already showing several interesting scenes.  
 
    One depicted something that looked like the interior of a stone building with torches lit on the walls — most likely something meant to resemble an elemental temple or spire. 
 
    Another showed a mountain road with several caves leading into the mountainside. The crystal’s image moved as I watched, apparently from the viewpoint of someone or something that was floating above the mountain. As it shifted, I realized the mountain trail went up for what must have been miles, before finally reaching a flat section that held the nest of a titanic bird with wings of flame. 
 
    A third crystal showed what looked like a small town in flames, with monsters roaming the streets and hunting the hapless inhabitants. I had a moment of alarm at the sight, but I tried to reassure myself that none of these things were real — the people in that city were likely just illusions. 
 
    <Yeah, it’s not like Edria would put people in an arena to die just for amusement. Oh, wait.> 
 
    Contestants fighting each other is a little different from throwing in helpless civilians. 
 
    <Is it?> 
 
    Sure. We know and accept the risks. 
 
    <And what if those risks aren’t fair, because the matches themselves are run by a government that has an incentive to rig them?> 
 
    Hm. An interesting quandary, but one that we’ll have to discuss another time. The match is about to start. 
 
    I might have approached the other people in the box to talk, but announcements for the match started almost as soon as the attendant led me to my seat. 
 
    The voice came from seemingly all around us, clear as the crystals in our view. Some potent sound sorcery must have broadcast the announcer’s voice to the individual boxes. I was impressed. 
 
    The initial announcements were, appropriately, in the Edrian language. I watched the images on the crystals while I waited, then after the Edrian language announcements concluded, a voice spoke in the Velthryn...er, or rather the Valian tongue. 
 
    “Citizens of Edria and honored guests, we now begin the third round of the Tournament of the Sacred Sword. This round represents the mid-point of our competition. In previous rounds, we have significantly narrowed our field of competitors, and those that remain have demonstrated tremendous skill. 
 
    “This round and subsequent rounds will be vastly greater in difficulty, in order to provide proper challenges to the skilled competitors that have lasted up to this point. In addition, each phase of the third round will be completely different, meaning that contestants that are fighting on different hours or days will not gain a significant advantage by watching the previous matches. 
 
    “The current challenge takes place across three areas — the Burning City, the Fire Temple, and Firewing Mountain. Contestants who used points to gain a small advantage will be allowed to choose where they begin, otherwise they will begin in a random location. Contestants who purchased a large advantage have been given an item that provides resistance to fire magic, which will be common in this challenge.” 
 
    I didn’t regret failing to purchase any advantages, but it was good to know what they meant for this match. They’d be different from my own challenge, but it was useful to know what some people were getting from buying advantages. 
 
    The announcer’s voice continued. 
 
    “Each area has opportunities for challengers to gain points. In The Burning City, challengers may save civilians from the flames or eliminate monsters. In the Fire Temple, points are awarded for defeating monsters, solving puzzles, obtaining crystals, and for reaching the flame crystal at the end. And on Flamewing Mountain, rewards are given for defeating monsters, retrieving treasures from the caves, reaching the top, and successfully retrieving eggs from Flamewing’s nests.” 
 
    The crystal ahead of me switched to an image of a gigantic burning bird — a phoenix. As the crystal’s viewpoint moved backward, I got a sense of scale; the creature was taller than the sparse, burned-out trees on the mountaintop. If I had to guess, it was probably at least twenty or thirty feet tall, and with a wingspan of a greater length. We had firebirds back in my homeland, and up until I saw this thing, I’d assumed they were one and the same as phoenixes. After noting Flamewing’s size, I had to adjust that assessment. 
 
    <Who names a phoenix ‘Flamewing’? Every phoenix has flame wings. That’s like naming a human ‘Bob Fingeredhands’.> 
 
    I snorted. Hey, don’t make fun of Bob, he’s a good guy. Now, Jimmy Grippingthumb, on the other hand... 
 
    <You’re awful and your puns are awful.> 
 
    I know. That’s why you like me. 
 
    While we bantered, the announcer continued to explain the match. 
 
    “The areas are interconnected, and contestants may move between them to seek the maximum number of points possible. We have sixteen...sorry, fifteen challengers for this particular part of the round. Let’s take a look at some of the most prominent, while they get ready for the match to begin.” 
 
    I frowned at the numeric correction. Presumably, it was because I’d been pulled out of the match...but why had that happened? 
 
    I glanced around briefly. No one in the box was giving me undue attention, as far as I could tell. I still felt an itch at the back of my mind that something was amiss, but I tried to ignore it for the time being. I could investigate after the match. 
 
    My eyes shifted back to the crystal, and I resumed listening to the announcer. Images appeared of different competitors, extolling their strengths. They didn’t announce everyone — just the front runners. I recognized the important ones. 
 
    “First, we have the Lady Antonia Hartigan.” The image shifted, showing Lady Hartigan in what looked to be the previous round, using air magic to propel the crystalline sphere rapidly across the arena. “One of the world’s most capable Elementalists and a fire specialist, Lady Hartigan is in a perfect position for this match. She’s purchased an advantage, and she’ll be starting out at the entrance to Flamewing Mountain.” 
 
    “Next, we have the mysterious Shun.” Shun appeared on the crystal, in the midst of the arena from the last match. He casually side-stepped a sword swing from an enemy combatant, then blurred forward and put a hand on the man’s chest. Stone rapidly crept over the man’s body, locking him in place. I heard a murmur from the crowd at the sight. “Shun’s origins are unknown, but in his last match, he fought and scored a point against almost an entire enemy team on his own. We’re excited to see what other surprises he has in store!” 
 
    A couple more images went by, before they finally got to another one that interested me. Reika. 
 
    “Reika is a powerful Shapeshifter, drawing from stories of legendary dragons and serpents to change her form.” The crystal showed an image of wings bursting from Reika’s back at the start of the previous match. I snorted at the description. “She’s largely kept her abilities hidden throughout the tournament thus far, but she’s managed to walk through every round with barely a scratch. We expect she’ll be fierce competition for our next challenger...” 
 
    The image changed again, showing a green crystal suit of armor. An excited roar erupted from the crowd. “The legendary Green Guardian, self-proclaimed hero of justice. What mysterious powers does the Green Guardian hold? Well, dear audience — we’re about to find out. Let the match begin!” 
 
    *** 
 
    I watched as each crystal flashed between scenes, showing each individual entering the arena — or, “arenas” might be a better term. Of the three main areas that the test took place, only a single one of them was physically on the stage in front of us. That area represented the interior of an elemental temple, constructed entirely within the borders of the coliseum. I was mystified by what it must have cost to construct the entire area in the week between tournament matches. 
 
    The other two “arenas” were entirely outdoors. The Flamewing Mountain appeared to be an actual mountain somewhere just outside the city proper. I briefly wondered if it would be possible to run into actual monsters or mere mountain climbers while someone was participating in the tournament, but I assumed that the arena staff had gone to great efforts to clear the area and prevent anyone unexpected from getting caught up in it. 
 
    I hoped so, at least. 
 
    The town area was stranger — it looked as if a real village had been set ablaze, and my instincts told me to rush there with all haste to save anyone who needed it. I reassured myself repeatedly that any people there were illusory or simulacra, but I still had to struggle just to stay in my chair — that is, until he arrived in the town. 
 
    The Green Guardian, legendary hero of justice. I watched as he flew (yes, flew) through the city, raising stone and crystal structures to support burning buildings, and quickly sweeping through the area to grab innocent civilians. I knew it was all a façade, but a part of me cheered each time I saw him lift a civilian and carry them to safety outside the town. 
 
    He’d arrived at the village immediately, either by random chance or by selecting it as a part of one of his advantages. Reika, however, was nowhere near it. 
 
    She’d appeared at the base of a mountainside, not far from a wooden sign. I couldn’t read the inscription, both due to the language and the lack of clarity from the crystal, but Reika took one look at it and wings burst from her back. Then, to the cheers of the crowd, she took flight toward a nearby mountainside. 
 
    On another crystal, I saw Lady Hartigan on a mountain road. She was already racing toward the top. Rather than flying, she seemed to be running with the air propelling her faster. I knew she could fly, so I didn’t understand her reasoning — not until I looked a little bit closer, and saw something like a gigantic net, only half-visible, floating about ten feet above the road. 
 
    That’s devious. And it means Reika… 
 
    Reika flew straight into the net. It stretched on contact, and I heard her let out a yelp of surprise. There was a flash as electrical energy coursed through the half-visible net before Reika managed to dislodge herself from it. She snarled, the gauntlets on her hands briefly shimmering. 
 
    I was suddenly glad I’d given her the item that provided lightning resistance. Even so, that looked like it hurt. 
 
    An ordinary person in her situation might have cut their losses and landed, then taken the road. I would have simply cut the net. 
 
    Reika, however, was much less about cutting than I — but far better prepared for this sort of problem. 
 
    A moment after the electricity hit her, she vanished in a cloud of mist. 
 
    I heard astonished gasps from the audience — she hadn’t used that trick much during the tournament, apparently. She reappeared above the net, flying upward, and stopping just before the next layer of netting. 
 
    Apparently, that netting was floating above every single part of the road. 
 
    Reika let out a snarl, then flew away from the mountain entirely. She moved so fast that she became a distant dot in the crystal’s view — then shot upward. 
 
    I understood the tactic. They’d covered the area right above the road with magical netting, but it couldn’t be everywhere. She was planning to fly out of the mountain’s way entirely, then descend from above it, or at least land at a much higher point. 
 
    It was a good tactic, in my estimation. Human attuned generally couldn’t fly with her speed or maneuverability, especially at high altitudes. It was possible they hadn’t prepared for that kind of strategy, or deliberately wanted to reward anyone who used it. 
 
    …Reika wasn’t quite that lucky. A flock of blazing birds emerged from a cavern on the side of the mountain to pursue her, darting toward her with falcon-like speed and grace. I didn’t know if that was just because she’d reached a certain altitude or if they were intended to dissuade people from flying over the whole mountain, but either way, Reika had a swarm of problems heading her way fast. 
 
    And, just as I began to worry about her, the crystal switched perspectives. 
 
    There weren’t enough crystals to show every combatant at all times — or, at least, not enough that were viewable from my box in the stands. From my viewpoint, only three crystals were viewable at a time, although I could see a few more floating in the air at angles that were designed for people on other sides. 
 
    I clenched my jaw and switched to watching someone else while I waited to see what was happening with Rei. 
 
    Shun was inside the temple area, standing inside a circular room with four dragon statues facing in different directions. There were three doors; one he’d probably come in from, and two that were locked. 
 
    Next to each statue was an obvious button on the floor. Shun pressed a button with a foot, which caused two of the statues to rotate in place. 
 
    Ah. He probably has to get all the statues facing a specific direction to open the right door, but… 
 
    He pressed another button. Three statues rotated rather than two. 
 
    Oh, that’s going to be annoying. 
 
    Shun pulled out something from his bag. I assumed it’d be something exciting like a potion or a dueling cane, but it was just a notepad. He pulled out a quill, hit another switch, and began to write. 
 
    He’s noting the ways each statue rotates. Ninety degrees for those two when he hits that button, one hundred and eighty degrees from that…. 
 
    Boring. 
 
    <I’m sure if you were there, you’d just murder the statues into position. They’re stone, after all.> 
 
    How dare you, Dawn. I would obviously murder the doors. 
 
    <Oh. Yeah, I guess that’d be faster.> 
 
    Shun had successfully managed to rotate the statues in his room by pressing the buttons in a certain sequence. I mentally congratulated him, even if I found that particular style of challenge boring. He found a treasure chest in the next room, and I momentarily panicked on his behalf, thinking it might be one of those horrible monsters. 
 
    It was just a normal box. Inside, he found a rolled-up parchment of some kind. He unrolled it, took a look, and then stepped back into the previous room. 
 
    I glanced at another crystal. 
 
    The Green Guardian stood in the center of the burning town, staring down what was likely the source of the blaze — a nine-headed hydra. The creature wasn’t as tall as Zenkichi, but it still was a good fifteen feet in height, with bright orange scales glittering in the reflection of the flames still roaring around the village. 
 
    My jaw involuntarily tightened. It wasn’t real, but any reminder of the Tails of Orochi was unwelcome. And, of course, I still didn’t know if the Tails of Orochi were following me. 
 
    …Or if Shun was a hydra. True, his green hair and nails could have just been hair dye and nail coloring, or he could have been a dragon or a serpent, but I wasn’t going to get caught off-guard if I could avoid it. 
 
    His green color scheme might have made sense if he was simply the Green Guardian entering the tournament in two different guises, but that was much less likely now that I could see them both at the same time. Sure, maybe one of them was a simulacrum of the other or a solid illusion, but that seemed less likely than the simpler explanation that they were two different people. 
 
    The Green Guardian rushed forward, dodging a swipe of the hydra’s tail and the bite of an incoming head. He placed a single hand on the creature’s chest. Green crystal began to spread across it — only to cease and fall away the moment the hydra’s tail came back around, slamming the Green Guardian in the chest and hurling him backward. 
 
    He hit the ground hard, rolled, and flew back to his feet with surprising agility for someone wearing a full suit of armor. Then he raised his hand and pointed, and several green crystals appeared in the air, flying forward to crash into the hydra’s chest. The crystals exploded, seemingly without effect at first, until I saw the dust that remained floating upward. 
 
    One of the hydra’s colossal heads inhaled the powder, then began to sway in place, blinking rapidly. 
 
    I frowned. Sleep magic, maybe? Or poison? 
 
    Either way, it wasn’t enough to stop a creature on that scale. The hydra reared back and took a deep breath. 
 
    The Green Guardian slammed a foot into the ground, using a technique very familiar to me, and a wall of green crystal erupted in front of him. 
 
    Nine heads turned toward the Green Guardian and exhaled at once, each projecting a colossal wave of orange flame that met and joined into a single hotter jet. When the flames met the Green Guardian’s wall, the crystal began to melt immediately. 
 
    He knelt down behind the wall’s protection, pressing a hand into the earth, raising another wall. The first wall buckled, and flames met the second. He began to raise a third, but the flames were faster. 
 
    They washed over him a moment later. I heard a gasp from the crowd. For an instant, it looked as if he’d been obliterated by the colossal torrent of fire. 
 
    There’s an important lesson to be had here — whenever someone is hidden by the smoke from a seemingly unstoppable attack, always assume they’re alive. You’ll regret it otherwise. 
 
    In this case, when the Green Guardian stood among the parting smoke, he was not only alive — but seemingly entirely unharmed. 
 
    The crowd cheered. 
 
    I might have cheered along with them, but I was more interested than excited. 
 
    The Green Guardian was supposed to be invincible, and he was clearly untouched by this powerful attack… 
 
    …but if he had nothing to fear from it, why raise the walls to block the flames at all? 
 
    That was something I’d have to sort through later. His fight with the hydra continued, but I shifted my focus. Reika had reappeared on one of the other crystals. 
 
    Reika was flying rapidly, with three burning birds hot in pursuit. 
 
    As I watched, she spun around, dodged a mid-air lunge from one of the birds, then swept a hand downward toward it. The bird opened its mouth in what I could only assume was a surprised squawk as force slammed it downward...straight into the near-invisible netting. 
 
    There was a flicker of lightning as it connected with the net, flailing wildly...and then it turned to ashes, which drifted freely in the breeze. 
 
    The next bird slammed into Reika from behind. She winced, then smashed it with a spiked tail before it could fly away. The bird plummeted, unmoving. 
 
    The last bird flew at her from straight ahead. She grabbed it by the neck, then squeezed. 
 
    I winced as ashes fell from her grip. 
 
    Reika turned toward the mountainside, seemingly unbothered by the scorch mark on her back. Then she flew closer, frowning. 
 
    I couldn’t tell what she was doing at first. She wasn’t moving up further, nor landing to walk up the mountainside — she simply flew closer to the stone. 
 
    <Look closer.> 
 
    It was strange for Dawn to say “look closer” when she was literally using my own sense of sight to see, but she had a point. 
 
    As I focused my own vision, I saw it — mist trailing from Reika’s eyes as she scoured the mountain range. 
 
    Then she flew closer, and seemingly straight into the solid mountainside. 
 
    I heard a gasp from the crowd, but I understood. 
 
    Reika hadn’t gone incorporeal, like she had with the net. With her spirit-enhanced vision, she’d discovered an illusionary portion of the mountainside. 
 
    This was where the small phoenixes had come from. I’d realized that there had been no obvious opening in the mountain, but I hadn’t considered the possibility of an illusion — I’d simply assumed they could teleport, or go incorporeal like she had. She’d found a secret I hadn’t even considered. 
 
    And inside that secret passage was treasure beyond reckoning. 
 
    The rough cavern ahead was lit by two torches, which illuminated a tremendous pile of gold coins. Among those gold coins were buried dozens of pieces of equipment — swords, spears, armor bits, and even a jeweled crown. 
 
    Reika ignored them entirely. Perhaps she wasn’t interested in the wealth, or perhaps she, with spirit-enhanced sight, could simply see something I couldn’t. 
 
    She flew over the treasure pile, finding something of greater value. 
 
    A nest containing a single, still-intact egg. 
 
    She reached down, a smile stretching across her face, and lifted the egg. 
 
    Then, in a flash of light, she vanished. 
 
    The crystal continued focusing on the air where she’d been standing a moment before, then shifted back to someone else. 
 
    I quickly scanned the other crystals, but Reika wasn’t showing on any of them. 
 
    Annoying. 
 
    <I’ll bet it was even worse in the earlier rounds, when they had a lot more people. I don’t think it’s expected for anyone to focus on watching a single person. But I know you only have eyes for one beautiful and currently single dragon.> 
 
    I sighed, ignoring Dawn and switching back to watching the Green Guardian…or, at least, I meant to. He wasn’t currently on any of the visible crystals, either. 
 
    Instead, Lady Hartigan was showing on the crystal that he’d been displayed on before. Apparently, even legendary heroes didn’t get displayed continuously. 
 
    Fortunately, Hartigan’s situation was almost as interesting. She stood on a thin mountain trail, advancing slowly, with one of those strange half-visible nets floating above her. I couldn’t see anything similar below — only a sheer drop to jagged rocks thousands of feet below. 
 
    I wasn’t too worried. If she fell, she could probably just fly. The drop wasn’t the real concern — the tremendous monster standing on the other side of the ledge was. 
 
    He was a colossal humanoid, a good nine or ten feet tall, carrying a huge iron club. He had dark red skin, but much of that was covered by surprisingly elaborate armor of a design I wasn’t familiar with. It looked like a coat of plates or brigandine, but with smaller individual plates and no obvious leather backing. He tilted his head down to look at her, showing two colossal black horns. 
 
    <He’s an oni. They’re basically the smarter, scarier, and more magical cousins of ogres. They’re extremely dangerous.> 
 
    I’d heard of ogres, and those were bad enough. The horns and powerful arms reminded me of the esharen back home, and that brought back a particularly bad memory. 
 
    <It wasn’t your fault.> 
 
    I frowned. It was easy to forget how much of my mind Dawn could access. 
 
    It was…never mind. Let’s just watch the fight. 
 
    The oni was standing right where the path widened, meaning that ordinarily, someone would have to go right through him to get off of the narrow path. Hartigan had the option of flying around him — the net wasn’t that close — but she didn’t. She walked closer. 
 
    The oni raised his club over one shoulder, glowering down at her, and said something in Edrian. 
 
    She shrugged and kept walking. 
 
    The moment she came within reach, the oni swung his club downward, deceptively fast for someone of his height. It didn’t matter. His club stopped in mid-air. 
 
    Nothing visible was stopping him. Hartigan kept walking. The oni looked perplexed, then his face turned toward anger. He moved his other hand to the shaft of the club and pushed, his muscles straining. 
 
    The club barely moved an inch. 
 
    Wordlessly, he released his hands from the club as Hartigan drew even closer, balling his fists. The club continued to hover in mid-air where he’d left it. 
 
    When he pulled back a hand to swing, Hartigan twitched a finger. The club surged forward, hilt first, and slammed into the oni’s chest. 
 
    He grunted with surprise, stumbling backward. It didn’t seem to hurt him much, but it did throw off his balance. 
 
    While he stumbled, Hartigan made a casual sweeping motion with her hand. 
 
    That was when I saw it — the rocks subtly stirring below him, and his hair moving. He seemed to sense it himself just a moment too late. 
 
    The blast of wind carried him straight off the cliff, sending him plummeting toward the rocks below. 
 
    Hartigan walked on, unbothered. 
 
    The crowd responded with whispered awe. 
 
    I was pretty impressed, too. Trapping that oni’s weapon mid-swing was a work of sorcery far more impressive than mere blasts of fire and lightning. Not because of the sheer power it required, though it was certainly no easy feat in that regard. The level of control it took to trap a single weapon without any clear indication of what she was doing was simply ludicrous. I didn’t even know if she’d used air magic to trap the weapon or not — that was the most likely, since it was how she’d thrown the oni off the cliff, but it could have been something else entirely. She’d done it so naturally that there hadn’t been the slightest disturbance in the air. 
 
    As she continued up the mountainside, unhindered by enemies for the moment, I switched to viewing another crystal. 
 
    Shun was pushing a gigantic stone block across the room toward an obvious switch on the floor. Aside from the difficulty of moving the stone block, I saw no other traps or challenges. Maybe he’d already cleared them? Either way, that room looked boring, so I looked at another crystal. 
 
    The Green Guardian had reappeared on another one, still fighting the hydra. As I watched, he hurled himself in the way of an attack aimed for a civilian, who had been hiding under a half-collapsed rooftop nearby. I was impressed — both because he was willing to put himself in harm’s way, and because he’d actually noticed the civilian’s presence. Maybe he’d seen the civilian moving earlier, but from his current angle, they were well hidden. 
 
    I added the possibility of some sort of enhanced senses to my mental list of The Green Guardian’s abilities as I watched him fly backward, smashed by the hydra’s tail. 
 
    He crashed through a wall, then came flying back toward the hydra a moment later, green energy glowing around his hands. He flew to the side to avoid a jet of flame breath from a single head, then punched that head in the jaw. The hydra’s neck snapped upward, which implied some impressive force behind the strike. Then he flew to the side to avoid another head sweeping down to snap at him with open jaws. 
 
    A moment later, he flew downward, touching the ground with his still-glowing hands. 
 
    The hydra staggered, and I didn’t understand why at first — until I saw cracks begin to form in the ground. 
 
    In mere moments, the ground beneath the hydra splintered apart. A wide fissure opened as the hydra scrambled to move out of the way — only to meet with another flying punch from The Green Guardian. The hydra staggered back just enough, one foot reaching into the precipice, then another. 
 
    The fissure widened, and the hydra fell into the world’s gaping maw. 
 
    The crowd erupted in wild cheers. Even Dawn seemed pretty excited. 
 
    <Yeah! You punch that mean hydra! For justice!> 
 
    I snorted in amusement. A real hydra likely would have shapeshifted back into a human form for stability, avoiding the fall — but I couldn’t expect whatever illusions or summoned monsters they were using for the test to behave perfectly. And, in fairness, I’d only fought one hydra before — it was possible, even likely, that not all of them were as adept at shapeshifting as Zenkichi had been. 
 
    And, I had to grudgingly admit that I was enjoying the heroic spectacle, too. 
 
    The Green Guardian flew off to rescue the civilian he’d taken that hit for earlier, carrying the injured man out of the town. 
 
    I turned to look at another crystal, trying to find Reika. 
 
    I found her somewhere I didn’t expect — on a screen that focused on Shun, not her. 
 
    They stood on opposite sides of the same room, presumably inside the temple area. Apparently, touching the egg had teleported her to somewhere in the temple area. 
 
    They were talking, but I couldn’t hear anything. Either the crystals didn’t relay sound, or wherever my box was located was too far away from the crystal to hear it. I tried to read their lips, which was only moderately successful. 
 
    From Reika’s gesturing and a couple words, like “friends” and “together”, I got the impression she was trying to get Shun to go with her somewhere. 
 
    Shun responded by immediately turning and walking out one of the room’s doors, then slamming a foot into the ground, raising a wall of stone behind him. 
 
    I caught Reika saying “rude”, and I agreed with her. Unfortunately, I lost sight of her a moment later, because the crystal was focusing on Shun and he was walking elsewhere. 
 
    Shun ended up in a chamber containing a gigantic hourglass — with sand already half-drained into the bottom — on the opposite wall. There were two closed doors on the left and right sides of the room. 
 
    In front of the hourglass was a scale, which seemed to be slightly skewed toward the right. There were about a dozen metal bars of various sizes in front of the scale. 
 
    There was a sign nearby with writing in multiple languages. It said, “Use all the blocks and balance the scale.” 
 
    Another boring puzzle one. 
 
    I started to turn away. 
 
    <I, uh, don’t think puzzles are all that boring.> 
 
    I froze, then turned my head back. 
 
    I hadn’t really considered that I’d been forcing Dawn to watch the parts I was interested in, without asking for her input. I knew she’d been sharing my sense of sight, but I hadn’t really thought about the implications of that. 
 
    I’ll watch for a minute, then. 
 
    <You...you will?> 
 
    Just a minute. If it’s too boring, I’m looking at another one again. 
 
    <…Thanks.> 
 
    Shun approached the scale, picking up one brick and putting it on the left side. The hand of the scale sank, but not enough to even it out. 
 
    He experimented some more. With a certain combination of three bricks on one side and one on the other, he managed to get the scales even…but nothing happened. 
 
    At that point, he glowered at the scale, probably realizing the same thing that I did — it said to use all the blocks, not just balance the scale. 
 
    And his time was rapidly running out. 
 
    He fidgeted with adding and subtracting bricks for another minute, trying to weigh each of them against one another and determine which was heaviest. 
 
    From the rate the sand was flowing, though, it was clear he wouldn’t finish in time. Not with that strategy. 
 
    I didn’t know what would happen when time ran out, but it couldn’t be good. 
 
    Frantically, he set the three bricks on the left and one on the right that had gotten it to balance. Then, he pressed a hand on the floor beneath each side of the scale. 
 
    Stone pillars rose from the ground underneath each side — and stopped right below each. Then, tendrils of stone rose over each side. 
 
    He’s locking the hands of the scale in place so they can’t move regardless of what he puts on each side. 
 
    I smiled. Now that was a more fun way to solve a puzzle. 
 
    I mean, I obviously would have just blown through the doors. But if I had to solve a puzzle, this was a route I appreciated. 
 
    With the sides of the scale locked, he picked up all the remaining bricks and dropped them onto one side. The hand couldn’t move. There was a loud click. 
 
    The hourglass stopped flowing, and both doors on the sides of the room flew open. 
 
    <He got it! Yay!> 
 
    I felt myself smile, infected by Dawn’s enthusiasm. Shun headed to a door on the left side — and then the crystal changed. 
 
    The Green Guardian had left the still-burning town. I wasn’t sure if that was because he’d already saved everyone, or if he’d simply chosen to move on for more points. A quick glance at the other crystals didn’t show me anyone else in the town, either. Maybe he just wasn’t very good at extinguishing fires. 
 
    He stood next to the base of the mountain, folding his arms. Then a stone pillar began to rise beneath him, carrying him upward. 
 
    ...Is he going to try to get to the top of the mountain that way? 
 
    I stared at him for a moment, uncomprehending. 
 
    Can anyone possibly have enough mana to make a pillar the height of a mountain all at once? 
 
    I could make pillars and walls, sure, but even making a handful of ten-foot walls was still tiring to me. I knew attunements helped to mitigate cost, but as that pillar grew to fifty feet in height, then a hundred, I simply had to stare in awe. 
 
    How is he doing that? 
 
    <He must be an Emerald-level attuned with a stone-focused attunement. They have tens of thousands of mana.> 
 
    I frowned at that. I didn’t have a good idea of the mana scale, but if raising a pillar wide enough to stand on cost, say, five mana per foot in height, and the mountain was five miles high, that’d cost something over one hundred and twenty-five thousand mana. 
 
    Maybe my math is off. Maybe it’s a lower mana cost to make a pillar. Or maybe he wasn’t planning to go all the way to the top...? 
 
    As I watched, the pillar continued to rise, and I began to wonder, for the first time, if I was out of my depth. 
 
    <Mana isn’t everything, Keras. You know that. Straighten up.> 
 
    Dawn was right. I couldn’t be discouraged by having different capabilities than other people. 
 
    If he was relying on something like creating a pillar to climb, that meant he had a reason not to be using other forms of movement. Why wasn’t he flying, when that would be so much faster? Was there something limiting his ability to fly? 
 
    That was interesting, if it was true. Potentially something I could work with in the future. 
 
    I turned away as Reika appeared in another crystal in my peripheral vision. 
 
    Reika stood in the middle of a small stone room that was rapidly filling with water. There was only a single door, and it was straight across from her, with a comically large keyhole. 
 
    There was an altar in the center of the room with dozens of bits of metal laid out on it. They were strangely shaped, and many had circular open sections on the end. Reika was fiddling with a couple of pieces with her hands, an expression of intense concentration on her face. 
 
    When she slammed a hand down with one piece of metal and picked up another, I realized what I was looking at — she was assembling a key from parts. 
 
    This room would be so much easier for me. 
 
    <Yeah, because you’d cheat and just metal magic it all into the right shape.> 
 
    No, I’d still probably just obliterate the door. 
 
    <Oh. Right. Door killer is going on your title list.> 
 
    Even if I just talk about killing doors? 
 
    <I’ve seen you kill a couple.> 
 
    We continued to chat while the water rose to waist height. 
 
    I frowned. Couldn’t she just go straight through the door in her mist form? 
 
    <Sure, but that’d be cheating, Keras. And we don’t all like cheating as much as you do.> 
 
    It’s not cheating, it’s expedited non-linear puzzle completion. 
 
    <That is a shockingly detailed term for cheating.> 
 
    I saw Reika make an “ah hah!” face as she plugged the end of one metal bit into another, then pushed through the water to shove a newly-assembled key into the doorway. 
 
