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      The lithe man held the rapier point-forward, the silver blade destined to strike right at Wax’s heart. With his hair tied back, his face as narrow as his sword, the Kance fighter looked every bit the Windmaster his isle proclaimed him to be.

      Wax bobbed his feet, rolling them with the ship’s own shimmering silver-and-wood deck. The Kance ship cut through the waves, all its edges blinding in the sunlight as the rough-and-tumble regularity of a sea voyage found itself thwarted by cunning construction.

      Wax himself lacked that beauty, his weave not doing much to keep him warm in the slicing sea breeze, his loose pants snapping, his climbing shoes biting at the surface in the one effective accessory he had.

      Oh, and his Foti blade. The blue sword picked up the ocean’s reflection, carrying the sea in its waved steel. Thicker than the Kance man’s rapier, the Foti blade would have to use its strength to make up for its stubbier length.

      Bets to that effect danced the deck around them, the sailors not actively steering the ship taking their midday break to see how badly their friend could beat Wax up and down the vessel.

      One call in Wax’s corner came from his right, where his older brother Quik, holding onto one of the many rope loops against the Kance ship’s railing, hollered sage advice: don’t stand still.

      Beside him, her bamboo staff sticking up over her back like some tree sprouting from her shoulders, stood his sister. Bliss held a nervous look, like she had almost the entire journey, and Wax tried to offer up a confident grin.

      The man wouldn’t kill him, after all.

      “Ready?” The Windmaster asked, reedy voice mashing with the crackling splash the ship made as it danced through another wave.

      “Always.” Wax shifted his stance, brought his right foot forward and put the blade into a double grip.

      Last time he’d lost his weapon, sent it skittering across the deck to leave a divot in the polished wood side. They’d had him scrubbing the dishes every night since, and Wax wouldn’t want to see what further punishment the Kance might devise should his Vis clumsiness do any more damage.

      Then again, what did they expect? Wax wasn’t born on the seas. He was a jungle man, made for vines, for swinging through treetops and dashing into leafy groves.

      The Windmaster cared not, and came on with a fast three-step, cutting the distance between them to a hair. As the man’s angle predicted, the rapier came in for a heart-stopping strike, one Wax batted away with his own sword.

      A too-heavy parry. While he’d moved his thick blade all the way across his chest to knock the rapier aside, his opponent merely needed a wrist flick to get the stab back on target.

      For once, the Kance ship gave Wax an out: on the backside of its latest wave slice, the ship dipped forward into the valley between the rolling monsters. Wax used the momentum, cutting left and forward with his shoulder. The rapier snipped a loose thread with its thrust, but missed Wax’s body, giving Wax a solid charge right at his opponent’s chest.

      That Kance swiftness didn’t help here, the impact barely slowing Wax down and throwing the Windmaster into a flailing backpedal, one that should’ve ended the fight save for his opponent planting his right leg hard, then leaning forward and placing both hands, rapier slapped down in the left one, on the deck.

      “Don’t let him recover!” Quik’s voice rose over the jeers and cheers, collectors and betters sensing an imminent opportunity.

      Wax went on through the shoulder charge, taking his brother’s advice and bearing down on the Windmaster. He brought the Foti blade up for a two-handed smash, a fatal end. Surely the man would yield, throw up his arms and give up.

      Instead the Windmaster slipped his left hand low, on the rapier hilt’s very end, and with his wrist, popped the blade’s point up, right where Wax ought to run himself through.

      Or would have, if the fighter didn’t pull the point away, swiping the blade left and letting Wax catch himself, come to a stop as the ship began to climb into the next wave.

      “Your brother gives you bad advice,” the Windmaster said, standing. He tapped Wax’s blade with the rapier. “Position is everything, whether your sword is nimble or slow.”

      “I’m sure I’ll learn that sometime.” Wax looked at the blue blade. He’d yet to win a fight with the damn thing. “At least I caught you with the shoulder?”

      The Windmaster chuckled, “At least that.”

      

      The trio took their last dinner on the ship’s deck, calming seas as the vessel approached Foti allowing them a sedate meal beneath the ethereal sails. Kance had a way with blues, and the cerulean colors faded to white and purple depending on how the sunlight hit their thin canvases. More long than wide, the sails found the wind like Wax might’ve a vine in the jungle’s heart: with swooping precision.

      Even now the sailors, stationed at three separate tills along the ship’s length, barked out calls to one another to keep the vessel flying across the water.

      As the ship’s captain had told them upon leaving Vis: Rana might flow on the seas, but Kance would float above them.

      Wax’s home? Kitaye preferred the ships to come to it. Seafarers could be found on the far coast—the thought of them bent Wax into a frown—but their craft, svelte boats built from cultivated, fallen leaves wouldn’t last long in the ocean’s rough-and-tumble grasp.

      Then again, three days out and Wax already missed the feel of loam between his toes, of trees above and cooking spices lingering in the air.

      “Better than this, anyway,” Wax muttered, sipping another leek soup spoonful. The thin liquid barely qualified, though the Kance captain made clear Wax could barter for something tastier.

      As if Wax had anything to barter with.

      “You muttering to yourself again?” Quik asked.

      “Maybe.” Wax refused to admit what he’d really been doing: talking to Pan, picturing his friend with them, ready to join Wax in critiquing the culinary malfeasance forced upon their bodies. “Do you like this?”

      “I accept it.” Quik shrugged. “When we’re out on long hunts, we live on what we can scavenge. This isn’t much different.”

      “Thought Renewals would get something better.”

