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 Chapter 1 
 
    I followed Nia to the secret meeting room as I scrubbed at my eyes and tried to fix my hair quickly. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Nia said with a quick, warm glance at me, “you look fine.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked skeptically as I resisted the urge to mess with my wrinkled shirt. 
 
    I was just on a long series of missions to beat Phi, so I had to pull my only clean shirt out of the bottom of my travel bag.  
 
    Nia, on the other hand, looked as absolutely put-together as she always did, and her white, flared overcoat complimented her braid of ashen hair perfectly. Her blue eyes were sharp and alert compared to her softer features, like her thick lips, delicate nose, and plump cheeks.  
 
    My eyes fell on the small scar that decorated her jaw and chin as her melodic voice reached my ears. 
 
    “Well,” Nia amended, “nobody is going to care, at least. With a new Archon on the horizon, we have much bigger things to worry about.” 
 
    “No kidding.” I nodded and tightened the strap of my bandolier distractedly as I wondered what the new Archon was like. Sera and Phi were sisters, so I wasn’t sure if we could expect the other Archons to be much different from them. I recalled Sera’s words of warning in my dream earlier, and it unnerved me to think of the dark demi-goddess being worried about anything. Sera told me only I had the power to defeat this newly awakened Archon, and I wondered what made her so eager to get involved. 
 
    My thoughts were interrupted when Nia stopped in front of the hidden staircase. The ashen-haired mage glanced in both directions as she checked for witnesses before she led us downstairs and into the meeting room. A whole crowd of people waited for us, and it looked like Nia and I were some of the last ones to arrive. 
 
    “Welcome,” Headmaster Sleet greeted us as we walked through the door. 
 
    Marangur Sleet was tall and regal even when sitting, and I noticed he must have cut his graying beard recently. A few blond hairs were interspersed through his short beard and hair, and I smiled to see him looking back to his old self. He’d had a hard recovery since the animandu attacked him in his office, especially since the middle-aged mage never quit working to take breaks and properly rest. His long walking staff was tucked against his left shoulder, and the jagged blue essence crystal at the top glowed with contained power. The storm wizard’s cloudy, pale eyes followed us closely as Nia and I walked in. 
 
    “Ah,” Goredrin Madox boomed from his own seat, “here comes the mage who can take care of anything. Congrats on your tremendous win against that Archon, Gryff.” 
 
    I stopped and blinked at the muscular mage in surprise before I remembered he was a council member now. Gawain’s father wasn’t particularly tall, but his strong shoulders and chiseled features made him look intimidating even as he relaxed back in his chair. He had a head of blond hair and green eyes just like his son, Gawain, though the similarities between the two ended there. 
 
    Gawain sat next to his father, and he sulked in his seat as if he could melt through the floor with pure willpower.  
 
    “Oh,” I replied hesitantly, “thank you, Mr. Madox, but I didn’t beat Phi alone. Everyone who stepped into this room had a hand in the process, and there are countless soldiers who did as well.” 
 
    “Ha!” Goredrin boomed. “You’re a good kid, Gryff. That humility of yours is going to send you to great places. Keep it up.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” I agreed in a perplexed tone as Nia and I took our seats. 
 
    “Who else are we waiting for?” Grand Mage Kenefick asked as he accepted a written report from Arwyn, who was seated next to him. 
 
    Even though Nia’s father was now both a general and a grand mage, Gallahar Kenefick looked and acted practically the same as he always had. His slicked back hair was speckled with a little more gray than before, but his goatee was neatly trimmed, and his ice-blue eyes flew sharply over the page in front of him. 
 
    “Just Almasy,” Arwyn answered as she examined the room. “Professor Lle’shenne is busy with a research project, so she won’t be here today.” 
 
    Arwyn Hamner pursed her full lips as she regarded the door with expectant, amber eyes. Her vivid, red hair fell around her shoulders like a curtain of flame and framed her slender jaw and high cheekbones nicely. She wore a tightly-fitted navy jacket and white blouse combination which made her look professorial, though the outfit also accentuated Arwyn’s generous curves. 
 
    I took the time to examine the room person-by-person. Braden, Varleth, Orenn, and Layla sat together in a clump at one end of the table. Cyra and Erin were sandwiched between Sleet and Kenefick, and Ashla sat next to Arwyn on Kenefick’s other side. It was surprisingly nice to see how intermingled the groups had become, and it seemed like my friends were really comfortable with each other these days. 
 
    The door burst open as Keith Almasy strolled in, and the earth mage gave a leisurely glance to the full room. 
 
    “Guess this chair is mine,” he drawled as he slouched over to the only empty seat, which was between Gawain and me. 
 
    Almasy sighed and relaxed into the wooden chair as if it were the most comfortable spot in Mistral, and I shook my head in amusement. Almasy didn’t have much to say, usually, but he made up for it with the maddeningly relaxed aura which he exuded at all times. Unlike Gawain or Varleth, Almasy never got into arguments, but simply did whatever he wanted and let the consequences roll off his back. He had dark gray, almost colorless eyes, and his hair was in its usual dirty-blond ponytail. 
 
    “Nice timing,” Erin snarked from across the room with a teasing grin. 
 
    The two mages were both pilots, and I’d noticed they had a small, friendly rivalry going on between themselves. 
 
    “It was a long walk,” Almasy replied simply as he leaned back in his chair, but a smile curled at the corner of his mouth. 
 
    “Alright,” Arwyn said to cut off the conversation, “let’s get started. Some of you may have heard this already, but we have reports of a new Archon threat in the Southern continent, specifically in the country of Luratamba.” 
 
    I caught sight of a few wide-eyed stares and sudden intakes of breath as my companions learned the news. 
 
    “Are you certain?” Goredrin asked as he frowned at the red-haired professor. “Is this just a hypothesis, or is it a sure thing?” 
 
    “Almost entirely certain,” Grand Mage Kenefick replied grimly. “We have a few different intelligence sources in Luratamba , and more than one has been reporting indications of a new Archon for at least two weeks. 
 
    “Our researchers looked at the reports,” Arwyn added with a nod to Kenefick, “and we’re almost certain this new threat is a demi-goddess named Miralea, one of the nine Archons mentioned in the ciphers.” 
 
    The room fell silent for a moment as we all considered what this could mean. 
 
    “How can this be?” Cyra asked as she furrowed her brow. “We just took care of Phi, and now there’s another returned Archon? What’s going on?” 
 
    “Unfortunately,” Arwyn said as she glanced meaningfully at Headmaster Sleet from across the room, “we suspected there would be more. The cipher prophecy seemed to allude to a period of crisis for the entire world as the Archons returned. Mistral is recovering from Phi’s influence, as evidenced by the sharp decrease in rifts ever since she was captured, but Mistral is only a small piece of a much greater realm.” 
 
    “Should we really get involved in Luratamba , though?” Goredrin Madox asked with a frown. “This Miralea sounds like bad news, but we should take care of our own country first. Nobody helped us with Phi, so I don’t see why we should do anything about Miralea.” 
 
    “Help isn’t exclusive,” Grand Mage Kenefick grated out. “We can help Mistral at the same time as Luratamba , and it’s vital that we do.” 
 
    “Miralea is a threat to the entire human realm,” Headmaster Sleet explained patiently. “If we leave her to her own devices in the South, it’s only a matter of time before she grows strong enough to take on Mistral as well. By the time that point comes, hundreds of thousands of humans will have died, and she will have amassed an unstoppable force.” 
 
    “It’s better to strike earlier,” I added in a firm voice that turned heads. “The only reason Sera couldn’t immediately possess me was because of her early, weakened state. The longer we wait, the worse it gets.” 
 
    Goredrin looked thoughtful for a moment before he nodded silently. 
 
    “Alright,” the mage said as he rubbed his thick, muscled neck. “So, we should send in some mages to take care of this. We’ve already taken care of two Archons, so we should be able to take care of a third, no?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say two Archons have been taken care of,” I cut in as my hand flew to the hip pouch at my side. “Sera may be well and truly under my control, but Phi is a different matter.” 
 
    I pulled out the blue, glowing orb which contained Phi and stood before I set it in the center of the table. 
 
    “She’s a monster in an essence crystal,” Goredrin pointed out with a frown. “What’s the big deal? She should be perfectly contained.” 
 
    He reached forward to pick up the crystal, and I leapt to my feet to stop him, but I was too late. The moment Goredrin’s hand met the surface of the orb, he jumped back and clutched his palm with alarm. 
 
    The crystal on the table swirled with blue aura, and faint whispering filled the air. We all stared in alarm at the orb, but slowly, the whispering faded until it was silent. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Arwyn asked as she turned to stare at Goredrin Madox. 
 
    “It shocked me,” he explained with an unnerved expression. “I’m fine. She should be contained, though.” 
 
    “Should be,” I replied with stolid determination, “but she’s not. I found Sera in a crystal pillar as big as a tree, and even then, she could still leak her influence into the world. There’s no way this crystal can contain Phi permanently.” 
 
    Uneasy murmurs flew around the table as my news sunk in. 
 
    “That crystal pillar,” Grand Mage Kenefick rumbled. “Is it possible to put Phi inside it?” 
 
    “It might be,” I replied uncertainly, “but I think we’d have to seal off the mine to prevent her from corrupting nearby people.” 
 
    “We can’t do that,” Goredrin insisted as he laid a large hand on the surface of the table. “Sealing off the mine would cut off almost the entire essence crystal flow to Varle Enclave. It would put us into a deficit just when we need it the most. To cut off the mine supply would be like cutting off a limb.” 
 
    “Your business is heavily involved in the mine,” Arwyn pointed out hotly. “You’re thinking about money, but we need to think about the safety of the world.” 
 
    “Goredrin has a point,” Headmaster Sleet said with a voice like thunder. “He may have investments in that mine, but his analysis is no less important. We’re already running low on essence crystals after fighting Phi for so long. In order to rebuild Mistral, we need that supply flowing, or more lives will be lost.” 
 
    Arwyn’s eyes sparked with contained disagreement, but she said nothing. 
 
    “Isn’t there a system of crystal caves in the Southern Lands?” Grand Mage Kenefick queried with a thoughtful expression. 
 
    “There is,” Arwyn agreed as her brow furrowed. 
 
    “So,” Kenefick continued, “we send a team to the Southern crystal caves to put Phi into the largest crystal there. I’m sure they’ll find one suitable, and then that team can capture Miralea as well and do the same with her.” 
 
    “Two birds with one stone,” Almasy drawled quietly. 
 
    “We’d still have to seal off the cave so nobody could enter,” Goredrin said agreeably, “but the Southerners don’t have a mine there anyway. Nobody’s loss.” 
 
    “What about the team?” Grand Mage Kenefick asked with a troubled look in his eyes. “Who’s going to do both of these tasks?” 
 
    “It’s imperative we do this correctly,” Headmaster Sleet said as he leaned back in his chair, and his gaze traveled slowly over all of us. “I hate to have to ask the students here to take care of another threat, but my choices are very limited.” 
 
    “You can’t ask them to go South and fight an Archon again,” Arwyn cut in fiercely. “They’ve done so much lately. Isn’t there anybody else to send?” 
 
    “These students aren’t children,” Grand Mage Kenefick retorted with heat in his voice, and his blue eyes bored into Arwyn. “I understand why you feel this way, but the reality is that our armies function on sending young people into danger. A platoon of soldiers is full of young men and women in their early twenties just like these mages. The difference is my soldiers are much less likely to come out of combat alive.” 
 
    Arwyn clenched her jaw, but she couldn’t say a word in response. Slowly, the tension in her body dissipated, and she settled slightly into her chair. 
 
    “If you’re sending anybody off,” the red-haired professor declared, “I’m going to go with them. The South is no place for people who can’t speak the language, and I can translate just as well as any official man or woman could.” 
 
    “I can agree to that,” Sleet answered thoughtfully. “Your presence would make such an expedition more likely to succeed. I’m sorry to see you take another semester off from teaching, but you may go with the Southern team.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Arwyn responded after she nodded along to his words. 
 
    “Who else will be on the team?” Braden asked slowly. 
 
    “I’ll have to go,” I responded without waiting. “With Sera’s guidance, I may be the most successful at trapping Phi in the new crystal.” 
 
    “Yes,” Sleet agreed heavily, “it makes sense for Gryff to go. Before any other volunteers speak up, however, I’d like to pick the best team for this job.” 
 
    “Alright,” I replied, and the rest of my friends mumbled similar agreements in chorus. 
 
    “This team will need an experienced pilot familiar with the area,” Sleet began, “and for that, Almasy is the clear choice. He’s done two missions to the South already, and his airship is more suited to long distance travel.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” Almasy agreed blandly, “the rum there is pretty good.” 
 
    I restrained a laugh at the pilot’s single-minded pursuit of good alcohol. 
 
    “Of course,” Sleet continued as he fought down a smile at Almasy’s reply, “a banisher is vital to any team far from home, so I ask Varleth to join this team, if he’s willing.” 
 
    “I’m more than willing,” Varleth replied shortly with a droll tone. “Who else is going to make sure Gryff doesn’t get possessed again? He can practically be classified as Archon bait, at this point.” 
 
    I snorted, and Sleet chuckled in amusement for a moment before he refocused. 
 
    “Once you reach the jungle,” the Headmaster explained, “airship travel will become impossible. For that, you’ll need an expert in horses, and Gawain is the best candidate. Nia has significant experience in riding as well, and her versatility in elemental magic may prove vital in a land we don’t know well. Both would prove valuable teammates.”  
 
    “I’m proud to join this team,” Nia responded as her eyes blazed with determination. 
 
    “I’m happy to fight,” Gawain added eagerly before he cast a scalding glare over to the rest of us, “and if I can teach these idiots to ride, it’ll be a miracle.” 
 
    “Ugh,” Varleth groaned in a low voice. “I can’t believe we have to suffer through your presence.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll get along just fine,” Headmaster Sleet insisted with a wry grin. “If not, Professor Hamner is free to dole out admonishment as she sees fit.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of any disagreements,” Arwyn agreed pleasantly, and I noticed concealed excitement in her eyes. “Is that the entire team?” 
 
    “Six people should do it,” Sleet responded. “There is important work to be done here, and we need talented mages in Mistral to help our country recover. Those of you who stay will be expected to help rebuild.” 
 
    “Layla, Braden, and Cyra,” Grand Mage Kenefick spoke up purposefully. “The three of you are talented warriors, but we need your summoning skills for construction efforts here. Orenn will use his metallogue abilities to provide manual labor as well. Ashla will temporarily rejoin the Wild Reds to take care of extra fighting responsibilities, such as bandits and rift closures, once her leg is healed. Erin will take on piloting duties, since her airship is most useful for fast ferrying of monster response squads.” 
 
    It made sense for Mistral to focus on rebuilding. Phi had done a lot of damage with her last attacks, and many people were left homeless or in need of transport back to their homes. 
 
    “In addition,” Sleet explained, “the six of you on the Southern mission will have to move through Luratamba  as a whole with some subtlety. Though we have a decent relationship with Queen Lisi in the capital city, Lisi city, we have no guaranteed safety in the countryside, especially since religious practice becomes more extreme as one travels farther from the larger cities.” 
 
    “What do you mean, extreme?” Gawain asked as his eyes narrowed. “A little praying isn’t going to interrupt our travel, is it?” 
 
    “The Southern people have a rather different approach to religion,” Arwyn explained as she tapped her fingers carefully on the tabletop. “The three Southern countries all worship their own certain goddesses, who reflect the Archons who used to actively live there. Luratamba  worships the goddess of the jungle, Miralea. Utun, their close neighbors, worship the goddess of ambition, Utuni. Vay, which you are unlikely to encounter, is the smallest of the three countries, and the furthest South. We have very little information on Vay and their worship of the goddess, Veopa, but the people there guard their technology with secrecy.” 
 
    “So, they worship monster goddesses instead of the Maker,” Gawain replied with a shrug. “Kind of screwed up, but not that different.” 
 
    “The primary form of worship in the South is human sacrifice,” Arwyn informed us grimly. “The three countries go about it differently, but I don’t have enough information to guarantee we won’t be captured and killed.” 
 
    “In any case,” Headmaster Sleet interrupted, “we know Queen Lisi won’t sacrifice a Mistral delegation. If you can make it to the capital, you can rely on her hospitality while you figure out your next moves.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Gawain snarked. “Nothing could go wrong with this plan.” 
 
    “Shush,” Nia chided. “We can handle it just fine.” 
 
    “Arwyn has most of the cultural and lingual knowledge you’ll need,” Sleet said as if he hadn’t heard the bickering. “Grand Mage Kenefick and I can update Professor Hamner on the political situation there, and your team should be fully prepared for anything you’ll find in Luratamba .” 
 
    Arwyn folded together a sheaf of papers as thick as my wrist and tapped them into alignment on the table surface. 
 
    “There’s still so much we don’t know,” Layla spoke up in a confused voice. “Are you sure that’s enough for them to complete this mission?” 
 
    “Arwyn will brief them as the mission progresses,” Headmaster Sleet answered. “However, now we have to talk about the operations you other students will be sent on.” 
 
    Sleet began to explain the various construction projects and bandit problems they had to cover in Mistral, and I picked up Phi’s crystal to put it away as the Headmaster spoke. 
 
    Soft whispering filled my ears as I held the blue orb, and I hastily stuffed it back into my hip pouch. 
 
    It’s wise to keep her at arm’s length, Sera spoke in a hushed tone inside my head. 
 
    My eyebrows lifted in surprise to hear the dark Archon speak. I hadn’t been sure she was capable of it after I captured her, since the only time she talked to me was during my dream. 
 
    I’m simply tired, Sera explained, and then her voice dropped into a sultry purr. Don’t worry, Gryff. We can have all the time together you want, once I regain some of my strength. 
 
    I swallowed as her resonant, seductive voice sent heat straight to my gut, and I shook off my thoughts distractedly to pay attention to the conversation once more. 
 
    “Three days until the Southern mission departs,” Sleet mused, and then he nodded confidently. “That should be enough time for us to prepare. With that, the meeting is adjourned.” 
 
    I stood and stretched as my friends began to file out the door. 
 
    “I can’t wait to go back to sleep,” Braden said in his deep, rumbling voice as he yawned widely. 
 
    “Might be the last good sleep we get,” Layla mourned in reply. “Sounds like we’re going to be repairing houses until our arms fall off.” 
 
    “C’mon,” Cyra disagreed, “it’s going to be rewarding. Don’t you want to see Tabby again and fix up Njordenfalls?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Layla replied with a cheeky grin, “but I want to do it after sleeping until noon every day.” 
 
    “You’ll grow out of that,” Orenn warned with a forlorn shake of his head. “I used to stay up half the night, but now I can’t even watch the sun set without getting tired.” 
 
    “Wow,” Erin spoke up with a grin. “How old is Orenn, again?”  
 
    “He has to be an octogenarian by now,” Gawain assumed flippantly. 
 
    “I’m twenty-five,” Orenn protested with false hurt in his voice as he smoothed a hand over his receding hairline. “It’s not my fault early balding runs in my family.” 
 
    “I wasn’t talking about that,” Gawain replied wryly. “I was talking about how you act like a grandfather.” 
 
    My friends dissolved into giggles and laughter, and I grinned as I listened to them. 
 
    “What are you doing now, Gryff?” Nia asked me as her perceptive eyes bored into me. 
 
    “I don’t think I can go back to sleep right now,” I admitted frankly. “I was thinking of going to the commercial district for some shopping.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Nia responded smartly, “I have some things to buy, so I’ll go with you.” 
 
    “Do I get a choice in the matter?” I asked, but I felt an uncontrollable grin grow on my face. 
 
    “Of course not,” Nia replied curtly. “Now, let’s hurry up. I’m hungry, and I don’t want to miss the street waffle vendor.” 
 
    Almasy whistled faintly and leaned over to Varleth while he wrapped an arm around the shorter banisher’s shoulders. 
 
     “She’s a force of nature, isn’t she?” the pilot asked loudly with amazement in his voice. 
 
    “Sure is,” Varleth replied dryly as he sidled out from under Almasy’s friendly grip. “Good luck, Gryff.” 
 
    I turned to see Nia’s expression, but she wasn’t there anymore. I was so busy watching Almasy and Varleth, I hadn’t even noticed the ashen-haired mage slipping away. I glanced down the hallway just in time to see Nia stride around the corner without me, and I waved a hasty goodbye to my friends as I ran to catch up. 
 
    I jogged up to the ashen-haired mage’s side, but she kept walking for a minute as if she hadn’t noticed my absence. 
 
    “Nice of you to make it,” Nia finally told me before her blue eyes flickered over to my face in amusement. 
 
    “You better be starving,” I responded as I stretched my arms out in front of me. “There’s no other reason to move so quickly in the morning.” 
 
    “The early phoenix gets the warm nest,” she replied charmingly. 
 
    “The late phoenix gets reborn from ashes anyway,” I pointed out, “so there’s no reason to rush.” 
 
    “As the late philosopher Eneos Drant would say,” Nia said pleasantly, “life may be a circle, but we’re in charge of its diameter.” 
 
    “Ugh,” I groaned. “I hate Eneos Drant. You’ve been studying again, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Of course,” Nia responded. “Besides, the only reason you dislike Eneos Drant is because many of his metaphors include math.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I stressed with an emphatic gesture. “Math is boring and barely applicable to real life. It’s a terrible choice for philosophy metaphors.” 
 
    I pushed open the Academy’s enormous, black bark oak doors, and they glided the rest of the way with perfect, magic-infused grace. Nia stepped through in front of me, and I let her take the lead as we walked toward the commercial district’s stairs. 
 
    “What are you shopping for?” Nia asked as we passed a panting, belabored family heading in the opposite direction up the stairs. 
 
    “Just restocking my travel pack,” I replied absently. “I accidentally chipped the tip off my pocket knife, and I want some nicer rope than what I have now.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with your current rope?” Nia asked. 
 
    As she looked at me, the sun lit her eyes with a million shades of blue, from cornflower to navy. I shook off my distraction with effort and focused on the stairs in front of me. 
 
    “The strands aren’t twisted tightly enough,” I explained. “There’s too much give in it, and the fiber is too weak. If a horse tried to chew through it, it’d be free in no time.” 
 
    “A well-trained horse wouldn’t chew through rope,” Nia explained with a quirk of her lips. “However, seeing as we’ll be sourcing horses when we get there, who knows how well-trained they’ll be.” 
 
    “Why don’t we just take the Academy horses with us?” I questioned. “Almasy’s airship is pretty big. It shouldn’t be too difficult.” 
 
    “It’s a week of flying over land and ocean,” Nia replied, “if I’m guessing correctly. Do you want to be the one dealing with a week of water and food for six horses?” 
 
    “Well, we could make Gawain do it,” I murmured slyly. 
 
    “It gets worse,” Nia advised as she raised her eyebrows. “A week of horse manure has to go somewhere. Six horses, remember?” 
 
    “This doesn’t change my point,” I replied with a grin. “We could make Gawain do it.” 
 
    Nia laughed and sighed as we came down the final steps to the commercial district. 
 
    “Gawain could shovel all day, but it wouldn’t change the rest of us having to smell it,” the ashen-haired mage said wisely. 
 
    “Horses don’t smell bad,” I said with a perplexed expression. “I’ve stayed in barns before.” 
 
    Nia turned and gave me a long, skeptical look that made me smile harder. 
 
    “Sorry, country boy,” the ashen-haired mage insisted warmly, “we can’t all have your iron nose.” 
 
    A perfume vendor suddenly distracted us with an impromptu spritz of sample oil, and Nia stopped to shoot him a deadly glare.  
 
    “Care for some rosehip perfume, my lady?” the vendor cooed obliviously. “It’s sure to put a smile on your face, so you’ll look much prettier. And you, gentleman, why don’t you buy her something to express your love?” 
 
    Nia’s glare deepened into something fearsome and dark as she regarded the foolish vendor, but I pulled her along gently by the wrist, and she stepped away reluctantly without getting the chance to disembowel the man. 
 
    “Look,” I pointed out, “there’s a travel supply vendor right there. I bet he’ll have good rope and knives.” 
 
    Nia glanced toward the perfume vendor one last time before she turned to where I pointed. Her expression lit up as her eyes landed on the window display of knives, and I smiled as she wandered over like a magnet drawn to iron. 
 
    “Fascinating,” she breathed as her gaze snapped to a light, silvery metal knife about six inches in length. “Infused with essence crystal, no doubt.” 
 
    My eyes widened as I saw the price tag.  
 
    “It better be infused with gold and stardust, in that price range,” I said honestly as I regarded the pale, beautiful blade. “It is nice, though.” 
 
    “I’m going to buy it,” Nia declared with unusual fervor in her voice. “I think it deserves an owner who will use it. What do you think?” 
 
    “Sure,” I replied with bemusement, “it’s your money. I know you’re usually pretty frugal, so it should be fine.” 
 
    “Should be,” Nia repeated distractedly. “Yes, it should be fine.” 
 
    I chuckled and moved past her to find a simple pocket knife for my own uses. My old one had been nice and hard, but it had turned out to be just as brittle as well. 
 
    I spotted a small, three-inch knife with a white pine handle and decided it would be plenty good enough for my needs. It looked decent and simple without sacrificing any of the function I was looking for. 
 
    With my new knife picked out, I moved on to looking for rope. I expected to see something nice right away, but all I could find was more fraying, weak rope comparable to the stuff in my pack. 
 
    “Hey,” I said as I approached the store owner at the counter, “I see you have some rope, but do you happen to stock anything more--” 
 
    Suddenly, an enormous boom shook the shop and rattled its windows. The ground itself trembled beneath our feet, and I took two steps back to balance myself. 
 
    “Maker,” the store owner gasped as he retreated further behind the counter in alarm. “What the hell is going on?” 
 
    “What was that?” I asked before I raised my voice and turned to the door. “Is there a rift opening?” 
 
    Nia bolted to the door as the last words fell from my mouth, and she shook her head in a hurried manner. 
 
    “It’s no rift,” the ashen-haired mage informed me urgently. “One of the shops is on fire.” 
 
    “An explosion?” I asked as I followed her out the door. 
 
    My breath caught in my throat as my eyes fell on the raging inferno among the shops down the street. Shards of broken glass littered the street like candy after a parade, and a few passersby ran away shrieking from the blast. The shop on fire looked like it might have been the type of place to sell jewelry, but the blackened husk of wood and display cases were barely recognizable at this point. 
 
    “Must have been gas,” Nia guessed as she nodded sharply. “We have to do something, Gryff. There’s nobody else around.” 
 
    Sure enough, a quick glance down the street yielded nothing to me. It was only a matter of time before soldiers showed up to take care of the fire, but much of these merchants’ livelihoods would be consumed in the blaze before anybody took charge and stopped the flames. 
 
    “You’re right,” I replied as confidence brimmed within my voice. “This one is up to us.” 
 
    Nia twitched her hands around a water spell that roiled and bubbled between her fingers, and I thumbed the lower end of my bandolier as I collected the proper monsters for the task. 
 
    Then we steeled our wills and charged toward the flames. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    I threw out my handful of robaguas just as Nia let loose her first water spell, and my monsters burst onto the pavement below with a flash of light and smoke as they emerged from their essence crystals.  
 
    The robaguas were strange little creatures I’d picked up in my recent fight against a giant, crocodilian craus’lar. They looked like fish about half a foot long, though two weak legs sprouted from the bottoms of their torsos. Their faces were blunt and beady-eyed, and their skin was more like slimy hide than scales. Despite their strange appearance, I knew my robaguas could both pack a mean punch as well as produce an astonishing amount of water on command. 
 
    Of course, it was their water I was after here. 
 
    The fire spat and crackled in front of me as it roared higher up the jewelry shop, and I stepped close enough to feel the dry heat press against my skin. 
 
    “Be careful!” Nia shouted as she twisted out a water spell, and it burst into droplets against the wood of the shop’s frame. “The building could collapse and spray burning debris outward.” 
 
    “What if there are people inside?” I asked as I inched closer to the fire. “They could be unconscious because of all the smoke.” 
 
    I directed my robaguas with careful application of my willpower, and they followed my mental commands perfectly. All nine fish lined up and dropped open their mouths before they sprayed out strong jets of water. 
 
    “You can’t go in there,” Nia insisted fiercely. “Not even with a bullet bass. If the building falls on you, you’ll suffocate just as easily as any other human.” 
 
    She was right, of course. The buildings here in the commercial district were old and of questionable construction at best. As if to prove that point, the jewelry shop groaned and creaked ominously as the fire licked up its wooden frame. 
 
    I stepped away from the building just as a timber fell into the first floor and sent sparks shooting from the empty windows. Fire crackled hungrily from every opening in the building, and I directed my robaguas to water the edges of the fire as it threatened to start on the neighboring shops on either side. 
 
    “This is why you shouldn’t build Enclave buildings so close together,” I called out to Nia as I stared at the threatening blaze. 
 
    Nia was mid-dance as she spiraled out water spells, and her body moved like a flowing river as she positioned herself carefully around the shop’s perimeter. 
 
    “Fires don’t start very often,” she responded as her hands worked over a stream of jetting water. “When they do, it’s certainly noticed before it gets bad. This is very unusual.” 
 
    It did seem unusual, I noted as my robaguas combated the leaping flames on the first floor. The explosion that set it off was tremendously strong, and I couldn’t imagine the amount of leaking gas it would take to start such a thing. More than just a lantern’s worth, for certain. 
 
    “Focus on the second floor, now!” I called as I skirted around the shop. 
 
    Slowly, our efforts began to have an effect. The fire flickered and trembled as it struggled against the water-soaked wood, and the first floor smoked profusely as the flames sank low. 
 
    “Almost there,” Nia told me before she coughed and wiped at her smoke-stung eyes. 
 
    I poured on the mana as I fueled all nine robaguas at once, and satisfaction crept through me as the fire dulled into nothing more than embers. It would take us a while to quell it entirely, but at least the worst was over. 
 
    I turned to look behind us, and I was startled by the sight of a large crowd of public onlookers. They stood safely away from the smoke as a handful of military soldiers held them back, but their awed, grateful faces were clear. 
 
    “We’ve done well,” I told Nia as we relaxed our efforts slightly. 
 
    “We have,” she agreed as she flicked out a bubble of water and looked at the crowd. “It’s good for people to see mages aren’t just useful in wartime.” 
 
    Suddenly, the crowd of public onlookers parted to allow a running man and a woman through. I glanced at the couple and noticed an infant tucked against the woman’s torso as she carried him toward Nia and me. The baby was swaddled in white, though a shock of dark, curly hair was visible above its blanket, and its father’s hair looked exactly the same. The mother was pale and fair-haired, and she wore a pink dress the color of a ripe peach. 
 
    “Our store!” the man wailed as he reached Nia and me. “What happened? What are we going to do?” 
 
    “Maker defend us,” the woman said hollowly as she stared at the burning jewelry shop. “At least we weren’t inside.” 
 
    “This is your store?” Nia asked as she twined another spout of water from her hands. 
 
    “It was,” the man replied miserably, and he raked his hands through his curly hair. “I just don’t understand. We only have two gas lamps, and I didn’t even light them yesterday.”  
 
    Nia stopped her flow of water spells and frowned thoughtfully at the man’s statement.  
 
    “Was there anyone inside the shop who could’ve started the explosion?” I asked. “Perhaps if the lamps were leaking for over a day, all it would take was a spark to be set off.” 
 
    “No,” the woman replied as she stared at me in bewilderment. “Nobody was inside. We finished using the lamps the night before last, and we worked in the shop all day yesterday without anything happening. Even today, people were coming and going, and nothing happened.” 
 
    Nia shot me a significant glance, and I nodded slightly in response. Freak accidents weren’t impossible, but something about this explosion seemed more than a little suspicious. If the lamps had been leaking while people were inside yesterday, it made no sense for them to explode now, after so long. 
 
    “Give us a moment,” Nia told the couple. “I think we have to look at the damage.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement and followed the ashen-haired mage as we skirted the perimeter of the building and peered into the broken windows. As we reached around toward the back storage room, the exterior wall grew significantly more charred. We stopped as we reached a large, blackened hole that appeared to burst through the wood of the doorway and floor inside. As far as I could tell, there was no gas lamp that could have caused that sort of damage. 
 
    “Foul play,” Nia muttered darkly as her blue eyes fixed on the charred hole. 
 
    “It has to be,” I agreed and shook my head with incredulity. “Let’s go talk to that couple. Maybe they know something.” 
 
    We walked back to the family, and I scanned them warily. They looked nothing but distraught, and I couldn’t imagine either of them being able to act well enough to fool Nia and me. No, this disaster came from an outside force. 
 
    We stopped beside the couple and their baby, and they looked back at us with weary, hopeless expressions. 
 
    “How would you two feel about answering some questions?” Nia asked kindly. “You’re not in trouble, of course. We just want to prevent this sort of fire from happening again in the future.” 
 
    “Uh,” the husband answered with an uncertain glance toward his wife, “sure, I don’t see why not.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Nia replied, and she led the rest of us over to the burned-out windows of the shop. “Let’s talk over here, where things are a little more private.” 
 
    As we looked inside, I directed my robaguas fish to enter and start putting out the rest of the embers. Hopefully, they would be light enough to keep from collapsing any of the fragile, burned parts of the building, but I didn’t have to worry even if they were crushed. 
 
    The baby in the woman’s arms spotted one of my fish and made clutching motions with his hands, as if he could reach out and grab one with enough effort. His mother shushed him gently and held him tighter in her arms. 
 
    My heart clenched in my chest as I watched them interact, and I wondered how they were going to deal with this loss of business. 
 
    “First,” Nia asked, “what are your names, and what did you sell here?” 
 
    “I’m Bernhardt, and this is my wife, Cecile,” the man explained distractedly as he stared in distress at the charred remains of the shop. “Our shop … well, we sold plenty of tourist gifts, though it was mostly just jewelry. Business hasn’t been good, recently. Nobody wants to spend money on souvenirs and earrings when they’re not sure of their own safety.” 
 
    “At least we were having a decent year,” Cecile added worriedly. “Others weren’t so lucky. At least half the jewelry merchants in this district have gone out of business.” 
 
    “The other merchant on our block has been losing business so quickly,” Bernhardt continued, “he might be out by the end of the year.” 
 
    Nia’s eyebrows furrowed, and a hint of suspicion passed over her face.  
 
    “Would you say the two of you compete for business?” the ashen-haired mage asked with interest. 
 
    “Well,” Cecile answered with a frown, “I guess, but Mr. Jameson doesn’t have as wide an inventory as we do. I can’t say we’ve suffered much, not compared to him.” 
 
    “I see,” Nia said with a serious expression. “What’s the relationship like between your family and Mr. Jameson?” 
 
    Cecile pursed her lips and wrung her pale hands together. 
 
    “Well,” she explained hesitantly, “I wouldn’t say we get along excellently. We have certain political disagreements, and Mr. Jameson is very outspoken about his dislike of the new Grand Mage.” 
 
    Nia blinked but otherwise showed no reaction, and I marvelled at her ability to keep a cool face. 
 
    “Mr. Jameson is just a little caustic,” Berndhart amended charitably, “though I wish his opinions were different, I’d be happier if he wasn’t so outspoken, at the very least.” 
 
    The couple seemed completely oblivious to the fact that a Kenefick was standing right in front of them. Nia wasn’t jumping to explain who she was, though, so I decided to keep quiet as well. 
 
    “Have you had any specific incidents between your family and Mr. Jameson recently?” Nia continued smoothly. 
 
    “Not that I can think of,” Cecile answered, “though he’s been a little cold toward us over the past week.” 
 
    “Actually,” Berndhart admitted with reluctance, “I got into a little argument with him over last weekend. He came down here to Blue Leaf to see my stock, and he accused me of stealing one of his pottery sellers. I didn’t even know she used to sell to him.” 
 
    “I see,” Nia answered, and her thoughtful expression darkened. “I think we may have to pay this Mr. Jameson a visit.” 
 
    “Um,” Cecile said uncertainly, “I suppose that’s fine. He’s right this way, if you follow us. You don’t think his shop is in danger too, do you?” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s in danger,” Nia replied simply, and her voice carried loaded meaning underneath it. 
 
    Bernhardt anxiously drew closer to his wife, and she shook her head wordlessly at him as they communicated some unspoken thing. 
 
    “We don’t want to start any trouble,” Bernhardt insisted nervously. “Our shop isn’t going to come back, no matter what.” 
 
    “You can leave as soon as you show us to his shop,” I told the two of them. 
 
    “Besides,” Nia added, “you’re shop isn’t going to come back, but you might get compensation for the damage, if it’s discovered to have a non-accidental cause.” 
 
    “Non-accidental … “ Cecile repeated. 
 
    “We’ll be over here, then,” Bernhardt cut in. “Mr. Jameson is right at the corner of the block, in the shop called Varle’s Finest Emporium.” 
 
    “We have to let our friends and family know what happened,” Cecile added hurriedly as she turned to leave. “Sorry to run.” 
 
    “That’s fine, thank you for your assistance,” Nia told the family before they rushed away. 
 
    “We’ll get back in touch,” I called after their retreating forms. 
 
    We paused for a moment as Nia and I both stared at the distant family. 
 
    “I can’t imagine them provoking a goblin, much less another merchant,” I admitted with a shake of my head. “I have to admit, I don’t really understand this incident.” 
 
    “It doesn’t take any provocation for another human to commit violence,” Nia answered calmly as we approached the end of the block. “Everyone likes to believe bad things don’t happen to good people, but that just isn’t true. No amount of care and kindness on the victim’s part can truly prevent them from getting attacked.” 
 
    I considered her statement for a moment before I nodded firmly. 
 
    “You’re right,” I said, “we can’t rule him out just for not having a good motive.” 
 
    “I don’t think we can,” Nia told me agreeably. 
 
    “At least we’re here,” I decided with a smile. “If Jameson had something to do with this fire, he’s not getting away with it.” 
 
    Nia laughed slightly and smiled as her warm eyes met mine. 
 
    “I like the way you approach problems, Gryff,” she told me fondly. “You’re right, let’s fix this mess.” 
 
    Varle’s Finest Emporium was smaller than the burned remains of Blue Leaf, but I couldn’t see anyone inside except for a man at the counter. We entered the shop, and the bell at the door rang cheerily as Nia and I stepped inside. 
 
    “Welcome!” the older man behind the counter said brightly. “What can I do for you folks?” 
 
    His head was shiny and bald on top, though he had a ring of silver hair that clung around his ears and above his neck. Sweat beaded on his forehead despite the cooling autumn temperatures, and he wore a simple, white shirt paired with brown, cotton pants. I wouldn’t have questioned his cheerful demeanor if the situation had been any different, but I could hear a note of breathlessness in his voice that belied stress or exertion of some kind. 
 
    “We were just looking around,” Nia responded smoothly, and she showed her teeth in a smile that barely reached her eyes. “Say, I think a friend of mine recommended you as a great source for jewelry. Are you the same Mr. Jameson she was talking about?”  
 
    “That’s me,” he answered with cheer in his tone, but a small, nervous grimace passed over his face. 
 
    “Perfect,” Nia replied happily. “I heard you’re the second-best shop on the block for this sort of thing, but I went to the other shop last week, and they didn’t have what I was looking for.” 
 
    “Well,” Mr. Jameson said with sudden force in his voice, “they wouldn’t, y’know. They may have a fancy, modern name, but I’m the one who knows how to source the best goods.” 
 
    “Sounds about right,” I responded with disapproval in my voice before I glanced over to Nia. “They’re so rude, too. I asked them to let my fiancé try on some rings, and they wouldn’t even let her touch some of them without washing her hands first. As if she had some kind of disease!” 
 
    “Ridiculous,” Mr. Jameson spat, and real anger sparked behind his eyes as his brow lowered. “Forget about them. They don’t know how to treat a customer right, y’know? You’re better off with me.” 
 
    “Just awful,” Nia emphasized with a willful shake of her head before she turned to me. “Honey, how about you look for some nice rings? I want to see what you like before I influence your opinions.” 
 
    “Of course, dear,” I answered as I layered on the sweetness in my voice. “Hopefully, I’ll find some of those fiery rubies we both like.” 
 
    “I think that would make perfect evidence of our love,” Nia agreed cleverly as she hinted for me to look around. 
 
    Nia launched into an excited story to Mr. Jameson about how we met during a Harvest Festival, and I wandered into the back of his small shop while she had him sufficiently distracted. 
 
    At first, I wove a little between the tables and pretended to examine the rings, earrings, bracelets, and necklaces. As I circled the room and disappeared behind the taller shelves, I turned my attention toward the sliver of an opening which let me peer into the backroom.  
 
    I glanced quickly toward Mr. Jameson, but Nia was pointing at one of his tapestries and asking questions. His back was to me, so I pushed open the backroom door and slipped inside. 
 
    At first, all I saw were storage boxes and dusty shelves, and I thought perhaps my intuition had led me astray. As I stepped further inside, however, my gaze landed on the ten-gallon, empty oil canister in the corner. Fresh liquid dripped down from the painted red spout, and a bright, wet trail led down the metal side of it to puddle on the wooden floor below. 
 
    Somebody had used it, and they’d done it recently, before they dumped the evidence back here. 
 
    I picked the canister up by its rusty handle, and as I expected, it was light enough to be completely empty. 
 
    “Now, where did my fiancé sneak off to?” Nia asked loudly from the other room. “Maybe he was looking for a bathroom.” 
 
    Heavy footsteps approached the storeroom at speed, and the door swung open to hit the opposite wall with a bang. 
 
    Mr. Jameson stood in the entryway with his hands clenched into fists at his sides, and his chest heaved with every anger-labored breath. 
 
    “Well, Mr. Jameson,” I greeted as I stood in front of the evidence. “You seem a little worked up. Why is that?” 
 
    “Did you find what we were looking for?” Nia asked as she stepped in behind Mr. Jameson. 
 
    “Got it all right here,” I replied with a grin. “I think we have exactly what we need to put this man behind bars for the time he deserves.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Mr. Jameson snapped, but his eyes flickered to the oil canister behind me. “Who even are you people?” 
 
    “Didn’t even bother to check her cloak, did you?” I asked sympathetically as I shook my head. “Your first mistake was not realizing it when two Academy-trained mages walked into your shop.” 
 
    Nia helpfully tapped at the edge of the Academy-issued cloak that flowed over her shoulders, and the gold-trimmed fabric flashed under the artificial lighting. It marked her as an elementalist of multiple magic types, though I couldn’t exactly blame Jameson for not knowing her exact expertise. 
 
    His pale eyes grew panicked and desperate as he stared at her cloak, and he turned back to me. His eyes fell on the bandolier under my leather jacket, and I smiled as he realized his full mistake. 
 
    “I didn’t do anything,” Jameson insisted, but his voice trembled with held back emotion. 
 
    “We know you did,” Nia answered as she took a step closer to him. “You don’t even have to confess.” 
 
    Suddenly, Jameson bolted back toward the interior of his shop, and he tried to slip past Nia in the doorway. 
 
    She was waiting for his move, and immediately her fist came out in a straight-armed punch that sent him straight to the ground. The air huffed out of him instantly, and Nia quickly twisted him into a holding lock that would be impossible for Jameson to escape from, unless he willingly broke both of his arms. 
 
    “See, there’s your second mistake,” I informed him helpfully as I stepped around his prone form. “You thought Nia would be the easier opponent, but she’s actually a lot better at capture and restraint than I am.” 
 
    Jameson grunted and tried to twist free, but tears formed in his eyes as Nia’s perfect hold kept him pinned effortlessly to the ground. 
 
    “Too bad,” Nia said as she heaved Jameson back to his feet. “The fact you ran without supposedly even knowing why came here is not a good look.” 
 
    Jameson stumbled before he got his feet under him, and Nia glanced at me with her eyebrows raised. 
 
    “I think local law enforcement should do the trick,” I replied with a knowing smile. “Soldiers can take him from here.” 
 
    “You fucking mages,” Jameson spat as Nia wrested him through his shop and over to the door. “I knew you weren’t to be trusted. I was just doing what I had to do to survive. Those idiots haven’t been here half the time my shop has existed. They don’t deserve a single customer, not one, you hear me? They were stealing my customers! They were stealing my fucking sources for goods, for Maker’s sake. I was just doing what I had to. At least I made sure nobody got hurt, didn’t I?” 
 
    Nia forced him out the door and onto the street, and we headed straight for the closest group of soldiers. They were cordoning off the street near the burned building to prevent anybody from going in and getting hurt, but the group glanced in our direction as we dragged the struggling man toward them.  
 
    “You’re an idiot if you think any of what you’ve said is true,” I told Jameson knowingly. “People could have been hurt. You can’t guarantee that. Besides, they didn’t steal a thing from you. You lost your customers on your own, probably by being such a jackass all the time.” 
 
    Jameson snarled and argued with increasingly incoherent points, but I ignored him as we dragged the crazed man over to the soldiers. Nia transferred the arm lock over to the nearest uniformed man while I explained exactly what he’d done, and what should be done with him. 
 
    “Got it,” the big-eared soldier replied. “We can take him in, for sure. I have no doubt we’ll find enough evidence for the court to condemn him. Good work, you two.” 
 
    “No trouble,” I responded with a shrug. “He probably would have been caught even without Nia and me here.” 
 
    Nia smiled and nodded as she stepped away from Jameson. 
 
    “This wasn’t a big issue at all,” she agreed. “However, now I have a knife to purchase, and I believe Gryff still has some rope to get.” 
 
    “Right,” I remembered. “We should probably do that before going back.” 
 
    “Take care,” the big-eared soldier told us thoughtfully. “Don’t worry about this guy anymore. He’s not going anywhere.” 
 
    We said our final goodbyes to the soldiers and made sure they had our testimony down before we wandered back to the shop from before. 
 
    “How do you think he did it?” I asked curiously as Nia and I walked beside each other. “If it weren’t for the blackened floor where the oil was dumped, I would’ve thought it was really a gas explosion.” 
 
    “He probably did turn on the gas lamps in the front room,” Nia replied thoughtfully. “He started the fire at the charred point we saw, and when it reached through the doors, it set off the gas. The fire didn’t start with an explosion, but it sounded like that to the rest of us.” 
 
    “Clever,” I replied as I shook my head. “It’s too bad Jameson did something like this just as the tides are turning in Mistral. Merchant business will be on the rise again in not too long, since Phi is gone. Rifts aren’t popping up nearly as often as they were.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Nia said hesitantly, “though we have no way to know how much time it will take. The economy moves slowly, so it will be a while before we see much progress.” 
 
    “I don’t know how you navigate things like this,” I told her in amazement. “The politics of human relationships are so much more tangled than I could’ve expected.” 
 
    “They are,” Nia agreed, and she tilted her head slightly in thought. “I suppose growing up as a Kenefick prepared me for this sort of thing. Unless it was your most trusted friend, you had to be aware of peoples’ intents and hidden motivations. Politics change rapidly, and you can’t expect even the most innocuous acquaintance to tell the truth.” 
 
    “So, you expect lies from almost everybody,” I realized sadly. “On top of all the heavy expectations for you as a Kenefick, you didn’t really have anybody to trust.” 
 
    “I had friends,” Nia corrected as she frowned to herself. “Just not permanent ones. My best friend from childhood was a girl called Marietta, and I still think about her from time to time. She had to move away, so our feelings cooled over time. There’s nothing to be done for that. People change and grow apart.” 
 
    “That’s not what’s going to happen with us,” I said resolutely. “I can’t say for certain where all of us will be in ten years or twenty, but I can say for certain I’ll be there for you, Nia. If you need anything, I’ll be there.” 
 
    She turned to me, and her eyes shone with a hint of unshed tears. She looked away for a moment, and when she turned back, she was dry-eyed as ever and smiling. 
 
    “We’re still young, Gryff,” the ashen-haired mage told me softly. “Things can change. I won’t hold you to your promise, but I appreciate it.” 
 
    That would be as much acceptance as I ever got from her. I knew Nia cared for me just as deeply as I did for her, but she struggled to show it in fear of getting her hopes dashed. Someday, I hoped that would change for her, and she could feel truly free to express herself. 
 
    We went back to the travel goods store from before, and Nia bought the silvery crystal-infused knife. This time, she didn’t hem or haw over whether she deserved the purchase, and she set it on the counter with a fervor that startled the shop owner. 
 
    “Say,” the owner asked tentatively, “you two went out during all the commotion, can you tell me what happened?” 
 
    “Just a gas fire,” Nia explained succinctly as she shot him a mysterious smile. “Nothing to worry about. Nobody got hurt, and the fire is out.” 
 
    “Ah,” the shop owner responded, “that’s not too bad, then.” 
 
    “Not too bad,” I affirmed as I put my own knife and rope on the table for purchase.  
 
    I’d found a nice length of rope toward the back of the shop, next to the blankets, and it fit what I was looking for precisely. The strands were small and tightly woven, and it didn’t show the same propensity for fraying that my current rope did. I had more faith in its ability to hold up in a dire situation, and I didn’t want to be caught with inferior supplies when I needed them the most. 
 
    I paid and thanked the shopkeep, and Nia and I went back to the Academy with our goods finally recovered. We snagged some delicious street food on the way, and Nia dug happily into her cardboard plate of waffles while I munched on a paper-wrapped bacon and egg sandwich. 
 
    We told stories from our youth on the way, and I learned Nia had a propensity for sneaking out at night to run in the garden. She would trap moths in a jar and write down their descriptions before releasing them again, and I learned she’d named almost fifty creatures this way. Nia admitted at that age, she was convinced she could capture the same moth multiple times and recognize it, though the idea seemed preposterous now. 
 
    In turn, I told her about the time I got into a bar fight over a disagreement about a historical fact. The man I was talking to insisted on confusing General Tenchon with General Leeson, and I had to correct him so vehemently, he eventually got up and threw a punch. I’d won that fight, though I came away from it with a bloody nose. After it was all over, the barkeep complimented me on knowing my history, which he explained was the only reason he hadn’t broken the fight up sooner. 
 
    Nia laughed at my ridiculous story, but she believed me after I assured her it was all true. Apparently, she was willing to believe in ridiculous things from me, since I was just the kind of person who would actually do them. 
 
    We stepped through the dark oak doors of the Academy, and we parted ways there. Nia gave me a lingering look as she held her new, sheathed knife to her chest, and I smiled as our eyes met one last time. Then the ashen-haired mage waved and turned away before she disappeared around the corner. 
 
    I sighed as she left, but I refocused on my next task, which was to find Arwyn. I suspected I could locate her with the patients in the medical wing, and if she wasn’t there, she’d probably be with the researchers next door. 
 
    I knocked and opened the door to the medical wing, and I was greeted by the sight of a lobby full of resting patients. They weren’t nearly as packed in there as they’d been earlier this week, but the fact that any patients were stuck in cots in the lobby at all meant the demand was just too high. Phi’s attacks had clearly taken their toll, and more soldiers from the Ortych Sands and Svellfrer’s Rest platoons needed to heal up as well.  
 
    With luck, the rest of the patients would be fixed completely and gone soon. Meridan and the other healing mages were stretched thin with so many victims, so the entire group would be forced to recover more slowly than usual, but I hoped it wouldn’t take too long. 
 
    “Business?” the nurse at the desk asked with his nose in a medical textbook. 
 
    I startled a little, since I hadn’t noticed him over there. He didn’t look up or clarify when I just stared at him, so I finally gathered my thoughts enough to reply. 
 
    “Just looking for Professor Hamner,” I replied politely. “I’ll find her on my own, don’t worry.” 
 
    “I don’t want you wandering around,” the nurse insisted as he lowered his beaky nose further into his book. “She’s with the lab researchers right now, I think. Said she was going to take a break from healing and save some energy for a new mission, whatever that means.” 
 
    “Oh, thanks,” I told the nurse gratefully, and he just flipped the page in his textbook wordlessly. 
 
    That was as much response as I was likely to get, so I weaved between the resting patients and through the door into the hallway. I bypassed the clinic recovery room and went straight to Arwyn’s office before I knocked tentatively on the door. 
 
    There was no response, and the light wasn’t on, so I gave up waiting and continued down the hallway. I’d been down in the research labs a handful of times before, like when I’d received my rhin dagger, so I had a vague idea of where I could likely find her. 
 
    I arrived at the main collaborative lab, and I knocked carefully. The last thing I wanted to do was startle somebody holding a vial of acid, or whatever delicate work it was they carried around down here. 
 
    “Come in!” came a woman’s voice from inside. 
 
    I opened the door and peeked at who was inside before I entered the rest of the way. Professor Lle’shenne, Arwyn, Poppy, and a man I didn’t recognize were poring over a table full of schematic pages and notebooks covered in chemical equations. I hadn’t seen Poppy in a while, but she was instantly recognizable by her air of absentminded distraction as she peered through her thick glasses at the table below. 
 
    “Gryff!” Arwyn greeted me excitedly as her amber eyes sparked with glee and surprise. “You’ve come at exactly the right time. I know you didn’t come for this, but you absolutely have to be our guinea pig for a few experiments.” 
 
    “Did you bring it?” Poppy asked as her dark eyes lasered into me. “You have Phi in that crystal, right? No matter, Sera’s tattoos on your back are just as interesting.” 
 
    “I’d love to,” I told the researchers, “but I just don’t think I--” 
 
    “No, no,” the unfamiliar man insisted as he rubbed his gloved hands together. “You absolutely must stay.” 
 
    The researchers advanced on me, and I gulped as my back brushed up against the closed door behind me. 
 
    Uh-oh. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    I sat on the metal table with my shirt off as Poppy cooed over the wing tattoo on my back.  
 
    Suddenly, she pricked me with something sharp and cold. 
 
    I jumped and swung around to look as a tiny, automatic noise of surprise crawled up my throat. Poppy was holding a sewing needle and looking at me expectantly, and I raised my eyebrows at her. 
 
    “Poppy,” Arwyn chided, “don’t prick him with needles. It’s not nice, especially when it’s unexpected.” 
 
    “He wouldn’t have let me do it otherwise,” Poppy explained absently, as if it justified her actions. “The section of marked skin acts just like regular skin. There are no signs of extra healing potential, abnormal defensive reactions, or enhanced strength.” 
 
    “If we carved off the tattooed skin,” a man’s voice spoke up, “would it grow back then? Would the Archon’s influence be eradicated?” 
 
    The male researcher in the room was named Besham, I’d learned, and he stared at me from across the room as he spoke. When I looked at him, he hunched warily into the hard, wooden chair by his desk. Besham had been treating me like a loaded gun ever since I came in, and even when he didn’t deal with me in complete cold indifference, the greasy-haired man instead jumped in fear at every move I made. 
 
    “Too bad we can’t try it,” Poppy agreed with Besham as she pushed her round glasses up on her nose, “but needle pricks are as far as I’ll go.” 
 
    At least Poppy had a modicum of empathy, even when she had her head in the clouds. Besham just gave me a dark, glowering look that didn’t convince me at all he had my best interests at heart.  
 
    “I don’t think we should let him out in the world,” Besham said as he jabbed a pencil in my direction. “We don’t know what he’s capable of with that Archon inside him. How can we trust we’re not letting the worst villain in the cypher prophecy slip through our fingers?” 
 
    Poppy raised her eyebrows, and I saw Professor Lle’shenne roll her eyes surreptitiously, though she ducked back toward her notebook before Besham could notice. 
 
    “The Beastmaker, you mean?” Arwyn asked, and she snorted in amusement. “Yeah right, Gryff’s not the Beastmaker. Look at him, he’s just a student, for Maker’s sake. He’s more likely to win a spelling competition than take over the world.” 
 
    “Hey now,” I corrected, “I have no respect for spelling. Now, history I could imagine winning at.“ 
 
    My comments only seemed to infuriate Besham, and he burst up from his chair to stand and glare at me. 
 
    “I still don’t think we should trust him,” Besham hissed as his eyes narrowed. “Too many passages in the cyphers talk about this kind of behavior. He collects monsters, he gathers Archons under his control, he seems to enjoy throwing himself into every fight he can. This student, as you call him, is full of nothing but violence and bloodlust.” 
 
    “This isn’t your classroom, Besham,” Arwyn barked, and real anger filled her voice this time. “Just because we don’t have good answers for Gryff’s ability, that doesn’t mean we get to call him evil by default.” 
 
    “A prophecy is not something that happens by default,” Besham growled, “it’s a warning. We should be listening to it.” 
 
    “He’s not some ancient mastermind!” Arwyn burst out, and she made a cutting gesture with her hand. “He’s not fucking bent on the human race’s destruction, and if you think otherwise, you’re out of your mind.” 
 
    “How would you know what Gryff is like?” Besham snapped back. “You’re so busy making him teacher’s pet, you can’t even see him for who he really is. He smiles during battles, Arwyn. I saw it during the Magicae Nito trials. He was grinning like a madman, like he enjoyed every drop of blood spilled under his hands.” 
 
    Arwyn’s expression advanced from irritation to stormy, unyielding rage.  
 
    “Get out,” the red-haired professor snapped, and her full lips parted to bare her teeth unconsciously. 
 
    “Fine,” Besham retorted as he shot me one last glare. “You’re not listening to logic anyway, so I see no reason to stay and waste my breath.” 
 
    Besham stalked past me as his metallogue cloak swirled behind him, and when he left, he closed the door with a controlled, final click. 
 
    “Little spicy in here,” Poppy commented mildly. “Can I take this to mean we won’t be doing shock tests?” 
 
    “No,” Arwyn said forcefully, but she winced and shook her head in apology. “Sorry, no, we won’t. I was behind the idea of learning about Sera’s influence on Gryff, but I can’t let him suffer just on our curious whims.” 
 
    “I understand,” Professor Lle’shenne spoke up. “Don’t feel bad, Arwyn. You either, Gryff. Besham is just in a difficult place right now, and I’m sure he doesn’t really mean to attack you.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said, though I wondered what kind of difficulties Besham could be going through that the rest of us weren’t. 
 
    “How about you take off?” Arwyn suggested as she smiled at me. “I think we’ve learned all we can here. The rest of us could use some relaxation, too, so don’t feel bad.” 
 
    “If you insist,” I responded, but in truth I was grateful to be free of the testing, poking, and prodding.  
 
    “Have a good one, Gryff,” Professor Lle’shenne told me kindly. 
 