    It snapped in half. 
 
    Reika stared at the broken half of the key, an expression of utter betrayal on her features. For a moment, it looked almost like she was going to cry. 
 
    Then she punched the door so hard it flew off its hinges. 
 
    I cheered for her, and the rest of the audience cheered right along with me. 
 
    See? Everyone likes a good expedited non-linear problem solution. 
 
    <No, Keras. They simply like violence.> 
 
    That’s the same thing like ninety-nine percent of the time. 
 
    <Only because you only know one ‘non-linear’ way to solve problems.> 
 
    It’s not the only one, but it’s usually the fastest. 
 
    I continued watching Reika. The door had flown into a long hallway, which led toward a stairway leading upward. She followed the path until she reached a dry section, then took a moment to shake off some of the water clinging to her before continuing up the stairs to a single door. 
 
    When she swung it open, a jet of flame shot through it. She dodged to the side, then as the flames continued, she made a contemplative expression. 
 
    Then she walked a little closer to the flame, turning around, and dried her clothes. 
 
    The audience laughed. Then she, partially dried, turned into mist and slipped straight through the flame and into the room. 
 
    The room was hexagonal, with a treasure box in one corner near the opposite side, and two seemingly locked doors on other opposite sections. 
 
    Six jets of fire were emitting from huge pipes in the middle of the room, blocking various portions of the area. They emitted fire for several seconds at a time, stopping briefly at seemingly predictable intervals. 
 
    Aside from the flame jets, there weren’t any clear threats. It was probably designed to be some kind of timing-based puzzle, since the flames were emitted at different intervals. 
 
    Instead of bothering with that, Reika simply re-solidified near the treasure box, kicking it out of the path of the flames. It crashed into a nearby wall. 
 
    The box itself was solid metal, and looked to require a key. There were no obvious keys in the room, so it was probable she was supposed to have retrieved one from somewhere else — or maybe assembled one from the previous room. 
 
    Instead, she bent down and did something I’d never seen. 
 
    She put her hand on the box. In an instant, the metal box turned to mist. A key clattered to the ground. 
 
    My jaw dropped a little. I heard a murmur from the audience, too. 
 
    Obviously, I’d known Reika could turn inanimate objects into mist — or, more accurately, send them to the spirit plane. She had to be able to do that to switch her bodies out, after all. 
 
    But I’d never seen her do it on something she wasn’t wearing or carrying. In fact, the idea of just doing it on whatever she was touching hadn’t even really occurred to me as a potential application of her magic. I’d internalized it as just being shapeshifting magic and hadn’t considered the broader applications of what she could do with it. 
 
    If she could send objects to another plane of existence at will... 
 
    ...Well, that had some terrifying applications, now didn’t it? 
 
    For the first time, I wondered if I’d underestimated her. I felt a little bit of concern at that...and then, more strongly, satisfaction. 
 
    She’d always been a worthy opponent. But every new ability she gained, every clever new way she could find to apply her power, made her more of a challenge. 
 
    How can I counter that if she tries to do it to me? Maybe I need to pick up some kind of spiritual anchoring technique. Hm... 
 
    While I contemplated fighting her newly demonstrated ability, Reika continued her match. 
 
    The box rematerialized almost as soon as she’d snatched the key, but I didn’t know if that was because her ability had a short duration or because she’d deliberately set it up that way to conserve mana. That uncertainty only added to my interest. 
 
    She moved toward the nearest door, dodging a jet of flame with a burst of speed without paying any attention to the timing, and slipped the key into the lock. 
 
    The crystal changed. Just when I’d been getting more excited, too. 
 
    But I wasn’t disappointed by what I saw next. 
 
    Lady Hartigan had reached the top of the mountain, and she stood across from where Flamewing perched atop a titanic nest. 
 
    Within that nest were at least a half-dozen eggs, each larger than the one that Reika had taken. I didn’t know if that meant they were worth more points than the small one or not, but the sheer number made them colossally valuable either way. 
 
    Hartigan strode toward Flamewing with a straight back, raising her cane to rest on her shoulder. I saw her mouth open, and I read her lips as best I could.  
 
    She said something like, “You’re in my way.” 
 
    I had to admit, it took a tremendous amount of gall to tell that to a thirty-foot tall bird guarding its own nest. I kind of liked it. 
 
    The bird seemed to like it a little less. 
 
    Flamewing didn’t fly at her like the tiny ones had with Reika. Instead, Flamewing brought back her wings and then flapped them forward suddenly, creating a tremendous gust of burning air. 
 
    Hartigan raised a single hand. A path opened in the hot air, and she walked forward through it. 
 
    Flamewing soared higher, its wings burning brighter and brighter, the flames shifting from red to blue. 
 
    Hartigan turned her head upward, then set her cane down on the ground. She leaned on it patiently, waiting. 
 
    When Flamewing struck, the torrent of fire was briefly blinding. The crystal went white. 
 
    Then Hartigan stood — or rather floated — over a crater, where the dirt and stone of the mountainside had melted into burning liquid. 
 
    With a ‘tsk’, Lady Hartigan lifted her cane, shaking her head. 
 
    Flamewing howled into the air, and then dove toward Hartigan. The air around Flamewing ignited, and her wings grew so hot that I could barely even look at them. 
 
    Hartigan leveled her cane at the incoming bird, then spoke again. 
 
    “You’re not quite hot enough.” 
 
    A cone of golden fire exploded from the tip of Lady Hartigan’s cane, enveloping Flamewing in an instant. Hartigan maintained the inferno for several moments, then twirled her cane in place, cutting off the flow of the fire. 
 
     When the smoke cleared from the air, one of my previous statements was proven to be a mistake. 
 
    Sometimes, when the fire and smoke of your attack obscure an opponent from sight, it does work. In the aftermath of Lady Hartigan’s strike, only a cloud of embers remained. 
 
    She’d obliterated a phoenix with fire. 
 
    As she lowered her cane, she glanced around the molten remains of mountaintop, seemingly dissatisfied with something. Then she floated to the area around the nest, which remained intact, seemingly deliberately spared from the intensity of Flamewing’s earlier attack. 
 
    She landed on a small remaining outcrop of rock next to the nest, then reached out toward the closest egg, only to pull her hand back with an expression of surprise. 
 
    She narrowly avoided a spear of green stone that cut through the air where her hand had been, turning to face her new opponent. 
 
    The Green Guardian had arrived. He leapt off a pillar of stone — presumably the same, now mountain-high pillar of stone — and flew toward Hartigan, landing on another part of the thin section of solid stone that remained safe to stand on near the eggs. 
 
    There was a tense moment as they stood across from each other, surrounded by a lake of molten rock — and then they moved. 
 
    Hartigan flicked her cane downward. A wave of lava erupted behind The Green Guardian, falling toward him. 
 
    He snapped his fingers. A wall of crystal rose faster than the lava, forming a barrier behind him, the molten stone impacting harmlessly against the surface. 
 
    Now that he literally had his back to a wall, The Green Guardian had nowhere to move when Hartigan struck again, raising a hand and calling a bolt of lightning from the skies. Most lightning magic was quick, but avoidable. Even with my Dawn-reinforced speed and senses, this was a mere flicker. So far as I could tell, she’d called down natural lightning from a cloudless sky. 
 
    It hit the Green Guardian without causing the slightest harm. Then, it was his turn. 
 
    Crystal began to rise from the ground beneath Hartigan, seeking to envelop her. For the first time, I saw a look of concern as she shot upward, air magic carrying her into the skies. 
 
    She failed to notice the swarm of green crystals already hovering above her, conjured at the same time she’d made her own initial attack. 
 
    The green crystals exploded, sending a wave of tiny shards in her direction, and producing a cloud of gas. I recognized the effect — it was the same thing that had incapacitated one of the heads of the hydra. 
 
    She might have missed the trap at first, but she reacted the moment the shards exploded toward her. Her shroud burst into flame, melting the incoming fragments and igniting the gas. The gas exploded, causing a brilliant detonation, and leaving a heavy cloud of smoke that obscured her. 
 
    Hartigan shot upward through the smoke cloud a moment later, just in time for a hail of crystal spears to arc toward her. Her burning shroud was gone. She flew evasively, but one of them grazed her side, drawing a trail of blood across her ribs. I frowned at the lack of a distinctive flash from her shroud, wondering why she’d disabled it. 
 
    She flew right above the Green Guardian, gesturing toward the molten stone with her cane. A tidal wave lava rose up higher and higher, and simultaneously, spheres of golden flame appeared around the Green Guardian and began to press inward. One of the spheres began to melt straight through the Green Guardian’s wall. 
 
    As the wall of lava threatened to crash down, and the spheres pressed inward, the Green Guardian rose on a pillar of solid crystal. Then, with a gesture from one hand, he broke away chunks from the crystal and hurled them at his flying opponent. 
 
    Hartigan blasted the crystals aside with a burst of wind, then gestured with her other hand, bringing the golden spheres upward. They tore molten holes through the crystal pillar and surged upward through it. 
 
    The Green Guardian jumped. There was a crack in the air as he surged forward with incredible speed, moving to close the distance. 
 
    Hartigan’s wave of flaming rock rose up right between them. The Green Guardian plunged into it without pause. 
 
    There was a tense moment as he disappeared into the molten wall — then he burst straight through it and slammed into Hartigan, fist first. 
 
    She doubled over from the force of the impact, flying backward. And, as she began to recover, The Green Guardian closed in and rained blows on her. Every time he struck, a layer of crystal began to spread at the point of impact. 
 
    Hartigan brought her cane in for a counter-strike, but The Green Guardian batted the weapon aside, snapping it like a twig. For the briefest of moments, he slowed when that happened, but I couldn’t understand why. 
 
    Then, half-covered in crystal, Hartigan flew forward rather than backward, and wrapped her arms around The Green Guardian’s chest. 
 
    I couldn’t see The Green Guardian’s expression, but I understood the sudden swiftness in his movements as he grabbed her and sought without success to disentangle them. 
 
    Panic. 
 
    The reason became more apparent a moment later — Hartigan’s body ignited and began to burn brighter and brighter with every passing instant. 
 
    The Green Guardian dove downward, toward the molten stone, carrying Hartigan along with him. 
 
    As they approached the lava, Hartigan smiled. 
 
    It was too late. 
 
    The detonation came in phases. First, Hartigan’s flames turned brilliant gold, obscuring her entirely. And then, as I saw the first hints of damage to the Green Guardian’s impervious armor, there was a stillness in the air, as if time itself had frozen. 
 
    Then the skies around them cracked, and the world vanished. 
 
    What came next was like witnessing the last light of a dying star. 
 
    Energy too hot to be called fire expanded outward in a sphere, obscuring the fighters and obliterating everything in its path. Half of the mountainside was obliterated in an instant, melted to nothingness. The nest itself remained untouched. Even with the devastation that she had wrought, Hartigan had maintained control. 
 
    At first, I saw no sign of The Green Guardian or the Hartigan that had detonated against him. 
 
    Tense moments passed before I caught sight of them. 
 
    The Green Guardian, his crystalline armor half-melted, crashed like a meteor into a lower portion of the mountain, hundreds of meters below. 
 
    There was no sign of the woman he had been fighting. The figure that had exploded had been utterly obliterated. 
 
    ...But Lady Antonia Hartigan emerged a moment later regardless. 
 
    She floated, uninjured and still surrounded by a shroud of fire, out of the cloud of smoke that had obscured her when she’d detonated The Green Guardian’s smoke. 
 
    And in that moment, I understood. 
 
    Hartigan had never left the cloud. The Green Guardian had been fighting a copy — a simulacrum. She’d sent it out of the cloud when she’d been hidden by it, then simply waited inside, using her shroud to protect herself from collateral damage. In all likelihood, she’d also used fire magic to continue spreading smoke around her, keeping herself concealed. 
 
    She wasn’t invincible like The Green Guardian, but she’d won the fight without a scratch. 
 
    But as she landed to claim her prize, her expression darkened. She must have realized that she’d been just as thoroughly beaten. 
 
    The eggs were gone. 
 
    In their place was a single, raven-dark feather. 
 
    No one — not the fighters on the mountain, nor the audience — had seen when the Phantom Thief Ravenshade had struck. 
 
    The mountainside scene faded as Hartigan stared at the nest, her free hand tightening into a fist. 
 
    *** 
 
    Reika stood at the doorway to a huge chamber lit by eight torches on the walls. It was circular, with no obvious threats, traps, or treasures. That was suspicious in itself.  
 
    There were obvious doorways, but the one on the opposite side of the room from her was closed and locked.  
 
    Shun stood in the same doorway, holding a bow in one hand and an arrow in the other. He hadn’t nocked the arrow just yet, but he was looking at Reika with a stern expression. As he spoke, I tried to read his lips as best I could. “Stop following me.” 
 
    “I’m not, I’m just in the same place.” She raised her hands in a helpless gesture. 
 
    “Be elsewhere.” He waved his arrow away from the doorway and toward what must have been the room they’d come from. “Now.” 
 
    “Go where, exactly? I’m pretty sure this is the last room, and I’m not just going to sit and wait in the mana fountain room behind us. Come on, we can just walk across together, then go our separate ways if you really want to.” She gestured toward the other doorway, then took a step further inside. 
 
    “Wait, don’t—” Shun started. 
 
    A huge wheel of a door rolled into place. 
 
    Reika gave him a sheepish look. “...Oops? Oh well. It’s not like there’s a—” 
 
    A huge shadow began to swirl in the center of the room, colossal in size.  
 
    “—gigantic end-of-dungeon monster.” Reika winced. 
 
    The smoke slowly solidified into the form of a monster I’d heard of, but never seen. 
 
    He stood twenty feet tall, and might have been human-like if not for his colossal horns, claw-like hands, and impossibly muscular arms and chest. Oh, and he was made out of smoke and fire, so there’s that. 
 
    Flamewing had burned with intense heat, but this...this creature was fire itself, distilled into a body. As he shifted into a more solid form, the stone below him melted, and a wave of visible heat permeated the entire room. Shun and Reika both had to squint their eyes just to look in his direction. 
 
    I gawked along with the rest of audience when I realized what I was looking at. 
 
    This was a legend. The master of the actual Fire Temple, hidden deep within the Unclaimed Lands. 
 
    Ifrit, the Guardian of Fire. 
 
    Uh, that’s an illusion, right? 
 
    <...I don’t think so.> 
 
    Then how...? 
 
    <A summon contract. It has to be.> 
 
    I didn’t have time to worry about who possibly could have a contract with the master of the Fire Temple, because a moment later, the fight had begun. 
 
    Shun raised his bow and fired an arrow immediately. The arrow burst into flame in mid-air, never getting close to his target. 
 
    Reika cracked her neck, then slowly advanced toward her titanic opponent. 
 
    Ifrit folded his arms, then rose from the ground, a sirocco forming beneath him. He folded his legs, sitting upon the tornado of flame, and waited. 
 
    Shun pulled another arrow, concentrating. A green glow spread across the surface, and a familiar-looking green crystal formed over the metallic head. Then he fired. 
 
    This time, the arrow endured the heat — at least for a moment. Ifrit separated his arms and stretched out a palm. The arrow impacted into it, melting without causing harm. Molten crystal dripped from the point of impact, mixing with the already melting stone below. 
 
    Shun frowned. 
 
    Reika advanced. 
 
    Ifrit seemed content to ignore Reika. He flicked a finger in Shun’s direction. A tiny seed of flame flickered forward, the size of a pea. 
 
    Shun took one look at it and ran. 
 
    As Shun dove for cover, he slapped a wall, reshaping it to form a shell-like barrier around him. A moment later, the seed of fire detonated where he’d been originally standing. 
 
    There was a twenty-foot deep crater when the smoke cleared. Shun’s wall was obliterated. It had protected him, but not enough. His entire back was covered in painful-looking burns. His quiver and arrows, at least, remained intact, likely through a powerful protective enchantment. 
 
    He winced, pushing himself up on trembling arms. His bow lay a few feet away, just out of reach. 
 
    Reika continued walking until she reached the center of the room, just ahead of where Ifrit floated. She turned her head upward, excited. “Hi! I’m Reika, Dawnbringer’s guardian! I’ve always wanted to meet you.” 
 
    Ifrit turned his titanic head downward, furrowing eyebrows of flame. And then he spoke, slowly enough that I could follow it easily. “The guardian of one sword seeks another. It is a strange path that brings you to this place.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s not what I expected either, but here we are. Life is full of surprises, isn’t it?” She shook out her arms, stretching. Getting ready to move.  
 
    Shun fumbled for his bow, and with a pained expression, reached for another arrow. 
 
    Ifrit inhaled a breath. “This will not be an easy road to walk, young one.” 
 
    Reika snorted. “Easy? Nothing worth doing is easy. I mean, except reading. And eating. And—” 
 
    “Enough.” Ifrit clapped his hands together. The entire room trembled, dust and rock falling from the ceiling. “Ready yourself, Child of the Radiant Dawn. I will be your opponent.” 
 
    Reika shifted her stance, bringing up her fists. They seemed almost comically small compared to the hands of the titan floating above her, which were roughly the size of her entire torso. “Take the first shot, big guy.” 
 
    There was a moment of silent tension, then Ifrit pulled back a tremendous blazing fist. 
 
    Shun nocked another arrow, concentrating. A green glow formed around his arrow, and as he breathed in and out, the light around the tip began to swirl in place like a vortex. 
 
    Ifrit swung his fist downward with surprising speed. Reika beat her wings, a burst of momentum carrying her out of the way of the swing. Ifrit’s hand smashed into the ground, his aura beginning to melt stone before his knuckles reached it. 
 
    “Can’t get hit by that,” Reika muttered. “Not like this.” 
 
    She put her hands together, concentrating as she flew backward. Mist manifested in the air around her. Then, as she took a breath, the mist flowed into her. 
 
    Is she using her breath weapon in her humanoid form? 
 
    <No...this is something different. Something new.> 
 
    As Reika dodged a swing from Ifrit’s other fist, she exhaled, then breathed in more of the spreading mist. And after her second breath, I saw it — a thin layer of white mist rising from the surface of her skin, growing more pronounced with each breath. 
 
    Ifrit swept a hand upward, and a column of flame erupted beneath Reika. She floated aside again, only narrowly avoiding the attack. 
 
    Still more mist rose from Reika’s skin with every passing moment, and I began to understand what she was doing. It was, after all, a variation on one of my own techniques. 
 
    She’s reinforcing her body with spirit mana. She made something like a Body of Spirit technique. 
 
    I felt a little proud that she’d felt my technique was worth stealing, but a greater sense of concern. Even with an extra layer of mana to strengthen and protect her, I didn’t think she’d survive contact with flames that burned as hot as Ifrit’s. 
 
    As Reika continued to dodge and weave around Ifrit’s swings, Shun released his arrow, the tip now swirling with a vortex of green energy. As it approached Ifrit, the arrow itself melted — but the vortex remained, stretching in shape as it advanced, forming a gigantic green drill. 
 
    Ifrit raised his arms before the arrow struck. And, for the first time, I saw a burst of smoke from his arm on the impact, and something molten dripping from the impact. He howled upward, shaking the entire room. 
 
    For the first time, Shun had managed to wound his opponent. That was a victory, but as the next moment proved, it may have also been a terrible mistake. 
 
    Ifrit pointed a finger. Smoke spread across the entire room in the span of a heartbeat, save for the small section around Reika that was bathed in white mist. 
 
    Then in the next moment, the smoke collapsed inward around Shun, forming a snake of solid smoke. It coiled around him, twisting and tightening, and his skin began to smoke and blister on contact. 
 
    Shun screamed and dropped his bow. 
 
    Ifrit stretched out his legs and arms, standing at his full height. Then he settled down on the ground, leaving molten footsteps with each huge stride. It only took a few steps to cross the room to Shun, who was still struggling ineffectively against the restraints of smoke. “You should have left this fight to your betters, weakling.” 
 
    He pulled back a colossal fist, preparing to strike. 
 
    Reika drew in one final breath. White scales spread across every exposed inch of her skin. 
 
    Ifrit struck, his monstrous fist burning the very air around it. 
 
    And Reika flew in the way, her outstretched hands catching his colossal hand and stopping it dead. “I won’t let you hurt him!” 
 
    Shun, still trapped and literally on fire, probably appreciated the sentiment, even if it came a little late. 
 
    Ifrit’s burning eyes widened, then he grunted and pushed. 
 
    Reika slid backward, forming burning tracks as the ground beneath her feet melted from sheer proximity to the burning aura. 
 
    Then her tail, glowing with white light, slapped the smoke snake behind her and ripped it in twain. 
 
    Shun, suddenly freed, gasped for air and collapsed against the back wall. 
 
    “Get safe. I’ll handle this.” Reika looked brave and heroic, and I felt a sense of pride for the single moment before Ifrit’s other hand smashed her so hard that she flew into the nearest wall with enough force to crack the stone. 
 
    She hit the ground a moment later, dazed and shaking her head. 
 
    Shun, sweating like mad and barely able to breathe in the spark-filled air, snagged his bow and ran out of Ifrit’s path, heading for the entrance door. 
 
    I didn’t exactly blame him for fleeing. 
 
    No, I’m lying. I absolutely blamed the coward for abandoning Reika after she’d saved him. No matter how awful of shape he was in, I expected him to fight. Perhaps that was unfair of me. 
 
    Reika blearily pushed herself from the ground. Her hands were covered in burns from when she’d blocked the fist, and half her shirt had been blasted away, revealing broken and bleeding scales beneath. 
 
    I wasn’t sure she could even handle one more punch. 
 
    Shun reached the circular door, putting his hands on it and grimacing. His expression was one of intense effort and concentration, and I understood why. Runes flashed on the door’s surface, resisting his efforts to shape it. He wouldn’t escape easily. 
 
    Reika managed to stand, just barely, her arms trembling. She avoided one strike, then tried to whip Ifrit’s retreating hand with her tail. 
 
    It didn’t hurt him in the slightest. Her tail burned on impact, and she winced, exposing herself to another swing. 
 
    It might have been a telling blow if a huge circular door wouldn’t have suddenly smashed into Ifrit from the side, throwing off his aim. 
 
    Ifrit’s fist smashed into the wall next to Reika, burning a molten hole into it. Reika closed the distance between them in a moment, white light forming around her fist, and smashed him in the chest. 
 
    Ifrit staggered back a single step, smoke trailing from the wound, then pulled his hand out of the wall and laughed. 
 
    Shun took one more look at the scene, then shook his head and ran out of the room. 
 
    And in the next moment, before Reika could move aside, Ifrit unceremoniously punched her again. 
 
    She tried to throw up her arms to guard. It wasn’t enough. She was smashed right back into the wall with so much force that she nearly was pushed all the way through it. 
 
    Reika collapsed to the ground. Her scales were flaking and falling away, leaving blacked skin beneath. She shuddered on the ground, trying to push herself up without success. 
 
    I stood up. 
 
    I had an approximate idea of where they were. Unlike the other locations in this test, the “Fire Temple” area was a physical structure with the coliseum right below us. It wasn’t easy to see any portion of the temple from my vantage point above, but the dome of the room Ifrit stood within was visible. 
 
    <Don’t.> 
 
    He could kill her. 
 
    <He won’t.> 
 
    Ifrit pulled back his fist for another strike. 
 
    How do you know? I need to save— 
 
    <She’s not a damsel, Keras.> 
 
    I moved toward the walls of the box, jaw clenched. But Dawn was right. Reika wasn’t a damsel. 
 
    She had an entirely different role in the story to play. 
 
    When Ifrit’s fist came in for a final strike, it met only mist. 
 
    And then, as the mist surged through him, Ifrit spun to find a different form of opponent. 
 
    The dragon was nearly as tall as Ifrit and a good deal wider, especially when one considered the tremendous span of her wings, which barely fit within the confines of the room. Her white scales shimmered brightly against the conflagration of Ifrit’s form. Her vicious claws were as long as blades and just as sharp. 
 
    Fully transformed, Reika roared and jumped straight on top of Ifrit, her jaws snapping at his neck. 
 
    Ifrit barely managed to get his arms up in time, pushing a now full-sized dragon off of him with considerable effort. Reika flapped backward, taking her across the room. 
 
    “Your true form. At last.” Ifrit punched his fists together, and a shockwave of fire spread across the room. 
 
    Reika’s entire body turned to mist, avoiding the shockwave, then rematerializing and beginning to take a deep breath. 
 
    “I won’t give you time for that.” Ifrit surged forward, leveling a colossal fist. 
 
    Reika’s tail slammed into him first, the spikes on her tail jamming into Ifrit’s chest. Smoke erupted from each wound, and the attack carried him to the side, throwing off his swing. 
 
    He recovered swiftly, and even as Reika swept a claw at him and drew a smoky trail across his arm, he brought up his other fist in an uppercut to her jaw. It jerked her neck upward, and she stumbled back, unable to maintain her breath. 
 
    Her jaws opened involuntarily, releasing a blast of light that sliced through the ceiling. As she recovered, she arced her jaws toward Ifrit, but she hadn’t taken as much time to charge up her breath as she needed. The light struck him and cut a line across his chest and neck, but not nearly deeply enough. 
 
    He stood roared and charged, goring Reika with burning horns. The sheer force of the impact carried her back, and together, they slammed into one of the walls on the side of the room. 
 
    Reika roared in anguish, grabbing Ifrit’s horns and trying to take a breath again, but he rammed a knee into her chest. She bent double, coughing into the burning air. 
 
    Ifrit ripped his horns free, grabbing her by the neck with one colossal hand and bringing back the other to ready a punch. 
 
    Reika began to turn into mist to escape — then resolidified as a rune appeared on Ifrit’s hand gripping her neck. He’d used some kind of magic to force her to remain trapped. She had nowhere else to move, and not enough strength left to fight. 
 
    A swirling aura collected around Ifrit’s free hand as he prepared to strike a telling blow. 
 
    My grip on Dawn tightened further. 
 
    Ifrit’s fist moved. Reika had no way to even brace for impact. 
 
    The hand was mere inches from her face when three arrows cut through the air, each swirling with collected power. The arrowheads were green crystal filled with blue. 
 
    The shafts of the arrows melted as they approached, but the crystal heads continued on their trajectory. The rippling power around them kept the crystals intact until the moment they hit home. The crystals themselves melted the moment they passed into the back of Ifrit’s head. 
 
    That, however, only released the mana water trapped inside them. 
 
    Ifrit’s hand stopped in mid-air, falling limp. He stumbled backward, his hands fumbling ineffectively for his wounds. 
 
    Shun didn’t run from the fight. He was making crystal arrowheads with water from the mana fountain inside. And, I thought back to the mana core match, water beats fire. 
 
    But Ifrit wasn’t beaten, not yet. 
 
    He trembled, turning his head upward, and began to take a breath of his own, drawing in flames from around the room— 
 
    Only for Reika to surge forward, jaws wide, and tear out his throat with mist-trailing fangs. 
 
    Ifrit gurgled, reaching upward to grasp at his throat with trembling hands, then collapsed to the ground. 
 
    A moment later, nothing but a trail of smoke remained in his wake. 
 
    Reika, trailing blood from a dozen wounds, shifted back into her humanoid form — and promptly collapsed to the floor. 
 
    The door to the next room opened, showing a titanic red crystal floating in the air. 
 
    Shun, standing in the doorway with another arrow nocked, looked at Reika’s unmoving body on the floor. 
 
    For a moment, I watched with gritted teeth. 
 
    Then Shun slipped his arrow out of his bow and back into his quiver, moving to walk across the room. 
 
    He knelt by Reika’s wounded body, and with surprising care, he lifted her over his shoulder. With a look of frustration, he carried her to the crystal in the next room. 
 
    An announcement followed a moment later. 
 
    “Contestants Shun and Reika have reached the end of the Fire Temple!” 
 
    <See! I told you she could handle it.> 
 
    Never had a doubt in my mind. 
 
    The pain in my hand from gripping Dawn too tightly told a different story. 
 
    *** 
 
    I found Reika in a recovery room, under the care of a team of dedicated healers. She was awake and in good cheer, sitting up as I approached. “Keras! Did you see that?” 
 
    “I did. You were great out there.” I walked to her bedside. She reached out and grabbed my hand. 
 
    “That Ifrit was amazing! I need to find out who his Summoner was so we can have another match!” 
 
    I gave her a side-eyed look. “You...might want to wait a few days on that.” 
 
    “Don’t be so worried! I’m all healed now.” 
 
    One of the healers nearby shook his head vehemently. 
 
    “Okay, mostly healed now. But, like, super hungry. You got anything to eat?” 
 
    I shoved a bag at her. I had, uh, “obtained” it from one of the tables in the box I’d been assigned. 
 
    They hadn’t technically said we couldn’t take the food with us. 
 
    Reika greedily opened the bag. “Thanks, Keras! You’re the best.” 
 
    I pulled up a chair next to her bed. “You’re welcome. Did you get your score yet?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, not yet. I’ll have to ask after I’ve recovered.  I hope I passed... I wish I hadn’t collapsed after the big fight. If I’d made it to the crystal room, I’m sure I would have gotten enough points.” 
 
    I frowned. “They didn’t tell you?” 
 
    “Tell me what?” Reika asked, a loaf of bread half-way in her mouth. 
 
    “Shun carried you in there.” 
 
    Reika froze. “He...did?” 
 
    “Yep. Looked like he was pretty badly hurt, too, but he made sure you both made it to the crystal room. Can’t say for sure if you got the points for it, but I think so.” 
 
    Reika stopped in the middle of eating, which I can tell you is a rarity. “I...do you know where he is?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Probably somewhere else in here, I imagine.” 
 
    She turned to the healers, asking a few questions in Edrian. She got some Edrian answers back, then turned to me. “They won’t tell me.” 
 
    “Rules about opponents, I guess. We’ll find him again at some point.” 
 
    “I guess...” Reika frowned. 
 