      ‘Take it up with Noctia,’ Bliss signed. His sister finished her soup, kept tilting her eyes towards the ship’s bow, as if she could spot Foti first. She looked less green now that the ship had passed into flat seas. ‘Maybe they’ll give you a salmon if you ask real nice.’

      “Probably only if I give them this first.” Wax reached up to his chest, where the ever-present warmth lingered. There, slotted into a copper-colored necklace, sat a fragment of Vis. A bright emerald no larger than Wax’s thumb, the skar tickled Wax’s nerves whenever he touched it, like brushing a numbing leaf. Its faint voice now whispered nonsense in his head in the quiet moments, an insect he couldn’t silence but had learned to ignore. “How many do you think I’ll get?”

      ‘Every single one,’ Bliss signed. ‘I didn’t join you to see you fail.’

      “Makes two of us,” Quik added. “Finish the soup, Wax. The next step starts tomorrow.”
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      The cave ate their footfalls. Svarde and Kivi, the rock-lizard ferrite, walked at the small column’s head. Svarde’s torch sputtered in his right hand, its glinting flame finding and destroying shadows in the jagged tunnel. Maena’s information said this cave would keep going deeper and deeper, far along to a point where every explorer failed to return.

      Down there, somewhere, was the fiend’s source.

      The cave wasn’t dead rock. Mosses and mushrooms poked out from crannies. Water dripped and joined them here and there, sluicing along through the earth. For the first hour, too, the Rana sailors broke up the journey with songs.

      That ended when they reached the Aegis.

      Like a spiderweb built from silver light, the Aegis ran along beneath the seven isles, protecting them. A gift from the gods in their last moments, or so the Circle and the Najahn declared. Svarde hadn’t ever seen it before, and the lines splitting the air before his face, catching the torchlight but not bending in its flame, forced a halt to the march.

      Maena, the Rana captain, decked out now in her full deep blue leather and emerald cuirass, matching blue-and-green pants, joined Svarde at the lead while sailors grumbled behind.

      “So this is it,” Maena said, reaching out and touching the filaments. A hand-length apart, the lines ran through the rock, and Svarde guessed if he chased them all the way, they’d lead right back to Catya, there in that prison.

      “Beyond here we’ll have no protection,” Svarde said, his right hand going up to the axe on his back. “The fiends will be undeterred.”

      “Are you scared, Guardian?”

      “I’m not a Guardian anymore.” Svarde didn’t look at Maena, kept his eyes ahead into the gloom. “My name’s Svarde. Call me that, or nothing.”

      “The march making you sensitive?”

      “I’m keeping it simple. You should, too.”

      Maena jerked her head back towards the column, the eyes peaking past torches to look at their leaders.

      “All of them understand we’re likely to die down here, Svarde. They all have their reasons for coming, reasons that came from the lives they’ve led. Don’t ask them to throw that away.”

      “All I’m asking is for their swords and crossbows when the fiends come.”

      Maena nodded, “That, I think, they can deliver.” She stepped back from Svarde, faced her sailors. “After this, the songs stop. We move in quiet. Watch for danger, keep your feet steady. Trust your friends, your wits, your abilities, and we will not fail.”

      Kivi snorted. Svarde agreed. Grand speeches always paled against harsh realities. Maena’s would fare no better down here.

      Walking past the Aegis didn’t clear the air, didn’t make Svarde feel any lighter, heavier, sicker or happier. It did, though, raise the hairs on his neck, set his eyes to sweeping the cave on a constant patrol.

      For a long time the cave had offered them nothing. Only a single path with winding turns, some steep and shallow sections. After the Aegis, though, the makeup changed.

      The earth went wild.

      Not five minutes after the filaments the tunnel burst open into a sprawling cavern, one broken up by towering pillars, irregular rock stomping on one another in a purple-pale mash-up. Lines carved by unnatural means scraped along the walls as Svarde and the crew poured into the broad space, fanning out with torches held high. Rocky teeth hung down from the ceiling, some dripping water onto equally large spires rising from the floor, some as tall as Svarde and twice as wide.

      “A man could get lost in here,” Svarde muttered, waving his torch around, scouring the wet ground for a sign.

      A sign of what, Svarde didn’t know. But he’d take a fiend’s trail. The monsters had to come from somewhere down here, and a claw track might lead them right to where they needed to go.

      Might lead Svarde to where he’d wanted to be ever since Catya picked up that last skar, ever since becoming the Aegis went from fanciful dream to iron certainty.

      Ever since he’d given up the one he’d loved for seven isles that didn’t give a single damn about her.

      Maena broke Svarde’s reverie, calling for a break, a chance to drink some water, eat some of the salted meats they’d brought along. Svarde and Kivi rejoined the crew, found their several dozen setting up in their clicques, torches planted where they could.

      The Rana sailors had a different cast about them now. Their tanned, sea-sprayed bodies hunched, their eyes roaming like scared beasts. A hand free was a hand on a saber hilt. Others checked once, twice that their crossbows were loaded.

      “They’re scared,” Svarde said to Maena, the two of them, as they often were, sitting apart from the others. “We’re not even one day along and some look like they might crack.”

      “Few have been in a cave before, Svarde. Much less one that runs this long.” Maena frowned at her own dull white fish strip. “Reality gives us a different taste than our dreams.”

      “We’re far away from dreams now.”

      “They’ll come around. Give them time.”

      Kivi snorted, Svarde nodded. Time was all well and good, but they didn’t have time to give. Already, new sounds trickled up through the rocks, not the dripping water, the whistling wind, but the scrabble of claws on stone. The far off cries as beasts found battle, or purpose. The clicks, clacks, coughs as things unimagined took notice of their next meal.