    Poppy waved an absentminded hand, and she barely managed to tear her eyes away from her work long enough to give me a parting look, but I appreciated her effort. 
 
    I left the research labs with more questions than I’d arrived with, but it was good to see Arwyn again, no matter the circumstances. It was always hard to stay in touch with her when she was busy filling her many roles of healer, researcher, scientist, teacher, and fighter.  
 
    As I trudged toward the cafeteria for dinner, my mind whirled over thoughts of what Besham had said about me. I couldn’t care less what the metallogue professor thought, since I never had him for any classes and I didn’t remember any of my friends speaking well of him. Still, he did have a point about some questionable things the prophecy had to say about Archons, the Beastmaker, and how the two related. Sera and Phi both said I had some kind of special ability, but …  
 
    Could I really, possibly be the Beastmaker? 
 
    Well, no use worrying about it. Maelor always said to focus on the drink in front of you rather than the keg in the backroom. I might have bigger issues on the horizon, but I needed to focus on this Southern mission first. 
 
    I went to dinner and ran into Cyra and Layla while I was there. The two seemed closer to each other ever since they were stationed in Njordenfalls, and they now shared a few inside jokes that left me out of the loop and confused. After they had a little bit of a laugh at my bafflement, the two women made sure to include me in the rest of the conversation.  
 
    We talked a little bit about how we felt about our missions, and I learned the two of them would leave tomorrow morning for Njordenfalls once more. They would be shipped out with some of the recovered residents of my hometown, and hopefully, everybody could get started on erecting the permanent housing once again.  
 
    I gave Layla some tips on monsters to use for construction, since she hadn’t done much field support like Cyra and me. Cyra offered some of her own ideas for utilizing monsters during building projects, and I was amazed at her creativity for the job. No wonder Maelor had fallen into business with the tawny-skinned summoner so quickly. 
 
    When we were done with dinner, I went through the rest of my evening routine and got ready for bed with a pleasant sense of eager anticipation. Ever since Sera had taken away my peaceful nights, I was definitely able to feel proper gratitude for a good, long sleep. 
 
    “Hey, Gryff,” Braden greeted me sleepily as I entered our room. 
 
    Braden was tucked all the way up to his neck in blankets, and it was clear I caught him in the middle of going to sleep. 
 
    “Hey,” I said back, “get to bed, man, you look tired.” 
 
    “I’m working on it,” he responded with a yawn before the big summoner rolled over and shut his eyes once more. 
 
    I scrubbed the water out of my hair from my bath, and I climbed into bed with the full intention of staying up to read or reorganize my travel pack. Soon, my eyes were shut, and I drifted off to sleep to the sound of Braden snoring in his own bed. 
 
    My dreams weren’t quite as devoid of Archon interference as I had planned. 
 
    I found myself at the edges of a pale, misty dream that rolled and swirled with gray fog. The location was plenty familiar to me from Sera’s many advances in the past, but this time, it didn’t feel out of my control. I got the sense I could very easily bend this dream to my will, or at most, I could break out of it without an issue. 
 
    I stepped into the fog with curiosity, and I looked around to see if Sera was about to jump out at me. 
 
    Then I caught a glimpse of a dark, feminine figure standing in the mist, but she didn’t move a muscle. I waited for a moment before I decided I would have to go to her, and I strode through the fog toward the shadowy figure. 
 
    Not to my surprise, the dark shapes resolved into wings, and the woman clarified into Sera’s pale features. Her eyes were yellow and calculating like a wolf’s, and her skin was the color of the finest white marble with the faintest blue hue. She grinned as I walked up to her, and her approving gaze sent a pleasant tingle through my stomach. 
 
    “Despite all your protests for weeks,” Sera purred coyly as she tilted her head, “you get in here and walk right back to me of your own free will.” 
 
    “What can I say,” I responded simply, “I enjoy defying expectations.” 
 
    Sera reached out and trailed one fingernail down my chin and across my neck, as if she traced a drop of water down my body. 
 
    “Oh, you didn’t defy my expectations,” Sera told me assuredly. “I had no doubt you’d come back. We simply know each other too well for surprises, Gryff.” 
 
    “Good to hear that,” I replied with skepticism in my voice. “Now that you’re ready to destroy all of our mutual surprises, do you think you could tell me one way or another if I’m the Beastmaker?” 
 
    Sera paused, and her body froze with a stillness no human could ever attain. In an instant, she turned into a mere mimicry of life, and I had no doubt the question had affected her. 
 
    “Prophecies are difficult things,” Sera murmured slowly. “I can’t say if the Beastmaker is even a person, rather than a concept. Besides, no person could truly earn a title such as Beastmaker until they fulfill their destiny as such a thing.” 
 
    “You didn’t answer my question,” I told her with a frown. 
 
    “You didn’t ask a question that deserved an answer,” Sera replied cleverly. 
 
    “I’m in charge of you, now,” I stated resolutely. “Shouldn’t you answer any questions I have? You have to do as I tell you, right?” 
 
    “Well,” Sera answered as a purring sigh forced its way between her luscious lips, “while it’s true you can order me into battle whenever you want, there’s no way I’m going to give you every little answer for every question that crosses your mind.” 
 
    “Why not?” I demanded curiously. 
 
    “It’s no fun,” Sera answered honestly, and she trailed a sensitive pattern down my stomach. “I love you, Gryff. All I want is to be your right hand woman. How else can I get you to love me back? If I give you all the answers you want, you’ll just cast me aside.” 
 
    Sera curled her fingers, and then she marched a trail back up my chest to the beat of her words. I shivered in response as I grabbed her hand to stop it, and Sera smiled at the motion. 
 
    “You don’t love me,” I told her without malice, but my eyes dipped unconsciously toward her gorgeous curves and supple skin. “You don’t know how to love.” 
 
    “You could teach me,” Sera proposed, and she pressed forward against my chest until I could feel the heave of her breath. “You could show me how.” 
 
    The urge to touch her became too strong, and I reached forward and trailed my hand across the small of her back as I pressed her more firmly into me. 
 
    “What do you want?” I asked in a low, raspy voice full of lust and longing. 
 
    “I want you,” she replied in a seductive murmur. “I want to be your queen when you rule, and I want to be your consort at night. I want to fuck you like an animal, I want to swell with your children, and I want to make you a king like no other before. I want you to kiss me as easily as you blot out your enemies, and I want to bring you a family as pure and true as the sun’s last light.” 
 
    “A child?” I asked in consternation. “A family? I can’t imagine such a thing would work out with me right now, much less with you. There’s a reason I haven’t considered settling down with anyone, yet.” 
 
    “Hm, that’s right,” Sera mused innocently. “Your women always use protection of some kind, don’t they?” 
 
    “There’s an herb,” I explained succinctly as I bristled with defensiveness. “A simple tea brewed with it once a week is enough to stop them from having children. We all know this war is no place for a child, especially not when its parents would be fighting on the front lines.” 
 
    “War is part of a child’s upbringing,” Sera replied dismissively, “as it should be. There has always been war, and there have always been children growing up during times of violence. Suffering is simply part of the incubation of a strong adult.” 
 
    “No,” I said sternly. “No children.” 
 
    “No?” Sera repeated. “Then you’ll just have to pull away from my tunnel when your seed sprays. If you can control yourself, that is.” 
 
    “Look, we aren’t going to be—” I started to say, but then she snapped her fingers, and my clothes vanished in wisps of mist that billowed away from my skin. Sera pressed forward, and her near-naked body molded to mine with delicious heat. 
 
    “Let me show you a taste of myself,” she begged wantonly as her eyelashes fluttered. “If you won’t show me love, at least show me lust. There are no strings attached, Gryff. In fact, I might even reward you with a nice answer to one of your questions … if you do a good job, that is.” 
 
    She squeezed a hand over my cock, and I jumped slightly. 
 
    “Oh,” I growled back. “I can do a good job. You don’t have to question that.” 
 
    Sera moved her hand, and her soft fingers provided a slow, amazing friction that made my hips rock slightly. 
 
    Inside me, an animalistic desire pounded through my chest to the beat of my heart. Something raw and lustful carved its way forward from the back of my brain, and I bared my teeth as I pulled Sera to me. 
 
    Her yellow eyes snapped to mine, and the air filled with the electrical charge of anticipation. Then Sera clutched at my back, and her long fingernails dug bloody furrows into the space beside my spine. 
 
    The stinging pain was like a drug to me, and I sealed my lips over hers with the fervor of a starving man. Our tongues clashed and fought for dominance, and Sera’s legs wound between mine insistently.  
 
    I threw my weight against hers, and her knees folded in supplication as we sank to the ground. As I ran my hands across her skin, the Archon’s seeking tongue changed into the sharp edges of white teeth, and she bit me on my neck, my shoulder, my collarbone, and wherever else she could reach. Bruised, bloody patches of skin were left behind in her wake. My fingers cupped the voluminous expanse of her breasts, and I squeezed as she laughed and hissed in ecstasy. 
 
    “Now, you’ll know what real pleasure is like,” she purred out as she drew her nails through the skin on my back. “For the ultimate bliss, you need to forget yourself.” 
 
    Sera clung tighter to me, and she rose up for another kiss only to wrap her hand around my throat. I felt the air catch in my windpipe slightly, and I bore down on her to pin the dark Archon by her shoulders to the floor. I felt the blood in my veins thunder past her hand on my throat, and she laughed in pleasure as she stared up at me with dark eyes. 
 
    “That’s it, Gryff,” Sera breathed as her chest heaved beneath me. “Just give in to what you want.” 
 
    The dark Archon wrapped her legs around me, and she took the hand off my throat to snap her fingers. In an instant, the strips of black cloth around her body disappeared, and her bare skin was revealed in its gleaming, perfect, beauty. Her pale white flesh extended perfectly around a pair of blushed, pink nipples, and a hint of rosy pink between her legs belied the perfection of her hidden folds. 
 
    “Maker,” I breathed as I ran my hand down her alabaster stomach and between her thighs. 
 
    “The Maker has nothing to do with this,” Sera purred wantonly. “It’s only us, now. Nobody else matters.” 
 
    She pulled herself closer to me, and then she flipped our positions with a deft push on my shoulders before she crawled up my body. My back hit the ground, and white mist billowed around us as Sera leaned over my hips. 
 
    She breathed softly onto my cock before her ruby-red lips descended around my length, and she took me in with a hungry, lewd sucking noise as she enveloped me. Her cheeks bulged and hollowed as her head bobbed above me, and she took me down in one deep gulp until my cock hit the back of her throat. 
 
    I groaned at the feeling, and Sera hummed happily before she pulled off with a popping sound. 
 
    “No human woman can compare to me,” she breathed out in a sultry tone. “They’re small and limited, but you deserve more, don’t you? You want me, not them.” 
 
    “I want … “ I murmured, but her mouth descended around me again, and my thoughts scattered. 
 
    Her tongue curled around my cock in ways I didn’t even know were possible, and I felt my hips jerk as she pumped me with relish. Her wings mantled around her shoulders, and I felt her feathers brush at my thighs and hips with light touches. 
 
    “I can be everything to you,” Sera panted as she pulled off my cock and wrapped her hands around it. “You just have to let me in.” 
 
    She slipped her mouth back over me, and she slid up and down with slow, luxuriating strokes that sent shivers of bliss up my spine. My cock throbbed along to her movements, and she maintained her perfect rhythm until it seemed like hours had passed. My mind clouded and drifted as I let the waves of ecstasy crest over me, and I let my worries slip away. 
 
    Finally, Sera popped off my cock, and I sat up to watch her with keen interest. She leaned back to display her wet, glistening pussy, and I drank in the sight with voracious appetite.  
 
    “Come on,” she purred, and I felt as if I drowned in her yellow eyes. “Let us consummate our bond and be one, as we truly should. You don’t need anybody else. They’re worthless to you. Make love to me. Fill me with your seed. Then we will rule the worlds together.” 
 
    Some part of my mind sparked back into awareness, and I shifted my gaze to the swirling mist around us.  
 
    “You’re wrong,” I said, and firm determination entered my voice. “You can persuade and cajole all you want, but you’ll never replace the real lovers in my life. If you think you can tell me that Erin, Arwyn, and even Nia or any other woman is worthless, you must be out of your mind.” 
 
    “Come now, Gryff,” Sera purred in a cajoling tone, but I never gave her the chance to continue. 
 
    “No,” I responded firmly, and I leaned forward to slip my hands between her wet folds. “If you want pleasure, I’ll give you pleasure, but you’re not getting things completely your way.” 
 
    I curled my fingers inside her as I pressed all the way down and back with precise, quick movements. As I plunged my fingers into her, Sera panted and grinned with complete enjoyment. 
 
    Her wings fluttered across the ground in anticipation, and fog swirled through her black feathers in mesmerizing patterns. She looked like an angel dashed to the ground as a victim of some storm, and the tragic image clashed with who she really was.  
 
    “I want more of you,” Sera growled as she arched into my hand. 
 
    “Not today,” I snarled back as I flicked my thumb across her sensitive clit. “You’ll have to be patient if you want more.” 
 
    The Archon’s ivory skin glistened in the fog, and she looked like some ephemeral goddess from a legend. The mist wreathed around us, and I was reminded once more just how ancient and powerful the creature under my hands actually was. 
 
    Sera curled into my touch and began to laugh even as my palm slapped against her skin. 
 
    “Truly, Gryff,” she moaned. “You’re better than I ever could have hoped. Of course I couldn’t expect you to roll over. This is what makes you perfect.” 
 
    “I’m not perfect,” I grunted back as I brushed across her clit. “I’m just not your fucking puppet.” 
 
    “We’re the same,” Sera moaned, almost as if she hadn’t heard. “You’re wild inside, like me, but I’ve been doing this longer, so I’ll get what I want.” 
 
    Without a moment’s pause, Sera tightened around my fingers and came as her legs shuddered around me. She let out a wavering moan that was as feminine as it was beastly, and I relaxed my efforts as her climax crested. My fingers were wet and slick as I pulled them out, and I marveled at how similar to a human woman she was. 
 
    Sera threw herself onto me just as I relaxed, and her mouth dove around my cock once more. She sucked until I could feel her cheeks press against my length, and she deepthroated me once more with a casual, easy grace. I felt her mouth mold around my member as if she were made to do just this, and her rhythm this time was fast and wild. It was lust as much as it was rage and violence, and I felt myself respond quickly to her ministrations while my blood roared in my ears.  
 
    Her tongue swirled patterns across my cock as I felt my climax near, and she grazed me with her teeth just as the final moment arrived. A wave of overwhelming pleasure shot through me, and I felt my seed flow into her mouth. Sera swallowed it down and bobbed her head twice more as she returned to the rhythm, and I choked out a single noise of discomfort before she finally pulled off. 
 
    “That,” Sera purred, “is how a goddess can make you feel. Remember this next time, before you think to turn me down.” 
 
    I lay back and panted helplessly as my body twitched and shuddered with aftershocks of that overwhelming bliss and pain. 
 
    “Big deal,” I gasped between my harsh breaths, “you had millennia to practice.” 
 
    “I’ve lacked a true partner to refine my skills with … until now.” 
 
    I laughed in disbelief at the thought of her getting any better than she already was. Despite my words, I felt as if she could draw me out for hours without breaking a sweat. I was malleable and formless under her grip, and she could break me if she wanted to. 
 
    For a while, I lay there and stared at the gray-white sky above. My mind drifted as the mist swirled around the Archon and me, and my skin tingled with aftershocks of pleasure. Sera and I didn’t touch, but I could feel her heat radiating from beside me, and I could just see the glint of her yellow eyes from the corner of my vision. 
 
    “What about Phi?” I asked as I slowly regained my senses. “I captured you, but is it possible for me to capture her as well? To take her over, and earn her powers?” 
 
    I sat up to regard the Archon with renewed purpose, and she flickered her gaze up to meet mine. 
 
    “Phi is none of my concern,” Sera hissed as her gaze darkened with subtle hints of hurt and anger, “and she should be none of yours either. Leave her to rot in the crystal cave. That’s the only fate ahead of her.” 
 
    “Fine,” I agreed before I steeled my will, “but you still owe me a real answer for one of my questions. Tell me, truly, am I the Beastmaker?” 
 
    Sera stared at me for a moment, and her eyes were as deep and unreadable as the bottom of the ocean. Then the dark Archon leaned over to kiss me on my forehead, and when her lips touched my skin, the foggy world fell apart around us. 
 
    “It wasn’t real sex,” Sera purred as the misty plane dissolved. “You didn’t fill my womb with your seed, so you don’t get any answers. Next time you’ll give me what I want, and maybe I’ll indulge you.” 
 
     I jolted awake with the feeling of her soft lips still on my head, but I was alone in the warm, quiet night. Braden’s snoring rumbled softly through the room, and I calmed my pounding heart slowly. 
 
    “Oh,” I whispered harshly, “so now you’re not talking to me?” 
 
    Sera’s musical, echoing laugh filled my head, but she didn’t say a single word in response.  
 
    I shivered as the echoes faded in soft, trembling reverberations in my ears, and I shook my head as if to clear the final notes. 
 
    Somehow, Sera always seemed to gain the upper hand during our conversations. Well, if she wasn’t going to tell me what I wanted to know, I would have to find it out for myself.  
 
    My eyes closed again as I dropped slowly back into sleep, but I resolved to go to the library tomorrow. Maelor may have looked for my parents, but I hadn’t yet, and I was damned sure not going to give up finding out about who I really was. 
 
    Sleep took me, and the next time I opened my eyes, the morning light was shining directly onto my face. 
 
    I groaned and turned away from the window, but I knew it was too late for me. I was already wide awake, and I was going to stay that way, so I decided to get up and get some work done. 
 
    My first order of business was to make myself presentable for the day, and I rearranged my travel pack while I was at it. Afterward, I caught breakfast with Braden, since both of us had awoken at nearly the same time. 
 
    “Man,” Braden bemoaned, “it’s too bad we’re all getting sent away on missions again. I thought we were finally going to be able to settle down, for once. I miss spending time with you, but you’re so often in charge of the biggest problems while I’m just on the little ones.” 
 
    “It’s too bad we’re on separate missions,” I agreed sadly. “I miss fighting by your side, and I feel like I haven’t seen your monsters in action for ages.” 
 
    “I guess we could fix part of it, at least,” Braden said thoughtfully. “If you’re up for a practice duel later today, and we both find the time, that could be really fun.” 
 
    “Honestly, that’s a great idea,” I mused. “I’ve got a couple things to take care of, but I’m pretty much done with preparation for the Southern mission itself. You want to do one around, say, three in the afternoon?” 
 
    “Perfect,” Braden responded, and his blocky face lit up with a smile. “This is going to be really fun. Let’s meet in the barracks, since we have to pick up practice weapons.” 
 
    “Deal,” I agreed gleefully.  
 
    I was a little surprised to see Braden so eager to get into a fight, but I could tell he’d made significant strides since he successfully fought at Ortych Sands. Once he’d stopped letting his fears and concerns hold him back, Braden was a formidable enemy, and I knew I’d have to be on my toes for this fight later. 
 
    For now, I had research to do. So, I scraped off my plate into the trash and said goodbye to Braden before I headed to the library. I remembered the promise to myself I made last night, and I was determined to do everything in my power to get my own answers. I nearly jogged down the library’s spiral staircase, I was so excited to get to work. 
 
    Once I got down into the library, I breathed deeply to take in the nostalgic scent of old glue and yellowed pages. The library had multiple branches, with texts on learning as well as military and scientific records, fictional stories, and more, so I knew I would need help to find what I was looking for. The bookshelves themselves were two stories high and adorned with sliding ladders that went all the way to the top. Students studied at tables, chairs, and sofas dotted around the enormous room, and there was a massive desk at the center of the library which was outfitted with shelves and filing cabinets. 
 
    That desk was my new target, and I made a beeline over to it with purpose in my stride. In the center of the desk circle, the Head Librarian was perched on a high chair as she marked down a new book’s filing numbers on a yellowed index card. 
 
    She was an old woman with cloudy wisps of white hair, saggy cheeks, thick glasses, and flowing white robes that made her look like some kind of Maker’s prophet. She was overwhelmingly petite, especially with the slight hunch to her back, but she had an air of extreme fortitude that made me think her age had merely hardened the little librarian instead of introducing any fragility to her. 
 
    I stopped in front of her and smiled politely as I waited for the librarian to finish her work. 
 
    “Hello there,” she said kindly as she adjusted her thick glasses on the bridge of her nose. “What can I do for you, son?” 
 
    I was momentarily derailed by being called ‘son’ at twenty-one years old, but I smiled back until I gathered my thoughts together again. 
 
    “I’m looking to do some genealogy,” I explained, “but I only have a vague area and two first names to go off of. Do you know of a good place to start?” 
 
    “What are the names?” the librarian asked as she rose from her chair and pottered over to one of her filing cabinets. 
 
    “Relaude and Genevieve,” I answered without pause, “with a son named Gryff.” 
 
    My parents’ names rolled easily off my tongue, but it still caused my heart to stumble slightly. Relaude and Genevieve had been practically ingrained into my skull ever since I heard those names, but I hadn’t really said them out loud with context yet. It felt good to own my parents’ identities, even if I didn’t know what they were like yet. 
 
    “Ah,” the librarian answered soberly as she pursed her wrinkled mouth. “You must be Gryff, then. I believe I had another man in here, asking after those names before. He didn’t find anything, if I’m remembering correctly.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” I replied shortly. “I’m not betting on a miracle, but I just want to be thorough.” 
 
    “I’m sorry the chances aren’t good, son,” the librarian told me, “but I’m glad to see your persistence. Here are the books that other man looked through.” 
 
    She jotted down a series of book titles on a scrap of paper, and I watched in awe as she pulled them straight from her memory without hesitation. Maybe it was from reading so many books, but the Head Librarian’s memory at this age was astounding and formidable. 
 
    “Alright,” I said, “then I won’t check those.” 
 
    Maelor seemed like a grouchy old man, but I knew he cared deeply about finding my origins for me. If he hadn’t been able to find the right information in those books, it was almost certainly not there. 
 
    “This list is fairly exhaustive,” the librarian warned me as she shook her head slightly. “However, there are a few things you can check that might have some information. The other man checked headlines from towns near Njordenfalls in search of a fire report, but you could read through every paper more thoroughly. We also have an entire section of journals, which are organized according to subject, name, and date written. If you go through every journal written during the relevant year, perhaps somebody will have mentioned your parents or your town.” 
 
    My stomach dropped as I considered just how much of a long shot it would be to look through all those journals, but it was telling of just how much time Maelor had spent on this project that it was my only option to move forward. 
 
    “I’ll start with the news reports, then,” I told the librarian with a tight smile. 
 
    She directed me on how to look, where to find them all, and how to treat the news reports while I was looking. The page material in newspapers was made of extremely delicate paper, but they had a method of treating it here that was both scientific and magical in nature. The librarian warned me not to get the paper wet, as it would disturb some of the bonds that made it strong and lasting, but it seemed it was completely fine for me to touch with my bare hands. 
 
    When the explanation was complete, I thanked the Head Librarian for all her instructions, and then I got to reading. 
 
    It became clear fairly quickly Maelor had a good reason for not reading through every old newspaper article. It was definitely interesting for me to read the opinions of people from the year Maelor found me, but it didn’t seem likely I was going to find anything. Most of the news stories were awfully dull, and anything with a hint of excitement to it was instantly front page news. If a small, neighboring town had gotten wind of my birthplace burning to the ground, there was no way it wouldn’t end up as a major headline. 
 
    After I read through the most relevant newspapers, I sighed and set my work down. Maybe I would have more luck with the journals, since people often wrote about newsworthy events close to them. 
 
    I switched to journals for the next few hours, but they proved no more helpful than the newspapers. I knew what year to find my information in, but there were just so many journals, and it would be a near-impossible task to read them all through. Still, I put away a good chunk of them and comforted myself with the knowledge that I had eliminated some potential leads. 
 
    By the time I put the books away and stretched out my stiff muscles, quite a few hours had passed by. The clock on the librarian’s desk told me it was two-twenty-one in the afternoon, and I realized I would have to hurry and eat lunch before my practice fight with Braden. 
 
    I hustled up to the cafeteria and stuffed my face with enough mashed potatoes, fried cheese and eggplant, and pomegranate salad to quell my rumbling stomach, and then I dashed out into the hallway with just minutes to spare. 
 
    Once I was outside, I sprinted through the training field and dashed over to the barracks before I swung open the door. 
 
    The barracks weren’t terribly large, but it was certainly packed to the brim with weapons both real and fake. The right side of the wall was hung with a variety of wooden and dulled metal swords, knives, staves, axes, and anything else you could imagine. Kukri, zweihaender, brass knuckles, spiked clubs, falchions, and other oddities were stacked against the far wall, so that students from other regions of the world could find something more familiar and comfortable. The largest wall was filled with the most simple tools for real combat, like crossbows, rifles, shortswords, and the other standard military weapons. 
 
    I stood in the entryway as I panted to catch my breath again, and Braden looked up at me with a perplexed expression on his face. 
 
    “You know,” he told me as he twirled a wooden sword idly in one hand, “I don’t actually care if you’re late, Gryff.” 
 
    “I’m not late,” I insisted as I slowed my breath. “I made sure of that.” 
 
    Braden laughed, and I grinned in response as he shook his head at me. 
 
    “Alright, now hurry up and pick a weapon,” Braden urged good-naturedly as he gestured at the wall. “I’m not going to wait all day to lose to you.” 
 
    “You’re not going to lose,” I told him seriously, “at least as long as you don’t assume you will.” 
 
    Braden twisted up his pudgy, blocklike face in a tight grimace before he gave me a side-eyed, skeptical glance. 
 
    “I’m not sure I should take your advice,” Braden pointed out, “since you go in for fights you shouldn’t even be capable of winning. You’re hardly a standard model for good decision-making.” 
 
    “Mind over matter is still a thing,” I argued as I strolled over to the weapons wall. “It applies to you, too.” 
 
    I found a matching set of tarnished, wooden daggers carved of old, yellowing maple. They didn’t have the same weight and feel of my rhin and father’s dagger, since I liked the way those two were weighted slightly differently for my right and left hands. Still, the matching wooden daggers would have to do, and I suspected they would be quite handy. 
 
    “What were you thinking for this fight?” Braden asked curiously. “I assumed we’d do a little armed sparring, but is that it?” 
 
    “Maybe a one-on-one monster battle,” I suggested. “Not anything to tire us out, just testing out some strengths and weaknesses. 
 
    “Hm,” Braden considered as he shifted his weight. “Fine, but no baroquers or ember eagles. I want to practice with something small.” 
 
    “How about your jaxare,” I suggested, “and it can go against, say, my newest store bought monster.” 
 
    “New monster?” Braden asked in surprise. “You got something cool, and you didn’t tell me?” 
 
    “Well,” I amended, “it’s not exactly new, rather than an old monster of mine that I lost a while ago, but I’ve bought a replacement.” 
 
    “You lost a monster?” Braden guffawed. “Nice going.” 
 
    “Hey,” I said defensively, “it’s very easy to lose a crystal this small. When I first came here, I attended more than a few weeks at school until I even realized it was gone.” 
 
    “Small crystal?” Braden asked as he squinted at me and ran a finger along his practice sword. “Not sure I know this one. By all means, though, keep giving me vague hints.” 
 
    I pulled a thin leather cuirass off the barracks wall and started to strap it to myself. 
 
    “It’s not a common monster, per sé,” I told him mysteriously. “Besides, I thought for sure it would turn up eventually. I kept expecting to find it in some corner of our room, since it could have rolled under a cabinet or into my bed mattress.” 
 
    “Wait,” Braden said in faux shock as he paused with his own leather cuirass. “This is why you never clean our room, isn’t it? You’re afraid of sweeping it out with the trash. Of course, all along I should have expected you had this perfect motivation instead of believing you were simply shirking your duties.” 
 
    “I clean,” I protested, “I just don’t dust, scrub, and mop every week like the dirt is going to rise up and overthrow me if I get complacent. Plus, I don’t even get the chance to clean, since you’re always doing it.” 
 
    “Tell you what,” Braden suggested with a dawning expression of realized excitement, “if I win this fight, you get to come back from your mission and do the entire cleaning routine for the month.” 
 
    “Deal,” I accepted hastily, “and if I win, you stop using that awful homemade floor soap that smells like rotting fruit.” 
 
    “You think it smells like rotting fruit?” Braden asked in bafflement. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “I was afraid you’d force me to take over the cleaning for once,” I admitted with a cheeky grin. “This way, I might get to escape that fate.” 
 
    “Oh, you scoundrel,” Braden returned happily, and he clutched his sword handle in one meaty hand. “Now, I’m ready to kick your ass. Let’s get this fight going.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit!” I complimented warmly, and I led us out to the practice field.  
 
    The practice field was essentially a dirt clearing scattered with targets and dummies of every material. Scattered wooden platforms served as small stages for group practice, and the most official platform of them all also contained a smaller ring lined with a rubber boundary. In the Academy, we trained in many different types of combat, and it allowed us to test our skills thoroughly before we ever went into the field. 
 
    “Alright,” Braden said as he stretched his thick legs and tested his sword on the ground in front of him. “No moves that are purposely painful, of course, and the loser is the first one to be hit by a critical blow. That’s neck, wrist tendons, ankle tendons, or torso. We do two rounds with weapons, and then one round with monsters. The monsters fight each other while we’re out of the fray. Whoever wins two out of three is the champion.” 
 
    “In other words,” I suggested, “the rules are completely common sense.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Braden agreed happily, “but I wanted to pretend I was Major Jareck giving a practice explanation. It’s kind of fun.” 
 
    I snorted and rolled my eyes, but I had to agree he sounded a little cool. 
 
    “On three,” I announced slowly as we squared up inside the dirt pen of the practice ring. “One, two, three.” 
 
    Braden came for me with the power of a speeding train, and his sword sliced straight for my chest. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    I darted aside with ease, but my eyes widened at the casual speed Braden displayed as his sword slashed past my chest. He danced back out of range just as nimbly, and I realized the big summoner may have put in some serious practice since the last time I fought him. That wasn’t even to mention all the real fighting he’d done against monsters over the past few weeks. 
 
    “Regretting your tiny little daggers yet?” Braden teased as we circled each other. “You’ve got no range, you know.” 
 
    “I won’t need range to beat you,” I responded in kind, and I feinted forward in a low attack toward Braden’s left leg.  
 
    He didn’t fall for it, and his wooden sword came up to clack against my other dagger as I came in for a stab against his flank. 
 
    “Think again,” he responded before he thrust the tip of his sword toward my face. 
 
    I broke away from Braden just in time for his sword tip to whistle through the air by my shoulders. 
 
    “Aren’t head strikes illegal in these matches?” I asked innocently as I sidled around to the big summoner’s left side. 
 
    “My bad,” Braden responded casually, and a small smile grew on his face. “I was aiming for your balls, actually.” 
 
    My jaw dropped open in shock after the comment left his mouth, and Braden flushed as he gave me a sheepish grin. 
 
    “The mouth on you!” I exclaimed with a shake of my head. “What on earth happened while I was away?” 
 
    “Gawain, um,” Braden responded as a tiny stutter entered his voice, “he taught me how to be an asshole. He’s quite good at it.” 
 
    I cracked up laughing at the idea of Gawain and Braden trading insults in the middle of the Ortych Sands desert.  
 
    Braden leaned back patiently and let his sword arm drop as he waited for me to finish cackling. 
 
    “No way,” I gasped as I slapped at my side with one dagger-laden palm. “That’s just too good!” 
 
    “Sorry,” Braden apologized ruefully. “I won’t do it again. That’s the only one I’ve got, anyway.” 
 
    “It was a beauty,” I complimented him firmly. “Don’t ever apologize. Now, let’s get back to this fight.” 
 
    The big summoner nodded in agreement, and a tiny smile of prideful accomplishment flew across his face. 
 
    “One, two, three,” Braden counted off, and we launched back into the fray. 
 
    We flew through the standard training movements which had been drilled into us over the course of our first year in school. Each parry of mine met Braden’s with precise timing, and our footwork was so similar, we could have been mirror images of each other.  
 
    The real difference came from our tiny preferences, strengths, and weaknesses, all which became clear as we fought. Braden’s right arm was strong, but he lost focus on his left side when he was attacking. I had a penchant for moving quickly and expecting to be faster than my opponent, but Braden often took me by surprise with the speed at which he could move his large frame around the ring.  
 
    We traded a few close blows over the next minute, though the seconds stretched like pulled taffy, and the time that passed between each beat of my heart felt longer than a year. Braden’s wooden sword brushed against my left shoulder, and my daggers nicked him on both of his upper arms. None of the blows hit hard, and they didn’t count as important enough touches to stop the round. 
 
    Finally, I spotted an opening. Braden stepped a little too far in to try to make a strike on my hip, and I caught his blade with a deft twist of my left dagger. Then I stepped in and popped the other one up into his ribcage, and it poked home even as he leapt to get away. 
 
    “Ah, got me,” Braden admitted ruefully as his shoulders sank. “One point to you.” 
 
    “By the skin of my teeth,” I admitted as I ran a finger over the new nicks in the wooden daggers. “You’re getting damn good, Braden. Not that you started bad, or anything.” 
 
    My friend grinned wide enough to make my face hurt looking at him, and he ducked his head away shyly. 
 
    “Thanks,” Braden told me, “now, how about that second round?” 
 
    “Ah,” I replied, “you’re looking to beat me this time, huh? Well, I’m not going to make it easy on you.” 
 
    I grinned fiercely and set my knees at a bend while I twirled each wooden dagger in my grip. I’d practiced the trick before on long airship rides, and the two daggers spun with style before I caught them by their hilts again. It was the sort of thing anybody could learn just through muscle memory, but it looked fucking cool, and that was a good enough reason for me to know it. 
 
    Braden tucked his sword under his arm in order to clap politely at my trick, and I snorted at his serious response. He gave it up quickly and picked his sword up in the proper grip once more before positioning his feet carefully. 
 
    “One, two, three,” I called out, and we launched into action once more. 
 
    Braden switched up his tactics right from the start, and this time he played the waiting game as I came for him. I darted forward on his left, and he sidled away as smoothly as warm butter. I feinted toward him, but he took no chances and stepped out of range again. This went on for a while, and I advanced over and over again as he simply stood and waited. 
 
    Finally, I got tired of advancing, so I stopped to just stand and wait for Braden’s move. Sure enough, he read the reluctance in my eyes, and he gripped his blade tightly for a new attack. 
 
    Braden swept forward in a forward thrust, and I slammed my left dagger leftward to deflect his strike. Just as my wood met his, he circled his blade around in a round motion, and his blade ended up inside mine in the blink of an eye. I didn’t see it coming, but I managed to swing my right hand dagger up to protect my neck as his sword swung toward me. 
 
    Braden’s wooden sword hit my dagger blade, but the force of his swing overpowered me completely, and he simply crushed both wooden blades into the junction between my shoulder and my neck. 
 
    I coughed and spluttered as the blow hit hard, but I waved off Braden’s concern as the big man stepped back nervously. 
 
    “Wow,” I rasped out with effort. “That was some move.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t have worked if you weren’t tired out,” Braden explained as he tried to diminish his accomplishment. 
 
    “It wouldn’t have worked if you weren’t so damn strong,” I told him with a grin, “and I helped you with it by being stubborn. I should’ve stepped back sooner once I knew you were going to keep away.” 
 
    “Well,” Braden admitted, “that did help. But it was a chance shot, not the sort of thing I could ever pull off on you again.” 
 
    “That was a fencing move, right?” I asked as I twirled my finger to gesture the circular trick. “It’s not something I’ve seen thugs use.” 
 
    “It was,” the big summoner agreed easily. “It’s a little hard to use outside of formal point-touch dueling, but I thought it might be okay in this case.” 
 
    “Bravo,” I complimented with a smile. “It was a good choice. So, I guess this means our monster match really is a tiebreaker.” 
 
    “Phew,” Braden replied as he slid his wooden sword through his belt. “I was afraid we’d just have to do it for fun after I lost the first two.” 
 
    “Lucky for you,” I told him with a wink, “we both get to stay in suspense.” 
 
    I dropped my wooden daggers in the dirt on the side of the ring, and Braden laid his sword down before we both took our positions outside the rubber barrier.  
 
    Braden pulled out a coffee-colored crystal with smooth sides, and he tossed it onto the field. It puffed with smoke and flashed, and a rabbit stood in the midst of the clearing in its wake. The rabbit’s feet were large, and it had jagged buck teeth that peeked from its delicate mouth. This was no ordinary rabbit, however, but a monster instead, and it had a catch. 
 
    I’d seen Braden’s jaxare in action during the Magicae Nito last year, where it displayed impressive power during the trials. The jaxare was ghostly in nature, and it was practically impervious to physical attacks because of it. The rabbitlike monster could phase through matter, carry fire on its body, and dash at high speeds, and this trifecta was enough to make me nervous about sending any monster against it. 
 
    Luckily, I had just the thing for fighting the jaxare. I pulled out a small crystal which was close to the size of a marble, and I pinched it between my fingers as I ran through my plan. The crystal was ice-blue and shaped like four interconnected spheres, and those spheres nearly looked like a single cube if I looked at it from a distance. It was an odd crystal, and it signified the strange nature of the monster inside. 
 
    I tossed out the small crystal onto the field, and my ice willow burst forth in a flutter of blue light. It was blue and spherical in nature, and it bobbed in the air as if floating on a phantom wind that kept it afloat. It looked almost identical to a gas lamp’s flame, and I imagined it burned using a similar reaction. 
 
    “Is that an ice willow?” Braden asked as his eyes widened. “I never thought of using one of those in combat. In fact, I don’t think I’ve even seen one in a summoner’s arsenal before.” 
 
    “It sure is,” I replied with a smile. “Sleet saw me use an ice willow to beat the fire-eye cyclops in Ralor’s Stead. Without it, I would’ve been toast for sure. Once I got to Varle Enclave, I couldn’t find my ice willow anywhere, and I held out hope for months it would turn up.” 
 
    “I’m glad you got a new one at the store,” Braden said with a grin. “Must’ve been tough to find.” 
 
    “Not much demand for ice willows,” I agreed. “It was pretty lucky I found it just the other day.” 
 
    “So, the Headmaster saw that and realized how unusual you were as a summoner,” Braden mused wonderingly. “That’s some way to get inducted into the Academy.” 
 
    “It was a chance in a million,” I agreed with a shake of my head. “I actually passed out from mana exhaustion after that battle. It feels like so long ago, I can’t believe it’s only been a little over a year.” 
 
    “Time flies,” Braden agreed with a small smile. “We’ve all changed, haven’t we?” 
 
    “For the better,” I agreed. “Alright, are you ready for this fight?” 
 
    “Let’s do it,” Braden responded with a grin. “Ready, set, go.” 
 
    My ice willow snapped into four smaller orbs just as the jaxare leapt into the center of the ring. Its ghostly, pale fur was slightly translucent, and I could see the dirt arena clear through its body. The jaxare’s long-eared head tilted upward to watch my ice willow float past, and I frowned as I concentrated on my next moves. 
 
    The jaxare was immune to physical attack, but luckily, my ice willow was completely energy-based. So, I directed three of the four glowing balls down until they formed a wide triangle around the jaxare. The final ball hovered above the rabbit monster in anticipation of the proper moment. 
 
    “Catch me now,” I taunted with a grin. 
 
    Braden smiled suddenly, and his jaxare snapped up from the ground in an impressive upward spring. Its front teeth snapped inches from one of my ice willow balls, and my monster swerved away unsteadily from the attack under my command. 
 
    “Be careful what you wish for,” Braden called back. “I might just catch you.” 
 
    The jaxare settled back into the arena on its haunches, and its pale nose twitched eagerly as it eyed my floating ice willows. The jaxare was a formidable opponent, but I knew I could defeat if I restrained all four limbs with each one of my ice willows. The only question was how I could possibly pull that off on such a fast monster. 
 
    The jaxare leapt for my willows a few more times, and finally a perfect idea occurred to me. On the next jump, I seized one of its long, fluffy ears with an ice willow and paralyzed it in place. The jaxare dropped back to the ground unimpeded, but my ice willow held a single ear off at an odd, half-skewed angle. 
 
    The jaxare twisted and bucked as it tried to remove the ice willow, and I watched in anticipation as the ghostly hare wore itself down attempting to remove the intruder. Braden bit his lip anxiously as he directed his monster to scrape the ice willow off, but my little ball of blue held on tight. 
 
    The jaxare’s thrashing wore down quickly, and I could tell its stamina wasn’t nearly as formidable as its speed. Within a few seconds, the rabbit ceased its kicking and squirming and dropped to the ground to rest. 
 
    That was when my other willows came in. In the blink of an eye, another two ice willows zipped over and pinned the rabbit’s hind legs together. The final willow flew to help, and the one on the jaxare’s ear dropped off to truss the front legs as well. Braden tried in vain to command his jaxare to free itself, but the monster was just too tired to dodge in time. All four ice willows hit their marks, and it was all over from there. 
 
    In the end, the jaxare ended up trussed immovably on its side. The four ice willows stuck its legs together with magnetic force, and it couldn't go back to fighting even if it had the energy. 
 
    “Damn,” Braden whistled through his teeth. “You used my own tactic against me. I even saw it coming once my jaxare was down, but it was too late.” 
 
    “It wasn’t my best plan,” I assured him honestly. “I wasn’t even sure an undead rabbit could get tired.” 
 
    “Still,” Braden replied with a shrug, “if I’d been paying any attention, I should’ve just ignored the willow on my jaxare’s ear. Good one, Gryff. I’m not surprised you beat a Grade C monster with only a Grade E one, though.” 
 
    I withdrew my separated ice willow, and Braden recalled his jaxare, too. Both monsters dissipated before appearing back in our hands as crystals. 
 
    “I believe this means I get my rightful prize,” I proposed with a grin. “No more rotten fruit soap. That said, I promise to pick up the slack when I come back anyway, as long as you tell me what needs doing.” 
 
    “Thanks, man,” Braden told me fondly, and we walked across the dirt ring to pick up our weapons. “I can’t wait to put you to work.” 
 
    “Be gentle on me,” I responded happily as I patted him on the shoulder. “This mission is going to put me through the wringer, I suspect.” 
 
    I bent down and swiped my wooden daggers from the ground before following Braden into the barracks. 
 
    “This might be harder than any other mission you’ve gone on so far,” Braden mused with a frown. “Promise me you’ll come back, alright?” 
 
     “I swear I’ll come back,” I told him seriously. “Don’t worry about us. If there’s any way I can bring every teammate home safe, it’ll happen.”  
 
    “Thanks,” the big summoner said as his shoulders relaxed noticeably. “I know you’ll find a way, somehow.” 
 
    Braden and I parted ways, and I spent the rest of my day finishing up preparations for the mission. It felt strange to know I would be gone for so long, maybe even weeks or months. 
 
    I decided to say goodbye to Maelor before dinnertime. I’d been putting it off for almost two days, since the thought of doing it made it more real for me. After asking around, I finally found him in The Retching Goblin, knocking back a slow drink at a table all on his own. 
 
    “You’re looking lonely, old man,” I told Maelor as I sat down in the chair opposite him. 
 
    “Bah,” he harrumphed as he shook his head at me. “Hardly lonely, just tired of waiting. I’ve been sitting here for the past few hours expectin’ you to show at any time, since you hadn’t properly said goodbye to me. You took your sweet time, kid.” 
 
    “Whoops,” I responded with a grin. “Sorry about that, but I had stuff to do. You didn’t wear out your ass sitting here, did you?” 
 
    “My ass is fine,” Maelor said as he slapped his gut. “It’s my liver that’s hurting.” 
 
    We shared a chuckle over that, since I knew he didn’t actually drink very much anymore. His liver was fit as a fiddle, and I was sure he’d live to be a hundred years old just to spite everyone who knew him. 
 
    The server came around, and I flagged her down for a beer as she passed. That settled, I leaned forward in my seat and settled in for a good, long evening. 
 
    We drank plenty of beer and laughed hard, told long stories, and traded ridiculous insults. It was hard to remember I was going away soon with Maelor there, and we both shot the shit like I was a teenager again. As the night wore long, I realized this was exactly what I needed to feel settled into my new mission. Maelor was like a father to me, and no matter how hard things got in the South, I could count on him being safe up here.  
 
    I also knew that no matter how much I would miss him, I was ready to lead another mission. Nothing had changed about myself fundamentally since I left Maelor in Ralor’s Stead, and I was more determined than ever to keep fighting back the monsters that threatened our world. Traveling so far away was just one more step on my mission to help people.  
 
    Whoever this new Archon was, I was going to make her regret messing with humanity. 
 
    When the bar started to fill up with regular hour patrons, I knew it was time for us to wrap things up. I didn’t want to go, but I had to be up bright and early in the morning for our airship takeoff in just six hours. 
 
    Maelor caught me glancing at the weathered clock on the wall, and he shook his near-empty tankard at me accusingly. 
 
    “What the hell are you still doing up?” Maelor asked as he narrowed his eyes suspiciously. “You shoulda told me it was getting late. Get going, kiddo.” 
 
    “It’s not that late,” I protested. “I can stay for another drink.” 
 
    “Like shit you can,” Maelor snorted. “You’re not gonna be commanding your new team with a hangover, are ya? Now, get to bed. I’ve got Meridan for company, so don’t you think I need you sticking around at all hours.” 
 
    “Fine,” I relented with a rueful grin, “but promise me you’ll take Cyra out for drinks when she gets back from rebuilding Njordenfalls. You’ve got to have a few young people in your life, or you’ll end up with dementia.” 
 
    “Cyra’s as welcome as a fresh June breeze,” Maelor responded as he waved a dismissive hand at me. “You don’t ever have to worry about me taking her out for drinks. Now, get going, idiot. Your ship’s going to be in Luratamba  before you finish saying goodbye.” 
 
    “Goodbye,” I told him happily as I pushed out from the table and set the pay for the drinks down. “Love you too, you old bastard.” 
 
    Maelor rolled his eyes and gave me a grouchy, reluctant little wave before I grinned and headed out. The roar of the filling tavern faded as I walked back through the Enclave streets, and I pointed myself homeward. 
 
    This was it. The three days were really over, and I was going to the South in the morning. 
 
    I went back to my dorm and collapsed into bed. Braden was already there asleep, and I had everything ready for the morning. I’d done everything I could to get ready, so all I had to do was get to sleep. 
 
    Of course, sleep didn’t come easily. Despite not having any Archon-induced dreams to worry about, I tossed and turned all night. In the early hours of the morning, I finally managed to fall asleep deeply. Of course, just a couple hours later, the wakeup call came, and Arwyn rapped on my door to wake me from my groggy slumber. 
 
    “It’s time,” she called through the door simply, and I rolled out of bed to get dressed for the long journey ahead. 
 
    When I opened the door, Arwyn nodded back at me pleasantly. She was dressed in a long, flowing skirt the color of her red hair, but two long slits up each side revealed the creamy, smooth skin of her thighs and calves.  
 
    Nia and Varleth hung back beside Arwyn, and I wasn’t surprised to see they were already up and ready to go. Varleth was in an all-black banisher ensemble, though his armor was all packed away. The trip would take multiple days, so there was no reason to arm up immediately. 
 
    Nia had on a tight, corseted tunic with gray fabric and gray lacing to keep it in place. On the bottom, she wore thin, black travel leggings designed for comfort. My eyes were drawn to the hint of cleavage pushed up by the top of Nia’s outfit, and I dragged my eyes away with some effort. 
 
    “Do you have everything you need?” Arwyn asked me in a hushed tone. 
 
    “Yeah,” I responded while I nodded quickly, and Arwyn led us away to the next door. 
 
    We went to gather Gawain from his fancy, enormous bedroom, and I tried to act like I had no idea where he lived. In truth, I’d been here before. Layla and I played a prank on Gawain back before he had a change of heart, and I had to tamp down on the memories of messing with his shampoo to keep myself from laughing. 
 
    Arwyn knocked, and Gawain emerged with a dull, tired expression that flickered with annoyance. He grunted out a wordless greeting to us and filed in behind the rest of our group as we exited the dorms and strolled out into the fresh dawn air. 
 
    “Almasy is already at the airship,” Arwyn told us helpfully as we walked through the dim streets. “He got up early to start all the necessary machinery and load the final supplies, so we should be able to take off right away.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I responded as I stretched my arms awake in front of me.  
 
    “I’m ready to go back to sleep,” Gawain murmured tiredly.  
 
    “So, what?” Varleth asked simply. “Was your silk and feather bed too luxurious to sleep on?” 
 
    The banisher’s words sounded snappy enough, but there was no real heat behind them, and Gawain shrugged easily. 
 
    “Just too dull,” the fire mage responded with a yawn. “I keep wondering what Luratamba  will be like. I wonder if their horses are well-bred. It will kill me if I have to pay for some short-faced nag with a terrible gait.” 
 
    “Horses are horses,” I responded in confusion. “Aren’t they? Why worry about them?” 
 
    “Horses aren’t all the same,” Gawain responded with shock in his voice. “I have no idea where you got that kind of notion. Hasn’t Nia educated you on this?” 
 
    “Gryff has a singular ability to spend time around horses without learning about them,” Nia responded smoothly. “He even mucked the stables with me and never learned how to tell them apart, so I’ve given up educating him.” 
 
    “Ridiculous,” Gawain scoffed, and he trailed off as he shook his head. “All that time in the country, and still no respect for them … “ 
 
    I rolled my eyes and ignored his muttering, but in truth, Gawain had eased my nerves a little with his comments. This was just a mission, no matter how far away it took us. 
 
    “How long will it take us to get to the crystal caves?” I asked Arwyn as I glanced at the flame-haired professor. 
 
    “Hm,” she hummed thoughtfully as she led us down the stairs to the airship docks. “The airship flight to the edge of Luratamba  is just under three days, but our journey is far from over at that point. It may be just a couple days until we reach the crystal caves, or it may take a week. It’s impossible to say how quickly we’ll be able to travel through the jungle. We have no experience in this sort of expedition, so we may take much longer to traverse the land than the locals do.” 
 
    “Exciting,” Varleth quipped. “I love not knowing what’s ahead of me on a job to combat semi-mythical monsters with godlike powers.” 
 
     We reached the airship as the final words left the banisher’s mouth, and everybody but Arwyn stopped for a moment to stare up at Almasy’s ship with interest. This was far different from the usual military craft, and it was built of much more solid, sturdy materials. It looked heavy with its mostly-metal frame and extra bulk, but I assumed it had something to do with the longer flight distance. 
 
    Instead of gazing at the airship in wordless awe, Arwyn strolled up to the door and rapped out a quick, patterned knock. After a few uneventful heartbeats, the whole ship creaked, and the metal ramp folded open to spill over the ground. 
 
    Almasy stood in the lit entryway at the top of the ramp. He leaned against the frame and cocked an eyebrow at the group of us down below. 
 
    “Well?” the pilot asked expectantly. “Are you coming on board, or are you going to gawk at my Glorifal all day?” 
 
    “I’m just going to gawk, thanks,” Varleth responded flippantly. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” I responded before I started for the ramp, “I’m coming, but you have to tell us what’s up with this airship. It’s so … “ 
 
    “Energy-guzzling?” Almasy asked to fill in my unspoken words. “As fat as a whale on a food binge? Shinier than three bald men facing the sun?” 
 
    “Well, all of those,” I allowed. “Why is it like that? You were on a normal airship the last time I rode with you.” 
 
    “Glorifal is something that takes special training to learn to deal with,” Almasy answered as he waved us inside. “A journey to another country is perilous, to say the least, and the Glorifal is specifically outfitted for flights that take longer than two days. Alternately, she’s used for trips that travel in hostile territory, such as over the ocean or an enemy country.” 
 
    The last of us climbed up the ramp into the airship, and Almasy grabbed hold of a hand crank to reel it back up. It was definitely different from the button Erin used on her ship, but I supposed Glorifal was both older and more focused on power conservation. 
 
    “We’re not enemies with Luratamba , at least,” Nia said gratefully. 
 
    “The ocean shouldn’t be a problem, right?” I asked as I furrowed my brow. “It’s a bunch of salty water. We’re not even going to be near it.” 
 
    “On the contrary,” Almasy answered with a subtle, knowing smile. “The vast majority of air and sea monsters from rifts are encountered while flying over the ocean. It may seem like a lifeless body of water from up high, but the ocean is teeming with opportunistic life, and monsters are no exception. To boot, there’s not a mage or any military in sight. Rifts go unchecked for whole days, and monsters can see our airships from hundreds of miles away. The sea is a wolf’s den, and we’re the single lamb wandering in for the slaughter.” 
 
    “That sounds … not ideal,” Varleth pointed out with an alarmed expression. 
 
    “It’s a complete clusterfuck,” Almasy agreed in his usual loose tone. “Don’t worry, folks. I’ve done this trip before, and I’m here to shepherd this lamb to safety. Make sure to listen closely to me, and you’ll be alright. Ignore my directions, and I’ll toss you overboard myself.” 
 
    The scruffy pilot gave us a wink to lighten his words, and Varleth laughed nervously at the joke.  
 
    “You’ll be fine,” Almasy assured us with a grin. “You’re all smart little students, right? Sleet picked you himself. This will be over before you know it.” 
 
    Varleth, Nia, Gawain, and I all nodded to reassure ourselves of his words, and we strapped in for a nice nap and some pleasant rest. 
 
    It wasn’t over before we knew it. 
 
    As it turned out, no pilot could fly a ship for three days without help. Seven hours into our flight, Almasy called me in and explained to me what the situation was going to be like during this trip. 
 
    “I gotta sleep sometimes, too,” the scruffy pilot explained cheerily. “That means I lay down on that mattress and grab a few zees while you sit there and keep the ship in the air.” 
 
    I tore my gaze away from the expansive windshield and stared at Almasy with alarm. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said hollowly, “I keep the ship in the air? Is that what you said?” 
 
    “Sure is,” Almasy replied as he swiveled his pilot’s chair around to face me. “It’s not half as hard as it looks, I promise. All you have to do is look at that little plus sign on the windshield. If it drops too far or kicks up too high, just give the joystick a nudge in the opposite direction. The goal is to set the plus on the horizon line. 
 
    “What if it’s too cloudy or foggy to see the horizon?” I asked nervously. 
 
    “Well, then you take a look at the level here,” Almasy pointed at a notched dial marked with angles in degrees. “Should read anywhere between negative one and one, but sometimes it acts up and starts spinning aimlessly. If that happens, ignore it. Glorifal can be such a silly old girl.” 
 
    “Uh, right,” I said. “Just … ignore the instrument you just told me to pay attention to—” 
 
    “Exactly,” Almasy told me with a stinging slap on my arm. “You’ll get the hang of this in no time.” 
 
    Over the next half hour, Almasy gave me the rundown of all the relevant controls I would need to fly the ship. In reality, the majority of my instruction was to never touch most of them under pain of death, so it was more of a lesson on inaction than on actual flying.  
 
    According to Almasy, the ship had a few levels of self-sufficiency. Glorifal needed somebody to sit and ensure she wasn’t malfunctioning, which meant an eyeball check every ten minutes on various parameters. Beyond that, she was capable of flying without course, calibration, refueling, or mechanical changes for up to nine hours. Almasy assured me I would never be responsible for such tasks, but he couldn’t be stuck eyeballing parameters every ten minutes and still do things like sleep and eat. Instead, he’d be enlisting all of us to take shifts and help. 
 
    “Should we worry about putting Gawain in charge of all our lives?” I joked goodnaturedly. 
 
    “That’s your call,” Almasy told me as he loosened his shirt and lowered himself onto the tiny mattress crammed next to the control desk. “If you want me to ban him from the cockpit, just lemme know.” 
 
    “I think we’re fine without banning anyone,” I told him with amusement, “though we may want to keep Varleth and Gawain from being in this room together. They could argue until we’re eight miles underwater without breaking stride.” 
 
    “I hear ya,” Almasy responded, and he gave me a smart salute before he stretched out on the mattress. 
 
    The scruffy pilot pulled a ratty blanket from the floor beside him, stretched it over himself, and set a wide-brimmed hat over his eyes to block out the light. Within minutes, his breathing deepened into the slow, long breaths of somebody fast asleep, and his posture slumped into total relaxation. 
 
    I shook my head in honest amazement. It had to be less than a minute from start to finish of him falling asleep, and I couldn’t imagine having that kind of ability. 
 
    I turned back to the console in front of me and swallowed my nerves. The wide expanse of clouds overhead mirrored the rolling trees and grass below, and both stretched out like a living painting as we swept across the landscape. I checked the little black plus in the middle of the windshield every few seconds, as if it would swim away from me if I didn’t keep my eyes on it.  
 
    Slowly, I learned to relax and enjoy the ride. In truth, I always liked the idea of being able to look out the front of an airship, but it was a luxury only afforded to pilots or the most expensive passenger classes on huge transports. As I settled into my role, the distant mountains stopped being a looming threat in the corner of the windshield and started to look beautiful and awe-inspiring. The clouds no longer seemed like a potential storm in the making, and the trees stopped feeling like unlandable territory just designed to trap us in the sky. 
 
    It was amazing. All this beautiful land was out here for us to explore and discover, but most of Mistral went unseen. People were too afraid of rifts and monsters to venture far from established human Enclaves, towns, and cities. A civilian couldn’t count on mages to show up and save them if a rift opened up hundreds of miles into unclaimed Wilds territory. 
 
    The black plus on the windshield had dipped slightly over the past few minutes, and I tapped at the joystick gingerly until it realigned with the horizon. Part of me was still nervous about mixing up the mirrored controls and sending the airship veering in the wrong direction. 
 
    Almasy snorted and turned over in his sleep, and I grinned to myself. Maybe if I asked him to give me more shift time, the earth mage would let me control the ship more often. 
 
    Hours passed, and a blue line crept up on the horizon as the landscape flattened out. I knew Varle Enclave wasn’t terribly far from the southern and eastern oceans, but it was still surprising to hit sea so early in our journey. It was shocking how far the Southern continent really was, if we would spend two of our three days just over water. 
 