    “For now, you need to eat.” I gestured at the bag of food. “And get better, so you can fight more.” 
 
    She looked hesitant for a shockingly long time, then made her choice. “You’re right. Food is always the priority.” 
 
    *** 
 
    As it turned out, Shun was the one that found us. He was leaning up against the wall just outside the recovery room. 
 
    “Shun!” Reika moved toward him immediately, arms wide. 
 
    Shun flinched back, raising his hands. “I, uh, am still burned.” 
 
    Reika put her arms down, looking disappointed. “...Oh.” There was a moment of awkward silence. “Um, did you want to talk about something?” 
 
    Shun looked away, then mumbled, “...Thank you. And I’m sorry. About before.” 
 
    Reika frowned. “What do you mean?” 
 
    He shot her a hard look. “I was cold to you, and you still threw yourself in harm’s way to help me. I didn’t deserve that. So, thank you, and I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Oh!” She brightened. “Sure, you’re welcome. And thank you, too. I heard you carried me. That was very heroic of you.” 
 
    I think Shun might have blushed a little. “Don’t mention it. And by that, I mean literally, don’t ever mention it again.” 
 
    Reika laughed. “I don’t know why you look so worried. We’re friends, right?” 
 
    Shun turned toward Reika, narrowing his eyes. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Well, if you’re not sure, we need more time to figure it out, don’t we? Come get some food with me!” Reika had, in fact, just consumed what I estimated to be about two pounds of semi-illicitly gained food — but that clearly wasn’t enough to stop her. 
 
    “I...maybe another day.” He paused, as if deliberating about something, and then reached into a bag at his side. He retrieved what looked like a ruby-studded golden bracelet, and awkwardly stretched his hand out toward Reika. 
 
    She stared at the bracelet. “Is that...a present?” 
 
    Shun shook his head vehemently. “Nothing like that. Just your share of the treasure. Ifrit was wearing it.”  
 
    “Oh! Okay.” Reika sounded just a little bit disappointed, but she accepted the bracelet, turning it over in her hands. “What is it?” 
 
    “A ring. I mean, an Ifrit-sized ring. It’s enchanted with fire. The element doesn’t suit me. You should have it.” 
 
    “Got it. I’ll figure out a way to wear it.” She tried to awkwardly slip it over her gauntlets, failed, and then tucked it away in her pouch. “Thank you, Shun. Even if it’s not a gift, I appreciate you sharing it with me. You didn’t have to.” 
 
    “It’s fine. I owed you.” Shun’s tone made it clear he didn’t want to discuss the matter further. After an awkward moment, he took a breath and changed the subject. “Look, what you did in there. That form. Don’t do that again.” 
 
    Reika blinked. “What? Why?” 
 
    Shun’s hands opened and closed, his expression bleak. “Because they’re out there. I thought you were one of them at first, which is why...well, I was unkind. Now that I know what you are, though, you have to hide. Maybe, maybe you can slip by with them thinking that you’re just a Shapeshifter. But not if you keep doing that.” 
 
    “Them...” Reika tightened her fists. “You mean the Tails of Orochi.” 
 
    Shun gave her a firm nod. “You’re strong. Much stronger than I am. But they are many, and the greatest among them would have beaten that Ifrit without effort. We are nothing to them, and so, we must hide.” 
 
    “Then you...you’re like me.” Reika reached out with a hand. “You’re—” 
 
    Shun flinched, stepping back. “No. Not like you. But I’m...a target, too. And it’s best if we’re not seen together.” He shook his head. “Goodbye, Reika. And I’m sorry.” 
 
    And with that, he turned and walked away. 
 
    Reika kept her hand outstretched in his direction for another moment, pleading silently toward his back...but Shun never even turned to glance back our way. 
 
    *** 
 
    In spite of her disappointment at Shun’s rejection of her offer of friendship, Reika was in good spirits for the remainder of the day. We ate together, and I filled her in on stories from the match. She was particularly captivated by the tale of the fight between Lady Hartigan and The Green Guardian. 
 
    “Oh, wow. I can’t believe I missed that. If I hadn’t touched that phoenix egg and gotten teleported...” Reika’s eyes widened. “Wait. Egg. Egg!” 
 
    She reached down, patting at her sides, until she found her pouch. 
 
    And then she opened it, finding a single egg — surprisingly small, not much larger than a chicken egg — still inside. 
 
    “I...think you’re supposed to turn that in for points. Want to go there real quick?” 
 
    Reika picked up the egg, her expression turning mischievous. “Maybe...” She glanced down at the egg’s orange surface, then her eyes turned up toward me. “...maybe not.” 
 
    *** 
 
    We did go visit a counter to get Reika’s score after that. She’d gotten credit for reaching the fire crystal and earned an extremely impressive four hundred and twenty-five points. 
 
    That brought her total to sixteen hundred and nineteen. She’d eclipsed my point total by an embarrassing margin. 
 
    But I’d have a chance to make up that difference soon. 
 
    “Good luck in there.” Reika hugged me tight. “This round is hard.” 
 
    I pulled her tight. “I saw.” I took a deep breath. “I’m looking forward to it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter XVI – Demon Castle 
 
      
 
    I found my way back to the waiting room easily enough, excited to begin the third round. 
 
    From what Reika had run into, I had a better idea of the complexity they’d talked about for the test. I ran through examples in my mind of what I’d do if I faced her scenario. 
 
    Most of it, of course, involved my usual solution of “hit it a lot”. If I faced something like Ifrit, that became “hit it even harder, preferably only once” because I wasn’t sure I could trade blows with someone of that level of strength. 
 
    I stepped through the doorway and, predictably, faced something completely different from what I’d mentally prepared for. 
 
    *** 
 
    I found myself in what looked like a completely empty room, wrought from solid stone rather than the translucent crystal that the labyrinth had been made from. It’s probably indicative of my personality that my first thought was, I could break that. 
 
    There were no doors or windows, no objects, and no other people that I could see. A cold light permeated the entire room with no apparent source. The room was about twenty feet across and maybe ten feet high. 
 
    Before I could move on to deciding which wall to break, I heard a voice echo in my mind. 
 
    [Survive for ten minutes.] 
 
    A smirk crossed my lips. 
 
    The real question wasn’t if I could survive ten minutes — it was if the room could survive ten minutes with me. 
 
    I took a breath, and then it began. 
 
    The floor trembled beneath me. I jumped to the side just as a series of spikes shot upward from the floor. I was already drawing Dawn as I jumped, my mind reaching out and sending her an instruction. 
 
    Radiant Dawn. 
 
    Her blade shimmered brightly, and I turned it to smashing side a blast of lightning that flashed from one of the sides of the room. 
 
    The ceiling shook, then dropped down a foot. That was concerning, but I didn’t have much time to think about it. 
 
    By the time I landed on one of the spike-free spots on the floor, there was something appearing next to me — a scaled, six-armed monstrosity with scythe-like claws and a serpentine head. It was so tall that even hunched, its head nearly reached the ceiling of the room. 
 
    I suspect it would have been pretty tough if I hadn’t struck before it was finished appearing. I remembered the preliminaries and aimed high, slicing off a collar wrapped around its neck. As the collar clattered to the ground, the monster vanished instantly. 
 
    I felt a little disappointed. I’d cheated myself out of a fight by acting too fast. Still, I bent down and grabbed the large orange crystal that was attached to the collar. I didn’t know if it was relevant for this test or not, but collecting it seemed like a good idea. 
 
    By the time I’d slipped that in my pouch and stood back up, I was forced to stumble backward to avoid a spike of ice that shot out of one of the nearby walls. 
 
    I frowned. There were no runes on the walls — where were all these spells and monsters coming from? I’d heard of people scrying on an area and casting spells remotely, but this felt a little too fluid for that. 
 
    <Maybe there’s an illusion hiding the runes?> 
 
    Sounds likely. Or maybe they’re embedded inside the stone somehow. Do you have any ways to break illusions? 
 
    <Hitting them sometimes works.> 
 
    I snorted. Fair. 
 
    When the next trap triggered, flinging a blast of flame toward me, I didn’t deflect it. 
 
    Instead, with a gesture, I froze the flames in mid-air — then walked to the point they’d emerged from and drew back a hand. 
 
    My fist smashed into the wall. I felt a crack as my hand passed through a glittering crystal within it, and a brief burst of flame mana around the impact point indicated I’d found my target. I protected my hand from the explosion with another mental command, then spun to meet the blade of a newly-appeared monster. 
 
    It was the top half of a suit of armor, floating in mid-air, with its gauntlets gripped tightly around a curved sword. There was no obvious collar around this one, but the pale glow within its helmet gave me a pretty good clue about where the power source was located. 
 
    I didn’t worry about that, though. The sword I’d parried was metal, and so was the entire rest of the monster’s frame. 
 
    Dawn, brace yourself. 
 
    <Got it.> 
 
    I sent a command through Dawn and into the floating armor. 
 
    Fall apart. 
 
    The construct clattered to the ground in a hundred separate pieces. I quickly ducked down and grabbed the crystal that had been hiding inside its helmet. 
 
    Three spears flew toward me from the opposite side of the room. With a gesture, I moved the flames that still floated in mid-air, obliterating the first spear. Then I simply sliced the other two out of the air. 
 
    The ceiling dropped another foot. 
 
    Then, with a larger tremor, the walls on the sides of the room began to close in. 
 
    That complicates things. 
 
    Like most people, I didn’t like being crushed to death by walls. I somehow doubted that they’d keep going once they pressed in close enough to be seriously uncomfortable, but I wasn’t going to rely on that. 
 
    I stretched my destructive aura around Dawn, then moved to slice a hole in the nearest wall. 
 
    <Keras, you’re doing it again.> 
 
    What are you—oh. 
 
    I released the destructive aura. She was right, I’d started using it again on instinct. 
 
    Thanks, Dawn. 
 
    Instead of using the aura, I headed to the wall, dodged a blast of lightning from another trap, and then pressed my hand against it. 
 
    Open. 
 
    A hole opened in the center of the wall…leading straight into a long, dark hallway. 
 
    My instructions had said to survive for ten minutes. The implication had been that I was supposed to stay in that room, but the rules hadn’t actually said that, had they? 
 
    I stepped out of the room and into the hallway. 
 
    As I advanced, torches appeared and ignited along the walls. 
 
    A voice sounded in my mind. 
 
    [Warning: Exiting the starting room will significantly increase the difficulty of this challenge.] 
 
    That was exactly what I wanted to hear. 
 
    The only question was if I wanted to go back and check the other walls for additional passages, but I decided against it. I had no clear way of knowing which path would be best even if I did find more passageways, and I wasn’t in the mood to waste time and mana on checking them. 
 
    I headed down the hallway. As I moved forward, the air grew colder, and the torchlight began to dim. 
 
    I reached the end of the hallway, finding a series of three wooden doors. Each doorway had a plaque above it. Fortunately, the writing was in multiple languages this time. Valian, Edrian, and at least two others. 
 
    <Those are Artinian and Iunu. Also, the name of the Edrian language is Cas, not Edrian.> 
 
    I blinked at that bit of trivia.  
 
    Wait, Artinian? There are people from Artinia here? 
 
    <Not many, but it’s the native language of the people of Dalenos. They started out as an Artinian colony, many years before the people of Valia arrived here.> 
 
    Huh. 
 
    I had questions about that, but they had to wait. I needed to pick a door. 
 
    The three plaques read: Bleak City, Cryptic Caverns, and Dark Castle. 
 
    Bleak City was a strange option, but it sounded like something that might have a challenge focused more on socialization, and that didn’t interest me. It was possible that it would be something about rescuing civilians like the Burning City in Reika’s round, but I couldn’t count on that. And honestly, I was much better at fighting than rescue operations. 
 
    Cryptic Caverns was a better option — I did enjoy exploring caves and searching for monsters and treasure. 
 
    Dark Castle sounded the most dangerous, though, so I had to go with that one. 
 
    I tried to turn the door handle, but it appeared to be locked. A bright glyph shimmered on the door as I touched the handle, then a glow emanated from a keyhole near the handle. 
 
    <It’s sealed. You probably have to get a key from one of the other—> 
 
    I punched the door. Surprisingly, it didn’t break. There was a flash of energy, then I was hurled backward and slammed into the opposite wall. 
 
    <You know, you could have waited for me to finish.> 
 
    Yeah, yeah. 
 
    My eyes narrowed at the door, which still glimmered with magical energy. It had to be wrapped with some powerful protection magic if I hadn’t been able to punch right through it. 
 
    But I hadn’t exactly been trying very hard. 
 
    The door had issued a challenge, and I accepted. 
 
    I stepped back to the doorway. 
 
    <You know, brute force isn’t always the answer to puzzles.> 
 
    Sure, but it’s a lot more fun. And a great time saver. 
 
    I could already see several great solutions. Hit the door harder. Disintegrate the door. Cut through the door. 
 
    <Come on, can’t you be a little subtler?> 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    Fine. Just for you, though. 
 
    I walked over to the door, stretching out my senses, and found what I was looking for. 
 
    The door was protected by magic — but metal hinges that attached it to the wall? Not so much. 
 
    If I’d hit the door hard enough, I could have just snapped the door out of the frame, but that wouldn’t have met Dawn’s subtlety requirement. So, instead, I simply reached forward, touched the wall, and extended my senses. 
 
    I felt the hinges, then commanded them to separate from the wall. 
 
    The door toppled over, crashing to the ground. 
 
    I stepped on top of it. 
 
    Hah! Take that, door. 
 
    <Now, now, Keras. Don’t get carried away. It’s not a rock…although, now that I think about it, I should have mocked you for breaking out of that other room.> 
 
    I was gentle about that! 
 
    I ignored Dawn’s pestering and continued moving forward. Beyond the door, I found a few steps leading upward, and then I was greeted by the chill of wind and the soothing dark of night air. 
 
    I was on a hillside, with a cobblestone path leading upward. Along the sides of the path were tall trees, twisted inward to overlook the path and block much of the faint crimson light emanating from above. 
 
    I advanced, walking up the path with Dawn in hand. 
 
    As I reached the top of the hill, my eyes widened at a breathtaking sight. 
 
    Further down the road, I saw black stone walls surrounding a massive central palace, with tall towers reaching skyward. A blood-red moon shined overhead, larger than I’d ever seen it, and casting an eerie glow across the entire structure. The castle was surrounded by a moat filled with ink-black fluid, with a drawbridge the only obvious means of crossing. The drawbridge was currently raised, blocking a lowered portcullis. 
 
    Four guard towers could be seen along the walls, but I couldn’t see anyone garrisoning them. A single tremendous tower stretched upward from the central palace at an implausible angle, stretching high into the night. 
 
    As I examined the castle, a voice echoed in my mind. 
 
    [The Pale King rules the lands surrounding the Dark Castle, demanding ever-growing sacrifices from the terrified residents of his domain. In recent years, he has grown increasingly erratic, imprisoning civilians for the slightest offense. According to rumors, he recently imprisoned a beautiful maiden in the highest tower of his castle, and several rebels in the prisons beneath it.] 
 
    [The main way to the castle is barred and well-guarded, but there may be other ways to enter. According to legends, there is a cavern hidden in the forest behind the castle that contains a secret passage into the castle’s depths. Some also claim that the castle’s sewers may offer a way beneath the moat, leading to near the castle’s treasure hall. If you are careful, you may be able to sneak inside the castle without being detected by its powerful ruler. Beware, for none who have drawn his attention have survived to tell the tale.] 
 
    [This round will conclude in thirty minutes.] 
 
    I blinked at the sudden surge of information. 
 
    Well, that’s…elaborate. 
 
    <And exciting! We get to role-play, Keras! I love role-playing.> 
 
    I smiled. I’d dealt with a few similar challenges in my trials to join the Paladins of Tae’os, but nothing on this scale. 
 
    I headed toward the castle. 
 
    So, the Pale King... 
 
    <You’ve read about him, haven’t you? He’s supposed to be a Child of the Tyrant that conquered an entire kingdom on his own.> 
 
    I blinked. I don’t remember him being related to the Tyrant in Gold. 
 
    <How could you forget that? It’s like integral to his backstory!> 
 
    I...may have skimmed some parts to look for fight scenes. 
 
    <You skimmed a character-focused romantic tragedy to look for fight scenes.> 
 
    What? I know what I like, okay? 
 
    <Why would you even read a book like that for fight scenes?> 
 
    He has a magic sword! I like magic swords! 
 
    <I...guess I can forgive you for that part, at least. But seriously, Keras, you need to work on your reading habits.> 
 
    I regret nothing. And, now that I think about it, I do remember something about his backstory — he was human, not a Child of the Tyrant. He eloped with a daughter of the goddess to a foreign land, and she was struck with a terrible illness. The goddess refused to allow her daughter to return home to the skies, and when the daughter died, the Pale King plotted his revenge. 
 
    <I guess you did read something, but that’s not his original background. You read the modern novelization of the Valian stage play, not the original.> 
 
    Okay. So, there’s more than one version? 
 
    <Oh, there are like a bunch of different stories about him. He’s kind of famous. The tyrant’s child origin story is my favorite version, though. And, given the castle and caverns setup, I think that’s the one for this scenario. The stage play version of the Pale King lived in a tower, not a castle.> 
 
    My grip on Dawn’s hilt tightened, and I felt something burning in my blood. The urge to rush forward and fight that opponent with every ounce of my strength. 
 
    I suppressed that urge, barely. The chances of my opponent being an actual tyrant’s child were negligible. That did, however, bring questions to my mind. 
 
    Could we be up against a summoned copy of one of the tyrant’s children here? Could someone have made a pact with one of them? 
 
    <I...don’t think so. That...couldn’t be allowed, could it? Summoners only make pacts with monsters.> 
 
    The Children of the Tyrant are monsters. 
 
    <Yeah, I guess they are. Maybe not in the same sense as the ones that Summoners contract with, though. I don’t know. That’s kind of a terrifying line of thinking. But even if it’s possible, and that’s unlikely, I can’t see a nation like Edria allowing one of them to be here.> 
 
    You’re right. They wouldn’t want to attract Vaelien’s attention to this place. Attracting Vaelien’s attention to this place would be catastrophic. 
 
    I found myself strangely disappointed by that realization. I’d been more eager to test my skills against one of the vae’kes again than I’d realized. I loosened my grip on Dawn’s hilt just a bit, continuing to walk. Okay. Let’s ignore his origins for now and just stay focused. We should talk about his capabilities. 
 
    <Vague. Most stories just talk about him having ‘evil magic’, like blood magic and stuff. Some legends say he can manipulate other magic, too. He’s a legendary swordsman, known for perfecting hundreds of styles. Most importantly, he has his three regalia.> 
 
    I nodded to myself. Above All, his crown, enhances his magic and physical abilities to beyond human limits. I think that’s supposed to refer to something like an acuity sorcery effect, or maybe transcendence. Not all the book stuff translates really well into actual sorcery. 
 
    Shining Alone is his amulet, and it ‘locks his body in time’. It’s like a stasis effect that makes him virtually immune to aging, damage, disease, and all that. If I had to guess, it sounds like some kind of absurdly overpowered stability or time sorcery effect. Possibly both. 
 
    Then there’s The Pale Crescent, a curved greatsword with the power of the moon. Its strength waxes and wanes throughout battle. It cuts with the force of a tidal wave, and he projects waves of “moon power” with it, whatever that means. 
 
    Together, the three regalia make the “The Pale Crescent Shining Alone Above All”. They’re joined by a magic chain, which is bound to his body and soul. It is his greatest strength, but at a terrible price — each piece of the regalia takes away a part of who he is, and each day, he must fight them or risk losing himself forever. 
 
    <You skimmed the book, but you remember all that?> 
 
    I have my priorities. Legendary magical items tend to be high on that list. 
 
    <Ugh. I can’t believe you sometimes.> Dawn paused. <Wait, you’re not planning to fight him, are you?> 
 
    Of course I am. 
 
    <Uh, I don’t think you’re supposed to fight him, Keras. They gave you some options, like trying to get the rebels, or the treasury, or maybe even the maiden in the tall tower. This is a sneaky mission. Sneaky.> 
 
    I walked to where the path terminated, straight across the moat from the castle. 
 
    I don’t do “sneaky”. 
 
    The moat was a solid fifty feet across, far too long to jump. The drawbridge was still raised. And, now that I was closer, I could see the faint glimmer of blue light from inside the towers on the four corners of the castle walls. 
 
    Near that tall tower that stretched above the castle, I could see winged figures flying in circles. I couldn’t get a clear picture of them from a distance, but at least some of them looked to be made from stone. 
 
    If I approach any closer, I’m going to be seen, either by the towers or the flyers. Probably both. 
 
    Good. 
 
    <You’re sure about this? I am currently contractually obligated to warn you that you are being reckless again.> 
 
     You’re right, Dawn. Thank you for the warning. But sometimes, it feels really good to be just a little bit reckless. And I don’t get a chance to storm a castle on my own every day. 
 
    <Well, then. Let’s go save a damsel or two, shall we?> 
 
    I grinned. 
 
    I could have taken the time to make a bridge with stone sorcery, but I had limited time. And honestly, making things wasn’t fun when I had perfectly good breaking options to use instead. 
 
    I made two quick cuts in mid-air. Cutting waves of light flew across the gap toward the castle, tearing through their targets. 
 
    The massive chains holding the drawbridge up split in twain. And, within the span of a heartbeat, the drawbridge began to fall. 
 
    I stepped back instinctively as it crashed down, the end of the bridge smashing down hard on the road just in front of me. The crack of the tremendous structure landing was almost deafening. 
 
    If there had been any doubt about whether or not the people in the castle knew I was there, it faded in that moment. Winged figures near the tower shifted in the air, flying toward me. 
 
    I stepped out onto the bridge and began to walk across. 
 
    The first of the flying monsters was descending toward me a moment later, a hideous thing with bat-like wings and a body wrought entirely of stone. Given its size and stone body, it had tremendous strength, and a strike from its vicious-looking claws could have done me some serious harm. 
 
    Unfortunately for the gargoyle, I’d been practicing my stone shaping. 
 
    I swung Dawn downward as it descended, her blade glimmering as it met the gargoyle’s claw. 
 
    Fall. 
 
    When my sword met the gargoyle, my command flowed through her into the stone. 
 
    The gargoyle’s wings separated from its back. I stepped to the side as it lost its flight ability, smashing hard into the ground behind me. With a single stroke, I removed the head from its shoulders, then kept walking. 
 
    Three more gargoyles froze in the air above me, then flew back a few feet as they saw the first gargoyle collapse and fall into a pile of dust. 
 
    I didn’t hesitate. My hand moved, and crescent shockwaves of light slammed into the remaining gargoyles, slicing through wings. 
 
    Two of the remaining gargoyles fell to opposite sides of the bridge, flailing with their one remaining wing each. 
 
    One managed to maneuver out of the way of the attack, only to turn and fly straight back to toward the castle. I launched another two shockwaves at it, but missed due to the distance. 
 
    I kept walking. 
 
    There was a loud creak, then I felt a massive surge of metal approaching me from atop one of the guard towers. 
 
     I spun barely in time to see it — something that looked like a tremendous crossbow bolt, gleaming with magical energy. 
 
    They’d fired a ballista at me. 
 
    Magnetic repulse. 
 
    A burst of metal mana sent the ballista bolt wildly off-course, flying past me and off the bridge to fall into the moat below. 
 
    I heard a loud splash, then a sizzling sound. 
 
    Definitely don’t want to fall down there. 
 
    I kept walking. 
 
    A few more paces, then another ballista bolt flew from the opposite tower. I repeated the process. 
 
    A hail of arrows followed, fired from atop the battlements near the gate. I didn’t bother with another magnetic pulse; I simply focused and swept Dawn upward, slashing arrows out of the air. 
 
    When I paused among the remains of dozens of broken shafts, I blinked. 
 
    I’ve…gotten much faster, haven’t I? 
 
    My speed and clarity had been enhanced when I’d first bonded with Dawn and continued to increase in the weeks that followed. After the mark on my hand had changed to the new symbol, I’d seen another huge improvement, but I hadn’t stopped there. I was still getting faster with every passing day. 
 
    It felt amazing. 
 
    I advanced. Arrows and ballistae failed to stop me. Lightning crackled from one of the towers, but with a thought sent to Dawn, I charged her blade with light and reflected it toward the caster. 
 
    Someone — or something — fell from one of the towers to crash into the moat below. 
 
    There was silence for a time after that. 
 
    I reached the portcullis. With my free hand, I grabbed the metal. 
 
    Reshape. 
 
    I formed a person-sized gap and stepped straight through it. 
 
    With that, I was in an open courtyard. 
 
    An army awaited me there. 
 
    Dozens of figures in black armor barred my path, wearing strange helms with no slits for eyes. At first, I assumed they were simply golems or animated armor, but when I approached, they moved with a fluidity that implied flesh and bone within their metallic shells. 
 
    They formed a front line with shields and spears, with archers beyond. Behind the archers, I caught a glimpse of a few figures in dark robes, with only blackness visible beneath their hoods. Sorcerers, most likely. 
 
    <Uh, Keras? Think that might be too many of them.> 
 
    Nah. 
 
    I charged. 
 
    A jump took me to the side as a blast of lightning flickered from one of the robed figures. Then Dawn flashed upward, a shockwave severing a torrent of arrows. 
 
    A blast of ice from another robed figure hit the ground in front of me. I continued moving onto the ice and slid toward the spear-wielding figures on the front line. 
 
    Spears jabbed forward to meet me. A flick sliced through wooden shafts, sending spear-points to the floor. 
 
    I didn’t stop running. Instead, I focused my mind. 
 
    Body of Stone. 
 
    Then I crashed straight into the first spear-bearer. Even with the weight of his armor, the force of my impact sent him crashing to the ground. 
 
    The archers spun toward me, but I was in too close for them to be effective now. I crashed through the line of archers, sending out a broad pulse of magnetism that blasted arrows out of hands and spears off of their intended paths. Then, I rushed toward a cloaked figure who was gathering a ball of flame between his hands. 
 
    Radiant Dawn. 
 
    I didn’t even let him hurl it, I just smashed Dawn right into the fireball and sent it straight into the robed figure’s chest. He fell to the ground, his robes ablaze. 
 
    I paused only to spin and slice straight through another blast of lightning from another robed figure, then ran straight through the courtyard to the castle entrance. 
 
    Stopping to fight them all would have been a waste of time. 
 
    Release Body of Stone. 
 
    I ducked and weaved around a few more arrows aimed at my back, then reached the stairs that led upward toward the gate of the castle proper. A giant glowing glyph shone on the castle gate, but I knew a trick to beating those now. 
 
    I reached the castle gate, pressed a hand to the stone on the side, and willed the hinges to break. 
 
    With a shove from a single hand, the castle gates crashed loudly to the ground. 
 
    More arrows flashed at me from behind, and I could hear the soldiers rushing toward me as well. 
 
    I stepped inside the castle doorway, then stamped my foot. A wall of stone burst from the ground, blocking the doorway. Arrows crashed into it harmlessly. 
 
    Then I was finally inside. 
 
    The entrance hall of the castle had bright purple carpeting and beautiful paintings along the walls. I noted a couple suits of standing armor as well, each apparently wrought from solid gold. I kept an eye on them, knowing they could either be decorative or more monsters in disguise. 
 
    I paused to take a breath and determine where to go. My body ached from using so much metal and stone mana so rapidly, but it was a good ache. I was still eager for more. 
 
    The hallway ahead led to a wide-open chamber. There were additional paths to the left and right, as well as a large spiral stairway in the center. Finally, near the base of the stairway there were doors on opposite sides. 
 
    There were no obvious signs of monsters. I stepped into the room, searching for any hints of where to go next. 
 
    The hallway to the left led to a gigantic circular metal door. There were eight different keyholes around it and dozens of runes etched into the surface. Unlike the previous doors, there were also runes on the walls around it. I didn’t know if that would actually prevent my metal shaping trick or not, but it definitely lowered the odds. 
 
    The path on the right led to another stairwell. From the orientation of the building I’d seen outside, I suspected this one led to the high tower. 
 
    The last places I checked were the two doors near the stairway. The one on the left was locked, but a quick mental command solved that. It led to another stairway, which quickly terminated at a heavy wooden door. From the look of it, I guessed that it led down to the prison. 
 
    The door on the right was unlocked and slightly ajar. 
 
    I’m not the first person here. Someone moved very fast — or it was simply someone who started the test earlier, due to an advantage. 
 
    I threw the door wide, but there was no one waiting on the other side. Just another stairway, this one circular, and leading deep below. 
 
    The caverns, probably. I stepped away and closed the door. 
 
    I figured I’d go back to the side that was presumably the prison and free the prisoners in there if I had a chance, but I had limited time, and that wasn’t my top priority. Similarly, rescuing damsels and raiding the treasure vault were obviously tempting, but neither were my primary goals for going to the castle. 
 
    I headed straight up the spiral staircase. 
 
    It led to a gigantic set of double doors. These weren’t locked like the others — in fact, they opened as I approached, seemingly of their own accord. 
 
    <Well, that’s creepy. Think someone’s expecting you?> 
 
    I’d be hard not to be, given the commotion I made outside. 
 
    A long hallway led toward a grand chamber, with the dark purple carpet leading toward the inevitable destination — a throne of crimson and gold. 
 
    My opponent lounged lazily on his throne, not even bothering to turn toward me as I approached. Instead, he gazed wistfully toward a painting on one of the nearby walls. I assumed it was probably supposed to represent his lost love, Kalinor. The story of his repeated attempts to find her reincarnation throughout history had struck me as romantic. 
 
    <Aww, maybe you can be his new replacement bride!> 
 
    I’ll pass. He’s not my type. 
 
    As I approached, I examined him more closely. 
 
    He looked like a beautiful man on the early end of his twenties, with pale skin and a clean shave. He wore all white, with his silvery hair adorned by a silvery crown inlaid with bright white stones.  
 