      Svarde stood, drew his right axe and held it aloft. It caught the torchlight, drew the eyes from every Rana sailor. Heaped over with Whent furs, his Guardian Foti-forged gear beneath, Svarde hulked. The weight gave him fortitude, bolstered his purpose, and he let the sailors find some solace in his form.

      “Brothers, sisters,” Svarde began as the Foti often did. “Where we go now, monsters await. Demons, even. Creatures for which we have no words. I look at you and see what might pass as fear in lesser people, but that must now be turned to courage. For remember, you travel with soldiers, with fighters.” Svarde nodded at his axe. “We will see the worst before this is done, but when it is over, it will be the fiends that know fear. Not us.”

      A few heartened grins caught Svarde’s ending, some others held up their swords, their waterskins. For a brief moment, the grand speech had its hold.

      Until a howl, rising from the deep and coming closer, stole it all away.
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      The Wound descended at Ami’s feet, its darkness dropping far below anyone’s sight. Sticks, stones, and even some lit torches tossed down vanished without sound into the Wound’s all-consuming black. Nothing thrown that way ever returned.

      But plenty rose up.

      “Be ready,” Catya whispered, the Aegis moving back on her stone chair, settling on the cushions and looking as frail as ever. Her robes looked to bury her body, too large by half, but no doubt measured right not long ago. “They are coming.”

      The Aegis’s warning was unnecessary, as the flashes around the dimming necklace at her chest worked well enough as clues to what approached. The seven skars resembled dull rocks now, their faint colors the slightest reminder of what they once were.

      “Wards,” Ami said, drawing her sword and bringing both hands to grip the great blade.

      Foti-crafted, etched with glimmering orange topaz along the center, Flamebreak earned its namesake. The silverblack blade seemed to draw in the torchlight, glowing in its reflection.

      The two Wards, Najahn guards in spotless purple-black plate armor, chakrams hooked into their backs and voulges at the front, stepped from their watchposts inside the dome.

      They stood on rock, albeit clean rock, and the smooth gray surface let the trio spread out to cover the Wound. Ami put herself before Catya, while the two Wards took opposite sides, forming a triangle around the pit.

      The scrabbling drew closer, raking as large paws and claws dug into stone and loosed it from the walls. Heaving lungs growled and huffed with every pull.

      They were close.

      Ami drew in a breath, felt Flamebreak’s wrapped hilt beneath her hands. Her armor sat heavy, perfect on her shoulders, her legs. A recent addition, that: with the fiends coming more frequently, Ami had to assume any day might bring a breakthrough.

      At least this time she was here, ready to fulfill her role.

      “Glad I get to be your Guardian one more time,” Ami said without looking back to Catya.

      “Hopefully not the last.” Catya’s words almost broke Ami’s heart, not because of what she said, but the sheer brittleness in how they sounded.

      With luck, the Renewal would happen soon enough to give Catya a few days, a week, a month without her burden.

      With luck.

      The fiend gave no warning. The claws scratched below, and then its shape flared free from the Wound, jumping at the Ward ahead and to Ami’s right.

      Every fiend was a unique horror, and this one bore its claws along eight spindly arms, each one emerging from a wooly, long torso. Gnashing teeth and sharp sapphire eyes dominated one end, while its rear found room for a snapping, stinger-equipped tail.

      The damn things were getting worse.

      The Ward fell back at the fiend’s leap, using her voulge and its curved point to block the swiping claws. Where the spear’s heavy haft couldn’t go, the Ward’s armor took the hits, gouges appearing in the metal.

      The Ward to Ami’s left slapped his voulge into the ground, swiping both hands behind him to draw the chakrams. Taking a side-step, the man spun, building up momentum and launching the discs one after another. The sharp circles gashed into the fiend, each one shearing off a leg and leaving the monster howling.

      Standing up on its two rear claws, the beast lunged forward, putting its full weight on the defending Ward and bearing her to the ground. The Ward called for help, and the third guard made his appearance, running in from outside with his voulge ready.

      The one who’d thrown his chakrams glared at Ami, his face asking why, with that huge sword, she’d yet to move.

      The answer came from the Wound, where claws still made their nasty sounds.

      The second fiend leapt out, its legs spreading wide as its teeth snapped towards Ami, as if planning to enclose the Guardian in an awful embrace.

      Bad idea.

      Ami brought Flamebreak up to her shoulder, then swiped the blade in a diagonal slash across her body as the fiend closed. The sword, true to its namesake, left sparks in the air as it went, those hot embers lining the fiend’s body as the sword bit in hard.

      The creature squealed, the damage done to its midsection, and those gnashing teeth pulled back in a wild howl. The legs landed around Ami, the fiend’s bulk pressing her back a step even as its vitals leaked free from the wound.

      Ami sidestepped left, setting her right foot hard as she did so, whirling Flamebreak from her ankles up around her chest in a spinning cut. The swipe snared a couple reaching legs, barely slowing her swords momentum as it sliced clean through. Again the fiend howled.

      And again, Ami set herself. Finishing her spin, Ami brought Flamebreak up to her shoulder, point forward. The fiend thrashed, its sapphire eyes lighting on her, showing nothing close to sanity.

      Time to put the monster down.

      “For the forge,” Ami growled, kicking off with both feet in a short sprint at the fiend’s body.

      Clawed legs tried to buffet her, but the talons bounced off her hard shoulder pads. The fiend opened its mouth wide, intending to swallow Ami’s head whole.

      The bite never made it. Flamebreak struck first, pushing in, lifting the fiend’s torso skyward. Ami kept pushing the scrambling, dying beast towards the Wound. When she saw the blackness beneath the monster, Ami pulled back on the blade, letting Flamebreak burn its way free.