    The blue line crept closer, and before I knew it, the airship was completely over the water. Ocean stretched out in every direction, and I scanned the waves for some sign of life or movement. Over and over again, I was met with nothing but dark water and white foam. Despite Almasy’s words about the dangers of flying over the sea, I couldn’t really fathom the teeming battleground he had described. The Glorifal was a hulking brute of an airship, and I couldn’t imagine any monster giving us much pause in this metal behemoth. 
 
    Suddenly, a flicker of movement caught my eye in the sky ahead. A seabird perhaps, something large like an albatross. I frowned and squinted at the flicker, but as I watched, it grew even bigger. 
 
    “Almasy, wake up,” I barked urgently. “We have a situation on our hands, and it’s not going to be pretty.” 
 
    Then the sky tore in half, and a dark opening formed in the center of the rip. As the sides of the portal stretched to nearly a hundred feet in either direction, my heart jumped frantically in my chest. 
 
    A rift was opening, and the monster about to come out of it was going to be a big one. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    The rift stretched wide and churned with murky, maroon colors as an enormous monster emerged from the depths of the Shadowscape.  
 
    To my shock, it was neither a birdlike monster nor a sea creature that came out, but rather something entirely unlike an animal at all. 
 
    A floating mass of earth seemed to drift directly from the portal, and it measured even larger than a whale, by my guess. Clumps of loose dirt dropped away into the ocean below to land with white-foamed splashes as the enormous land mass approached. 
 
    “Huh,” Almasy drawled as he strolled over to stand beside me. “Haven’t been attacked by a damn floating island before. You’re a pretty interesting guy, Gryff.” 
 
    “This isn’t my fault,” I said as I rolled my eyes.  
 
    “You were the one driving,” Almasy snickered.  
 
    I gawked at the enormous clot of earth, grass, and moss. “How can this even be called a monster?” 
 
    “You better get the professor,” Almasy advised as he tipped his wide-brimmed hat back onto his head. “You brought us a big one, here.” 
 
    “Again, not my fault!” I dashed from the cockpit into the main cabin, and four pairs of startled eyes met my wild expression. Nia had a book in her hands, and Arwyn was scribbling notes in her research journal. Gawain and Varleth seemed to be locked in a card game, though they set their cards down as they stared at me. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Gawain asked skeptically. “Did you crash the ship into the ocean already?” 
 
    “Big floating monster,” I blurted out urgently. “Looks like a flying island.” 
 
    “Show me,” Arwyn said urgently, and Nia dashed close on her heels as the two women ran into the cramped cockpit to get a better look. 
 
    They stopped in shock and awe as their eyes landed on the floating island of dirt and grass. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Arwyn muttered as she scanned the strange clump of earth. “I know plenty of monsters that have been known to carry dirt with them, either by accident or on purpose, but nothing that’s simply … “ 
 
    “Let’s blow it up,” Almasy suggested. “A little ice magic, a little wind magic, and boom. No more dirt clump.” 
 
    “I highly recommend caution,” Arwyn told us in concern. “If we try to simply blow it up, this monster could react in totally unpredictable ways. It may look simple, but there’s no telling what could be undern--” 
 
    A sudden thundering boom interrupted Arwyn’s words, and the island monster began to tremble and shake as huge chunks of dirt broke away and plummeted into the sea below. Then the grassy terrain on the top of the island cracked and buckled before the entire lower half of the island fell straight off. 
 
    Even from inside the airship, I could hear the tremendous crash of water and earth that resulted as the fallen piece hit the surface of the sea. Salty spray gushed upward in a low plopping sound, and the piece of island disappeared under the frothing waves. 
 
    I looked back at the floating monster just in time to see it unfurl a dozen long, filmy tentacles. They were at least twice as lengthy as the monster was wide, and they stretched toward the sea below. 
 
    “No fucking way,” Gawain ground out from behind me. 
 
    I turned to see him and Varleth jammed by the low-hanging doorway, and I nodded to them briefly before I looked back at the scene unfolding through the windshield. 
 
    The filmy tentacles were partially translucent, and they glittered with a hundred subtle colors as they waved in the sunlight. The edges of each tentacle were oddly flat and rippled, more like curled ribbon than anything from a creature I knew of. 
 
    Suddenly, the monster jetted upward, and its filmy tentacles moved in tandem to push it higher in the sky. The earth on the beast’s top cracked severely, and it split in two to fall away from the top of the monster. Each piece crashed into the sea below, and we stared in awe at the creature that was revealed. 
 
    No wonder I hadn’t seen a head or any legs on the monster. The pinkish half-dome of the creature billowed in the air as its tendrils swayed, and there was only one answer for what to call it. 
 
    Floating in front of us was an enormous jellyfish. 
 
    The jellyfish put on another undulating burst of speed, and it squirmed higher into the sky as we watched. 
 
    “It’s a mojono,” Arwyn informed us in hasty alarm. “They’ve been known to chase down and take out entire airships.” 
 
    “Take out airships?” Varleth asked with a concerned frown. “Take out, like how?” 
 
    “Each of the tentacles is covered in electrical stingers,” the flame-haired professor explained urgently. “One brush with those, and the Glorifal’s circuitry could be incapacitated for minutes at a time. Even worse, the mojono could wrap our ship up and decide to consume it entirely using the mouth under the base of its cap.” 
 
    “There’s a mouth in there?” Gawain asked as he squinted at the enormous mojono. “Shit.” 
 
    “We don’t have time to figure out its anatomy,” I announced to my team. “Gawain, Nia, we’re going out on my pyrewyrm to kill this thing. I want Almasy piloting the Glorifal to keep her away from the fight entirely. Arwyn and Varleth will have to sit on the sidelines and help with anything Almasy needs, at least for now.” 
 
    “Got it,” Varleth agreed easily. 
 
    “Do you have any other information on this thing?” I asked Arwyn as I chewed on my lip thoughtfully. 
 
    “None that will help,” Arwyn responded. “I’ve heard it’s incredibly difficult to kill, and the only real stories of success are from teams who flew away as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “Damn,” I swore. “Well, this hunk of metal isn’t getting anywhere quickly. There’s no way the mojono won’t catch up to us.” 
 
    “Don’t call my Glorifal a hunk of metal,” Almasy responded calmly as he spun and eased the joystick away from the enemy. “She’s more like a delightful pile of scrap.” 
 
    “Any other advice?” I asked Arwyn hopefully. 
 
    “None, but at least I can help open the hatch to let you out,” Arwyn told me before she rushed through the doorway into the main cabin. 
 
    Gawain and Varleth moved back out of the way to let her through, and she strode into the cabin before heading straight for the opposite wall. On closer examination, I noticed a slotted panel that likely contained a lever or crank to open the door. Subtle seams in the riveted metal interior of Glorifal marked where the hatch door would open, and Arwyn reached into the slotted panel to pull out the crank device. Then the red-haired professor slipped the crank into place over a metal nut on the outside of the door panel before she started to pull. 
 
    “I’ve got it,” Varleth said as he stepped in and took over to tug on the lever.  
 
    With a reluctant squeal of machinery, the hatch cracked open at the seams, and a sliver of sunlight filtered into the cabin interior. Once the sun was showing through the seams, the whole lever moved freely, and Arwyn gave a small push on the hatch door. It swung open by hinges on the right side, and the sky outside was revealed. 
 
    The looming form of the near-translucent mojono was closer than before, and I could tell it would catch up to the Glorifal if we didn’t intervene. Almasy was turning the ship away from the jellyfish monster, but it was vital we put a stop to its approach 
 
    The slow creature jetted forward once again, and its tendrils drifted behind it like paper streamers. Those tentacles were deceptively innocent in appearance, now that we knew they could knock the Glorifal out of the sky. 
 
    I led Nia and Gawain out onto the metal catwalk, and they crowded in behind me as I slipped an essence crystal from the top of my bandolier. The crystal was grayish in color with a slightly green hue, and it formed a somewhat abstract shape of a wing. 
 
    “Let’s get to work,” I told my team before I tossed the crystal down onto the catwalk surface. 
 
    My pyrewyrm appeared, and it curled its large, serpentine body over the catwalk railing as it burst out of its crystal. Its muscular legs ended in curving talons, and its wormlike neck stretched into a blunt head. My pyrewyrm made a trilling noise deep in its throat, and Gawain winced reflexively.  
 
    “I haven’t forgotten how damn loud that thing can be,” Gawain muttered behind me. “Nearly broke my eardrums when you used it against Antoine.” 
 
    My monster could reach incredible volumes with its piercing shrieks if I told it to, but my friends wouldn’t be protected from that kind of attack, so it was rare that I could use it without hurting my allies.  
 
    As I considered my creature, the pyrewyrm folded its shadowy wings tightly against its back, and it turned to face me with its eyeless, mouthless head as it waited for instruction. 
 
    It crouched low as I ordered it to let us up, and I pulled Nia on after me. She settled in behind me and shifted to get a better grip on one of the pyrewyrm’s dark, leathery spikes, and the motion put her chest up close against my back 
 
    Gawain clambered on after, and he scrambled laboriously to get into position behind Nia. In the midst of his climb, my pyrewyrm stood upright again, and it nearly jolted Gawain from its back. 
 
    “Whoops,” I said innocently. “Sorry about that.” 
 
    “Just remember I can light your hair on fire, idiot,” Gawain growled as he worked himself into an upright position. 
 
    “Be careful about fires on top of monsters,” I warned him cheerily. “I might lose control of my pyrewyrm, and I’m pretty sure it would decide to eat you first.” 
 
    Gawain made a rude gesture with one hand from the back of my pyrewyrm, and I laughed before ordering my serpentine monster into the sky. 
 
    The mojono undulated through the air toward the retreating form of the Glorifal, and we burst from the airship’s catwalk to meet our enemy in the sky. Wind whistled around us as my pyrewyrm sliced through the air, and Nia’s braid of silver hair fluttered around her shoulders with the force of our flight. 
 
    “Let’s try fire first!” I shouted to my companions as my pyrewyrm swept toward the monstrous jellyfish. 
 
    Gawain readied a spell for a white-hot bolt of fire while Nia concentrated on a barrage of smaller attacks. When we swooped in close to the translucent, shimmering cap of the mojono, my companions let loose their attacks. 
 
    Fiery rain showered from Nia’s fingers, and a tremendous spear of flame shot from between Gawain’s hands. Their attacks roared through the air and hit directly on our desired target at the very top of the mojono’s cap. 
 
    Sparks bloomed and smoke billowed from the impacts, but the mojono’s undulating movements never faltered. As the smoke cleared, I inspected the monster’s cap with urgency, but my eyes could find no mark on the pale, fleshy head of the beast. There wasn’t even a smudge of ash or char to mark potential damage. 
 
    “Okay,” I told my companions, “fire didn’t work. Next, we do ice, and Nia can use her magic. Gawain, use your pistol.” 
 
    “Already on it,” the fire mage announced as he pulled the magically-charged revolver from its holster. “You sure you want to try ice? We could just let it do the analysis and see what happens.” 
 
    Gawain’s gun was uniquely created, and I suspected it used some of the same materials my rhin dagger was made from, like essence. The dial on the side could be manually rotated to any of the plain colors painted on it to indicate elements, or the gun could be pointed at an enemy to analyze the best element to be used. It took a while to perform an analysis, but the gun was extremely useful in discovering and exploiting weaknesses.  
 
    “Do it,” I responded with a shrug. “It may get us a faster answer.” 
 
    Gawain aimed the pistol while I led my pyrewyrm in gentle loops above the giant beast. It drove me a little crazy to see the mojono advance on the Glorifal while we waited for a result, but I told myself it would pay off. 
 
    Suddenly, the dial on Gawain’s pistol spun and clicked into place. 
 
    “Good,” I said, “now we can use this. What’s it say?” 
 
    “It says--” 
 
    Gawain was cut off as the dial spun and clicked again, and this time it landed in a different spot. 
 
    “Is it right this time?” Nia asked with a frown as she looked back at Gawain. 
 
    The dial spun and clicked again into an entirely new place. 
 
    “Is it broken?” I asked in confusion. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Gawain responded as he slumped into his spot on the pyrewrym’s back. “It was working fine before we left on this mission, and nothing has happened since then. I think this monster just doesn’t have an elemental weakness.” 
 
    We settled into this new knowledge with grim expressions. 
 
    “That’s fine,” I decided with fresh confidence. “We’ll just have to use physical attacks. I have my monsters, and you two both have swords, right?” 
 
    “It’s a rapier,” Gawain sniffed. “Of course I have it with me.” 
 
    “I have my shortsword,” Nia confirmed, and her blue eyes filled with burning determination. “We’ll have to get close.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I responded. “My daggers are going to need a tight distance anyway if I have to use them.” 
 
    “Don’t drop us too quickly,” Gawain warned, “I hate that feeling in my stomach.” 
 
    “Let’s get in there,” I declared with a fierce grin, and my pyrewyrm swooped to the task. 
 
    We dropped hard, and Gawain muttered angrily as our stomachs lurched during the descent. His words got lost on the wind, and I smiled innocently while my pyrewyrm dove for our target. 
 
    The mojono’s cap loomed closer, and I drew my hand along the lower end of my bandolier to collect the monsters I needed. When we got close enough, I threw my fistful of crystals onto the translucent cap of the monster below and willed my monsters to come out and play. 
 
    Five axe goblins sprung to life from the resulting flashes of powdery essence crystals. They had green skin and red eyes, and their mouths were full of razor-sharp teeth. Their lean, wiry bodies didn’t look like much, but the axe goblins could pack a punch with hidden muscle paired with their special trait. Instead of hands, each goblin was equipped with a pair of bone-like metal axes. These tools could be put to use in hacking and slashing at trees just as easily as they could be utilized to fight enemies in combat. 
 
    I ordered the axe goblins into action, and they used their axes to chop away at the mojono’s pink cap. 
 
    My pyrewyrm swept lower still, and Gawain clutched at the flanks of my monster with his legs while he leaned far out into the air to swipe at the mojono. His silvery rapier flashed out to score hard at the beast’s translucent cap, and he pulled himself back up just as Nia leaned out with her shortsword. 
 
    I unsheathed my rhin dagger in tandem, and both of us leaned out as far as we dared to slice our own cuts into the mojono’s flesh. To my surprise, my rhin dagger bounced and skidded awkwardly over the cap until I finally pulled back, and I frowned as I tried to twist around and see what damage I had caused. 
 
    “I don’t think I put a scratch in the damn thing,” Gawain growled in frustration. 
 
    “You too?” Nia asked him worriedly. “It was like trying to cut through rubbery steel.” 
 
    “So, we all felt it,” I realized out loud before I checked on my monster bonds. “Shit. My axe goblins aren’t making any progress either.” 
 
    Though the five goblins hacked away at the mojono’s pale cap, their axes bounced right off. I could feel vague confusion reverberate through the bond between us as their attacks failed to put a mark on the tough hide of their enemy. I pressed my mouth into a tight line as I recalled the axe goblins back into my hand. 
 
    “Do we just distract it until the Glorifal escapes?” Nia suggested as she slid her shortsword back into its decorative leather sheath. 
 
    “How will we find the Glorifal once she’s out of reach?” I pointed out. “If Almasy throws the mojono off his trail, we’ll be just as lost. My pyrewyrm is fast, but it’s not equipped with directional technology.” 
 
    “This stupid jellyfish can’t be invincible,” Gawain argued. “So what if the cap is tough on top? It’s time to try another approach.” 
 
    “That wouldn’t … “ I started, but I paused in the middle of my sentence as Gawain’s suggestion sunk in. “Actually, I think yours is the best option. The top of the cap is tough, so we should try the underside.” 
 
    “We’d have to fly through those tentacles,” Nia warned. “I know your bullet bass does a fine job defending against smaller shocks, but it definitely isn’t going to protect us if we get caught and brought up to the mouth for its next meal.” 
 
    “We’ll fly quickly,” I numbered off on my fingers, “we won’t touch a thing, and we’ll have the bullet bass coating just in case. Does that sound good?” 
 
    “Quit talking and start flying,” Gawain complained. “This is the best plan we’ve got.” 
 
    “I suppose it will have to do,” Nia agreed.  
 
    I silently told my pyrewyrm its new orders, and then I pulled out the bullet bass essence crystal from my bandolier. I smashed it between my hands, and the bullet bass puffed into existence against my palms. 
 
    The bullet bass was one of the most versatile protective monsters in my arsenal. It was shaped like a metallic fish, though two stubby arms sprouted from its sides, and a pair of rubberlike wings flapped above its body. It was a diminutive little monster, but it was capable of giving monsters or humans a metallic coating to protect them from fire and electricity. It had guarded me well in the past against a variety of blunt physical attacks, but I wasn’t exactly sure how far that power could extend before it would fail catastrophically. 
 
    My pyrewyrm dashed through the air on its shadowy wings, and I ordered my bullet bass to coat us with metal right as we swept near the closest tentacle.  
 
    The mojono reacted as we neared, and the tentacle swept out to catch us as we darted closer. My pyrewyrm eased out of reach, and the filmy ribbon tentacle curled around the spot we had just occupied.  
 
    A high-pitched hum filled my ears as we skirted away from the electric danger. 
 
    Shit.  
 
    “I detest your flying choices!” Gawain called from the back of my pyrewyrm. 
 
    “I’m just keeping us from getting fried!” I responded with a savage smile as another two tentacles billowed toward us. 
 
    My pyrewyrm tilted sideways and slid through the gap right as the two tentacles narrowed to block us off. They curled together behind us, and electricity crackled through the air as the two tendrils connected. The hairs on my arm stood up with the power of it, but there was no time to stare. So, I turned my attention back to my pyrewyrm and focused on our way forward. 
 
    More tentacles closed in as the mojono tried to enfold us completely, but I barked out a mental order, and my pyrewyrm angled itself at a steep vertical incline. Gawain yelped and clung tightly to my monster’s spines as we shot upward, and Nia grasped me around my chest as she struggled to hold on. 
 
    I stared up into the underside of the mojono’s cap as we shot toward it. The shiny, translucent flesh looked slightly pinker and more opaque on the underside, and it roiled with movement as the mojono tried to seize us with its tentacles. 
 
    “Swords out!” I called as we flew, and just a second later, we hit our target. 
 
    My pyrewyrm didn’t bother stopping. Instead, it redirected its movement with a wide flare of its wings and leveled out. I gave it a quick order, and the pyrewyrm skirted the round underside of the mojono in tight, corkscrew circles that made me lean over with the force of it. 
 
    The roiling, opaque flesh of the majono was right overhead, and my companions wasted no time in mounting their attacks. Gawain whipped his rapier upward, and it slashed a thin, deep cut directly into the monster’s skin. Nia’s shortsword left a wider, shallower slash just in front of Gawain’s mark. 
 
    I thrust my daggers upward as one, and both my rhin and my father’s dagger left small cuts of their own. Tiny gobbets of shimmering flesh rained from our attacks and spattered onto my pyrewyrm’s back around us. 
 
    “It’s working!” Nia called as my pyrwyrm wheeled back around. 
 
    Gawain gleefully slashed a few more quick slices into its flesh with his rapier, and more pale jelly rained down around us. 
 
    “It’s working,” I agreed, “but we need to go a lot deeper, and quick. Look!” 
 
    Gawain and Nia glanced to where I pointed. The mojono had caught on to what we were doing, and every tentacle raised at once in a slow, inevitable motion. It was aiming to trap us against its cap and electrocute us, and we’d have no way to escape once that tentacle trap closed. 
 
    “Get us out,” Gawain advised. 
 
    “What if we don’t get another chance like this?” Nia asked, and I nodded along with her. 
 
    “We need to end this monster,” I insisted. “One deep attack into that cap should do it. Are you two willing to work on a joint attack with me?” 
 
    “Willing and ready,” Gawain responded quickly. “Let’s get this done.” 
 
    “We’ll follow your lead,” Nia agreed as she pulled her silver braid back away from her face. 
 
    “Here’s what we’re going to do,” I told them, and I explained my plan as quickly as possible. 
 
    “Think it’ll work?” Gawain asked as he glanced toward Nia questioningly. “He might be onto something, or he might have a dumb plan that’s going to get us killed.” 
 
    “I think it has to work,” Nia responded seriously. “Our exit route is closing.” 
 
    “Let’s get started,” I declared as my heart began to thunder in my ears. “We’ve got one shot, so be careful.” 
 
    My pyrewyrm stopped and hovered as best as it could, and its wings beat in circular back-and-forth-motions as it centered us under the mojono’s cap.  
 
    First, I cracked open a daggerdillo essence crystal between my hands. The daggerdillo was a simple creature, with a large body like a pig and metal spikes which protruded from its back. It was sized just right for me to balance it on the pyrewyrm’s back successfully while we were in flight. 
 
    Nia undertook the next task right away, and she spun out an earth spell in order to form a smooth, long tube made of compacted dirt. The inside of the tube was hollow, with a diameter of about a foot and a half.  
 
    In other words, the interior was the perfect size for my daggerdillo. 
 
    The feat was stunningly impressive, and Nia wiped sweat from her brow as she struggled to gingerly hold her creation. Earth magic worked a little differently from other magics, since earth mages mostly used the dirt that was already present underneath them in order to work spells. It was possible to create earth from nothing, as Nia just did so skillfully, but it was a lot of hard work. 
 
    “It’s heavy,” the ashen-haired mage gasped as she maneuvered the earth tube. 
 
    The tube wasn’t done yet, however. Nia balanced it carefully as she turned to place it between herself and Gawain, and the fire mage leaned over to pour his fire spell into it. The slaglike, compacted earth Nia had created bubbled and broiled as Gawain’s intense flame bubbled over it, and I made sure to keep Nia’s hands safe with the application of my bullet bass coating. 
 
    Slowly, what was once craggy earth changed into smooth, solid metal. The entire five foot long tube was no longer a dirt-packed rod, but was now forged out of an imperfect mixture of iron, zinc, lead, and whatever else Nia had managed to create. It was oddly colored and certainly not what one would expect from a forge, but it would do the job for a single attempt. 
 
    “Hurry up,” Gawain urged as he glanced nervously at the tentacles below.  
 
    They’d formed a tight cage of waving ribbons, and now they rose as a single unit to press us between the mojono’s cap and tendrils. It was clear our lives were coming down to a matter of about a minute, at this point. 
 
    “Talk about a rock and a hard place,” I joked. “Alright, alright, I’ll get this over with.” 
 
    I grabbed the sides of the still-hot tube with my bullet bass enhanced hands, and Nia helped me lever it into place. Then I lifted the edge slightly and ordered my daggerdillo to crawl inside, and it did so without pause. 
 
    “Light her up,” Gawain said eagerly. 
 
    “Oh,” I chuckled, “we will.” 
 
    From what I knew about how cannons worked, all that was needed was a solid barrel, a metal cannonball, and an explosive force just behind the ball in order to launch it. Normally, the explosive force would be provided by gunpowder and a spark. We didn’t have any bags of gunpowder lying around on top of my pyrewyrm, but we did have plenty of explosive force. 
 
    I started to heft the metal tube into the air, but I thought better of it and set it down again to crush out an essence crystal for a box troll. 
 
    My pyrewyrm sunk noticeably as the box troll flashed into existence in front of me. My pyrewyrm was an impressive monster, but its maximum capacity was really limited to three passengers. With the metal tube, the daggerdillo, and now the box troll, the serpentine monster labored significantly under the excess weight. 
 
    The box troll was as tall as a man’s chest, with broad shoulders and grossly muscled arms. Long, fine hairs dotted its limbs and torso, and it stared at me dumbly as it waited for orders.  
 
    I told it what to do, and it hefted the metal tube up into its arms. Then I gave it a bullet bass coating for good measure, but I wasn’t sure if it would make much of a difference to the grunt monster. 
 
    “Let me know when your spells are ready,” I requested eagerly, and I crushed open my final essence crystal as I spoke. 
 
    From the flash of smoke, my sprucebore emerged. It was a fairly beetle-like creature, though a strange, metallic growth grew from its back in the pattern of a tree. The sprucebore’s carapace was red, and each flutter of its thin wings revealed hints of iridescent ruby color. 
 
    “Gather,” I ordered it as I glanced at my companions. 
 
    Nia and Gawain were both working up intense orbs of shifting power between their hands. Each spell flickered with strange patterns and red-orange aura, as if the fire within was seeking a way to escape. 
 
    My sprucebore, on the other hand, was working its own magic. The giant metal structure on its back hummed with power as it began to draw in electricity like a living lightning rod. Sparks raced away from the electric tentacles of the mojono and danced their way into my sprucebore’s rod as it stole our enemy’s power. The beetle-like monster began to glow internally as it filled with magic, and I knew it finally had enough. 
 
    “Fire on three,” I called to Nia and Gawain as I pointed my sprucebore’s metallic fork at the bottom of our homemade cannon. “One, two, three!” 
 
    The air exploded with light, heat, and magic as Nia and Gawain’s spells combined with my sprucebore’s enormous electrical bolt. All three magics shot with tremendous power toward the bottom of the cannon my box troll held aloft. 
 
    The box troll crisped and shuddered as the magical power thundered past it, but it held up the canon perfectly. The daggerdillo balanced inside was reinforced with bullet bass coating, and I knew it would hold well enough to do its job. 
 
    The explosion knocked my pyrewyrm downward, but it didn’t matter. The fire bloomed underneath our cannon, and my daggerdillo launched with enough speed to make it nearly untrackable. It streaked across the air to hit its mark directly in the center of the mojono’s underside, and our monster-cannonball sliced into the flesh and disappeared for a moment. 
 
    Then the mojono exploded from the inside. 
 
    An astonishing bloom of clear blood, viscera, and lacerated flesh erupted from the center of the mojono and sprayed out of either end of the wound. Transparent fluid gushed from the underside of the mojono, and my pyrewyrm swerved carefully to avoid the spray. 
 
    My daggerdillo carved through the jelly-like flesh in one deadly stroke as it shot through the mojono and burst out the opposite side. I caught a glimpse of it rocketing up into the sky beyond the mojono’s cap, and I recalled it quickly as I turned my attention to the damage our makeshift cannon had done. 
 
    A huge spray of flesh and blood had shot out both sides of the beast, and charred jelly curled and blackened with an awful smell at the point of impact. It looked like we’d carved a sizeable chunk out of the center of the mojono, and I doubted the creature could recover from whatever damage we’d just done to its internal organs. 
 
    I turned to Nia and caught her mouthing the words to ask me something, but I couldn’t hear her at all over the ringing in my ears. I barely noticed it before, but the explosion had done a number on my hearing with the force of the blast. 
 
    I shook my head helplessly at the ashen-haired mage as I struggled to understand her, and I turned my attention back to the mojono. As I watched, its seeking tentacles ground to a halt before they dropped away to hang limply from the creature.  
 
    I thought for a moment the damage wasn’t going to do anything but confuse it, but then the entire jellyfish monster slumped sideways at an alarming tilt.  
 
    Nia touched my shoulder and gestured wildly in a wave and a point to the freedom of the sky beyond the hanging tentacles. 
 
    “Okay!” I shouted uselessly in response as I got her meaning. 
 
    I was glad Nia said something, or the mesmerizing death of the creature would have distracted me from the increasing danger of our position. The mojono sank as it tilted, and our span of sky was rapidly disappearing as we were forced closer and closer to the waves below. 
 
    As the charred, jelly-like remains plummeted from the sky, my pyrewyrm darted between a tiny opening between two limp tentacles and shot through the other side. The cacophonous sound of the monster’s corpse hitting the ocean’s surface was enough to make it through the ringing in my ears, and I marveled as the sea crashed around its new offering. 
 
    I ordered the burnt, wounded box troll to toss the metal cannon over the side of the pyrwyrm before I recalled it back to my hand and tucked its essence crystal away. I also withdrew my sprucebore and did the same with it. It wouldn’t do much to lessen the strain on my labored pyrewyrm, but every bit counted. 
 
    Nia tapped on my shoulder and pointed behind us when I looked back at her. Her finger led to the distant shape of the Glorifal, which looked no larger than the palm of my hand at the distance it had fled to. 
 
    I nodded earnestly and wheeled my pyrewyrm around to catch up with the distant ship. Almasy would likely slow the retreat once he realized we’d been successful, so the distance wouldn’t matter too much. 
 
    My pyrewyrm flew unsteadily back to the Glorifal, and I smoothed my hand over the charred mark on its neck in front of me. The box troll had taken much of the extra blast damage by using its own body as a shield, but my pyrewyrm hadn’t escaped unscathed. It expressed nothing through our bond but savage satisfaction at the death of the mojono, but I knew it had to be weakened by the blow. 
 
    The Glorifal turned slowly as we approached, and I directed the pyrewyrm up onto the metal catwalk outside the ship. It clung to the railing with its long talons as my friends dropped unsteadily back to the metal grating of the catwalk. 
 
    I slipped off the pyrewyrm’s back as well before I gave it a reassuring pat on the leg, and then I recalled my monster back to my hand. I tucked its crystal away into the proper spot and turned toward the open hatch door just as Arwyn and Varleth burst through it. 
 
    “Are … okay?” I caught from Arwyn through the ringing in my ears, and I realized my hearing was returning gradually.  
 
    I pointed at my ears to try to explain our confusion, and Arwyn’s expression brightened in understanding.  
 
    “Hold,” she said loudly as she gestured with her palms out to indicate for us to be still. 
 
    Arwyn started on Nia, and the red-haired professor pressed her hands gently over the ashen-haired mage’s ears. Glowing magic emanated from her fingers, and Nia smiled as the healing spell began to work. 
 
    The soft glow faded, and Arwyn moved to me next. Her hands were warm and careful on each side of my head, and the ringing faded slowly as she worked. Suddenly, my ears popped back into working order, and the full range of sounds hit me at once. 
 
    “--saw you go under the cap,” Varleth explained to Nia, “and Almasy decided to retreat just in case. Of course, Arwyn and I were both expecting a miracle, but it looked pretty dicey. When that explosion hit, we were stunned. I didn’t realize Gryff had a monster that could do that.” 
 
    “I don’t,” I cut in with a smile. “I decided to do something really ridiculous, but it never would have worked without both Gawain and Nia’s powers.” 
 
    “It was a cannon,” Gawain cut in, and I looked over to see Arwyn taking her hands away from his ears. “A goddamn cannon.” 
 
    “We had to forge it,” Nia continued as she raised her eyebrows in disbelief. “Earth and fire spells to make it, and then we just shot a daggerdillo through the middle.” 
 
    “With the help of more fire and electricity, that is,” I finished. “It was dicey, but not too bad.” 
 
    “Not too bad?” Gawain asked with a snort. “Sure, whatever you say, Gryff. I guess you’re used to near-death battle maneuvers. I don’t know about you, but I’m ready to be off this ocean.” 
 
    “Should we take care of the rift?” I asked as I turned back to the muddled portal in the sky.  
 
    No other monsters had come through it yet, but there would likely be some later. 
 
    “We can leave it,” Arwyn told me. “Anything that comes through here will never make it to land before moonlight wipes it out.” 
 
    “Alright,” I agreed, “let’s just leave it, then.” 
 
    Monsters could deal a lot of damage in the time they had during the day, but nighttime always burnt them from existence. The portal would likely close then without coming back as well. 
 
    “How long before we’re in Luratamba?” Gawain asked wearily. 
 
    “Only sixty-eight hours to go,” Arwyn informed him helpfully, “according to Almasy.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Varleth commented with sarcasm in full force. “We’ll be there in no time.” 
 
    “I’m sure this was just a rocky start to a perfectly fine journey,” I assured my teammates. “Now that we’ve gotten the hard part over, the rest should be simple. What are the odds we face more than one behemoth monster in the next couple days?” 
 
    “I wish you hadn’t said that,” Varleth groaned. 
 
    “Definitely more than zero percent, with you around,” Gawain agreed vehemently. “You attract portals like a magnet.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I insisted as a smile spread across my face. “If we get into any more trouble, I’ll be sure to have a plan.” 
 
    “You’re getting blamed next time something attacks us,” Gawain let me know as he pointed an accusatory finger at my chest. “Mark my words.” 
 
    Contrary to Gawain’s wholehearted belief that I’d cursed the rest of the journey, the rest of the day passed by with little to remark on. The ocean flickered by in blues and whites as we traveled slowly over the water.  
 
    During my time at the helm, I found myself almost hypnotized by the plain scenery, and I stared at the patterns on the sea surface with a thoughtless gaze. When Almasy relieved me from my shift later, it was like coming out of a dream, and I wondered if I would’ve even noticed a rift opening if I’d been staring right at one. 
 
    Luckily, I only had two shifts to do, so getting the first over with wasn’t too much of a pain. Unlike the rest of us, Almasy stayed perfectly on schedule without seeming affected at all by either the monster attack or the days of hypnotic boredom at the helm that followed.  
 
    Arwyn had her shift after me, and I passed the time in the cabin as I learned some of the Southern language. It didn’t seem too complex to learn a couple important phrases, though the foreign sounds just melted away from my mind without sticking. Arwyn came back after an eternity at the wheel, and I waved to the red-haired mage when she entered. 
 
    “I feel like I’ve been locking eyes with a hypnocobra,” Arwyn sighed while she walked back over. “I wasn’t sure whether I was going to fall asleep or drive the whole ship into the sea.” 
 
    “You too?” I asked curiously. “I always considered my patience to be rather good, but that was something else.” 
 
    “It was worse than proctoring a math exam during finals week,” Arwyn said as she quirked out a smile, “and that’s saying something.” 
 
    Nia opened her mouth to respond, but a yawn quickly overtook her. I smiled to see it, but she noticed me looking and flushed pink. Then she shot me a stern look and covered her mouth with hot-tempered embarrassment. 
 
    “Don’t mind me,” I insisted. “I’m not going to interrupt a good yawn.” 
 
    “It’s not that,” Nia fibbed smoothly. “I’m just wondering where I’ll be able to change into a nightdress for sleeping. I need to take my clothes off, but this room is full of men, if you didn’t notice.” 
 
    I glanced over at Gawain, who was reading a book on ‘horse dressage,’ whatever that meant. He lifted his eyebrows silently in response to Nia’s comment, but otherwise pretended not to hear. 
 
    Varleth, on the other hand, was not so wise. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” the banisher drawled, “I don’t even want to see. Unlike Gryff, I keep my mind on the pure pursuit of killing monsters.” 
 
    “Unlike Gryff,” Nia retorted knowingly, “you fell head over heels for an unattainable brunette who lives in Bathi Highlands.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Varleth asked, but he bristled with obvious defensiveness. 
 
    “I saw you writing her a love letter,” Nia replied with a smile. “Don’t deny it.” 
 
     “Wait, what?” I asked with growing glee. “You’re telling me Varleth still has the hots for that girl we found in the caves? What was her name, Terena?” 
 
    When my team and I first went into the crystal caves and encountered Sera, we’d had to unpossess more than a few lost citizens of the Bathi Highlands outpost along the way. Varleth had used his banisher magic to clear Sera’s influence out of the innocent civilians, and one of those victims had quickly fallen in love with Varleth in the process. 
 
    “Her name is Deresa,” Varleth bit out reluctantly. “Anyway, shut up. You have the hots for a woman you found in the Crystal Caves as well, if you don’t remember.” 
 
    “That’s different,” I snorted, “Sera lives in my head and sends me ominous dreams, not written letters.” 
 
    “I think it’s sweet,” Arwyn put in charitably. “He might never see her again, but he shows so much devotion and loyalty. We ought to be proud of Varleth.” 
 
    The red-haired professor pulled her sketchbook off the table into her lap, and she began to scribble at the page with a stick of charcoal absently. 
 
    “I’m going to see her again,” Varleth insisted firmly. “By the way, she doesn’t really live at the Bathi Highlands outpost. Deresa was just a tourist, if you’d bother to remember.” 
 
    “Where does she really live?” Nia asked curiously. 
 
    There was a moment of awkward, hesitant silence as the gypsy grimaced to himself. 
 
    “ … Ginza,” Varleth murmured reluctantly. 
 
    “That’s half a day’s ride from the outpost in Bathi Highlands,” Gawain pointed out in an incredulous tone. “You can’t insist she’s not living there like you’ve got a much better location, then immediately follow it up with practically the same place.” 
 
    “Oh, he can,” I chortled. “It’s just not very well thought-out.” 
 
    “I’ve thought this out more than most people,” Varleth argued. “I’m very committed to Deresa, and she’s committed to me as well.” 
 
    “So, you’ve tied yourself to just Deresa,” Gawain mused to himself. “What an odd choice. Why not branch out like the rest of us?” 
 
    At the Academy, it was much more common to see the young mages enjoying multiple partners or one-night-stands rather than tying themselves down. Betrothals happened, but they were a little unusual these days.  
 
    “I just like to focus on one woman at a time,” Varleth explained, “that’s all.” 
 
    “How do you know if she’s any good for you?” Gawain asked in confusion. “No offense, but it’s kind of a hasty choice, and you’ve barely explored the field.” 
 
    Varleth’s face flushed with anger, and I stood suddenly while I raised my hands up. 
 
    “Settle down,” I told the group seriously, but I kept my voice soft and kind. “I know we like to tease each other, but tensions are gonna be high during this mission. I don’t want people snapping at each other or harboring resentment. Let’s all be clear-headed, respectful, and pleasant until we have our feet back on the ground. Remember how well we worked together against the mojono? We’re a damn good team when we want to be, so let’s treat each other like one moving forward.Varleth, sorry for teasing you. We all are very happy you have found someone you like.” 
 
    “Thanks, Gryff.” Varleth nodded and the tension in the room faded.  
 
    “Got it,” Gawain responded as he gave me an approving smile. “Moving forward, nothing but sunshine and rainbows from me. Sorry, Varleth.” 
 
    “Thanks,” the banisher said as he shot Gawain a half smile. 
 
    “With that said,” Nia tacked on enterprisingly, “how about Gawain and Varleth camp out in the cockpit for a few minutes while us girls change?” 
 
    “Fine, fine,” Varleth agreed, “it’s probably my shift soon, anyway.” 
 
    As Varleth left, Gawain obediently followed the banisher into the other room without a single complaint. 
 
    “You handled that very well,” Arwyn murmured to me after the two men were out of earshot. “I knew something was going to have to be said before we got to Lisi City, but I’m glad it got said on this ship.” 
 
    “Do you think it will stay civil?” Nia asked with a stern frown. “This is going to be a long mission. I know Sleet picked us according to our skill sets, but the dynamics of this team might be a little more … volatile than he predicted.” 
 
    “I think we’ll be fine,” I assured the ashen-haired mage with a confident nod. “If something starts up, then I’m going to have a little bit more to say than a kind reminder, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard you ream anybody out,” Nia commented in surprise. “Do you think you’ll actually do it?” 
 
    Let me take a crack at them, Sera hissed with pleasure. I could damage their egos so badly, they’d have to ask your permission just to breathe. 
 
    “Oh,” I responded to Nia with a feral grin, “I think if it comes to that, I’ll positively enjoy it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    We arrived over Luratamba just as the sun started its daily crawl below toward the horizon. Almasy called out from the cabin that we were arriving soon, and I took it upon myself to go and snag a look for myself. 
 
    Once I walked into the cockpit, my jaw automatically dropped open in surprise and awe. 
 
    “Pretty amazing, huh?” Almasy asked as he leaned back to wink at me. 
 
    “I didn’t realize anything could be so green,” I gushed as I drew up close to the pilot’s chair. “It looks like another world.” 
 
    Directly below us was a sprawling coastal town wedged into a tight clearing beside the ocean. Its architecture was unlike any I’d seen before, and the strange yellow bricks of the walls fascinated me almost as much as the flat-topped roofs and colorful tapestries which adorned nearly every vertical surface. The most amazing part of the view wasn’t the town, however, but rather the immense expanse of an incredible, brilliantly green jungle which extended as far as the eye could possibly see.  
 
    “When I first saw the South, I used to wonder what they must think of Mistral,” Almasy admitted with a chuckle. “Our land might as well look like the Shadowscape compared to this, don’t you think?” 
 
    “It’s incredible,” I said in stunned awe. “The land must get so much rain to look like this. All those trees are packed so closely together. How do they deal with the constant storms?” 
 
    “They get about twice as much rainfall as we do,” Almasy told me knowingly. “I don’t actually know how they deal with it, but I guess all those trees keep the land from sweeping away into mud.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” I murmured. “I just don’t get it. What about farming?” 
 
    “There’s a reason this city here, Desacino, is right on the sea,” Almasy explained. “They don’t grow enough food to feed any cows or pigs, so all their meat comes as fish. Not too different from a city like Balvaan, I guess.” 
 
    “I still don’t see enough crops to feed the people,” I admitted in confusion. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Almasy told me as he scratched at the scraggly beginnings of his newly grown beard. “Luratamba have some weird connection to the jungles, so you won’t see most of their crops laid out in regular plots. I think it’s a little nuts, but I guess it must work for them.” 
 
    I nodded and stared at the jungle for a little while longer. The oncoming sunset was beginning to add a faint purple blush to the horizon, and I felt as if I were gazing directly into a painter’s canvas. 
 
    “We have to go through all that jungle?” I asked, but it wasn’t a real question. 
 
    “Sure do,” Almasy confirmed casually. “Now, you’d better get back to your seat. Once I start to lower the Glorifal, we could be in for some rough turbulence.” 
 
    I agreed and went back to my seat in the main cabin while I mulled over the amazing sight in my head. 
 
    “Did Almasy tell you a ghost story?” Varleth asked teasingly. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Just amazed by the sights,” I responded as I let a smile settle back onto my face. “We have some exciting travel ahead of us.” 
 
    “I don’t like the way you use the word ‘exciting,’” Varleth responded skeptically. “Every time you say something like that, we end up facing some ridiculous obstacle we can only beat by the skin of our teeth.” 
 
    “We can deal with it tomorrow,” I compromised, though I didn’t disagree with him. “Our first order of business should be to find a place to stay and get some nice Southern food.” 
 
    The ship lurched as Almasy began to bring it down for a landing, and we clutched at our seat harnesses as the Glorifal shook unsteadily. 
 
    “What do they even have here?” Varleth asked curiously. 
 
    “I don’t really know,” I admitted. 
 
    “This city has plenty of seafood,” Arwyn explained. “Luratamba has lots of dishes with fried yucca, rice, beans, and cassava flour. Coconut milk is also used in savory dishes, I think. Honestly, I know much less about the cuisine than I do about the language.” 
 
    The red-haired professor shrugged helplessly, and the rest of us nodded thoughtfully as we tried to imagine what those kinds of dishes might be like. 
 
    Frankly, I didn’t know what cassava or yucca even were, but I wasn’t about to advertise my total lack of knowledge. 
 
    “I want to eat a mango,” Nia declared in an out-of-character moment of pure excitement. 
 
    “What’s a mango taste like?” I asked curiously. 
 
    “I’ve only had them candied,” Nia explained as joy lit her blue eyes with warmth, “but they’re very unique.” 
 
    “I think candied mangos have a weird aftertaste,” Gawain countered as he wrinkled his nose. “Papayas are even worse. Still, it’s up to you.” 
 
    “We’ll find some,” I decided. “At least once, just to satisfy our curiosity. Any other requests? This is a mission, but we might as well take advantage of the fact we’re in another country.” 
 
    The airship hummed and jolted as it set down at last, and the entire cabin creaked as the Glorifal began to settle. 
 
    “Excellent,” Nia proposed, “we’re here.” 
 
    “I want to bring back our horses,” Gawain blurted out suddenly. 
 
    The room fell silent apart from the settling creaks and ticks of the airship coming to rest. We turned to look at Gawain, and I raised my eyebrows at the fire mage as he stared uncomfortably at the floor. 
 
    “I’m curious about the horses here,” he explained in a subdued tone. “Once we choose mounts for the journey, it’s highly unlikely we’ll get paid back an appropriate amount at the end of the trip in order to sell them again. No stablemaster will give a group of foreigners any more money than they absolutely have to. I’ll cover the cost difference to buy the horses from the mission budget, of course.” 
 
    “Didn’t we not bring horses on this trip for really specific, good reasons?” I questioned skeptically. 
 
    “Well--” Gawain started, but another voice interrupted him. 
 
    “I don’t want my Glorifal smelling like a barn,” Almasy warned as he appeared in the doorway of his ship. “Your horses are going to stink the whole place up, no doubt about it. We’ll be shoveling manure for hours every day.” 
 
    “I’ll shovel everything,” Gawain swore fiercely. “The floor will be perfectly clean at all times.” 
 
    “Maker,” I breathed excitedly, “I’ve never gotten the chance to make Gawain do manual labor before now. What do you say, Almasy?” 
 
    “Hrm,” the pilot drawled as he leaned against the doorway. “I can see you’re committed to this, Gawain, but I still need to pay attention to the total weight load of the Glorifal. I can carry a couple horses, but not six horses and water and food. Those animals consume too damn much.” 
 
    “Two horses, then,” Gawain bargained. “One mare and one stallion, nothing more. There should be enough excess weight available to carry them and their water.” 
 
    Almasy narrowed his eyes and slipped out his hip flask in order to take a long, casual drag of the liquid inside. He took his sweet time while he capped the flask again and tucked it away, and only then did he speak. 
 
    “Done,” Almasy agreed, and a crooked grin passed over his face, “and when we’re back in Mistral, I get to enjoy watching you personally scrub the cabin floor.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Gawain said fiercely, and he unbuckled his safety harness to rush over and shake the pilot’s hand with vigorous excitement. 
 
    Almasy chuckled and shook his head to himself. 
 
    “You kids are fun,” the earth mage said cheerfully, as if he weren’t in his early thirties. “Now, let’s get some grub, yeah?” 
 
    I agreed, and we all unbuckled from our harnesses before Almasy cranked open the ramp to the outside world. 
 
    Fresh night air hit my face, and the sounds of foreign crickets and strange frogs filled my ears. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said, and I led my team through our first steps on the new continent. 
 
    Immediately, we were met at the bottom of the ramp by a cadre of men and women in rich clothing. There were five of them, and the men were dressed in simple tunics and trousers not unlike our own. The women were in colorful dresses filled with dyed patterns and detailed embroidery that made me dizzy to look at.  
 
    “Merchants,” Arwyn explained shortly. “Airships aren’t uncommon visitors here, and they want to be the first to sell us their wares.” 
 
    The team of five Luratambans launched into a series of questions in the Southern language, and I shrugged helplessly in response. I’d tried to memorize a few key phrases before we landed, but the merchants’ words flowed past my ears like the babbling of a brook. I couldn’t even begin to pick out letters and sentences in their flow of conversation, and I wondered what the Mistral dialect must sound like to these people. 
 
    Luckily, Arwyn was on top of things. 
 
    “Samemos den am politic ensembanos,” the red-haired professor explained easily, “ano im samemos mercalinas, ono pasoni.” 
 
    The merchants nodded in understanding and disappointment as she spoke, and I marveled at how easily the language rolled off her tongue. It was clear Arwyn’s accent was very different from the Luratamban one, and the words she spoke came more slowly, with crisper enunciation. Her method of speech probably didn’t sound completely natural to the people here, but I was grateful to be able to hear the phonetics in what she was saying. 
 
    The merchants asked a few more questions in a more orderly fashion, and Arwyn answered them dutifully. 
 
    “I’m just explaining some news from Mistral,” Arwyn told me during a gap in the conversation. “It’s been hard for these merchants here, since they’re used to buying goods that Mistral exports. Since Phi has given us so much trouble recently, it’s hurt their business a little. I’m just letting them know things will get back to normal soon.” 
 
    “Good,” I replied to Arwyn. “Can you ask them what’s been going on farther south? Have they heard any signs of Miralea’s influence?” 
 
    Arwyn asked a few more questions, and a pair of merchants looked askance at her in response. One responded with a mixture of hurt and anger in his voice, and he waved an angry, dismissive hand in Arwyn’s direction before he turned his back on us and walked away. His partner followed with hurried, nervous steps. 
 
    That left two women and a man, and they didn’t look much happier about the question Arwyn had just asked. The merchant in the crimson dress responded haltingly, and Arwyn frowned and nodded along as she spoke. 
 
    “It’s heretical to speak ill of Miralea,” Arwyn explained to me haltingly as the merchant spoke. “I shouldn’t have asked if they had heard bad news about her, because it implied Miralea was a force of evil. This merchant says they’ve heard some strange rumors of Miralea’s return from further south, but she doesn’t believe in them. In any case, the goddess’s worship is becoming more fraught with zealotism recently. Every generation for the past few centuries believes in Miralea a little less, but in the past few weeks, a new wave of religious fervor has swept over the younger people in particular.” 
 
    “What do the rumors say about her return?” I asked as I furrowed my brow in consternation. 
 
    Arwyn translated my question, and the merchant woman in the scarlet dress made a vague gesture before replying. 
 
    “There’s barely any information,” Arwyn translated for me. “Most of the rumors are just that she is back. They do seem to indicate she’s in the central part of Luratamba, near Lisi City, but maybe that’s wishful thinking on the peoples’ part.” 
 
    “Huh,” Varleth commented. “This merchant woman doesn’t seem like much of a believer.” 
 
    “It’s good for us,” I agreed. “If all five merchants walked away, we’d have nobody to ask about what we’d done wrong.” 
 
    “Ask about a good place to stay the night,” Nia suggested as her blue eyes flickered over to the merchant in the scarlet dress. 
 
    Arwyn translated the question, and the merchant woman nodded pleasantly before suggesting a few names. 
 
    “Sounds like Ilo Samano is our best bet,” Arwyn told me helpfully. “Do we have any other questions?” 
 
    “No,” I decided, “but we should probably tip her for her time.” 
 
    Arwyn nodded and pulled out a few coins for the merchant woman, who nodded politely at us before she gathered her companions and turned to leave. They walked away into the fading light of the day, back toward the city just a few hundred yards away. 
 
    “That was a fairly pleasant greeting,” Nia pointed out thoughtfully. “I don’t think the Luratamban people are very different from us after all.” 
 
    “All people have more in common than not,” Arwyn agreed happily, and she brushed her long red hair out of her face. “However, no one will be more in tune with our culture than seaside merchants. As we travel farther from Mistral, we may very well find ourselves at a loss for how to respond to the societal differences.” 
 
    “That seems likely,” I agreed with a nod. “Now, serious mission aside, who’s up for some real dinner?” 
 
    Almasy closed up the Glorifal with a complex series of locking mechanisms that ensured the ship would stay safe from theft. However, even if somebody broke into the airship, they couldn’t start the engine without the specific series of codes and dials Almasy programmed in. It was a useful trick Erin had mentioned a few times when she’d had to leave her airship for longer stretches of time. It was unlikely anybody would try to steal the aircraft, but we could rest easy knowing it was completely impossible. 
 
    Arwyn led the team through the dimming streets of Desacino City, and I tried not to gawk openly at the sights and smells around us. The houses were all made of the same thick yellow bricks I’d seen from the air, though wooden accents abounded throughout the architecture. Paneled doors, shuttered windows, and sweeping wooden accents above the entrances told of a skill with wood carving, despite the absence of lumber in the construction of the buildings themselves.  
 
    By far more impressive than the wood, however, were the tapestries. 
 
    Brilliant weavings of every scene, style, and color adorned as many vertical surfaces as possible. It seemed like every household and shop in the city was in a competition to be the one with the most extravagant tapestries. Some walls were styled with rows of smaller embroidered pieces, while others were dominated by giant pieces that baffled me as to how they could possibly be made with human tools. Abstracted images of men, women, and animals in daily life adorned most of the pieces, though some canvases depicted intense battles with monsters, and others showed peaceful, sweeping landscapes. A fourth type of tapestry was done in shapes so abstracted that they seemed to have no form or narrative at all, though the repetitive patterns were often very pleasing to look at. 
 
    “Where are the cotton fields to grow the thread for these?” Varleth asked in confusion. “Where are the sheep for the wool?” 
 
    “No clue,” I responded as I shook my head in awe. “I asked Almasy, but he just gave me some vague answer about them living in tandem with the jungle.” 
 
    The pilot touched his hand to his wide-brimmed hat and tipped it slightly in acknowledgement when his name came up, but he did nothing else except smile. 
 
    “Hmph,” Varleth grunted with dissatisfaction. “If he’s not going to tell us, I’m not sure he actually knows.” 
 
    As we followed Arwyn, I began to notice our little group wasn’t alone in our gawking. The Luratamban merchants and passersby on the streets turned to stare at us with abject curiosity as we walked past. As I understood it, it wasn’t uncommon to see Mistral traders here, but trade had been very slow for the past few months. We may have once been a passing oddity, but now we were downright unusual in our appearance. 
 
    “You want some yucca fry?” one street hawker asked goadingly as we wandered past. “Yucca fry can taste great for Mistral people.” 
 
    “No, thanks,” I responded as we hurried past his food stand. 
 
    Nia turned slightly to glance at the food stand in curiosity, and then she looked back at us with a smile on her face.  
 
    “So far,” she commented wryly, “I don’t see any difference between this and the merchant district of Varle.” 
 
    “I do,” Gawain sniffed haughtily in response. “The people here speak the Mistral language better.” 
 
    Varleth let out a startled chuckle before he could stop himself, and soon we were all laughing. 
 
    “It’s not a joke,” Gawain protested, and his voice turned mournful. “Once, a tailor tried to offer me his condolences because my favorite shirt had ripped. He used the phrase, ‘my confidences for your loss.’” 
 
    “No way,” I insisted. “He had to have been joking or something.” 
 
    “I promise you,” Gawain retorted, “there is no possible way he was joking. He was born and raised in Varle, and I’m positive the man didn’t have a humorous bone in his body.” 
 
    We laughed a little more at the finish of his story, but our snickers petered out as Arwyn came to a stop. 
 
    “This is it,” Arwyn declared, “Ilo Samano, home to the best fried shrimp stuff we’ll ever eat. According to the merchants, at least.” 
 
    The inn was a little on the sketchy side, as far as I could tell. The streets had emptied out of street hawkers and passersby as we walked, and now the torchlit alleys carried a sinister note. The inn itself looked clean, but a rundown store with boarded up windows was right next door. An intricately carved wooden sign hung from the door and read Ilo Samano in cursive font, but the wire it hung on was crooked and nearly split in two in more than a few places. 
 
    “Are we sure the merchants weren’t trying to get us a terrible deal since we insulted Miralea?” Varleth asked dubiously. 
 
    “I wouldn’t stay here if I was picking inns out of a lineup,” Nia agreed with similar skepticism. “We have a budget for this mission. Why not spend it?” 
 
    “While I agree with both of you,” Arwyn allowed, “I feel as if we should at least walk in and give it a chance. Perhaps it’s very nice on the inside.” 
 
    “Alright,” I agreed as my companions nodded. “Can’t hurt to check inside.” 
 
    Arwyn opened the door, and we were met with the sight of a shabby, tiny alcove for guests to walk through. The walls were painted a sickly shade of teal green, though the paint was peeling off them in ragged strips. There were a few words of graffiti carved into the wooden door jam, and the floor was worn and scarred with furniture marks. 
 
    “Just let me see past the waiting room,” Arwyn requested hopefully. 
 
    “Last chance,” I warned as I waved the rest of the team through the tiny alcove. 
 
    The six of us crammed ourselves into the available space with great difficulty, but we came through the second door into an open tavern that thrummed with activity. As we stood there, a waitress hustled past us, and a delicious scent wafted from her food tray in her wake. A dozen patrons scarfed down a variety of steaming plates, and lively conversation filled the room with pleasant chatter. 
 
    My stomach growled reflexively as fresh hunger churned within me. 
 
    “Alright,” I decided, “we can stay here. Any objections?” 
 
    Everybody shook their heads eagerly as they eyed the half-eaten plates of food around the tavern, and I led my team to the biggest open table in the place. 
 
    That night, we feasted on plate after plate of food just as varied as they were delicious. Fried cinnamon plantains flowed into stuffed cheese bread, which was followed up by venison stew and shrimp in coconut sauce. They didn’t have any fresh mango on the menu, but even without our target fruit, I ended up trying more than a few dishes I’d never eaten before.  
 
    “Why is this dessert rubbery?” Gawain asked suspiciously as he poked at a slice of some kind of eggy, yellow pudding. 
 
    “Maybe they put rubber in it,” I suggested. 
 
    The fire mage made a face, and he pushed the dessert away from him as he wrinkled his nose suspiciously. 
 
    “Suit yourself,” I said with a celebratory grin, “more dessert for me.” 
 
    We finished the night without any extraordinary events. The other patrons in the tavern left us alone, and Arwyn kept up perfect conversation with the waitress for our every need. She sourced us three rooms, each with a double-wide bed, and our rooms were ready for us by the time we finished our meal. 
 
    Gawain and Almasy took the first room together, and Nia and Arwyn naturally stayed in the second. That left me and Varleth in the third, and I was perfectly happy to spend a quiet evening in a room with the near-silent banisher. Besides that, I knew Almasy would be a lot less likely to murder Gawain in a fit of rage than Varleth was. 
 
    We went upstairs satisfied with our first real meal in three days, and I walked with Varleth to the available baths first. The baths turned out to be a simple tiled room adorned with portable metal tubs which were filled with warm water. Luckily, I was used to that sort of situation from long years growing up in the Wilds, and I took to my tub with eager enthusiasm. After the long airship journey, the warm water felt like a dream come true, and I scrubbed the grease and grime off without complaint. 
 
    As Varleth and I left our tubs, I tied a towel around my waist and wrung my hair out into a dry washcloth. Then the door opened, and a familiar silhouette appeared in the opening. 
 
    “You have got to be kidding me,” Gawain groaned as he stared at the metal tubs. “Arwyn called them baths. Why would she call them baths?” 
 
    “Well,” Varleth suggested dryly, “one can bathe in them. I suspect that’s why.” 
 
    “Ugh,” Gawain grunted dramatically as he walked into the room and up to a fresh tub. “I feel like a lobster in a kitchen pot.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Varleth returned with an air of innocent helpfulness, “I don’t think anybody will be willing to eat a lobster that tastes like you.” 
 
    “One sniff of your perfume,” I added with a smile, “and they’ll be sure to pass.” 
 
    “Ha ha,” Gawain enunciated clearly, “very funny. I hope the jokes will be worth it when I’m picking your horses tomorrow.” 
 