    I recognized the crown; it was Above All, one of the three regalia that served as the sources of his “great and wicked” powers. Of the three, it worried me the least — it simply enhanced his existing abilities to “beyond mortal limits”. Power enhancement was something I was already abundantly familiar with, and I could handle someone who was simply extremely strong, fast, or magically powerful. 
 
    The other two were far more worrying. 
 
    The next was an amulet with a single pale crystal. That was Shining Alone, arguably the most famous of his regalia, and clearly the most powerful. Claw-like protrusions extended from the metallic base of the amulet to pierce into the Pale King’s chest. That wasn’t a necessary function of the item — rather, in his obsession, the Pale King had permanently affixed the amulet to his chest to prevent it from ever being taken from him. 
 
    Knowing the amulet’s legendary properties, I could see why. 
 
    In spite of the spikes piercing into his flesh, The Pale King didn’t bleed. The amulet’s powers perpetually locked his body’s state. With the amulet, he was frozen in time, never changing — and unable to experience taste or touch, adding to the romantic tragedy to the story. He considered this a worthwhile sacrifice for an item that prevented him from being harmed by virtually any attack, bleeding, aging, or contracting diseases. 
 
    Stasis magic did exist — I’d seen Wrynn Jaden use it. Normally, however, someone in stasis should have been frozen, paralyzed and unaware. The Pale King’s amulet supposedly acted like stasis, but he could still function within it. If that was true, it was one of the most absurdly powerful things I’d ever heard of. 
 
    I pondered the logistics of how he could have attached the amulet to himself if he was already immutable. Maybe it hadn’t turned on until he attached it, or something? More likely, it was just an oversight in the original story. Tragic romances weren’t exactly known for their emphasis on magic system consistency. 
 
    Either way, he was supposed to be basically invincible, and I knew exactly how I wanted to counter that. 
 
    It was a beautiful image in my mind. My destructive aura tearing straight through his defense, defeating the Pale King in a single perfect cut. 
 
     I could feel the aura beginning to spread across Dawn’ blade as I imagined it, and I felt a deep longing to make use of that power. 
 
    <No, Keras. You really need to stop using that all the time.> 
 
    It’s...the perfect scenario for this, Dawn. 
 
    <That’s why it’s a problem — you keep thinking that. You keep reaching for your aura as the perfect solution for whatever you come across. You’re letting it control you, Keras.> 
 
    She was right. It was insidious. My aura was my strongest tool, but if I kept using it in every situation, it was going to gradually take more and more control of my life. Every time I slipped, it felt a little harder to resist the urge to use my power again in the future. 
 
    I fought my aura back down with great effort. I took a deep breath, focusing my mind to keep the destructive power restrained. I wasn’t going to dismiss the idea of using it entirely, but I’d save the aura for if I really needed it. 
 
    My eyes turned to the last of the Pale King’s regalia. A wickedly curved two-handed sword rested next to the throne, just out of his reach. The crossguard was designed to look like two additional curved blades, which I found somewhat ridiculous from a practical standpoint, but aesthetically pleasing. It sat within a scabbard of black metal that was entirely wrapped in ever-shifting chains, which were said to restrain the dark spirit within. If the Pale King drew the sword for too long, the spirit within it would seek to take over his body, and if it succeeded, it might never relinquish control. 
 
    Those same chains were interlinked with his amulet and crown, allowing the three regalia to serve as parts of the same whole — The Pale Crescent Shining Alone Above All. A dramatic name if there ever was one, but I rather liked it. The unifying theme was supposed to be “solitude”. Each item was something that separated The Pale King from humanity in some way. 
 
    The sword interested me the most. Not just because of my usual inclinations toward swords, mind you, but because of the stories about this particular weapon. 
 
    Once, I might have laughed at the idea of a dark spirit within a sword struggling for control over its owner. It sounded like something written for a cheap opera. After traveling with a Dawn for a while, the idea of the Pale King’s sword having a mind of its own sounded eminently more plausible — and extremely important, if it was true. 
 
    Of course, this wasn’t the real Pale King, even if he existed. It was just an illusion or a summoned monster playing that role for a test. 
 
    The sword, the necklace, and the crown had to be fake, too...didn’t they? 
 
    <Please try to restrain your sword-breaking instincts in case that one is actually intelligent. It’d be really nice to find someone else to talk to.> 
 
    Won’t Octave be jealous? 
 
    <Yeah, I’m, uh, not so worried about that. Much like the Pale King might not be your type, Octave is definitely not mine.> 
 
    I snorted and kept walking toward the throne. 
 
    He held a wine glass in one hand, but with a very different dark fluid within it. 
 
    Really? A glass of blood? That’s such clichéd villain territory that I’m almost embarrassed for him. 
 
    <...You mean the Children of the Tyrant don’t drink blood?> 
 
    No...? Why would you even think that? 
 
    <Books, why have you lied to me?!> 
 
    I didn’t bother to mention that she’d just accused me of believing stories from books too easily a matter of minutes earlier. I just sighed, steeling myself as I approached the throne. Cliché villain or not, the Pale King was undoubtedly supposed to present a major threat. And given how dangerous some of the summoned monsters I’d seen had been, I couldn’t afford to let my guard down. 
 
    If this guy had a level of power similar to Ifrit’s, I was in for a very serious fight. 
 
    I couldn’t wait. I raised Dawnbringer, resting her against a shoulder as I neared the throne. 
 
    The Pale King finally seemed to notice me when I came within about twenty feet. He turned his gaze toward me slowly, deliberately, and raised his glass to his lips to drink. “Ah. Another knight come to unseat me, it seems.” 
 
    I continued approaching. “Something along those lines.” 
 
    “That’s close enough, mortal.” He shifted just slightly in his chair, moving to straighten his back. As he moved, I realized his other hand was not empty — he had a length of chain wrapped around it. “You’d best identify yourself before we begin this tedious business. I can’t promise I’ll remember you, but perhaps if your name and skills are memorable enough, you’ll earn a grave.” 
 
    I kept walking, only stopping when I was just out of striking distance. “I’m Keras Selyrian, Wielder of Dawnbringer. Amuletless Alliterator, Sorrowful Slayer of Sacred Stones, and Supporter of Sapient Spirits. And,” I shifted into a fighting stance, “The end of your reign.” 
 
    <Ooh! Good entrance. Very dramatic. You forgot Buster of Balls, though.> 
 
    Oh, did I? Tragic. 
 
    “Dawnbringer.” The Pale King spat, truly focusing on me for the first time. “You’ll pay for the insult of bringing that foul weapon into my domain.” 
 
    <Foul?! Oh, now I’m mad, Keras. You are now morally obligated to absolutely wreck this guy.> 
 
    Just one last thing first. 
 
    “I’m obligated to offer you a chance to surrender. Free your prisoners, and I will allow you to surrender peacefully to the proper authorities.” 
 
    “Authorities? I am king here, fool! The land, and all within it, belong to me!” He stood from his throne. His right hand tightened around the chain. With his other hand, he discarded his still half-full wine glass, and it shattered on the stone at my feet. “Enough of this banter! Have at you!” 
 
     With a subtle pull of his hand, the chain moved more than it should have. It uncoiled from around the scabbard like a snake waking from a long slumber. Then, after it flowed free from wrapping the weapon, a single point of the chain affixed to the pommel pulled at the weapon, drawing it from the scabbard. 
 
    The curved blade gleamed bright white, shining like the moon on a cloudless night. 
 
    I could have moved before The Pale King was ready. I was more than fast enough to strike while the sword had remained sheathed. But ending the story there wouldn’t have been very satisfying, would it? 
 
    Not for the audience, not for Dawn, and most certainly not for me. 
 
    Instead, I waited as the Pale Crescent flowed from the scabbard and into its wielder’s hands. Then he moved, slashing downward in the air between us. 
 
    For someone who had moved so lethargically before, he was deceptively fast. Each cut left a gleaming white line in the air, a spectral echo of the cut that he’d made. 
 
    I moved to the side swiftly, expecting the crescent cuts to move forward much like my own technique. No such thing happened. 
 
    Instead, each gleaming slash remained floating in the air, frozen in stasis as the wielder’s body had been. 
 
    I don’t remember anything like that in the books. 
 
    <Moon power really is pretty vague, isn’t it?> 
 
    I didn’t have much time to contemplate an approach to his technique. The Pale King snapped his fingers. A moment later, a torrent of black water erupted from the stone floor beneath me. As I danced backward to avoid the sudden flood, the Pale King shot forward, his rush bolstered by a blast of sudden wind behind him. 
 
    He passed straight through the glimmering cuts in the air, unharmed. Then he was right in front of me, swinging his curved blade downward toward my neck. 
 
    I parried with Dawn easily, dancing to his right side and making a quick thrust. He battered Dawn aside, sparks of mana igniting the air each time the swords met. A few more quick blows made it clear I wouldn’t pierce his defenses easily, and that I had a growing problem. 
 
    Each and every movement of his sword left an echo in the air. 
 
    In an instant as I backed away to make room, I tested Dawn against one of them. The moment she struck the echo, she rebounded off as if I’d crashed into steel. 
 
    More worryingly, the echo didn’t dissipate, nor did it move. I’d put enough strength behind the swing to disarm an ordinary swordsman, but the slashes seemed inviolable, much as The Pale King himself was supposed to be. 
 
    As he thrust at me and added another glimmering line to the growing number of cuts in the room, I realized I was quickly running into a new problem — as our fight continued, the amount of usable space in the room would rapidly decrease. I didn’t know how much the blade echoes would hurt me, but chances were high that they’d work similarly to my own projected cuts. A few of those would very quickly bleed me dry. 
 
    My heart beat faster just thinking about it. 
 
    As I dodged the Pale King’s thrust, I threw a blast of flame with my off-hand. He swung his sword to cleave the blast in twain, much like I might have. 
 
    I’d expected that. With a moment of mental effort, I split the blast around his sword. The flames crashed into him — and, as I’d guessed, he was entirely unharmed. 
 
    He was, however, momentarily distracted. “Insolent. I will teach you—” 
 
    I stomped a foot. Stone shot upward, wrapping around the Pale King’s legs to hold him in place. It was, ironically, a technique that I’d first seen Sterling — one of the Children of the Tyrant — use.  
 
    Before he could orient himself, I struck. I rushed inward, battering his sword out of position and cutting him straight across the chest. 
 
    It was a clean strike, faster than he could parry with his disorientation. It was also utterly ineffective. 
 
    My sword sliced through his shirt, but when I hit his chest, I felt the same kind of resistance as I had from striking one of the hovering cuts in the air. There was no cut on his body, nor did he even seem to feel the impact. 
 
    Before he could react, I hit him twice more. The results were the same — he wasn’t even scratched. 
 
    He swung his sword horizontally to counter. It was an awkward swing, hindered by his lack of mobility from the stone that still held him from below. As he swept his sword, I side-stepped around both the blade and the lingering cut it left, then circled for a better angle to strike. 
 
    My first test had been to see if I could hurt him with the force of an ordinary swing. I hadn’t expected it to work, but I’d been looking for signs of stress on his defenses. Ordinarily, defensive spells will fail if they’re hit enough times or with enough force. 
 
    I’d seen no sign of that. There were no telltale cracks in the air, no signs of a weakening glow from the necklace around his neck. 
 
    “You cannot harm me,” The Pale King intoned. “My strength is absolute. My body, eternal.” 
 
    “Good.” I laughed, raising Dawn into a two-handed grip. “I’ve never had a test dummy that could stand up to a few swings before. This is going to be fun.” 
 
    I shifted to move. 
 
    Body of Stone. 
 
    Perhaps he sensed the subtle change in me, because he immediately shifted to a defensive posture. 
 
    It didn’t matter. When I pushed forward, stone cracking beneath my feet, my swing smashed his sword so hard that it snapped the stone around his legs and hurled him half way across the throne room. 
 
    I pursued as he flew backward, smashing Dawn into his right shoulder before he could fully recover. 
 
    And this time, I think he felt it. 
 
    With a grunt, he stumbled backward, shifting his grip on his sword. The smile on my face widened as a look of panic and disbelief crossed his face. 
 
    When I battered his sword downward to create another opening, however, his expression shifted to a snarl. “Pale Crescent: Low Tide.” 
 
    I didn’t see it in time, and I would have felt the change far too late. 
 
    But I wasn’t alone. 
 
    <Threat below!> 
 
    I jumped, my legs powerfully enhanced by the Body of Stone spell still empowering me. 
 
    I cleared the floor just in time. 
 
    Every single lingering cut in the air had flowed toward me in an instant, sweeping down toward my legs. Even with Body of Stone active, the dozens of flowing cuts in the air would have torn my legs to ribbons. 
 
    Now airborne, I brought Dawnbringer above my head and brought her downward in a glimmering arc, the full force of my enhanced strength behind the blow. If he could move the cuts in the air, the Pale King was a vastly greater threat than I’d anticipated. I had to end the fight fast. 
 
    The Pale King turned his head upward, and his lips twitched into a grin. He lifted the Pale Crescent in a two-handed grip. And, as I watched, his sword changed. “Waxing Crescent.” 
 
    His sword, once thin-bladed, thickened into something twice the width of my arm. And, as the sword changed, the Pale King’s crown flashed with white light. 
 
    I understood the change too late. The Pale Crescent’s strength waxed and waned — and along with it, so did the Pale King’s. 
 
    The sliver of the moon that his sword had represented at the beginning of the fight represented only the barest slice of the Pale King’s true strength. 
 
    When my blade crashed down on his, the force of the blow cracked the floor beneath the Pale King — but it didn’t move his sword an inch. 
 
    For an instant, I was still airborne as our blades met. And in that mere heartbeat, he countered, moving his sword with a blast of air behind it, hurling me backward across the room. 
 
    I slammed into a pillar with bone-breaking force. 
 
    With Body of Stone still active, I was far tougher than the pillar. I felt a surge of pain on the impact, but the pillar took the brunt of the damage, shattering around me. The worst part was that it knocked the breath out of me. 
 
    Before I could even catch my breath and rise to my feet, the Pale King had moved. His passage across the room was a blur, so fast I could see multiple images trailing behind him as he passed. 
 
    “Good night, Keras, wielder of Dawnbringer.” He raised his sword in a two-handed grip. “Sleep forever.” 
 
    The Pale Crescent descended for a telling strike. 
 
    On the ground and out of position for a proper parry, I did what any brave hero would do: I kicked him in the shin. 
 
    He stumbled, unhurt but off balance. His blade cleaved the ground right next to me, leaving a tremendous wave of glimmering force in its wake. 
 
    But he’d swung just a little too hard. 
 
    As his blade cut down, he’d bitten straight into the floor. And with an instant of concentration, I moved it. 
 
    Tighten. 
 
    The stone shoved closed, trapping his sword in place. I knew it wouldn’t hold him long, but it didn’t have to. 
 
    Brace yourself, Dawn. 
 
    I shifted my grip on Dawnbringer and swung her upward, straight for the chain around his neck. She connected with terrible force, enough that it should have torn right through ordinary steel. 
 
    She didn’t leave a single scratch on the chain. 
 
    That was less than ideal, but I’d known it was likely. The attack served a second purpose — to make metal contact metal. In that briefest of instants as Dawn touched the chain, I pushed my will into the chain. 
 
    Break. 
 
    My sorcery struck the necklace with tremendous force — and had no effect whatsoever. 
 
    I barely managed to roll out of the way, stunned, as the Pale King recovered his blade and brought it in for a second strike. 
 
    I’d found magical items that could resist my metal sorcery before, of course. But what I’d felt from the necklace had been different — not mere resistance, but the feeling that the chain absolutely could not be changed. 
 
    Recovering from the roll, I stumbled to my feet just in time to parry the Pale King’s next strike. It slammed into Dawn hard, carrying me back several feet along the ground. 
 
    He didn’t give me a moment to recover. He was in front of me again an instant later, his cuts so quick that I had to put in every bit of effort I could muster just to counter. 
 
    And, as I realized when one horizontal swing came within inches of gutting me, he was still getting faster. 
 
    I parried another swing, sliding backward across the ground, and couldn’t quite get Dawn up in time to block his next cut. 
 
    I couldn’t afford to let someone with his strength hit me. One clean cut and the fight would be over. 
 
    Magnetic repulse. 
 
    His blade was pushed off course by my sudden burst of magnetic force, only managing to leave a glancing cut along my ribs. A feeling of utter cold surged through that cut, and I hissed and grabbed at the wound with my free hand. An inky black substance was rapidly spreading across the injury. 
 
    Burn. 
 
    A surge of fire ignited from my hand, burning at the spot of my own injury. The pain was terrible, but it arrested the spread of the blackness. 
 
    The Pale King was already swinging again. I stomped the ground, raising a wall of stone between us to buy an instant. 
 
    I fell backward as the Pale King’s sword smashed into the wall, cutting through it and showering me in debris. The wall had barely slowed his cut, but it had given me an instant to fall back and avoid the blow, and it was blocking his view. 
 
    My chest was in agony. My self-inflicted burn had been agonizing, but the blackness that still lingered around the cut the Pale King had inflicted was far worse. The fire had stopped — or at least slowed — it from spreading, but it was still there, leaving a feeling of sharpness that felt like I was being cut again and again with every passing instant. My jaw tightened. My pain tolerance was excellent, but not unstoppable. 
 
    As the Pale King rounded the wall to face me, my vision was swimming. I could barely raise my sword. 
 
    The Pale King lunged. 
 
    <Light, glow bright from within! Golden Dawn!> 
 
    There was a flash of light from Dawnbringer’s blade, casting the entire room in a brilliant glow. 
 
    In the wake of the flash, I heard the Pale King hiss, falling backward and shielding his eyes. 
 
    And, in that moment, I realized that — inviolable or not — he still had a weakness. 
 
    He still had his sight. And, of course, that meant he could be blinded. 
 
    As Dawnbringer shined, the Pale King retreated behind the stone wall. It seemed to affect him even more than it might have hurt a normal person, perhaps because he was so unaccustomed to feeling any sort of pain or discomfort. 
 
    Dawn held her power in place longer than usual, giving me critical moments to retreat. 
 
    And then, as her brightness began to fade, she did something different than usual — she captured that remaining glow and pushed it inward. I felt the warm glow from her into my hand, lingering for a moment at the site where her symbol marked our bond. From there, the light surged to the point of the wound, spreading and obliterating the remaining blackness. 
 
    I took a deep breath, steeling myself, and cracked my neck as the pain faded. 
 
    Thanks, Dawn. You saved me there. 
 
    <Don’t mention it. No, wait, on second thought, do mention it. Frequently, but later. Right now, we have a fight to win.> 
 
    I gave Dawn a nod and readied myself. She’d saved me just in time. 
 
    The Pale King brought his sword down in a vertical cut, slicing through the center of the wall. A blast of force followed his swing, bursting outward and creating a huge gap in the stone. Then, stepping through hole in the wall, he leveled his sword at my chest. 
 
    The Pale Crescent had grown even thicker now. The curve was less pronounced, and the blade was nearly as wide as my chest. And, as the glow around his body brightened, I knew his strength and speed had grown greater as well. 
 
    He didn’t give me an instant to attack. His voice was deeper, stronger as he spoke. “Pale Crescent: High Tide.” 
 
    This time, I knew what to expect — but that didn’t mean I could properly counter it. 
 
    Flowing cuts littered the entire room now, and as they began to move, I realized just how few spaces I had to escape. 
 
    There were too many blades in the air. As fast as I was, I couldn’t hope to dodge them all. 
 
    <Let me guide you.> 
 
    A feeling of clarity washed over my mind, and Dawn’s senses merged with my own. 
 
    Dozens of lingering cuts flowed inward, aimed high this time. Where sight would have denied me the view of those behind me, and where sound flowed too slow to save me, Dawn’s senses preserved me. She could feel them all, sense their movements and trajectories. 
 
    And so, as they cut inward, I moved. 
 
    I didn’t drop to the floor. If I had, the Pale King would have exploited that weakness before I could recover. Instead as each individual cut flowed inward, I flowed around it, guided by Dawn’s light. 
 
    It felt like a dance. 
 
    One step left, a blade missed me by inches.  
 
    Two steps right, I narrowly avoided two cuts, causing them to crash into each other and fly off course. 
 
    Duck. A cut passed over my head. 
 
    Spin. Dawnbringer blocked a projectile, not stopping it, but allowing the momentum of the impact to carry me out of the way of three others. 
 
    Jump. I surged over a tide of blades from near the floor. 
 
    Parry. I blocked a projectile, and it carried me backward through the air. 
 
    Wide stance. I landed atop a perfectly horizontal cut, and improbably, stood atop it. The blade-like force, it seemed, still had the same flat portion as the sword that made it. 
 
    Low guard. I shifted Dawnbringer downward as the Pale King jumped toward me, furious. His own cuts passed through him without harm or effect. 
 
    Side-step. As the Pale King brought his blade upward in a tremendous sweep, I stepped off the blade I was standing on and let myself fall. 
 
    The Pale King missed, and I brought Dawn behind my shoulder to ready a swing as I reached the floor. 
 
    Now! 
 
     “Radiant Dawn!” I swung Dawn upward, her blade shining brilliantly. A cut of blinding white energy flashed outward, a variant of her usual attack focused into a crescent strike. 
 
    The flare of luminous power crashed straight into his midsection, tearing him out of the air. As he flew backward and landed, smoke rose from his chest. 
 
    His shirt had been burned away, revealing blackened flesh beneath. 
 
    The Pale King howled in disbelief. “You...you...” 
 
    The amulet on his chest flickered dangerously. And, on the surface, I thought I could see the tiniest of cracks. 
 
    “I will end you!” The Pale King screamed, raising his sword high.  
 
    The Pale Crescent shifted again — the pristine white surface turning blood red. 
 
    Crimson spread from his sword hand down his arm, flowing through his veins into his neck and chest. He howled in agony as the scarlet power flowed into his face, pooling in his eyes. 
 
    <Uh, Keras, I think he’s mad.> 
 
    He smashed a foot into the ground, howling, and screamed. “Pale Crescent: Ebb and Flow!” 
 
    The lingering cuts around the room moved, and once again, I danced. 
 
    This time, however, they were different. 
 
    Each and every cutting blade aimed for a different part of me. And when they swept beyond me and back to their previous position, they didn’t stop at a single pass. 
 
    The room was alive with hundreds of living attacks, each of them seeking to end my life. 
 
    Even with Dawn’s guidance, I couldn’t keep up. A dance to the right took me beyond the reach of one cut, only for another to slice my back from behind. And as spun, ignoring the pain, to duck a cut at my face, another glanced along my leg. 
 
    I moved and moved, struggling to move toward my opponent, but with each step forward I found myself forced back by an impossible wall of cutting force. 
 
    And as I persisted, I slowed. My Body of Stone had taken a toll on my muscles and bones, and injuries were growing by the moment. 
 
    I’d let the fight go on too long and it had flowed beyond my control. 
 
    I think it’s time. 
 
    <Good. I’ve been waiting long enough.> 
 
    “Pale Crescent: Harvest Moon.” The Pale King drew his crimson blade back, a torrent of burning power surrounding it. Then he swung it in a perfect circle, forming a blood-red ring that hovered around him. 
 
    At his command, it shot unerringly toward me. It was an entirely different type of magic from what he’d been using before, and I could feel the vast power it contained even at a distance. I had no doubt that it if it struck, it would cleave me in twain. 
 
    I watched as it came close, then moved. 
 
    Release Body of Stone. 
 
    I closed my eyes. 
 
    Body of Dawn. 
 
    Warmth passed through my body, bright power surging within. When my eyes opened, I saw the hundreds of attacks still surging toward me— 
 
    But their movements, once cutting with lightning speed, seemed to be almost frozen in the air. 
 
    I danced no longer. As the Pale King’s strongest attack approached, I simply walked forward at a casual pace, ducking and stepping around the smaller blades that floated in the air. 
 
    It would have been a simple thing to avoid the Harvest Moon entirely, walking around it to strike at my opponent with great speed and force. 
 
    But that wouldn’t have been a satisfying ending. 
 
    I walked straight in front of the shimmering ring of cutting force, raising Dawn, and met the Pale King’s uncomprehending eyes. 
 
    Bright Reflection. 
 
    Light flashed on Dawnbringer’s surface. 
 
    And with a flick of my wrist, I tapped Dawn’s reflective surface against the Harvest Moon. 
 
    A cascade of sparks flickered in the air. I sheathed Dawn in a single motion, grinned at the Pale King, and stepped out of the current trajectory of the projectiles in the air. 
 
    Release Body of Dawn. 
 
    Time returned to normal. 
 
    And the Pale King’s eyes widened, incredulous, as his strongest attack rebounded back toward him. 
 
    He tried to move. His own attack, however, was just as fast as it had been when he’d sent it at me. 
 
    The amulet on his chest sparked as the attack struck, then cracked apart. The Harvest Moon sliced right through the center of his body. 
 
    The Pale King’s mouth opened, blood flowing from his lips, and he spoke a single word. 
 
    I didn’t hear it. 
 
    Then his body fell, sliced into two pieces, onto the throne room floor. His sword fell from his limp grasp. 
 
    A white light encompassed his body for the briefest of moments....and then he was gone. Nothing but dust remained in the Pale King’s wake. 
 
    Nothing but dust, that is, and the three relics that he’d carried. 
 
    The remaining cuts in the air faded as his life did, leaving me a clear path to the throne. I walked toward him, absolutely exhausted from my efforts. From the feeling in my mind, I could tell that Dawn was badly drained, too. 
 
    Body of Dawn had taken a great deal out of us both — but it had been absolutely worth it. 
 
    When I reached the front of the throne room, I bent down to find exactly what I’d wanted. 
 
    The Pale King’s amulet had cracked, as had the gems on his crown. But, while damaged, they were largely intact. 
 
    The sword had fared even better. It had reverted to its original thin-bladed form, but it looked perfectly usable. 
 
    I tapped Dawn against it.  
 
    Do you sense anyone in there? 
 
    <Hello? Hello? Anyone...? Nope. I don’t hear anything, and I don’t sense anyone, either. There’s spirit mana in it, but I don’t think it’s sapient.> 
 
    I could feel her disappointment at that. 
 
    We’ll find someone else like you someday. The other sacred swords, at least. 
 
    <I...I know. Thanks, Keras.> 
 
    I gave her a pat on the hilt, then reached down and pushed the Pale Crescent back into its scabbard. 
 
    Hm. I guess I could wear it on my back, but that seems like it could get awkward. Maybe I could use the chain as a kind of belt? 
 
    <You’re planning to use that thing?> 
 
    Uh, yeah. Did you see what it could do? Realizing what her reaction was likely to be, I quickly continued. It’s not as impressive as you, of course. But these items have synergy with our existing abilities. We could probably get you to learn some of the other sword’s techniques. 
 
    <I...guess I wouldn’t mind that. Yeah, okay, that’d be fine.> 
 
    She still sounded a little hesitant. 
 
    Dawn, we just won an amazing battle together. I’m not going to abandon you for some other sword, okay? 
 
    <You promise?> 
 
    Yes, I promise. 
 
    <...Good. The pact is sealed. Your soul is mine.> 
 
    I snorted. That’s not how any of this works. 
 
    <You don’t know that. You should have read the contract more carefully.> 
 
    I was just about to reply when I felt something that made me draw in a swift breath and swing my gaze toward the doorway. 
 
    Power. I felt it even before it struck. 
 
    The throne room’s doors, still shut and reinforced by glowing runes, shattered in a single instant. The remains of them blasted inward. 
 
    And through the now-open doorway strode a woman carrying a crimson-bladed scythe with a bright red crystal embedded near the blade. 
 
    I recognized her in an instant. I’d seen her in the preparation room for my preliminary match, and more importantly, I’d seen her in one of the most important memory crystals I’d been given. 
 
    As she stepped forward into the room, she raised her scythe and offered me a sun-bright smile. “Keras Selyrian. You’re not the one I expected to be here, but you’ll do.” 
 
    I raised Dawnbringer into a defensive pose. “Wu Xiaofan, I believe?” 
 
    “That was the name this body used, once.” She stretched her arms, then cracked her neck. 
 
    My eyes narrowed. “You’re possessing her, then?” 
 
    Xiaofan — I’m going to call her that for simplicity’s sake — gave me a disdainful look. “Possession makes it sound like I’m a ghost playing parlor tricks. No, I’m not possessing her.” The corners of her lips turned upward. “It might be more appropriate to say that I ate her.” 
 
     My jaw tightened, and I felt an involuntary shiver. 
 
    <Be careful, Keras. There’s something very wrong here. I mean, beyond her admitting to person eating. Something about her makes me feel sick. Don’t let her touch you.> 
 
    I wasn’t planning to. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how much of a choice I’d have if she made the effort to attack, though. My muscles ached and my injuries burned. 
 
    I was in no shape for a fight with an opponent on her level. Using Body of Dawn had taxed my essence to its limit. I was weaker and slower than before I’d formed my first bond with Dawn, and from what I’d seen in the memory crystals, Xiaofan would have been a danger even at my strongest. 
 
    Xiaofan walked closer. She made no effort to reach for her scythe, walking right by it as she advanced across the room toward me. 
 
    “You’re the one who’s been killing tournament participants, aren’t you?” I tightened my jaw. Maybe I shouldn’t have asked when I was in such bad shape, but I had a feeling that if she wanted to try and kill me, she was going to do it regardless of how much I knew. She’d already admitted to eating someone, after all. 
 
    And it wasn’t like I was going to back down from fighting a monster like her, even if I could. Plans were already running through my head, and I was quickly taking stock of the few resources I had left at my disposal when the fight began. 
 
    “I’ve made a few sacrifices in the name of my master, but I can’t take all the credit. Many have worked to prepare for his arrival.” She’d crossed half the room. 
 
    I shifted to a more aggressive stance, preparing to move. “And you’ve been preparing by eliminating anyone with powerful fire magic. Is that his weakness?” 
 
    Xiaofan snarled. “My master has no weaknesses.” 
 