      The fiend couldn’t do more than burble as it fell deep into the dark.

      Ami tracked her look to the other monster, similarly dispatched, although with many more cuts. Voulges whirled, chakrams littered the ground, and the fiend’s slow demise played out as the monster settled into its forever sleep.

      The Ward who’d drawn the fiend’s initial rush knelt on the ground, her wounds already getting patched by her fellow guards. The post-battle quiet, a sacred silence, descended.

      “You haven’t lost a step,” Catya whispered, coming up behind Ami, leaning on her shoulder. The thin Aegis felt like a feather, making Ami flinch. Every touch confirmed Catya was so far from what she’d been, so far from . . .

      No. Those dreams only led to nightmares.

      “As long as I’m protecting you,” Ami said, sheathing Flamebreak, “I’ll never stop getting stronger.”

      Ami faced Catya, forced herself to look at her friend. Memories clashed with the current moment, Catya’s eyes showing old curiosity as they trailed to Ami’s sheathed sword.

      “Foti’s skar still burns?” Catya asked.

      “Still.” Ami nodded.

      “Mine die so quickly, yet yours sparkle with so much life.”

      “I’m not protecting all the isles with mine.”

      “Trade?”

      Ami laughed, shook her head. Stopped herself from saying what she felt.

      Never, Catya. Never would Ami pay that price.

      “Then, can I ask you something?” Catya said, stopping to take breaths between the words. She’d need a nap soon. Ami flicked a glance to the Wards, nodded at a straw-covered patch near the stone chair. They’d find cushions, a blanket.

      “Anything,” Ami replied.

      “I need to know, here at the end, was I too weak?” Catya reached up, clutched the necklace. “Was I the wrong choice?”

      How do you answer a question like that?

      The Catya Ami knew, the one she’d grown up with, would’ve never asked it. Would’ve assumed she was the perfect person for anything she chose to do. That’s how you earned the Aegis in the first place: unshakeable belief in your abilities.

      But here Catya was. Barely a decade since she’d put on the necklace and withered up. All but spent. Not just physically, but, clearly, her soul too.

      Ami needed to answer her. Give Catya something to hold onto. Ami cast a net, glanced left and saw nothing save the canvas dome and slate gray stone. Looked right, found an opportunity.

      “They fight for you,” Ami said, nodding to the Wards. “I fight for you.”

      “Because the Circle demands it.”

      “Those Najahn blowhards hold no sway over me.” Ami put her gauntlets, careful, on Catya’s shoulders, drew her in tight. Again the lightness, the barely-there weight sent shivers. “I’m here because I love you. Always have. Always will.”

      Catya’s sniff muffled against the thick mail. “You don’t hate me for being so weak? For dying so fast?”

      Ami pulled back, “You’re not dead.”

      The sniff, the red-rims around Catya’s eyes turned into a dire, thin laugh.

      “Ami, I died the moment I put this necklace on.”
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      Foti’s obsidian towers emerged through the fog like a giant’s chipped teeth. Looming and dark, they nonetheless filled wax with calm after days on the open sea. A clear horizon was beautiful, sure, but having a reference point was a nice change. Helped ground him to know how fast they were skipping across the water.

      That water had been home to waves and little else, save the occasional passing bird or cloud. Now the sea grew crowded as Wax, Bliss, and Quik watched near the Kance vessel’s bow.

      If Kitaye had Vis’s trade all to itself, Foti, and the city they headed towards, a smoke-and-steel town called Smythe, made the jungle isle’s commerce seem like children’s toys.

      Giant Foti galleons brushed up alongside the Kance vessel, towering overhead with their dark wood and metal bodies, massive sails blotting out the sun as they swept along. Wax and Bliss shrank back every time one came near, even though the Kance sailors assured them no collision could happen, not with their ship so lithe.

      Quik, for his part, put on a false smile and stood, arms crossed, daring this new world to shove him around.

      Smaller cutting ships abounded too, casting their fishing nets or setting about with harpoons in favor of larger game. Ships from other isles, like Noctia’s swooping gray sloops and Rana’s flowing cutters, dashed in and out of Smythe’s sprawling port. As they closed, the air picked up an iron tang, Wax’s lungs itching.

      Coughs spread around the ship as the sailors settled into the new way of things.

      Berthing lacked grandeur: ropes appeared in hands, slipped over posts on one pier among many, the docks forking out into the ocean. Someone dropped an anchor and the captain, a man who’d never bothered to give Wax his name, wished them a dismissive farewell.

      The trio took their satchels and stepped off, feeling the hard wood shiver.

      “I, for one, could use some land beneath my feet,” Quik said.

      “Race you to it?” Wax nodded towards the dock’s end, a run crowded with crew and cargo.

      ‘You’re on,’ Bliss signed, the first bright grin Wax had seen in days springing up.

      The seasickness had turned Bliss into little more than stewing sludge. Good to see her fun coming back.

      “Not this time,” Quik killed the idea. “This isn’t home. We’re visitors, and more than that, Renewals. We can’t act like idiots.”

      “Why?” Wax asked, starting the walk towards shore anyway.

      Not as fun as a race, but land was land, and he’d gone long enough without it.

      “Because unless you know how to get Foti’s skar, we’ll have to get help from someone here.”

      “There’s not, just, a guide? A sign?”

      “Did we have one in Kitaye?”

      Quik twisted his voice a certain way when he wanted to make a point, a distant mocking inflection on the words. Wax didn’t answer right away as they walked, dodging around crates and carriers filled up with sacks and satchels. The answer to Quik’s riddles would always be apparent, if he just thought about it enough.