    I laughed goodnaturedly, though part of me got a little worried at the mention of the horses. It hadn’t really gotten through to me yet that I would be spending most of the foreseeable future of this mission on the back of a testy animal that weighed about a thousand pounds. 
 
    I definitely wasn’t looking forward to it, but I also wasn’t going to give Gawain the satisfaction of rattling me. 
 
    “Sleep tight,” I called to Gawain with a pleasant wave as I left the baths. 
 
    I followed my own advice and got a great night of rest. It was far superior to the thin bedrolls we had to use on the airship, and the floor didn’t hum or rock. For once, I was out before even Varleth managed to fall asleep. 
 
    The next morning, I woke up refreshed and ready to go. I took it upon myself to get dressed and awaken all my teammates, though Gawain nearly threw a shoe at me as I left. The sun had barely risen, but I was ready to get on the road, and I didn’t want to waste time being uninformed and underequipped.  
 
    The sooner we learned what Miralea was up to, the better. 
 
    We ate a quick breakfast of fried cheese pastries, and Arwyn asked the innkeeper about where the best affordable stables were in Desacino. The innkeeper gave us some good advice and a fresh bunch of six small, purple bananas to take with us before we were off on our way.  
 
    “He says we’re doing him a favor,” Arwyn explained. “His visitors won’t be able to eat them all before they go bad.” 
 
    “Huh,” I responded. “Not sure if I buy the casual explanation, but the gift is really nice. Tell him we’re thankful.” 
 
    Arwyn relayed my words, and I stuffed the bananas into my backpack and followed Arwyn once more to our next destination. 
 
    The streets weren’t nearly as crowded at this time of the morning, and I took the opportunity to sightsee a little more without getting overwhelmed. As I watched the people around us, I noted how the men wore trousers and tunics quite similar to the ones we had in Mistral.  
 
    The women, on the other hand, were adorned in a variety of colors and styles. Dresses could be short, long, asymmetrical, puffy-sleeved, or any other imaginable combination. The most popular colors seemed to be green, yellow, or red, though it wasn’t hard to find dresses in obscure colors like sunset orange or light fuschia. The only things the women’s outfits seemed to have in common were intricacy and vibrancy.  
 
    In terms of hairstyles, the women favored extremely long hair worn loose and flowing. I saw more than a few flowers and ribbons threaded through in small surface braids, but the styles were natural otherwise. The men could be seen with short or long hair at any length, but facial hair seemed to be far more unpopular than it was in Mistral. I didn’t see a single full beard in our short walk to the stables, and I made a mental note to ask Almasy to keep his facial hair trimmed close for when we got to Lisi City. It wouldn’t be a good look if he arrived with a hairstyle they considered unkempt. 
 
    “Here we are,” Arwyn announced, and I turned my attention away from the people in the streets. “This has to be the stable the innkeeper recommended.” 
 
    We’d traveled to the outer reaches of town, and the stables stood far apart from any other buildings. Apart from the shop building situated in the front, I could see barns, paddocks, and a distant house which were connected by dirt paths. The pastures were a little scrubby and chewed over from having so many horses eating at the grass inside. 
 
    The horses themselves were impressive, though, at least to my untrained eyes. They had sturdy, solid legs and graceful necks, and most were pale brown with a darker fade along the spine and lower legs. One of the horses was flecked with white like it had been caught by a falling paint can, and a few others were black, white, bay, or spotted like cows. Among the horses, three donkeys grazed as if they were part of the herd. 
 
    “What on earth is that?” I asked as my eyes fell on a strange, wooly creature in a separate pen.  
 
    It looked like a cross between a horse and a sheep, though neither animal had a neck nearly as long. Something about the creature seemed vaguely familiar, though I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. 
 
    “That’s a llama,” Varleth explained knowingly. “It’s good you finally get to see one in person, after you fought that creepy monster with Erin.” 
 
    Not too long ago, I’d gone up against a creature with a bite that caused other monsters to go rabid. It was easier to see why the others thought it looked like a llama, now that I was seeing one in person. Still, the comparison was a little like comparing a lapdog to a wolf, and there wasn’t much similarity past the basics. 
 
    “What do you think, Gawain?” I asked as I turned to the fire mage expectantly. “Are these horses good enough for us to buy and use in the jungle?” 
 
    “What am I, a psychic?” Gawain scoffed, but then his attitude softened a little. “They look good, but there’s no way for me to know if they’ve been properly trained. If they’re skittish and willful, no amount of good bones will make them into nice mounts.” 
 
    “So, what’s our move?” I asked curiously. “I might be the leader, but you’re the expert in this area.” 
 
    “We can play this two ways,” Gawain answered after a moment of consideration. “First, pretend we’re incredibly poor and badly off and can’t pay much. Second, pretend we’re incredibly rich and frugal, so we’re too snobby to pay much.” 
 
    “We’re going to have a hard time seeming poor if the stablemaster has eyes, ears, or a nose,” Varleth refuted. 
 
    “That’s fine,” I answered. “Gawain is already naturally suited to the second method. However, I don’t want him to just act like he’s unwilling to pay. He should insist on better horses for the same price, perhaps. That way, at least we get quality mounts from this deal without offending anybody.” 
 
    “We’ll still get price-gouged,” Gawain warned with a jerk of his chin. “They’ll know us foreigners don’t have many options.” 
 
    “That’s a sacrifice I’m willing to make,” I decided. “Alright, let’s go buy our mounts.” 
 
    It took us the better part of the next hour to buy our steeds for the jungle. We strolled among the paddocks as the stablemaster, a wiry old man with cataracts, tried to sell us various horses. Every time the stablemaster presented a horse, Gawain called him out on a dozen little inadequacies the mount at hand had. 
 
    “She’s starting to founder,” Gawain pointed out with snobbish ease. “You’ve kept her on grass too long, and now you have to pay for it. Don’t try to make her my problem. Next.” 
 
    I didn’t know much about why it happened, but some horses would grass founder if they ate too rich of a diet. It usually ended in a lame horse with painful, inflamed feet, and they were never a good choice to ride. 
 
    Arwyn translated the fire mage’s words with a put-upon meek attitude that made Gawain seem all the more unrelenting and stubborn. Varleth and Nia had split off to examine the horses from a distance, and they made a show of shaking their heads or gesturing negatively at various steeds Gawain had dismissed. Almasy, ever casual, simply leaned against the side of the barn and cast an unreadable stare over the herd. 
 
    I took the liberty of playing anxious manservant to Gawain, and I offered him all sorts of placations to try to quell his faux anger. I enjoyed the chance to simper and fawn over the fire mage ironically, and I liked to see how much it irritated him in reality despite his best efforts to stay in character. 
 
    “Would you like a glass of ice water, Mr. Madox?” I asked in a hushed wheedle. “Something to cool you down in this heat?” 
 
    “Thank you, Gryff,” Gawain gritted out, “but I think I’ll be alright.” 
 
    This went on for a while, and finally the stablemaster began to cave a little on his prices. Gawain bargained hard for the final deal, and Arwyn’s translations flew as the numbers shot back and forth. Finally, a price was agreed on, and the two bargainers sealed it with a firm handshake. 
 
    In the end, we got six beasts of burden. Three of them had the more common tan and darker brown patterning, one was the speckled horse, and one was a bay. The final beast was near-black over most of its body, though its stomach faded to a white color, and the animal was a bit of an oddball to my eyes. Its ears were long, and its mane was short and choppy. It was a hair shorter than the other horses, though it looked like a sturdy animal. 
 
    “Five horses and one mule,” Gawain announced as the rest of our team gathered around our haul, “along with the tack to ride them.” 
 
    The stablemaster lined our chosen animals up in a row as he outfitted each with proper saddles, blankets, reigns, and a hundred other little things I didn’t know anything about. 
 
    “One mule?” I asked in confusion as I looked accusingly at the long-eared animal. 
 
    “A mule just for you,” Gawain said sweetly. “I’d like to pretend this is payback for the barbs you threw my way yesterday, but the truth is you would’ve gotten this mule anyway. He’s sturdy, reliable, and stubbornly good at any task thrown his way. Instead of letting you lead him off a cliff, he’ll ignore you entirely and do things the right way. I’m hopeful his independent streak will prove him a little less skittish around your essence crystals, unlike most horses. By the way, his name is Caruturosa, which means charcoal.” 
 
    It was true a lot of my issues with horses stemmed from the fact they hated being around essence crystals. Many animals seemed able to sense the presence of monsters inside them, and horses were especially prone to spooking because of it. 
 
    “Fine,” I relented reluctantly, “I’ll ride the mule. His name is now Char, though, because I won’t be able to remember the Southern language version.” 
 
    Gawain introduced the rest of the team to their own steeds, which were all very impressive and elegant horses of wonderful breeding. Many of them knew special tricks or had impressive physical talent. 
 
    Char could eat faster, though, so he was certainly a winner. If I didn’t give him adequate snacks, he could decide to be done for the day and not move another muscle. 
 
    So, we were kindred spirits.  
 
    Once we were all saddled up, Gawain gave me, Varleth, and Almasy some quick refreshers on how to actually ride. We paraded around in circles as Gawain critiqued us, but Almasy broke away and rode straight for the llama in the other pen. Varleth and I glanced at each other briefly before we directed our mounts to trot that way as well. 
 
    Gawain caught up as he huffed and puffed on foot, and he shot us irritated glares. 
 
    “Very funny,” the fire mage berated us, “you’ve learned how to split the group up. Next, you’ll be doing fun maneuvers such as falling off and getting kicked in the skull.” 
 
    “You have a point,” I replied cheerily, “but look at this llama. He’s pretty cool, you have to admit.” 
 
    “Hardly,” Gawain growled back as he waved a hand sharply at the llama. “It’s basically a sheep, you realize.” 
 
    Suddenly, the llama pinned its ears back and spat a glob of saliva directly at Gawain. The projectile hit home on the side of his cheek, and Gawain turned pale and froze like he’d been touched by death itself. 
 
    “I guess they spit,” Almasy commented curiously. “Not quite a sheep.” 
 
    Gawain snorted with laughter, and we all chuckled as he was forced to use his handkerchief to wipe off the saliva. 
 
    “I think we’re ready to go,” Gawain told us honestly as our laughter died down. “Everything is ready, and the jungle awaits us.” 
 
    “Let’s do it,” I agreed with excitement. 
 
    The stablemaster had done us a favor and marked up our map with the relevant horse trails that would get us to where we needed to go. The plan was to head to the crystal caves first, since they were on the way to Lisi City, which would be our next stop. It was a loose plan, but there wasn’t much to be done for it. I could hardly predict the jungle and its many unique challenges, so I decided to put the dream of an exact schedule out of my mind. 
 
    We rode our mounts out of town, which wasn’t too far from the stables, luckily. Gawain took the lead with a firm, confident hand on his speckled mare’s movements, and the other mounts followed easily. I got used to the feeling of the hard hooves on pavement beneath me, and I slowly relaxed my spine until my hips moved in tandem with Char’s swaying. 
 
    When we reached the edge of the jungle, we paused for a moment to examine what laid ahead. The hard-packed dirt path quickly transformed into thick, unforgiving underbrush and a dense swathe of trees that scarcely allowed light through, let alone six humans. 
 
    “What’s the first thing we should worry about in here?” Nia asked to break the silence. 
 
    “Snakes,” I said immediately, but I shook my head at my own words. “Well, venomous snakes come to mind, but the real danger will likely come in the terrain itself. In about half an hour, we’ll come to a river that we’ll have to ford in order to get anywhere else. There’s a rope bridge for people to cross, but our horses can’t possible use it.” 
 
    “We’ll have to ford it on foot, leading the horses,” Gawain finished. “That’s especially dangerous for a group of novices. Isn’t there any other way?” 
 
    “According to our map, I don’t see any way around the river,” I sighed with a shake of my head. “The good news is, it shouldn’t be very large. We can worry about it when we get there, right?” 
 
    “Right,” Arwyn agreed. 
 
    With that, we set off down the trail. In reality, calling it a trail was fairly generous, since the fresh green plants obscured most hints of a path at all. I tried to direct my mule in a straight line while I constantly checked the map and compass to make sure we were going in the right direction, but Char elected to ignore my guidance in favor of picking through the underbrush on his own. It was probably a good thing he was so willful, since he kept easy pace with the horses because of it. 
 
    Soon, the rushing sound of water reached my ears, and I knew we had to be getting close to the river. 
 
    “It doesn’t sound small,” Varleth pointed out doubtfully. 
 
    “Maybe it’s just fast,” I suggested, though a shallow fast river wasn’t much better than a large one. 
 
    We came through the trees into a sparser section that led to a sloping bank. Below us, the river rushed quickly and deep, and my chest tightened as I stared at it. 
 
    “Damn,” I swore. “It’s spring in this half of the world. The warming mountains must be filling the rivers with snowmelt.” 
 
    “They seriously don’t have a bridge for horses?” Gawain asked with incredulity. “People can’t really cross this on foot regularly, can they?” 
 
    “I’m afraid they can,” Arwyn said grimly. “The innkeeper warned me it would be deep, but people cross it all the time. I thought it couldn’t be too bad.” 
 
    It was clear our assumptions had been wrong, but we stared down at the river with the full knowledge it was our only path forward. Dangerous or not, we’d have to go, and I didn’t want my team to dwell on it for long. 
 
    “Come on,” I urged as I touched Char’s flanks with my heels to urge him onward. “Better to go now than when the afternoon heats the snowpack even more.” 
 
    “There’s no helping it,” Arwyn agreed. “Let’s go.” 
 
    We picked our way down to the shoreline of the river with ginger patience, though Char took the lead easily with his stout legs and sure footing. When the water lapped just a few inches from our feet, the six of us dismounted and shook the feeling back into our legs. Gawain and Nia seemed unaffected, but I wasn’t used to sitting on a horse for an hour or more at a time. 
 
    “The river is fast,” I admitted as I examined the water in front of us, “but we should be fine if we keep our footing. Don’t slip, because it gets much deeper a little downriver.” 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” Arwyn assured our companions. “Try to stay calm. Gawain should lead the crossing, and the rest of us can follow him.” 
 
    My teammates nodded uneasily, and we began to inch into the water. Gawain and his speckled mare stepped into the river quickly, and the horse danced nervously to one side, but Gawain calmed her with a few gentle words and a firm hand on her bridle. Slowly, he led her across the river, and we followed suit. 
 
    Nia came after Gawain, and I came after Nia. Almasy was behind me, Varleth behind him, and Arwyn brought up the rear as she watched over us carefully. 
 
    “Going well,” Gawain called back to us. “Only a little bit more.” 
 
    As I neared the center of the river, the water reached past my knees, and I stumbled slightly with the force of it. The river was cold because of the snowmelt, and it numbed my feet until they tingled. It was a good thing we wouldn’t be in here long. 
 
    Suddenly, a splashing sound from behind me caught my attention. I turned and saw Arwyn struggling with her brown horse as it stepped sideways and danced around with fear. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I called. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Arwyn answered, but just then, a sudden splash of water seemed to catch her horse’s attention. 
 
    The horse spooked badly in response, and it reared as it pranced sideways to get away from the perceived threat. Arwyn clung to the horse’s bridle with determination, but it reared again and pushed against her sideways with its flank as it did. 
 
    Arwyn’s hand slipped on the bridle, and the next thing I knew, she was underwater. I caught a glimpse of her hand flashing above the surface, and then she disappeared again. 
 
    “Arwyn!” I shouted as the river rushed past, but the water didn’t stir again. 
 
    My eyes scanned the water frantically, searching for a sign of her anywhere, but I couldn’t tell which direction she had ended up in.  
 
    Almasy let go of his horse’s bridle before he turned and plunged his arms into the water. He swished through the water fruitlessly as he tried to find her, but he couldn’t seem to make contact. 
 
    Then Almasy came up dripping, and he turned to me with panic in his eyes.  
 
    “She went downriver,” the earth mage told me hollowly. 
 
    Arwyn was gone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    “Get my mule across,” I ordered hastily as I slipped an essence crystal from my bandolier. “There’s no time to explain. I’ll come back with Arwyn.” 
 
    My bullet bass puffed out of its crystal, and I felt the cool chrome coating flow over me like a second skin as I ordered it to lend me its powers.  
 
    Then I reached into my hip pouch and pulled out my nine robaguas before I threw them forward in front of me. I felt them vanish under the churning water, and I kept careful tabs on their movements as they swam. 
 
    Then I took a deep breath, and I jogged two steps downriver before I leapt into the churning waves. 
 
    The river enveloped me in freezing water, and rocks bashed against my chest before I swam into the deeper section. The bullet bass coating caused the blows to slide off me harmlessly, and I let my body be taken downriver in the relative safety of my metallic skin. Rapids buffeted me from every angle, but I forced myself to concentrate on my robaguas and what they sensed. 
 
    The fish monsters were incredibly capable in the fast currents of the river, and they methodically swept the stream in front of me in search of signs of Arwyn. I worried that no matter how fast we went, Arwyn would stay one step ahead, and I knew she couldn’t use her magic to get herself out of the current. I just hoped she was still awake and able to use her healing magic to keep herself in good shape. 
 
    My chest began to ache for air, so I paddled upward and broke the surface with a gasp. Then I glanced around at the shore and the river ahead for one brief, dizzying moment before I plunged back under and kept swimming. 
 
    Suddenly, one of my robaguas sent back a feeling of alarm. It had found a woman clinging to a rock, only partially submerged.  
 
    My hopes jumped back up, and I gleaned directions from the robaguas in question to prepare for the rock ahead. 
 
    I burst from the water just as I met the rock, and I nearly landed on top of Arwyn as I clung to the wet, slippery stone. 
 
    “G-G-Gryff,” Arwyn chattered dazedly. 
 
    Her red hair was plastered against her skull, and tremors wracked her frame to indicate shock from the cold. Arwyn’s white blouse clung transparently to her skin below, and her skirt was torn all the way up to her hip on one side. I didn’t see any wounds, but I didn’t have time to dwell on how she looked. I grabbed her by the arm and wrapped the crook of my elbow around her limb in a makeshift lock designed to keep her from slipping away in the current. 
 
    “You c-can’t swim for b-both of us,” Arwyn insisted wearily. 
 
    “I don’t have to,” I responded. 
 
    My nine robaguas rose around us, and they gripped Arwyn by her clothes with their needle-like teeth. A couple of them grabbed me as well, and I felt them tug me as we began to move. 
 
    Despite their diminutive size, the robaguas proved they had strength beyond their form. Monsters had a knack for surpassing any apparent limits to their physical power, and my robaguas were no different. 
 
    I paddled hard and gripped Arwyn tightly, and the robaguas veered us in the right direction as their fins flicked through the water urgently. The river around us churned as we fought against it, but we slowly eked a path diagonally through the deeper portion until we reached a sloping shoreline. 
 
    My feet hit rock, and I gripped Arwyn tightly as I paddled us all the way onto shore. My scrambling feet tore a few plants loose from the mud as I heaved us up, but the shoreline was remarkably clear compared to some of the other jungle I’d seen. 
 
    I looked around in curiosity to see what the difference was, and my eyes landed immediately on a wooden structure just barely peeking from the nearby jungle. It seemed like a cottage of sorts, like the jungle equivalent of a log cabin in Mistral. Beyond it, there was a second one, and a third. It looked like some kind of village, though I wasn’t sure where the people were at right now. Maybe I could get us some help there before we were ready to walk back to our teammates. 
 
    Arwyn panted as she sat on the rocky beach, and her posture read as clear exhaustion. Her shivering was beginning to fade, but I began to notice red, bloody scrapes along her exposed skin. 
 
    “Are you in serious pain anywhere?” I asked her as I crouched to part her wet hair. “Does your head hurt?” 
 
    A head injury was by far the most dangerous one she could have acquired while she got swept downriver, so I thought it was urgent to examine her for wounds that could worsen later. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Arwyn sighed with a tired smile. “I can heal these up in no time, I just have to rest for a moment.” 
 
    Arwyn wrung her hands through her soaking hair, and river water dribbled from between her fingertips. 
 
    “Should I start to build a campfire,” I asked Arwyn in a worried voice, “or do you think you’ll be able to walk today?” 
 
    “I’ll be completely fine walking,” Arwyn answered, and then a smile crossed her face. “You know what, this is a good thing that I’ve been dunked in the river. Now I don’t have to worry about getting dirty anymore, since the worst has already happened.” 
 
    Arwyn gave me a beatific smile, and warmth blossomed in my chest in response. Even when she was cold, hurt, and frightened, Arwyn never stopped considering how she could support others. She was still just as wise, just as collected, and just as mature as she had been before disaster struck. 
 
    “Arwyn,” I asked hesitantly, “do you think I’m doing the right thing?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” the red-haired professor responded with a curious look in her eyes. “What exactly are you doing?” 
 
    “The way I’m leading this mission,” I clarified as I chewed nervously on my lip. “I feel like I’m making the right choices, but then this sort of thing happens. This big of a mistake early on has to be a bad sign for my leadership skills, right?” 
 
    I shrugged as I finished my topic, and I gave Arwyn a small smile as I encouraged her to tell me the hard truth. 
 
    Arwyn frowned, and her amber eyes flashed with passion. 
 
    “Gryff, you’re doing the exact kind of leadership you should be doing,” she told me with vehemence. “Granted, I wish you hadn’t risked yourself so rashly in going after me, but your rescue plan was executed perfectly. Beyond that, there was quite literally no choice in whether or not we had to cross that river. It was a necessity, and believe me, I thought through all the possible options as well.” 
 
    “Um,” I said in confusion, but Arwyn didn’t wait for me. 
 
    “We wouldn’t be able to build a bridge out of earth magic without it being wildly unstable,” the flame-haired professor explained. “Liquid seeping in would have made it impossible. It would have diverted the entire river, and we would’ve had to cross the same amount of water anyway. There’s no path to the crystal caves without crossing this river, and this was one of the shallower crossings.” 
 
    I blinked in astonishment as I waited for her to continue, but she seemed to be done. 
 
    “Well,” I said consideringly, “you certainly thought this through.” 
 
    “Of course I did,” Arwyn agreed, and her shoulders slumped as the tension left them. “You may be the leader, but I’ll never stop being a part of this team. I’m not going to let you fail if I have a better answer. Trust that if I don’t speak up, I believe you have the right answer.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said in stunned relief. “I guess I just wasn’t sure if you were judging my decisions and wishing I’d done better.” 
 
    “Gryff,” Arwyn admonished, “you have consistently had some of the best ideas and strategies among any mage I’ve ever met. Do you know what I was asking myself when I was leading you into battle? I was asking myself what you would say.” 
 
    “Oh,” I answered, and a grin spread across my face. “Well, I couldn’t ask for a better--” 
 
    Suddenly, a voice shouted my name, and I turned to see Nia, Varleth, Almasy, and Gawain picking their way along the shore on their horses. Char and Arwyn’s brown horse followed in the rear without supervision, since they could be trusted to tag along behind the herd by instinct. 
 
    “We’re here!” I responded in a loud voice as I waved to the rest of our team. “Both of us are fine, more or less.” 
 
    Nia sped up to a jog to catch up with us, and she looked over Arwyn and me with a worried expression. 
 
    “Did either of you get any head injuries?” the ashen-haired mage asked as she knitted her eyebrows together in concern. 
 
    “Just a slight bump,” Arwyn answered as she lifted her hands and wrung more water out of her hair. “Don’t worry, I’ve already fixed it with my magic.” 
 
    The three other members of our team caught up to meet us on the shoreline, and Almasy grinned as he examined Arwyn and me. 
 
    “Shucks, Arwyn,” Almasy drawled out. “I didn’t feel very clean after those baths in the inn either, but you didn’t have to go so far as to jump in the river.” 
 
    Varleth snorted and looked curiously toward the wooden buildings just within view. 
 
    “A town, huh?” he asked me. 
 
    “More like a village,” I responded. “I think I saw this one on the map earlier, but I can’t remember what it was called. Anyway, it’s not big.” 
 
    “Do we need to buy anything?” Gawain asked appraisingly as he raised his eyebrows toward the village houses. 
 
    “We don’t need to buy anything, luckily,” I responded as I jerked my chin toward Char. “My travel pack was on my mule, so it didn’t get wet. Same with Arwyn’s bags and her horse.’ 
 
    “Should we skip it, then?” Varleth suggested. 
 
    “Actually, it might be a good source of gossip and news,” I said thoughtfully. “They’re not far from Desacino, but they get information that never makes it across the river.” 
 
    “For good reason,” Gawain snorted. “I hate this river.” 
 
    “Can’t say I disagree,” I chuckled. “Okay, let’s go see what the word is in the village. If we’re nice, they might help Arwyn warm up after the dunk she took.” 
 
    “I could do with a fire to sit beside,” Arwyn admitted as she nodded ruefully to herself. “However, I may want to change into one of my other sets of clothes.” 
 
    We all packed according to standard Monster Response Squad gear requirements. That meant three tops and three bottoms, but no more in an effort to conserve room. Arwyn was now down to just two outfits total, so we might be wise to start looking for a third to suit her. 
 
    Suddenly, I remembered I had just the thing for Arwyn, and I jogged over to my mule’s side to rescue a blanket from my travel pack. With it in hand, I draped it over Arwyn’s shoulders gently. 
 
    She pulled it tight to conceal her torn skirt and transparent blouse. She looked a little like a disaster victim with the flannel blanket draped over her, but Arwyn managed to seem vaguely graceful at the same time.  
 
    “Much better,” she said gratefully. “Now, we can show our faces in this village without getting chased off for indecency.  
 
    We meandered up the sloping bank of the river onto a faded trail which wormed from house to house in the jungle. I kept expecting for the jungle to open up into a nice, flat clearing, but the dense trees persisted. 
 
    “I guess they live among the jungle,” I said with a shrug. “Just like Almasy implied, I have to admit.” 
 
    “Sure,” Varleth countered, “but where are they?” 
 
    “Maybe they have a secret corn field somewhere,” Gawain suggested with false confidence, “and everybody is off tilling it right now. 
 
    “That seems a little unlikely,” Varleth pointed out dryly. 
 
    “It’s hard to imagine,” I agreed. “If they left for farming, they would have brought all their kids and elderly with them to work. I can’t imagine just leaving behind an empty village with absolutely nobody to look after things.” 
 
    We kept walking, and I kept scanning the village. Not only were the people missing, I realized, but their animals were as well. No horses or donkeys milled around in the corrals. No chickens scratched through the dirt, and no goats browsed for weeds in the backyards. 
 
    “Let’s try this house,” Nia suggested as we came upon a slightly larger cabin made of odd hardwood. “If somebody is home, we just explain Arwyn’s predicament, and I’m sure they can help us or point us in the right place.” 
 
    Nia knocked gently on the front door of the house before she stepped back and folded her hands together expectantly. 
 
    We waited, but no response came. 
 
    “I guess we’ll try another?” Gawain suggested slowly. 
 
    “I don’t think we’ll get a response,” I said as I turned to face my teammates. “We have to face the obvious. There’s something weird going on in this village, and it’s not just a culture difference. Think about it. Do you smell any smoke? There hasn’t been so much as a cooking fire here in days.” 
 
    “Besides that, there aren’t any footprints,” Arwyn added as she nodded in grave concern. “The rain from two days ago likely washed footprints away, so nobody has been back ever since. Something is very wrong with this situation.” 
 
    “Was there any mention from our guides in Desacino that this village was abandoned?” Nia asked with a frown. 
 
    “None at all,” Arwyn answered. “If the people here left voluntarily, they certainly did it in a hurry, and they didn’t go to Desacino.” 
 
    “I don’t like this,” Varleth muttered. “I think we should look for clues as to what happened. We can’t just turn around and walk away.” 
 
    “You think we should break in?” I asked as I twisted my mouth in consideration. “It might be the moral thing to do, if there’s actually a problem.” 
 
    “I think so,” Varleth replied confidently. 
 
    I tapped my fingers against my bandolier as I considered the situation. If everything was normal here, I didn’t think villagers would believe we had good intentions.  
 
    Still, that was a risk I was willing to take. 
 
    “Alright,” I allowed. “Does anybody here know how to--” 
 
    My words were cut off as an awful shattering noise interrupted me. I turned just in time to see the final shards of glass shower down from the home’s newly-broken window.  
 
    In front of it, Almasy rocked calmly on his heels as he dusted his hands off. 
 
    “Whoops,” the pilot said casually as he raised his eyebrows. “I was just tossing a rock around for fun. My hand must have slipped.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and let it out slowly as my nerves settled back down. 
 
    “Don’t do that again,” I warned him, though a disbelieving smile escaped through my serious facade. “Seriously, it could’ve messed up a good plan.” 
 
    “I don’t believe in plans,” Almasy drawled cheerily. “All the good things in my life have been happy accidents. Alright, let’s see what the big mystery is.” 
 
    Almasy tore a large leaf off a nearby tropical plant and used it to break off the few remaining glass shards. He wiped the windowsill relatively clean before he put both gloved hands on the wood and swung his legs through. The pilot disappeared into the dim house, and I could hear his boots crunch on the glass as he walked over to the door. 
 
    The pilot unlocked and opened the door from the inside, and we filed in dutifully as the six of us tried to cram to get the best look at the interior. 
 
    From what I could see in the dim lighting, it was a fairly regular sight. There were three rooms, including a kitchen with an open door, one closed-off back room that probably served as a sleeping area, and the living room we currently stood in. It wasn’t large by any stretch of the imagination, but I could imagine a family of four or five living here comfortably. 
 
    “I dunno,” Almasy said with a shrug as he scratched his stubble. “Looks like an ordinary house to me. Not sure what I was expecting.” 
 
    “What’s that smell?” Nia murmured as she wandered over toward the kitchen entrance. 
 
    Now that she mentioned it, I did smell something odd and unpleasant in the air. I followed Nia toward the kitchen entryway, and the smell of decomposition became much more distinctive. Something was rotting, and it had been there a long time. 
 
    “Maker,” Varleth grunted, “please don’t let it be a corpse.” 
 
    Nia stepped through the open door with care, and I crept in after her into the kitchen. 
 
    A black wood-burning stove dominated the middle of the kitchen, but it wasn’t the source of the smell. On one end of the room, wooden counters held a cutting board, two knives, and a pile of rotting meat that sat in a puddle of juice. On the other side of the counter, a wooden handmade bowl held an overripe pile of fruit that was quickly turning into brown mush. 
 
    “Smells awful,” Gawain whispered with disgust in his voice. 
 
    “We have to check the bedroom,” Arwyn decided. “Nobody touch anything. We don’t know where these people vanished to, and we can’t rule out disease.” 
 
    I wasn’t certain avoiding contact with things in the house would keep us safe, but I was sure Arwyn knew more about diseases than I did. In many Wilds towns, most people tried to keep away from bad air if there was sickness spreading around, but nobody really cared about contact with objects. 
 
    “What about the handle for the bedroom door?” I asked as we backed out of the kitchen back to the family room. “How should we get in without touching it?” 
 
    “I’ll just use the edge of my cloak,” Almasy suggested. “Should be fine, right?” 
 
    “Go ahead,” Arwyn agreed, though faint lines of worry etched into her forehead as she spoke. 
 
    Maybe she wasn’t so certain about how disease spread either. 
 
    “Tada,” Almasy drawled as he twisted the knob and pushed the door open. 
 
    We peered into the dimly-lit room, but nothing jumped out at us. There were five sleeping pads on the floor, and three of them were unmade with the sheets tangled up in disarray. The other two were close to each other, and they were neatly lined up and folded. I imagined the parents slept there, and they had a ritual of making their beds each morning. 
 
    As far as I could see, there were no bodies. No smell of sickness jumped out at us, either, and nothing was rotting in here. 
 
    “Wait, I’ll give it some light,” Nia told us, and she strode into the room as she raised a fire spell in one hand. 
 
    Light bloomed from her fingertips, and we stared at the bedroom in surprise as strange markings were revealed around the walls. They were a rusty brown color that ran halfway down the wall with old drip marks, and I could only assume it was dried blood. The script was almost identical to the one we used in Mistral, though I didn’t recognize the words. 
 
    “It’s a Southern language,” Arwyn murmured, and she came into the room behind Nia as she scanned the walls carefully. 
 
    “‘The Goddess returns,’” Arwyn read out slowly. “‘Join us, for she is here to raise us all to greatness. The Goddess is reborn.’” 
 
    “That’s an awful lot of effort taken to write in blood,” Gawain commented flippantly. “Good handwriting, too. Honestly, I’m impressed.” 
 
    “You practice writing in blood often, then?” Varleth asked the fire mage snidely. 
 
    “These people left alive,” I said as I interrupted the two bickering mages. “They left this message and walked out of here on their own. That seems clear, right?” 
 
    “They walked out,” Nia agreed as her blue eyes flickered over to me, “but was it on their own? Could Miralea have possessed them the same way Sera did with the people in Bathi Highlands?” 
 
    I stared at the blood-painted walls as I tried to imagine what events could have led this family to leave. 
 
    “Maybe,” I answered Nia. “Probably. We saw the people of Bathi Highlands speak and walk, so it’s not impossible to assume these people could write while possessed.” 
 
    Somehow, the statement just didn’t ring true. Uneasiness filled me as I stared at the wall, and I turned away as I pushed the uncertainty out of my mind. 
 
    “Too bad there’s no food for us to take,” Almasy commented as he roamed the room and examined the scattered items on the floor. “Or any maps with useful directions, for that matter. I guess this one is a bust.” 
 
    A few childrens’ toys were scattered on the bedroom floor. A drying houseplant sat in a red pot on the shuttered window sill, and a simple loom with a half-finished embroidery sat in the corner. A whole life had been left behind, and there was nothing for us to do here but observe the remains. 
 
    “Let’s check the other houses in the village,” I decided. “I want to see what else is there.” 
 
    My team agreed, and we spent the next twenty minutes going door to door as we looked for signs of life. I kept Almasy from breaking any more windows, so we couldn’t get inside them all, but more than a few of the houses were completely unlocked. We walked through these open buildings and tried to glean evidence of what had happened. 
 
    Many of the houses smelled of rotting food, but there were no bodies in any of them. In every instance, it seemed like people had just taken off in the middle of their regular week. We found more writing, and some of it was in charcoal or ink, and some of it was in blood. Arwyn told us they were all about the goddess in some way or another.  
 
    “This one reads,” Arwyn narrated as we stood in another hut, “‘There is nothing left for me here. The Goddess is my salvation.’” 
 
    The odd phrasing of it intrigued me, and I frowned as I looked around the tiny, one-person abode.  
 
    “Isn’t it strange for a possessed man to speak in first-person?” I asked my teammates. 
 
    “I highly doubt a normal guy just decided to freak out and write on his house walls,” Varleth said dryly. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Arwyn mused. “This kind of behavior is certainly odd, but people have been known to do strange things under the influence of a group mentality. Do you remember reading about the Yixi Cult in Hartmire Enclave, almost two decades ago now?” 
 
    “Of course,” Nia answered with a frown. “It changed the shape of the city for months. Everyone feared the cult would burn down their own house next.” 
 
    I didn’t have much knowledge of the Yixi Cult, but I’d heard the name a few times before, and it was never in a good context. 
 
    “Mass arson,” Arwyn pointed out as she nodded to Nia, “and for what? People were just following an unstable man who liked to burn things down. Cults can form quickly once the seed is planted.” 
 
    “Miralea’s rebirth would be the perfect seed,” Nia agreed. “What was once a theoretical religion is now a real event. It would change the tone of everything, especially for those who worshipped seriously.” 
 
    “I’m not buying it,” Varleth disagreed. “Humans aren’t going to go waltzing off after some monster of their own volition.” 
 
    “Really?” Nia asked as she tilted her head. “What if the Maker visited us in Mistral? As long as he and his powers fit the correct description, people would flock to do his bidding.” 
 
    Varleth opened his mouth, but he closed it again and shook his head briefly. 
 
    “Maybe,” he sighed. “Still, I think we should assume these people are possessed.” 
 
    Silence fell for a moment as we considered the writing on the hut’s wall. 
 
    “I think it’s time we move on,” I decided as my voice split the pensive air. “We won’t learn anything more from what these people left behind.” 
 
    My team agreed, and we left the village as the sun began to warm for the hottest part of the afternoon. The strange sight of the empty village disappeared as we threaded our way through the thick jungle on our horses. Hooves clopped and thudded over rock and dirt at a leisurely pace, and the rhythmic sound of it soothed me from the uneasy feeling I had about Miralea’s influence.  
 
    The heat was thick and humid, and the tropical sun shone through the treetops like a fox searching for an underground mouse. The dappled sunlight threatened to sear our skin with its staggering heat, but the constant shield of the lush green forest kept us safe and cool. Despite our slow progress through the twisted roots and low-hanging vines, I was grateful for the tight knit of the jungle that kept us shaded. 
 
    It was hard for me to focus on where we were going while my eyes were glued to our map, but I let Char do most of the work. The mule followed Arwyn’s horse like a duckling after its mother, and I told the red-haired professor which direction to head in next.  
 
    In truth, our path through the jungle involved a lot more guesswork than I would have liked, since the map I held was inaccurate in many of its measurements, and the directions we’d been given were fairly vague. Still, I knew we needed to go south, and I had the means to get us to the crystal caves in one manner or another. If we came out too far east or west, I would be able to deal with it without getting us lost. 
 
    “Hey,” Almasy interrupted my thoughts suddenly as he drew his horse near me, “can we stop for a minute? I think my stirrups are longer on one side, and its making me feel all lopsided.” 
 
    “Sure,” I agreed easily as I glanced at the trail ahead of us. “Let’s stop next to that fallen log, and you can make some adjustments while we eat something to tide us over until dinner.” 
 
    “Yum, snacktime,” Varleth quipped facetiously with a smile. 
 
    “Hey, us normal-sized men get hungry,” Gawain sniped back quickly. 
 
    Varleth wasn’t incredibly short, but he did stand a few inches shorter than Almasy, Gawain, or I did. The banisher didn’t seem to mind the height comment too much, and he just rolled his eyes back at the fire mage. 
 
    “Settle down,” Arwyn called back in her most teacherly voice, and the two mages obligingly quieted as we came to a halt. 
 
    “Fifteen minutes oughtta do it,” I told my team as they dropped from their horses. “I want us to get a few more hours of riding in before sunset.” 
 
    Almasy fiddled with his stirrups as he tried to fix the lengths to be equal, and Nia walked over to help him with it. Arwyn began unpacking dried fruit as well as turkey sandwiches which we’d bought from the inn. Gawain lounged on the fallen log and drank idly from his water pouch while Varleth distanced himself by leaning against a nearby tree as he munched on a piece of hard bread. 
 
    Once I saw nobody needed my help, I strolled over and peeked across Almasy’s shoulder to watch Nia work. 
 
    “The issue here is that usually one would count the holes to make sure each stirrup is the same length,” Nia explained as she tucked the leather strap against itself. “However, the left side seems to have more holes than the right side, so it’s no wonder you weren’t set up correctly. Your straps are entirely different.” 
 
    “Well,” Almasy commented with a pleased nod, “I guess I can count to five after all.” 
 
    I snorted with laughter at the earth mage’s comment, and he gave me a lazy salute as Nia bent to switch the stirrup to the correct hole. 
 
    Suddenly, a shout of panic cut through the air behind me, and I spun to see Varleth frozen in pure fear. 
 
    “Snake,” the black-clad gypsy gasped out. “Help me.” 
 
    “Fucking shit,” Gawain swore as he surged from his seat and froze to stare at Varleth. 
 
    My eyes fixed on the red and black form of a snake that curled around the banisher’s shoulders. It wasn’t large, but it was certainly bright. The black and red bands alternated equally along the length of its body, and its oval head curled toward Varleth’s face as it flicked out a pink tongue. 
 
    “Don’t move,” I urged Varleth as I ran my hand along my bandolier to find my bullet bass. “I’m going to get you out of this. Don’t worry, don’t panic, just stay still.” 
 
    “What if it came down here on purpose to bite me?” Varleth asked, and his jaw visibly flexed from how hard he was clenching his teeth together. “Better to move than to just sit here.” 
 
    “I’ve got you,” I promised as I crushed the bullet bass crystal between my hands. “It won’t attack unprovoked, I swear.” 
 
    Varleth gulped, and his brown eyes fixed on me with restrained fear as my bullet bass began to slowly, gradually drift over toward him. 
 
    Instantly, female laughter pierced the air, and Varleth jumped as he turned to gape at Nia. 
 
    I spun around in shock and stared at the ashen-haired mage as well, and she shook her head as her laughter petered out. 
 
    “You have nothing to worry about!” she exclaimed as she walked toward Varleth with an outstretched hand. “This isn’t a deadly snake, you know. It’s not even venomous, and it’s not going to bite you.” 
 
    “You can’t be sure,” Varleth denied in a shrill tone as Nia leaned forward to look at the snake on his shoulder. 
 
    “I can too,” the ashen-haired mage declared, and she plucked the snake from Varleth’s shoulder with gentle hands. “Look closely at it. The short tail, the lizard-like head, and the color banding. This is clearly a false coral snake, since nothing else looks like it.” 
 
    “What about the coral snake?” I asked as I shook off my shock. “It looks similar, it must.” 
 
    “Coral snakes usually have white or yellow bands as well,” Nia explained as she held the black and red snake up to her face. “Even when yellow or white patterning is subtle, the face mask will never appear like the one on this false coral snake.” 
 
    The snake flicked its tongue again as it slithered slowly away from Nia’s face, but it didn’t make a single move to attack. 
 
    “So, it’s … “ Varleth said faintly as he stared at the snake in her hands. 
 
    “It’s completely harmless,” Nia answered with a smile. “Though it looks a little unhappy with my handling of it.” 
 
    “Maker,” Gawain breathed quietly, “I can’t believe I nearly got irrevocably betrothed to the snake woman.” 
 
    “We would’ve been an awful fit,” Nia agreed as she bent to release the snake into the nearby underbrush. “With or without you redeeming yourself with newfound humility. It’s good our parents didn’t continue to force it.” 
 
    “No kidding,” Gawain snorted.  
 
    “Alright, good job saving me,” Varleth hurriedly complimented Nia with a tight smile. “Now, can we collect ourselves and get going before another animal drops onto our heads? I’m not eager to lounge around waiting for a real venomous snake.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Gawain snarked back, “you’re the most venomous thing in this part of the jungle.” 
 
    I chuckled and shook my head at the fire mage’s prickly attitude, but I waved everybody back onto their horses. 
 
    “Alright,” I told them, “just a few more hours until the sun begins to set. Let’s get a little closer to those crystal caves.” 
 
    We started our walk again, and our horses plodded onward with steadfast obedience. Maybe Gawain really did know what he was on about when it came to equine matchups, since I was fast growing to appreciate Char’s stamina and stubborn nature. 
 
    As the light began to grow golden and warm, the horses slowed as well. My mule was still going strong, but I was sure he could use a break as well. Before too long, it was clear I couldn’t keep up a long day even if I wanted to. 
 
    “I realize we have a couple more hours until sunset,” I told the group, “but I think we have to stop. Are we agreed?” 
 
    “Yes please,” Gawain sighed happily. “Our horses will be happier for it in the morning.” 
 
    “So will my ass,” Varleth added dryly. 
 
    “I assume you mean your rear end,” Arwyn spoke up, “and not Gryff’s ride?” 
 
    “One or the other,” Varleth responded with growing cheer. 
 
    “This spot looks good,” I cut in as I pointed to a tiny open space up ahead. 
 
    It was difficult to call it a clearing, since it was only free of trees for about six feet in either direction. It was more of a temporary gap in the swathe of jungle than anything else, but it was the best spot we were going to get. 
 
    “I’m looking forward to counting the number of roots under my back tonight,” Gawain sighed. 
 
    “Sorry, Your Highness,” Varleth drawled, “I know it’s hard to learn that Mother Nature won’t bend to your will like the peasant she is.” 
 
    Instead of arguing back, Gawain merely chuckled with genuine delight. 
 
    “That was a pretty good one,” the fire mage said, and Varleth relaxed a little as his eyebrows lifted in surprise. 
 
    “Really wasn’t my finest,” the banisher muttered in reply, though his voice had no heat to it. “Just you wait, I’ll have a better joke later.” 
 
    Nia shot me a significant look, and I grinned into my mule’s flank as we shared a moment of surprise and glee at this new progress between Varleth and Gawain. What was still boiling animosity might have a chance to simmer down into a friendly rivalry if they both acted with maturity. 
 
    “Whatever,” Gawain responded, “good joke or not, I’m still going to kick you if you so much as make a sound tonight.” 
 
    “I don’t snore,” Varleth muttered. 
 
    “Not every night,” Gawain returned quickly. 
 
    “Alright, alright,” Arwyn said as she stepped in to stop the argument. “Let’s put that energy into setting up camp.” 
 
    Gawain wandered off to tie our horses carefully in a small group. He left them an enormous trough filled with water, which they took turns drinking eagerly from. 
 
    “I’ll have to refill their water before tomorrow is over,” Gawain explained to me seriously. “Horses drink a lot, and we only carried enough for one day for them. You better find us some water before the next sunset.” 
 
    “Alright,” I agreed. “It shouldn’t be hard, if we are where I think we are.” 
 
    I consulted my map quickly as I unfolded it between Gawain and me. The uncertain distances between landmarks made the whole thing a little too even and perfect for my liking, since I was certain it wasn’t entirely accurate. 
 
    “The river curves back around,” Gawain observed as he pointed to the thick band of water marked on the map. “I guess that’s where they get their water from in Lisi City.” 
 
    “We should be able to reach the caves before noon tomorrow,” I pointed out. “After that, it’s a longer trip to the river near Lisi City, but we should reach it with time to spare.” 
 
    “Come help with the tent!” Arwyn called out, and I folded up the map before the two of us walked over. 
 
    We had one large canvas tent with us, and a series of wooden poles to hold it up. In truth, it probably wouldn’t fit between the trees here, but we would have to make do. 
 
    We spent the better part of an hour trying to set the tent up. It was military issue from Mistral, but none of us had been faced with such a large setup before. Almasy spent most of the time trying to smooth wrinkles out of the fabric as he waited for instructions from Nia and Arwyn. Varleth and Gawain started hammering in stakes like it was a competition, but we ended up having to move most of them once we realized how the tent should lay.  
 
    In the end, the ground was dotted with holes from trial and error, but we managed to get the canvas behemoth somewhat into shape. It bent around two trees on one side because it was too large for the space, but it was as good as we were going to get. 
 
    “Looks a little cramped for six people,” Nia observed as she frowned at the tent we’d built. 
 
    “How about we set up a hammock outside the tent?” I suggested. “One of us can stay on watch while the other five sleep. It should free up space, but it’ll also keep us from getting caught unaware by an enemy.” 
 
    “Is that necessary?” Varleth asked as he scanned the trees beyond us. “The jungle is pretty thick. Who could even find us?” 
 
    “Gryff is right,” Arwyn said, and her amber eyes grew serious. “This may feel like the untamed wild, but we can’t forget how different the culture is here. This land belongs to the Luratambans, and they know it extremely well. If anyone finds us and has less than good intentions, we should definitely keep a watchful eye out for it, or we could be caught completely unaware.” 
 
    “Hm,” Nia considered. “There are six of us, so if we spend nine hours asleep, that should be an hour and a half of guard duty for each person.” 
 
    “Seven hours of real sleep,” Almasy commented as he scratched at his stubble thoughtfully. “I can make it work.” 
 
    “Good,” I said wholeheartedly. “I’m tempted to set up an actual watch shift schedule, but I think we’re better off picking and choosing people who are already awake. Once you switch off with the next person, tell them everybody else who’s already gone before you. We should be able to avoid waking up people erroneously.” 
 
    My team nodded, and it seemed like my plan was a good enough one to work for a night. 
 
    “I’d like to take the first shift,” Nia proposed. “I’m not good at falling asleep early, so it would be a waste for me to try.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I agreed, “just don’t stay on watch for longer than you’re supposed to. I think Gawain has a wind-up watch, so maybe he can donate it to the cause.” 
 
    The fire mage fiddled at his wrist as he unhooked the leather bands of his pricey watch. The face of it was white and iridescent like mother of pearl, and the rim was polished steel with delicate numbers and hands on the inside. 
 
    “If you insist,” Gawain sighed as he handed the device over to Nia, and she nodded gratefully. 
 
    We wound down for the evening just as the light began to grow too dim for easy vision. The hammock was secured between two gnarled, vine-covered trees, and the bedrolls were set up in the tent with no room to spare. When we all laid down on our mats, I felt a little like a canned sardine, but there was nothing to be done for it. I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to pretend Almasy wasn’t uncomfortably close. 
 
    “Come on,” Arwyn whispered, and she put a gentle hand on my shoulder to urge me closer to her.  
 
    I happily obliged, and I rolled halfway onto her bedroll to share the space with the flame-haired professor. I stroked soft circles on her arm as the two of us lulled into comfortable, easy sleep. 
 
    When I woke next, it was to darkness and silence. Varleth was missing from the room, and everyone had shifted over so Nia was now next to me instead of Almasy. I yearned to reach out and draw her close, but she was fast asleep, and I didn’t want to disturb her. 
 
    I laid my head down and strove to reach unconsciousness again, but it slipped through my fingers like sand. Instead, I resolved myself to wait for Varleth’s return so I could take the next shift. To prepare, I slipped my shoes on again and layered on my cloak over my clothes. 
 
    It didn’t take too long, and I sat up when I heard the careful, quiet noise of the banisher untying the knotted cords that kept the entrance sealed shut. 
 
    Varleth stepped into the tent and peered into the darkness, and I waved a hand silently before I got to my feet. It was hard to pick through the sleeping forms of the four bodies in front of me, but I managed to get through without waking anyone up. 
 
    Varleth stepped outside with me for a moment before he leaned to whisper the names of everybody who had already taken a shift. 
 
    “Nia, Gawain, Almasy, me,” he murmured quietly. “Should just be Arwyn left, after you.” 
 
    He unwrapped the watch from his wrist and fumbled it over to me in the darkness. 
 
    “You’ll need to strike a match to read it,” the banisher explained. “You should probably wait until you’ve spent a while out here before even bothering to check. It’s no fun singing your fingers before an hour has even gone by.” 
 
    “Good thing I packed a lot of matches,” I told him agreeably. “Thanks, Varleth. Sleep well.” 
 
    “I think I will,” he replied as a yawn overtook him. 
 
    He waved goodbye, and I tied the knots on the canvas tent behind him once he’d stepped through. Then I walked carefully over to the hammock, which was just barely visible in the moonlight filtering through the trees. 
 
    I felt better once my feet were off the ground and in the gently swaying stretch of cloth. The idea of encountering a snake or some other dangerous creature in the dark wasn’t a happy one, so I kept my legs folded and peered toward the trees on either side of the hammock to check that nothing was crawling down to me. 
 
    The horses huffed quietly at their tie near the tent, and I smiled as I looked back at them. Four dozed lightly on their feet, and the other two slept soundly as they lay on the ground. 
 
    For a stretch of time, nothing happened, and I entertained myself by staring at the interesting shapes of the plants in the darkness around me. There were large ones with leaves like hearts, and perfect oval leaves on dangling parasite plants that clung to the trees, and elongated, waxy plants that shone in the moonlight.  
 
    I was so used to seeing nothing more than the standard pine, oak, maple, and birch sort in Mistral, so being surrounded by such an interesting variety of strange plants was a strange shock to my eyes. I was sure Arwyn was having a great time looking at everything with a scientist’s gaze, and I wondered what she saw when we walked through here. 
 
    I was enamored with the tangled forms of the jungle around me, so I almost didn’t notice when something moved slightly between the trees ahead. I frowned and fixed my eyes on it as I tried to see what it could have been. Maybe it was a frog hopping among the leaves? Maybe it was a rodent nosing for food in the safety of the night. 
 
    Suddenly, two reflective eyes fixed on me from the shadows ahead. They glinted yellow-green in the faint light of the moon, and a chill went down my spine as I stared back at the eyes. 
 
    Something was watching me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    I froze as I locked eyes with the creature in the dark. What could it be? A jaguar, preparing to attack and eat me for an easy meal? A wild dog, approaching me from one side while its packmates closed in for the kill? 
 
    I eased my daggers from my belt as I decided whether to sound the alarm. If I shouted, I might just be waking my team up for no reason. It wouldn’t do me any good to start jumping at shadows without a real threat. 
 
    The eyes blinked slowly, and I tried to gauge how far the creature was from the ground. It looked to be on the larger side, but I couldn’t tell if it was standing on the same level of ground as our tent. Perhaps it was on a boulder or a slope, and I was afraid of the animal for nothing. 
 
    Suddenly, the eyes turned away, and the bushes rustled as the creature sprinted off into the darkness.  
 
    My heart pounded in my chest as I waited for it to return and attack me. Long minutes passed, but nothing more stirred in the night. 
 
    I put my daggers away and chuckled a little at my jumpiness. I’d killed monsters with the kind of power that could destroy towns, yet here I was nervous about a slightly large cat eating me. It was funny how generations-old human instinct could still rule over a person’s mind. 
 
    I spent the rest of the night watching for a threat that never returned. By the time I realized I should check the watch, it was four-forty, and I had gone ten minutes over my shift time. 
 
    I shook the match until it wisped out into just smoke, and then I went to get Arwyn for the final shift. I considered warning her about the animal in the jungle, but I decided she didn’t need to be saddled with the same paranoia I experienced. 
 
    “Good luck,” I whispered to Arwyn as I handed over the watch. “We should probably wake up at six, when it starts to get a little light out.” 
 
    “Alright,” the red-haired professor responded with a smile. 
 
    She leaned forward and kissed me soundly on the mouth, and I returned the kiss with slow satisfaction. It lingered as we teased each other with soft, lazy movements, and we pulled away only when we began to run out of breath. 
 
    “That was for good luck,” Arwyn explained with a teasing lilt to her voice. “Thanks for indulging me. Now, nothing bad can happen on my shift.” 
 
    “I believe it,” I murmured back happily. 
 
    “Get some sleep,” Arwyn advised, and she winked at me before she nudged me into the tent. 
 
    I obliged without protest, but I stood there and grinned at the entrance happily as I watched her tie up the final knots. When Arwyn finally walked away, I shook my thoughts back into order and stepped through the bedrolls back to what was once Arwyn’s spot. 
 
    Nia slept soundly next to me on one side, and the curving wall of the canvas was all I had on the other side. It was soothing to listen to Nia’s gentle breath as I let my worries and fears melt away. 
 
    I fell asleep soundly, and I dreamt of nothing but green forest and Nia. She sat in a tree and smiled down at me, and I climbed up to sit beside her and kissed her on her full, rose-colored lips. 
 
    Ridiculous sentiment, Sera’s voice purred in my head. You want a naive, foolish love like this? This isn’t you, Gryff. There’s a lust for power inside you, the same kind of lust that’s in me. A gentle, childlike kiss can never satisfy you like I can. 
 
    “I don’t want your kind of love,” I objected. 
 
    I pushed Sera away from my thoughts, and she obediently retreated into the corner of my head. The control felt good to use, and I liked the reminder that Sera wasn’t in charge. She could try to sway my opinion, but she could no longer manipulate my dreams like she used to. 
 
    I focused on the tree and the green forest again, and Nia’s face swam into focus. She smiled and shook her head at me slightly, and then she mouthed a few words. I tried as hard as I could, but I couldn’t seem to make out what she was saying to me. 
 
    “Wake up everyone!” a woman’s voice called, and it split my dream into fragments that drifted away.  
 
    My eyes cracked open, and faint dim light filled the tent. My teammates stirred and murmured around me, and Arwyn’s clear silhouette stood in the doorway of the tent. The knots at the entrance were undone, and the flaps were pulled back to let in the first glimmers of morning light. 
 
    “Time to get back on the road,” Arwyn told us with a smile. “The horses look good, and I’ve seen no sign of nighttime visitors. The only footprints around here are our own.” 
 
    Briefly, I considered the animal that had appeared before me during my shift. Whatever it was, it was light on its feet, because it hadn’t left any pawprints. I tried to decide whether the knowledge comforted me or not. Perhaps it meant the animal was small and light, or maybe it was just too clever to leave behind traces of its presence. 
 
    Good or bad, I decided not to mention it. We would move miles away tonight, and there was no way the mysterious animal would follow after us. 
 
    We packed up the tent, and it came down much more quickly than it had gone up. Gawain checked over the horses carefully and saddled them up again to our individual needs. Arwyn handed out breakfast rations from what little fresh food we had left, and I devoured the small purple banana she gave me with ready hunger. 
 
    “Tastes odd,” I remarked as I munched away at the yellow fruit inside. “Kind of stringy, but good.” 
 
    “You haven’t had bananas before?” Gawain asked as he gave me a disbelieving look. 
 
    “Only twice, and they were both yellow,” I told him as I laughed a little at the question. “Bananas might not be as expensive and obscure as mangos, but the only tropical fruits you can count on to get in small towns are citrus.” 
 
    “What a nightmare,” Gawain responded with an amazed shake of his head. “No wonder towns in the Wilds get so creative with their dishes.” 
 
    “If that’s how you’re going to rationalize the fact we have better food,” I told him with an amused smirk, “be my guest.” 
 
    We started off on our journey again, and things began to get noticeably more jungle-like as our horses walked. The trees were bigger and closer together, and I saw more odd insects and frogs among the flora. Many were shockingly vibrant or strangely shaped, and I made a point of telling Arwyn whenever I saw something interesting. The red-haired professor liked to mark them down in her journal with short sketches or descriptions, and it was satisfying to think we might be observing new species. 
 
    “It’s amazing what can flourish when there aren’t any humans around to scare it off,” Arwyn observed with amazement. “Just look at that leaf-mimic.” 
 
    The tiny bug crept along the branch Arwyn pointed to, and its tiny legs were almost unnoticeable underneath its green, leaflike back. The texture and detail on it was incredible, and I couldn’t help but wonder how something so complex and strange could walk in the human realm instead of in the Shadowscape. 
 
    Suddenly, Almasy made a surprised noise in the back of his throat. 
 
    “Cute bug,” the earth mage said as a smile lit up his face, “but I think I’ve found something much better.” 
 