    “Right, right, sure. Well, if that’s the case, I suppose the you’re using the power you’ve stolen from those flame sorcerers to fuel something.” I waved my sword toward her scythe and the cracked crimson crystal embedded in it. “That crystal wouldn’t happen to be Venshara, the Fire of Summer, would it? She’s damaged and leaking mana, and you’re trying to fix the problem so you — or your master — can use her. And, from the way you’ve got her embedded in a weapon, I’m guessing she’s not completely under your control yet?” 
 
    Her grip tightened around the shaft of her scythe. “How could you know of this?” 
 
    I grinned. “As it happens, I’ve fought one of Vendria’s aspects before. I won, of course. Throw down your scythe and surrender, and we can talk about this further. If there’s any bit of Xiaofan left in there, I’d rather not take her away from her sister.” 
 
    She came closer, closer... “My, you’re a confident one. I like that. And I can see, even from here, that you have a marvelous aura. Your body will prove an excellent replacement until I can wear his.” 
 
    I hadn’t expected her to accept my offer to surrender, but I had to try. “You know, I really appreciate the compliment, but I’m going to have to decline. This body and I have a pretty long history together, and I’ve gotten used to it.” 
 
    “I wasn’t asking. Now, would you be a dear and hold still?” 
 
    And there it was. The trap. The reason she’d kept walking toward me, full of confidence. She carried power in her voice. With every word, she’d spread mana through the air. And, with every step she took closer, the easier it was for her to target me. By letting her talk, I’d let her hide her weapon in plain sight. 
 
    I felt a horrible, withering cold spread throughout my body, threatening to freeze my blood and the moisture on my skin. 
 
    Worse still, it felt as if the air itself was compressing around me, holding me in place like a vice of force. 
 
    She continued advancing, pulling back her hand, still stained with blood from her last victim. “I’d be doing that body of yours a disservice if I harmed it overmuch, so I’ll make a single incision. The soul will be easy enough to remove from there.” 
 
    <Keras! Move! Move!> 
 
    I didn’t move. My veins felt like ice, and the pressure around me was overwhelming. 
 
    Xiaofan pulled back her hand, a black glow forming on her fingertips. 
 
    That was when I moved. 
 
    Body of Fire. 
 
    Flame mana flooded my body, melting away the cold in an instant. I shoved destructive energy outward, shattering the cage of force around me. 
 
    Sure, I’d told Dawn I’d try not to use my destructive aura against the Pale King, but this was a little different. Xiaofan was actually trying to kill me, and I had no illusions that I could hold back and hope to survive. 
 
    To beat a dangerous opponent while I was in such terrible shape, I acted fast. The moment I was free, I brought Dawnbringer down in a flash of silver, arcing straight for Xiaofan’s chest. 
 
    She caught the glimmering blade between two fingers of her free hand. “Hm. It seems you can still move a bit. No matter.” 
 
    I tugged on my sword. It didn’t budge — her grip on it, even with just two fingers, was overwhelming my strength. 
 
    Huh. That’s bad. 
 
    Apparently, I’d lost even more strength than I’d realized. Either that, or Xiaofan was simply that strong. 
 
    The reason didn’t matter in that moment. My mind raced to outpace her attack as Xiaofan shoved her other hand forward, still visibly radiating dark power. 
 
    Spell Deflection. 
 
    My mental command signaled my new ring, and a burst of light emanated from my body. Then her palm smashed into my chest so hard that I felt something begin to cave in my chest. 
 
    I lost my grip on Dawn. 
 
    The sheer force of the attack carried me across the room, slamming me into the stone wall next to the door, which cracked on impact. 
 
    I fell to the floor, landing face-first and bursting into a cough. My chest burned with agony. There was a burning, hand-shaped hole in my shadeweave tunic where Xiaofan had touched me, and a blackened mark on the skin beneath. 
 
    And that was after it had gotten through the protection of my ring. The Spell Deflection effect had been discharged, it simply had failed to stop the attack. 
 
    <Keras! Get up!> 
 
    Dawn’s voice screamed in my mind — and along with it came a flash of an image, for just an instant. 
 
    While she was clutched in my opponent’s hands, Dawn was seeing through Xiaofan’s eyes. 
 
    Xiaofan crossed the space between us in an instant, but I was already rolling, dodging a kick that left a trail of crimson in its wake. The blur of energy ripped through the stone floor, and I didn’t like the idea of what would happen if it had hit me instead. 
 
    Another flash of an image came from Dawn. 
 
    Xiaofan had pulled her free hand back behind, channeling sickly green energy this time instead of darkness. That image was accompanied by a feeling of lethal toxicity. 
 
    I got the message. 
 
    I didn’t have enough time to stand, and even if I could, I doubted I could properly dodge it. She was going for a wide-area attack that would cover the entire floor. 
 
    I tumbled, then concentrated on the stone ground. 
 
    A pillar of stone erupted beneath me, carrying me upward just in time to avoid Xiaofan’s attack. The green essence blasted outward, coating the ground in a choking mist. 
 
    She snarled at the missed attack, turning upward, and pulled back a fist to smash the pillar. The ground was still covered in the toxic cloud, and I didn’t like the idea of falling or jumping into it. 
 
    I briefly wished I still had an intact purestone, but I suspected it would be insufficient for whatever that horrifying cloud was. 
 
    I stood rapidly, still concentrating on the ground. I created a second pillar, jumping toward it the moment before Xiaofan smashed mine apart. Then, I repeated the process, creating more pillars and quickly rushing across the room. 
 
    “Useless.” She appeared in front of me mid-jump, swinging a hand toward me coated in a cutting aura of darkness. She held Dawnbringer behind her in her other hand, now gripping it normally rather than simply between two fingers. 
 
    That was perfect. 
 
    Luminous Arc. 
 
    I wasn’t carrying Dawn, but she could still hear my thoughts, just like I could see the images she was sending me. 
 
    And so, when I sent that command to Dawn, she understood my intent. 
 
    Her blade flashed, light mana swelling within — and flowed backward, straight into Xiaofan’s hand. 
 
    Luminous Arc was a powerful attack, even when focused in a beam at a distant target. When directed inward, straight at the user’s hand? 
 
    The results weren’t pretty. 
 
    Xiaofan screamed as her hand was obliterated by the light mana flowing into it. That distraction threw off her swing, and I threw a punch of my own, slamming a fist straight into her face. 
 
    It felt like what punching a wall must have felt for an ordinary person, as opposed to a casual wall-puncher like myself. I broke the skin on my knuckles and bruised the tissue beneath, but the punch did an important job — it knocked her out of my way. 
 
    And, still missing a hand, she fell into the toxic cloud below. 
 
    I landed on the edge of the next pillar unsteadily, but with the improved balance I’d gained from weeks of Dawnbringer fueling me, I managed to keep my footing. 
 
    Dawn herself had slipped free when she’d blasted Xiaofan’s hand apart, and I heard her clatter to the ground just before Xiaofan did. With a moment of concentration, I focused on her and used a burst of magnetism to pull her back toward my hand. 
 
    I’d barely managed to grip her hilt when the the pillar beneath me lurched, then began to crumble. 
 
    “You...” Xiaofan’s voice was furious, and that fury carried power. 
 
    Dozens of phantasmal sickle-like blades appeared in the air around me, rotating in circles, then shot inward. 
 
    I didn’t have the speed to dodge them all, even if Dawn had tried to guide my movements. 
 
    I had one option left, and it was a terrible one. 
 
    Body of Dawn. 
 
    I felt a surge of pain as I activated the technique again. My body simply didn’t have the essence left over to fuel the effect properly. 
 
    Where I couldn’t provide it, Dawn saved me. I felt a surge of mana flow through our bond and I made immediate use of her power. 
 
    All around me, the sickles seemed to slow in the air. The effect wasn’t as pronounced as the last time I’d used the technique. Even with Dawn’s help, we simply didn’t have enough mana remaining to fuel it properly. 
 
    Still, it was enough. For an instant, I had my strength and speed again. 
 
    A flurry of rapid strikes shattered the sickles to pieces — but the pillar was still crumbling beneath me, and Xiaofan jumped from the floor to the pillar right next to mine, her entire body now surrounded in a sickly green mist. 
 
    In her single remaining hand, she now held her scythe. And, from the way she was pulling it back and preparing to swing, I had a pretty bad feeling about what would happen if I jumped straight at her. 
 
    She swung. A shockwave of sickening essence flashed outward. 
 
    I jumped straight up, my legs bolstered by Body of Dawn. Even standing on a pillar, I wasn’t close enough to reach the ceiling with a hand — but I was close enough to jam Dawnbringer straight into the stone, then command the stone to flow down over her and hold us in place. 
 
    It was a precarious position at best, and Xiaofan realized that in an instant. She pulled back her scythe to swing again, and this time, I had no convenient angle to dodge. 
 
    Unfortunately for her, the stone ceiling was still a part of the same room as the floors and pillars. And, with my senses shared with Dawn’s, I could feel the entire structure of the room. 
 
    And if I could sense it, I could bend it to my will. 
 
    With an instant of focus, I liquefied the stone beneath her. Not the whole pillar — just a central section she was standing on, like making it into a cup. 
 
    Even if you’re fast, dropping into liquid isn’t easy to react to. And, when she did react, it was to reach out and try to grip the side with an arm that now ended in a wrist leaking ichor rather than blood. 
 
    She sank down to her neck before I sent another command, solidifying the stone around her. 
 
    I’d copied one of the Green Guardian’s tricks. 
 
    Then, I formed another pillar right beneath me, released the stone around Dawn, and dropped with her below. 
 
    Release Body of Dawn. 
 
    The additional power within me fled as I fell, but I’d held it too long already. I could feel my body trembling, and I could feel a sense of absolute exhaustion coming from Dawn, too. 
 
    I stumbled as I landed, barely able to keep my footing. My breathing came in ragged rasps. We have to hope that holds her for a moment. Maybe we could— 
 
    The stone around Xiaofan trembled. 
 
    My eyes widened. I’d expected her to break free using magic, but it seemed she was cracking the skin-tight stone from inside using raw strength alone. She shouldn’t have had the ability to move enough to exert that kind of force. 
 
    I steadied myself, pulling back Dawn and concentrating. 
 
    Xaiofan pulled back her scythe to swing, black mist trailing from the weapon’s edge. 
 
    If I was fighting a traditional opponent, I might have tested my blade against her own — but this wasn’t a duel. 
 
    As she prepared to strike, my destructive aura surged at my command, wrapping around Dawn’s blade. I swung upward before she came within reach, a wave of disintegrating mana ripping through the air. 
 
    Magic weapons are tremendously resilient, some of them so much that they can, for a time, resist being cut by my destructive aura. But I’d learned a valuable lesson in the days before I arrived on Kaldwyn. Not every part of a magic weapon was equally enchanted. 
 
    And so, when I swung at Xiaofan, I didn’t aim for her body — I aimed straight for the warped wooden half of her scythe. 
 
    A clean slice traveled through the wood and straight into Xiaofan’s remaining wrist, severing it. 
 
    She let out a shocked shriek as her hand and scythe fell away, even as she continued flying through the air toward me. 
 
    I caught her by the throat with my free hand. 
 
    Body of Iron. 
 
    I’d drained most of my essence beyond safe limits, but metal had always been my preferred type of magic. I still had metal essence to use, if I was willing to pay the cost when the spell expired. 
 
    I could see little other choice. 
 
    My grip tightened as I lifted her, then hurled her down against the pillar. Stone cracked beneath her, and black ichor poured from the stumps where her hands were missing. The sickly green aura around her had faded, likely due to her loss of concentration. 
 
    Xiaofan screamed again, trying to push herself upward, but I lowered Dawn and pressed her against Xiaofan’s chest. “Stop.” 
 
    She froze, then let out a low, bestial growl. “You cannot kill me, mortal. If you slay this body, I will merely find another.” 
 
    <Keras, I sense something nearby. Someone else is coming, fast. Another wielder.> 
 
    I gave Dawn silent confirmation of my understanding. I’d have to wrap this up quickly. 
 
    I felt tightness in my shoulders as anger mixed with my pain and exhaustion. Even with Dawn’s comforting influence on my mind, the idea of monsters that devoured the bodies and souls of others was absolutely sickening to me. 
 
    “You’re wrong.” Destructive power flowed along Dawn’s blade. “You see this essence? It can obliterate you. Body, spirit, shade — everything.” 
 
    Her eyes moved to the blade, then widened with shock. “No. That’s...not possible, but...I sense it. The power to end all things. What are you?” 
 
    I pressed the blade downward, burning a hole in her shirt. “I’m Keras Selyrian, and that’s all you need to know. Release this human’s body and leave this place forever, and I’ll consider sparing your existence.” 
 
    She let out a deep laugh, pulling back her head. “Spare me? You think my master would tolerate failure? You’d be doing me a kindness to obliterate me here and now, if you—” 
 
    I shrugged. “Okay, then I’ll obliterate you if you cooperate. Release her. Now.” 
 
    Her eyes focused on mine, and she trembled. “I—” 
 
    <Keras, the other wielder, they’re...> 
 
    An explosion of molten stone rocked the room, creating a massive crater in the ceiling above us. Rocks fell from the ceiling, but rather than dodge, I reshaped a section of the pillar beneath us to stretch upward and form a half-dome shape, which deflected much of the debris. 
 
    If I moved my sword an inch away from Xiaofan’s chest, I knew there was a good chance she would escape. 
 
    As the avalanche subsided, he descended. The wielder of Soulbrand, an aura of rippling fire surrounding his entire body, and his body glowing with inner light. “Release that woman. Now.” 
 
    “Can’t do that, sorry.” I gestured toward Xiaofan with my free hand. “Soul eating monster.” 
 
    The other wielder landed on a pillar nearby, Soulbrand already drawn and raised. 
 
    I wasn’t at a good angle to look at him, but he didn’t look injured or exhausted in the slightest. And, while I was putting up a good show, I was rapidly running out of strength. 
 
    “You came...” Xiaofan mumbled, then let out a manic giggle. “You...actually came.” 
 
    “Do I know you?” Soulbrand’s wielder asked. “Were you expecting me?” 
 
    Xiaofan laughed again. “Yes. I’ve been waiting for so long. Please, rescue me. I have so much to tell you.” 
 
    “Can I remind you that I said she’s a soul eating—” 
 
    “I heard you. I don’t necessarily believe you. And if she is a monster, I can handle her. Step away. Now.” 
 
    I hesitated. I understood his position — if I’d walked into a room and he’d been the one making a claim, I’d have probably done the exact same thing. 
 
    But I also felt, with the utmost certainty, that if I let this creature go, it would kill more people and devour their souls. And I wasn’t exactly big on that. 
 
    I didn’t move away, but I didn’t strike, either. 
 
    And that indecision had a serious cost. 
 
    The wielder of Soulbrand vanished, reappearing right next to us. He raised his sword into a ready stance. 
 
    The pillar was only about five feet across, from end-to-end. He was on the opposite side, with Xiaofan in the center. The half-dome I’d raised to protect us was barring my only angle to easily move backward. 
 
    I had very little room to maneuver, and even less room to fight effectively. His side was more open, and he was taller, and had a larger weapon. I knew he could reach me with a swing from his current position, even without any fancy blade-projection tricks. 
 
    So, when Xiaofan spoke again, things got very, very messy. 
 
    “Save me. Kill him.” 
 
    I felt the force of the command in her voice, but it wasn’t directed at me this time. 
 
    The wielder of Soulbrand’s eyes fluttered for just a moment, then turned black. 
 
    Oh, come on. Really? 
 
    That was the only thought I had time for before he pulled back Soulbrand and swung in a tremendous, cleaving arc. 
 
    I parried with Dawnbringer, using a two-handed grip. The force of the blow was staggering, but with Body of Iron active, I just managed it. 
 
    Sparks of brilliant mana flickered in the air as the two sacred swords met, and both of us fell back a step. 
 
    In my case, that slammed me painfully into the curve of the dome. 
 
    In his case, it took him off the edge of the pillar — which wasn’t as useful as it sounded. He simply stood in mid-air, as if it was solid ground, and pulled back for another swing. This time, a torrent of flames collected around his blade. 
 
    I would have responded by attacking before he managed to gather his strike, but Xiaofan kicked me in the leg with bone-breaking force. My Body of Iron reduced that down to merely excruciating, but it was enough to prevent me from doing anything to counter Soulbrand’s wielder. 
 
    When he swung again, I had no defense prepared. 
 
    <Radiant Dawn!> 
 
    Light flashed along Dawn’s blade, then flowed up my hand and across my entire body. When the flames crashed into me a moment later, they rebounded off the shimmering light, flying straight back at Soulbrand’s wielder. 
 
    I’d only used the Ring of Spell Deflection once, but that had been enough for Dawn to adapt her own technique to copy it. 
 
    If I’d been fighting a weaker opponent, it might have ended the fight right there. As it was, he simply released a hand from his sword and made a casual gesture, dissipating the flames harmlessly. His flame shaping abilities were leagues ahead of mine. 
 
    The light around me faded, and I felt the exhaustion from Dawn in the aftermath. She’d already taxed herself tremendously to feed my second Body of Dawn technique, and she was dangerously close to running out of mana entirely. 
 
    Thanks, Dawn. I’ll take it from here. 
 
    My chest still burned from the first time Xiaofan had struck me, and my wounds were still throbbing from the cuts from The Pale King, but I still had the strength to fight. 
 
    I braced myself on the wall behind me and kicked forward, throwing myself at Soulbrand’s wielder with tremendous force. The stone around me crumbled, and I brought Dawnbringer down in a diagonal swing. Destructive energy flickered across her blade. 
 
    Soulbrand’s wielder didn’t parry my strike — he vanished. 
 
    Just as I’d expected. 
 
    I spun in mid-air, already swinging. 
 
    He deftly moved to parry, but I wasn’t aiming at him. 
 
    A shockwave of destructive force cut downward, slicing the pillar he and Xaiofan were standing on in half. 
 
    I knew Soulbrand’s wielder could hover, but Xiaofan couldn’t. 
 
    I also knew that Xiaofan would probably be completely unharmed by the toxic gas that still lingered in the bottom of the chamber, but Soulbrand’s wielder didn’t. 
 
    She’d issued him two commands with her magic. And, just as I’d hoped, “save me” had apparently been a higher priority. 
 
    As the pillar collapsed, he rushed forward and grabbed Xiaofan’s body, then flickered and vanished. 
 
    I, unfortunately, crashed straight into another pillar. My mid-air gymnastics had limits, and course correcting enough to land on top of one had been beyond those limits. 
 
    As I slid toward the ground, I reshaped the pillar, forming a hand-hold in the side and arresting my descent toward the ground. I couldn’t see where Soulbrand’s wielder and Xiaofan had reappeared. 
 
    But I could hear Xiaofan speaking. “Protect me for a moment. I must summon my master.” 
 
    <Uh, that sounds even more foreboding than usual, Keras. I feel like we’re in kind of a bad spot here, and while you’re doing an excellent job of stone killing, this may be a good time to cut and run.> 
 
    I grunted. I had one hand gripping an awkward stone handhold and the other dangled below, holding Dawn. I had no way to climb, and the floor below was still coated by a haze of choking mist. 
 
    Hey, Dawn. What are the odds that gas down there is flammable? 
 
    <I have no idea.> 
 
    Only one way to find out. 
 
    <That sounds like a—> 
 
    I conjured a flame, sending it down across Dawn’s blade, and then flicked my wrist. 
 
    <Terrible idea.> 
 
    So, yeah, it turns out the gas was flammable. 
 
    The explosion that rocked the room as the gas combusted was both deafening and horrifyingly hot. If I hadn’t known to brace myself for the fire, shaping the explosion to avoid burning me, I would have been hurt very, very badly. 
 
    Pieces of stone shrapnel from the blast crashed into body, only to deflect harmlessly away due to my Body of Iron. They’d leave a few more bruises, but little else. 
 
    From the scream I heard nearby, I’d probably hurt Xiaofan much more seriously. And now the floor was clear of gas. 
 
    I dropped to the ground, wincing as my injured leg was jarred from the impact with the floor. The throbbing in my chest from where Xiaofan had first struck me was getting worse, too. 
 
    I released my Body of Iron, then stumbled and nearly fell as my body could no longer properly bear its own weight. I had to brace myself against Dawn just to prevent myself from falling. 
 
    When I heard Xiaofan beginning to chant in a foreign language I didn’t recognize, I knew things had taken another turn for the awful. 
 
    I considered charging straight toward the sound, but Dawn interrupted me. 
 
    <Keras. Healing potions. You have healing potions.> 
 
    I did, in fact, have healing potions. 
 
    Or, upon checking my bag and finding a puddle and a bunch of broken glass, I amended that thought to, “I have a healing potion.” Only a single one had survived all the impacts I’d taken. 
 
    I didn’t have time to regret that much. I chugged half of it rapidly, feeling a sting from my wounds as they began to close. 
 
    It didn’t do much to heal me immediately, but the potion dampened my pain enough that I felt like I could move again, at least for a little while. As I raised the potion to my lips again to finish the drink, a thought occurred to me. 
 
    <I...don’t think that’ll work.> 
 
    Better than not trying. 
 
    <Maybe. Maybe you should just, I don’t know, drink the rest of it and not die?> 
 
    I’m not dying, Dawn. Not here, not now. Can you help? 
 
    <I...as long as it’s only a little.> 
 
    It’ll need to be enough. 
 
    I lowered the potion, then rushed toward the sound of the chanting, finding it coming from atop another one of the pillars. 
 
    I didn’t bother climbing up. Instead, I kept Dawn in one hand and the healing potion in the other, then pulled Dawn back and swung. 
 
    I sliced straight through the pillar. It toppled over. 
 
    I heard the chanting cease as it began to fall, then an angry shout. “Go! Get him!” 
 
    Soulbrand’s wielder appeared right in front of me, glowering. He was still uninjured, as far as I could tell. His mastery of fire must have shielded him from the explosion. I didn’t know how he’d managed to avoid any damage from the shrapnel, but his blue shirt was still pristine, and even his jaunty hat was still on straight. 
 
    When he brought his sword back, I attacked. 
 
    Now, Dawn! 
 
    A feeble trickle of light mana flowed into me from Dawn, but not to fuel my own power. 
 
    No, it flowed straight through my body and into my other hand. I pushed the mana through the glass bottle. 
 
    Then I splashed Soulbrand’s wielder in the face. 
 
    “Ack! Son of a—” 
 
    He stumbled back, temporarily blinded by the liquid. 
 
    Xiaofan hopped to the ground, her wrists having healed over entirely to form stumps, but still coated in black ichor. She had some kind of regeneration, then, but that wasn’t my immediate concern. 
 
    No, I was far more worried about the glowing black gateway that appeared in the air just behind her. 
 
    “Akadi, Akadi, my master, I entreat you—” 
 
    Soulbrand’s wielder spun around, moving faster than I would have thought possible, and rammed his sword straight through Xiaofan’s chest. 
 
    White flames surged up Soulbrand — then burst out from Xiaofan’s eyes and mouth. 
 
    A moment later, she was nothing but dust. 
 
    The portal crackled dangerously in the air. 
 
    A huge, gauntlet-covered hand began to reach through— 
 
    And I swung once, my blade infused with destructive power, and cut the portal in half. 
 
    Two glistening armored fingers fell to the ground. A moment later, that was all that remained in the portal’s wake. 
 
    Soulbrand’s wielder wiped his eyes with a sleeve, then turned to glare at me. The blackness that had overtaken them was gone. “You’ve...ruined it. That portal was my chance. My one chance to face Akadi’s true body directly. Do you have any idea how long...” 
 
    “No, but let me stop you right there.” I glared right back at him. “I’m half dead right now, but I’m not sorry that I stopped Xiaofan’s obviously much-more-powerful master from slipping in from...what, another plane of existence? Wherever he is, I’m glad he’s staying there.” 
 
    “You’re a fool. He’s coming here one way or another. He’s already sent a fraction of his power to claim a body here. The longer we wait, the stronger that body becomes. This was a chance for me to...” He sighed, his hand tightening into a fist. 
 
    “Look, I’m angry at whoever these people are, too. But you were just controlled by one of them, and if this Akadi is even stronger...” 
 
    He shook his head. “I could have broken free at any time. Your light-infused potion was clever, but utterly unnecessary.” 
 
    I ignored Dawn and focused on Soulbrand’s wielder. “...Then what were you waiting for?” 
 
    “That.” He gestured toward the fingers on the ground. “That was what I was waiting for. I knew that if she was sufficiently pressured, she’d try to summon him. I was willing to pretend to serve her to that end. I would not have killed you.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. “You could have given me a hint, you know.” 
 
    “I thought that spending significant time to telegraph each attack would be sufficient for you.” 
 
    Admittedly, he had spent a lot of time telegraphing each attack, but I figured that was just something about how his sword worked. “Fine. Either way, you risked us both by allowing her to go through with that summoning spell.” 
 
    “True. But we risk far more with inaction. You don’t have the faintest idea of the consequences of inaction here. Many have already died at the hands of Akadi’s minions, and more will die each day until we stop them. This was a rare opportunity, and one I could not afford to lose.” He sucked in a deep breath. “But you are right, I involved you without sufficient knowledge on your part. And you cannot be faulted for your ignorance.” 
 
    “That’s...not a particularly friendly phrasing for an apology, but I’ll take it. And some answers.” I gestured toward the ashes on the ground. “I was hoping to save her.” 
 
    His expression softened, but only slightly. “Commendable, but she was beyond help. Once the vek taint sets in, there is no redemption possible. Not with my power, at least, and from what I’ve seen, not likely with yours.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I suspected she was possessed by a ruinshade, but she doesn’t have the visible marks. I hoped that meant it was an early stage, and still reversible.” 
 
    “No, she simply had the marks hidden, using illusory magic. Perhaps you should find a way to see through such deceptions in the future.” He gave me a curious expression. “I am, however, surprised you know of the shades at all. Few from this world know of the stories of the Devouring Darkness. Akadi is first among his harbingers. His coming will bring this world to r—” 
 
    Another portal opened, this one near the throne. 
 
    Silently, we both shifted positions to stand next to each other in a defensive posture. 
 
    I didn’t trust him in the slightest, but I trusted unannounced portals even less. 
 
    I gave Soulbrand’s wielder an appraising look, then said, “If that’s Akadi, I will help you fight him.” 
 
    “I would be grateful for your aid.” He took a breath, still staring at the portal. “I’m Ishyeal Dawnsglow.” 
 
    “You can call me Keras.” 
 
    Ishyeal nodded, then we waited in silence for a tense moment. 
 
    It was not Akadi, Harbinger of the Devouring Darkness, that stepped through the portal. 
 
    It was a dozen armored guards wearing the sigils of Edria’s royal family, followed by a sole figure in glimmering crimson armor that radiated a palpable aura of power. 
 
    Her black hair was tied back in a braid, and brilliant attunement marks glowed on her forehead and both hands. 
 
    In her right hand, she held a curved, thick-bladed sword. The weapon’s single edge was so sharp that it seemed to cut the light around it. 
 
    I knew what I was looking at before Dawn even said the word in my mind. I could sense it through the power she shared with me, and the weapon’s appearance was unmistakable. 
 
    <Diamantine.> 
 
    Edria Song, the Crown Princess of Edria, had arrived. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter XVII – Villainous Nobility 
 
      
 
    The first words that came out of her mouth were not “thank you for saving our kingdom from a terrible menace, heroes” like I might have hoped. 
 
    They weren’t asking for a sparring match against another sacred sword wielder, either. 
 
    No, they were, predictably, “Stand down. You are in the presence of Crown Princess Edria Song, and you will submit to her will.” 
 
    I lowered my sword just slightly, giving Ishyeal what I would call my best, “Are we going to fight the crown princess now?” look. 
 
    He frowned, then lowered his own sword. 
 
    “Sheathe your weapons and come with us.” 
 
    I grudgingly sheathed Dawn, but I kept my hand near her.  
 
    Edria Song was overwhelmingly powerful, but I still was prepared to fight her if I had a good reason. Or any reason at all, really. Possibly for no reason. 
 
    I really wanted to fight her, in case you can’t tell. 
 
    But in spite of my suspicion about the situation, I knew that cooperation was the best move for the moment. I was wounded and exhausted. I’d be ready to defend myself, but I wasn’t going to do anything particularly foolish, as much as I might have enjoyed it. 
 
    From Ishyeal’s expression as he moved Soulbrand to the tremendous sheath on his back, I could tell he was less excited about the prospect of fighting than I was, but equally concerned about how suspicious the situation was. 
 
    More guards poured in through the portal. They were being very thorough, at least, which I appreciated. 
 
    Fortunately, no one tried to confiscate our weapons, or I suspect things would have gotten ugly very quickly. 
 
    <She’s pretty!> 
 
    Who? 
 
    <The crown princess! I saw her in the opening ceremony, but she was far away, and the water was all wobbly. It’s my first time seeing a real princess in person. Are they all that pretty?> 
 
    I don’t think I’ve actually met a princess before, and this isn’t exactly how I was hoping to do it. 
 
    <Yeah, I’ll bet you were looking forward to finding the one in the tall tower, and then swooping in and taking her back to your place and—> 
 
    Not now, Dawn. Please. 
 
    The soldiers — or, royal guard, I suspected — escorted us to the portal, then gestured for us to step inside. 
 
    I paused before walking through the portal, taking a moment to duck down and begin to gather up the Pale King’s regalia. The guards glared at me, and one moved to push me toward the portal. 
 
    He froze when the crown princess spoke. “I will allow this delay. The Wielder of Dawnbringer won his battle fairly, and he is entitled to claim his spoils.” 
 
    I turned my head toward the crown princess and nodded. “You have my gratitude for your understanding.” I slung the Pale Crescent over my shoulder, then tucked the other two items into my belt. It was awkward, but with a bit of effort, I secured them using the chain that held the three items together. 
 