      “Okay, so we knew Vis,” Wax said, homing in on the answer. “Because we lived there, we’d all heard the stories, seen the Renewals before. But we’ve not done that here, so we’ll need someone who has.”

      “Look at that, Bliss. Our brother’s not hopeless after all.”

      ‘Don’t know if I’d go that far.’

      Wax reached up, pulled out the necklace so the emerald skar sat on top his green-tan weave. “Hey, who’s the important one here? Be nice.”

      Quik snorted, Bliss rolled her eyes, and Wax felt new stares fall on him.

      Looks that’d been cursory before, confirming perhaps that these three really were Vis, now looked harder and no longer at Wax’s face, his weave. The skar drew the stares, held inspections.

      Wax tucked the necklace back beneath the weave. The looks went away, and Wax breathed again. He hadn’t realized he’d stopped, hadn’t realized how odd his nerves felt under the press from all those wandering eyes.

      “Good call,” Quik said, low. Wax noticed his brother’s hands had drifted towards the gauntlets at his waist, the hand-covering mauls ready to be slipped on in a second. “Not sure we should be advertising who you are.”

      “I’m getting that, but why not?”

      “Because the skars can be used for more than Renewals, my new friends,” a voice announced, the source a man lounging on a crate just off the dock’s end. Several days stubble lingered on a sun-drenched face, shiny black and purple leather breeches and boots gave way to an ashen tunic. At his hips, duel rapiers—Wax could recognize the weapons now after all those Kance duels, lay ready. A pipe sat steaming in one hand.

      And the most intense eyes Wax had ever seen, almost purple in their look, locked on him. The man waved with a pipe to an open spot on the rock next to him, where dirty water lapped against the bare stone shore. No beaches here.

      The trio stopped, Quik going one step further to put himself just a hair between Wax and this new man. If a threat, though, presented itself, none of the commerce near them detected it: crew and cargo continued their inexorable progress.

      “Who are you?” Quik asked, the hunter taking over. “And why were you waiting for us?”

      “Name’s Cassignol, and I come here every day watching for clueless travelers.” The man grinned. “There’s good trade to be had helping the lost find their way.”

      “How do you—” Quik started, stopped when Wax went past him, stepped right up to Cassignol.

      “We’re not lost,” Wax said, squaring up to the man. Cassingol, despite his fancy clothes, didn’t have much stature to him. No brawls in the backstreets for this one. “But we could use a pointer or two, if you’re inclined to provide one.”

      “Can do, can do,” Cassignol said, nodding several times over. “I’ll give you this one for free: You’re in Smythe, jewel of Foti’s southern coast, and the biggest mining town in the Seven isles. Anything you want that requires heat and ore, you can find it here.” Cassignol stood up off his crate, waved at the city behind him. “Fortunes are made by your skill with the hammer and tong in this city.”

      “Or by your slick tongue?” Wax curled up a smile.

      Cassignol gave him a slight nod. “As it is everywhere.” The man squared back up to the three. “Now, I can get you whatever it is you’re looking for, but, in trade, you must do something for me.”

      “Which is?”

      “A game, my friends. A simple game.”

      Cassignol spun on his heel, began walking up the sprawling avenue. Wax glanced back at his two Guardians, who shrugged. A game might not be what they were looking for, but they had few other options. No other leads.

      “Guess we play,” Wax said to his siblings, and they started off after the man.

      The Seven Isles had their differences. Wax learned this young, as did everyone, simply through the ships pulling into Kitaye’s harbor. While everyone spoke the same language, the slang differed, the phrasing morphed, the accents changed. Babble on Smythe’s streets came in coarse and straight, hammer blows hitting every syllable, a dialect that made sense as the noise from smithies, docks, and hard work filled every gap.

      For the first time in his life, Wax felt molded brick beneath his feet, laid cobblestones—Cassignol threw out the details as they walked—proving hot on Wax’s toes despite the cloudy day. Avenues broke off on either side, all flanked by homes, businesses, people living out unrecognizable lives.

      No communal cook fires, no fragrant spices, no whoops and dances. Not that he didn’t see happiness on the faces, not that the Foti people didn’t have springs in their steps, but here it came with grime and grit, heavy muscles and laden backs.

      Blades, axes, knives, and worse clung on every waist. Leather and steel cloaked chests and legs, while many back on Vis wore next to nothing at all save their earned inks.

      “Quit your gawking,” Cassignol said as they cleared a large square, this one dominated by a hammer statue, its massive gold-gilded head slamming down into a marble slab. “Everyone can see you’re outsiders, but they don’t need to hate you for it.”

      “Hate us?” Wax asked. Quik and Bliss seemed content to follow, to let Wax lead the conversation. “Why? We’ve never seen all this before.”

      “You like being watched, boy?”

      Wax glared. “I’m not a boy.”

      “Here your skin’s too clean to be anything but. Earn a few ember scars, work some more ash into that hair, maybe we’ll see you as something more.” Cassignol’s smile took on an edge. “Till then, you’re nothing but a mark.”

      “That’s what I am to you?”

      Cassignol shrugged, took a hard right towards a squat, long building. A shingled roof looked like it’d collected its own ash coating over the years, the flakes falling here and there over the scorched stone exterior. Wax didn’t see any fires, any forges nearby, so how the building earned its color seemed a mystery.

      Cassignol guided them through the main doors, and inside sprawled something new: the Najahn barracks back on Vis had looked something like this, long tables placed side by side, chairs around every one. Here, though, those tables were occupied, and not by food. Instead, strange instruments lay along them all, with men and women surrounding each, bellowing out numbers, colors. Some threw small cubes into square boxes, while others spun wheels while the table’s other occupants looked on, taking sips from ale flagons before cursing or shouting in glee.