    His eyes fixed on something in the trees ahead, and Almasy slid off his horse’s back in an ungainly stumble. 
 
    I peered ahead, but Varleth and Gawain beat me to the punch. 
 
    “Mangos,” Varleth declared as he pulled his feet from the stirrups of his horse. “I’ve been dying for a good reason to rest my legs.” 
 
    The banisher slid from his horse, and his mount shuffled and shook its head as Varleth bumped into it. The gypsy regained his balance and strode off for the trees ahead. 
 
    “Real wild mangos?” Nia asked, and her eyes widened with excitement. “Are they ripe?” 
 
    “Hold on, I’ll check,” Gawain said boldly before he elegantly dismounted with a confident bounce. “I’ve eaten them plenty of times before, so I’ll be able to tell.” 
 
    “This seems like a good time to take a break,” I decided as I watched half my team dash toward the tree ahead. 
 
    Nia, Arwyn, and I followed at a lazy pace on horseback as we gathered the reins from the other horses and led them toward the mango tree ahead. Gawain’s steed flicked its ears backward in irritation as it sensed the essence crystals on my belt, but Char pushed forward with steadfast, unwavering determination. 
 
    “Don’t pick them if they aren’t ripe,” Nia called out as the three men rushed eagerly toward the mango tree. “I don’t want to waste the food!” 
 
    Gawain waved a hand at her without turning around. “I’ll make sure they--” 
 
    Suddenly, the fire mage’s voice transformed into a pained shout as he fell forward onto the ground. At first, I thought he had merely tripped, but a huge plume of leaves, debris, and dust billowed up from the earth. 
 
    Almasy and Varleth dropped as well, and their own shouts of surprise and shock joined Gawain’s yelling as all three of them slid into the rapidly forming sinkhole. 
 
    “Shit,” I swore as I dropped the reins of Gawain’s horse and urged Char forward. 
 
    What had happened? Did they fall into some kind of freak natural disaster that the land in Mistral wasn’t capable of? I dropped off Char’s back and charged forward to help my fallen teammates, and Nia shouted my name as I ran. 
 
    Beware, Sera whispered in an eerie echo through my head, this is no natural trap. 
 
    I crushed my bullet bass crystal against my chest, and chrome coating flowed over my skin just as an arrow smacked into the tree behind me.  
 
    “We’re under attack!” I yelled as I scanned the surrounding jungle for signs of our enemies.  
 
    I caught a hint of movement through the thick trees, and a flutter of white cloth betrayed the garment of some hidden attacker. 
 
    Arwyn and Nia were too far away for me to protect, but I saw Nia throw up an ice shield as she pulled the red-haired professor safely behind it. 
 
    Another arrow whistled toward me, and I ducked to one side as it hit the ground at my feet and sent up a spray of dirt. If I stayed where I was, I was no better than a sitting duck, regardless of the bullet bass coating. I dodged away as I hid behind the arrow-flecked tree, and then I brushed a hand up to the essence crystals on my bandolier. 
 
    I threw the kalgori crystal over my shoulder and furrowed my brow as I concentrated on controlling my monster without seeing it. I told it to multiply, and I felt my command take effect as one butterfly split into two, then four, then sixteen.  
 
    After a moment, I gave in and peeked around the edge of the tree trunk in the hopes that I would get another real glimpse of my enemy’s position. My kalgori were beautiful and impressive in the dappled light of the green forest, and their lime-colored wings went perfectly with the lush surroundings. Each butterfly-like monster had long, glowing wings that were tipped with deadly metal which could lacerate slices through the toughest of flesh, so long as their target stayed relatively still. 
 
    The kalgori’s deadliest weapon was certainly their ability to multiply into the thousands before they damaged an enemy in a veritable tornado of flashing, blade-edged wings. There was a reason they were also called “The Storm of Knives” or “The Gale” by some mages. 
 
    Of course, my human targets weren’t likely to go down easily to a swarm like that. Humans were pretty quick, and my swarm couldn’t form properly in these tightly-packed woods. Instead, I used another useful ability my kalgori afforded me. 
 
    I split my attention into as many parts as I possibly could as I focused on the bonds between myself and each of my flying monsters. A summoner’s bond gave him or her an innate sense of a bonded monster’s position, activities, and what it sensed. 
 
    In this case, each of my couple-hundred monsters was transformed into a small, agile scout which could easily scope out the jungle around us. As I focused on my kalgori scouts, they sent back vague images and impressions of what they each noticed as they flitted between the trees. 
 
    The first thing they sent back to me were impressions of Varleth, Almasy, and Gawain from where they’d fallen. Apparently, our attackers had set up an enormous pit with a net on top. The trap was covered with dead leaves and dirt to hide its presence, and the three men had walked into it without a clue.  
 
    Now, Gawain, Almasy, and Varleth were at the bottom of the hole wrapped in netting and covered in debris. If they were normal humans, there was no way the three of them could escape that deep of a hole, but my teammates were no ordinary humans. I knew they could use earth and fire magic to make a quick escape once they recovered from their fall. 
 
    “Nine attackers!” I called out loudly to warn Arwyn and Nia. “Four ahead, five behind! No known mages, but it can’t be ruled out!” 
 
    I couldn’t stick around and see what the women’s responses were, since I was forced to dash away from my hiding spot when my voice gave me away. Then I crouched between two trees and concocted a plan of attack as quickly as my mind could work. 
 
    Angry shouts emanated from the jungle ahead of us now, and I assumed our attackers had given up the element of surprise as they sprung their ambush from the frontal side. Perhaps they even thought their noise could drown out the sounds of more attackers who approached from the back. 
 
    I grinned with savage satisfaction as I pulled a light blue, wing-shaped crystal from my bandolier. Little did these attackers know, I was going to meet them halfway. 
 
    My vingehund sprang from the crystal with a puff of smoke, and her tongue lolled from her mouth as she turned to regard me playfully. Two arched horns sprouted from her head, and her doglike snout was full of sharp canines and powerful molars. Two blue, feathered wings grew from the vingehund’s back, but she kept them tightly folded in the thick jungle surroundings. 
 
    Quickly, I swung myself up onto her back. Her sloping, predatorial stance made it difficult to stay on top, but I dug my hands into her blue fur and gripped tightly enough to hold myself there. Then I gave an order, and the canine-like monster darted away into the woods.  
 
    Trees flashed past, and branches whipped at my metal-clad body as she weaved effortlessly between trunks. Her speed was incredible once I showed her the directions from the kalgori and their impressions of where each attacker was located, and she sprinted at full power toward her first victim. 
 
    I barely caught a flashing impression of his shocked face before my vingehund was on him. Her heavy paws slammed hard into his chest as she knocked him down, and his body hit the dirt with a jolting bounce. 
 
    The man’s expression was pure rage as his face twisted at me in a snarl. He lifted his bow as if to draw it even from his position, but I reached down and tore the wooden weapon out of his grasp. 
 
    “Give it up,” I snapped, though I knew he couldn’t understand me. 
 
    “Miralea putheria emeru ano im amur irne,” my pinned attacker growled back. 
 
    That means ‘I would rather die for Miralea than suffer defeat,’ Sera supplied helpfully in a matter-of-fact tone. 
 
    “What?” I replied in shock and anger. “You can translate the Southern language perfectly, and you didn’t think to even mention it?” 
 
    The man on the ground thrashed and kicked uselessly at me as he reacted to my words like I was yelling at him. 
 
    You never asked, Sera told me snidely. Besides, it’s hardly perfect. I hardly know how to begin with some of this new slang. I haven’t heard the language in centuries. 
 
    “I don’t have time for this,” I told the Archon tightly, “but just know I’m not a big fan of you right now, and you deserve nothing less than a silent treatment. That said, could you translate for me from here on out?” 
 
    With pleasure, Sera purred contentedly. 
 
    Now, I just had to figure out what to do with this man I’d captured. My kalgori still flitted through the woods under my careful control, and they warned me that a second man was very close to my position. 
 
    I didn’t have the time for this, so I winced and ordered my vingehund to break my captive’s arms with as little trauma as possible, and she took to the order without qualm. My monster lifted up one front leg and reared back a little before she crushed it down into the man’s flailing arm. 
 
    My vingehund hit her target, and I heard an audible snap as the bone in his arm cracked under the force of her weight. The man hollered and shrieked in pain, and then he flailed helplessly under my vingehund as she prepared her second hit. She reared back and crushed her paw into his other arm, and I heard a second snap. This one didn’t sound or look as clean, but it would have to do. 
 
    I cringed as the blow hit home, and I questioned for a moment if I made the right decision. I didn’t see how else to avoid killing him when the man was so intent on attacking us. 
 
    Suddenly, my kalgori informed me that two men were closing in, one on each side of us. 
 
    I slipped off the side of my vingehund and dropped into the thick underbrush below as I commanded her to take the man on the left. Then I drew my father’s dagger and my rhin one before I focused on the attacker coming in quickly on my right. 
 
    An arrow hissed out of the trees, but it pinged uselessly against my lower leg before glancing away. The hovering presence of my bullet bass kept me safe, even though my clothing was suffering in the attack. I had tears and rips all over my shirt and trousers from traveling through the forest on my vingehund’s back. 
 
    Shouting emanated from the trees, and my gaze darted around as I tried to figure out where my attacker would come from. I had a distant sense of my kalgori reporting sightings and of my vingehund fighting the other enemy, but I couldn’t pay attention to those things right now. 
 
    He says ‘heretics like you don’t deserve to live,’ Sera reported casually. Now, it’s ‘give me your life and your blood money.’ Sounds like they’re bandits with a cause. Idiot humans.  
 
    In an instant, a dark-haired man came barreling out of the trees as he yelled in his own language. He brandished a sabre-like weapon with a rounded hilt to guard his hand and a long, whippy blade to slash wounds into his enemies. 
 
    It was the kind of weapon designed to be used against other sword-bearing enemies on even footing, but I wasn’t here for any type of duel.  
 
    I flicked my wrist forward, and my rhin dagger flew end over end before it buried itself in the man’s stomach. He gasped as I dashed forward, and my attacker collapsed into a kneeling position as he clutched his stomach in pain. His brown eyes rolled in his head, and he slumped over sideways like a puppet with cut strings. 
 
    I reached for the handle of my rhin dagger and gritted my teeth as I pulled it free from the dying man’s stomach. As I flicked his blood off my blade, I avoided his glassy stare and turned my head away. I had killed before, but it was never a duty I enjoyed. Unlike the animandu, these men were fully human, and their decision to be bandits was the only thing that made them our enemies. 
 
    I turned my attention to my vingehund, but she was completely fine without my help. I watched her lean down and crush her jaws around the other attacker’s throat, and the man died in a spray of arterial blood. 
 
    More shouting came from the jungle in front of us, and my kalgori reported two men and a woman all outfitted with bows. Maybe if these bandits weren’t fixed on their fanatical devotion to Miralea, they would know when to ask for mercy or run away. Instead, they would rather throw themselves to their deaths for a demi-goddess monster that probably didn’t even know who they were. 
 
    An arrow whipped past me and grazed my vingehund’s foreleg as she ran to join me. A streak of red blood dripped down her leg, and I quickly used my bullet bass to cover her as well. Chrome coating turned the canine-like monster metallic instead of blue, and the next arrow pinged harmlessly against her neck. 
 
    “Let’s get them,” I told my vingehund curtly before I dashed forward with both of my blades drawn. 
 
    My rhin dagger glowed with pink light as my bond with the vingehund grew and strengthened. In the next moment, we were perfectly in sync, and I could feel her vague thoughts and decisions swim past me as we leapt into battle together. 
 
    The first person I reached was the woman, and her long braid of dark hair whipped behind her as she slashed at me with some kind of decorated cutlass. I blocked her first strike with my left-hand weapon and moved automatically into the counter we’d been taught at the Academy. 
 
    She threw herself forward into my counter, and my blade buried itself between her ribs. As I stared in shock, the woman gurgled out a last hissing sentence, and she died quickly. 
 
    ‘My life for the Goddess,’ Sera intoned. What a worthless gesture. 
 
    Sera’s amused derision was a far cry from the sickened, angry pit of emotion in my stomach, but I agreed with her on one thing. This was a worthless waste of life, and I wasn’t going to let Miralea corrupt this country’s people if I could do anything about it. 
 
    My vingehund met the other two bandit attackers as they ran at her with spiked clubs of some kind. She nimbly dodged as the first man brought his club down toward her flank, and she bowled over the second man with her large, clawed paws. 
 
    My vingehund’s full weight fell on his chest, and I heard the second man’s rib cage crack like a shattered egg as she pounded her forelegs into him with savage purpose. It was easy to forget her power when I was giving her orders to restrain herself, but my vingehund was deadly against humans with the kind of ease that reminded me this was what she was made for. 
 
    The second man was as good as dead, so she turned her attention to the final attacker on this side of the jungle. His club grazed my vingehund’s flank as he took a wild swing at her, but she danced nimbly away before she darted in and closed her teeth around his shoulder. 
 
    Blood dripped from the wound, and the man dropped his club as he gasped in shock and pain. My vingehund released her jaws, only to bite down again, this time on his neck. She crushed his windpipe with brutal force, and the man collapsed to the ground in a jumble of weakly kicking legs and clawing hands. 
 
    He died quickly, and I forced myself to stuff away my feelings on the matter. It was his choice to attack, and self-defence was hardly something to feel bad about, no matter how brutally I was able to overcome my enemies with a single monster. 
 
    I consulted my kalgori, and they told me one man was still alive in the frontal attack. Even as I turned to run back that way, however, my kalgori gave me a vivid mental image of what happened to that final man. A gout of fire lit him ablaze with a heat so intense, he dropped instantly, and I knew he was dead as well. I turned my attention away from the gruesome death and focused on bringing back the only survivor. 
 
    I hopped on my vingehund’s back and rode her toward where I’d left the man with the broken arms. He was almost exactly in the same spot, though he’d dragged himself to the body of his partner, and he now sat over the other man in a hunched position. 
 
    I frowned in confusion at the strange behavior, but soon I realized he had the dead man’s sabre balanced between his knees. I couldn’t imagine how he planned to attack me like that, but I soon realized he wasn’t going to. 
 
    The survivor muttered something and gave me a feverish grin. 
 
    ‘And now I end my shame, heretic, so Miralea will accept me in death,’ Sera narrated. 
 
    My eyes widened in shock, and I slid off my vingehund’s back as quickly as possible.  
 
    “Stop!” I shouted to the broken-armed man, but he didn’t even glance up from his task. 
 
    The survivor leaned back and shoved the saber into his upper chest. It pierced the flesh beside his breastbone and angled upward through his neck, and the man wheezed as shock took hold of him. 
 
    It would be a long, painful end. I gritted my teeth and ordered my vingehund to take care of him, and she bounded toward the dying man as she followed my direction. 
 
    My vingehund’s teeth dug into his neck, and she took him out with the same motion she had used on others before him. The man gurgled and died, and I watched the light fade from his eyes. 
 
    Hmph, you should have let him die slowly, Sera told me in disappointment. It’s far more boring when you hasten the process. 
 
    “This isn’t a show for your amusement, if you haven’t noticed,” I responded tersely as I sheathed my daggers. 
 
    Now that the fighters on both sides were taken care of, I recalled my kalgori and stopped their drain of mana and concentration. I sighed with relief when I could finally relax the effort and magic it took to keep them under such tight control, and I tucked the pale green crystal back into its spot along my bandolier. Then I climbed back onto my vingehund’s feathery back and asked her to take me to my teammates.  
 
    We dashed through the jungle with less urgency than before, though stringy branches and hanging vines whipped at my clothing as my vingehund shot through the tight forest. I was grateful for the bullet bass, or I would be covered in little slashes and cuts within the first second of this sort of travel. 
 
    “Gryff!” Nia shouted as my vingehund burst from the trees and came to a sliding stop. 
 
    Dead leaves sprayed up into my face, and I wiped them away with one hand as I dismissed my bullet bass and clambered down from my vingehund’s back. 
 
    “Everybody okay?” I asked as I looked around the group. 
 
    “Bruised, but fine,” Gawain grunted in reply.  
 
    “Do you mean your body or your ego?” I asked as I scanned the fire mage for serious injury. 
 
    “Both, of course,” Gawain answered as he rolled his eyes in good humor. “Varleth twisted his ankle a little, but Arwyn is going to heal it up in a minute.” 
 
    I turned to the healer, and she nodded absently as she held her glowing hands against Nia’s arm. I watched as Arwyn sealed up a thin, shallow scratch along Nia’s wrist, and the small wound closed like it had never existed. 
 
    “There,” Arwyn said happily, and she pulled Nia’s sleeve back over the wound. “Now, I can do Varleth.” 
 
    “Thanks,” the banisher said gratefully as Arwyn approached him and pulled down his sock to look at the swollen wound. 
 
    Varleth was standing at an odd angle since he had to put all his weight on his left foot, but he straightened up as soon as Arwyn’s hands began to glow. Her magic worked on the unseen injury, and Varleth shook his head in awe as he shifted his weight back onto his right foot. 
 
    “Finished,” Arwyn announced with a smile as she pulled away from the wound. “That should be everybody, now. Oh, Gryff, do you have any injuries I need to take care of?” 
 
    “I think I’m good,” I replied as I gestured toward my bandolier. “My kalgori kept such good watch, I pretty much knew where every attack was coming from. The bullet bass was fine for the rest.” 
 
    “See?” Varleth pointed out as he turned to Nia. “He’s totally fine. No need to worry.” 
 
    “I was hardly worried,” Nia protested as she narrowed her eyes at Varleth. “I simply wanted to know if Gryff’s side of the fight required more assistance.” 
 
    “She was worried,” Varleth confided to me confidently. 
 
    “Thanks, Nia,” I told her with a smile. “Sadly, I was barely even necessary in my own fights. My vingehund really showed me up.” 
 
    The canine-like monster turned happily to me, and her tongue lolled out as she panted and regarded me with bright eyes. I gave her a fond scratch behind one of her curving horns, and she licked happily at my hand in response. 
 
    I gave her a final pat and recalled my vingehund into her essence crystal before I tucked it back into my bandolier. 
 
    “Now,” I proposed with a grin, “let’s get some damn mangos.” 
 
    My teammates laughed, and we wandered over to the tree as we stepped carefully around the sunken dirt pit. I could see Almasy had built a series of rough earthen stairs out of the trap, and I shook my head at the idea of those bandits even trying to contain a group of Academy mages like us. They certainly got unlucky when they picked their targets. 
 
    “What did they want, anyway?” Almasy asked as he jabbed a thumb back toward the bodies we left behind. “I mean, I’m pretty sure they don’t camp out here in hopes of finding a bunch of foreigners to attack.” 
 
    “They were bandits,” I explained as I gave the earth mage a shrug. “They were certainly eager to kill us once they realized we weren’t from Luratamba, but I think the original plan was to rob whoever passed through here. Though, it looks like they had also become prey to Miralea’s fanaticism.” 
 
    “But why were they here, in the middle of the jungle?” Varleth asked. 
 
    “Actually,” I said as I pulled my map from my pocket, “I think we must be close to the final trail that leads to the crystal caves. It’s the only explanation for this trap, since it would mean a great deal of people come through here and see the mango tree.” 
 
    Speaking of the mango tree, Gawain and Nia had clambered up the surface roots of the tree in order to pick through the fruit that dangled from its branches. The mangoes were vaguely oblong, and each fruit hung from a thin, cord-like step which drooped down several inches from the branch. The fruits themselves were green, yellow, orange, red, and every hue in between, so I had no idea how they planned to pick ripe ones successfully. 
 
    “These ones are good,” Nia announced happily as she plucked four multicolored pieces of fruit from one of the dangling bunches. 
 
    “I’ve got some here, too,” Gawain told us, and he came away with five mangos, which he passed down to Almasy on the ground. 
 
    “Let’s save most of them,” I told the team as I accepted a few mangos from Almasy. “We can cut one up with my knife and eat it as we walk, but I want to get to the caves quickly.” 
 
    We agreed it was the better option, and each of us stowed mangos in our horses’ bags to spread out the weight. Then we hopped on our steeds and started toward our destination at a quick walk once again. 
 
    Within a minute, we reached a clear dirt trail that wound through the jungle trees in a confident line. There were footprints in the dust and debris, and it was clear the few people who came through this forest usually came this way. 
 
    Our horses struck out boldly in a single-file line along the trail, and our progress went far more smoothly with fewer trees threatening to poke us in the eyes. I popped a piece of mango into my mouth and stuck the knife back into the fruit before I passed the sticky thing to Almasy behind me. It was more than a little messy to eat mangoes while on the move, but I didn’t mind using a little water from my leather skin to clean my hands off. 
 
    The mangoes were fresh and sweet, and I enjoyed savoring how strong the flavor was compared to an apple or a plum. I could certainly see why Nia loved mangoes so much, since the powerful flavor and delicate floral scent of the fruit seemed to describe the two sides of her personality perfectly.  
 
    “Why didn’t we follow a trail the whole way, again?” Gawain asked as he twisted in his saddle and raised his eyebrows at me. 
 
    “Too many potential encounters with bandits,” I replied easily. “I don’t know about you, but I’m glad we only had one fight rather than half a dozen.” 
 
    “Oh,” Gawain grunted out, “fair point.” 
 
    “Look,” Almasy said suddenly as he stretched in his saddle to see the path ahead. “I think we’re finally getting close to those caves.” 
 
    The trees gave way suddenly to rocky ground and a scant number of scraggly plants which struggled to cling to cracks in the stone. Twisted rock formations rose into the air beyond that, and the craggy cliffside was pulled into interesting shapes with uneven, jagged holes and dripping stalactites that ranged in color from off-white to light brown.  
 
    “This is it,” I announced with a grin as I patted the hip pouch at my side. “Who’s ready to get rid of Phi forever?” 
 
    “I’m pretty fucking ready,” Gawain answered with a delighted chuckle. “Maker, I’d like to never hear her name again in my life.” 
 
    “Let’s go find a big crystal pillar, then,” I told my team, and then I dismounted from Char’s back. 
 
    “We’ll have to tie the horses here,” Nia said as she pointed to the last copse of thick-trunked trees. 
 
    There weren’t any closer to the caves, so we all dismounted and led our steeds over to those few trees. There wasn’t much grass for the horses to graze on while we were gone, but I knew they’d have a full meal and a nice drink once we finished our task here and continued on to the river. 
 
    Once the horses were settled, we walked over to the nearest cave entrance and peered into the darkness within. The light disappeared surprisingly quickly past the entrance of the cavern, and we would have to rely on Nia and Gawain to light fires to guide us the whole way.  
 
    “Gets kind of spooky, doesn’t it?” Almasy asked nonchalantly.  
 
    “Unlike the ones in Mistral,” Arwyn explained, “these cave tunnels have formed naturally and have gone almost entirely without people changing them. It won’t be nearly as easy to navigate as last time.” 
 
    “Right,” Varleth said in a monotone drawl, “because that was a walk in the park.” 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” I reassured my team. “We’ll just keep taking right turns until we reach the end of the tunnel we’re on, and then we can go through the rest of them systematically until we find what we need.” 
 
    “How big was Sera’s crystal pillar?” Gawain asked as he frowned into the darkness within. 
 
    “Pretty enormous,” I replied as I remembered the beautiful cavern she was imprisoned in. “Thick enough that I couldn’t put my arms around it, and at least a story and a half tall.” 
 
    “It’ll be difficult to find another like that,” Varleth mused. 
 
    “Still,” I responded, “we have no other options. I’m sure we’ll find something that can fit her.” 
 
    With that, Gawain lit up a fire spell that glowed blue-white with heat. Nia joined in with her own soft, orange flame, and Gawain cooled his until it was yellow-orange as well. 
 
    Then we stepped into the caves and wandered into the mysterious, twisting tunnels, which curved away into the unknown blackness. 
 
    As we walked, we stumbled often over the uneven footing in the floor. It was soft and loose with dust in some sections, though others suddenly turned into craggy, bubbled rock dotted with newly forming stalagmite mounds. Low-hanging sections of the cave made ducking essential, and we crouched often in order to avoid banging our heads on the stalactites above. 
 
    Slowly, buried essence crystals became larger and more obvious within the rock. They jutted from the walls and glittered with beautiful, iridescent light as Nia and Gawain’s fires passed by them. 
 
    “Do you need any empty crystals?” Arwyn asked as we passed a clot of glittering crystals. 
 
    “I’ve got plenty,” I replied, though my eyes lingered on the sight of the crystals until we walked out of range. “Though, do tell me if you see any with monsters inside.” 
 
    “Got it,” Gawain replied. 
 
    Minutes ticked by as we wove our way through the tunnels. The lights cast looming, unnerving shadows from the strange rock formations, but we didn’t run into anything remarkable. Then we reached a point where the tunnel dwindled to a close, and we were forced to stop. 
 
    “I guess we’ll try another direction,” I decided calmly. “We have plenty more to explore, so it’s alright.” 
 
    “Wait,” Nia said as she turned toward one side of the cavern wall. “There’s another tunnel tucked away here. It’s not wide, but I think it comes out in a larger space. Let me check.” 
 
    “Nia,” I started, but she was already beginning to squeeze through the gap. 
 
    I watched as the ashen-haired mage shuffled sideways through the narrow rock passage, and I marveled at her easy bravery and casual determination to do her best. Every smudge of dust and gritty rock on Nia’s outfit was just a badge that showed how brave she was in the face of any obstacle. 
 
    Nia came out the other side of the narrow passage, and she stumbled free as she emerged into a larger space. The flickering glow of her flame lit up the cave beyond the corridor even though the walls of the small tunnel hid most of the view, but the whole cavern seemed to glitter with shocking amounts of crystals embedded into the walls, floor, and ceiling. 
 
    “It’s here!” Nia exclaimed as she turned back to grin at us. “Come on, I think this crystal is even bigger than the one you described.” 
 
    “Coming!” I called back as a huge grin threatened to break my face. 
 
    It was a huge relief to find exactly what we were looking for, and the rest of us squeezed through the gap in single file order. None of us seemed very comfortable with the tight fit, but we all made it through fine. 
 
    We reached Nia and joined her as all six of us gawked at the enormous crystal formation. It wasn’t a floor-to-ceiling pillar like the one in Mistral had been, but rather it was a series of seven enormous, faceted crystals that slanted diagonally in every which way.  
 
    “I’ve never even heard of anything so … “ Arwyn began, but her voice trailed off in pure awe as she stared at the formation in front of us. 
 
    It almost looked like a set of smaller essence crystals had been suddenly expanded to form these gigantic formations, or rather like we had been magically shrunk down to the size of ants. The sheer faces of each crystal were impossibly straight and precise, and it would take at least two of us joining arms to stretch around the diameter of the largest of them. I couldn’t imagine how such things had existed in this world for so long without Enclave scholars even knowing they existed. 
 
    “It’s perfect,” I breathed. “Finally, we can trap Phi once and for all, and nobody will ever be able to get close if we block off that tight entrance.” 
 
    “What a shame to seal it away,” Arwyn sighed as she shook her head. “But you’re right. We have to do it for the good of humanity’s future.” 
 
    “Do you know how to do it?” Nia asked as she turned to me with worried eyes. 
 
    “Sera will tell me how,” I said as I unbuttoned my hip pouch and pulled out Phi’s crystal. 
 
    The perfectly round, blue orb glowed in the darkness of the cave, and faint whispering filled the air at an almost imperceptible volume. Just holding the orb made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up, and I was more than ready to see it gone from my life.  
 
    I’ve never done this type of magic before, Sera warned me as she drew close to the forefront of my mind. We’ll have to be very, very careful. Remember that when Phi imprisoned me, she did so with the power of other Archons. 
 
    Would this even be possible to do on my own? 
 
    You’ll have my assistance and power, at least, Sera assured me. Besides that, I’m uncertain of how your own special abilities may play into this task. Now, let’s begin. First, you have to open your mind so I can show you what I need to. 
 
    I followed her instructions and let down some of my shields to allow her to show me exactly what she wanted me to do. Unlike when she showed me how to open a portal into the Shadowscape, Sera no longer had free run of my mind, so she needed my permission to do certain things. 
 
    I flexed my hands and prepared my willpower as I gripped Phi’s orb carefully between my fingers. Sera told me to walk forward to the largest crystal, and I carefully placed the orb so it touched the side of the structure. 
 
    Press your willpower through the crystal, Sera instructed. You need to squeeze her through this essence crystal and into the larger one, but your grip has to stay very firm. Otherwise, she’ll simply wrestle her way free and escape entirely. 
 
    Sweat poured down my forehead as I focused my intention on the crystal orb in front of me. At first, I could hardly get a feel on Phi’s presence inside of it at all. I felt like I was chasing a fish through a clouded, muddy stream, and there was no way to even tell if she was within reach. Then a hint of her presence brushed my careful probing, and I latched onto that hint eagerly as I pressed and gripped at it with my willpower. 
 
    Phi struggled in my grip, but I held fast. She was impossibly quick and difficult to control, but I had no option except to steel my mind and press onward. The confines of the small crystal faded from my mind’s eye as I forced Phi from the blue orb toward the large receptacle that awaited her. She had struggled hard before, but now she weakened and relaxed as I overpowered Phi enough to tire her out.  
 
    Good, Sera praised as I forced Phi onward, you have her now. Only a little further. 
 
    I grinned as my effort began to pay off, and I felt us inch toward the crystal that would serve as her prison for the next eternity. 
 
    Idiot, taunted a childlike voice in my head. If an Archon tires out that quickly, you must be a fool to believe they aren’t faking it! 
 
    Suddenly, the blue orb in my hand exploded into shards of glass-like crystal, and all hell broke loose. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    Sharp pain shocked up my arms as the crystal exploded beneath my hands, and I jerked away from the pain instinctually. I lost my grip on Phi’s presence, and I heard a childlike laugh as she squirmed away from my grasp. 
 
    “I’ve returned!” Phi cackled as a bloom of smoke filled the room in front of me. 
 
    Light flashed, and a white blast knocked me backward and away from the large crystal. I tumbled away and rolled as I put up my arms to guard my face, but I ran into something soft before I hit the wall. 
 
    “Oof!” Arwyn gasped as she managed to steady us both. “Gryff, are you alright?” 
 
    The red-haired professor helped me to my feet with a gentle grip on my forearms, and I swayed slightly before I regained my balance. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I responded, and my gaze narrowed in on the quickly-clearing smoke across the room. “However, this situation isn’t doing nearly so well.” 
 
    A young girl’s silhouette was revealed as the smoke cleared, and Phi giggled as she faced us. She had pale blue skin, bright white hair in pigtails, and a glow of blue aura which surrounded her in a soft oval. This childlike version of Phi wore a small black dress smudged with dirt, and a gold chain with a pendant in the shape of angel wings dangled from her neck.  
 
    “I may not be up to full power yet,” Phi told us with a toothy grin, “but I won’t need it to grind you all into dust.” 
 
    She snapped her tiny fingers, and a rift opened behind her. The muddled portal swirled with dark colors, and it stretched wider to cut off our view of the giant crystals behind Phi.  
 
    “Fuck off,” Gawain shouted with pure fury written in his shaking voice. “Gryff beat you once, and he sure isn’t going to fail to put you away again.” 
 
    “Hmph,” Phi sniffed, and she turned her chin up in derision. “We’ll see about that. These may not be my usual fare, but these Southern monsters should do quite nicely as the first members of my army. It’s fitting that you brought me to the sole place I could summon so many at once.” 
 
    Phi raised her hands, and glowing power began to light up the cavern. The thousands of crystals in the ceiling, floors, and walls lit up with unearthly power, and I stared as I began to realize her plan. 
 
    Not all of these crystals were unoccupied. Sera had once performed similar feats where she freed the monsters trapped in her own crystal cavern, and I had no doubt Phi could do the same. 
 
    As we watched in shock, the first monsters flashed into existence around us. The cavern trembled and shook, and debris broke loose from the ceiling near the larger crystals as the entire cave was disrupted. 
 
    “Fall back!” I shouted, and my entire team stumbled away from the threatening collapse. 
 
    I threw out a bullet bass crystal, and the metallic fish covered all six of us with chrome-like protection. It couldn’t stop a serious attack or a boulder from crushing us, but it would at least stop an errant debilitating head injury. 
 
    “Lycans!” Varleth shouted as he braced himself for the oncoming monsters. “Wait, maybe not!” 
 
    I could see why Varleth had been taken off guard by the pack of seven snarling creatures loping toward us. Lycans were tall and bipedal with humanoid bodies and long limbs, and the same could be said of these creatures. Lycans had sickly gray skin which was covered in sparse, stringy hair, and they looked more like a malformed human than any real wolf.  
 
    The same description could almost be used for these creatures, but there were some differences. Each monster was covered in short brown fur the color of mud, and their skin was a yellowed tan hue dappled with dark black spots. Two rounded ears stood out from their skulls, and their faces were whiskered and feline in nature. 
 
    “Jaguar monsters,” I realized out loud as I drew my daggers from their sheathes. “They don’t have lycans here, they have damn jaguars.” 
 
    “Be careful of their claws!” Arwyn warned us as she gathered magic for a spell in her hands. “Jagualars are better jumpers, too.” 
 
    So, that was what they were called. I was close enough, at least. 
 
    Arwyn drew her right hand along her left forearm, and glowing light emanated from her hands as the spell took effect. A long, rapier-like sword formed flat along the skin of her arm, and she pulled it free as the fabrication completed. 
 
    Gawain finished his own spell, and a flaming sword appeared in his grip as he dashed toward the nearest jagualar with his weapon brandished. In one slash, he ripped the jagualar’s arm into two parts, and the lower half of the severed arm dropped to the cave floor as its taloned fingers twitched in a final reaction. 
 
    “Careful!” I shouted as the jagualar leapt for Gawain with the claws on its other hand outstretched. 
 
    Almasy stepped forward and raised a rocky shield from the earth between Gawain and the jagualar just in time to stop its attack. 
 
    “Easy there,” Almasy advised Gawain in a relaxed voice. “A little too early to go dying when there are six more enemies in the wings.” 
 
    Gawain flicked his hands around a new spell and tossed it over the top of the wall in barely an instant. His fireball burst right on top of the wounded jagualar, and it howled with feline rage as it burned and collapsed at the foot of the earth shield. 
 
    “There,” Gawain said as he dusted his hands off. “Seven is now six.” 
 
    Speaking of six more, those other jagualars were almost on us. So, I slipped an essence crystal from my bandolier as I prepared to deal with the issue. 
 
    Nia got there first as she gestured out a new spell, and an ice shield blossomed between us and the rest of the pack. The warped wall went from one side of the cave to the other, and it blocked off the jagualar attack entirely. The white-flecked ice distorted their snarling faces as I looked through it, and they clawed at the wall as they tried to break through. 
 
    “Pretty soon, they’re just going to climb over,” Arwyn warned.  
 
    “Pretty soon, they won’t be able to focus on us,” I replied with a smile, and I threw my essence crystal over the ice wall. 
 
    The image from the other side was warped through the ice, but my roosa was distinctive as it burst forth from its crystal, chittered its war cry, and entered into the fray. 
 
    My roosa was akin to a scorpion, with large black eyes, and thick metal pincers that reached up to twelve feet long. It barely fit in that segmented portion of the cavern without running into the walls on either side, but the lack of maneuvering space didn’t affect it much. Its easily-extended tail slammed into any enemies who dared to stand in the way, and two jagualars fell dead from the fatal toxin it injected. 
 
    As for the other four jagualars, my roosa began to make short work of them, too. It broke two in half with its metal pincers and tore into them with its mouth-centered appendages as it devoured the jagualars in the midst of the battle. 
 
    My roosa tried to seize a third jagualar with those long metal pincers, but my monster’s claws barely got a hold of its enemy’s foot before the jagualar wrested itself free. 
 
    The third and the fourth jagualar seemed to grow wise to the danger of my monster, because they threw themselves at the ice wall and began to claw their way up with their retractable talons. 
 
    “Incoming!” I called to my teammates as I brandished my daggers and crouched at the ready. 
 
    “I’ve got the one on the right,” Varleth replied and shuffled up to the base of the ice wall. 
 
    “I’ve got the left one,” Arwyn replied as she did the same on the opposite side. 
 
    Then the jagualars leapt down to the ground on our side of the wall, but my teammates were waiting. Varleth’s banisher sword flicked a light slash along his enemy’s leg, and the jagualar collapsed as its life force drained from its body. Varleth’s blade swirled with dark power as shadowy tendrils of banisher magic writhed along his sword, and the body of his enemy grayed and dissolved as it faded from the human world. 
 
    Arwyn took the other jagualar out in short succession. A white beam of power burst from the tip of her sword, and she buried her rapier in the beast’s furry chest as the energy beam shot straight through its lungs and out the back of its torso. The light beam burned a hole clear through the ice wall, and I stared in awe as Arwyn slid her sword back out from her enemy. 
 
    “Well, shit,” I commented with a grin. “That energy burst power of yours is getting better every time I see it.”  
 
    “Don’t count on it too often,” Arwyn warned, though a soft smile overtook her expression. “It takes a lot of mana for me to do something like that, though a mage like Gawain or Nia can shoot fire beams all day.” 
 
    Suddenly, Phi’s giggling laugh echoed through the cavern, and I stopped cold in my tracks at the sound. 
 
    “Good job surviving some of the weakest grunts around,” Phi’s voice sneered from the back of the cavern. “How about if I throw all of these at you?” 
 
    The cave shook, and I reinforced my focus on my bullet bass to make sure nobody would be hurt by falling debris. 
 
    Suddenly, a huge chunk of rock and crystal broke free from the ceiling and plunged down toward my roosa at the far end of the cavern. I told my scorpion monster to dodge, but it didn’t manage to get its tail end out of the way. The enormous boulder thundered as it slammed into my roosa, and my monster screeched with pain as one half of its body was crushed and pinned. 
 
    “Damn,” I swore about the bad luck of the fall, but there was nothing to be done for it. 
 
    Quickly, I recalled my roosa back to my hand before I tucked the stinger-shaped crystal away in its correct spot. 
 
    “We have more coming!” Nia announced, and I ran to the hole in the ice wall to peer through it. 
 
    “Marmon!” I shouted as I locked eyes with the elephantine creature. “This one looks different, though. Smaller, but much bigger tusks.” 
 
    In fact, this marmon had four tusks in total that emerged in pairs from each side of the monster’s mouth. It was impressive looking, but I wasn’t sure what the function was. 
 
    “Back away from the wall!” Arwyn called to me. “Those tusks absorb far more sound than the regular marmon!” 
 
    I backpedaled just as the Southern marmon released its trumpeting call. The cavern trembled and vibrated with the sounds, and the ice wall looked like it was jittering off the floor, it was shaking so hard. 
 
    Suddenly, the ice wall cracked and spiderwebbed with fissures. In the next instant, the entire structure blew apart into a thousand tiny shards of dangerously sharp ice. 
 
    Luckily, we had my bullet bass to protect us. We all covered our faces and ducked away, but the ice shards that pinged against our metallic skin were rendered into merely harmless annoyances. 
 
    The rest of the wall crumbled into a pile of debris, and the monsters behind it were revealed. The thick, dusty-purple skin of the marmon was dotted with tiny cuts from the ice explosion, but the two monsters on either side of it were completely unscathed. 
 
    The first monster was a large, droopy-snouted animal with six legs that ended in hooves. The creature was covered in black, chitinous plates which guarded its shortly furred hide everywhere except along its face and its joints. 
 
    “Looks like a tapir,” Almasy noted as he pointed at the six-legged, plated monster. “Sorta more evil, of course.” 
 
    “I don’t know what a tapir is,” I said as I gawked at the third enormous monster, “but I do know what a river otter is.” 
 
    Admittedly, the third monster wasn’t quite a river otter, but rather more like some giant version of one outfitted with strange, monstrous adaptations.  
 
    “That’s a duvarku,” Arwyn named it as her eyes widened in fear. “Thank the Maker we’re not in water, because it could kill us all effortlessly if we were.” 
 
    The duvarku was blueish green in hue, and two sets of pale-colored gills flexed at its neck when it breathed. Glittering, shining scales along its stomach protected its underside, and they emitted a faint green glow in the darkness of the cave. In place of whiskers, the duvarku had long, catfish-like fleshy tendrils that twitched as it focused its attention on us.  
 
    From the duvarku’s forehead sprouted a single drooping lure, and it ended in a glowing lime-colored bulb that lit the cavern with eerie greenish light. The monster’s tail was thick and powerful, and it ended in a flattened, scaled split fin like a dolphin’s. The duvarku’s paws each had five sharp black claws, and its mouth fell open in a snarl to reveal a row of pointed white teeth. 
 
    I’d never seen a river otter as something to be feared before, but the duvarku looked strikingly like a wolfish beast at this size. It was only slightly smaller than my vingehund, and it came in at around three feet tall, though its body was much longer than my vingehund’s. The duvarku slunk toward us with hunger in its conniving, slitted eyes, and yellow webbing peeked from between its five-toed feet as it walked.  
 
    I ran my hand along my bandolier as I decided what to do. 
 
    “What are its powers?” I asked Arwyn, and I frowned at the advancing creature. “Other than its swimming capability, of course.” 
 
    “I’m not sure of everything it’s capable of,” Arwyn answered grimly, “but I do know one thing. There’s never just one duvarku.” 
 
    As I watched, the monster split into two separate creatures. 
 
    I wasn’t entirely sure how it happened. One second, the otter-like duvarku was on its own. Then it twisted a little, or ducked, or maybe it simply stepped aside to reveal a second monster as if it had always been there. 
 
    In any case, what was once one creature was now two, and I didn’t like the calculating expressions in their hungry gazes. 
 
    “Attack!” Phi cackled as she pointed a tiny finger toward my team, and the three monsters began to charge. 
 
    “Gawain, Almasy, you take the marmon!” I barked out, and my teammates rushed to follow their orders. “Nia and Arwyn get the tapir thing! Varleth, you’re with me on the duvarku!” 
 
    I didn’t have time to check if my teammates were on top of their tasks or not, because the monsters reached us in the next moment. 
 
    The two duvarku twined around each other in a dizzying display of agility. The lures on their heads bobbed and twined as they moved, and I found myself staring listlessly at the glowing patterns the two lures traced through the air. They were really quite beautiful, and the movement of the glowing lures mesmerized me as I watched the duvarku approach. 
 
    Wait, this was wrong.  
 
    I was supposed to be doing something, wasn’t I? In a rush, I tore my eyes away from the twining monsters, and my clarity of thought returned to me. 
 
    “Varleth,” I snapped as I tugged at the banisher’s arm. “Pay attention!” 
 
    The banisher shook his head and blinked as he cleared his mind, and he turned to me with a confused expression on his face. 
 
    “What happened?” he asked even as he drew new swirling black magic along his banisher blade. 
 
    “The lures have a hypnotic effect,” I explained succinctly. “You have to keep yourself from getting distracted by them.” 
 
    “Got it,” Varleth responded, and he bent his knees to solidify his stance as the otter-like monsters neared. 
 
    Suddenly, one of the duvarku chattered before it bunched its long body and leapt for Varleth’s chest. 
 
    “Careful!” I shouted as I lunged to help the banisher, and my hand flew to my bandolier to draw my arachness essence crystal from its spot. 
 
    Suddenly, sharp teeth crunched into my arm and wrested my hand away from my bandolier. The second duvarku had taken advantage of my distraction, and now I was in a hand-to-hand fight with nothing to defend Varleth and myself with. 
 
    I caught a glimpse of Varleth as I struggled against my attacker, and I saw his banisher sword fly from his grasp before it skittered across the floor with a series of metallic clangs. It slid to a stop against the wall, where it would be too far out of reach for Varleth to get to it. My friend was in trouble, but I couldn’t get the damn duvarku off my arm. 
 
    The monster tugged hard, and the duvarku bowled me over in one rough motion. I was sure the only thing that kept its vice-like jaws from going straight through my arm was the protective coating of my bullet bass.  
 
    Still, my attacker gnawed and growled as it tried to tear the skin beneath my shirt sleeve apart, and I thanked the Maker I hadn’t changed into better clothing after the bandit fight. 
 
    I used my left hand to wrest my arachness crystal from my bandolier, and I threw her toward Varleth as I rolled on the floor with my duvarku enemy. Then its four white canine teeth punctured my bullet bass coating, and blood welled from the small wounds as I tussled with the beast. 
 
    I drew my rhin dagger with my left hand even as I focused on my arachness’s orders. She took quickly to my instructions to get the duvarku off Varleth, and I noticed her skitter toward him to free him from his attacker. 
 
    “Get the fuck off me,” I grunted as I plunged my rhin dagger into the duvarku, but my blade merely glanced off the glittering scales on its stomach. 
 
    Now, I saw why the creature had an armored underside but an unguarded, furry topside. When the duvarku attacked, the only part of it that its prey could reach was its scale-coated stomach. 
 
    I snarled my own challenge back at the duvarku while it mauled my arm, and then I shoved my forearm deeper into its throat. I twisted until I stuffed my entire fist and wrist into the duvarku’s gullet, and it made a coughing, hacking noise as I jammed my arm too far into its mouth. 
 
    The duvarku finally relented to its urge to breathe, and it spat my entire arm out.  
 
    “Not a big fan of choking on your food, are you?” I growled before I launched myself at the duvarku’s scrambling form. 
 
    I pinned the otter-like monster to the ground, and my rhin dagger sank into its soft back as I drew my father’s dagger in my injured hand. Then I slammed both daggers down into the duvarku’s back over and over as I sought to inflict as much damage as possible. 
 
    Blood leaked from the wounds, but the duvarku was crazed with ferocity, and it snapped and twisted as it tried to sink its teeth into me yet again. I tightened my grip on the creature as I pinned it with my knees, and I kept it from rolling with my tight grip on at least one knife in its back. 
 
    I jammed my rhin dagger in next to the duvarku’s spine, and it tried to roll again only to drive my dagger far deeper with the motion. As the duvarku turned, my rhin dagger cut into its spine, and my enemy seized up as its spinal cord was severed. It wasn’t dead, but it was certainly paralyzed below its neck. 
 
    Suddenly, my arachness sent a wave of pain through our bond, and I turned to see her collapse to the cave floor listlessly as the second duvarku stood over her body. It looked up at Varleth, and its eyes lit with predatorial fury as drool dribbled from its mouth. 
 
    I recalled my arachness, and the duvarku launched itself at Varleth with its white teeth bared. Varleth crouched to intercept the attack, but without his banisher sword, he was as good as done for. 
 
    The duvarku leapt, and its jaws closed around Varleth’s throat. The banisher shouted as he tried to pry the duvarku’s teeth from his neck, but it only bit down harder and shook him like a ragdoll.  
 
    I knew it was only a matter of time before the duvarku’s powerful jaws cut through to Varleth’s neck. 
 
    My instinct told me to leap up and dash over to help Varleth, but I held myself back. It was a reactionary move, but I wasn’t sure if it was the right one. 
 
    Time slowed to a syrupy crawl as my mind flashed over my options. If I ran to help the gypsy, I might not even get to Varleth in time to save him. Even if I did make it over before his throat was torn out, I didn’t have any guarantee I could make it let go of him. How many times had I stabbed the duvarku underneath me, and it had only fought back harder? 
 
    Suddenly, inspiration struck, and I plunged a hand into my hip pouch as I extracted the crystalline, translucent form of an empty essence crystal. 
 
    I placed the point of the crystal at one of the wounds on the duvarku underneath me, and then I slammed it home into the monster’s flesh. I felt a bond snap into place between us, but there was the distinct sense of two consciousnesses instead of just one as the duvarku beneath me dissolved away into the crystal in my hand. 
 
    I whipped around to see how Varleth was doing. Sure enough, the duvarku at his throat faded and dissolved as it entered the crystal in my hand.  
 
    The banisher breathed a sigh of relief and sat up unharmed, and then the crystal in my hand changed slightly. 
 
    I looked back to it to see the crystal had transformed into a pair blue-green teardrop shapes attached at the tips. The lower portion of each teardrop glowed yellow-green like the lure on the duvarku’s head, and I marveled at it as I turned the monster’s essence crystal around in my hands.  
 
    The bond between us felt good and solid, and I was ecstatic to have such a pair of interesting creatures both under my command. Since I had caught them myself, I would have a much easier time summoning the duvarku, and I would also be able to maintain them with very little mana cost. 
 
    Still, I didn’t have time to give the crystal more than a passing glance before I stuffed it into my hip pouch. 
 
    “We’ve gotta help the others!” I called to Varleth as I leapt to my feet. 
 
    “Too late for that,” the banisher shouted back without looking, and he crouched to snag his fallen banisher sword from the floor. 
 
    I turned toward the others just in time to see the tapir-esque monster collapse into a groaning death at Nia’s feet. There was a spidery pattern of singed chitin plating all along its neck and back, and I recognized the distinctive sign of a powerful lightning attack. 
 
    I whistled as I watched the tapir monster’s body began to decompose, and the marmon’s dissolving corpse wasn’t far ahead of it. My teammates had dealt with their enemies perfectly, and we’d finished with such similar timing that I felt a twinge of pride in my friends’ abilities. 
 
    Then my attention snapped back to Phi, and she pouted at the end of the cavern. 
 
    “I’m so sick of you all!” Phi shouted, and the portal behind her stretched larger. “Good riddance. Enjoy your stay in the Southern hemisphere, far away from your precious Mistral!” 
 
    Phi stepped backward into the portal behind her, and a moment later a monster emerged in her place. The first thing I noticed was the golden color, and the strange flowing form that emerged from the portal glittered like melted gold liquid. The monster oozed out and dripped onto the ground in a puddle of giant, undulating slime.  
 
    Suddenly, the rift portal snapped shut behind the living slime, and we were left without an entrance into the Shadowscape. Luckily, I had Sera, and I could open as many portals as I wanted to chase after Phi. 
 
    The glittering gold monster oozed forward slowly, and my jaw tightened as I stared at the strange enemy. Within the slime, a single strange, brownish organ floated and thumped in the recognizable pattern of a beating heart. 
 
    “Great,” Gawain moaned as he unsheathed his sword. “My grandmother’s jelly cake has come to life.” 
 
    “Can you five take care of this?” I asked urgently as I cracked open a speed slug and slapped it onto the back of my neck. “I need to catch Phi before she gets any farther away.” 
 
    “Of course,” Almasy agreed simply. “It’s a puddle of goo, I could just stick it in a box of rock and sit back for eternity. What’s it going to do?” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said hastily. “I can’t let her go back to Mistral and threaten to destroy the peace we worked so hard to start.” 
 
    “Neither can we,” Arwyn said with a determined smile. “Go catch her, we can take care of this one.” 
 
    I turned to go, but I didn’t manage to take a single step before Nia called out to me.  
 
    “Wait,” the ashen-haired beauty said. “Give me one of those speed slugs. I’m coming, too.” 
 
    I knew better than to question Nia when she’d made up her mind on a matter. So, I crushed another crystal and handed over the speed slug, and she stuck its slimy, green, footlong form to the back of her neck. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said, and then I accessed Sera’s power to tear open a new rift. 
 
    Look how fast you’re getting, Sera cooed approvingly. You were born to this kind of power. 
 
    My rift snapped open just large enough to fit one human at a time, and Nia dashed through with me hot on her heels. 
 
    We emerged into the Shadowscape, and I let the portal fold shut behind us. Immediately, the awful stench of this realm assaulted my nose. I’d left my gas mask behind with my mule along with almost everything else in my packs, so I had no escape from the terrible smell of rotting flesh, decomposing organics, and chemical-like sulfur. 
 
    By the wrinkled, displeased look on Nia’s face, I guessed she hadn’t brought her gas mask either. It was cute to see her delicate nose and full lips curl into such a charming expression, but of course I would never tell her that. 
 
    We were standing in some kind of twisted, cave-like structure similar to how it was in the human world. Instead of a closed-in cavern, however, this cave was open to the sky above. A large hole had been blown through the ceiling, and a sloping pile of rubble and debris led up to the entrance. I wondered if it had been like this forever, or if Phi had just come through and done it a minute before us. With the oddities of the Shadowscape, it was impossible to tell. 
 
    “Nothing to be done for the smell,” Nia decided as she started up the slope. “Come on.” 
 
    We surged up the slide of rubble and debris, and rocks bounced away underfoot to rain down into the cavern we left behind. Then we reached the top of the slope and clambered up onto the solid rock above. 
 
    The twisted, cracked land of the Shadowscape stretched out in every direction, and it was absolutely covered in dead stumps of trees that had long ago been felled by some unknown woodcutter. Acres and acres of forested land had been rendered into nothing more than a dotted landscape of woody stumps and empty, dry earth. 
 
    Had some kind of monster done this, or was this just how the Shadowscape formed on its own? It was impossible to say exactly how the humans pushed the Archons out of the real world, or where the Shadowscape had even come from. I’d gleaned so much information from Sera, but there was even more I didn’t know. 
 
    “Look, there!” Nia exclaimed, and she put a hand on my shoulder to turn me toward where she was looking. 
 
    A feminine figure ran across the barren, empty landscape as she wove through the dried stumps. I could tell instantly it was Phi. She was distant and hard to see, but her blue skin and white wings shone like beacons in the strange, half-dusk lighting of the Shadowscape. It was never nighttime in this realm, and there always seemed to be a storm raging far overhead that never arrived. 
 
    “We can catch her,” I said with excitement. “She must be too weak to fly, even in this realm. The most she can do is transform into her mature body.” 
 
    “Pyrewyrm?” Nia asked as her blue eyes lit with anticipation. 
 
    “Absolutely,” I replied before I slid the black, wing-shaped crystal free from my bandolier and tossed it to the ground at our feet. 
 
    My pyrewyrm emerged with a puff of smoke and a flash of light. It trilled deep in its throat, and I had it crouch so Nia and I could mount it easily. 
 
    “After her,” I ordered, and my pyrewyrm burst from the ground with a dazzling show of power. 
 
    Its shadowy wings flared as it took to the sky, and we swooped quickly overhead as we narrowed in on Phi’s retreating form. We were almost immediately above her when the blue-skinned Archon finally looked up and noticed us. 
 
    “No escape now,” Nia assured herself in a quiet voice. “She’s ours.” 
 
    My pyrewyrm dove, and Nia pressed herself tightly to my back as the drop threatened to lift us from our seats. 
 
    Phi ducked away and tried to dodge, but my pyrewyrm angled slightly and swooped at dizzying speeds as one of its taloned feet dug into the Archon’s shoulders. 
 
    Phi shrieked, and she tripped to roll forward in the dust before she tumbled to a stop. My pyrewyrm kept a careful, heavy foot in the middle of her upper back to pin the Archon to the ground, and she struggled helplessly under my monster’s weight. 
 
    “How dare you!” Phi screamed as she writhed beneath my pyrewyrm’s talon. “You and my scheming bitch of a sister! The two of you conspire to ruin me and hunt me down like an animal! How dare you, how dare you, how d--” 
 
    “Like shit we are,” I said loudly, and Phi snapped her mouth shut to glare at me. “We’re the conspiring ones here? You want to wipe my whole species from the realm, and I’m the asshole for simply defending humanity?” 
 
    “Your species,” Phi sneered. “They’re hardly your species. You may have been born from two humans, but you’re hardly like them.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I snapped back at Phi. 
 
    “You’re practically not even one of them,” the blue-skinned Archon responded with a smirk. “After all, you took control of Sera. What human could do that? It makes you wonder who the bigger monster is here.” 
 
    Phi threw her head back and laughed childishly, and Nia gave me a silent, worried look as she reached out to put a hand on my arm. 
 
    I stopped and stared at Phi as her words echoed through my head. The emotion seemed to drain away from me, and I could hardly tell how to feel. Was I angry? Shocked? Afraid? 
 
    No, I decided. This was nothing new to me. I knew I had special abilities, and I suspected they were more than just unique quirks. 
 
    I needed to face it. Sera was silent on the matter, but I now knew one thing for certain: I had the power to subsume and control Archons. My body could contain Archons better than any crystal, and if that was true, then why hadn’t Sera brought it up as an option for Phi? 
 
    “One moment,” I said to Nia absently, “I have to grill Sera on something important.” 
 
    Tell me the truth, I demanded as I directed my attention toward the Archon in my head.  
 
    I needed to know whether this whole quest to seal Phi away in a crystal was really the only option available to me. I was pretty damn sure at this point that I had another choice. 
 
    The truth, Sera said heavily. I … admit I haven’t been completely honest with you. I swear, I never lied. I expected the giant crystal to work perfectly, and that way Phi would be locked away forever. She would be out of our lives, your precious Mistral would be safe, and most importantly, I would never have to share you. 
 
    This was about sharing me? This entire ordeal was all because Sera was jealous of her sister getting a place in my head? 
 
    I loathe her, Gryff, Sera told me calmly. You don’t understand. She would hurt you, lessen you. I want you to be cherished and protected, and Phi would ruin that. All I want is to be your consort, your woman, the mother of your first born, the one you turn to for everything. I can show you pleasure so overwhelming, you’ll never want anything else. I can give you children, and they would grow to be the most talented, perfect angels to ever walk the land. We could love them and cherish them, watch them grow up together-- 
 
    Knock it off, I told Sera. 
 
    Please, Sera begged, make me your number one. I’ll do anything, whatever you want, as long as you keep me by your side. I could be the goddess queen you deserve. Listen, I’ll give you exactly what you need to know now! I’m sorry I lied, but … it’s true, the only way to stop Phi forever is to take control of her. You’ll have to add her seal to your skin and absorb her power into your own. Let me teach you, Gryff. Trust me again, and I won’t let you down. 
 
    “How can I know you’ll tell the truth in the future?” I asked, and my growing frustration caused me to accidentally speak it out loud. “Promises mean nothing when honesty is the issue on the line.” 
 
    Well … Sera said haltingly, whether or not you believe my words, know I only want what’s best for you. Our destinies are sealed together for the rest of our living days, and we have two options for how to live. We can either fight and argue all the time, or we can lift each other up so both of us can rise to greatness. Trust that if you are uncertain of my words, at least my intentions are pure. I’d do anything for your sake, Gryff. Believe in that. 
 