    I glanced at the broken pieces of Xiaofan’s scythe. They were toward the middle of the room. I considered moving to retrieve them as well, but I suspected they’d be dangerous to touch, and I didn’t have time to figure out the necessary precautions. Instead, I simply said, “Please don’t touch the scythe directly. It’s extremely dangerous.” 
 
    The crown princess frowned. “It is a cursed weapon?” 
 
    “I don’t know, exactly. I think the crystal inside contains a portion of a spirit that may have possessed the wielder. It’s also damaged, she wasn’t actively using the magic from it. Now that the wielder is dead, it may be even more volatile.” 
 
    That was a bit of an over simplification, but I wanted to be concise until I had a better idea of how much I could trust the princess. 
 
    “Hm.” Edria Song waved to a couple of the guards. “Emerald-level containment procedures on the scythe. We will study it later.” 
 
    A couple of the guards went to do what she’d asked, and I felt a bit of relief that she was listening, at least. 
 
    The princess turned back to me. “Now, wielder, step inside.” 
 
    Then, finally, I walked through the portal as directed. 
 
    The area we appeared in was not a conventional prison cell, but rather a room with pitch-black walls and a series of stark white runes written on it. I saw no doors, windows, or other exits. 
 
    No guards followed us inside in the immediate aftermath. Instead, a moment later, the crown princess stepped in, escorted only by two others. Her escorts wore bright red cloaks, which probably signified some kind of significance, but I didn’t know enough to recognize it. 
 
    The portal closed behind them. 
 
    The crown princess sheathed Diamantine at her side, looking unconcerned with the weapons we still had drawn in her presence. “I apologize for the rude greeting and lack of accommodations. I had hoped to meet the other wielders under better circumstances.” 
 
    “It’s an honor to meet you, Crown Princess Song.” Ishyeal took a step back, and took a formal bow. 
 
    I offered a somewhat more limited bow. “How much of that did you see?” 
 
    “Straight to business, then.” She nodded to me. “All of it. We blocked the audience from seeing everything after your fight began, but I watched the entire thing. I considered interceding earlier, but you seemed to have things well under control.” 
 
    <Wow, she has way more confidence in your abilities than I did.> 
 
    Sssh. Important people are talking. 
 
    <Ouch. You wound me deeply, Keras. I may never recover from the brutality of your viciousness.> 
 
    I restrained myself from commenting on the redundancy of that, but she knew. She had to know. 
 
    Instead, I replied to the crown princess. “I appreciate your faith in my abilities, Crown Princess Song. Is there anything you could have done for her?” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “Is that such a concern to you? Did you know her?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Not personally, but I do not like to easily accept the loss of any life that can be saved.” 
 
    <And you do know her sister. Poor Meilin...> 
 
    Ishyeal gave me an appraising look, then nodded. “He has a point. If you were watching, you had to know she was being controlled by someone. Why didn’t you try to capture her, at least? You clearly have the resources.” 
 
    The crown princess’ aura pulsed, and I felt an immediate change in the pressure in the room. Not enough to force me to move, but an obvious display of power nonetheless. “Gentlemen, I appreciate that you’re injured and recovering from a fight. I will remind you, however, that you are speaking to the heir to the most powerful nation on Kaldwyn and I will not have my decisions questioned. Even by other wielders.” 
 
    We tensed. 
 
    I didn’t care much for that sort of attitude, and I got the impression Ishyeal was taking it even worse. 
 
    The crown princess took a breath. “I am...sympathetic to your concerns for the fate of the dead, however, and I will offer a brief explanation. We have captured two of the agents of this Akadi in the past, and we have tried every power at the disposal of this great nation to cure them. All attempts ended in failure. Given how powerful these beings are, I knew that any attempt to interfere was likely to cost additional lives, and I regret that my position makes it irresponsible for me to interfere directly. Does that satisfy your concern?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, thank you.” 
 
    Ishyeal remained silent. 
 
    “Good. If that is handled, then, to business. I would like you to share with me anything and everything you are aware of in regards to these...things. Then, pending an investigation to confirm that you are not hiding some sort of involvement with them, you will be released.” 
 
    “What sort of investigation?” Ishyeal asked. 
 
    “A brief questioning with truth magic. Nothing dangerous, no torture. I have nothing but respect for my fellow wielders, you will not be held for long.” 
 
    Her emphasis on our position as “fellow wielders” was so repetitive that it was beginning to feel pretentious. While at first I suspected she was merely trying to make us comfortable, it occurred to me that it might also be the opposite — that she was reassuring herself that she was one of us. She had inherited her sword, after all, rather than earning it like I had. 
 
    Or, uh, however Ishyeal had gotten Soulbrand. I was still unclear on that. 
 
    Ishyeal seemed deeply uncomfortable with the whole situation, and I didn’t blame him. 
 
    “Will we be questioned together, or...?” I asked. 
 
    “Separately. It’s more secure that way.” 
 
    I turned to Ishyeal. “I’d like to know whatever you’re telling them, later.” 
 
    He smiled. “I’m sure you’d like a lot of things.” 
 
    I sighed. “I could help—” 
 
    “There will be time for you to discuss things with each other after our questioning is completed,” the crown princess interjected. “Now, if you’ll follow me, Master...Dawnsglow, was it? I’ll ask you your questions first.” 
 
    She waved a hand. A glimmering portal appeared next to her, with no obvious effort at all on her part. 
 
    I blinked. That was impressive. I’d seen plenty of teleportation over the years, but portals were hard. 
 
    From the way Ishyeal’s eyebrow twitched, I suspected he was pretty impressed, too. 
 
    “Fine.” He turned, giving me one final look. “Keras. We didn’t see eye-to-eye in there, but you did try to help me with that potion. And I know you were holding back, too. Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. Can we talk after this?” 
 
    “Another day. Don’t look for me. I’ll find you.” He nodded to me, then stepped through the portal. 
 
    I was a little irritated that Ishyeal wanted to delay our talk further, but at least an agreement to talk eventually was progress. 
 
    The crown princess and one of the two guards stepped through the portal, leaving me alone with a single guard. 
 
    She looked at me sheepishly, sighed, then said, “Don’t suppose you have any cards? This might take a while.” 
 
    *** 
 
    I didn’t have any cards. 
 
    I did, however, have another idea. 
 
    I knelt down. “Going to use a bit of magic. Don’t panic.” 
 
    The royal guard raised an eyebrow at me. “That floor is heavily warded. I’m not sure—” 
 
    I pressed a hand against the ground, feeling the stone in my mind. I also felt the presence of essence flowing within it, no doubt the wards she was speaking of. 
 
    Reshape. 
 
    There was resistance, as expected. I broke through it. The wards flashed, and when I stood up, I had a Valor piece in my hand. I tossed it to the royal guard, and she deftly caught it out of the air. 
 
    “Hm.” She flipped it over, examining the piece more closely. “Nice detail, for such quick work. Yeah, we could play Valor. I’m Hannah, by the way.” 
 
    Something clicked in my mind. This was Hannah Meiyer, the Royal Executioner. I’d been looking forward to meeting her. 
 
    “Keras.” I extended a hand. She stepped closer, grabbing my hand. She had a strong grip. I liked it. 
 
    When she released my hand, I moved back to the floor, this time sitting. Making a Valor board was going to take some time. 
 
    We had plenty, as it turned out. Unsurprisingly, the “brief” questioning wasn’t all that brief at all. 
 
    That did give me some time to talk to Hannah, though, and to grow progressively more certain about a sense at the back of my mind. 
 
    I pushed a soldier piece forward on the makeshift Valor board, contemplating my approach as we chatted. 
 
     Hannah nudged one of her own pieces forward, bringing a priest into positon to take one of my knights in the next round. “So, I was on my third deployment down in the south west corner of the Unclaimed Lands, near the old Fire Temple ruins — you know the place?” 
 
    “I know of them.” 
 
    Hannah waved a hand. “Yeah, so you know they’re, like, supposed to be haunted?” 
 
    I’d heard a little bit from Reika about the other temples, but not a lot. “Some kind of...bird spirit, or something?” 
 
    “The ghost phoenix. And, I’m tellin’ you, I wouldn’t have believed it for a second until I found this feather. Just one feather...but my hand went right through it. And then I heard this sound. This awful, terrible sound. I’ll never forget it.” 
 
    I found myself forgetting my next move, enraptured by the story. “What did it sound like?” 
 
    She stared at me, her expression deadly serious. Then she said... “CAW!” 
 
    There was a moment of silence. Then we both burst into laughter. 
 
    I moved my Valor piece, probably incorrectly. It didn’t matter that much, and I was having a good time. And, unfortunately, I had a more important thing I needed to do than win the game. “Okay. More serious question. Have you been to the Earth Temple?” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “Haven’t been out that way just yet. Why?” 
 
    “Well,” I took a breath, “You know how wielders are supposed to visit the temples corresponding to their own sword.” 
 
    Hannah gave me an appraising look. “I suppose I’ll have to escort the crown princess there someday, then, won’t I?” 
 
    “Or just go by yourself.” 
 
    She stared at me. “You’re going to have to explain yourself.” 
 
    “Dawnbringer can sense the other sacred swords. I detected Diamantine as soon as the portal opened. I assumed, of course, it was the sword the crown princess was carrying. But I never stopped sensing Diamantine when she left.” I gestured at the seemingly ordinary sword at Hannah’s hip. “She’s holding a decoy. Or maybe she is a decoy, and you’re the crown princess, and you’re both under illusions to look like each other.” 
 
    Hannah snorted. “I’m going to give you credit, that’s a pretty good conspiracy story you’ve written right there. But I’m no princess.” 
 
    “I’ll note you didn’t deny carrying Diamantine.” 
 
    She moved her hands away from the Valor board and into her lap. Closer to the sword at her hip. That was dangerous. “You seem nice enough, Keras. Can we forget this line of conversation happened?” 
 
    “Maybe, but I have another uncomfortable one.” 
 
    “I liked you better when we were just playing Valor.” She gave me a pained look. 
 
    “We can get back to that, but I need you to answer something. My match was moved this morning. Did you set me up against Xiaofan deliberately?” 
 
    She took a breath. “Yes. Not me, personally, but we did.” 
 
    “...Why?” 
 
    Hannah gave me an appraising look for a moment, then shook her head. “Fine. I suppose you deserve to know this much, but don’t bring it up to the crown princess. She doesn’t know.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “What, really?” 
 
    Hannah looked deeply uncomfortable, but continued. “We sometimes take actions for her best interests without her full awareness. Any royal guard would do the same, I expect.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure I agreed, but arguing that point seemed unwise. I took a breath. “Go on.” 
 
    “It got to my ears that someone named Akadi was a threat. Story sounded ridiculous, but I heard it came from you, and I knew you were the wielder of Dawnbringer. So, I tried to take it seriously. We looked into it. Several of us went to talk. Half of us came back.” She tightened her jaw. “We killed him, though.” 
 
    “And when you killed him—” 
 
    “No one believed that possession resh until Akadi came back wearing the body of one of my dead friends like a suit. And with a royal guard’s body, he was much stronger the second time.” She punched the ground. Wards flashed. Her fist went several inches into the stone regardless. “I lost a lot of friends that day. And that time, I understood the problem — but he caught us with our pants down. Sat up in the middle of the guard’s reshing funeral. We didn’t have anyone who could handle possession on-hand. We killed him again, before he could get close to the crown princess.” 
 
    My own jaw tightened. “Who’d he get next?” 
 
    “We...don’t know.” Hannah turned her gaze down. “We set up a checkpoint, no one in or out, until everyone was checked by a seer. He didn’t seem to get anyone else at the funeral. Even checked the crown princess, just in case. For a little while, we thought we might have gotten him permanently, but the murders continued.” 
 
    “And those were definitely him? 
 
    “Akadi and his followers. We caught two of them, like we mentioned earlier, but interrogation didn’t get any results. They’re seemingly immune to pain, probably because they’re not really the owners of the bodies. We eventually got an Abjurer in, and she was able to banish the spirits from their bodies — but the bodies just died, and the spirits escaped. The Abjurer said they walked straight through her spiritual wards without effort.” 
 
    “They’re shades, rather than spirits. Related, but different.” 
 
    Hannah raised an eyebrow. “How do you know about that?” 
 
    “Fought one of them before, along with two people who knew more about it than I did. I can give you more information. I wish you’d come straight to me about this.” 
 
    “We’re not in the business of trusting rumors from strange foreigners about other strange foreigners.” 
 
    I tightened my jaw. “Maybe you should be.” 
 
    “Maybe in this case. But you have to understand, people try to report crimes being committed by their tournament rivals all the time. It’s a common strategy for getting opponents arrested to try to keep them out of matches. A wielder doing that seemed unlikely, which is why we looked into it at all. But bringing you in on the investigation? Well, we know now that we should have, but it wouldn’t be common practice. You’re a civilian, and not even a citizen.” 
 
    “So, instead, you just manipulated me into fighting one of them directly.” 
 
    It wasn’t a question. 
 
    I expected a bit of shame or regret, but I didn’t see any. “We needed to know if you were working with them. Watching that, I can say I firmly believe you’re not. We also needed to know if you had a better way of combating this problem than we’ve found, which it seems that you might.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Not really.” 
 
    “Oh? You telling me you couldn’t have killed that shade thing permanently, if you wanted to?” 
 
    I took a deep breath. “I could have done something similar to what Ishyeal did, sure. But that’s not a better solution.” 
 
    “We seem to have a disagreement on what ‘better’ means. Better, to me, means fewer deaths. What does it mean to you?” 
 
    “No deaths,” I said without reservation. “None.” 
 
    She snorted. “The wielder of Dawnbringer is an idealist. The four-year-old me would have been very pleased that you live up to the stories. The twenty-four year old thinks you need to adjust to real life.” 
 
    “I’d rather cut real life into the image I like.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I should find that comforting or terrifying.” Hannah shook her head. “Either way, you can’t save everyone.” 
 
    “No, of course not. But the moment I stop trying is when I truly fail.” I gave her a hard look. “And you should be working toward better solutions, too. Would you settle for ‘fewer deaths’ if one of these things possessed the crown princess?” 
 
    “That’s different.” Hannah folded her arms. 
 
    “It shouldn’t be.” 
 
    “Okay, idealist. What’s your brilliant plan for saving these people, then?” 
 
    I took a moment to think. “Consult experts on spirit and shade magic. Look at records of similar events.” 
 
    “We’ve done all that, obviously. I mean, maybe not the ‘shade’ thing, I don’t know what that’s all about.” 
 
    “Then you have a new angle to research, and so do I.” 
 
    If Wrynn was around... 
 
    “Do you happen to have access to summoning magic?” I asked. 
 
    “What, monster summoning? Sure, we could get a Summoner. Why?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Sorry, poorly phrased. Summoning a human. Like, uh, kind of similar to that portal that Xiaofan opened up, but for people.” 
 
    “Ah. No, that’s obviously tougher. Really hard to find relics or spells that work on humans. I can see if I can dig for something, though. Why?” 
 
    “Might know an expert who could help, if we can summon her here.” 
 
    Hannah gave me a slow nod. “I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    “You should definitely talk to Soulbrand’s wielder as well. I think he knows more about this whole situation than any of the rest of us.” 
 
    Hannah nodded. “I will, when the crown princess is done with him.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    A moment of silence passed between us. 
 
    “Back to Valor?” I asked. 
 
    “Back to Valor.” Hannah confirmed. 
 
    We got back to our game. It was still fun, but the underlying tension didn’t fade away. If I hadn’t confronted her, I think we could have been easy friends — but I didn’t regret pushing her for answers. 
 
    A portal opened. 
 
    The crown princess stepped through. “Your turn, wielder of Dawnbringer.” 
 
    I felt a little sad I was leaving Hannah’s company with some awkwardness still in the air between us, but I gave the royal guard a wave. “See you later, Hannah.” 
 
    She gave me a firm nod. “Later, then, Keras.” 
 
    We got odd looks from the crown princess, then she simply shook her head and waved for me to step through the portal. 
 
    I stepped inside. 
 
    *** 
 
    I appeared in a near-identical room, alongside the crown princess and her single other royal guard. 
 
    <Keras? Can you feel that?> 
 
    It took me a moment to realize what she meant — Diamantine. 
 
    I could still sense it. 
 
    That was...odd. Were the interrogation rooms simply near each other, meaning that my initial suspicion of Hannah having Diamantine had been faulty? 
 
    Or was something stranger going on? 
 
    Yeah, I still sense the sword. 
 
    <That shouldn’t happen.> 
 
    Could they have split it into two separate swords? 
 
    <I...don’t think it works like that. Some of us can shapechange, but not into two whole weapons. Probably.> 
 
    I got the feeling of a chill from her. She apparently didn’t like the image of splitting in half. 
 
    Okay. Well, we’ve got a bit of a mystery to think about later. 
 
    I didn’t have more time to chat. The crown princess waved a hand, a small chair appeared. “Sit.” 
 
    I sat down as directed. 
 
    Another, larger chair appeared right behind her, and she sat in it. 
 
    <Neat trick.> 
 
    The guard remained standing nearby, watching me carefully. I gave him a nod. He didn’t return it. 
 
    The crown princess spoke. “Keras Selyrian, Wielder of Dawnbringer. You will speak honestly and provide me with any information I ask for. Is that understood?” 
 
    “I understand.” I nodded. 
 
    “Good. We shall begin. Tell me everything you know about this ‘Akadi’.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The most surprising thing about the crown princess’ interrogation is that it remained largely on topic. She didn’t pry into any personal matters, like where I was from, how I’d obtained Dawnbringer, or anything about Reika. 
 
    She wanted answers about the threat to her empire, and I provided what I could. 
 
    I encouraged her to seek out resources on ruinshades and shade magic in general, as well as any information on Rendalir and the Sun Eater she could find beyond what I already told her. She acknowledged my advice, but gave no commitment to comply. 
 
    I also warned her about the scythe in more detail. I asked if I could assist with the crystal, and mentioned I had some past experience with similar items, but she told me she’d need to wait until her guards evaluated the item first. I was disappointed by that, but unsurprised. 
 
    Honestly, I was sort of impressed by how taciturn she was. She gave virtually no hint of any emotional reaction during the entire exchange. The level of professionalism didn’t strike me as common for the type of nobility I was used to dealing with, although admittedly, that was a pretty small sample size. 
 
    I didn’t learn much of anything new from the talk. She gave very little away. 
 
    And when it was over, she gave me an ultimatum. “You will be allowed to remain in the tournament — for now. If you prove to be indiscreet about what happened here, that privilege can be swiftly revoked. Is that understood?” 
 
     “I understand.” After a breath, I asked. “If I may, what will other people be told about what occurred?” 
 
    “You fought a terrible battle against Xiaofan, but ultimately prevailed.” 
 
    “And her death?” 
 
    “No one needs to know about that.” 
 
    I paused for a moment. “She has a sister.” 
 
    The crown princess gave me a hard look. “You said you didn’t know her.” 
 
    “I didn’t know Xiaofan. I’d never met her before. But I do know her sister.” 
 
    The crown princess exchanged looks with the guard, then looked back to me. “I will inform this sister of the regrettable events that occurred personally. You will not contradict my version of events.” 
 
    My eyes narrowed. The guard tensed, but didn’t move. “She deserves the truth.” 
 
    “My word is the truth. You would do well not to imply otherwise.” She snapped her fingers. A glowing portal appeared in the air behind her. The guard shifted to an attention position. “We are done here. Do not give me cause to regret giving you the freedom to leave.” 
 
    I stood up to leave. 
 
    <She’s...not a very nice princess, is she?> 
 
    No, I replied in my mind. She’s a powerful and confident one. That’s far more interesting. 
 
    *** 
 
    When I stepped out of the portal, I found myself in the arena waiting area. The arena worker looked startled to see me, and even more so when a royal guard walked out behind me. 
 
    The portal closed. The crown princess apparently wasn’t coming. 
 
    The royal guard approached the attendant. “This is Keras Selryian. Finish processing his match and award him his points.” 
 
    “Y—yes. Of course.” The attendant nodded hastily. 
 
    The royal guard marched out of the room. The attendant and I exchanged awkward looks. 
 
    “W—wait just a moment, please. I’ll need to go check your score.” The attendant rushed out of the room. I waited. He returned a few minutes later, holding a piece of paper. “Sorry for the wait! Here it is.” He glanced at the page, then looked to me. “Congratulations on defeating the Pale King, Master Selyrian. You earned five hundred and ninety-four points for the match.” 
 
    I couldn’t feel happy about the congratulations or the score. Someone had died, and I’d failed to prevent it. Still, I didn’t have to take out my frustration on the poor guy who was just doing his job. “Thanks. Here.” I gave him my identity sigil. 
 
    He processed my point value — twelve hundred and fifty-seven — and gave my sigil back. “Your, uh, next match will be sometime next week. I don’t know when. Sorry, I wasn’t expecting you to just appear in here...” 
 
    I shook my head. “It’s fine. I’ll check at the counter later. Thank you.” I gave him a little wave and left the room. 
 
    “Keras!” Reika threw herself at me when I came outside, pulling me into a tight hug. “Where have you been?! I was so worried!” 
 
    “That...” I pulled her tight, wincing at the still-lingering pain in my ribs. “...Is a bit of a long story. And one I’ll need to tell you elsewhere.” 
 
    We headed back to the Study of Iron. There was a lot she needed to know. 
 
    *** 
 
    Meilin wasn’t at the Study of Iron when we returned, which was a little worrying. Reika and I went up to my room to talk, and I filled her in on everything that had happened. 
 
    “...Poor Mei...” Reika turned her head downward, sadness in her eyes. “I...losing family is hard. We should talk to her.” 
 
    “I’ll do it as soon as she’s back. You don’t have to be there.” 
 
    Reika shook her head. “Mei and I are…close. I want to be there for her. I have a feeling she’s going to need some help for a while.” 
 
    I gave her a nod. She knew Meilin better than I did.  
 
    I had another important question for her, though. One that I hadn’t felt comfortable discussing with Hannah or the crown princess. 
 
    I slipped on my mask. I didn’t know if the anti-divination properties would work against someone like the crown princess if she was actively monitoring me, but it was better than nothing. 
 
    “Do you think you could do anything about these possessions? Your spiritual senses have been getting sharper, and maybe with that bond of yours...” I asked her. 
 
    “I don’t know.” Reika shook her head. “Like you said, shades aren’t quite the same as spirits...but I can try. Do you know where we can find more of these monsters?” 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “But I have a feeling they know where to find me.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Reika and I talked a bit more after that, discussing potential options for dealing with these creatures.  
 
    I spoke to Lia briefly, requesting some books on spirit magic, shades, and possession. She didn’t know what had happened, but she did know I’d been investigating Akadi before, so she wasn’t too suspicious. She said she’d look into the books, but that it could take some time. Like Hannah, she didn’t seem to know what “shades” were, so I didn’t expect to find much on that subject. 
 
    It was some hours before Meilin returned, and we went to her room to talk to her. 
 
    <Hey, maybe don’t open the conversation with ‘So, I just helped kill your sister’.> 
 
    Why would I open like that? 
 
    <You can be a little overly blunt at times.> 
 
    That’s unkind, Dawn. While my fists technically are blunt, my aura is sharp and sword-like. 
 
    I heard a snort from the sword. <I hadn’t meant that pun, but okay, fair. Anyway, be nice.> 
 
    Fine, I’ll be gentle. 
 
    I took a deep breath as I approached, trying to figure out what exactly to say. I had not adequate way of expressing my regret. Words just seemed…woefully insufficient to express what had happened. 
 
    Reika took the decision away from me by speaking first. “Mei, hey—” Reika opened the door. 
 
    Meilin looked at her, her eyes red. “Go away, Rei.” 
 
    Reika recoiled as if struck. “We just wanted to—” 
 
    “I know. I know what happened.” Meilin turned to me. “I know it wasn’t you that killed her. I won’t seek revenge. Not against you, at least. But you were involved, and I can’t forgive you for that, either. Leave.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for your loss.” 
 
    She gave me a sharp look. “Leave.” 
 
    I looked to Reika briefly, then nodded to Meilin and walked away. 
 
    I heard it from down the hall. “I’m sorry, too, Mei. Can I—” 
 
    “Leave, Rei!” Meilin’s voice was louder than I’d ever heard it, completely devoid of her usual calm.   
 
    “I...I’m sorry!” Reika rushed down the hall toward me, her own eyes filling with tears. 
 
    I grabbed her hand. “Come on. She probably just needs some time.” 
 
    Reika turned her gaze downward. 
 
    I took her for food. 
 
    For once, she didn’t seem to be able to enjoy it. 
 
    *** 
 
    Days passed. 
 
    Meilin still wouldn’t speak to either of us. 
 
    And, to my great shame, I didn’t even think to try to comfort Ari. I saw him around, of course, but I didn’t mention what happened. He seemed uncharacteristically quiet, but didn’t mention it, either. 
 
    I wish I’d paid more attention, but I was too preoccupied with the tournament to see some of the things that truly mattered. 
 
    I took a trip to the reward counter to get them to identify the pieces of the Pale King’s regalia that I’d picked up. They explained that while the items were valid tournament rewards, they hadn’t actually expected the Pale King to be defeated, and thus they didn’t have a written record of the functions of each item. 
 
    After some discussion, they offered to identify the items for free if I left them at the counter for a week or so. Grudgingly, I agreed. 
 
    I also asked them if they could repair the damage to the items. The amulet and crown were both clearly broken, and I couldn’t tell if they’d function at all. The attendant told me that they could evaluate that during the identification process, but that any repairs would cost me points. They would tell me the number of points after the identification process was over. 
 
    I didn’t relish the idea of spending points on repairs, but if the items were as powerful as I suspected, they were probably worth the cost. 
 
    Next, I sent a letter to Hannah to inquire about what happened to Xiaofan’s scythe. If I was right about it holding the last of Vendria’s aspects within that broken crystal, it needed to be kept safe. If the crystal itself had been corrupted, it might have been how Xiaofan had been taken over in the first place. I made sure to warn Hannah to ensure no one touched the crystal. I didn’t get an immediate reply. 
 
    After that, I paid a visit to Lia Shay. 
 
    Lia found me a few books on spirit magic and possession, but nothing on shades, as I’d suspected. Reika and I began to read through them. As an actual spirit mage, I think she got more out of them than I did, but I suspected most of the information on possession was inapplicable for our situation. 
 
    We needed a real expert on shades. 
 
    We needed Wrynn. 
 
    I wrote to Hannah again to ask about summoning Wrynn, but I didn’t get an immediate reply on that topic, either. I considered trying to track Hannah down in person, but I decided to wait a little while before taking that step. I didn’t want to get on her bad side. 
 
    When I asked around about human summoning magic, I got mostly laughter in reply. It wasn’t strictly impossible, but apparently, it was Citrine or higher level Summoner stuff, and even then, most people could only get a few miles of range. Wrynn was very likely on a completely different part of the continent. 
 
    I did have one more person to look for that had a potential knowledge of shade magic, though. 
 
    Each night, I went hunting for the Phantom Thief Ravenshade. 
 
    But as befitting a phantom thief of any kind, she left no trace of her presence, save for a feather. 
 
    When those methods failed, I took another approach — I put out posters for her. 
 
      
 
    Wielder of Dawnbringer seeks meeting with Phantom Thief Ravenshade. 
 
      
 
    It sounded a little scandalous, but it was the best way I could think of. I didn’t leave a contact location — I trusted that she could find me. 
 
    If she did, she didn’t reach out immediately. 
 
    And as the days passed, I had something more pressing to focus on. 
 
    It was finally time to figure out who had wagered a thousand points to fight me. 
 
    *** 
 
    I was feeling pretty confident when the day of the match finally rolled around and I approached the arena entrance. 
 
    “You can do it!” Reika cheered at me as I approached the arena entrance. “I know you can beat whoever that mystery opponent is. I mean, unless it’s the Green Guardian, since he’s invincible. Or maybe another wielder. Or the crown princess, she’s got like a million attunements—” 
 
    I snorted. “Reika. Enough. I get the idea.” 
 
    “Just...be careful in there, okay? I wouldn’t want you to be too hurt to put up a good fight against me in the next match.” 
 
    “Don’t worry.” I grinned at her. “I don’t intend to give my opponent a chance to hurt me at all.” 
 
    <Ooh, talking big, aren’t you? Are you that confident?> 
 
    I’m feeling pretty comfortable, actually. I mean, I’ve got you watching my back, after all. 
 
    <Smooth, too. You must be in a good mood.> 
 
    What can I say? I like this sort of thing. I’m in my element here. 
 
    I was still grinning as I walked into the arena building. A couple arena workers escorted me through the building to wait at my entrance to the ring. 
 
    “Just stand here until they call your name, then walk to the middle of the stage.” 
 
    I nodded to the arena workers. I’d done this sort of thing before. 
 
    I waited until I heard the announcer’s voice calling out to the crowd, enhanced by sound magic. “Ladies and gentlemen, it’s the match you’ve all been waiting for. The rules are simple — the contestants will fight until one of them is incapacitated, surrenders, or is knocked out of the ring.” 
 
    There was a brief pause for cheering, then the announcer continued. “First, let me introduce the man who issued our challenge. He’s the wielder of Dawnbringer, the legendary Sacred Sword of Light. Entering now, it’s Keras Selyrian!” 
 
    The gate opened, and I strode forward, grinning and waving to an applauding crowd. 
 
    I could get used to this. 
 
    I stopped near the arena’s center as instructed, continuing to wave while I analyzed the arena itself. It was a pretty simple one — a huge circle, maybe a hundred meters in diameter, ringed by water. The ground was solid stone, and at a cursory push of my senses, it felt like the kind I could manipulate easily. 
 
    Not a bad setup. Only a metal floor would have been more advantageous, really. 
 
    “And now, I know you’ve all been waiting with bated breath to find out the identity of our mysterious challenger who put a thousand points on the line. He’s a brave warrior from a faraway land, a dark continent ravaged by the Tyrant in Gold—” 
 
    I froze. 
 