      Shiny clay chips passed from hand to table and back again as the cubes hit their numbers, the wheels stopped their spinning.

      “Welcome,” Cassignol said, turning to face the trio and spread out his arms, “to Smythe’s pride and joy, The Anvil’s Arms.” Continuing his slow twirl, Cassignol pointed at the machines, the crowds clustered. “Here you can win a new life for yourself, can have the most fun you’ve ever enjoyed. The possibilities are limitless, and with those full satchels, I invite you to take advantage.”

      “More like, they take advantage of us,” Quik muttered, coming up beside Wax. “The man’s playing you, brother. We should leave.”

      Cassignol tilted his head, put on a pout even Wax could tell was false. “Ah, but my friends, you promised me a game, did you not?”

      “And you promised us an answer,” Quik reminded the man.

      A glittering grin rekindled, Cassignol nodded, “Play a few rounds and we’ll see about getting you on your way, perhaps with a heavier load than before.”

      The first two days at sea, Wax burned hours staring off at nothing. Pan, his best friend, the one who should’ve been in his place, kept whispering that his death was Wax’s fault. Sawi, Wax’s love now separated by duty and distance, drained away the zest, the happiness that’d brought springs to Wax’s every step.

      For those first two days Quik and Bliss tried, failed to make a dent in that sorrow. Towards the end of the second, a Kance sailor, that duelist with a rapier, suggested Wax could break his mood by embracing the adventure. Turning his life into something new.

      So when Cassignol suggested diving into a game, Wax found he didn’t much care what it was. They were on Foti, a whole new isle, embarking on a ridiculous quest to save the world.

      Quik’s caution stank of old thinking, of the boring and the slow.
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      The tunnels gave Svarde and Maena time to engage a defense. The two shouted orders, at first contradictory and then aligning, setting the sailors into a close circle, using the pillars to make tight gaps. Torches stacked in the center, the bright glow shining out towards any oncoming creatures, hopefully blinding their approach while making shots easy to take.

      On the ring’s outside, the sailors most confident in their sabers and their armor. On the inside, crossbows at the ready. Maena, ignoring Svarde’s suggestion, stood next to him at the absolute front line. Kivi snorted at Svarde’s feet, chewing on a pillar’s base between glances towards the approaching noises.

      Roars, hisses, claws on rock. The usual fiend symphony.

      Svarde had both axes ready, their fresh edges gleaming in the orange-yellow flickers. On his right, Maena held her saber in one hand, the other with its wrist slung through a thin duelist’s shield. She had her hair tucked beneath a Rana cap, a smooth helm so slick it’d deflect just about any smack delivered unto its shiny gray self.

      Svarde knew that quite well, from memories he’d rather forget. Fights from a life long since past.

      “Ready?” Svarde growled Maena’s way.

      “If I wasn’t, I should’ve stayed topside,” Maena replied. “This is what we’ve been working for, Svarde.”

      “What’s that?”

      “A fight on the fiend’s home turf. They’ve been the invaders all this time.” Maena’s voice rose. “Let’s kick their asses all the way back home.”

      The sailors took up a cheer. The shouts echoed around the cavern, a brief confidence. One buried mere moments later.

      The fiends didn’t deal in subtlety. The slobbering things crawled from the dark, two massive arms pulling a rounded torso, a spider’s mandibles along the ground. As Svarde took in the newest horror, he noticed a green trail leaking behind them, smoke rising where it touched the ground.

      Not only were these monsters ugly, but they had surprises.

      “Don’t let their blood touch you,” Svarde hollered as the first crossbow quarrels shot over his shoulders.

      The bolts, shorter than the arrows he saw on Vis, went straight ahead with malicious force. They bit hard into the clambering fiends, spinning the monsters around, driving them to the ground, or finishing their fight with a well-placed strike to the fiend’s savage face. Clicks abounded behind Svarde as the ones who shot reloaded, those precious seconds opening a window where the next fiends, their hands and bodies steaming, burning from the acidic ooze of their fellows, swam forward.

      Svarde went to meet them.

      His first target found Svarde’s eyes on approach, the monster declaring Svarde’s demise with a harrowing roar, its spit flecking onto Svarde’s face, followed by a mighty swipe. Svarde met the arm with his left axe, an upward deflection that should’ve sheared the limb off at the wrist. Instead, the axe bit in only a fraction, the crushing blow continuing right on through and throwing Svarde to the ground.

      His right knee banged hard on the stone, his shoulder’s impact cushioned by Svarde’s armor. His right hand, gripping the axe, wasn’t so lucky: the fiend planted its own left hand on the sprawled limb, pinning it to the ground. Its teeth spread wide, sought victory.

      And found a mouthful of ferrite instead.

      Kivi jumped on and leapt off Svarde’s back, curling into a ball as the ferrite slammed into the fiend’s open mouth, cracking those incisors and forcing the jaw wider still, a morsel too large, too dangerous for the fiend to eat.

      Kivi went to work, her claws and snorts, her lava-hot vents forcing the fiend into a haphazard retreat. Svarde pulled himself upright, confirmed Kivi seemed to have the better of that matchup, and felt the next quarrel wave shoot past him into the dark.

      More fiends howled, more collapsed, and the air suffused with an acrid tang. The smoking blood swamped the floor, and Maena called for a backpedal, a closing in around the torches.

      The fiends, too, seemed to hesitate, their battle cries dying to whimpers, coughs, sniffs from the dark beyond.