    I hesitated as I mulled over Sera’s pleading words. My head told me Archons could never be trusted, but I deeply wanted to believe her. Something inside me recoiled at the idea that the very person I shared my mind with was completely untrustworthy. Still, I couldn’t trust my gut intuition. Just because I wanted it to be true didn’t mean it was. 
 
    Regardless, I didn’t know any other option to move forward now. I would take control of Phi, and in some ways, she would become just as much a part of me as Sera was. 
 
    Could I live with that sacrifice? Could I move forward with it knowing all I really had to do was put Phi back in a small crystal and push the problem along to a future generation? 
 
    “As you say, my parents were human,” I told Phi as heavy acceptance entered my voice. “Then I’m human, too. It doesn’t matter what I do or what I’m capable of. I’m making this decision for humanity because they’re my people.” 
 
    I leaned down and placed my palm on the back of Phi’s neck. Her golden chains rattled as she struggled against my touch, but I ignored her and closed my eyes. 
 
    It’s just like putting a monster inside an essence crystal, Sera told me instructively. Only this time, the essence crystal is your own body. I warn you, she will be … temperamental. I don’t think you’ll be able to complete the bond with her yet, so the single tattoo will be all you get for now. 
 
    “Gryff … “ Nia murmured quietly, and she put her hand on my back in a silent show of comfort. 
 
    I felt a sudden wave of gratefulness that Nia was here with me. She couldn’t possibly hear the turmoil in my own head, but somehow she seemed to see me and know me better than I thought possible. If anybody in my life was capable of reading minds, it was Nia Kenefick. 
 
    “Alright,” I said uncertainly, “here we go.” 
 
    Then I pressed my palm forward, shut my eyes tightly, and started on the one bond no other summoner on the planet was capable of creating. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    I squeezed my eyes even tighter as I started to draw Phi’s essence through my palm and up my arm. She resisted for a moment, but she was still weak. Soon, the dam between us broke, and Phi flowed into me like wine falling into a cup. 
 
    The bond between us snapped into place, and pain seared along my chest as a new tattoo carved its way onto my skin. I gasped as I pressed a hand into the burning pain of the new mark, and the final steps of the bond completed. 
 
    Immediately, a shrieking tantrum started up inside my head, and I winced as pain throbbed through my skull at Phi’s verbal onslaught. 
 
    I’ll help you shut her up, Sera shouted urgently over the noise, and she guided me in a complex mental maneuver. 
 
    I could barely pay attention to the steps with the screaming racket reverberating through my head, but I somehow managed to finish locking Phi up in a tightly bound ball. I imagined shoving her into a closet in the back of my mind, and I felt Phi’s overwhelming presence fade as blissful silence overtook my head. 
 
    “Gryff? Are you okay?” Nia asked worriedly as she gripped me by the shoulder. “Say something if you’re okay.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I rasped out, and I cleared my throat to try again. “I’m completely fine. I wish I didn’t have Phi in my head, but Sera taught me how to force her into silence.” 
 
    “I was afraid that was happening,” Nia said with a sympathetic wince. “I can’t believe how easily she went, though. You’ve got two entire Archons in your head, and you’re standing here like nothing happened.” 
 
    “It’s a particular talent,” I told Nia with a one-sided smile. “From what I’ve been lead to believe, that is.” 
 
    “It’s certainly something,” Nia replied as she frowned at me in concern. “Gryff, there’s something that’s been bothering me. I don’t think the others have noticed, or at least they haven’t wanted to. However, I’m concerned about certain … parallels between your situation and the prophecies in the ciphers.” 
 
    “The prophecies,” I repeated, and I tightened my mouth as I nodded. “The Archons, the Beastmaker, the predicted cataclysm. Those prophecies?” 
 
    “Those very ones,” Nia agreed as she tilted her head gently to look at me more closely. “The Gryff I know would never do anything terrible, but I still have to make a request of you.” 
 
    “Anything,” I said immediately, and it was true. 
 
    “Be careful, okay?” Nia requested softly, and her blue eyes shone with restrained emotion. “Don’t make allowances for things you wouldn’t have done before you came to the Academy. If something feels a little wrong, just back away from it. Don’t let the Archons in your head sway you into going too far.” 
 
    I smiled and leaned forward to give Nia a gentle kiss on her cheek, and her eyes fluttered closed as I did. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I told her in a low, quiet voice. “I don’t need to consult my past self to see if I’ve gone too far. Every time I make a decision, I think of you and what you would do in my place. Now, let’s get back to the rest of the team. I’m sure they’re worried about what we’re doing.” 
 
    “I hope the time difference hasn’t jumped dramatically,” Nia said as she looked back toward the strange version of the caves we had in the Shadowscape here. “We should go back so we don’t end up in the middle of the jungle, at least.” 
 
    We climbed back on my pyrewyrm and flew all the way back to the cavern, and I recalled my monster before we climbed down the sloping hole into the cave below. 
 
    Then I used Sera’s power and ripped a circular portal in the fabric of the realm. Sweat beaded on my forehead with the repeated effort of creating a rift, but I stretched the portal wide, and Nia and I stepped through. 
 
    We came back into the caverns where we left, and our eyes were immediately drawn to the sole source of light in the cave. Behind us, the portal snapped shut, and I smiled as I recognized my teammates. 
 
    An orb of floating flame bobbed above Gawain’s head as he sat on a rock near the cave wall. The yellow light from the fire revealed the forms of Arwyn, Varleth, and Almasy around him, and they all turned to look at us as Nia and I appeared. 
 
    “Phi’s caught,” I said immediately before any of them could speak. “Are you all okay?” 
 
    The four of my teammates breathed a huge sigh of collective relief while they grinned at the good news. 
 
    “Thank goodness,” Arwyn sighed happily. “You have to tell us what happened.” 
 
    I shook my head and smiled slightly, but I was a little uneasy about the prospect of telling them I now had two Archons in my head. So, I decided to stall for time instead. 
 
    “First, I want to hear about what happened on your end,” I requested of the four of them. 
 
    “You didn’t miss much here,” Almasy announced in a cool, collected voice. “You have nice timing in returning, since we just finished our game of I spy.” 
 
    “What an exciting game to hold in the middle of a dark cave,” Nia commented with amusement in her voice. 
 
    We walked closer to our teammates, and I frowned as I began to notice something odd about all our companions. 
 
    “Guys,” I said slowly, “did something happen with the monster you fought?” 
 
    “Not much,” Gawain said nonchalantly as he flicked a glob of shimmering, golden goop off his shoulder. “Arwyn pierced the heart with her sword, and the whole monster exploded into a flood of glittery fluid. That’s all.” 
 
    Nia snorted into her hand, and then she burst into loud peals of musical laughter. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Nia laughed into her palm as she hid her wide grin. “You all look lovely, I swear.” 
 
    Now that I looked around, I could see the floor and walls were absolutely coated with glittering, shimmering goo. My teammates dripped with golden gel, and sparkles shone throughout their hair and all across their skin. It was an interesting look, to say the least. 
 
    “I guess the monster hasn’t really decomposed, has it?” I asked as I looked around at all the goo it left behind. 
 
    “My hypothesis is that it’s akin to cutting body parts off monsters before they dissolve,” Arwyn proposed in her most researcher-esque voice. “For some reason, all of this monster’s slime has counted as something separated prior to its death, therefore it has stayed behind.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Varleth replied in monotone. “I always wanted a scientific reason for my suffering.” 
 
    “I think Gryff may have you beat,” Nia told the banisher as her voice grew more serious. “Phi isn’t in a crystal, this time. She’s in Gryff’s head.” 
 
    “What?” Varleth asked with uncharacteristic emotion as he gawked at me. “A second Archon? What about Sera, is she still in there?” 
 
    “They both are,” I confirmed with a wince. “Frankly, Phi isn’t being the most pleasant houseguest, but I don’t think I’m in any danger of her taking me over. Sera’s on my side completely.” 
 
    “This is … “ Gawain said, and he shook his head in anger as he fought to find the right words. “That blue-skinned bitch. I can’t believe she wormed her way into your mind.” 
 
    “I actually forced her to join me,” I admitted reluctantly, “rather than the other way around.” 
 
    “Sorry, come again?” Varleth gritted out as he pinched at the bridge of his nose. 
 
    “It’s alright,” I responded hurriedly. “There’s no danger, so this is probably our best option.” 
 
    Varleth gave me a glare that could melt steel, and Arwyn breathed out a long, worried sigh. Gawain shook his head in consternation and gave me a vaguely awed look. 
 
    “Cool,” Almasy commented happily as he gave me a thumbs up. “You’ve got a lot of storage space in your head, Gryff. How many monsters do you reckon you can fit in there? You gonna start charging rent?” 
 
    “Maker, don’t give him ideas,” Varleth groaned. 
 
    “Gryff,” Arwyn said thoughtfully, “I’m concerned about how quickly you’ve taken in Phi’s powers, but it could be a good opportunity. We need to figure out more about this ability of yours. Do you have a mark from her?” 
 
    “I think I do,” I said, but I frowned as I began to unbutton the top of my shirt. “I’m not sure if the position is relevant, but it’s not on my back.” 
 
    I pulled the left side of my shirt over to reveal the new mark on my chest. It was high up, partly over my pectoral muscle and partly on the front of my shoulder, but the dark, tattoo-like mark was clear as it could have possibly been. 
 
    It was another abstracted wing shape that looked nearly identical to the ones on my back.  
 
    “Huh,” Almasy commented as he knelt and squinted at my chest marking. 
 
    The others gathered close to examine it, and Arwyn frowned and tilted her head in thought before she took out her notebook. 
 
    “I think it’s different, in some aspects,” Arwyn proposed confidently as she flipped to a page in her research journal. “Let me see your back again, Gryff?”  
 
    “Sure,” I replied with a shrug. 
 
    I dropped my shirt until it hung around my elbows, and Arwyn walked around me as she jotted down a few notes. I tried not to feel too much like a bug specimen pinned to a corkboard, though all five pairs of eyes staring at me didn’t help. 
 
    “Look at this drawing of Sera’s tattoo,” Arwyn finally told me as she held out the face of her journal. “See the narrower parts here?” 
 
    Upon close inspection of the drawing and of my chest, I realized there were slight differences between the two. Phi’s wing tattoo was a little smaller with more rounded feathers, while Sera’s seemed sharper, larger, and narrower. The sisters shared almost every aspect of their appearance, but Phi was younger and less powerful, so it seemed the tattoos reflected that. 
 
    “What about Phi’s power?” Nia asked as she gave me a considering look. “You couldn’t summon Sera until you had both of her markings, but you could still use her portal ability while you only had the one. Does Phi give you anything new?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I admitted as I shrugged my shirt back on and began to button it up. “I only started to use Sera’s portal ability after she taught me and loaned out her power freely.” 
 
    “I somehow doubt Phi will be as charitable,” Gawain said with a knowing look in his eyes. 
 
    “I don’t think she will,” I agreed, and I straightened my shirt out before I stood up. “Now, let’s get out of this cave and back to the sunlight.” 
 
    My team followed me single-file back into the tight crevice, and I thanked the Maker it hadn’t collapsed during Phi’s attack. I imagined I could dig us some kind of exit tunnel with my drillmoles, but the thought of being trapped in the stale air of these caves for any length of time was enough to give me the shivers. 
 
    I was only halfway through the crevice when my foot knocked against something on the floor. The object clattered away as it bounced through the crevice and into the next cave, and it made a bright, echoing noise as it did. 
 
    “What was that?” Nia asked from behind me. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I responded as I squeezed out of the tight space and into the adjoining tunnel. “Let me see.” 
 
    I bent down and used the light from Nia’s fire to locate whatever I kicked. I held it up out of the shadows, and my eyes widened as I took in the chance find. 
 
    “It’s a full monster essence crystal,” I called back to the others as bright excitement filled my voice. “A big one, too.” 
 
    Nia inched free of the crevice and came over while she shone her light closer to my find. 
 
    I turned the crystal around in my hands, and the light revealed its shape and color. It looked somewhat like a large, sharp tooth the size of my fist, though it was a vibrant red-orange color and slightly translucent, almost like mosaic glass.  
 
    “Could be a pretty good fighter,” I said as I glanced over at Nia. “What do you think?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Nia replied thoughtfully. “I don’t think I’ve seen it before. Arwyn?” 
 
    The red-haired professor was busy straightening her cloak after the squeeze through the tunnel, but she came over at Nia’s request. 
 
    “I don’t know it,” Arwyn decided as she examined the tooth-shaped crystal. “I barely have any knowledge of crystal appearances, though. Perhaps you could ask Professor Brevens.” 
 
    I nodded along to Arwyn’s advice. Rori Brevens was my summoning teacher from my first year at the Academy, and even though he wasn’t a spectacular fighter in the field, Rori had an extensive knowledge and control over a wide variety of monsters. 
 
    “We’ll be gone for so long,” I realized as I considered the crystal. “Maybe I shouldn’t wait to identify it.” 
 
    Nia gave the crystal an appraising look before she turned her sharp eyes to me. 
 
    “Be careful when you use it,” the ashen-haired mage cautioned. “You’re strong enough to contain a lot of things, but this could be on the same level of a sun giant. Or stronger, even. The South is full of unknown things.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” I agreed, and I tucked the new crystal into my hip pouch as the final members of our team made it through the crevice. 
 
    We got through most of the caves without anything extraordinary happening, and we talked about some finer details from both of our fights while Nia and I were in the Shadowscape. Varleth told us we’d only been gone for about forty minutes while the rest of the team waited in the cave, though time was imprecise without a sun to watch. 
 
    Finally, light filtered from the tunnel ahead of us, and our team paused as we took in the beautiful sight. 
 
    “Sweet outdoors,” Almasy commented happily as the cool caress of a fresh breeze swept toward us. 
 
    As happy as I was to see real sunlight, it meant I’d have to come up with our next heading. 
 
    We need to take care of Miralea before she gets any stronger, Sera urged. 
 
    I was in agreement with Sera there. It felt odd to leave Phi alone essentially locked in the back of my mind, but the strange devotion we’d seen from the dying bandits plus the abandoned village meant Miralea had become a more pressing issue.  
 
    I just needed to figure out how to deal with the new Archon. 
 
    “Let’s talk about plans,” I said as I directed my attention to my teammates. “We still don’t have a good idea about where to find Miralea, so I think we should continue on according to our original schedule and start by visiting Lisi City.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Arwyn agreed. “The capital is close to where we are right now, and Queen Lisi may be able to give us some valuable information.” 
 
    “We’re going to ask the queen for Miralea’s location?” Nia confirmed, and she pursed her lips in concern. “Are we sure it’s a good idea to question the leader of a nation about their goddess?” 
 
    My team emerged into the light, and I led us back toward our waiting horses. 
 
    “Queen Lisi has always been sympathetic to Mistral delegations in the past,” Arwyn answered cautiously. “I don’t know many of the details of our direct interactions with her, but our countries do good business with each other, and one may be able to call Luratamba and Mistral friends because of that. The Headmaster seemed confident Queen Lisi will give us aid, so I think we should at least ask.” 
 
    “It does seem doubtful she’ll want to help us,” I agreed as I nodded to Nia. “I think we should frame our request to see Miralea from the position of a delegation, as if we only want to find her in order to show the new Archon our respect and support.” 
 
    “You think she’ll buy that?” Varleth asked skeptically. 
 
    “What other option do we have?” I replied as I gestured toward the jungle around us. “Think how much trouble we had catching Phi in our own country. To do the same here without information would be even more difficult, so I’m going to try to get as much help as possible.” 
 
    “I suppose that makes sense,” Nia allowed, and her expression grew pensive as she stared into the distant jungle toward Lisi City. 
 
    We reached the horses, and Gawain got to work untying them all from the trees. As I walked up to Char, my mule snuffled softly at my boots like some kind of enormous dog. I put a hand on Char’s head to pet him, but he quickly laid his ears back and jerked his head up to glare at me. 
 
    “That means quit touching him,” Gawain informed me snarkily. 
 
    “I think I got the memo, shockingly,” I replied as I inched away from the mule’s ornery face. “He’s definitely expressive.” 
 
    Gawain tightened up Char’s harness and saddle before I was allowed to mess with any of it, and I got settled on my mule’s back with a fresh sense of purpose. Phi was secure, Sera had made peace with me, and Miralea was the only thing left for me to take care of. 
 
    What could be easier than saving an entire country from an Archon the people didn’t even want gone? 
 
    I pushed away my troubles and smiled as I unfolded my map. 
 
    “We have to go southwest from here,” I reported as I traced our path onto the thick, creased paper. “We should reach the river in a few hours, and if we push on until sunset, we can make it to Lisi City before dark. Sound good?” 
 
    “We’ll have to push the horses harder,” Gawain warned, “but since they should be able to rest when we get there, it’s a good idea.” 
 
    The others agreed, so our plan was decided. Gawain took the lead so I wouldn’t have to worry about reading the map and watching out for danger, while Arwyn, Nia, Almasy, and Varleth followed behind us in that order. Our horses picked up the walk at a steady pace, and we directed them back into the thick, verdant jungle. 
 
    “Pass another mango around, would you?” Almasy asked me while he craned his neck to look at the road past Arwyn and Nia. “I’m dying for something sweet.” 
 
    “Your wish is granted,” I responded, and I folded over part way to rifle through the bags slung over my mule’s back. 
 
    Once I retrieved the multicolored fruit, I tossed the mango back to Arwyn, who passed it to Nia, and she passed it to Almasy. 
 
    “Shaken mango,” Almasy commented after he caught the flying fruit. “Oughtta be good.” 
 
    The earth mage pulled a small knife out of his pocket and began to carve away pieces for himself. He whistled happily between swallows, even though the rest of us were quieted by the wild nature of the jungle around us. 
 
    I marveled at the earth mage’s ability to shrug off all sense of uneasiness or worry. He seemed completely unaffected by the negative parts of life, and I wondered what his secret was. Sure, he wasn’t bubbly and happy when things went well, but Almasy’s calm temperament seemed completely genuine throughout any situation. 
 
    Maybe he trained with hermit monks before he ran away to join the Academy. Who knew? 
 
    We reached the river around five in the afternoon. We had hours to go before sunset, but I suspected we would cut it close by trying to get to the city before dark. I didn’t want us to ride up in the night like vagabonds while we tried to get an inn at that time, but our arrival would work out one way or another. I let my team take a break and didn’t think about it too much, and the refreshing flow of the river quickly stole my worries away. 
 
    Our horses drank greedily from the shore, and I waded through the reed-covered bank to dip my waterskin into the fresh, cool part of the river. It wasn’t exactly clean stream snowmelt from Mistral, but it would do in a pinch, and then I turned toward shore and waded back onto the beach to join my teammates. 
 
    Gawain lay on the ground in total relaxation with his legs stretched out and his arms folded behind his head. Almasy and Varleth opted to stand and lean against trees, and Arwyn and Nia found decent-sized, flat boulders to sit cross-legged on. 
 
    I decided to join Varleth and Almasy against the trees, so I squelched over to them. 
 
    “You went in it?” Varleth asked incredulously as I sloshed my way up to his tree trunk. 
 
    “Of course I went in it,” I replied pleasantly while I leaned against the tree. “It’s a good way to cool off.” 
 
    “It’s a nutsy way to cool off,” the banisher responded tartly. “What if you ran into an alligator or a caiman?” 
 
    “Then we’d be eating caiman for lunch,” I replied with a wide grin before I patted Varleth on the shoulder. “You worry too much about me, Varleth. I promise I won’t get possessed, mauled, eaten, or otherwise killed in your presence.” 
 
    “It’s when you’re out of eyesight that I worry more,” Varleth replied while he rolled his eyes. “So far, you’ve managed to slip away and add two Archons to your head while I’ve been unconscious or left behind. You can see why I’m not trusting you on this one.” 
 
    “Fair point,” I agreed happily, “but don’t let Nia hear you say that. She was on guard the whole time we were in the Shadowscape to catch Phi.” 
 
    “Don’t tarnish my reputation, country boy,” Nia shot back as she called to us from the boulders. “I hardly agreed to anything. You collected Phi’s mark all on your own.” 
 
    “Nia,” I responded in a hurt tone, but she simply laughed and shook her head at me. 
 
    I watched as Arwyn whispered something to the ashen-haired mage, and they both giggled briefly and looked at me with amusement written on their faces. 
 
    “Damn, Gryff,” Almasy said while he shook his head. “You’re lucky. When the ladies talk about me, they do a lot more frowning than smiling.” 
 
    “That’s because you say yes to anything, even if you aren’t planning on following up,” Varleth responded as he rolled his eyes. “Believe me, I’ve heard your reputation.” 
 
    “I can hardly know how I’ll be feeling in a week,” Almasy disagreed mildly. “Why say no to a date if I’m not sure?” 
 
    “I don’t even know where to begin with you,” Varleth groaned. 
 
    Suddenly, a high-pitched yelp of pain interrupted our conversation, and I turned toward the noise in alarm. 
 
    Nia stood on her boulder and held one foot as she frantically brushed at her lower leg. 
 
    “Nia?” I called out in confusion as I stepped away from the tree. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Perfectly fine,” Nia gritted out as she stepped away from the boulders. “Just some biting fire ants, that’s all.” 
 
    Arwyn hurried up quickly behind Nia, and both of them fled the boulders to join us at our tree. 
 
    “Is it bad?” Gawain asked as he raised himself up on one elbow to peer at us. 
 
    “Not at all,” Nia replied shortly. “I’m fine, it’s alright.” 
 
    “Let me take a look,” Arwyn requested firmly, and the ashen-haired mage relented as she slowly turned her bare leg toward the red-haired healer. 
 
    Seven or eight small pink dots trailed up Nia’s left ankle and onto her calf. The bites didn’t look too bad yet, but I was sure they’d only just begun to show up, so they would get worse later. 
 
    Arwyn smoothed her hand over the bitemarks and clucked her tongue disapprovingly. 
 
    “I knew we’d end up at the mercy of jungle insects sooner or later,” the red-haired healer explained, “but there isn’t much I can do for bite wounds. I wish I knew how to do more, but at least I can take away the stinging.” 
 
    Arwyn’s hand glowed with pale white light, and she pressed her fingertips into Nia’s calf for a brief moment. 
 
    “It’s better,” Nia said in surprise as she tilted her ankle left and right to look at it. “This is more than enough, so don’t feel too bad. I shouldn’t have put my leg in an ant trail anyway. Thank you, Arwyn.” 
 
    “Don’t thank me before the itching kicks in,” Arwyn responded ruefully. “I’ve heard it’s at least twice as annoying as a mosquito bite.” 
 
    “I just have to ignore it, that’s all,” Nia replied as if putting aside discomfort was the easiest task in the world. “Everybody, quit staring at me. Don’t we have a city to ride to?” 
 
    “Nia’s right,” I jumped in as I smiled at her strength of purpose. “Let’s get back on our horses. We’ve got a few more hours to go.” 
 
    “I hope the ghost of my ass gets revenge on you one day,” Varleth warned me as he shot me a crooked smile. 
 
    “Not if mine doesn’t get me first,” I told him knowingly. 
 
    Everything was sore from yesterday, and it was only getting stiffer as the day wore on. My thigh muscles felt like they’d been twisted up into two pretzels, and my core wasn’t in much better shape. Even my arms felt strange from holding the reins for hours, though I couldn’t figure out why such a simple position made me sore at all. 
 
    We got back on our mounts and started off through the jungle in a single-file line once more. This time, Arwyn was in the front, and Gawain was directly behind me. Varleth, Almasy, and finally Nia brought up the rear. 
 
    There was still a slight trail to follow, though it was clear the lower underbrush plants were quick to take back the ground people wore down from walking and riding. It felt wrong to walk away from the river, but I knew it would curve back around toward Lisi City. I’d heard the city was enormous, and I imagined a big river was practically necessary for a metropolis of that size. 
 
    As our horses walked, the conversation bounced around for a while. I participated whenever I wasn’t too wrapped up in looking at the map or reading from the thin novel I had on Southern culture. 
 
    Suddenly, I realized the conversation had turned to me. 
 
    “Gryff’s a good mage,” Almasy said with the same cool relaxation as always. “I wouldn’t worry about it.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Varleth said uneasily, “Doesn’t it strike anyone else as a little odd Gryff managed to pull this off twice? Plus, Phi didn’t even choose to get trapped in his head, he just pulled her in. In the Shadowscape, no less. That goes against a lot of what we know about the Archons and how powerful they are.” 
 
    “I think it makes sense,” Gawain responded with a shrug. “Frankly, maybe I’m just not as strong as Gryff is with mental power. It’s plausible Phi targeted me specifically for some weakness in my mind, so I was especially susceptible to her.” 
 
    I twisted around to look at Gawain, and his eyes were downcast with shame and regret. He looked incredibly uncomfortable to be talking about why he had failed against Phi, but I wasn’t sure he was entirely right. 
 
    “Phi wasn’t an Archon to you,” I disagreed, “she was simply a voice. I think anybody in your position would’ve reacted the same way, if not fallen to her sooner.” 
 
    Gawain twisted his mouth into a grimace, but he didn’t reply to me. 
 
    “That’s neither here nor there,” Varleth cut in. “Gryff has done some incredible things with the Archons, and I feel like we should be questioning how he has that kind of ability.” 
 
    Arwyn twisted around in her saddle, and her amber eyes flashed with passionate emotion. 
 
    “Gryff is on our side,” the red-haired professor said firmly as she joined the conversation. “There’s no reason to question him.” 
 
    “I’m not questioning him,” Varleth protested, and his voice grew careful. “I’m just not satisfied with how all these questions are building up with no answers. What if Gryff’s ability stretches only so far, and Phi breaks free? What if Miralea can’t be contained in the same way? Why can Gryff do these things, and what does that mean regarding the prophecy of the Beastma-- “ 
 
    “Look!” Nia exclaimed from the far back of the line. “I think that’s the city up ahead.” 
 
    At first, I thought Nia was fibbing to distract attention from the argument, but then a glint of yellow sparkled through the thick branches in front of us.  
 
    “It’s so bright,” Almasy commented in awe as the trees grew thin and sparse. 
 
    We emerged from the jungle into a stretch of grassland that opened up into the city beyond. Golden walls rose around a stepped pyramidal palace surrounded by brick housing below. The first thing that struck me about it was the sheer, dazzling scope of the city. Our Enclaves were large, but even the Hartmire Enclave of last year hadn’t quite matched Lisi City in size before it was destroyed. 
 
    “It’s amazing,” Arwyn murmured to herself. “I’ve spent so much time reading about it, but I can’t believe how much it surpasses my expectations.” 
 
    “One enormous, walled city for an entire country,” Varleth mused. “The size of it makes sense when you think about it as an Enclave for all of Luratamba.” 
 
    “Is this where all their Monster Response Teams come from?” I wondered out loud. 
 
    “Not exactly,” Arwyn responded as she turned to look at me. “Mages here are called shamans, and they’re treated more like religious figures than warriors. In Luratamba, the mages perform worship for Miralea in order to deal with rifts and monsters.” 
 
    “Perform worship?” Gawain asked doubtfully. “That doesn’t sound good.” 
 
    “It does involve self-sacrifice, I’ve heard,” Arwyn admitted regretfully. “To be honest, we don’t know much about how mages fight here. They’re more mystical and distant from the common people, and some wander the country performing rift closures at the expense of local villages. Tribute is expected, of some kind or another.” 
 
    “So, they’re more like mercenaries than military,” I realized as I walked my mule closer to Arwyn’s horse. 
 
    “You could see it that way,” Arwyn agreed. “Just don’t tell the Luratambans that. I’m sure they wouldn’t like to hear their holy priests compared to people who fight for money.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” I replied thoughtfully. 
 
    The lack of jungle allowed us the space to walk our mounts side by side for the first time. Even though the swaying grass was several feet deep, the horses didn’t seem to mind trodding through it. 
 
    We drew closer to the city, and I marveled at the feat of architecture their engineers had somehow pulled off. Our trail veered off to the left slightly, and the dirt path led to a gap in the city’s perimeter. The golden walls gave way to a decorated gate carved with spirals, triangles, jaguars, humans, and all manner of other abstracted, geometric figures. Even from hundreds of yards away, the carvings were large enough to be clear to us. 
 
    “What’s it all made of?” I asked, though I suspected I knew the answer. 
 
    “Xanyarstone,” Arwyn responded as she nodded to the golden walls. “It’s a little more yellow in tone than the paler rock we have in Mistral, but inside it, the people of Lisi City are safe from monsters.” 
 
    “Not entirely safe any longer, I’m guessing,” Varleth pointed out. “Phi was able to open rifts inside both the Hartmire and Varle Enclaves.” 
 
    “Don’t forget Bedima,” Nia added as a frown crossed her face. “We should at least warn Queen Lisi about Miralea’s potential danger, since this Archon may also be able to attack inside the walls of the city.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I said thoughtfully, but then my eyes landed on the narrow opening at the city’s entrance. “Is that a guard?” 
 
    “At least two or three guards, it looks like,” Arwyn observed as her tone grew worried. “We may have to do some explaining before we get anywhere.” 
 
    “You think they might not let us into the city?” Gawain questioned as he narrowed his eyes. 
 
    “Let’s not jump to conclusions,” Arwyn urged, but I could tell she wasn’t saying everything. 
 
    As we neared the gate, we slowed our horses to a casual walk, and I directed my attention inwardly toward Sera. 
 
    She never told me before the bandit attack she could understand the Southern language, and now I wanted some real answers about her ability with it. 
 
    Fine, yes, Sera admitted in a low voice. I can speak the language. May I remind you, however, that my knowledge of it comes from thousands of years ago. I’ve barely picked up any of the new terminology while trapped in that cavern with nobody to listen to but miners and tourists. Not many Southerners travel to Bathi Highlands in their spare time, you understand. 
 
    She was worried about the slang? I could understand how the language was a little different from how it was likely spoken a long time ago, but I didn’t care that much about small changes.  
 
    If you’re certain you want my assistance, Sera murmured casually, I suppose I could step in and help you translate when Arwyn isn’t doing it. Don’t complain, though, since I did warn you. 
 
    Good enough for me. 
 
    The guards at the gate shouted something at us, and Arwyn responded in the same language before she turned to explain to us. 
 
    “They’re telling us to halt,” the red-haired professor urged. “Everybody stop your horses and dismount.” 
 
    “I don’t like this,” Gawain said as raw irritation surged in his voice, but he hopped down off his horse anyway. 
 
    I managed to get down from Char’s back without tripping and hurting myself, so I was feeling alright when the guards came up to us. 
 
    There were three of them, each armed with a spear carved with the most intricate and delicate design. The wooden shafts were well-oiled and adorned with shallow repeating patterns of spirals, squares, and triangles. I imagined those beautiful carvings allowed the wielder a better grip just as well they provided aesthetic appeal. The metal heads of each spear shone with perfectly sharpened edges, and two winged prongs at the base of each metal head enabled the spears to be used in turning aside swords or even disarming opponents entirely. 
 
    In short, they were weapons designed to be used in war against other humans. Luratamba was a nation focused on prosperity, but the evidence of their war against Utun had clear effects. 
 
    Each guard also wore a brilliant yellow and green padded jerkin embroidered with detailed imagery of a jaguar consuming a snake, the symbol of Lisi City. Soft leather sandals provided foot protection for the guardsmen while also allowing flexibility of movement. 
 
    Arwyn carried on a conversation with them, though she didn’t seem to be getting much traction on explaining her side of the story. The red-haired professor kept perfectly calm, but the guards treated us with suspicion that bordered on hostility. 
 
    They do not believe we’re a Mistral delegation, Sera explained to me. 
 
    In truth, we weren’t exactly a Mistral delegation, so I couldn’t really fault the guards for not believing us. We were a ragtag bunch, and most of us weren’t much older than conscripted soldiers, so we hardly looked politically important. 
 
    Still, Arwyn was getting nowhere, and we needed to be inside the city. I furrowed my brow as I considered our options, and I settled on the fastest one I could think of. 
 
    “Tell them we’re the strongest shamans Grand Mage Kenefick had at his disposal,” I directed Arwyn. 
 
    I could’ve told you how to say that, Sera informed me in dissatisfaction.  
 
    Arwyn finished relaying my sentence, and I punctuated it with a significant glance toward Nia. She understood me without a single word needing to be said, and she gestured her hands around a small, complex spell. 
 
    Nia snapped her fingers, and a large, swirling orb of flame, ice, water, wind, and lightning boomed into existence above our heads. It flashed and churned with colors like a fireworks show trapped in a glass bottle, and sharp noises cracked across the field to signify the power barely contained within the spell. It was a marvel of control and strength, and I was still impressed even though I knew how good of a mage Nia was. 
 
    The three guards were struck dumb by the lightshow, and they gawked at the swirling spell with the kind of raw amazement reserved for miracles and nightmares.  
 
    “We need to be taken to Queen Lisi,” I emphasized with steely assurance in my voice, though the noise of Nia’s spell almost drowned me out. 
 
    Nia made a clutching motion with one hand, and her spell snuffed out as easily as a candle flame. The chemical smell of lightning filled the air like the ghost of a disaster. 
 
    Arwyn repeated my request to see the queen, and the guards leapt to attention as they nodded to her hurriedly and explained what would happen next. 
 
    I think your little pet elemental mage frightened them, Sera informed me with amusement. From what I understand, you six are about to get quite the substantial guard force. 
 
    I took Sera’s words with a grain of salt, but as the six of us waited near our horses, an enormous force of guards began to assemble in the same standard uniform and spear combination. Three guards turned into ten, which turned into thirty, and eventually we had around fifty guards lined up in ranks outside the city gate.  
 
    “Stay calm,” I told my team as we watched the fighting force form in front of us. “This is a precautionary escort, not an arrest.” 
 
    Nia, Almasy, and Varleth kept themselves calm with precisely controlled attitudes, though Arwyn looked concerned, and Gawain twitched and glared at everyone who came near. 
 
    Our horses shuffled nervously behind us, and six of the guards split off to take them by the reigns. 
 
    “Be careful with them,” Gawain stressed to a large-nosed guard who seized the fire mage’s speckled horse. “They need a good rest, hear me?” 
 
    Gawain’s words went unnoticed, and I watched as our horses were led away through the gate without us.  
 
    Then an order was shouted out, and all fifty men and women formed up around us in a six-pointed formation. The guards caged us like that before they asked us to move forward, and all at once we fell into a strict marching step. 
 
    The sound of fifty pairs of perfectly-timed footsteps surrounded us, and I tried to ignore the creeping sensation of doubt that nagged at the back of my mind. 
 
    “We’re fine,” I assured my teammates, and I let myself fall into a confident, almost lazy walk. “If Queen Lisi lays a hand on us, she’ll have hell to pay with the entire Mistral council. She’d be a fool to start a war with us while Utun is at her doorstep, and Miralea is just beginning to up-end her country.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Almasy agreed pleasantly, “as long as Queen Lisi doesn’t decide we’re not a real delegation and opt to have us all executed.” 
 
    Varleth let out a groan of hopeless despondency, and I turned my attention to the city streets around us. 
 
    It was hard to catch a glimpse of much through the three or four rows of soldiers in every direction, but I saw some interesting things. The buildings were largely flat-roofed and simple in design, and I noticed more of the same wooden carvings and intricate tapestry decoration that characterized Desacino. In addition, the buildings got much, much taller as we drew closer to the central palace in the middle of the city. Towering yellow brick buildings with wooden support beams loomed over the rock-and-gravel streets. 
 
    To my surprise, I caught a glimpse of warriors stationed on top of some of the buildings as they crouched in defensible spots near chimneys and storage crates. They held longbows in careful, relaxed grips as they surveyed our guarded procession through the city. 
 
    “Looks like they aren’t taking chances,” Nia commented as she nodded toward the rooftop bowmen. “Maybe I should’ve taken it easy with the magic.” 
 
    “You did fine,” I assured her as I bumped shoulders with the ashen-haired mage. “This just gets us to Queen Lisi faster. We weren’t planning on picking a fight anyway.” 
 
    Nia gave me an amused smile, as if she could see right through my placations to the truth of how earnest I was about making her feel better.  
 
    Well, she wasn’t wrong. 
 
    Crowds of onlookers gathered around us as our escort traveled down the street, and citizens milled through the city and stared as they muttered quiet, tense questions to each other. Everybody wanted to see these new, dangerous foreigners who had arrived in such an uncertain time. 
 
    I looked around, and I could begin to see the same things reflected in these citizens that the people of Mistral had also gone through. Anxiety, fear, and careful defensiveness ran rampant through the growing crowd. Miralea was their goddess, but what did it mean when your goddess came to visit your homeland? Perhaps she brought salvation or perhaps she brought the apocalypse, but things were going to change, and change was always nerve-wracking. 
 
    “The palace,” Arwyn breathed excitedly as we approached the end of the main road. 
 
    I had been so busy watching the people, I hadn’t even paid attention to the palace ahead of us. My eyes widened as I turned to it, and my mouth opened in wordless awe. 
 
    In essence, it was an enormous stepped pyramid, but that kind of description didn’t even come close to capturing its scale and beauty. White flowers were painted on every column, and green and yellow designs weaved through the pattern like living vines.  
 
    Beyond the lengthy set of stairs, an enormous carved statue of a jaguar crouched above the lintel of the main entrance. It was painted with golden fur and dark spots and sculpted with such elegance that it seemed to hint at muscle and bone underneath. The jaguar statue snarled toward us with such realism I could have sworn it was a living cat somehow frozen in time. Under its clawed paw, a painted green serpent writhed in a moment of ultimate defeat. 
 
    It’s just like Miralea to portray herself forever triumphing over Utuni, Sera purred with amusement.  
 
    The jaguar was a symbol of Miralea, and the serpent was Utuni? What were these symbols doing on the queen’s palace and on the flag of Luratamba? 
 
    It’s simple, really, Sera explained with haughty distaste. Miralea established quite a following when she was here in the human realm. She may have been asleep for over a thousand years, but religion ages like fine wine. It’s clear her marks are all still here, though I don’t know enough about Miralea to say what has changed. 
 
    I considered this information as we were led up the golden steps of the palace, but I decided it didn’t give me much insight about where to actually find the returned Archon. 
 
    “Thirty steps down,” Gawain grunted as we climbed the steps, “three-hundred to go. Maker, if anybody needs mechanical lift technology, it’s these people.” 
 
    My thighs began to burn as we neared the top of the pyramid, but the guards around us seemed unaffected. The fifty-or-so soldiers around us had diminished down to half that many at some point during our journey, though I hadn’t noticed when they slipped away. I suspected these people were well-acquainted with making the trip to the top of the pyramid on a weekly or daily basis. 
 
    The guards stopped our procession as we reached the enormous, carved wooden doors at the top, and I was reminded slightly of the Academy and its black oak entrance, though these were crafted in a different wood and a much different style. They depicted a scene of a rising, geometric sun over a jungle, and the level of detail buried within the abstracted shapes was incredibly impressive. 
 
    One of the guards announced something to us. 
 
    “The queen will meet us now,” Arwyn translated, and her face grew serious. “Be on your best behavior, and always defer to me if you’re unsure how to act.” 
 
    We nodded and murmured our agreement, and the guards pushed open the wooden doors with a few labored moments of heavy effort. 
 
    Inside, the palace was astonishingly beautiful. I thought the city itself did a great job of living up to the theme of Luratamban prosperity, but the interior of the palace went beyond the pale with every possible luxury. Twin rows of bubbling fountains lined the central pathway, and rare decor stood out from every part of the walls and ceilings as we walked.  
 
    There were finely-wrought chandeliers, silver platters, banners of lace fabric, porcelain vases painted in cobalt flowers, delicate wooden carvings of unbelievable fragility, enormous speckled bird eggs, and everything else one could possibly imagine. Traditional Luratamban tapestries lined the walls, but these were each examples of the best work in the country, and it showed. 
 
    “This is … unbelievable,” I forced out as my gaze danced from object to object. “These must have taken centuries to collect.” 
 
    I longed to stop and examine some of the artifacts closer, and Arwyn looked like she was about to melt right then and there. However, the guards ushered us onward, and we had no choice but to go. 
 
    We reached another carved wooden door at the end of the hall, and the guard in the lead paused for a moment before he nodded solemnly and pushed it open. 
 
    Inside, a golden xanyarstone pathway led down a long, stretched hallway and ended at the foot of a gnarled wooden throne. A woman sat in it, and the sheer weight of her presence drew my eyes immediately. 
 
    The woman stood suddenly, and her golden jewelry jingled with the speed of the motion. 
 
    “Well,” Queen Lisi said, and her voice was as clipped and cold as a winter storm as she spoke the Mistral language with only a faint, lyrical accent. “It has been some time since Mistral deigned to send me delegates. I certainly hope you have brought some proper gifts.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    My breath froze in my throat as the six of us stopped and stared wordlessly at the Luratamban Queen. We had brought nothing, not even a token from home that could be fibbed as a gift. How had this oversight happened? Even worse, we couldn’t discuss it without Queen Lisi understanding every word, since it was clear she knew our language perfectly. 
 
    “Do you think she likes mangoes?” Almasy whispered almost inaudibly behind me. 
 
    It was the kind of comment that turned a bad situation into a horrifying one, and I practically choked as I fought to keep myself from reacting. 
 
    What could I offer her? How could I keep us from being turned away, or worse, sacrificed for our impunity? 
 
    Suddenly, Queen Lisi smiled and laughed. It was a harsh, cawing sound, like a raven sounding an alarm in the middle of the woods. She threw her head back as she did, and her golden headdress clinked and rattled. 
 
    “The looks on your faces,” Lisi said with obvious mirth. “I’m sorry, it’s just too funny.” 
 
    Nia and I exchanged confused glances, and Varleth shifted uneasily in his stance.  
 
    “Huh?” Gawain asked quietly, but the noise echoed in the silence clearly enough for everybody to hear. 
 
    “Let me start again,” Queen Lisi decided, and a smile dawned on her face. “Welcome to Lisi City. I am this generation’s queen, and I will be your host while you are all here. There is no custom for guests to bring gifts, of course. It would be ridiculous to ask you for things, and as a host I will provide for your every need and desire.” 
 
    My tension left me in a single breath, and I began to examine the throne room closely for the first time. The wooden throne wasn’t actually constructed, but rather grown and carved out as a single piece. The top of it was gnarled with old, blunted branches, and roots twisted out from the bottom portion of it. It was a strangely simple throne for the wealthy ruler of an entire country like this one. 
 
    Queen Lisi herself was just as much of a contradiction, now that I looked at her carefully. Her golden headdress fanned from the top of her head in a semicircle of a crest, and jewels sat within the etchings in it. Golden earrings dangled from her ears, and layers of golden necklaces and bracelets hung from her neck and wrists.  
 
    Her dress was an ornate wrapping of green and yellow patterns that portrayed some of the most jaw-dropping embroidery I’d ever seen. Her feet were adorned with sandals in the usual style, though the straps were gold, and her ankles were heavy with more jeweled bands.  
 
    Lisi’s face was done with similar attention to detail and beauty, and smoky makeup framed her dark eyes. Her lips were rouged, and her skin was carefully done to enhance the appearance of her cheekbones and her eyes. She had a proud nose that defied the painting-over of the rest of her features, and it fit her face well.  
 
    Despite all the wealth on display, Queen Lisi sat with a casual posture as she surveyed us. Her arms laid relaxed on the twisted arms of her throne, and she fidgeted with one leg over the other as she leaned forward to look at us. Her shoulders and back were rounded, and her gaze was more eager than regal. If I ignored the rest of her outfit, she looked like a common girl relaxing in a chair and was excited to have people over to her home, and not a queen at all. 
 
    “Puramani mea, Your Majesty,” Arwyn said as she bowed low and ducked her head. “My thanks for your generosity.” 
 
    “You have a lovely way of speaking our language, madame,” Queen Lisi responded in a pleasant tone. “Please, introduce me to everyone here. It’s exciting to meet so many new faces, especially after Mistral has been so preoccupied for so long. I suspect you have a reason for visiting me now, yes? We have much to talk about.” 
 
    Arwyn nodded, and her shoulders dropped slightly as the tension left them.  
 
    “My name is Arwyn Hamner,” she explained. “I have been a professor and a healer at the Academy for eight years now. In this group, I serve as the cultural expert, researcher, healer, and translator.” 
 
    “All those duties at once?” Queen Lisi asked curiously. “You’re a multi-talented woman, then. Who is the leader of your group?” 
 
    “That would be me,” I answered in turn, and I bowed low to copy Arwyn. “My name is Gryff of Njordenfalls, and I serve as leader and summoner of this group.” 
 
    The queen looked me up and down, and her eyes lingered on my body with unconcealed interest. 
 
    “A summoner?” Queen Lisi exclaimed. “What a fascinating character you are, Gryff. A summoner as a leader is a very strange combination. I suspect you know we have very few summoners here, yes?” 
 
    I had no idea, but I wasn’t about to admit a total lack of knowledge on the subject. 
 
    “I suspected you didn’t have many summoners,” I answered carefully. “In truth, Mistral used to largely ignore summoning as a viable fighting class.” 
 
    “That was foolish of the old council,” Queen Lisi scolded easily. “We have very few summoners, for they usually fail to ascend from their training. Those who do ascend are particularly blessed by Miralea’s power, and to ignore such a thing would be an enormous mistake.” 
 
    Ascend from their training? Blessed by Miralea’s power? I wasn’t sure what it meant, but it sounded like the approach to summoning was very different here. 
 
    “The new council is much more amenable,” I said neutrally, but Lisi gave me a knowing smile in response. 
 
    “I will pester you on that change later,” the queen promised slyly. “Who is this mage with the silver hair beside you? I heard quite a story from the guards.” 
 
    “My name is Nia Kenefick,” Nia answered as she gave a graceful, sweeping bow that made mine look awful. “I’m an elemental mage, and my position on this team is for the versatility of my magic.” 
 
    Queen Lisi nodded, and she gestured with one jingling hand as if to encompass the entire kingdom around her. 
 
    “I have many shamans in my capital city,” she explained, “though very few have mastery over more than two elements. Your powers are surely a blessing, though I’m not surprised by it, considering your family.” 
 
    Nia nodded solemnly and bowed again, and her skirt swayed around her legs as she dipped low. 
 
    “My father sends his regards as the new Grand Mage,” Nia announced as she straightened again, “and he looks forward to working even more closely with Luratamba in the future.” 
 
    “I’m charmed,” Queen Lisi said with a slight smile. “I’ve heard good things about him, and I’m looking forward to many years of friendly business.” 
 
    There was a momentary lull in the conversation before the queen turned expectantly to Gawain. 
 
    “My name is Gawain Madox,” he introduced himself as he stepped forward and bowed. “I’m a fire mage, though I’m on this journey for my expertise in equestrian selection and care. If I may ask, are our horses being looked after? They’ll need food, water, and rest, since our journey has been hard. The speckled one caught a rock in her hoof and will need to be treated for minor inflammation, as well.” 
 
    Arwyn shot Gawain an alarmed look as she tried to warn him into silence, but he didn’t seem to notice how rude he was being. 
 
    “Your horses are cared for,” Queen Lisi responded with an amused smile. “The mule as well, so you need not worry about them.” 
 
    She turned her gaze to the two remaining members of our party, and Varleth dropped into a stiff, inexpressive bow of his own. 
 
    “Varleth Prost,” he introduced himself in monotone. “I’m the banisher.” 
 
    Varleth really knew how to make friends, didn’t he? 
 
    “Charmed,” Queen Lisi replied as she arched her eyebrows questioningly. 
 
    Almasy stepped forward as the final member of our team and gave a flourishing bow with easy confidence. 
 
    “My name is Keith Almasy,” he introduced himself smoothly. “I’m the team’s airship pilot, though I also specialize in earth magic.” 
 
    “Pleasure to meet you, Keith Almasy,” Queen Lisi responded with a nod, and she relaxed further into her throne. “Now, let’s get down to business. I was not given any message concerning your delegation’s imminent arrival, which I suspect is because this wasn’t planned far in advance. In addition, the six of you are clearly competent mages, though you seem completely unversed in politics, and I know Mistral is under enough hardship that Grand Mage Kenefick wouldn’t send powerful Academy mages away to my doorstep without a good reason. Am I correct?” 
 
    I blinked and stared at Queen Lisi in surprise. Certainly, she hadn’t seemed too pampered to be able to think straight, but this was a rather impressive show of deduction on her part, and I hadn’t expected her to confront us so openly. 
 
    I looked around the room and counted the number of guards present. There were four at the door, and six more stood along the sides of the room closer to Lisi than we were. 
 
    “Perhaps we could discuss the true purpose of our visit in private?” I suggested. 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” Lisi replied, and her gaze darkened ever so slightly as she looked down on us. “I’m afraid it’s not possible to meet with me in private, so you’ll have to accept the current conditions.” 
 
    It was unfortunate, but I didn’t see any way around it. At least the guards probably didn’t know much of the Mistral language, so I could hope they wouldn’t understand. I looked at Arwyn to see if she had any ideas, but the red-haired professor only gave a subtle shrug and a nod back. 
 
    “We’re here about the Archon that has been spotted in your lands,” I said bluntly as I looked appealingly toward the queen. 
 
    “The Archon,” Queen Lisi repeated, and her eyes narrowed. “I do not know the term, but there have been whispers of our goddess’s return. Is this of whom you speak?” 
 
    “It is,” I confirmed. “We in Mistral believe Miralea is one of nine Archons, much like the two Archons we’ve already encountered in our lands.” 
 
    “I see,” the queen responded with disappointment in her expression. “You believe our goddess is some kind of monster. I hope you understand the insult this conveys, yes? Miralea walked this land in our ancestors’ days, and now we have been blessed by her return. Yet, you say your Maker is the one true god, while our goddess is some kind of evil demon?” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” I protested as I tried to regain control of the conversation.  
 
    Nia stepped forward to save me, and I felt relief as she took over the explanation with smooth confidence. 
 
    “What we say about Miralea doesn’t come purely from speculation,” Nia told the queen imploringly. “We recovered certain historical research that allowed us to come to these conclusions. If we had found such evidence about the Maker, we would be forced to accept he was in opposition to humanity’s best interests as well.” 
 
    Varleth raised his eyebrows in response to that, but we all held our tongues. It was actually a pretty interesting point for her to bring up, since through all that cipher decoding, we hadn’t seen a hint that the Maker had any role in the prophecy with the Archons and the Beastmaker. He was absent, for all intents and purposes. 
 
    “Haven’t you noticed the goddess’s return hasn’t been all good?” I asked the queen as I tried to pitch our case fairly. “Miralea is back, but she’s not protecting Luratamba and her worshippers. Utun is at your doorstep, and your supposed goddess is absent. Your people try to appease her, but their devotion turns into mindless fervor and a propensity toward pointless violence.” 
 
    That seemed to get to the queen, and a troubled frown crossed her face as she nodded slowly. 
 
    “Some of our people have begun to sacrifice unwilling participants,” Queen Lisi admitted despondently. “I oppose such actions, of course. If a sacrifice is not willing, it makes a poor tribute to our goddess.” 
 
    “That goes against proper worship?” I asked curiously. 
 
    “We’re not Utun,” Lisi responded, and she nearly spat the name of the enemy country before she relaxed again. “No, murder is not proper worship. Self-sacrifice is the only true way of showing devotion. If a farmer gives his money, his animals, his crops, and his life to Miralea, that is devotion. If he gives his neighbor’s money or his neighbor’s life, there is no sacrifice required, and it takes no devotion to do so.” 
 
    Now I understood why she was so offended by the concept of sacrificing unwilling humans. I wondered whether those bandits’ actions counted as self-sacrifice or attempted murder, or maybe both. Between them and the abandoned village, it definitely seemed like Luratamba was starting to go off the deep end. 
 
    “Queen Lisi,” Arwyn pleaded gently, “we’re here to assess the threat Miralea poses and restrain her if we find she’s a danger to Luratamba or Mistral. If you have any knowledge of where we can find Miralea, please tell us.” 
 
    The queen shook her head, and her dangling golden earrings jingled slightly with the movement. 
 
    “No,” Queen Lisi answered stoutly. “It’s true, my informants have given me some idea of where Miralea is at the moment. However, I will not tell you. I appreciate Mistral and all they have done for me and my country, but I will not give you this. You aren’t interested in assessing a threat, you’re interested in getting rid of Miralea before she can even begin to pose a danger to your country.” 
 
    “Queen Lisi--” I began to say. 
 
    “No,” she decided firmly, and the air crackled with tension as she leaned forward in her chair. “Do not ask again.” 
 
    I fell silent, and Arwyn did as well. The professor’s face was despondent, but I couldn’t comfort her now. I didn’t know where to go or what to do after such a firm refusal. 
 
    The queen’s face softened, and she seemed to come to a decision. 
 
    “Do not worry about Miralea,” she advised our team as she rose from her throne. “You’ve come so far, but I will make it worth your time. Please come with me, and I will personally show you the beauty of my city.” 
 
    “Of course, Queen Lisi,” Arwyn answered with a deep bow. “It’s our honor to accompany you.” 
 
    Two of the guards stepped out from the wall and gestured us forward, and we obliged by following them up to the queen herself. 
 
    This close, I could tell a little more about Queen Lisi. Fine wrinkles framed her eyes and mouth, and her dark eyes flickered quickly across my body as she assessed me in turn. She had the grace of a mature woman who knew her power, and I judged her to be in her early thirties. Maybe she was the same age as Arwyn, though it was clear she spent most of her life getting used to ruling an entire nation, and now she was comfortable with the task. 
 
    “It’s very generous of you to give us a tour,” I said diplomatically as Queen Lisi led us from the meeting hall toward an adjoining door off to the side. 
 
    “How could I do any less?” the queen asked pleasantly. “When a fine leader like yourself and the daughter of the Grand Mage visit, it’s imperative that I step up to be a good host.” 
 
    “The Kenefick family won’t forget your generosity,” Nia responded easily, as if she were born to trade pleasantries. 
 
    Then again, Nia really was born into this. 
 
    The queen and the guards behind her led us through the door and into another hallway which quickly disappeared into a sharp right hand turn. 
 
    “The Jaguar Temple is not merely my palace,” Queen Lisi explained as we walked. “In fact, this place serves both as religious center and training facility for the shamans in my employ. Unlike Mistral, we rely on volunteerism to combat rifts in Luratamba. Shamans are never expected to perform beyond what they are willing. This is how we keep our worship pure, and our devotion strong.” 
 
    We exited the hallway, and a large courtyard came into view. It was ringed by trees and a moat water feature that extended around the perimeter in a stone-lined trench. In the center of the courtyard, an enormous bronze statue of a jaguar snarled down at the ground before it. Its mouth was wide open, and its teeth were at eye-level to all who passed it. 
 
    “Excellent,” Queen Lisi said with satisfaction. “I hoped today’s sacrifice was continuing as planned.” 
 
    An elderly man crouched before the bronze jaguar, and he held a black obsidian knife adorned with feathers, beads, and other decor that trailed along the carved stone handle. As we watched, he muttered to himself and knelt to bow prostrate along the floor. He rose, then bowed again, and continued in that manner repeatedly. 
 
    The old man wore a green robe, and yellow and green parrot feathers cascaded from the hem and the sleeves of his outfit. They were Miralea’s colors, I was beginning to realize, and all of Luratamba embraced them especially for official buildings and outfits. 
 
    “How does this sacrifice proceed?” Arwyn asked, and her nerves showed through the slight tightness in her words.  
 
    “Watch, and you’ll see,” Lisi replied simply. “This is the proper way to do things.” 
 
    We watched for what felt like an agonizing hour, though I was sure it was more like a matter of minutes. Over and over again, the old man bowed, gestured, and muttered as he faced the bronze jaguar. 
 
    Finally, his mutterings got louder, and they reached a fevered pitch as he nearly shouted out hoarse prayers to the jaguar statue. He seemed to reach a peak, and he swung the obsidian knife aloft as he pointed it to his throat. 
 
    Nia moved slightly in place, as though she was barely able to stop herself from going to him. She managed to keep her reaction restrained, and I put a hand on her arm to comfort her. 
 
    My entire team was clearly unsettled, but we didn’t dare speak out against the ceremony. This was the way things were done here, and we could only offend Queen Lisi if we protested. Besides that, the air was so thick with tension, I felt like it closed up my throat just by the heaviness of the situation. 
 
    The elderly man shouted out a final word, and he plunged the obsidian knife into his own throat. At first, I couldn’t believe he had actually done it. Then, his hands fell away, and the knife was clearly still stuck deep into his neck. The old man made a soft, rasping noise, and he slowly collapsed forward onto the knife. 
 
    Blood swam from the cobblestones underneath him, and it flowed through the cracks in the paved floor until it reached the surrounding moat at the edges of the small courtyard. There, his blood dripped into the ring of the moat, and it was suspended as red swirls of liquid in the still water. 
 
    We stared in silence at the gruesome scene. The old man’s suicide had been carried out in such a simple, sure fashion, and I could barely wrap my head around the kind of mindset it would take to do such a thing. 
 
    I turned to the Queen, and I was shocked to see her smile at the sacrifice in front of us. 
 
    “A good death,” Queen Lisi said decidedly. “His prayers were right, and his blood has reached the moat easily. The water will darken, and we won’t need another sacrifice until it rains once more, and the moat fills again. The rain is Miralea’s message of when it’s time for us to show our devotion.” 
 
    “Thank you for showing us such an important ceremony,” Nia said, but her voice was hollow of gratitude. 
 
    Strangely, I found myself not quite so repulsed by the man’s death. In some ways, his sacrifice wasn’t so different from the way our soldiers marched into battle against enemies much stronger than themselves. The only difference was who held the knife. 
 
    I like that you’re embracing it, Sera purred inside my head. That’s what we would tell ourselves, when any man or monster would oppose us. ‘They practically killed themselves. It’s not my fault they marched willingly to an early grave.’ Then again, it’s not like humans matter to us. They shouldn’t matter to you either, my love.  
 
    The hairs on the back of my neck rose, and I shivered a little as I brushed Sera’s words away.  
 
    “Ah, but I apologize,” Queen Lisi said, and she dipped her head in remorse. “I’m sure you six have had a very long journey, much like your horses, and now you’d like to rest. I’ll leave any more festivities until tomorrow.” 
 