    What? 
 
    “—a swordsman who wields blade and sorcery from the pre-attunement period with equal skill! A dashing champion, fearless and fearsome, with his true power known only to the goddess herself!” 
 
     <Uh, Keras? Does this guy sound kind of like...> 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at the other entrance. I stopped waving to the crowd, my hand drifting instead to Dawnbringer’s hilt at my side. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, please welcome your mystery challenger — Taer’vys Ironthorn!” 
 
    And upon hearing that name, I knew I had made a terrible mistake. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter XVIII – Unchained Blades 
 
      
 
    When Taer’vys Ironthorn stepped into the arena to tremendous applause, he paid no attention to the people in the arena cheering for him. His eyes focused straight on me, and his lips twitched into a wolfish smile. 
 
    He was an impressive sight. He was about a half-head taller than me and several inches broader, with a dark goatee and the first hints of silver showing in his short hair. He wore a suit of pitch-black brigandine armor and carried a solid steel shield that an ordinary man would have had trouble lifting. With the shield, he concealed the placement of his sword arm, but I knew it’d be hovering somewhere near the sword on his hip. 
 
    He had his own variation on the classic Instant Striking Style, using his shield arm to make it difficult to judge when he’d draw into a life-severing cut. 
 
    As dangerous as he looked, his true lethality was hidden from sight. He’d set up the match. There was virtually no chance he hadn’t prepared tricks or traps specifically designed for countering Dawnbringer. 
 
    My jaw tightened as he drew closer. 
 
    <Ooooh, hey! Keras, isn’t that the guy that used to beat you up when you were a kid?> 
 
    I wouldn’t exactly put it like that, Dawn. But, uh, yes. I’ve fought Taer’vys before, many times. Back at home, during my pre-Thornguard training. 
 
    <Right, right. And remind me, how many times did you win?> 
 
    Zero, Dawn. And you’re not helping. 
 
    <Hey, I’m just excited. I don’t get to see you lose very often, you know?> 
 
    You’re not about to today, either. 
 
    When I last fought Taer’vys, I was a teenager. He was a grown adult — he’d already graduated into the Thornguard’s Bladebreaker division. He had a lot more experience than I did at that point. 
 
    I’ve learned a great deal since then. And, more importantly, I have you. 
 
    <Aww, gosh, Keras. It means a lot that you think so highly of me. It’s going to be really embarrassing if you lose after such a great speech.> 
 
    I tuned Dawn out, nodding to Taer’vys as he approached. 
 
    He stopped about ten feet in front of me with an easy smile and a casual stance. 
 
    As soon as he settled into position, the announcer spoke again. “Swordsmen, you may begin when ready!” 
 
    Neither of us moved right away. 
 
    I was rapidly evaluating the situation. 
 
    Taer’vys was a Thornguard, and a highly ranked one. As a member of the Bladebreaker division, he was only going to be sent to handle very dangerous assignments, usually involving neutralizing an enemy sorcerer or retrieving a valuable artifact. If he was on Kaldwyn, that meant he had orders from someone in a very high place. 
 
    He also knew me personally, and I had a vested interest in keeping my identity a secret. I couldn’t let my location or the fact that I had Dawnbringer get back to the Children of the Tyrant. 
 
    I didn’t know if he’d already recognized me or not. I wasn’t wearing the mask. I’d made a conscious decision not to wear the mask for the tournament as a whole, and I didn’t regret that. Wearing the mask for the whole tournament never would have worked, if it had been allowed by the tournament runners at all. 
 
    Really, the mistake I’d made had been at a much earlier stage. If I didn’t want to be found by my enemies, I shouldn’t have entered an international tournament where I was going to be watched by tens of thousands of people. 
 
    Oops. 
 
    In fairness, I hadn’t expected to run into someone from Mythralis anywhere near this quickly, and certainly not someone I knew personally. My understanding had been that people from Mythralis almost never traveled to Kaldwyn, and I couldn’t have expected Taer’vys to show up. 
 
    Now that he was there, though, I had to hope he didn’t recognize me. It wasn’t impossible. 
 
    It had been close to a decade since we’d seen each other. I’d been a teenager the last time we’d sparred. I’d grown my hair out since then, nearly to the middle of my back, instead of the military short I’d been forced to wear it during my training. I had new scars, and I wasn’t wearing the uniform he would have always seen me in. 
 
    Would that be enough? 
 
    Honestly, I doubted it. He probably had already identified me before the match even started. Still, I thought it’d be best to try to avoid giving him any additional hints, on the off chance that my false name and years apart had thrown him off. 
 
    That was going to be a real challenge. We’d trained under the same master for swordplay and metal sorcery, and he was one of few people who had a pretty good idea of how the Sae’kes worked. And even if he didn’t recognize my face, there was a good chance he’d recognize my voice. 
 
    He was also both brilliant and devious, which made for a pretty terrifying combination. 
 
    While I was processing which abilities I could hope to use without giving myself away entirely, Taer’vys made the first move. 
 
    “Keras Selyrian. Interesting name, that. Tell me, what does loyalty mean to you?” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. 
 
    That question was a classic Thornguard authentication phrase. I’d never joined the Thornguard proper, but even I knew the proper answer. 
 
    I also knew the question was information gathering bait. If I gave the proper reply, I’d be confirming that, at a minimum, I was familiar with Thornguard to a degree that a citizen of Kaldwyn shouldn’t be. 
 
    While that should have made me nervous, it actually served to do the opposite. If he was trying to draw information out of me, that meant he didn’t know everything already. 
 
    Even if he knew my real identity, there was the chance he thought I was there on another Thornguard assignment. True, I’d been kicked out of the training program, but he didn’t necessarily know that — or perhaps he thought I’d been picked up by one of the Children of the Tyrant as one of their personal assistants. 
 
    I had a chance to try to throw him off, but only if I was willing to risk admitting I was from Mythralis at all. 
 
    The safe route would be to feign ignorance or just ignore him entirely, but I’m sure you know by now that I never do anything the safe way. 
 
    When someone comes out swinging, my instinct isn’t to run or dodge. It’s to hit them back harder. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at him, then took a step back and began to walk in a slow circle. He matched my movement. “Taer’vys, isn’t that a poor question to ask in front of such a large audience? Someone might see you, and we both know that could be trouble.” 
 
    His signature grin never faded. “Oh, I don’t think I have to worry about anything like that. I have nothing to hide. I want to be seen.” 
 
    “Well, I’m happy to help make us more visible, then.” My hand moved, drawing Dawn and sweeping upward with a thought racing through my mind. 
 
    Golden Dawn. 
 
    Dawnbringer’s blade flashed with blinding light. As the wielder, I was unaffected. I heard some shouts of surprise from the audience, but not from Taer’vys. 
 
    He was a professional. 
 
    The moment I’d begun to draw, he was moving. The moment my sword began to glow, his shield was up, sheltering his eyes and simultaneously clearing a path for his own draw. 
 
    We were still ten feet apart, too far for a blade to reach — at least under ordinary circumstances. 
 
    When Taer’vys drew his sword, it changed in shape, the blade stretching outward and shifting into a chain as he swept it through the air. I knew the technique well. I had, uh, maybe possibly stolen it from him. 
 
    I reacted on instinct, smashing the Dawn downward against the chain. Ordinarily, that would have been the type of move that would cause the chain to either wrap around my weapon or hit me, but I had something specific in mind. 
 
    Brace for it, Dawn. 
 
    Break. 
 
    Against a swordsman of similar skill, I’ve always found that one of the best ways to improve your odds is to remove your opponent’s weapon from the equation entirely. 
 
    When I sent that command, however, I was unprepared for what came next. 
 
    Dawn screamed in my mind. 
 
    And at the same time, I felt it. Agony, as mana threatened to tear Dawn’s blade into pieces. 
 
    Taer’vys was a metal sorcerer, just like I was — and he’d hurled my effect right back at me, reinforced with something else. Something worse. 
 
    In my moment of understanding, I shifted the mana and dispersed the effect, but not without harm. Dawn was in terrible pain, and I experienced it right along with her. 
 
    Along with that came pain of the more mundane variety, as Taer’vys sword — still unbroken — continued to move. I’d driven it downward, but that just made it slash into my leg. 
 
    He pulled the chain backward immediately thereafter, his eyes narrowed with focus. I didn’t know what he’d sensed, but my reaction to the exchange of blades had been abnormal, and he must have picked up on something. 
 
    I gave him something else to think about. As he pulled back for another swing, I hurled a blast of fire in his direction with my free hand. 
 
    He side-stepped it easily, but that gave me a heartbeat to think. 
 
    Dawn, are you okay? 
 
    <No...I...it hurts...> 
 
    My heart broke a little bit just hearing how she sounded. I could feel it, too, but I doubted I experienced it with the same degree of intensity that she did. 
 
    I focused, trying to find any structural damage in her blade. I didn’t find any physical harm — the metal hadn’t been moved or destroyed. It was far worse. 
 
    Her spirit was bleeding, and I didn’t know if I could staunch the wound. 
 
    So, when Taer’vys struck again, understand me when I say that I was angry. 
 
    As the whip-like blade neared me, I didn’t parry this time. I didn’t dare risk allowing Dawnbringer come to any further harm. 
 
    Instead, my left hand shot out with light-infused speed. 
 
    Body of Iron. 
 
    I caught the chain, ignoring the cutting edges along it, and pulled. 
 
    Taer’vys stumbled forward a single step, showing only the slightest surprise, and then I felt the hint of a command pass through the metal. It began to melt in my hand, then split in half in the center. 
 
    I hurled the now-molten half of a sword away just in time to see Taer’vys hurling something on his own — a dagger with a glistening black-stone pommel. 
 
    I jumped out of the way just as it exploded, producing a cloud of darkness that swept across the arena. 
 
    A moment later, I was alone in the dark. 
 
    It was only at that point that I’d realized that Dawnbringer’s light, once ever-present, had completely gone out. 
 
    My mind reached out to Dawn again. 
 
    I didn’t hear any words from her, I just felt the quiet impression that she was sobbing. 
 
    My hands balled into fists, and I pushed Dawn back into her sheath. She was in no condition to fight along with me. 
 
    A moment later, something hit me hard in the chest. Metal. I should have sensed it long before it struck me — meaning that whatever this darkness was, it wasn’t just blocking out my sight. It was something that could block my senses entirely. 
 
    Void sorcery, perhaps, on a tremendous scale. I didn’t have time to speculate, though. Even with my Body of Iron spell active, whatever had impacted my chest had left a bleeding mark. It hadn’t cut deep, but it had cut me. An enchanted blade, maybe — either that, or an ordinary one, and my Body of Iron wasn’t working properly in the darkness. 
 
    I kept my Body of Iron spell on, just in case. 
 
    The first thing I did was move. I didn’t know if Taer’vys could see in the dark. I had to hope that he couldn’t, and even if he could, a moving target was harder to hit. 
 
    Then, I tried to conjure a flame around my right hand. Nothing happened. Intensely powerful void sorcery was the most likely answer, then, or something similar. 
 
    Something hit me again, this time across the jaw. It left a shallow cut. 
 
    This isn’t working. 
 
    <K...eras...I’m...I’m scared.> 
 
    I’m here, Dawn. It’s okay. 
 
    <I...it hurts...I don’t like it in here.> 
 
    Another cut glanced across my chest. My jaw tightened. 
 
    There were clever ways I probably could have handled the situation I was in, and even a few obvious ones. 
 
    I didn’t want to try using Radiant Dawn again, or using Dawnbringer’s magic in general, because I was worried that I would hurt her further. 
 
    And, of course, I had a ring with light magic on my hand. Maybe it would have worked, chasing away the dark. 
 
    I didn’t even try it. 
 
    Sometimes, when you’re angry enough, there’s no room for clever tricks and rational analysis. There’s only instinct. 
 
    And in that moment, my instinct was to do what I’d been resisting my entire life. 
 
    Destroy. 
 
    A wave of annihilating force rippled out from my body. 
 
    The darkness clinging to me didn’t fade — it tore. And as I breathed outward, the obliterating wave spread. I felt as it annihilated another metallic projectile that was flying through the air toward me, then I felt as it reached the edge of a shield, extended in front of a body. 
 
    I let it burn a little further. 
 
    As the edges of the shield disintegrated, I pulled my aura back inward, turning toward my opponent. 
 
    Taer’vys looked downward at the damage for just an instant, then back up to me. “Now that’s unusual.” 
 
    Then he pulled his arm back and hurled the damaged shield at me. It shifted in mid-air into a spinning blade, like a giant fan with razor cutting edges. 
 
    I caught it with a single hand. “No.” 
 
    Then my hand tightened, and I felt the metal crunch. 
 
    I tossed the shield aside and advanced. As I walked, the stone beneath me cracked. 
 
    Taer’vys didn’t show the slightest hint of concern. He reached down and put his hand on the sword at his hip. The blade had been separated earlier, but I knew he could easily form a new one. 
 
    I had two legendary weapons on my hips, either of which could have ended kingdoms with their might. 
 
    I didn’t draw either of them. 
 
    I walked forward, drew in a breath, and focused on my aura. 
 
    Taer’vys cut. 
 
    It was a technically perfect execution of the Aayaran Instant Striking Style, a draw straight toward a vital point on an opponent’s body. In this case, he’d aimed straight for my neck. 
 
    I never found out if he would have deliberately stopped the strike short of making that lethal cut. His arm stopped for an entirely different reason. 
 
    I’d taken every bit of mana from Body of Iron and pushed it into my aura. I was no longer destroying everything around me — I was magnetic. And, having clashed with his sword before, I knew which polarity to push against. 
 
    A less experienced swordsman might have found their blow going wide — Taer’vys simply stopped the moment he felt resistance and jumped back. 
 
    If I gave him a moment to process, he probably would have come up with something clever to get through my magnetic defense. I had, however, run out of patience. 
 
    Fire surged around both of my hands, and I hurled blasts of flame at him in rapid succession. Taer’vys dodged the first, but the second clipped him. That got little more than a wince, but while he reacted, I rushed forward. 
 
    Rushing toward an opponent with superior reach is, under most circumstances, an awful idea. But I still had an aura active that was magnetically pushing his sword away, and as I closed in, it just threw off his grip further. 
 
    I smashed a fist right into his chest, and when I felt the metal plates inside his brigandine coat, I detonated them. 
 
    His armor exploded into pieces. There were leather portions of the armor underneath the metallic plates, preventing the shrapnel from causing him any serious harm, but I’ll bet some slivers got through. And, of course, let’s not forget that I’d been strong enough to punch through solid stone when I was a small child. When I really wanted to hurt someone, I hit hard. 
 
    If he’d been an ordinary soldier, I might have punched right through his chest. 
 
    As it is, the force of the punch carried him backward several steps, but I didn’t feel the telltale caving of any bones. My fist met with extreme resistance, enough that I felt a surge of pain shoot through my knuckles on impact. 
 
    In an instant, I understood why. 
 
    Taer’vys was using Body of Iron. 
 
    He had the same spells I did, and he was quick enough to brace for the punch. When he recovered and took a swing back in my direction, his own Body of Iron might have given him the strength to cut through the resistance of my aura, if I hadn’t blinded him with a blast of flame across his face immediately thereafter. 
 
    Even as it was, he managed to shut his eyes and counter. He swept his sword at me and it separated into pieces, with each of them flying toward me at a different trajectory. In the moment it took me to evade the fragments, he was falling back and had formed another entire sword and shield. 
 
    His half-opened eyes showed none of my anger, only amusement. “Not even going to draw your swords?” He stepped back further, then shifted to a defensive stance. “You’ve got such an interesting collection.” 
 
    “You hurt her.” Flames appeared around my hands. “I won’t let you do it again.” 
 
    That wolfish grin returned to Taer’vys face. “That’s an interesting turn of—” 
 
    I hurled the blasts of flame at him, but he blocked with his shield easily. 
 
    The moment I’d let him back away, I’d lost the advantage. 
 
    Taer’vys continued to back away, heading slowly toward the ring of darkness that still coated the edge of the arena. I’d obliterated a large portion of it, but my aura hadn’t extended nearly all the way across the entire ring. 
 
    If he disappeared into that darkness, he could maneuver freely, and I’d be useless inside. 
 
    And if I tried using my destruction aura again...I didn’t like my odds of being able to pull it back in. It was very likely people would be hurt, and not just Taer’vys. 
 
    <I...can help.> 
 
    Dawn? 
 
    <It...it still hurts...but I can fight, Keras. We’re partners. I...I won’t make you fight alone.> 
 
    He hurt you, Dawn. He could do it again. 
 
    <Let’s...be fair...he’s hurting both of us.> 
 
    I grimaced, but I couldn’t argue with that. My hand moved to her hilt. 
 
    “That’s more like it.” Taer’vys gestured. “Go on. Draw.” 
 
    I did draw, but not in the way he expected. 
 
    My hand shot to the sword on my other hip. And, with an old trick, I separated the metallic scabbard and drew my sword straight through it. 
 
    The Sae’kes sliced upward, sending a shockwave of obliterating force straight at Taer’vys. 
 
    My trick was a variation on the Instant Striking Style, the very same style that Taer’vys used. He understood what he was seeing in an instant and jumped to the side. 
 
    But I had the unfair advantage of knowing exactly who I was fighting, and even as he moved, my shockwave was splitting into pieces. 
 
    His sword and shield were severed into pieces. 
 
    And, with the greatest control I’d ever managed, a single blade of cutting force hovered in mid-air, right in front of his throat. 
 
    My hand moved to level the point of the Sae’kes directly at him. The distortion wave around the blade focused around the point, shimmering with silver light. “Get out of the ring. Now.” 
 
    Taer’vys met my eyes and grinned. 
 
    “Very well, Taelien. The match is yours.” 
 
    My hand tightened on the grip of my sword. 
 
    Taer’vys stepped backward, his smile never fading, until he was out of the ring. 
 
    The darkness faded only belatedly, and I heard little more than confusion from the crowd when the announcer’s voice finally spoke. 
 
    “The winner of the match is Keras Selyrian, the wielder of Dawnbringer!” 
 
    I didn’t wait to talk to the arena staff or greet the crowd. 
 
    I rushed straight out of the ring, my mind focused on a single thing. 
 
    Dawn. 
 
    I couldn’t hear her voice. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter XIX – Shining Soul 
 
      
 
    When I rushed out of the arena, I slipped on my mask almost immediately. Not because of Taer’vys, although he was certainly going to be a problem. 
 
    I simply couldn’t afford to take the time to deal with the crowds. 
 
    I slipped away from the arena, then focused on Dawn. 
 
    Dawn? 
 
    Dawn, can you hear me? 
 
    Nothing. I ripped off my glove, finding that the symbol on my hand was still glowing, but the light was dim. 
 
    I punched a wall. 
 
    There was no good reason for that, I just needed to do it. 
 
    Then, I sucked in a deep breath and closed my eyes. 
 
    My perception of mana, spirits, and all that was rudimentary at best — but it was enough to feel the essence that was still bleeding out of Dawn. 
 
    I focused on my own essence, drawing the destructive power aside and collecting what I could of the rest. Then, I felt my connection with Dawn, and I pushed. 
 
    My body shivered with effort. I’d transferred mana into Dawn before, but I’d done it slowly, gradually. This was less like a blood transfusion and more like I’d cut open my arm and started to pour. 
 
    It also had about the same level of medical usefulness. 
 
    Even as I exhausted myself by pushing as much power as I could into Dawn, I felt nothing change in return. 
 
    I focused on the Ring of Spell Deflection next, activating it and pushing the light mana from the ring straight into her. That seemed to renew her glow just slightly, but she remained unresponsive. 
 
    I sucked in a ragged breath. 
 
    This wasn’t a problem a mana infusion could solve, at least not with my level of ability. 
 
    Reaching out with my mind wasn’t working, and so, I reached out with something else instead. 
 
    My soul touched the ragged fragments of what remained of her own. 
 
    In the darkness behind my eyes, I saw her. She sat alone, curled into a ball. Her light had almost faded, and I could see the tears staining her face. 
 
    I ran to her. “Dawn!” 
 
    She didn’t respond. 
 
    I threw myself down in front of her, then reached out. My hand brushed against her face. 
 
    Only then did her eyes flutter and her face turn toward me. “...K...Keras...?” 
 
    “I’m here, Dawn.” I brushed a tear away from her face. “I’m here.” 
 
    “I...I’m cold...where...where have you been?” 
 
    I opened my arms and pulled her tight. “I’m right here, Dawn. I’m sorry. I’m right here.” 
 
    I felt her bury her head in my shoulder. “That’s...good. I think I’m going to sleep now.” 
 
    That sounded very worrying, so I responded with what I feel is a reasonable degree of alarm. “Please, don’t do that. Stay awake. Stay with me.” 
 
    “I’m...sorry, Keras. I’m tired. And it’s so cold.” 
 
    There was absolutely no chance I was going to let Dawn’s life end that way. 
 
    I shifted to turn her head to face me. “Dawnbringer, by my will, I bind my spirit to yours.” 
 
    Dawn stared into my eyes, blinking. “You already did that, silly.” 
 
    I had hoped that using that incantation in this...mindscape, spirit thing, would help me pull her tighter and share my spirit with her. Apparently, that wasn’t how it worked. 
 
    I pulled her tighter. “Dawn, you’re hurt right now. Your spirit is hurt. I need you to take some of mine.” 
 
    She frowned. “I don’t know. That sounds sort of...are you sure?” 
 
    “Dawn. Look at me. I need you to do this right now.” 
 
    Dawn stared at me, then nodded. “Okay, okay. You don’t need to be so serious about it. I’ll eat your soul if you really want me to.” 
 
    “Hey, that’s not quite what I—” 
 
    And then the mindscape shattered, and I experienced an indescribable new level of pain. 
 
    I have a very high degree of pain tolerance. I can tell you that I’ve had stab wounds, bite wounds, acid wounds, and fire wounds that should have incapacitated an ordinary human being many times over, and I’ve walked them off. 
 
    This was not the sort of pain that I could walk off. 
 
    This was the type of pain that, if I had any ability to think, would have made me question why the gods had designed people so poorly that it was possible for anyone to experience even a tiny fraction of that level of suffering. 
 
    If my mind and body had any sort of reasonable response to things, I would have blacked out then and there. But somehow, in spite of experiencing something that felt like I was being hollowed out from the inside, I didn’t. I couldn’t. 
 
    I tried. 
 
    It wasn’t over in an instant, either. 
 
    No, it wasn’t quick at all. I don’t know how long it lasted, because counting was far beyond my abilities in that state, but I do remember that there was blood running from my eyes when Reika finally found me, and that’s not something that should happen to anyone. 
 
    “Keras!” Her voice was absurdly loud. She rushed to where I was lying on the ground — I don’t even know when or how I ended there — and knelt next to me. “What happened?” 
 
    I couldn’t talk. My eyes were open, but I couldn’t even move to scream. 
 
    Reika moved to put a hand on my chest, then pulled it back in shock. If I’d been more cognizant of the situation, I might have worried that I’d hurt her with my aura, but I wasn’t thinking that clearly. 
 
    “Your...spirit...” Her eyes shifted. “Dawn!” She put her hand on Dawn’s hilt. “Dawn! Dawn! Speak to me!” 
 
    If she spoke, I couldn’t hear the answer. 
 
    From the way Reika gritted her teeth, though, any answer she heard couldn’t have been good. 
 
    “Hold on. I’m going to save you both.” Reika took a deep breath, then closed her eyes. “Ancestors...father...forgive me.” 
 
    When her eyes opened, they burned with white light. 
 
    “Dawnbringer, by my will, I bind my spirit to yours.” 
 
    I heard a crack. My right hand burned. 
 
    And then my vision was overtaken with pure white light. 
 
    *** 
 
    I hovered in a void of darkness, but I was not alone. 
 
    I still held Dawn in my arms, pressing her tightly against my chest. 
 
    The pain was gone. When I lifted my head, I saw her flying toward us — a woman in white, with majestic horns and outstretched wings. 
 
    Dawn lifted her head at the same time. “...Rei?” 
 
    Reika descended next to us, her eyes full of worry. “...Dawn? Is...that you?” 
 
    I helped Dawn to her feet, brushing away the last of her tears as we stood. 
 
    Dawn turned to Rei. “Who else would it be? You don’t see Keras tenderly holding any other nebulous spiritual entities, do you?” 
 
    “It is you!” Reika grabbed us both into a hug, her wings wrapping around us like a shield. “You’re...people shaped!” 
 
    “I’ve always been like this in here. It’s, uh, just sort of new that you can see me. How is this happening?” Dawn paused. “Am I dead? Are we all dead? Did I die a vir—” 
 
    Reika covered her mouth. “We’re not dead. You may have had a slight case of serious damage to your spirit, which Keras tried to fix, uh, poorly.” She gave me a bright grin. “Which was very sweet of you, by the way, but can you maybe talk to the spirit dragon next time you have spirit problems?” 
 
    I winced. “I...she was in a bad way. It felt like an immediate problem.” 
 
    “Maybe it was, but next time, try to find me before you do anything drastic? Please?” She gave me a pleading look. 
 
    “I’ll try.” 
 
    “Good. I’ve stopped the damage from spreading, so you should both recover. I’m going to have to wake up now so I can carry you back home. Just...don’t do anything else that’s drastic while you’re unconscious, okay?” 
 
    “Fine, fine, we get the picture. Jeez. You eat one little bit of your wielder’s soul and suddenly everyone is worried.” Dawn rolled her eyes. “Go on, get out of here. Keras and I will be fine. I won’t eat any more of him. Probably. Unless I get hungry.” 
 
    I gave Dawn a hard look. “I’m right here, you know.” 
 
    Dawn gave me a bright grin. “I know. You look delicious.” 
 
    “Okay, you two seem like you’re fine, so I’m going. Bye!” 
 
    Reika unceremoniously vanished. 
 
    I took a breath, turning back toward Dawn. “...It’s kind of strange, being in here. Experiencing the world like this.” 
 
    “For you, I guess it must be.” She gestured around to the blackness. “This is basically what I see all the time, unless someone is sharing their senses with me.” 
 
    I blinked. “What. Really?” 
 
    “Why would I lie about that?” She pulled back and folded her arms. 
 
    “No, I’m not accusing you of lying it’s...just not what I pictured.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “What exactly were you expecting the mental landscape of a sapient sword would look like?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I wasn’t really picturing you having anything here at all, really.” 
 
    “Okay, that was kind of insulting.” 
 
    I sighed. “You know what I meant.” 
 
    “I mean, I do, because I’m still reading your mind. But you could have phrased it a little better.” 
 
    “Fine, fine. I just meant that I didn’t think you’d have any sort of...hm, visual component to this, without seeing through someone? And I guess there’s sound, too, or something approximate to it. I was picturing you only experiencing the sword’s physical surroundings, not...whatever this is.” 
 
    Dawn gave me a shrug. “It is what it is. I’ve always seen this. And...” 
 
    She didn’t say it, but I could feel what she was talking about. 
 
    Her body. 
 
    She had a body here. One that approximated a human form composed of varying hues of light. She didn’t look like she had flesh or bone, but when I touched her cheek or hands, she still felt like a person. 
 
    Was this just her conceptualization of herself, or was there more to it? 
 
    Did she have a body, simply trapped within this state? Was she some sort of elemental or spiritual being, perhaps sealed within Dawnbringer like a Soulblade’s contracted monster could have been? 
 
    “This isn’t how Soulblade monsters experience the world. I asked Octave about what it was like for him. He’s barely self-aware most of the time, unless he’s been ‘activated’, and even then he doesn’t perceive his surroundings like I do.  I don’t think I’m anything like him.” 
 
    I could feel the disappointment in her. 
 
    “I’m sorry. We’ll figure this out.” I smiled at her, and she looked up at me with glittering eyes. 
 
    “I know.” Her lips turned upward. “I trust you.” 
 
    I pulled her tighter against me. And for a time, we simply stood together. Alone in the dark. 
 
    Content. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter XX – Across Time 
 
      
 
    Consciousness has its disadvantages. 
 
    The most obvious of these is that when you’re awake, you can remember all the problems you’d managed to forget about while you were cuddling in a pseudo-dream state with your sword. 
 
    First and foremost? 
 
    Taer’vys knew my identity. 
 
    It wasn’t that much of a surprise, really. Even if I hadn’t used the Sae’kes, there was a good chance he’d recognized me before the match even started. He clearly knew I was from Mythralis from the outset. 
 
    Could I have prevented that if I’d worn the mask throughout the whole tournament? 
 
    I didn’t know. But I did know that now that Taer’vys had identified me, I had to act. 
 
    The obvious move was to simply throw on the mask and get out of the city, leaving the tournament behind. Diamantine wasn’t explicitly a part of my mission — I was just supposed to get resources and information while waiting for my allies. I could have easily left to go find Wrynn, now that I was aware she was on the continent somewhere. 
 
    But running away wasn’t my style. 
 
    When I woke up, I was in my bed back at the Study of Iron, with Dawnbringer safely cradled in my arms. Reika wasn’t there, but I wasn’t alarmed. It was evening when I woke, and she was probably just out eating. 
 
    I’d track her down eventually to talk, but first, I had another visit to make. 
 
    I found Lia in her own room. She smiled when she saw me. “Feeling better?” 
 
    I nodded. “Much, thank you. I do have a request, though.” 
 
    “Oh? More memory crystals, maybe of your match?” 
 
    I paused. “Well, yes, actually. That’s not what I was going to ask for, but can you get me some of those?” 
 
    “Absolutely, I already have a few. Be aware, though, that the darkness your opponent used blocked off the view of the arena for most of the fight. Honestly, it was sort of disappointing. What else did you need?” 
 
    “Can you send a message for me?” 
 
    “Sure, but only if their address is on file, like we discussed before. I can check for you. Who do you want to send a message to?” 
 
    I took a breath. “Taer’vys Ironthorn. Tell him I want to meet.” 
 