      Svarde counted eight monsters dead, another half that injured and being put down by precision shots.

      Unnecessary.

      “Save your ammo,” Svarde said, back-stepping to the line. “We won’t be recovering quarrels from these beasts.”

      Kivi joined him a moment later, soaked in the sizzling offal, the goop thankfully unable to penetrate her hard shell. The ferrite snorted at Svarde, disdain evident in her sharp attitude.

      “I’ll be more careful,” Svarde apologized. “You’re right. You shouldn’t have to save me every time.”

      The ferrite snorted again, taking up its place at Svarde’s shins. He took the ceasefire to check the crew, found only a couple minor injuries, though three sabers had been lost to the boiling blood. An unforeseen problem: how many spare arms had Maena brought?

      If the captain seemed bothered by the events, Maena didn’t show it. She continued delivering commands, straightening out the circle, tightening its gaps to make up for the pillars they’d left behind. No natural walls buttressed their circle now, just dense human will.

      It would have to be enough.

      The smaller circle invited a new strategy, and the fiends proved they had some brains inside those meaty skulls, the monsters making noise aplenty as they spread throughout the cavern, those clawed arms scratching upwards towards the ceiling and behind them on the walls. Shadows moved at torchlight’s edge, their jerking, angry strokes an unnatural sight.

      More than a few sailors muttered prayers to Rana, more than a few whispered doubts about their decision to come on such a foolish quest.

      Svarde would have to show them they were not doomed.

      “We break them,” Svarde announced. “Strike before they’re ready. Aim for their heads, watch the arms. Don’t doubt yourself or your fellow fighters. We are together.” He clapped his axes, then shouted out a Foti battle cry.

      Solid as steel. Hot as a forge.

      If Maena doubted his strategy, she didn’t counter it, and the Rana sailors parted like an exploding fire. Sabers and daggers drawn, the sailors closed at speed with the fiends. The bigger creatures proved less nimble, their dual arms large and deadly, but not so quick to adapt to slashing strikes, surprised stabs from corners unseen and unexpected.

      Svarde, with Kivi at his heels, drove straight into the darkness, letting the torchlight’s edge highlight his target, a fiend mid-climb up a stone pillar, in shadow.

      Taking one step, planting his right foot, Svarde jumped high, slashed with his axe, and caught the creature’s smoking end. Like with the wrist, as Svarde had hoped, his axe bit in and held, letting Svarde’s leap carry him on and pull the fiend down with him. The great creature landed on its side, just in time for Kivi to barrel into its gnashing maw.

      This time, Svarde landed with a roll, rising, turning and dashing back to strike the vulnerable beast from behind. A double whack with his axes, coupled with Kivi’s mauling, put the fiend down. Splatters smoked on Svarde’s furs and leather, but that didn’t stop the Guardian from picking his next victim and moving on, voice rising into a Foti battle chant.

      This first victory would belong to the humans.

      Most fights felt longer than they were, mere seconds ending lives that’d lasted for many years. Svarde’s axes, Kivi’s teeth and claws found fiends aplenty to sink into, but most monsters already bore wounds, were fleeing more than fighting from the Rana’s nasty stabbing daggers and slicing swords. The growls and howls dwindled as the last creatures were cornered and put to final rest.

      And yet, two Rana lay dead, one to snapping teeth, another to an unlucky spray of the foul blood.

      In the heaving aftermath, the two bodies and several more wounded were put near the torches. The remaining Rana without more than scratches gazed at their friends while Maena led a seafarer’s blessing.

      Svarde tuned it out, looked at the bodies and didn’t see them.

      How many times now would corpses litter his path?

      Kivi must’ve sensed the dour direction Svarde’s post-victory thoughts were taking, because the ferrite tugged at Svarde’s leather greaves. A look down found Kivi’s eyes sending Svarde in another direction. One away from the Rana funeral, from the plans to carry the bodies back to the surface for proper casting into the sea.

      “What’d you find, my friend?” Svarde asked, following Kivi deeper into the cavern, in the direction the fiends had come from.

      A monster’s body lay there, one of several. A quarrel, or what remained of its withered, melted shaft, protruded from the skull, speaking to the fiend’s early end. What had drawn Kivi’s attention, though, came soon enough: the blood Svarde had seen before the fight, the answer made clear. A deep wound along the fiend’s backside, a gash too straight and clean to come from a claw or a narrow rock.

      Svarde knelt, careful to keep his knee from the smoking blood, and studied the line. The fiend’s skin, a sickly yellow, looked torn clear, but blackened, too, at the edges and within. Some poison, then. Further evidence against accidental injury.

      

      “Going off on your own already?” Maena asked, the Rana captain coming up behind him.

      Svarde pointed at the wound, described it, found nothing but cold in Maena’s eyes.

      “Don’t you find it curious?” Svarde asked.

      “What I find curious is how a member of our band could wander away while we pay our respects to our dead.” Quick as a flash, Maena had her glittering, curved dagger out and held to Svarde’s throat. “We are in this together, Svarde. You and all of us. When one dies, we see them off as one. Or you can leave now, and take your chances in this grim dungeon alone.”

      Svarde found no joke, no room to wriggle in her expression. Found only an answer to give.

      “I’ve spent a long time avoiding people, because I’ve seen enough of them die.” Svarde rose, reached and took a gentle hold of Maena’s hand and the dagger’s hilt. “I thought I could avoid awakening those memories. Perhaps I was wrong.”

      “You were.”

      Svarde bowed his head, apologized, and the dagger found its way home just as fast as it had appeared. Behind them, the sailors split into two parties, a small few accompanying the wounded and the dead back to the surface.