    Abruptly, the queen switched to her native language as she gave quick orders to the two guards nearby. They nodded brusquely and gestured for us to follow. 
 
    “Thank you,” Nia said again to the queen as we left. “We’ll be sure to talk with you again tomorrow.” 
 
    Queen Lisi gave us a confident smile as we left, but she said nothing more. She didn’t plan to change her mind, and it was clear we would get nothing but more empty platitudes for the duration of our stay. 
 
    The guards led us through a series of hallways and down several flights of interior spiral stairs before we ended at a row of wooden doors in a stone corridor. One of the guards stepped up to open the wooden doors one at a time, and each time he gestured a teammate of mine inside. 
 
    Gawain, Varleth, Nia, and Almasy got motioned into their own private rooms, and I stepped into the fifth one. The door closed behind me, and I stood there and waited until I heard Arwyn ushered into her own room next to mine. 
 
    The first thing I noticed was the smell of food as it wafted over to me from the table nearest the bed. I turned around to find what dinner had been left for me, but I got completely distracted as I fully took in the scenery around the room. 
 
    Sumptuous green velvet drapes dripped from the full length windows at one edge of the room. My eye was drawn upward from there toward a crystal chandelier decked in jewels which hung from the ceiling. Beveled, embossed wooden tiles covered in geometric carvings served as the ceiling surface, and the white walls were hung with fantastical landscape paintings of jungles, oceans, and mountains. 
 
    The bed was a four-poster type that traversed from floor to ceiling, where a green velvet canopy draped elegantly around the carved wooden bedframe. Geometric shapes covered the headboard, and a sumptuous array of green and yellow pillows were arranged in a spread nearly halfway down the bed. Surprisingly, the travel packs I’d left behind on Char were set beside the bed, and I wondered how they figured out which was mine. 
 
    “Well, shit,” I couldn’t help but comment openly at the luxury around me. 
 
    Not bad, for a mortal dwelling, Sera agreed. 
 
    Interestingly, there didn’t seem to be any jaguar or snake motifs in this room, not even subtly in the paintings. I suspected our quarters were specifically set up to be neutral since they were targeted to foreigners who didn’t share the same religious beliefs as the Luratambans. 
 
    “The effect is kind of undermined by the queen having a live sacrifice performed in front of us,” I pointed out as I went to pull most of the extra pillows off the bed. 
 
    She’s a cunning one, that queen, Sera told me insightfully. She realizes the power of awe and fear, all while playing friendly with her guests. 
 
    “We can’t even accuse her of trying to intimidate us,” I realized with a grimace. “It’s the carrot and the stick, only she gets to pretend the stick is a cultural difference.” 
 
    Like I said, Sera repeated, she’s cunning. 
 
    The realization riled me up, and I spent the next hour or two pacing and grazing on the food under the platter on the bedside table. It turned out to be an array of intense fruit salads, river fish preparations, and strange, eggy desserts. I hardly knew any of what I was eating, and I didn’t taste much of it while I was so focused on what to do about Queen Lisi. 
 
    Suddenly, a knock sounded on my door. I looked out my window and realized the sun had just dipped below the horizon without me noticing, so the room would be dark soon. 
 
    “Come in,” I called while I walked over to pull the handle, and I yanked open the door without a pause. 
 
    Arwyn stood framed in the entrance, and she quirked an auburn eyebrow as she looked at me through the doorway. 
 
    “We should talk,” the red-haired professor said simply. “Let me inside.” 
 
    I beckoned Arwyn through and shut the door behind her, and then we both walked over to the bed to sit and talk. 
 
    “What’s this about?” I asked while we got comfy among the remaining mound of pillows. 
 
    “Queen Lisi,” Arwyn replied darkly. “I know she seemed quite friendly, but the truth is she wants nothing more than for us to scare off back to Mistral.” 
 
    “I know,” I admitted frankly. “Sera and I were just discussing that.” 
 
    “Oh,” Arwyn replied, and she frowned as a brief moment of troubled hurt crossed her face. “You go to her often for advice?” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I assured Arwyn quickly. “It’s accidental, not like how you’re picturing. When I need advice, I go to my real friends.” 
 
    I gave her a pointed look, and the professor’s gaze softened as she stared back at me. 
 
    “I like to hear that,” she admitted quietly. “Sometimes, it feels like you grow closer to her and further away from the rest of us.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” I protested, and a small smile stole over my face as I looked into her eyes. “Believe me, I’ll always care more about you than any Archon. ” 
 
    Arwyn’s gaze softened, and she leaned toward me across the bed. The mattress dipped slightly between us, and I closed the gap as our mouths brushed together. Her lips tasted foreign, half sweet and half spicy like the Southern food we’d eaten for dinner. She grazed her teeth gently against my mouth, and I captured her again with another soft, honey-slow kiss. 
 
    This was the difference between Arwyn and Sera. Sera would never relax or share sweet, patient reassurance with me. I trailed a hand along Arwyn’s back, and she shivered with anticipation as her hands lifted to the buttons on my shirt. 
 
    Slowly, her long, delicate fingers pried the buttons apart, and she drifted one hand down my bare chest.  
 
    I leaned into her touch and decided it was time to even the deal. I tugged at the bottom hemline of Arwyn’s red blouse, and I pushed it up above her voluptuous breasts slowly to reveal her pale flesh underneath.  
 
    Faint scars criss-crossed her sides, stomach, arms, and everywhere else I looked. Arwyn had done Monster Response for far longer than the rest of us, and it showed in the sheer number of minor wounds she’d collected throughout the years. Because she was a healer, I had no doubt Arwyn let herself get hurt more often than most people would.  
 
    I smoothed my hand across those scars and drifted my arms back to undo her white, lacy bra. The catch sprang free and released her breasts, which bounced slightly with the motion. 
 
    “Maker, it’s been too long,” Arwyn breathed before she tugged her bra and shirt off over her head. 
 
    “Ever since the river, all I wanted was to see you like this and make sure you’re okay,” I admitted quietly. 
 
    “I’m always okay,” Arwyn replied. “You shouldn’t worry.” 
 
    “Then you shouldn’t risk your life,” I returned as I kneaded her breasts in my hands. 
 
    Arwyn gasped as my palm brushed over her nipples, and I dropped my left hand while I leaned in to take her breast in my mouth. 
 
    I sucked and flicked my tongue across the surface, and Arwyn squirmed and moaned in response. 
 
    “Please, Gryff,” she sighed happily, “more.” 
 
    That was what I had been waiting for. I grabbed Arwyn’s skirt by the hemline and pulled it down to her knees. 
 
    “No panties,” I murmured, “almost like you were planning for this.” 
 
    Arwyn flushed and shook her head as I ran my hands down along her hips and ass, but she had no good explanation. 
 
    I pulled myself down, and Arwyn leaned back to lie on the bed with her head on the pillows. Once she was resituated, I moved my mouth to her entrance and licked a long trail up to her clit.  
 
    Arwyn gasped and moaned as I continued my attention on her with swirling licks in patterns that made her shiver with desire. I felt her climax nearing as she twisted and twitched beneath me, and I pressed my hands into the small of her back as I moved my mouth around her with increasing speed. 
 
    Arwyn came unexpectedly with a loud shout that seemed to surprise even her, and a satisfied smile stole over her face as soon as she calmed down. 
 
    “Good for more?” I asked as I pressed a kiss onto her stomach. 
 
    “With you, always,” she responded breathlessly. 
 
    I turned her carefully onto her stomach, and her red hair spilled down her shoulders and over her back like a fiery river. She was gorgeous, and my eyes drew down to the perfect, round curves of her ass. She arched her back and pressed her hips upward to present it better to me, and I didn’t resist the invitation. 
 
    I stripped my trousers off and dropped them by the side of the bed before I took my cock in one hand and guided it into Arwyn’s wet entrance. I kept her legs together and her stomach on the bed, and it made her amazingly tight as I pushed deep within her. 
 
    Immediately, she moaned and tilted her hips again so I could slide further inside. She couldn’t loosen up in this position, so each stroke gave us both delicious, slow friction that seemed to light up pleasure along every inch of my cock. 
 
    “Maker,” Arwyn moaned, “more, give me more.” 
 
    This time, I didn’t listen to her. I kept up the same exact slow rhythm, and each stroke drew out agonizing pleasure for me. 
 
    By Arwyn’s reaction, it did the same for her. She squirmed, panted, and gasped as I pushed slowly inside her, and she made small, needy noises for more each time I drew out. My careful strokes were brutally good, and the torturously slow pace I enacted pushed us both to the brink without release in sight. 
 
    “How is it?” I asked as I leaned close to her ear.  
 
    I could just see a sliver of her expression through her hair, and she looked like she was going to come undone from what I was doing to her. 
 
    “Please,” Arwyn begged lustfully, “just go faster. You are driving me crazy.” 
 
    Once again, I kept up the same slow, deep rhythm as I slid in and out of her. She panted out my name as I filled every inch of her with patient, unchanging speed. I leaned back and kneaded her ass as I waited, and Arwyn began to squirm impatiently against me. 
 
    Then I let loose and picked up the fastest, hardest rhythm I could manage. 
 
    Arwyn shouted with every thrust, and she nearly wailed as I pounded against her. Each stroke made her ass bounce, and her muscles tightened around me as she closed in on her climax. 
 
    She came again with a shudder, and her legs shifted underneath me as she rocked through a long, drawn out orgasm. I grabbed her by the hips and leaned forward as I slammed against her and rode through each moment of her orgasm until she was completely wrung out. 
 
    At the tail end of her pleasure, I jerked my hips in a few quick motions and felt my own climax arrive in a wave of unimaginable bliss. My seed sprayed into her like a river, and she cried out my name as the sensation of my warm seed caused her second orgasm to evolve into a third.  
 
    After a few dozen beautiful seconds it was over, and I felt as if I had emptied all of myself into her tight tunnel. I stayed within her for a moment as we both caught our breaths, but then I pulled out to watch her dribble more onto the bedspread beneath us. 
 
    I moved aside and laid next to Arwyn as she flipped onto her back once more. Then she ran a hand through her hair and shook her head in amazement as she lay there. 
 
    “Fuck,” Arwyn swore in a rare moment of undone satisfaction. “That was amazing. How did you even come up with that?” 
 
    It was the kind of sex I would never have with Sera, not in a million years. She had no patience, and she would never wait for me to show her another way. 
 
    “It was all you,” I explained breathlessly as I trailed an idle hand across her chest. “Once I started, I knew you’d like it. 
 
    “You must be a mind-reader, Gryff,” Arwyn said with a pleasant, soft laugh. “It was exactly what I needed. By the Maker, I love it when you fill me up like that. There was so much and it makes me feel incredibly warm, safe, and loved. I feel like I’m yours.” 
 
    “You are mine,” I said, and then we kissed passionately before we snuggled out naked bodies together.  
 
    We laid in silence for a while as we enjoyed each others’ quiet company. Beyond the window, the world turned from dusk into true night. 
 
    Now that my body was satiated, my mind began to drift easily toward sleep. I tried to stay awake until Arwyn was completely out, but unconsciousness stole up on me before I could do a thing to prevent it. 
 
    While I slept, I dreamed. 
 
    The jungle surrounded me with lush, gorgeous colors and pleasant fragrances of plants in bloom. The vines seemed greener than usual, and the trees seemed to shelter me benevolently as I walked through the underbrush. I had never felt such a calm, meditative feeling from being in nature before, and I wondered why I didn’t go walking in the jungle more often. 
 
    I came upon a tree larger than the others, and its roots seemed to twist into a hollow section perfect for sitting. I walked up to the inviting cradle of roots and leaned back into them as my muscles relaxed one-by-one into perfect comfort. 
 
    My eyes began to close, and I let them fall shut for a moment. 
 
    Something is watching! Sera hissed inside my head. 
 
    My eyes flew open, and I caught a glimpse of yellow fur as it flashed through the tops of the trees ahead of me. 
 
    What was that? 
 
    I stood and moved away quickly from the cradling roots of the tree, and I looked around anxiously as I tried to spot the thing in the trees once more. My eyes darted around, but I couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary. 
 
    Suddenly, something rustled behind me. I swung around and faced the threat as it vanished into the canopy of the trees above me, but I caught a glimpse of a spotted tail as it disappeared into the leaves. 
 
    What was this? How did I get here? Wasn’t I visiting Queen Lisi? 
 
    This is a dream, Gryff, Sera warned, and her voice echoed distantly inside my mind. Be careful. We’re not alone. 
 
    If this was a dream, I would have my daggers sheathed by my side. I reached down sightlessly, and my hand wrapped around the hilt of my rhin dagger even though it hadn’t been there before. I pulled it free and crouched before I moved in careful circles to survey the treetops around me. 
 
    Suddenly, movement exploded from the tree on my left, and I whirled around to face the threat too slowly as it slammed into my chest and knocked me down. The creature snarled and snapped, and I rolled onto my chest to protect my stomach and face. 
 
    Sharp pinpricks of pain shot across my shoulders as my attacker sunk its claws into me, and I writhed my arm around backward to stick my rhin dagger into my attacker’s flank. Somehow my rhin dagger only glided off the predator’s skin, and I couldn’t land a solid blow. The sharp pain in my shoulder grew worse, and I feared this was how I would be killed in my sleep, never to wake up again. 
 
    Summon me! Sera demanded urgently, and I didn’t waste a moment considering whether I should follow her request or not. 
 
    I put out a brief, single-minded mental command, and I felt Sera burst from within me as her power left the tattoos on my back in a sudden rush. 
 
    “Off him,” Sera snarled from beyond my field of vision. “He’s mine.” 
 
    A humanistic hiss of pain interrupted my attack, and the predator fell away from my shoulders. I rolled over and caught a glimpse of Sera as she stood fiercely over her victory. I sat up and expected to see a jaguar or a leopard of some kind on the ground after the attack, but instead, it was merely a woman crouched on the jungle floor like an animal. 
 
    The woman wore nothing more than a thin wrapping of vines, which scarcely covered her modest breasts and the important parts between her thighs. The vines were pulled taut around her smaller chest and tanned, dark skin, though she was still paler than a Westerner. Her dark eyes and straight black hair made it clear this woman was a Southerner, though the similarities ended there. 
 
    A twisted foliage crown of yellow flowers ringed the woman’s brow and hair, and something about the way she wore it seemed otherworldly and powerful. Her eyes were jaguar-orange, and her pupils were pinprick small like a wild animal’s. If those traits weren’t enough to clue me in about the woman’s humanity, the final straw was the swaying, yellow-and-black spotted cat tail that swished behind her. 
 
     “Seraaaaaaa,” the cat-woman hissed, and her voice was more like a guttural snarl than actual words. “You escaped the cave.” 
 
    “No thanks to you, Miralea,” Sera answered hotly as she folded her ebony-black wings behind her. 
 
    Miralea bared her teeth, which wrinkled her soft nose and widened her full mouth.  
 
    “Be glad I didn’t put you there,” Miralea growled out. “Petty squabbles, bah. They never interested me. This time, I may make an exception.” 
 
    Compared to Queen Lisi, Miralea had the vocabulary and delivery of a barbarian child. The difference startled me, since somehow I expected all the Archons to sound elegant and even slightly archaic. 
 
    “You could never hope to best me in combat,” Sera sniffed haughtily. 
 
    “You’re not so powerful anymore,” Miralea hissed as she straightened out of the crouch to her full height in order to stare Sera down. “You were caged for many years and grew pathetic. I’m a strong one now.” 
 
    “You slept as well, if I’m not mistaken,” Sera snapped, and her yellow eyes narrowed dangerously. 
 
    “I ruled in jungle for many decades more before I rested,” Miralea returned sharply. “During sleep, I grew hungry and eager. You only softened, like a fat boar.” 
 
    Sera took a swipe at Miralea with her long fingernails, and Miralea danced out of the way easily. 
 
    “Fat and slow,” Miralea amended with a feral smile on her face. “I am better.” 
 
    Miralea stepped slowly backward out of range, and my eyes were drawn down to her feet as she walked. With each footstep she left behind, a green bloom of tiny plants quickly grew and then withered in her wake, as if they lived out an entire life cycle through her presence. 
 
    “You’re done for,” Sera snarled. “If I could kill you through a dream, I would rip your throat out now and be done with it.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” Miralea asked skeptically, and she jerked her chin at me. “This one seems impressed by my power. Your small master has wandering eyes.” 
 
    I dragged my gaze away from the growth of the small plants below her, and my cheeks burned as I stared Miralea down. 
 
    “Sera’s the most powerful Archon,” I argued vehemently. “With her on my side, we can deal easily with you.” 
 
    “She’s on your side?” Miralea asked tauntingly. “Maybe you are on hers. How sure are you, child?” 
 
    I steeled my gaze and narrowed my eyes as I tried to see past the insults. 
 
    “Why did you come to my dreams tonight?” I questioned her. “What’s your motive for returning to Luratamba?” 
 
    There was a tense, pin-drop silence as Miralea’s face contorted in anger at my question. 
 
    “I want it back,” Miralea growled. “No foreign shaman will interfere. These jungles are mine. These animals are mine. These pyramids belong to me. No blasphemous human will remain when I’m through. All will worship me, as is fair.” 
 
    “Over my dead body,” I argued back as fierce defiance rose up within me. “The people might have worshipped you when you were gone, but their faith will fade with your return. You will never rule us. Frankly, Miralea, you’re kind of a disappointment as a goddess.” 
 
    Miralea snarled, and her tail lashed with anger as she launched herself at me. Thorns wound down from her vine outfit and covered her forearms and palms, and they ranged in size from a centimeter to nearly four inches long.  
 
    I crouched and braced myself for impact as she prepared to lacerate me with her regrown weapons. 
 
    Miralea hit me in the chest, and her thorny weapons dug into my clothes and flesh wherever they made contact. 
 
    “Sera!” I called urgently as I tussled with the cat-tailed Archon. 
 
    I plunged my rhin dagger toward her flank, but vines whipped out and tangled with my blade to deflect it away from its target. 
 
    I couldn’t put a scratch on her, and I struggled desperately as the woman’s animalistic strength overwhelmed me. Blood oozed from a hundred cuts as her thorns worked away at my flesh, and I imagined she could take down enemies without putting so much as a single major wound on them at all. 
 
    I tried to flip Miralea, but we rolled twice before she ended up on top again. In the process, I managed to catch a glimpse of Sera, and I was shocked to see her thrashing against a growing entanglement of vines that grew from the trees around us. Underbrush clung to Sera’s feet, and tree branches laced through her wings to pin her in place. She hadn’t suffered much damage, but she couldn’t help me while those plants kept her from moving. 
 
    “Take this!” I shouted, and I threw my rhin dagger in an off-kilter toss that flew toward Sera at an imprecise angle. 
 
    It didn’t matter, because the dark Archon lunged to one side and seized the knife from the air effortlessly. Vines sought to capture her arm as she brought the knife back over, but she swept her hand down and sliced through the offending plants in one efficient cut. From there, she made short work of the tree branches and underbrush, but I could no longer pay attention after that. 
 
    A vine twined around Miralea’s right palm, and a five-inch thorn grew from it with unnatural speed as it burst forth from the plant’s stem. Miralea forced the dark thorn toward my face as I struggled to hold her back with both my arms. I kicked and struggled to stop her advance, but the gleaming thorn inched closer to my eyes by the millisecond. 
 
    My arms shook with the effort as I tried to press Miralea’s arms away, but the Archon’s eyes glowed orange with violent satisfaction. 
 
    “I kill you,” she growled ecstatically as she forced the thorn toward me. “Sera will be freshly weakened without a host. I alone will rule this land.” 
 
    The thorn pressed mere centimeters away from my eye, and I felt my grip begin to fail once and for all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    “Get back to your jungle,” Sera spat from behind Miralea, and I barely glimpsed the dark Archon before she brought my rhin dagger down directly into Miralea’s spine.  
 
    The rhin dagger cleaved deep, and Miralea snarled and whined as she rolled off me. Sera followed her relentlessly, and Miralea writhed and howled as my dark Archon scored a set of fingernail scratches across her chest. 
 
    Miralea shot to her feet and scrambled away from Sera’s attack before my Archon could land any more blows. 
 
    “This has only begun,” Miralea swore in a low hiss, and all at once the dream broke apart. 
 
    I woke up slowly, and my head pounded with the beginnings of a headache. I looked at the tousled covers on the bed around me, but I found I was alone. Arwyn must have slipped away during the night and returned to her room.  
 
    I put on a fresh set of clothes from my travel pack and frowned as I considered what to do next. The sun was bright in the sky outside my window, and it illuminated a view of nothing more than thick, close-set trees. I knew the rest of the city was packed in tightly around Queen Lisi’s palace, but it was expertly hidden from view, and I could get no indication of the activity outside. 
 
    I straightened my clothing and left my quarters through the door, and I was surprised by the sight of a guard in the hallway outside. 
 
    “Breakfast,” he said in a thick accent as he nodded to me. “Follow.” 
 
    I obliged the man and tried not to stare too openly at his spear as he led me through the twisting hallways of the palace. I found it interesting my team had never been disarmed, though maybe they decided it was pointless since we were powerful enough to do even more damage with just our magic. 
 
    The guard finally brought me to another wooden door, and he nodded solemnly as he gestured and waited for me to enter. 
 
    “Puramani mea,” I told the guard to thank him, and then I went through the door. 
 
    “Gryff’s here,” Almasy announced the moment I came through, and I stopped to take in my surroundings. 
 
    Four of my five teammates were seated at a beautiful dining table in a sumptuous, decorated room. Arwyn was missing, but the others had just begun to dig into an amazing, many-course breakfast. The platters around the table were filled with the strange Southern cuisine I was beginning to grow used to, and exotic smells drifted toward me as I took my seat at the end of the table. 
 
    “I had a dream,” I said urgently as I ignored my stomach’s rumbling. 
 
    “I’m so proud of you,” Gawain replied with a roll of his eyes. “Please, by all means, tell us about your boring dream.” 
 
    “I was visited by Miralea,” I told him as I reached to grab a helping of cut fruit. 
 
    “Wait, seriously?” Varleth asked as his eyes widened. “Fucking hell, tell us about it.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to explain, but the door opened again, and Arwyn walked into the room. 
 
    “Perfect,” I said as I gestured her over to the table. “Let me start from the beginning.” 
 
    I recounted my entire dream, and my team hit me with a barrage of questions I could scarcely answer. The truth was, I didn’t know how or why Miralea had found me in the dream world to attack me. I didn’t know where she was hiding in the real world, and I didn’t know if she would attack me in my dreams again. 
 
    As for how she found you, Miralea probably watches this palace closely, Sera answered darkly. I’m sure she isn’t happy Queen Lisi has the rule of Luratamba, since Miralea wants to be the only ruler. Your hidden power made you stand out to her as soon as you entered the palace. 
 
    So, she watched and waited from the jungle just like a jaguar hungrily observing prey. 
 
    She’s very reactionary, Sera added thoughtfully. She didn’t even bother to find out what you could do before she tried to kill you.  
 
    Did her animalistic behavior make her less dangerous or even more of a threat? 
 
    “We can’t leave Luratamba until Miralea is taken care of,” I insisted as I refocused on the discussion around me. “She acts on very simple desires, and one of those desires is to be worshipped. She won’t stand to let anyone live except those who follow her the most religiously.” 
 
    “In other words,” Nia clarified, “she’ll kill half of Luratamba, then use the other half as an army to wipe countries like Mistral and Utun off the map.” 
 
    “This is getting much more complex than our fight against Phi was,” Varleth murmured with a frown. “We can beat an Archon with a country to back us up, but can we beat an Archon while the people actively try to stop us?” 
 
    “We’ll have to try,” I said firmly. “We’ve talked to Queen Lisi, but she won’t help. We’re not getting anything done here. I say we pack up and leave today, if you all agree with that decision.” 
 
    I glanced at my teammates, and every one of them had fresh determination written in their expressions. 
 
    “Let’s leave,” Gawain agreed. “The horses will be rested up if we wait until noon. There’s no reason to stay any longer.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I said as satisfaction filled me. “We’ll thank the queen, and then we can go.” 
 
    “I’ll ask the guard outside to set up a meeting,” Arwyn told me, and she left the dining table to step out into the hallway. 
 
    I made sure to scarf down as much breakfast as I could before Arwyn returned with the guard in tow. 
 
    “She’ll be ready for us at around one in the afternoon,” Arwyn explained hastily. “Until then, we’re expected to enjoy a traditional dance show and some music. Everybody should finish breakfast in the next twenty minutes in order to attend.” 
 
    It was exactly the motivation I needed to stuff myself full of the variety of fruit, pastries, and other delicacies at our table. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, the guard returned and ushered us from the dining table. It was about eight-thirty in the morning, from my best guess, so we were looking forward to a very long performance. 
 
    We ended up climbing down several sets of stairs into a windowless room deep within the step palace. It was set up with rows of raised wooden benches, and curved wooden panels at the back of a stone stage formed the room into a small amphitheater with excellent acoustics. A black curtain covered most of our view of the stage, though I heard no action from beyond it. 
 
    There was absolutely nobody else there. 
 
    Our six-person team filled a tiny portion of the first and second rows of the theater, though I figured somewhere between one and two-hundred people could usually attend. The guard told Arwyn the show would start within five minutes, and then he left by the door we’d come in through. 
 
    The room was lit by two-dozen gas lamps, and an attendant dressed completely in black rushed out to snuff out the ones on our half of the room. Once the partial-darkness was established, the black curtains in front of the stage swished aside, and a team of twenty dancers was revealed. 
 
    They were dressed in stunning, complex outfits of feathers, beads, and embroidered fabric. As we watched, they began to dance. Their metal adornments clinked and jingled as they moved in tandem, and it created the base of a strange, rhythmic music. As we watched, drums began to play from behind the hidden portion of the stage, and more instruments joined in until a full song played. 
 
    “Fantastic,” Arwyn breathed, and she leaned forward eagerly to take in the full extent of the action. 
 
    For the next four hours, various groups of dancers whirled across the stage while different music played. It was a breathtaking display of athleticism, culture, and art, and I was bored out of my mind by the end of the second hour. 
 
    When the dancers took a bow and we finally were set free, the guard returned and led us back through the hallways toward the dining room we had eaten breakfast in. 
 
    “We’ll have lunch first,” Arwyn explained to us as she translated the guard’s words. “Then we will meet with the queen to say our goodbyes. She’s been unexpectedly busy this morning, so the meeting may be closer to two o’ clock.” 
 
    “Hm,” I replied suspiciously. “Alright then. I hope this isn’t another one of her power-plays. We’re not going to just stick around and waste time forever.” 
 
    Lunch was delicious, at least, and it featured a creamy corn-based dipping sauce with battered and fried dough balls filled with chicken. I wasn’t very hungry after sitting all morning and staring at dance routines, but I ate past being full anyway just for the taste. 
 
    Finally, the guard returned and said it was time for us to say goodbye to the queen. Arwyn thanked him, and we followed the man back through the complex corridors until we came back into the hall we first met the queen in. 
 
    Queen Lisi was seated in her throne like before, but she didn’t paint nearly the same picture of elegance and casual confidence. A thin, simply-dressed advisor spoke into her ear, and he wrung his hands worriedly while he gave her some kind of report. 
 
    “That doesn’t look like good news,” I remarked as I frowned at the scene. 
 
    “We’ll have to be careful about this goodbye,” Nia advised us all quietly. “If Queen Lisi isn’t having a good day, I don’t want us to be the ones who step in and make it worse.” 
 
    I nodded, and we watched for a while longer before the queen motioned her advisor away. The man sidled back meekly, and Queen Lisi turned to us. Her eyes lingered on me once again, and I tried to ignore the weight of her gaze. 
 
    “Come, friends,” Queen Lisi requested kindly as she motioned with one golden-ringed hand for us to come closer. “I heard you’re leaving my company today, correct?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so,” I responded across the hall while I put as much rueful regret into my voice as possible. “We know you’re busy, and we don’t wish to impose. We thank you for your hospitality, though I’m afraid we can return to Mistral only after searching thoroughly for Miralea. If we weren’t on such a tight deadline, we would love to stay longer.” 
 
    “There is no need to give me reasons,” Queen Lisi replied simply as we walked up to stand about fifteen feet from her throne. “Our missions may differ, but I wish you luck regardless. However, I must beg you to remain in my palace longer. Certain events have made the roads dangerous, so you would be wise to spend two weeks in my care until the danger clears up.” 
 
    “Two weeks?” I asked as I shook my head. “We can’t stay that long, Your Majesty. Don’t worry, bandits won’t give us much trouble. We already had a fight with them once.” 
 
    “These are not bandits,” Queen Lisi said gravely. “The danger is none other than an Utun army nearly on my doorstep. They will arrive sometime in the next six hours, according to my reports. You don’t have a clear path out of this part of Luratamba, and you may run into the army as you leave.” 
 
    “Utun will be here in six hours?” I repeated, though I knew the answer already. “We’ll just have to hurry and leave before then.” 
 
    “Please,” Nia stepped in urgently, “tell us if there’s anything we can do to help. We’re a small party, but Utun is no friend of Mistral.” 
 
    “No, no,” Queen Lisi insisted, and real worry deepened the wrinkles around her eyes. “I couldn’t ask that of you. If you left safely, it would be all I can ask for. Won’t you wait until the danger has passed?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not,” I replied stoutly. “We can’t wait on this mission for one week, let alone two.” 
 
    “I see,” Queen Lisi said, and her expression sank slightly. “Well, I suspected I would be unable to keep you, and I cannot prevent you from leaving. Your horses have been saddled with your belongings from your rooms so you can make better time. I pray for your safe travels, and I thank you for your visit.” 
 
    “No,” Nia replied smoothly, “thank you for hosting. It was our pleasure.” 
 
    We all bowed long and low, and just like that, our stay with Queen Lisi was over. It felt good to be free from the constant surveillance and niceties, and though I hated to call this entire visit a waste, I felt better about cutting our losses now rather than in two weeks. 
 
    A pair of two guards escorted us out of the throne room, through the hall, and down the stairs of the palace. When we finally reached the bottom of the pyramid, both guards gave us small nods and turned to climb back up again. 
 
    “Makes my legs hurt just looking at them,” Varleth murmured as he stared after the retreating guards. 
 
    “Ah, the horses,” Gawain exclaimed happily, and I turned to see three stableboys approaching with all six of our steeds. 
 
    They were decked out with much finer saddles than before, and their harnesses were decorated with beads and feathers. Each horse looked fit for a king or queen, all except for Char. My mule had such an outwardly irritated posture and awkward stance, he looked more like part of a circus act than a regal mount. He shook his head to try to dislodge the feathers braided into his mane, and he pinned his ears back severely and nipped with his teeth whenever another horse got close. 
 
    The stableboys waited for us to collect our horses, and when I stepped forward to gather Char from him, the boy gave me a look like I was nuts for owning the beast that had traumatized him so badly. 
 
    “Char’s fine, he just prefers being left alone,” I told the stableboy reassuringly, but of course he couldn’t understand me. 
 
    We mounted our horses and pointed them toward the main city street as the stableboys scurried away. 
 
    “My bag is full of new rations,” Nia said with a perplexed expression as she rifled through the pack slung over her mount’s side. “I’m not sure whether to feel grateful or annoyed that Lisi had her people go through all our things.” 
 
    “I guess we won’t go shopping after all,” Almasy commented with a shrug. 
 
    “At least she’s letting us leave,” I told my team optimistically. “For a minute there, I was worried she was going to hold us hostage for our own safety.” 
 
    “No kidding,” Gawain snorted. “Are we sure the Utun army thing is even real?” 
 
    “The guy telling her news looked worried enough,” Almasy mentioned. 
 
    “We also know she has an entire team of dancers, singers, and actors,” Varleth pointed out. “She could have faked the entire thing just to tempt us into staying.” 
 
    She was clearly looking forward to keeping you, in particular, Sera growled. I don’t like how she looks at you. She wants your seed to fill her womb.  
 
    Sera’s possessiveness was a little surprising, but maybe she felt more threatened by rich and powerful queens than by my companions. 
 
    “I’m not sure Queen Lisi would fake that,” Arwyn argued, and the red-haired professor tilted her head thoughtfully. “She’s manipulative, but lying so outright about an upcoming battle? No, I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Let’s get out of here before she changes her mind, at least,” Gawain suggested as he shot a look toward the palace. 
 
    We rode down main street as slowly as possible to try and avoid notice. Still, people stopped and stared curiously as our horses clopped across the stone and gravel road. At least we didn’t have a fifty-person guard to draw as much negative attention as before. Foreigners probably weren’t a common sight here even before Mistral began to struggle against Phi and her monster attacks, but now we were a real rarity. 
 
    “Oh, look at that mural,” Arwyn said excitedly as she pointed at a colorful tiled wall on one of the buildings we passed. “I read about the process they use to create those, and it’s very unique. You see … ” 
 
    Arwyn trailed off as faint shouts emanated from the front gate of the city. I wondered if it was just some everyday upset, but then louder screaming and yelling filled the air as more voices joined in. 
 
    The citizens around us began to murmur and point as they caught on that something wasn’t quite right. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Nia asked in concern as she looked toward the front gate. 
 
    Suddenly, a warped spectrum of rainbow colors shimmered and slid away from the air around the front gate. The strange effect disappeared, and in its place, an enormous army appeared from thin air directly in front of the city walls. Hundreds of soldiers in black and red armor marched toward the gate, and there was nobody around but a handful of guards to stop them. 
 
    “It’s the Utun army,” Arwyn gasped. “They used light magic to hide until they got close.” 
 
    This time, screams broke out in earnest, and the people around us rushed around as they went to warn friends and family or to escape from the path of the incoming army. 
 
    “Shit,” I swore as my companions’ horses shifted nervously. “What should we do?” 
 
    “We could go back to the palace and take refuge with Queen Lisi,” Gawain suggested. “Two weeks of waiting while the city is under siege is better than nothing.” 
 
    “Maybe there’s a back exit to this city?” Varleth put forward questioningly. 
 
    “There are several exits,” Arwyn confirmed, “but I don’t think that was what Gryff was asking.” 
 
    I nodded in confirmation as I wheeled Char in a half circle to face my teammates. 
 
    No, Sera hissed, why fight here? These aren’t your people, why bother saving them? Miralea is the real threat. 
 
    I shrugged Sera’s words off and felt passion smoulder within me as I considered what I wanted to do. 
 
    “Listen,” I told my team with a growing grin as anticipation thrummed through me. “I realize this isn’t really our fight, but Mistral is closely allied with Luratamba anyway. Arwyn, how would you characterize Utun as a culture?” 
 
    “There’s a reason Mistral doesn’t do business with them,” Arwyn explained frankly. “The Utun people use sacrifice to worship their goddess, Utuni, but their ritual uses significantly less discrepancy when the victims are chosen. Murder is completely acceptable, and younger lives are given larger weight in sacrifice. It’s common practice to send children to the slaughter when the weather is bad or the crops are failing.” 
 
    “Children,” Varleth repeated as his eyes widened in horror and disgust. 
 
    “Mass killings are more common as well,” Arwyn added with a grimace. “As you can imagine, Utun doesn’t have much focus for activities outside of survival and slaughter. Those who don’t farm go to war, and those who don’t go to war are shamans who participate in sacrificial killings.” 
 
    “That’s bleak,” Varleth grunted. 
 
    “There’s more, but we don’t have time,” Arwyn decided as her eyes flickered over to me. “Gryff, what do you want to do?” 
 
    “I want to stay and fight,” I decided firmly. “It will be dangerous, but I can’t run away while these people die. Miralea might be our target, but if Utun slaughters just as many as an Archon, why should we ignore it? I won’t force you to fight this battle, so I want you to all vote one way or another.” 
 
    “Let’s fight,” Nia said abruptly without a single moment of hesitation. “I’m in.” 
 
    “Me too,” Gawain added with an eager grin. “I’ve been dying for some action ever since I was forced to watch a goddamn four hour dance recital.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” Almasy agreed nonchalantly, “let’s fight.” 
 
    “I can’t help much,” Varleth said with a shrug. “I don’t have a lot to do if there’s no rift, but sure, I’ll fight.” 
 
    “Usually I would exercise caution,” Arwyn murmured as she looked over the rest of the team. “I should be telling us to stay on track, but I care about this just as much as Gryff does. I can’t run away and let these people die.” 
 
    “That’s it, then,” I decided. “Let’s fight. Send the horses into the streets, I don’t want them getting hurt.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure they leave,” Gawain assured me as we dismounted unsteadily. 
 
    Once we were all off, Gawain gave each of our mounts a firm smack, and the horses went trotting nervously away into the tighter side streets toward the palace. The only reluctant one was Char, and my mule turned around and gave Gawain a nasty look before strolling away casually. 
 
    “What an ass,” Gawain grunted as he watched the mule go. 
 
    Utun soldiers swarmed the streets, and Luratamban guards rushed from the buildings around us to try to fight off the invasion. I saw a few of the bowmen from earlier mount the buildings, but it was a paltry number compared to how many Utun fighters were pouring through the gate. 
 
    “How big is this enemy force?” Varleth asked as he gritted his teeth. 
 
    There was no end in sight to the invasion, and we didn’t know about Lisi City’s military capabilities either. I felt as if they had an enormous number of soldiers running around in preparation for this sort of attack, but maybe I was wrong. 
 
    “No time to think about it,” I answered. “We’ve gotta get in there.” 
 
    “Be careful,” Arwyn warned, “they have mages as well. Be prepared for some nasty spells.” 
 
    “Alright,” Nia agreed with determination. 
 
    “Move out,” I called, and we charged on foot into the fray. 
 
    We met the Utun forces as we joined the wall of Luratamban guards. Chaos raced through the line as men and women died and fell, but my teammates fought with a kind of vigor and skill unmatched by others on the battlefield. 
 
    “Try to stay close!” I shouted, “I’ll give you my bullet bass protection, if I can!” 
 
    An Utun soldier leapt for me with a cudgel, and I parried his blow before I cut a deep wound through his stomach. He was too injured to fight, and I stumbled past him as I delved deeper into the Utun army. 
 
    Instantly, I lost track of most of my teammates. I was used to big battles, but I had never fought against an army of humans before. With so many people crammed into one battlefield, I couldn’t see beyond the two or three soldiers on each side. 
 
    No matter. I decided to keep my summoning to a limit for now, and the only monster I cracked open was my bullet bass. I extended its metallic protection to the few Luratamban guards nearby, and despite their confusion, they fought with renewed strength and vigor as the Utun enemy swords merely bounced off them. 
 
    I ducked and wove between blades as I used my rhin dagger and my father’s dagger in tandem to wreck every enemy who approached. The Utun seemed to favor clubs enhanced with embedded metal, but I dodged blows smoothly as my Academy training took over. A man brought down his weapon toward my head, and I sheared my rhin dagger up into his oncoming arm before I twisted the club from his grasp. The soldier barely had time to react to the blade in his arm before I buried my other one in his throat.  
 
    A cudgel swept toward me from the left, and I stepped away so it breezed past with a whistling sound. The woman who swung it snarled something at me in the Southern language, and I responded by hurling a daggerdillo crystal into her chest.  
 
    The crystal burst open, and my daggerdillo rolled forward with the thrown momentum to slice fatal wounds into the woman. It cut through her before doing the same to two more Utun soldiers behind her. They fell to the ground and opened up a gap in the Utun forces, so I dashed quickly in as I delved deeper through the enemy’s ranks. 
 
    A sudden explosion rocked the battlefield, and I dropped to my knees as the people around me tripped and fell from the shockwave. I looked toward the source of the blast, and I saw another gout of white-hot flame burst through the enemy ranks. It had to be Gawain, I realized, and I surged back into the fight with renewed vigor. 
 
    If my teammates were going all out, so would I.  
 
    I slipped a large crystal shaped like a shooting star out of my bandolier and tossed it into the ranks in front of me. 
 
    My baroquer rose from the chaos in a flash of smoke and a burst of light. The Utun soldiers around me cringed and shrieked as they laid eyes on my monster, and I wondered just how rare it was to see a Luratamban summoner in battle. 
 
    My baroquer was a fire variant, and flames licked up his armored body as if he burned from within. He was over fifty feet tall, and he carried an enormous sword that glowed with fiery light. He faced down the Utun soldiers around him like a giant would when faced with an ant. They hacked at his metal boots, but the metallic clanging that resulted didn’t even put a dent in his armor.  
 
    Let me free to kill them, Sera gloated viciously. I love destroying humans, and they won’t put a scratch on me.  
 
    I didn’t trust Sera to stick to killing Utun soldiers only. At least when I gave my baroquer commands about which outfits to focus on killing, he listened. 
 
    On cue, my baroquer began to stomp around as he swung his sword in precise, directed attacks. He couldn’t truly let loose, but it didn’t matter in terms of his effectiveness. Utun soldiers screamed and fell in droves as my baroquer’s attacks took out a dozen warriors at a time. 
 
    All of a sudden, a lightning blast shot from the crowd and pinged off my baroquer’s helmet in a shower of sparks. I felt pain from him zip through our bond, and I turned my attention to the Utun ranks.  
 
    Somewhere in there, a lightning mage was about to give us some trouble. 
 
    More bolts rained from the sky and shocked my baroquer. Pieces of his metal armor broke off and fell into the warriors below, and I darted through the Utun army in search of the perpetrator. 
 
    I found the enemy mage with surprising ease after I tracked the lightning to its source. He was dressed differently from the rest of the soldiers, and instead of just the red-and-black painted leather armor, he also wore a suit of armor made entirely of threaded-together bones overtop it. Finger bones, rib bones, and fragments of skulls and femurs were pieced together with any imaginable kind of skeletal remains. I knew his outfit was likely ineffective, but it sent shivers through me as I approached. 
 
    Utun soldiers tried to fight me, but I ignored their blows as the bullet bass protected me from blunt physical damage. The mage was all I had eyes for. 
 
    He made eye contact with me and made a snarling expression as he shouted out something in a guttural growl. 
 
    “Bring it on, motherfucker,” I snapped back as a grin stole over my face. “You should never have touched my baroquer.” 
 
    The mage fired an enormous bolt of electricity straight for my chest, but it hit me and reflected outward immediately as my bullet bass coating kept me safe. The ricochet attack felled a few nearby Utun as arching sparks shot out and danced over two of the surrounding enemies. 
 
    The mage’s snarl turned to a shriek of pure, rage-filled hatred. Instead of throwing himself at me in another attack, he seized a nearby comrade and pulled the struggling, scruffy-haired teen toward him like a hostage. 
 
    I was confused by the move, but the enemy mage drew out an obsidian dagger and made it all clear at once. I started forward to stop the ritual, but the lightning mage quickly shouted out a prayer and drove his knife into his ally’s throat. 
 
    Blood gushed from the soldier’s wound and poured over the mage’s hands. The sacrifice was so awful, so wrong compared to the old man in Lisi’s palace, I suddenly understood why the queen loathed the mere suggestion of similarity. 
 
    I dashed toward the enemy mage with my daggers brandished, but he gestured quickly, and a tremendous explosion of lighting caught me in the chest and threw me backward. Electricity shrieked through the air as it bounced away from my bullet bass skin, and the soldiers around us shuddered and collapsed as the excess power messed with their nerves. 
 
    To my complete shock, it seemed the blood sacrifice really did work. The mage’s lightning had nearly doubled in strength, and it surely would have killed me without my bullet bass protection. 
 
    Luckily, I was never alone in my battles. 
 
    In an instant, my baroquer swept his sword through the air and down toward the enemy mage. His blade sliced cleanly through the man’s bone armor, leather cuirass, and flesh before it came out the other side in a spray of blood. 
 
    “Thanks, bud!” I called to my baroquer as he thundered away to take care of other enemies. 
 
    A sudden spray of ice crackled through the soldier ranks around me, and Nia strode through the crumbling soldiers before she stopped to glare at me with her hands on her hips. 
 
    “How are we supposed to stay close to you when you go diving straight into the thickest battle on the field?” Nia scolded me with narrowed eyes. 
 
    “Sorry,” I replied with a grin, “I got carried away.” 
 
    Nia rolled her eyes skyward and shook her head as a smile broke over her own face. 
 
    “Nevermind,” she said, “are you ready to work with me? I want to take out a lot at once.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I replied as I used my bullet bass to cover her again just in case. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    I released a barrage of smaller monsters to join our fight. Axe goblins, daggerdillos, cementrolls, and my kalgori joined the fray as I concentrated hard to keep them all in line with my commands. 
 
    Then Nia added her powers to mine, and I watched in awe as my monsters turned from merely effective to absolute powerhouses on the battlefield. My goblins swung axes painted with Nia’s fire as they lit their enemies ablaze, and my daggerdillos sparked with her electricity as they rolled through the enemy ranks. My kalgori attacked with bladed wings tipped in ice, and they snapped swords and shields in half as they flew through the Utun army and spread brittle frost in their wake. 
 
    We combined our magic in a kind of dance only we could feel, or a song only we could hear. Our attacks flowed effortlessly as we whirled through the battlefield, and Nia’s shortsword slashed aside countless enemies as I defended her back with my twin daggers. 
 
    My mind drifted as I fell into the strange, half-conscious thought of battle. My body simply moved, and that muscle memory guided me through the slaughter. I ran into two more enemy mages, another lightning mage and a fire mage. Against my bullet bass, they were never even a threat, and I took them out before they could come up with a second plan to stop me. 
 
    I recalled my kalgori and most of my smaller monsters as the battle wore on and they suffered damage, but my baroquer remained on the field. He still inflicted massive damage on the Utun army, and he was careful to avoid hurting any Luratambans in the fray. 
 
    Slowly, I began to find myself without anyone to fight. I had to look around before I was able to find an Utun warrior not already in combat with Luratamban guards. I charged toward one lone soldier across the field, but an arrow flickered from a nearby building and caught him in the throat. I waved toward the hidden Luratamban soldier on top of the building, and my daggers dropped slowly as I turned and realized there wasn’t anyone left for me to fight. 
 
    Bodies littered the field, and I recognized my own marks of monster attack on many of them. As I looked around, I caught sight of Arwyn, Varleth, and Gawain all standing in a group as they stared around the field. 
 
    I jogged toward them, and Nia joined me as we both arrived with the others. 
 
    “Where’s Almasy?” I asked in concern. 
 
    Gawain snorted and pointed toward one of the few remaining battle groups. A cluster of Luratambans hoarded around a small fighting force of Utun, but the Utun fell quickly. A small cheer went up from the Luratamban side, and Almasy jogged out from the throng with a pleased expression on his face. 
 
    “Hey, guys!” he called as he waved to us and ran over. 
 
    “Desperate to be a part of the action still?” I asked with a mystified look at the earth mage. 
 
    “Just looking for a good weapon to take,” he responded casually. “My sword broke in the middle of the fight, but I was thinking it’d be fun if I used something else for a while.” 
 
    He held out a short, wicked-looking spear that ended in a curved blade with a barb at the lower end. The hilt was blackened with fire and then painted in bands of red for the Utun colors. 
 
    “Looks nice,” I complimented Almasy. “Just don’t get mistaken for an enemy while you’re using it.” 
 
    “Oh,” he responded as he examined the spear. “I guess I could paint it.” 
 
    “I need to examine everyone,” Arwyn said decidedly as she stepped closer to the center of our circle. “That includes you, Almasy. I don’t want any wounds getting infected after a fight like this.” 
 
    We stepped away from the carnage to sit against the wall of a tavern, though the sign had been knocked off during the battle and the walls were scorched. Arwyn treated our wounds one by one with the glow of her healing magic, and I looked around at Lisi City’s main street to see what damage had been done. 
 
    There were bodies everywhere, though most of them belonged to Utun soldiers. Signs of magical attack left blackened marks all over the pavement, and blood spatter painted swathes of the ground in red. 
 
    “Red and black,” I realized out loud. “Utun’s colors.” 
 
    “That’s how much of their identity is focused on war,” Nia agreed tiredly. 
 
    Arwyn nodded absently in agreement, though her focus was on Varleth as she healed a cut on his left arm. 
 
    “Who’s coming over?” Varleth asked as he craned his head up to try and see past Arwyn. 
 
    An enormous cadre of Luratamban guards marched down the steps of the palace and came straight for the tavern we were sheltered against. I looked around to see if there was anything else they were aiming for, but I decided it had to be us. 
 
    “I don’t like the look of this,” Varleth muttered. 
 
    “After all we did for them, they send the fucking army after us?” Gawain growled. “You can’t be serious. We saved their asses!” 
 
    “Hold on,” Nia pressed as he stared at the approaching soldiers. “I think they’re guarding somebody.” 
 
    I frowned as I tried to see what Nia spotted, but I couldn’t catch a glimpse of anybody special. The formation was so thick and compacted, it did seem like a protection squad rather than a fighting force. 
 
    The soldiers neared, and we stood nervously in a tight clump as their ranks parted to subsume us. Instead of stopping face to face, the Luratamban guards marched around our group until we were at the very center of the squadron. 
 
    Within the center of the soldiers, Queen Lisi stood in a small gap and gazed at us with elegance and poise. She was still dressed in her beautiful outfit from this morning, and I could hardly make sense of seeing her out in the streets like this, especially after a battle. No wonder the guard formation was so tight. 
 
    “I wanted to see my city’s suffering,” Queen Lisi explained tersely. “Yet, my soldiers hardly let me see the ground beneath my feet. I heard the six of you were crucial in the battle against the invading Utun.” 
 
    Arwyn glanced at Nia, and the ashen-haired mage stepped forward to speak. 
 
    “We only defended ourselves,” Nia explained, “no more.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Queen Lisi hummed. “The other gates of the city suffered attacks, but none so large as this one. If you had merely bothered to check, you could have walked out of this city without a scratch.” 
 
    “We’re not accustomed to walking away from a battle, Your Majesty,” Nia explained humbly. “That’s all.” 
 
    Queen Lisi laughed harshly, and I fought not to react to the sound. 
 
    “No,” she insisted, “that’s not the reason. Tell me, I insist.” 
 
    The tension built as Nia hesitated to answer. 
 
    “We did it because we care for these people, Your Majesty,” I told her frankly, and Queen Lisi’s gaze snapped over to me. “Our mission is to take care of Miralea, that’s true, but the thing we fight for is the good of humanity. Your people are included in that, so we’re obligated on some level to fight for them. We wouldn’t be here to stop Miralea if we didn’t think it was vital to the wellbeing of your citizens.” 
 
    I held my breath as I waited for Lisi’s response, but she simply examined me for a while in silence. 
 
    “How would you feel about an opportunity to help my people even more?” the queen asked curiously. 
 
    “In truth,” I admitted, “we can’t waste any more time with Utun while our main mission remains a threat. It’s like deciding to pull down a termite-infested tree in your backyard while a hurricane is about to flood your neighborhood.” 
 
    “A rotten tree is hardly the same as an army threatening to slaughter an entire country,” Lisi argued sharply. 
 
    “And a hurricane is hardly like an awakened Archon,” I shot back. “The Archon is much worse.” 
 
    Queen Lisi stared at us carefully, and finally she nodded tightly. 
 
    “Let’s discuss this in a private conference,” she decided with a careful glance at the guards around her. “I have a proposal for you, one I think you’ll want to hear to the end.” 
 
    “Fine,” I responded curtly, “but it’s happening now. We can’t waste time.” 
 
    “It’s done,” Lisi agreed firmly. “Follow me.” 
 
    We spent ten minutes walking back into the pyramid surrounded by Lisi’s guards, but they left us behind as the queen herself led us through several rooms into a dark, plain conference room. A single round wooden table was flanked by green upholstered chairs, and we all took seats with a few to spare. 
 
    “First,” Lisi began as she sat at the table and removed the golden headdress from her hair, “I want all of you to swear what I say will not leave this room. This is, what’s the word, confidence?” 
 
    She set the headdress on the table and arranged it carefully before she looked up at us again. 
 
    “Confidential,” Arwyn supplied helpfully. 
 
    “Completely confidential,” Queen Lisi pressed. “If you speak a word of this and rumors begin to fly, I’ll have no choice but to order you killed. Execution, assassination, strange accidents, the method doesn’t matter to me. I may live in a palace, but I am no stranger to pragmatism.” 
 
    Her dark eyes glittered with serious, unwavering strength buried in their depths. I cleared my throat, and those eyes moved to me. 
 
    “We can accept those terms,” I said firmly. “We might turn you down, though.” 
 
    “I don’t think you will,” Queen Lisi admitted honestly. “I know you want the goddess’s location, and I know you won’t find her easily just by wandering around. None but her converts and my most trusted advisors know where she calls home at this time.” 
 
    “And neither of them are likely to tell us,” Nia finished. “What are you going to offer us?” 
 
    “A trade,” Queen Lisi answered. “In truth, I would be willing to part with Miralea’s location. She may be my goddess, but I always believed the goddess was more of an ideal than a real being. I don’t like what this Miralea does to my country. You know what they call her, don’t you?” 
 
    “Queen,” I realized. “They call her a new queen. A returned queen.” 
 
    “A country cannot be ruled by two queens,” Lisi said grimly. “I don’t understand Miralea’s motivations, but I see what follows in her wake. Blood, violence, fanaticism. People slaughter all of their horses and chickens, then the families split apart, and then they go to roam the jungle like animals. Since our ways of ruling differ, my country splits into two.” 
 
    So, that was what happened to the abandoned village we saw. They killed their animals in ritual slaughter before they took to the wild. Maybe it was a purer way of living, but Luratamba wouldn’t survive on purity. People would die of starvation and disease, and Miralea would command any who lived without caring for their wellbeing. 
 
    “Obviously, you don’t want to just give up power to her,” I suggested. 
 
    “Of course not,” Lisi sighed. “She’s a lunatic, at best.” 
 
    “Big words,” Gawain snarked, “for a queen who shows her visitors ritual suicide on their first day.” 
 
    I winced, but Lisi didn’t get mad at the fire mage. 
 
    “It’s our way of life,” the queen answered with a disparaging look at him. “I don’t expect you to understand.” 
 
    “We’re not here to argue about that,” I put in as I shook my head. “Your Majesty, tell us what you’re willing to trade for knowledge of where Miralea lives.” 
 
    The queen took a deep breath, and she settled both of her hands palms-down on the table in front of her. 
 
    “In exchange for Miralea’s location,” she proposed, “I want my real enemy taken care of. I cannot beat them alone, and you six are my only hope. I want Utun destroyed.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    “You want Utun destroyed,” I repeated slowly, “and you want us, the six of us, to be the ones to do it.” 
 
    “Precisely,” Queen Lisi answered firmly. 
 
    “Can I voice my opinion on how nuts this is?” Gawain queried plaintively. 
 
    “No,” Nia answered in a voice sharper than glass. “Your Majesty, why do you think we’re the best people to take this on?” 
 
    Queen Lisi laughed harshly and gestured two jingling hands at my team. 
 
    “The six of you just destroyed a scout force over three-hundred men and women strong,” she said with a loaded tone. 
 
    “We didn’t do it on our own,” Nia pointed out. “We must have had half that many Luratamban guards helping us out.” 
 
    “Half as many,” Lisi stressed. “My guards are better trained, and the Utun sent some of their weaker squadrons after us. Still, we only lost forty-eight of our number at that gate. Forty-eight lost when it should have been all one-hundred and sixty. Besides that, you seized your victory in record time. Once our shamans assembled fully, there was nobody left for them to fight at your gate.” 
 
    Almasy chuckled and pulled out his flask to take a confident swig of its contents. We stared at him expectantly, but he didn’t say anything, so we turned back to the real conversation. 
 
    “Frankly,” Arwyn told the queen, “I think our team is extremely good, but winning a battle is not anywhere near destroying a country. We can’t waltz in and challenge everyone in Utun to a fight.” 
 
    “You don’t have to,” Lisi responded with a sly smile. “A country is impossible to stop, but one man is a much simpler issue. Thanks to Utun’s government, you simply have to stop one man. The current king of Utun is Konu, who seized control through force after killing the last king. He has no advisors, nor any other checks on his power. Whatever Konu decides, that’s how the country acts.” 
 
    “You want us to kill Konu?” Varleth asked skeptically. “That wouldn’t work. The power vacuum would fill quickly, and you’d be back to where you started.” 
 
    “We must do something,” she shot back. “Without action, my country will fall to ruin. This war will destroy us just as well as any so-called Archon.” 
 
    I ruminated on the issue for a little while as I tried to figure out what to do. My mind flew over possibilities, but they all seemed to have the same issues. 
 
    “Does Konu have a beloved wife?” I asked. “Somebody he would care about so strongly, he would pause the war if we held her hostage?” 
 
    “A wife?” Lisi asked, and her expression grew pondering. “No, not a wife. He’s had many consorts, but I don’t believe he holds love in his heart for any of them. His firstborn son, however … yes, I think Konu loves his son very dearly, or at least treasures him as an extension of Konu himself.“ 
 
    “So, we kidnap the son,” I decided uncertainly. 
 
    “And?” Arwyn asked with a frown. “We bring him back to Luratamba? We threaten to kill him unless Konu backs off from the war?” 
 
    We considered this in silence for a few moments. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I don’t think we should kidnap this guy’s kid,” Varleth argued. “It’s a child. Even if it’s a brat, I’m not sure this is the path we want to go down.” 
 
    “Actually,” Queen Lisi explained with a satisfied, vicious expression, “Konu’s son is currently nineteen years old. He’s not a schoolboy, either. Currently, Konu is ruling Utun from home while his son, Kecha, acts as the primary general of the invading force in our land.” 
 
    “I’m guessing we didn’t just slaughter him at the gate?” Gawain asked. 
 
    “Not even close,” the Queen said darkly. “The Utun invading force numbers in the thousands, nearly ten thousand, not just the few hundred that attacked today. The main encampment is near the border of our country on Luratamban soil. Kecha is sure to be stationed there.” 
 
    “This is perfect,” Almasy commented cheerily. “We don’t even have to leave the country. It’s barely a field trip.” 
 
    “I hardly think kidnapping a nation’s second-in-command is a field trip,” Arwyn reminded us. “This is going to have repercussions. We’re here as representatives of Mistral, so anything we do against Utun has to be considered carefully.”  
 