    *** 
 
    I adjusted the single scabbard on my left hip, then sat down at the bar. 
 
    The man at my right lifted a bottle of something, poured two glasses, and then slid one over to me. I caught it and lifted it. The outside of the glass was wet, like it had just been washed. I sniffed at the contents. 
 
    That’s... 
 
    “Poisoning me right from the start? That seems a little direct.” I glanced at Taer’vys, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    He lifted his own glass, taking a sip. “It’s just Lysen’s Tear’s in the glass. I’m sure you remember what the boss called ‘em.” 
 
    “A ‘conversation enhancer’.” I rolled my eyes, lifting my own glass and taking a sip. 
 
    <Wow. I knew you were reckless, but wow, Keras.> 
 
    It’s fine. We have plans for poison. Don’t distract me. 
 
    Dawn wasn’t actually with me, but she was near enough to hear me. Our stronger connection was a useful communication tool — I could send thoughts to and from her, and she could talk to Reika. 
 
    I might have walked into the tavern alone, but I wasn’t unprepared. Backup was just outside, and if anything got messy — which I was still about fifty-fifty on — they’d be ready to come in swinging. Or, neutralizing poison, as the case may be. 
 
    Lysen’s Tears didn’t worry me. They were a compound that forced people to speak the truth, but I’d taken them before, as no doubt Taer’vys had done many times. I had a degree of resistance to it, and I’m certain he had even more. 
 
    Still, appearing to take a truth-forcing compound was an important gesture of trust. 
 
    Taer’vys nodded. “Res’vaye always had a way of making the darkest subjects seem lighter. Think you took after him more than I did, at least in that regard.” 
 
    “Maybe. But you were still his best student.” 
 
    “You think?” Taer’vys’ expression turned wistful. “I suppose I did learn a lot from him. He got me started on my path, and I’m grateful for that.” 
 
    “I owe him a great deal, too. How is he?” 
 
    “Got promoted to servant. Poor bastard.” Taer’vys shook his head. 
 
    I recognized the phrase he used and frowned. “He’s a Bloodsworn now?” I pieced a couple things together. “Is that why you’re here? On his orders?” 
 
    Taer’vys snorted, then took another drink. “No such luck. He’s not in my chain anymore. I got his old job for a minute, then shuffled off onto this little trip.” 
 
    I took another drink to keep pace with him. “And what exactly are you here for?” 
 
    “I haven’t had nearly enough to drink to answer a question like that.” He set his glass down, turning to meet my gaze. “But I know what you’re really asking. And no, Taelien, not everything is about you.” 
 
    I gave him a slow nod. “We’re not going to have a problem, then?” 
 
    “Well, that depends on you.” He gave me an appraising look. “I was surprised to see you here, I admit. Wasn’t certain it was you at first, but that sword is unmistakable. By the way, where’s your other one?” 
 
    “Safe.” My jaw tightened. 
 
    He nodded. “Wasn’t expecting you to react so badly to that little cocktail of sorcery I hit Dawnbringer with. Don’t think I’ve ever seen you spooked like that.” 
 
    “Don’t do that again. You wouldn’t like the results.” 
 
    He gave me a hard look of appraisal, then nodded. “Didn’t mean any offense. You’ve broken quite a few swords in your day, as I recall. And you were planning to do the same to mine.” 
 
    I couldn’t deny that. “The Six Sacred Swords are more than ordinary weapons. You’re going to want to avoid trying that technique on any of them. That’s free advice.” 
 
    “Appreciated.” He nodded, lifting his glass and taking another drink. “I think I have some idea of what you’re getting at, and it’s interesting. Matches up with some things I’ve been suspecting about Diamantine. Is that sword why you’re here?” 
 
    I had to be careful about what I was admitting to someone like him, but fighting in the tournament implied at least some degree of interest, so I felt answering this was reasonably safe. “That’s the primary reason. I’m interested in the swords in general.” 
 
    “Even as a kid, you always did love your magic swords.” He tossed down the rest of his glass, then poured himself more. “I’m going to be honest — I’m interested in Diamantine as well. But I have other business here, and as long as you don’t get in the way of that, I’m content to keep our dispute over the sword confined to the arena. Does that sound agreeable to you?” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. “Depends on your other business.” 
 
    “Prudent, but I’m afraid I can’t be too detailed. Suffice to say that some of it is personal matters, and the majority of it is political.” 
 
    “Political...you don’t mean that you’re here to—” 
 
    He held up a hand in a pausing gesture. “Not here. This is a quiet spot for catching up with an old friend, but not such heavy discussions.” 
 
    I glanced around. The bar was mostly empty, probably by design. There were a few people around: a man with short white hair playing a Crowns game against a barmaid and the bartender himself. That was it. I assumed that Taer’vys had paid off the barkeep to keep the place relatively quiet, and that the white-haired man was probably Taer’vys’ own backup. 
 
    Or maybe the barmaid was. Or both. All of them were carrying concealed weapons. Wrynn would have approved. 
 
    The most worrying thing was that I thought I sensed a sacred sword nearby. I couldn’t pinpoint it, though, or tell if it was physically in the room with us. That made me nervous. 
 
    I tried not to give any sign of my concern. I simply gave Taer’vys an uneasy nod, trying not to overthink the implications of his statement or the swimming feeling in my head. I took another drink. “I’m not interested in interfering with personal or political matters.” 
 
    “Good. Perhaps we can even make an arrangement related to Diamantine, if that’s a priority of yours. I’d find Diamantine useful for my goals, but it’s not strictly necessary.” 
 
    I took a breath. “We can talk about an arrangement some other time. I’ll need to think about it.” 
 
    “Of course. Now, who sent you?” 
 
    I stilled, barely resisting the urge to spout out the first name that came into my mind. “A powerful wizard.” 
 
    Taer’vys let out a deep laugh. “Of course. That’s a necessity for getting to a place like this. But I’d like to know if we’re still playing for the same team, Taelien. I know you were working with those Tae’os types for a while, but I also happen to know you made a deal with one of my own superiors some time ago.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “Oh? And how would you know that?” 
 
    “I’m working for the same person you made a deal with.” 
 
    I felt my blood run cold. I couldn’t hide that reaction entirely. 
 
    Taer’vys must have seen it, at least to some extent. His lips turned upward. “She makes us all feel like that sometimes. There’s no need to be ashamed. Now, are you on here at her behest or not?” 
 
    My eye twitched. 
 
    My mind was swimming. The Lysen’s Tears were doing their work. Being overtly dishonest was a challenge for me at the best of times, and with the poison in my system... 
 
    I couldn’t lie. 
 
    But I could phrase things creatively. “You could say that I’m here because I’m taking her advice.”  
 
    Taer’vys narrowed his eyes for a moment, then gave what appeared to be a genuine smile. “Well, now. That’s all you had to say.” He lifted his glass to his lips again, examining the contents without drinking. “I think this has been a good conversation. I’m prepared to give you the antidotes.” 
 
    My jaw tightened. “Plural? You told me it was just Lysen’s Tears in the drink.” 
 
     “Oh, sure, those were the only thing in the drink itself.” He set his glass down, then reached into a pouch and retrieved three vials. He slid the first one over. “For the tears.” Then the second. “For the contact poison on the outside of the glass. Wouldn’t have killed you, probably. More of a minor precaution.” Then the third. “For the poison on my sword during the match, if you haven’t treated it already.” 
 
    I moved the vials with my left hand, since that hadn’t touched the contact poison, and shifted them into my pouch. I was wearing gloves, but that just meant my right glove probably had poison on it, in addition  to the potential that it could have seeped through. 
 
    That was going to be annoying. I’d probably have to replace the glove. 
 
    As I moved them, I considered just how underprepared I’d actually been for someone like him. True, I’d anticipated being poisoned, and I’d brought someone to neutralize it...but if Taer’vys had wanted me dead, I wasn’t sure if I could have reacted in time. 
 
    Taer’vys was hideously dangerous, and I couldn’t allow myself to forget that for a moment. I could, however, hope that I could stay on his good side. “Appreciated.” 
 
    I wasn’t going to drink the “antidotes” right away. I’d have them checked first. I was about fifty-fifty on whether at least one of them was just another poison. 
 
    “Don’t mention it. But if you want to repay me, you could give me a better idea of some of your long-term goals. Maybe we could help one another.” 
 
    I slid my glass back over to him, shaking my head. “I don’t know. I don’t think we’re going to be on opposite sides, but I don’t anticipate your master wanting you to step in, either.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I’m not working for her full-time. Might be that our interests will line up. Stranger things have happened.” 
 
    I took a moment to evaluate Taer’vys, considering what I knew about him and his motives. He was deeply ambitious, and I couldn’t count on empathy guiding him. But he did appreciate puzzles and challenges, and perhaps I could offer him one. 
 
    “I’m working to save the city of Velthryn. I’ve heard there’s an attack coming, and when it happens, everyone there is at risk, regardless of who they serve.” 
 
    Taer’vys stared straight at me, then his expression softened. “...You haven’t heard anything about Velthryn yet?” 
 
    I turned my head to the side. “What do you mean? What happened?” 
 
    With a look of sympathy and shake of his head, he put a hand on my shoulder, and said one sentence that shattered my world to pieces. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Epilogue — In Exile 
 
      
 
    Keras fell silent. 
 
    For a moment, everyone was respectful of that silence, sensing the weight that it carried. 
 
    It didn’t last long, however. Patrick’s curiosity compelled him to speak. “...What did he say?” 
 
    Keras glanced out the window, his hand tightening to a fist. “It’s amazing how a single simple phase can change the course of an entire life. I didn’t believe him at first. I didn’t understand it. His words seemed like nonsense.” 
 
    He turned back slowly, his head lowered. “I demanded answers. Clarification. Had I simply misheard him? Was he making a joke?” 
 
    Keras raised his hands to his face, covering his eyes, and chucked softly. 
 
    “It wasn’t very funny.” 
 
    There was another moment of silence as Keras gathered his thoughts and composure. 
 
    This time, it was Marissa who broke the silence. “...What’d he tell you, Keras?” 
 
    Keras rubbed at his eyes, chuckling again, and then turned his gaze to meet Marissa’s. He gave her a sad smile, the kind that served as a wall to hold back tears. 
 
    “Taer’vys told me something I couldn’t bear to believe. He said...” 
 
    Keras closed his eyes, his mind locked on the memory of those final words. 
 
    “...The city of Velthryn fell over four hundred years ago.”  
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Appendix I – Attunements of Edria 
 
    Corin’s notes on the attunements of Edria. 
 
      
 
    Keras didn’t cover all of these in detail, so I’m combining these with notes from my other texts. He’s also been able to answer some of my questions about them, since he’s very familiar with that region now. 
 
    Notably, by asking Keras, I’ve managed to figure out most of the “tertiary” mana types for each of these Attunements that are unlocked when someone reaches Citrine level in their attunement. These tertiary mana types are hard to find in source texts, so this has been quite useful. I hope to be able to update my list for Valia at some point with similar information. 
 
    Upon learning these tertiary functions, I believe they may already be active in some capacity prior to being “available” in raw mana form at Citrine level. If that’s true, it would explain a great deal about how certain attunements — like Summoners and Soulbades — have functions that are much broader than their mana types would suggest. 
 
    Exciting stuff. Let’s get into lists. 
 
      
 
    Edria’s Attunements: 
 
    
    	 Assassin: Assassins can generate poison inside their bodies, then secrete that poison to apply it to weapons, put it into liquids, or apply it through unarmed attacks. 
      
      	 Mana Types: Umbral (Primary), Water (Secondary), Death (Tertiary) 
 
     
 
 
    	 Commander: The Commander attunement can temporarily expend portions of their shroud to expand the range or area of their spells. 
      
      	 Mana Types: Fire (Primary), Umbral (Secondary), Air (Tertiary) 
 
     
 
 
    	 Executioner: Executioners can shape their shroud into a weapon forged from pure mana that cleaves through equipment and deals lasting wounds.  
      
      	 Mana Types: Death (Primary), Enhancement (Secondary), Stone (Tertiary) 
 
     
 
 
    	 Juggernaut: The Juggernaut can temporarily draw their shroud into their muscles, bolstering their physical strength and speed for a short period of time. 
      
      	 Mana Types: Transference (Primary), Fire (Secondary), Stone (Tertiary) 
 
     
 
 
    	 Legionnaire: Legionnaires can extend their shroud into a defensive aura that bolsters the power of other nearby shrouds. This effect is cumulative, making large groups of Legionnaires almost invincible. 
      
      	 Mana Types: Light (Primary), Air (Secondary), Flame (Tertiary) 
 
     
 
 
    	 Saboteur: Saboteurs can extend their shroud into a debilitating field that weakens all nearby enemies. 
      
      	 Mana Types: Umbral (Primary), Stone (Secondary), Fire (Tertiary) 
 
     
 
 
    	 Scourge: Scourges can infect enemies with a portion of their shroud, causing long-lasting debilitating effects. 
      
      	 Mana Types: Death (Primary), Air (Secondary), Water (Tertiary) 
 
     
 
 
    	 Shieldbreaker: The Shieldbreaker can enhance their offensive spells with a portion of their shroud, making it easier for them to break through defensive sorcery and making their spells more dangerous in general. 
      
      	 Mana Types: Death (Primary), Transference (Secondary), Fire (Tertiary) 
 
     
 
 
   
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Appendix II – Characters 
 
    Sera’s notes on the characters in the story. 
 
      
 
    Well, the simplicity of the first part of Keras’ story is gone. We have a lot of characters now, and I’m going to be hard pressed to remember them all. Fortunately, that’s what we have paper for. 
 
    Let’s get to writing, shall we? 
 
      
 
    Keras himself is, of course, the central protagonist. While he goes by Keras Selyrian, that’s clearly not his real name. He’s a swordsman, and clearly an experienced one. While he does not have an attunement, he has strange magical powers from his homeland. He was probably around Citrine level when this part of the story started. After increasing the power of his bond to Dawn, I’m guessing he was more like Emerald level. 
 
    Reika is the dragon that he encountered near the beginning of the story, then subsequently recruited to accompany him on his journey. She was the guardian of Dawnbringer before Keras came to retrieve the sword, and had a strong relationship with Dawn since childhood. 
 
    In addition to being able to transform into several forms — human, dragon, human/dragon hybrid, and incorporeal dragon — Reika also has the distinction of being utterly incapable of treating injuries properly. Her attempted ministrations were, perhaps, the most dangerous part of the entire story. 
 
    Early on in this part of the tale, she also forms a bond with Frienemy, a nightmare spirit from the forest where she used to live. 
 
    Dawnbringer is one of the Six Sacred Swords and apparently a sentient magical weapon. She corresponds to the element of light and has a variety of light-themed abilities. She’s also apparently kind of a brat, but in the kind of way that means she probably secretly likes Keras more than she’s willing to admit. (I know the type.) 
 
    Dawnbringer calls Reika “Rei”, and Reika calls Dawnbringer “Dawn”. 
 
    The Spirit of the Forest is some sort of ancient forest spirit. I have basically zero idea what its purpose is, other than possibly administrating the tests in the Whispering Woods.  
 
    Your Enemy (also “Frienemy”) is another forest spirit, and one that seems to serve the function of running (or at least participating in) a test of bravery. He’s described as being a nightmare spirit, which is a horrifying concept that I don’t like at all. Perhaps more worryingly, it seemed more afraid of Keras than he was of it — which begs the question...what is Keras, anyway? 
 
    Raizo is one of the leaders of the Tails of Orochi and the wielder of Cloudcutter, one of the other Six Sacred Swords. He killed Reika’s father, and therefore he is her arch nemesis. 
 
    Zenkichi was one of the other leaders of the Tails of Orochi, and apparently was something of a rival swordsman to Raizo. He was interested in taking Dawnbringer in order to gain a competitive advantage (or at least even the odds) against his fellow Tail. 
 
    Keras and Reika killed him. Like, a lot. 
 
    Landen is apparently one of Keras’ friends from back in his homeland. He’s a swordsman with an unusual two sword style, which seems like it would have been a good thing for Keras to learn, since he was lugging around two swords for most of the story and only using one at a time. 
 
    Sterling is one of Keras’ worst enemies, which makes sense, given that Sterling is one of the Children of the Tyrant in Gold. Yeah. That’s bad. I really hope we never run into that guy. Just hearing Corin’s stories about Saffron was bad enough. 
 
    The Old Sage is some old guy that apparently sent Keras to this continent. I hope Keras has learned a valuable lesson about not letting strange old people teleport him anywhere. 
 
    Lydia is one of Keras’ friends, as well as his commanding officer in the Paladins of... T-something? I didn’t catch the name. Anyway, she’s apparently a powerful sorceress, and an apprentice of Blake Hartigan — the legendary ancestor of the Hartigan family. 
 
    Velas is Keras’ rival, and a spear-wielder. She wields a magical artifact called the Heartlance, and she apparently has movement-focused magic, similar to what Corin can do with his ring. 
 
    Jelani is a merchant that Keras first encountered during his preliminary exam. 
 
    Grandmother Iron is a martial arts teacher and former tournament finalist. 
 
    Walter Crown is an assistant teacher for Grandmother Iron’s school and a Citrine-level attuned with two attunements — Forgemaster and Soulblade. 
 
    Lia Shay is one of Grandmother Iron’s students. She has no attunement, but specializes in gathering information through mundane means. 
 
    Ari is one of Grandmother Iron’s students. He’s a bit of a hothead and has the Juggernaut attunement. Apparently, he’s pretty close with Meilin, and he used to go adventuring with her sister, Xiaofan. 
 
    Wu Meilin is one of Grandmother Iron’s students. She’s calm and decisive, with several weapon skills and the Assassin attunement. 
 
    Fai is one of Grandmother Iron’s students. He has an Acolyte attunement, an attunement from Dalenos built for healing. Like all of Grandmother Iron’s students, he’s a talented martial artist. 
 
    Shun is an antisocial man with a penchant for the color green. May actually be the Green Guardian, and/or possibly a serpent. 
 
    Wu Xiaofan is a veteran adventurer who found an enchanted scythe in the Unclaimed Lands. Her personality was said to be different after her expedition. She’s also Wu Meilin’s sister. 
 
    The Green Guardian is a legendary “hero of justice” who wears glowing green armor and helps save people from dangerous threats. He fights in the tournament using impressive powers, most of which seem related to crystal and stone. He seems to know Dawnbringer somehow, and tells her not to trust Keras. Perhaps he’s one of her former wielders, somehow still alive after many years? 
 
    Hannah Meiyer is a member of the Edrian Royal Guard and one of the top-ranking tournament contestants. Her nickname is The Royal Executioner, a reference to her Emerald-level Executioner attunement. 
 
    Akadi is one of the harbingers of the Sun Eater, the world-eating deity that destroyed the entire planet of Rendalir. Apparently, he has multiple bodies, as well as some kind of possession abilities. 
 
    Vendria is an ancient seasonal goddess, who was once shattered into three seasonal aspects, each represented by a crystal. Venlyra is winter, and Venshara is summer. I didn’t catch the name of the spring one. 
 
    Ishyeal Dawnsglow is the wielder of Soulbrand, the Sacred Sword of Fire. He has some kind of vendetta against Akadi, which seems pretty reasonable, given that Akadi works for a planet-destroying monstrosity. 
 
    The Phantom Thief Ravenshade is a legendary thief, and apparently, also the wielder of Twilight’s Edge, the Sacred Sword of Shadow. 
 
    Taer’vys Ironthorn is a member of the Thornguard, a military from Keras’ homeland. When Keras was training for an elite division, Taer’vys was already a member of that division. Taer’vys would regularly beat the younger Keras in sparring practice. 
 
    Edria Fang is the emperor of Edria at the time of the tournament. He was the wielder of Diamantine before the tournament started, but passed it off to Edria Song, his granddaughter, during the opening ceremonies. 
 
    Edria Song is the Crown Princess of Edria, wielder of Diamantine after the tournament starts, and set to be the final opponent in the tournament. She has been blessed since childhood with six (!!!) attunements. 
 
    Kamaria Clarent was a Forgemaster who fought against Edria Song in the opening ceremonies. 
 
    Mikasa Kotestsu was an East Edrian Conjurer who fought against Edria Song in the opening ceremonies. 
 
    Zhang Yun was an Edrian with the Shieldbreaker attunement who fought against Edria Song in the opening ceremonies. He also had a crystal mark from one of the crystals in the Unclaimed Lands, but I’m not clear on if he actually used it during the fight. 
 
    Oskar Klein was an Emerald-level Edrian Legionnaire and lower level Sentinel who fought against Edria Song in the opening ceremonies. 
 
    Alexander Theas was a Valian Shaper and Swordmaster who fought against Edria Song in the opening ceremonies. I think he’s Elora and Sheridan’s cousin? Not sure. Need to ask about him sometime. Sounds cute, and possibly eligible. 
 
    I suppose I should also write down everyone that’s been listening to the story, just to help us keep track for later. 
 
    Corin Cadence is my brother, and much to his dismay, an Enchanter. He’s set to inherit House Cadence, at least for now. 
 
    Patrick Wayland is Corin’s retainer (after a decision he never asked me about). He’s about as kind-hearted as anyone can get, and loves stories about magic weapons and monsters. He’d probably love Reika. 
 
    Marissa Callahan is the best fighter of our little group of students, possessing a Guardian attunement with a vastly higher amount of mana than she should have at her age. We generally call by the nickname “Mara”. 
 
    Vanniv is one of my summoned monsters, and a karvensi, which is basically like a gargoyle but better. 
 
    Researcher is another of my summoned monsters. She’s a knowledge elemental, and loves learning things. She wasn’t there for the first part of hearing Keras’ story, so I may need to catch her up later. 
 
    Then, of course, there’s me — Sera Cadence, formerly known as Sera Shard, potential heir of House Cadence, and Summoner...or, rather, former Summoner. That’s kind of a long story, and one I’ll have to write about another time. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Appendix III – Combatant Abilities 
 
    A follow-up on a request to Keras 
 
      
 
    Patrick had asked about my approximate attunement level during the tournament, and I promised I’d try to come up with a better way to explain relevant power than summarizing it into a single number or name. 
 
    I still don’t have a great system, honestly, but I can try to give you some relative power assessments for how each of the main combatants would rate in different categories. 
 
    I’ll start by discussing my scale. 
 
    I’m going to rate people with numbers in several different attributes, such as Physical Attack, Physical Defense, and speed. My scale starts at zero, and generally goes up to around five, although I’ll have a few people with higher than five in a couple areas. 
 
    A rating of zero represents someone with no ability at all in a particular area. For example, a rating of zero for the Magical Attack category would mean they couldn’t use magic to attack people at all, to the best of my knowledge. 
 
    From there on, I’m dividing each attunement level into two points, representing the high and low end of each. 
 
    Thus, the list is as follows: 
 
      
 
    0 — Lower than Quartz 
 
    1 — Low Quartz 
 
    2 — High Quartz 
 
    3 — Low Carnelian 
 
    4 — High Carnelian 
 
    5 — Low Citrine 
 
    6 — High Citrine 
 
    7 — Low Emerald 
 
    8 — High Emerald 
 
    9 — Low Sapphire 
 
    10 — High Sapphire 
 
    11+ — Higher than Sapphire 
 
      
 
    Don’t panic when I’m saying things are “Sapphire” level. You can think of that as representing anything that has higher than the normal scope of Emerald abilities, including people with powerful equipment or unusual techniques. It doesn’t literally mean I was fighting Sapphire-level opponents in the tournament. 
 
      
 
    The attributes I’m listing are as follows: 
 
    Strength is exactly what it sounds like — physical muscular power. 
 
    Speed represents how quickly someone can move and attack. 
 
    Agility represents someone’s overall coordination, including things like accuracy and evasion. Some people are better at dodging or attacking, but that’s too complicated to split out for something like this. 
 
    Physical Attack represents how hard someone can hit in combat. This is related to strength, but it also takes things like weapons and techniques into account. 
 
    Physical Defense is someone’s ability to withstand being directly hit with a physical attack. It doesn’t cover evasion — that’s represented by Agility. 
 
    Magical Attack represents the power of someone’s attack spells. Simple and easy. 
 
    Magical Defense represents someone’s ability to defend against magic. This is a tricky one, since some people, including me, have different levels of defense against different magic types. I’m keeping it simple, and I may give some notes on individual people to provide more detail. 
 
    Endurance represents a person’s staying power in a fight. For this, I’m including both physical stamina and a person’s mana in the same category. 
 
    Technique represents a person’s general combat skill and experience. I’m also including things like general combat instincts in here, since instinct and perception are too niche to include as separate categories. 
 
    Utility is a catch-all category for anything else I’m not covering directly in the other categories, like healing magic, teleportation, and all that stuff. 
 
    This isn’t an exhaustive list of everything that is relevant in a fight, but I didn’t want to make a list that was too long and cumbersome. 
 
    Now, on to the list. 
 
    We’ll start with me. 
 
    Without any equipment, at the start of the tournament, I would have rated myself an 8 in Strength and Physical Attack — so, meaning about higher-end of Emerald-level. I could match virtually anyone in raw power, even without my Body-enhancing techniques.  
 
    I’d give myself about a 7 in Technique and Utility. In terms of Technique, I had quite a bit of prior experience, both in terms of tournament fighting and monster hunting. I also had a fighting style most combatants would be unfamiliar with, giving me an advantage. 
 
    Utility wise, my biggest edges were my Body-enhancing techniques and my ability to break the weapons of other contestants. 
 
    My Speed was probably a high 6 to start with, and grew throughout the tournament. After I improved my connection with Dawn, I would have rated it more like an eight. 
 
    My Magical Attack is hard to rate. Without my destructive aura, I’d call it a 1 or 2. The aura itself is probably an “11” in terms of raw damaging ability, but I couldn’t use it effectively. I’m going to call this a 6, since my general use of my destructive aura was probably just about as useful as someone with average attack magic, even if it was functionally very different. 
 
    I’d call my Agility roughly average for a Citrine, so somewhere in the 5 or 6 range. 
 
    Unfortunately, all my other abilities would be considerably lower. Endurance wise, I’d rate myself about a 3. My physical stamina was high, but magic drained me much faster than it would have for an attuned. 
 
    My Physical Defense was probably about a 3. My body was much tougher than the average attuned, even without any Body-enhancing techniques active, but my lack of a shroud was a huge disadvantage. 
 
    My Magic Defense was even lower, so I’d call it a 2. That 2 represents my ability to shape flame and stone, as well as the minor passive magic resistance that I’d gotten from Dawnbringer’s bond. 
 
    All in all, I probably rounded out to being somewhere in the high Citrine range, but you can see that my abilities were very offensively focused. I was very good at eliminating opponents quickly, but I suffered in sustained long-term engagements due to the cost of my spells on my body. 
 
    Most of the other combatants had more rounded capabilities than I did, since their powers reflected their attunement level. 
 
    For example, I would rate Meilin and Walter in the 6 range in most areas, for example. I would have rated Meilin a 7 on Speed, Agility, and Utility, and Walter a 7 on both Defenses and Technique. 
 
    Ari was…hard to judge. Most of the time, he only had about a 5 on Strength and Physical attack, but he could use his attunement to boost it all the way up to around an 8. That would decrease his defense, however, down from around 8 to about 5 — so, a big trade off. His Speed and Agility were both about 5 or so, too, unless he boosted them with his attunement — which could get him up to the 8 range on those as well, or maybe even higher. And then there’s his hidden power…well, I’ll save that for the next part of the story. 
 
    I didn’t have enough context to give Shun a rating in most categories at the time. At a glance, he seemed low in most attributes — maybe a 3 or a 4 — but with an 8 in Utility. I know a bit more now, and that assessment was flawed, but I don’t want to say too much and spoil later parts of the stories. 
 
    I’d rate the Green Guardian as a 6 in most categories, a 7 in Utility, and a 9 in Endurance, Physical Defense, and Magic Defense. Maybe even a 10 on Physical Defense. He was tough. 
 
    Xiaofan gets 8 across the board. She was absurdly dangerous, and very well-rounded. 
 
    As for Akadi, I didn’t have enough context to rate him accurately, but I’d have guessed 9 for Magic Attack, 9 for Stamina due to his ability to ignore injuries almost entirely, and relatively low for his physical attributes. 
 
    Lady Hartigan gets a 10 in Magic Attack, an 8 in Endurance to represent her colossal mana pool, an 8 in Magic Defense, and a 7 in virtually everything else. 
 
    Most of the people who fought against the crown princess in the opening ceremonies were in the Citrine to Emerald range. Alexander gets an 8 on Speed, Technique, and Utility, and 6ish in most other categories. Oskar probably had about an 8 in Defense, but it was largely irrelevant because of his opponent. 
 
    Edria Song was, by my estimates, somewhere in the 9 range on absolutely everything. Honestly, maybe even 10s on Defense. She was very impressive. 
 
    Reika is a tricky one. In her baseline human-looking form, she probably had a Strength and Physical Attack of about 7. I’d also give her about a 7 on Utility, due to the wings and the ability to turn into mist. She’d have about an 8 in Physical Defense, and more like a 5 in Stamina, Agility, Technique, and Speed. In her larger form, I’d drop her Agility and Stamina to 4, but increase her Strength and Physical Defense to 9. She had no Magic Attack to speak of in her human-looking form, but in her full dragony glory, her breath attack is about a 9. 
 
    Finally, I’d note that my abilities improved over the tournament.  My second-stage mark from Dawnbringer would probably warrant an increase to a Speed in the high 7 range, for example, and a marginal increase to my other physical abilities. 
 
    Using specific weapons would also increase my abilities. With Dawnbringer, I’d give myself a couple extra points in Magic Defense, due to her ability to reflect spells. Maybe an extra point in Magic Attack, too, since she gave me some additional attacking options. 
 
    With the Dominion Breaker, if I was taking a fight seriously...let’s call my Physical Attack infinite, and leave it at that. 
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