      Fifteen left to continue the journey, replenished with what supplies they could scavenge from their departing friends.

      As for the long wound, when Svarde showed it to Maena, the Rana captain had no answers. Only more questions.

      “The Dark Below won’t give us much else, I expect,” Maena said, the troop gathered, torches again lighting the way on. “At least, not till we reach its rotting core.”

      “And carve it to pieces,” Svarde added.

      At that, at least, a rumbling agreement made its way through their force.

      With torch in one hand, an ax in the other, Svarde again took up his spot at the front, marching out the cavern’s far side and down, always down, into the dark.
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      Every Isle told its history in a different way. On Foti, big events had their details carved into stone, the tablets stacked and displayed in the immense hall in the Great Forge at the isle’s northern end, Foti’s hot beating heart.

      Ami wasn’t after Foti’s stories, though. Noctia, thankfully, had an easier way of recording moments. The isle seemed to take its minimal resources as a sign to invest in more developed things, and the same spires serving as home to the Najahn and the Circle housed, too, the Seven Isle’s foremost university.

      Leaving Flamebreak and her armor behind, the latter getting some touch-ups courtesy of Noctia’s inferior blacksmiths, Ami felt the chill through her purple-black Najahn robes as she wandered into the crowded intersection. Past the first gates, where the guards gave her solemn nods, Noctia swapped from bustling seaport and thriving civilization miasma to something more sedate, yet more exciting.

      The goods here came by way of conversation, and they flowed back and forth through the air as men and women launched treatises, ideas, and data at one another. Benches and tables strewn about the cobblestoned square found themselves occupied despite the chill, steaming coffee mugs—imported beans from Vis and Kance arrived daily—masking the nastier seaport smells from further down the crater’s mountainside.

      Shops took on a different air here too, displaying trades for paper, pen ink and quills, books, and gear meant for a battlefield Ami had little experience with. Yet she wandered into the first one anyway, glancing at the shelves.

      Letters came back at her, long titles on leather-bound volumes declaiming this and that. Ami found her bottom lip a good target for chewing, nervousness touching her. Reading as a skill wasn’t exactly prized in Foti, wasn’t required to bring a Renewal around the isles and earn the Aegis.

      “Anything I can help you find?”

      Ami almost jumped at the mousey voice, the shop’s sole clerk appearing behind her with more stealth than a Kance assassin. Instead of whipping a backhand and stepping aside to buy herself time, Ami forced up a smile. The clerk looked every bit the scholar, his robes bearing the golden tassles reserved for Noctia graduates. A single lens hung from his neck, ready to assist with any close up scrutiny.

      “History,” Ami said.

      “Ah, well.” The scholar nodded at the shelf Ami was inspecting. “You’ve found the right place. Any particular events you’re looking to study?”

      “The Renewals.”

      “Joining in on the fun, eh?”

      “The fun?”

      The scholar chuckled, made an absent wave towards the square. “Every time a another one is announced, we have our scribes get to copying new editions of them all.” The scholar moved next to her, reached and pulled out a thin volume, a gold-lettered name, Demion, on the spine. “But I’m sensing you’re not the average student looking for answers to their next quiz.”

      He held the book towards her. Ami looked at it, kept her hands at her sides.

      “Who’s that?” Ami asked.

      “The one that matters more than all the others,” the scholar said, his voice picking up a certain reverence. He ran his fingers over the cover, unadorned save for the name, again done in gold on the black leather. “You want to understand what this is, then you must start at the beginning.”

      Ami frowned, took the volume, then looked back towards the shelf. “I was hoping you might have something more recent.”

      “The last few Renewals have their editions near the entrance. You would’ve walked⁠—”

      “I want the real stories, not what the Circle decided to publish.” Ami flipped open Demion’s volume, expecting and indeed finding the Circle’s mark, their approval stamped and signed inside. “Everyone knows they control the message.”

      “If that’s what you believe, then why are you seeking answers in a Najahn bookstore, my friend?”

      “Because I don’t know where else to look.”

      The scholar nodded. “Books aren’t a simple endeavor. They take time to write, resources to be made whole. Noctia and the Circle control what we do because we are the only ones with the means to do it.” The scholar turned around, but as he walked towards the front counter, he threw a look back Ami’s way that said follow, so she did, tucking the Demion volume, and its Circle marking, under her arm.

      The scholar pulled out a tiny paper scrap, one stained by a rogue coffee drop. Dipping his pen in the small ink well at his elbow, both now resting on the slim stone counter, the scholar wrote out numbers, a name. An address.

      “It wasn’t always this way,” the scholar said, “and there are still those who do what they can to preserve an unvarnished history. Ask for Mattimo.”

      Ami took the paper, double-checked that she could read the scholar’s scribble. Barely. She moved to set the volume on the counter, but the scholar pushed her hand back.

      “Edited it might be, but this one is far from false. Give it a try, Guardian.”

      Ami blinked, stared at the bookkeeper with sharper eyes.

      “You know who I am?”

      “I wouldn’t be much of a scholar if I didn’t recognize the Foti swordmaster whose been stalking our island for the last decade, now would I?”

      “Then you’ll tell the Circle what I’ve been asking about.”

      The scholar shrugged, “Will I risk my life and well-being for you, Guardian? No, I will not. But neither do I see a need to go running to the Circle and tell them all about my day. Don’t give them a reason to come knocking on my door, and I won’t knock on theirs.”

      
      Ami didn’t open the book till she had her lunch, till she sat alone on her slim balcony looking over the downward slope to Noctia’s main city
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