    “Utun and Mistral are already enemies,” Nia said knowingly. “Frankly, from what I’ve heard from my father, our relationship can’t get any worse. The way Utun is, we wouldn’t want to be making deals with them anyway.” 
 
    Arwyn glanced at me, and small worry lines creased the spot between her eyebrows. 
 
    “It’s up to Gryff to decide what we’re going to do,” she told the room slowly. “He’s heard all the angles, so now we have to be unanimous in following his decision. Gryff?” 
 
    “Let me think,” I requested, and I leaned back in my chair as I began to weigh the pros and cons of each decision. 
 
    The queen seemed confident we wouldn’t find Miralea without her help, but how true was that? 
 
    She’s manipulative, Sera agreed. You can’t trust her. This will be a waste of time, and Miralea will only grow stronger while we’re running around playing human politics. 
 
    ‘Human politics’ was an awfully simple word for actions that decided the fate of an entire people. If we walked away from this deal, a war would be waged with thirty to sixty times the bloodshed we saw today, or maybe even more. Even the deaths on Utun’s side would be an awful loss, misguided and twisted as their soldiers were. 
 
    In the end, that was how I made my decision. Not by how truthful the queen was, but by how deadly the war could be. 
 
    “We’ll do it,” I decided heavily. “We’ll sneak into the Utun encampment, kidnap Kecha, and bring him back to you as leverage.” 
 
    “Your plan will work,” Lisi agreed with fire in her eyes. “It must, or we’re doomed. I will leave the details up to you, but understand that you must not fail.” 
 
    “I won’t,” I promised. “We won’t fail.” 
 
    “I will give you as much assistance as I can,” the queen told us seriously, “but this is too large of a secret to risk it escaping into common knowledge. I want you to have a guide, at least, so I am giving you my right-hand assistant, Nacigo. You may remember him from when you met me to say your goodbyes. He’s one of my most trusted advisors, and a rift-closing shaman as well.” 
 
    “A banisher,” Gawain rephrased thoughtfully. “Could be pretty useful, since Varleth’s always slacking off whenever we have to close a rift.” 
 
    Varleth just rolled his eyes and ignored the little jab. 
 
    “Thank you for your assistance, Your Majesty,” I said gratefully. “I’m sure Nacigo will be a great help to us.” 
 
    Hours later, I decided Nacigo was not a great help.  
 
    In fact, I hated the man more than a little bit just after a day of being around him. Nacigo was thin and tall, with the posture of a starving scarecrow and the temperment of a mouse. He shrank away from every hint of conflict, and he had no concept of humor that I could notice. He did speak the Mistral language pretty well, but I was almost disappointed in that ability. It meant Arwyn wasn’t there to serve as a buffer between us and Nacigo’s obnoxious commentary, so he went largely unchecked. 
 
    We were well on our way back into the jungle as we struck toward the Utun encampment. It was another two days’ journey away, since the capital wasn’t very close to the Luratamban border. 
 
    For the moment, there weren’t any enemy soldiers around, so Nacigo’s timidity was entirely focused on jumping at shadows. He startled at everything from the sound of a stick breaking under our horses’ hooves to the sight of a particularly frightening bird of prey. 
 
    “You’re fine,” I said through my gritted teeth as I explained the bird to the timid man. “Birds don’t attack people. They can’t do anything to you.” 
 
    “I just don’t like them,” Nacigo whined in fear. “All those unsanitary feathers, and the talons. I’ve heard of bird attacks before. What if they come for me?” 
 
    Gawain rolled his eyes and snorted, but he’d long ago run out of pithy quips for Lisi’s advisor. The man didn’t seem to understand half of them anyway, since he was so hyper focused on taking our responses literally. 
 
    “What’s up with this guy?” Almasy asked me in a hushed tone when we stopped to water the horses at the wide, rushing river. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I answered honestly. “Maybe since he’s a banisher, he kind of got conscripted into shaman work even though he’s not suited for it. Banishers are in high demand, so people are more likely to put up with a ridiculous personality for results.” 
 
    Almasy wrinkled his nose and shook his head with distaste.  
 
    “I dunno, Gryff,” the earth mage protested. “All of Lisi’s shamans are volunteers, anyway. I doubt he got forced into anything he didn’t want to do.” 
 
    “Regardless of his issues, we have to work with him,” I said regretfully. “At least we know why Queen Lisi trusts him. It’s hard to imagine the man having enough guts to change his haircut, let alone betray her secrets.” 
 
    Almasy chuckled and pulled out his metal flask for a quick sip. Once again, I wondered what it contained, but I didn’t have any good guesses. Almasy didn’t ever seem drunk or sick, so I doubted it was alcohol, but I didn’t have a clue why he would drink anything else out of a small container like that. 
 
    “At least Nia’s getting rightfully pissed at the guy,” Almasy pointed out. “I can’t wait until she explodes at him.” 
 
    “Can’t be too long now,” I agreed. “She hates whining and incompetence, so he pushes all her buttons.” 
 
    Our journey stretched on at what felt like an unbearably slow pace. If Nacigo wasn’t there, our group would be able to indulge in the same easy conversation we usually carried out. The tall, skinny man seemed to make it his personal mission to insert himself into whatever we were doing and insist on having it explained to him bit by agonizing bit. If we were setting up the tent, he had a hundred different facts about why we would be better off with a Luratamban style campsite. If we were joking about past battles, Nacigo wanted to know every single thing that happened in agonizing detail just so he could understand the joke. 
 
    Finally, a day and a half into our journey, Nia couldn’t take it any longer. 
 
    “You should really keep your horse from grazing that yellow plant,” Nacigo intoned in a nasal drawl as he drew close to Nia on his stout, chestnut mare. “I saw a horse eat that plant once, and it spent the whole next day refusing to walk because it felt so sick. If you keep letting her eat that, she’s going to stop walking, and then our whole mission will be held back. You know? You should keep your horse away from it.” 
 
    The last words left his mouth, and Nia’s eyes flashed with righteous fury as she whirled on him. 
 
    “This plant?” she repeated angrily. “This one isn’t poisonous, not in the slightest. You know how I know that? It’s a common weed on these trails, actually, and my horse must have eaten a hundred of them by now, along with every other horse on our team. Not a single damn one of them has gotten sick, and I don’t ever expect them to. In fact-- “ 
 
    Suddenly, something burst from the bushes and shot toward my mule. Char reared and kicked out at it, but the creature scampered away again. I got a quick impression of something green and furry, but I couldn’t tell what it was. 
 
    A split-second later, Varleth plunged his banisher sword through the creature’s back and out the other side. It died quickly as his blade leached the life from it, and Varleth paled slightly as he used his dark magic to kill the thing in one blow. 
 
    Once it was dead, Varleth slid his blade free of the body, and it collapsed lifelessly to the ground. To my shock, my attacker wasn’t a jaguar or anything else native to the jungle. 
 
    “Some kind of dog monster?” I panted questioningly as I stared at it.  
 
    It was hairless and green in color, a mottled tone almost the same hue as the lush jungle around us. The dog monster had a shock of stringy fur on its head and on the very end of its whiplike tail, but nowhere else. It wasn’t large, only about the size of my torso, but it had incredibly long legs, razor-sharp claws, and long, snaggly teeth that protruded from its mouth.  
 
    Arwyn dismounted and jogged over to take a look at the creature as it began to decompose and whisp away into thin air. 
 
    “Curachua,” Nacigo announced nervously before Arwyn could give her verdict. “It means ‘dog of the forest.’ What’s one doing here? How could a rift have opened so quickly after the last two?” 
 
    “Believe me,” Gawain responded harshly, “you better get used to that with Miralea around. If she has an agenda, you can bet your ass she’s going to open way more rifts than usual if she can.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Nacigo whined in response. “Oh dear. That’s not good at all. There’s a farming town near here, and it’s one of our most important producers to fuel Lisi City. If it gets destroyed, all of Luratamba will suffer.” 
 
    “Near here?” I asked sharply. 
 
    Another distraction from Miralea? Sera growled unhappily. She’ll be back to full power by the time you even manage to reach her. 
 
    That was a risk I was willing to take, if finding her quickly meant letting people die in droves while we just rode past. 
 
    “The town is very close,” Nacigo pressed anxiously. “Please, we need to take care of this. My queen would hold me personally responsible if I did nothing with this knowledge.” 
 
    “Alright,” I agreed stiffly. “We’ll take care of this rift, but we’re not doing it for the queen, we’re doing it for the people. I don’t know how you expect for us to find it, though.” 
 
    Suddenly, two more curachua burst forth from the trees along the trail behind us. 
 
    Before I could react, Gawain blasted two powerful fireballs in their direction, and both hit their mark. The curachua howled and whined as flames consumed them, but they collapsed in death quickly as the intensely hot fire ate away at them. 
 
    “I say we go that way,” Almasy suggested as he pointed in the direction all three monsters had come from. 
 
    “We have to backtrack?” Varleth asked doubtfully. “I hope it’s close.” 
 
    More howls erupted from the jungle from where we’d come. 
 
    “We tie our horses here,” Gawain insisted as he dismounted effortlessly. “They aren’t trained for battle, and they’ll only be a liability if we try to ride them to the rift.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I said, and I moved to take my gas mask and other supplies from my mule’s saddlebags. “Everybody get what you need for a rift battle. Gawain, you’re in charge of tying them up. The rest of us will start moving, and you can catch up afterward. Sound good?” 
 
    “Fine,” Gawain said as he nodded. “I’ll be quick, so don’t worry about me.” 
 
    We struck off through the jungle on foot, and we made good time through the underbrush, even without our horses. I hated Nacigo, but he knew how to cut a path quickly in this kind of terrain, so the rest of us followed him as he darted through the undergrowth in a kind of half-jog, half-walk. 
 
    Another curachua burst from the trees ahead, and Nacigo cringed when Nia took it out with a single crackling blast of lightning magic. 
 
    It was soon followed up by eight more snarling curachua, and they dashed toward us in a wide arc as they snapped eagerly for the fight. 
 
    I used my bullet bass to cover my teammates, and Varleth took a curachua out with his banisher sword while Arwyn slashed two more apart in quick rapier strokes. Nia got two more with lightning magic, and Almasy slammed a spike of compacted rock up through the belly of another with earth magic. I faced the final two and threw out a monster essence crystal to do my work for me. 
 
     My vingehund appeared in a whirl of smoke, and my canine-like monster ran forward to meet her enemies with her teeth bared. 
 
    My vingehund was pale blue in color, with two feathered wings that sprouted from her back and two arched horns that curled backward from her head. She was larger than a horse and far more powerful, and she could carry one person on her back even in flight. 
 
    My vingehund took the curachua out with two simple lunging bites. She caught the first one with her teeth on its neck, and the second died from a deep bite around its flank. My vingehund and the curachua were both doglike monsters, but it was clear which had the upper hand in size and power. 
 
    Nacigo wrung his hands as he looked at the bodies of the curachua around him, but he didn’t even acknowledge just how useless he’d been in the fight. 
 
    “Do you even have a weapon?” I asked him with thinly-veiled irritation. 
 
    “A sacrificial knife,” Nacigo answered as his thin form shrank under my gaze. “I don’t really know how to use it for combat, though.” 
 
    Wonderful. 
 
    “Let’s keep moving,” I called to my team as I brushed off Nacigo’s answer. 
 
    We wove through the jungle with Nacigo still at the head of our party, but the next fight wasn’t far off. It had only been about half a minute of walking before Varleth shouted out a wordless warning. 
 
    The creature that emerged from the thick jungle reminded me a little of an enormous, pony-sized parrot crossed with a chicken, but it was clearly more than either of those creatures. 
 
    It walked on two legs somewhat like a bird, though those legs were long and graceful, and its talons were wickedly sharp and large. They gleamed black and dug furrows into the earth as the monster stalked toward us. Turquoise and yellow feathers covered the creature’s body, and short, grasping arms ended in more curled talons.  
 
    The monster’s head was elongated and oval in shape, more like a lizard’s than any bird’s head I knew, though it did have a beak. Two yellow, round-pupiled eyes examined us hungrily, and the beast opened its beak to reveal dozens of small, sharp teeth in an unsettling combination. A long, feathered tail moved stiffly behind the monster as it used its appendage for balance. 
 
    “Nacigo?” I asked urgently as the unknown monster dripped saliva from its mouth. 
 
    “Terror bird,” he answered in our language with a trembling voice. “Spits acid, good at jumping.” 
 
    That would have to be enough information, because the feathered monster suddenly decided we were a tasty meal, and it charged us with a harsh squawk. 
 
    Nia threw a bolt of lightning immediately, but the electricity struck the monster in the chest before the sparks danced harmlessly over the surface of its many-feathered body. 
 
    “It also has insulating abilities,” Nacigo added in a hasty whine. 
 
    “You could’ve mentioned that!” I shouted as I dove away from the terror bird’s charging attack. 
 
    The monster was damn fast, and its long legs ate up the distance in ground-eating strides as it pounced for Nia and me. I continued my roll to escape it, and acid sprayed against the trees behind me just as I moved. When I came to my feet, I looked up and was relieved to see Nia had dodged successfully as well.  
 
    “Bullet bass?” Varleth asked in a shout as he and my other teammates shifted away from the terror bird with quick footwork. 
 
    “Alright, but my bullet bass doesn’t do anything against acid,” I warned as I threw its essence crystal out. 
 
    My floating fish monster popped out with a diminutive puff of smoke as its crystal smashed against the earth below. At my commands, its metal coating covered all seven of us, but I felt a deeper drain on my mana from summoning it again so soon after the last time. 
 
    The terror bird turned and cocked its head at us curiously as a milky, third eyelid slid over its irises in a quick blink. It twisted around until its gaze landed on Nacigo, and the man froze like a mouse caught in front of a snake. 
 
    Nia quickly shot off a fireball, and it blossomed into flame over the terror bird’s feathers before it vanished in a wisp of smoke. There was no visible damage, and it barely glanced at Nia before it squawked and reared its head back to spit acid at Nacigo. 
 
    Earth magic crackled underneath the bird, and suddenly Almasy raised up a pillar of spiked, sharp rocks directly beneath its taloned feet. 
 
    The terror bird scrambled away from the buckling earth, and it merely suffered a few bloody scratches on its lower legs. It spat out its mouthful of clear, viscous acid, but the attack landed a few feet short of Nacigo and sizzled harmlessly on the grass. 
 
    As the terror bird collected its bearings, I took the opportunity to grab a crystal from my bandolier, and I threw it to the ground in front of me. 
 
    My roosa emerged into the small spaces between the trees, and I grinned as the terror bird turned to face it in surprise. The roosa’s metal pincers snapped together in anticipation as it faced down its feathered enemy. 
 
    “Careful,” Arwyn called with worry, “there isn’t much maneuverability here.” 
 
    She was right. I’d have a hard time even turning my roosa around, let alone making the kind of dodges I wanted, but I didn’t have any options. 
 
    The terror bird moved quickly as it sidled around my roosa from a safe distance, and it watched my scorpion monster carefully as the two monsters faced each other down. 
 
    I gave a mental command, and my roosa’s metallic tail shot down toward the terror bird. The bird leapt out of the way just in time, and my monster’s venomous tail tip slammed into the ground ineffectively. 
 
    The terror bird reared back its head and spat acid onto the nearby tail. Liquid splattered all over the lower third of my roosa’s appendage, and the acid sizzled ominously as my monster pulled its tail free. 
 
    “Shit,” I swore as I assessed the damage. 
 
    My roosa wasn’t going to be able to use its tail again, since the acid ate away at it so quickly. I still had its pincers at my disposal, though, so I ordered it forward to grab the terror bird in its claws. 
 
    The terror bird darted away as my roosa snatched for it, but it didn’t quite manage to escape. A pincer closed around one of the bird’s thin legs, and my roosa pulled back to knock the terror bird over entirely. 
 
    With a squawk, the bird collapsed. It twisted around to spit acid onto my roosa’s face and pincers, and gushes of sizzling liquid coated my monster’s metallic body. 
 
    “Hold it steady!” Varleth called, and he darted forward with his banisher sword drawn. 
 
    My blood rushed in my ears as I watched the banisher, since I knew a single shot of acid would likely seriously injure or even kill him. 
 
    Varleth moved with the same blurring, nearly-unwatchable speed I had seen from him before, and in a heartbeat he was at the terror bird. He cut his sword down across the bird’s neck, and his blade glanced off before it barely parted the feathers and left a thin, shallow cut. 
 
    Luckily for Varleth, that was all that was needed. His sword swirled with dark banisher magic, and it sucked and pulled around the form of the terror bird as it stole the monster’s life force.  
 
    Varleth’s face paled, and he swayed unsteadily on his feet as a huge chunk of his banisher magic drained in the process. Then he stepped back, and the terror bird fell dead. 
 
    My roosa, on the other hand, wasn’t faring very well. Acid ate away at most of its body now, and it chittered and shifted in discomfort. I recalled the roosa quickly to its crystal before I tucked it away in my bandolier. 
 
    The acid had eaten away at the grass and plants around the area, and much of the earth sizzled ominously and smoked with an acrid smell. As we stared at the carnage left across the ground, the bushes behind us rustled suddenly. 
 
    Nia whirled around with an ice spell at her fingertips as she readied to destroy our newest enemy. 
 
    Gawain stepped out from around the bushes and stared at us with a perplexed expression, and we gawked back at him as our expectations of deadly monsters faded away. 
 
    “Hey,” he announced himself belatedly before he turned to stare at the decomposing remains of the terror bird beyond us. “Uh, what did I miss?” 
 
    “Some feathery bastard,” I replied as I cast the corpse an exhausted look. “Never mind that, let’s keep going. We’ve got a rift to find.” 
 
    We walked for a few more minutes, and although some curachua found us along the way, nothing else appeared. We followed the trajectory of those few curachua to guide us in the right direction in order to find the rift. 
 
    I was beginning to think we wouldn’t ever find the rift in this dense jungle, but I didn’t want to stop looking yet. They didn’t know it, but the town nearby depended on us to stop monsters from reaching them. 
 
    Then suddenly, something appeared through the trees ahead. It was the rift, and its murky, swirling darkness was unmistakable. The borders of it were partially obscured by trees, and it was amazing how the portal managed to fit into a jungle this tightly-packed with vegetation. 
 
    “Perfect,” Varleth said as we wove through the final trees. “Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    In that moment, a deafening roar emanated from behind a large cluster of waving palm trees. Then a huge monster swung around from behind the thick, aerial roots and faced us down as it emitted harsh, hostile grunts. 
 
    It was apelike in nature, though I didn’t know enough about monkeys or other primates to say which it was most akin to. It had four arms instead of two, most notably, and wiry black hair coated its body. Its four curled, knuckle-walking hands were bare of fur, as was its expressive face with its high browline and protruding jaw. Crude, spiked armor covered the monster’s upper half sparsely in the form of shoulder pads and a wide, thick helmet in addition to a hanging breastplate of coarsely-forged iron. 
 
    “Nacigo?” I asked as we stared at the twenty-foot-tall ape in shock. 
 
    “How should I know!” Nacigo responded in complete misery as he wrung his hands and flinched away from the sight of the beast. 
 
    “You’re the guide!” Gawain yelled back. “You fucking live here!” 
 
    We didn’t have any more time to argue. The ape charged for us and grunted as it came, and the deep hooting sounds it made seemed to rattle my bones with the vibrations. 
 
    The seven of us scattered to avoid the ape’s path, but it stopped quickly and turned to us again with a clever gleam in its eyes. Then, instead of chasing us, the monster raised its giant fists and pounded at the ground in front of it. 
 
    The monster’s four hands hit the ground in a cacophony of noise, and cracked earth burst up around the impact points. Shockwaves shot out with a booming sound, and the ground around the monster buckled up in a progressive ripple that whipped toward us with incredible speed. 
 
    When the shockwave reached me, the ground bucked and crumbled under my feet. I couldn’t keep my footing, and I collapsed as the earth moved underneath me. My back hit the ground hard, and I winced as my wounds stung fiercely at the fall. 
 
    I sat up as the shockwave dispersed, and I caught sight of Arwyn in danger as the giant ape came at her. She had lost grip of her fabricated sword in the midst of the shockwave, and she knelt on the ground completely defenseless as our enemy charged her.  
 
    I drew my kalgori essence crystal and threw it as hard as I could over to her. Just as our attacker got near, my kalgori exploded up from its crystal and followed my orders as it swept toward the ape’s face. 
 
    One steel-winged butterfly became two just in time to land in the ape’s face as they slashed with fluttering, razor-sharp wings. The primate monster roared and reared back as it stopped its assault on Arwyn and focused on my kalgori. 
 
    Arwyn slipped away and grabbed her fallen sword in the process as she moved back into a defensible position near Varleth and Almasy. The three of them kept to one side of a clump of thick jungle trees so they could dive for cover if needed. 
 
    My kalgori split from two into four, but I paid the price for attacking so quickly with the kalgori after summoning them. As he made clutching swings with his massive hands, the ape quickly smashed three of my multiplying butterflies with its agile fists. Then it snapped its jaws forward, and it consumed the fourth before it could manage to split and multiply. The enemy monster made a few angry, grunting noises as the sharp wings cut its mouth, but it chewed for a moment and spat the kalgori out broken and dead. 
 
    With all my kalgori gone, I couldn’t duplicate them anymore, and I would have to resummon at the cost of mana if I wanted to use them again. I recalled the dying bugs with a quick mental thought before I returned the kalgori’s green crystal to my bandolier. 
 
    Then I ran my hand along the upper portion of my bandolier as I thought about what I wanted to use. 
 
    You shouldn’t be using any at all, Sera insisted disapprovingly. Why waste monsters on an unnecessary fight like this, when you should conserve them for Miralea? 
 
    Nia clapped her hands together in a powerful ice spell as she formed a hail of wintry shards that sliced at the ape. A few lodged shallowly in its hide, but the rest bounced or fell off within seconds. 
 
    “The hide is too tough!” Nia shouted as she backed away at a sprint, and her silver braid of hair bounced behind her like the tail of a shooting star. 
 
    Gawain let loose a fireball, and the ape merely hooted and ducked slightly to let the flaming orb hit it in the chest. The fire sizzled out uselessly against its iron breastplate, and the ape hollered its victory as it beat the ground with all four fists and made occasional hops on its two muscled legs. 
 
    The earth trembled, and fissures snaked out from the impact points like branches of a tree. One formed under my feet, and I stumbled to the side only to find the ground half-way up my lower legs as I stepped into a jagged pit. I managed to scramble out in time to see the ape monster lock its gaze onto me. 
 
    Screw conservation of my monsters. I needed something great to take this ape down, and I knew just the thing. 
 
    I stuffed my hand into my hip pouch and pulled out the duvarku crystal I’d recently acquired. I focused on it for a split second to test our bond before I threw the glowing crystal directly at the ape. 
 
    The crystal split open, and immediately I got the impression of the duvarku’s character. Flashing, vague images of swift water and playtime in the sun with its twin swept through my mind. The high sounds of pleased squeaks and the taste of fresh fish followed, and I had the strange impression of a life lived under a real sun and a starry night sky. The feelings of the human realm were so full and richly textured, I knew the duvarku must have been trapped in its cave crystal since before the monsters were even banished to the Shadowscape. 
 
    It all passed by me in a split second, and when I refocused on the world, the ape began to roar and beat the ground again with its fists. Another shockwave blasted out, and I shook off the duvarku’s feelings of nostalgia before I focused on the fight once more.  
 
    My single duvarku leapt nimbly from the ground as the shockwave passed under it, and earth crackled under the otter as it zipped over the broken ground entirely. It dashed toward the ape’s limbs, and its long body weaved gracefully as it twined up one hairy leg. 
 
    The ape brought two of its four hands down to crush the duvarku, but I ordered the duvarku into a dodge with a simple mental command, and it dropped back to the ground. 
 
    “Split!” I shouted as the fervor of the action overtook me. 
 
    My duvarku parted into two creatures easily, though I didn’t catch a glimpse of how it actually managed it. Both otters dipped and wove around the ape’s legs. The enemy monster grunted and slammed two of its fists down to try to crush the otters, but they dodged nimbly. The instant his fists hit earth, both duvarku scrambled up his arms toward his shoulders. 
 
    The ape raged as he whirled around in circles and roared, and he managed to shake off one of the duvarku. It landed on the ground with a squeak and scrambled off to safety away from the ape’s reaching limbs. 
 
    The other duvarku was luckier, and it scrambled onto the ape’s head before it scratched and bit the unprotected flesh of its face. Blood ran from the primate’s forehead and got into his eyes, and he stumbled blindly before he reached up and snatched the duvarku around its middle. 
 
    He squeezed his hand, and the ape’s giant grip crushed my duvarku easily. The injured duvarku let out a last, single squeal, and its twin on the ground shrieked with anger in response. 
 
    Almasy, Nia, and Gawain peppered the primate with elemental attacks, but most merely glanced away from the thick hide. Almasy’s earth magic made it stumble a little, but the rocky pillars he brought up were nowhere near as effective as the ape’s own shockwaves were on us. 
 
    The ape leapt into the attack, and it jumped straight for Arwyn and Nacigo with its four arms raised when it came down. 
 
    Arwyn rolled out of the way, and Nacigo sprinted for shelter even as Nia summoned a wall of ice that curved over both of my teammates to protect them. The ape landed with tremendous power, and the ice wall shattered into a thousand little shards as his fists hit it solidly. The wall managed to stop him momentarily, and it was just long enough for Arwyn and Nacigo to escape back to safety. 
 
    “Cover me!” Gawain shouted as he dashed in with his rapier drawn, and Nia created a blooming explosion of powdery ice shards to blind and distract the beast. 
 
    Gawain moved in and swung powerfully at the ape’s legs, but his sword skidded across the thick hide and bounced away without leaving a scratch. 
 
    “We need blunt attacks!” I shouted as I tried to cook up a plan. “The hide is too thick!” 
 
    “Blunt attacks won’t kill it unless we get to the skull,” Almasy called back. 
 
    Shit, he was right. That just meant one thing, then. 
 
    “I’m getting rid of the helmet,” I shouted with a grin. 
 
    I ordered my final duvarku back in, and its lure seemed to glow even brighter as it raced toward the ape. The primate monster turned to watch my duvarku come, and it stopped its attacks on my teammates as it gazed raptly at the duvarku’s lure. The light bobbed in small, hypnotic circles, and the ape couldn’t tear its gaze away as my otter-like monster approached. 
 
    Then I tugged a second crystal free from my bandolier and pitched it onto the ground in front of me. My vingehund emerged, and I set my plan into motion even as I felt the considerable mana drain from resummoning it. 
 
    I gave a mental command, and my vingehund swooped from the ground with her wings outstretched as she shot toward the ape monster. The wind from her feathers fluttered my clothes around as she dove for the ape’s face, but at the last moment, my vingehund veered upward and merely grasped at the ape’s armored helm with her teeth. She yanked the helmet free, and the ape shrieked as his furred head was exposed to the air. The hypnotic spell of my duvarku was broken, but it meant my other monsters would be free to attack the unguarded primate. 
 
    I pitched out my next three crystals, and they whipped over the ape’s head just in time for my vingehund to swoop back over and bat them directly down onto his unguarded head. 
 
    Two of the crystals exploded against my vingehund’s powerful claws, and my wallerdons fell from the sky to land heavily on the ape’s head.  
 
    I heard a sharp cracking noise, and my wallerdons fell to either side of the ape. Their wide, stony bodies and segmented plates made them perfect for blunt damage as long as I could get them into position. Heavy puffs of dust and crushed earth sprayed from their impact points, and the ape made a stiff groaning sound as it swayed on its feet. 
 
    Then it fell forward onto its stomach in a slow, booming collapse. 
 
    “Is it dead?” Almasy asked in a near-whisper. 
 
    The primate began to flake and dissolve into the air around it, and we breathed a sigh of collective relief to see the monster dying. 
 
    “Maker,” Gawain groaned as he looked toward the muddy opening of the rift portal. “Are we sure we want to tackle the catalyst, too? Kinda feels like we’ve done enough.” 
 
    “No!” Nacigo insisted in a desperate plea. “Think of my people, our fields, our cities. We’ll starve without your help. You’ll murder us!” 
 
    I dislike this man, Sera growled. Can you not tell how manipulative he is? 
 
    Sure, I could tell, but I couldn’t blame him. If I relied on strangers to keep Njordenfalls from destruction, wouldn’t I use every argument at my disposal? 
 
    “We’re going to take care of the rift,” I decided with a firm nod, “and then we can move on to the Utun camp. If you want to stay behind, let me know now.” 
 
    I stared over my teammates, but nobody raised their hands or stepped forward. 
 
    “We’re behind you,” Arwyn affirmed as she straightened her healer’s cloak. 
 
    “Good,” I answered, and a smile lit up my face. “Put away your regrets, and let’s do this.” 
 
    Then we stepped into the swirling, muddy gateway of the rift, and the human realm disappeared behind us. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    The Shadowscape swirled around us, and I unclipped my gas mask from my belt in order to slip it over my face. The horrible stench of rot and death faded slightly as I breathed in the mask’s filtered air. 
 
    Everybody else slipped their masks on, but Nacigo didn’t have one. Instead, he drew a long, blood-red bandana from his bag and tied it around the lower half of his face. It had interesting embroidery on it that depicted swirling, abstract battles of men fighting monsters on a swirling background. Paired with his red shirt and black pants, Nacigo cut a pretty impressive, fierce figure. 
 
    Nice outfit for a man who can’t fight, Sera sneered. 
 
    She wasn’t wrong, but that was besides the point. 
 
    I scanned the Shadowscape around us in search of a sign that monsters were near. The ground was tremendously flat and dry, much like a desert even though we should have been in the midst of a jungle. Around us, rough-cut stumps and broken, leafless trees slumped across the landscape in disarray. 
 
    “That’s odd,” Arwyn commented. “You’d think we’d be able to see the Shadowscape version of the nearby village from here. We’ve got a pretty good viewing distance without the trees, but I don’t see any ruins.” 
 
    “Ruins?” Nacigo asked questioningly, and he looked around with wide-eyed confusion. “Our villages do not exist in the Shadowscape. Do yours?” 
 
    “Yes, but all the studies we’ve done … “Arwyn began to answer, and she frowned as she gave Nacigo an apologetic nod. “Sorry to question you. I suppose there must be some scientific explanation I just don’t know yet.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Nacigo answered, and he averted his gaze as he spoke. “Yes, some explanation.” 
 
    Hmph, Sera muttered. 
 
    Well, she was going to have to get used to not having it her way. 
 
    “Varleth and Arwyn, you’re in charge of the catalyst,” I ordered as I cast my gaze over the empty landscape. “Nia, Gawain, Almasy, and I will guard the rift gate. As for Nacigo, he can go with to find the catalyst. If you need help, send Nacigo as a messenger just in case our wrist communicators don’t work.” 
 
    I tapped at the black device strapped around my wrist as I spoke. One could hypothetically press the blue crystal at the center of it in order to talk, but the devices often failed during forays into the Shadowscape due to interference with the strange atmosphere of this plane. Frankly, I had only grabbed the communicator from my mule’s saddlebag as a formality, since they failed to work more often than they did. 
 
    “Got it,” Arwyn said as she flicked her wrist out to show her own communicator, and then she looked toward Varleth expectantly. 
 
    “There’s no need for that, since I have a flare,” Varleth explained simply. “Alright, see you later.” 
 
    The banisher tilted his head and shut his eyes to feel out the catalyst’s location, and then he quickly turned on his heel to stride off into the Shadowscape. Nacigo hurried off behind Arwyn and Varleth in a stumbling rush as if he was worried about getting left behind. 
 
    He should worry, Sera said darkly. Worthless twit. I say we leave him here to rot. 
 
    Sera didn’t have any patience for incompetence, it seemed. Still, I could see where she was coming from. Why would Queen Lisi keep Nacigo as her right hand man if he was so awful at everything from making friends to killing monsters? 
 
    He’s probably somebody’s foolish nephew, and Lisi felt obligated to take him in, Sera growled. The way you humans honor your family is idiotic. 
 
    “Hey, Gryff?” Nia asked. “I don’t know what you’re talking to Sera about, but I think we’ve got company on the way.” 
 
    The ashen-haired mage pointed, and I followed her finger to a cloud of dust on the horizon. 
 
    “A storm?” I asked, but I knew the Shadowscape never actually stormed despite the turmoil permanently swirling in its sky. 
 
    “Something running,” Gawain murmured, “and fast.” 
 
    Nia peered at the dust cloud and hummed thoughtfully to herself, as if she could parse it out with her willpower alone. 
 
    “I wish I knew more about the monsters in this region,” the ashen-haired mage murmured. 
 
    Almasy chuckled and shook his head happily. 
 
    “Surprises are kind of fun, y’know?” the blond earth mage asked as he nodded toward the cloud. 
 
    “I’m sure if there were any good books on this, you already read them,” I told Nia reassuringly, and then I gave the cloud an eager grin. “Anyway, we’re used to fighting on the fly.” 
 
    “Preparation is the best defence,” Nia recited dutifully. “Honestly, it’s like you live to upset the very tenets of Academy fighting.” 
 
    I certainly did enjoy doing that. I winked at her as we shared a knowing look, and then the cloud of approaching monsters began to resolve into distinct shapes. 
 
    “Jagualars,” Gawain explained as he pointed to the taller, loping humanoids that approached in packs of a dozen or more. 
 
    “And curachua,” Nia added with a gesture toward a swathe of smaller, greenish creatures. 
 
    “Piece of pie,” Almasy commented happily, and he took out his flask to sip another swig from it. 
 
    “Do you mind?” Gawaine asked with irritation as Almasy brought the flask to his lips. “Unless you enjoy getting a flaming sword through your chest, I suggest you lay off the alcohol for once so your drunken attacks don’t get us all killed.” 
 
    “Have I seemed drunk?” Almasy asked innocently. “That’s not my intention at all.” 
 
    “Plenty of alcoholics act totally sober,” Gawain shot back, “and the whole time, they’re lying through their teeth. I don’t want a sudden lapse of coordination to end with me gored by your clumsy rock attacks, thank you very much.” 
 
    “Gawain,” I said sharply, and the fire mage quieted down with simmering anger just below the surface. “We can wait until later for this. Right now, I’m wondering if anybody else is looking at this third monster type?” 
 
    I was almost entirely sure Almasy wasn’t drinking alcohol out of that flask, but I didn’t want to defend him if I wasn’t completely certain. I hoped if Arwyn were here, she would have approved of my distraction technique to quell the infighting. 
 
    “Aw, shit,” Gawain commented as he squinted at the third monster type in the far distance. “That’s a strong-looking grunt, huh?” 
 
    It was big and round with yellow fur, and it had no visible tail that I could see. Its legs were stout and thick, though it kept up with the lightning-fast curachua easily, and its face was sagging and many-fanged. As it got nearer, I saw wrinkled skin that drooped around its features and gave it a look like it was melting away. Luckily, the yellow fur made the effect much more pleasant than it would have been on a naked monster. 
 
    “Just grunts,” I reassured my team, and we braced ourselves for impact as the huge crowd of three monster types neared. “We’ll be fine. Nia and Gawain, focus on taking out as many at once, maximum effect is favored over proximity. Almasy, focus on shielding and redirecting enemies, and I’ll focus on the stragglers.” 
 
    “Peachy,” Almasy replied. “I’ve always wanted to build a maze.” 
 
    “Get ready!” Nia urged as she dropped into a fighting crouch, and the huge crowd of grunt monsters met us in combat. 
 
    Nia and Gawain got started right away, and elements danced out across the crowds to fell multiple enemies at once. The tight clump formation of the grunt monsters worked against them, and fire, lightning, and ice exploded through large groups. Elemental magic consistently took out many monsters at a time without risking anything other than mana, unlike summoning which could end with the summoner’s monsters dead or drained. 
 
    “Got ‘em stalled!” Almasy shouted out as he pulled up huge swathes of earth and rock at a time to block off the monsters’ route. He cleverly made sure to never completely seal us off, and the jagualars opted to run around rather than jump all the way over.  
 
    “It won’t last long,” I called as I threw out some axe goblins to stem the tide. 
 
    Right on cue, a jagualar got sick of running around the wall and decided to simply leap over it to get at us. As it did, Almasy raised a jutted, angled spike from the ground below, and the jagualar fell directly onto the spike before it died in a dramatic thrashing of its catlike limbs. 
 
    “Good job!” I called out as I had my axe goblins cut down a few more fast-footed curachua. 
 
    Of course, I did have just the thing to deal with huge crowds of little monsters without much fear of him getting hurt. 
 
    I threw out my baroquer, and he crashed onto the battlefield in a chaotic burst of smoke and light. Flames licked along his sword as he brandished it, and then my enormous monster got to work on the grunts around him. 
 
    Elemental magic exploded around me, and monsters died by the dozens as our attacks worked in harmony to keep the creatures at bay. Almasy’s earth walls were amazingly good with defence, and we were practically surrounded by a maze of rocky outcrops by the time two-thirds of the grunts were dead. 
 
    Suddenly, a bright orange flare wavered silently into the sky and left a glowing trail in its wake. 
 
    “It’s Varleth and Arwyn!” Nia gasped as she spun out a wind and ice combo spell. “I’m going to go see if they’re okay.” 
 
    “I’m coming with you,” I told her firmly. “I can use my speed slugs to reach them quickly. Gawain, Almasy, you two keep up the fight and don’t take any unnecessary risks. We’ll be back.” 
 
    “We could do this all day,” Gawain answered, even as he shot Almasy a narrow-eyed look as if the earth mage would disagree. 
 
    “They’re almost gone,” Almasy agreed, “you two can leave, no problem.” 
 
    I pulled out two speed slug crystals and recalled my baroquer back to me. Then I placed one of the green, slimy, forearm-sized creatures on the back of my neck as well as Nia’s. 
 
    We fixed our gazes on the flare still hovering in the sky somewhere across the barren landscape. Nia gave me a small glance, and a soft smile flickered across her face. 
 
    In synchronization, we started to run. Wind whistled in our ears as we dodged grunts on the way out, and I used my rhin dagger to carve up two curachua as we passed. Nia’s shortsword sliced through one of the larger, bear-sized sized monsters, and I was amazed to see it collapse from her precise cut just before we shot past it at top speed. 
 
    The speed slugs at least doubled most monsters’ speed, though their effects were slightly different on each creature. I guessed humans could go somewhere around three to four times faster with the help of the speed slugs, which meant we were approaching speeds of forty miles an hour just at a steady jog. Despite that, the world seemed to slow around us like molasses, and I could see every spot to put my feet clearly despite our speed. Nia and I ran perfectly in tandem, and it seemed for a moment that we were born to do this. 
 
    I watched the sky as the flare grew closer, and we hopped over another copse of tree stumps as we drew near to where Varleth, Arwyn, and Nacigo needed help. I expected a huge monster to appear at any moment, but strangely I didn’t see anything yet. 
 
    “Look,” Nia pointed out as she nodded toward a strange sight on one of the stumps. 
 
    It was Nacigo, I realized as we got closer, and he seemed to be treating Varleth’s wounds in some way. He was recognizable in his red bandana as he leaned over the black-clad banisher. 
 
    Where had the monster gone? Where was Arwyn? 
 
    Suddenly, Nacigo’s actions became clear, and horror thrilled through me as I sped up my run. Nia realized as well, and she drew in a sharp breath in shock. 
 
    “That lying bastard,” Nia swore as we closed in. 
 
    Nacigo raised his obsidian dagger as he chanted out a loud prayer to his god. The weapon glinted in the murky light of the Shadowscape, and he started to swing it down toward Varleth’s struggling form, but the banisher had his arms and legs tied together tightly. 
 
    Nacigo drove the dagger downwards, but I got there first. My fist flew out as I burst into a straight-armed punch across Nacigo’s cheek, and the speed slug fueled me with incredible speed. 
 
    Nacigo’s head snapped sideways, but he managed to dart away with the punch’s direction and ease the damage to himself. He still clutched the obsidian dagger, but he was safely out of reach from Varleth. 
 
    The banisher swore up a storm and tried to sit up, but the restraints prevented him. 
 
    I leaned down and used my pocket knife to saw through the ropes on his wrists, and then I handed Varleth the knife so he could do the same on his legs. 
 
    “Where’s Arwyn?” Nia asked in a tight voice as she stared down Nacigo unblinkingly. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Varleth replied as he pointed toward the limp form of the white clad mage, and she was partly hidden between two twisted trees.“She’s just unconscious, since Nacigo wanted to sacrifice her after me.” 
 
    “Sacrifice?” I questioned as I glared up at Nacigo. “What the hell is wrong with him?” 
 
    “He’s a traitor, not even a Miralea worshipper,” Varleth spat as Nia and I eyed down Nacigo. “He’s with Utun, and he has been this whole time.” 
 
    I knew we should have let him die, Sera hissed, or better yet, killed him ourselves. 
 
    Nacigo’s bandana hid his full expression, but I could see his cheeks and eyes move into a wide smile. 
 
    “Utuni will honor my devotion when she returns,” the traitorous man said feverishly. “I’ll get rid of you heathens and ruin Luratamba’s chances of success in one blow. I’ll see you all dead, and Utuni will rise once more!” 
 
    “What about Queen Lisi?” Nia asked as we slowly, carefully flanked Nacigo on either side. “She trusted you, clearly. Aren’t you happy with your place under Miralea’s reign?” 
 
    “Lisi,” Nacigo spat as his eyes lit up with rage. “That soft, sorry little queen doesn’t deserve a thing. I was born in Utun, and I will see Utun rise and crush Luratamba, as is righteous. When I return to Lisi and describe how you all tragically died before you could fulfill your mission, she’ll have no choice but to believe me.” 
 
    “If you think you can beat us, you’re out of your mind,” I growled back. “I’m positive you can’t even beat Nia in a fistfight, let alone regular combat. If your goddess was actually great, she wouldn’t pick a weakling like you.” 
 
    My taunt seemed to work exactly as I anticipated, and Nacigo’s eyes lit up with fury. His accent deepened as his rage overcame him, and he spat at us with utter contempt. 
 
    “You couldn’t see what was right in front of you,” he snarled. “We traveled together for miles, yet you never caught on. If you think you can kill an elite blood shaman, go ahead and try.” 
 
    What in the world was an elite blood shaman? 
 
    Nacigo grinned beneath his mask, and he drew his obsidian dagger across the palm of his hand in a slow, disturbing show. Blood welled up, and then it slowly began to float off his palm in tiny beads of red liquid. The effect was startling, eerie, and completely outside of any form of magic I knew. 
 
    As Nia and I stared, the blood began to coagulate into a single long, rodlike structure. The congealed mass of floating blood reformed into a distinctive shape, and Nacigo snatched the final product from the air into a two-handed grip. 
 
    “It’s fabrication,” Nia breathed as we stared at the huge greatsword made of shimmering liquid. “He’s a fabricator.” 
 
    “No way,” I responded in shock. 
 
    I was used to fabricators just pulling items away from their skin, not using their literal blood to make weapons. If this was the kind of magic Utun practiced, no wonder people were afraid of shamans. 
 
    “Now you see how foolish you’ve been, aginos,” Nacigo snapped. 
 
    Blood swirled from Nacigo’s cut and drifted around him in a haze of red. Then it coalesced into tiny, dart-shaped weapons, and Nacigo made a single, flippant gesture. 
 
    The darts of blood shot forward at us, and Nia brought up a rough rock wall for us to duck behind. Varleth and I managed to dive into cover just in time for the bloody darts to reach us, and I heard them ping noisily against Nia’s rock shield. 
 
    “Good job saving our asses,” Varleth told the ashen-haired mage as blood pinged against the rock. 
 
    “I can’t do earth magic half as well as Almasy or Erin can,” she responded tensely. 
 
    With perfect timing, a tiny hole suddenly opened up in the rock wall, and a blood dart shot through. It hissed across Nia’s arm and opened up a tear in her sleeve. 
 
    “Shit,” Varleth exclaimed. “They’re like bullets.” 
 
    “My wall is too thin,” Nia said urgently. “We can’t stay like this.” 
 
    I swore and tossed out the crystal for my arachness along with the one wallerdon I hadn’t used yet. My wallerdon landed in front of Nia’s wall to provide us some extra protection, and my arachness huddled in safety for a moment with us before I figured out how to use her. 
 
    My arachness was much like a huge spider, but she had the golden skin and delicate face of a beautiful woman. Her black spider’s body was flecked with brown colors, and her gaze was paralyzing to all but me, since I was the summoner who owned her. 
 
    I made sure to keep her facing away from Varleth and Nia so they wouldn’t be affected by her paralyzing stare. As I formulated a plan, my arachness shifted impatiently. 
 
    “Gotta protect that soft underside,” I muttered to myself as I considered my spider-like monster. 
 
    Arachnesses had fairly tough outer skin, but their weakness lay in their unprotected bellies. If she was attacked there, she would likely die, so I needed some way to guard it. 
 
    “Nia, can you build my arachness a shield out of rock?” I asked urgently. “It needs to stick to her underside.” 
 
    “Sure,” Nia answered simply, and she began to form an earth spell between her hands. 
 
    “Will that really work?” Varleth asked skeptically. 
 
    I could feel my wallerdon being hit with more blood projectiles, but it seemed to be holding up alright. 
 
    “Should do,” I answered, “just as long as we use ice to attach it.” 
 
    “Ahead of you there,” Nia answered with a satisfied smile as she started in on an ice spell in her left hand, and the two swirled together strangely with brown and pale blue colors. 
 
    Nia gestured out the earth spell and the ice spell in quick succession, and both combined in a layered pattern to coat my arachness’ underside. The ice crawled up her sides like a web, and it helped stick the hard, dark rock to her stomach. 
 
    “Done,” Nia said confidently. 
 
    At my command, my arachness skittered out from behind the wall and darted across the field. Darts of blood pinged across her tough upper shell, but none pierced through her. She skittered around Nacigo in a wide circle in order to position herself for eye contact. 
 
    “Is this the best you foreigners have?” Nacigo called out with amusement, and then he shouted out something in the Southern dialect. 
 
    He’s calling you incompetent and stupid, Sera explained helpfully. 
 
    “Let’s see how he feels about locking eyes with her,” I muttered with a wry grin. 
 
    My arachness raced around to face him down, and Nacigo looked her directly in the eyes without fear. The paralysis hit him, and he froze in place along with his swirling cloud of blood. 
 
    Apparently, arachnesses weren’t as common in the South as they were in Mistral. 
 
    “Get him!” I shouted as the three of us rushed out from behind Nia’s shield. 
 
    We only took a few steps before the ground began to tremble ominously. 
 
    “What the hell’s going on?” Varleth shouted as the rocking knocked us off our feet. “Is Nacigo doing this?” 
 
    “What is he, the Maker himself?” I yelled back. “It has to be something else, let’s go!” 
 
    Had something been attracted by the fighting? I led Varleth and Nia away from Nacigo at a dead run as I took a wild guess to try to keep us safe. 
 
    The earth erupted underneath my arachness, and she disappeared in an explosion of dry dirt and displaced tree stumps as something emerged from the ground deep beneath her. Long, arching claws the size of flagpoles rose from the dirt, and thick hairy arms followed close behind. 
 
    An open maw rose up from the ground, and the jaws closed around my arachness. I felt a pang of shock through our bond, and I recalled her quickly back to my hand. 
 
    The monster continued to emerge, and the three of us gawked at it in horror and surprise as the hairy, bearlike thing crawled completely from the earth. 
 
    Its tail wasn’t a stub, but it wasn’t long enough to look quite natural on the monster either. Its arms and legs were incredibly thick, and the long curving claws it used for digging dominated the ends of its forelegs. Its head was small compared to its body, and I could tell it wouldn’t prove very useful in combat. Segmented plates that shone like the finest steel covered its spine in a strange ridge of protected hide, and I was confused to see little pieces of metal objects sticking out from that ridge. 
 
    “Are those Luratamban spears on its back?” Varleth asked in confusion and shock. 
 
    “I think I see swords as well,” Nia added as she frowned at the distant form of the hairy monster. 
 
    “Guari kira!” Nacigo’s voice trumpeted loudly across the battlefield. “Have you come to see these foreigners destroyed? Have you come to see Utuni’s work done?” 
 
    The guari kira, if that was its name, didn’t respond at all to Nacigo’s shouting. It moved slowly and lazily in a gradual half circle as it gazed across the landscape around it. Its small eyes blinked as it stared out at the tree stumps and barren dirt. 
 
    “It doesn’t seem very observant,” Varleth remarked quietly. 
 
    “Guari kira!” Nacigo shouted at the top of his lungs. “Bend to my will! Destroy the foreigners!” 
 
    This time, the guari kira stretched slightly, and its metallic ridge began to shimmer with streaks of pale white light. 
 
    As the metallic ridge shimmered, I stumbled toward the monster as my sheathed daggers pulled away from me. Suddenly, my father’s dagger swished free and shot through the air toward the guari kira. 
 
    “Agh!” Varleth shouted as he lost his hold on his banisher sword, and it flipped toward the guari kira before it streamlined into a clean arc straight toward the monster’s metallic ridge. 
 
    Nia’s shortsword soon joined the others, and then my rhin dagger flew free. All four weapons found their way to the guari kira and made distant clanging noises as they slapped into its metallic ridge and stuck there as if held by an invisible force. 
 
    “It’s magnetic?” I asked rhetorically as I gawked at the monster that had stolen our weapons so effortlessly. “This is a very bad time to be unarmed.” 
 
    My belt rattled on my trousers as the buckle vibrated and fought to free itself, and the pocketknife in my boot vibrated with similar force. 
 
    “What about the iron in his blood?” Varleth asked as he pointed an accusatory finger at Nacigo. 
 
    The blood fabricator shaman cackled as he shouted unintelligibly and gestured toward the monster and us. 
 
    “Blood isn’t very magnetic at all,” Nia said grimly in a knowing voice. “We’re not sure why, but for all intents and purposes, it’s practically non-magnetic.” 
 
    Varleth glared at the enormous hairy monster. 
 
    “I hate this one already,” the banisher announced. “It’s picking sides, and frankly, that’s just not acceptable.” 
 
    I felt the loss of my daggers intensely, so I knew exactly what Varleth was mad about. It was like being punched in the gut to have two things so integral to me simply stolen away. 
 
    Nacigo sounded like he was enjoying his victory over us concerning the stolen weapons, but the huge, hairy monster slowly turned its thirty-foot tall body to face the shaman. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s on his side,” I decided with relish. 
 
    The hairy monster lumbered toward Nacigo with all the speed of a tortoise, and I stared in disappointment as I tamped down on my expectations. 
 
    “Not very menacing like this, is it?” Varleth asked. “Why’s it so big, anyway?” 
 
    The guari kira slowly finished its turn around toward Nacigo, and it bent its head near the ground as it folded its forelegs. An agonizing eternity seemed to pass, and Nacigo still celebrated. 
 
    “Bow to me!” he shouted in victory as he raised his arms skyward. “Utuni shows her support, and I will rise to eternal glory!” 
 
    It’s not bowing, it’s crouching in preparation for a charge, Sera said smugly. Just wait and see. 
 
    I hardly knew how something so slow could execute a charge and ever hit its target. Apart from its magnetic strip, the entire monster seemed a little dull. It had small eyes, small ears, a soft, middle-sized muzzle with a gray nose, and no teeth showing. Its fur was a mottled mixture of gray and brown with the barest hint of sickly green, and the whole monster ended up merely looking muddy and uninteresting. 
 
    All of a sudden, the guari kira sprang out of its crouch. 
 
    Dirt burst toward us as the guari kira’s hind legs sprayed clumps of earth and debris behind it, and I narrowly dodged a rock the size of my head as it flew past me. In an instant, the place where Nacigo stood was now dominated by the swooping claws of the guari kira as it landed directly on top of him. 
 
    Well, that must have been a rude awakening for him in his final moments. 
 
    As soon as I had the thought, however, the dust cleared to reveal a shimmering half-bubble of blood around the shaman. Apparently, he’d used his available resources as a shield at the last moment, and it had withstood the guari kira’s attack. 
 
    However the guari kira had managed to put on that burst of speed, it now looked like it was over. It turned slowly to look at Nacigo and opened its maw to try to swallow him whole, but each action moved like molasses. It never stood a chance of reaching him in time, and Nacigo fought back. The fabricator shaman broke apart his blood shield and turned it back into darts and a sword. 
 
    “He’s gotta pass out from anemia at some point,” Varleth growled. 
 
    “He probably just fabricates more,” Nia responded as she narrowed her eyes at the distant battle between the guari kira and the shaman. “Arwyn doesn’t actually use her flesh to create a sword, of course. It’s more like a blueprint. She happens to be exceptionally good at understanding the mechanics to create steel from skin.” 
 
    Bloody bullets sliced through the air, but they pinged uselessly off the guari kira’s hairy hide and reflected away to splash into red puddles on the ground. 
 
    “We’re joining him on this one,” I decided suddenly. “I want that monster dead before we even worry about taking care of Nacigo.” 
 
    “You’re serious?” Varleth asked as he cast me a concerned look. 
 
    “Completely,” I responded, “and I’ve got a plan, too. Nacigo’s blood darts can break through rock, but they can’t put a scratch on the guari kira. What do you do when a monster has an incredible defence?” 
 
    Nia and Varleth glanced at each, and I grinned. 
 
    “Figure out where it’s the most vulnerable, even if it’s not feasible to attack,” I answered confidently, “and I know exactly where that is.” 
 
    Within the next two minutes, my plan was ironed out with perfect details, and we were on our way to destroy the guari kira. 
 
    “Remind me why I’m in charge of taking care of Arwyn and finding the catalyst while you two fight a monster and a bloodthirsty maniac?” Varleth asked in a jolting voice as we ran over the rough terrain toward the fight. 
 
    “Sorry,” I answered quickly. “No sword, no fighting for you.” 
 
    Varleth veered off as his sense of the catalyst drew him in another direction, and Nia and I continued alone. Blood bullets swirled around, but the guari kira suffered no damage as Nacigo launched his attack on the slow-moving beast. 
 
    As soon as we got close enough to the fabricator, he turned to us with gleaming, remorseless eyes full of cunning.  
 
    “Come to die?” he spat, and he turned on us with the sword fashioned of blood in his right hand. 
 
    “We don’t have time for this,” Nia responded as we stopped a scant ten feet away. “This monster will kill us both if we let it.” 
 
    “I would rather die by Utuni’s grace than fight with you anetoa loranes.”  
 
    He’s insulting you again, Sera provided unnecessarily.  
 
    “Change of plans,” I said urgently to the ashen-haired mage beside me. “Looks like we have to get him out of the way first.” 
 
    I grabbed my pyrewyrm crystal from my bandolier and slammed it to the ground, and my monster appeared in its full glory. Its black hide gleamed, and its featureless head wormed down to intimidate Nacigo. 
 
    The shaman shouted and directed his cloud of blood bullets to destroy my monster, but he wasn’t faster than Nia’s wind spell. 
 
    The ashen-haired mage gestured with her her fingers splayed out, and an intensely powerful wind whipped across the distance between my pyrewyrm and Nacigo. My pyrewyrm reared upward, and it beat its wings in tandem with Nia’s spell as it added to the power of it. 
 
    Nacigo stumbled as the breeze hit him, and his blood darts scattered into disorganized droplets before they blew apart entirely under the force of the wind. His blood sword wavered slightly, but it kept its shape as he strengthened it with his willpower. 
 
    Nacigo let out an enraged scream, and he sprinted toward us with his blood sword raised high. Abruptly, Nia cut off her wind spell, and my pyrewyrm settled back into its resting position as well. 
 
    “Ice swords!” I called, and Nia gestured out an oblong shape of carefully constructed ice with a narrowed tip at one end. 
 
    She tossed the first ice sword to me as Nacigo arrived, and she started on her second one as I moved to intercept him. His blood blade shimmered as he swung at Nia, and I stepped in to receive his blow. 
 
    My arms vibrated with the impact, but neither Nacigo nor I faltered as I parried. Red color leached into my ice blade for a moment as we stared each other down, and then we broke apart again when Nacigo took two evasive steps backward. 
 
    The ice sword was rough by any description, and the hilt was difficult to grasp as it began to melt under my grip. I tried to maintain my firm hold on it, but I was worried the next blow would rip it free from my grasp entirely. 
 
    On my command, my pyrewyrm surged forward to attack Nacigo, and he turned his attention to fighting my monster. It beat its wings and reached forward with its talons, but Nacigo was quick with his blood sword. He slashed at my pyrewyrm with deep blows that cut bloody rends in its legs, and I was forced to order my monster back. 
 
    “Here,” Nia said as she finished up her second blade, and she reached into her pocket before she tossed something to me. 
 
    A lacy, pure-white handkerchief landed in my free hand as I snatched the object from the air. It was beautiful, though obviously never used, and I wondered why Nia carried around something like this. The frilly lace didn’t fit her personality, and I’d never seen it before, so maybe somebody gave it to her. 
 
    “Thanks,” I managed to say through my bewilderment as I wrapped the handkerchief around my weapon’s hilt.  
 
    Nia started to pull on some fabric gloves from her pocket to hold her own sword, but Nacigo attacked again before she could fully slip them on. 
 
    I caught his blood sword on my blade, and chips of ice flew from my weapon. Nacigo’s eyes narrowed, and I watched him closely as his glare flickered toward Nia. 
 
    Behind us, the guari kira moved slowly to devour us, but it wasn’t yet crouching. Its maw yawned wide, but we had minutes before it reached us. I knew we still had time to incapacitate Nacigo before we were forced to deal with the larger threat. 
 
    A swirl of blood whipped out from Nacigo’s palm, and it whipped toward Nia in a long, flexible line with a razor sharp edge. 
 
    My stomach dropped as I tried to reach her in time, but Nia was far ahead of me. She tossed out a lightning-quick wind and water combo spell that showered rain sideways onto the approaching blood whip, and it instantly disintegrated into watered-down drops of pink liquid. 
 
    Nacigo’s eyes flew wide until the whites showed around his dark irises, and he launched himself at Nia with pure fury as a second blood sword formed in his other hand. 
 
    Nia blocked his first and second blows with expert form and perfect reaction-time, but on the third swing, her ice sword shattered into four unusable pieces. Nacigo swung once more, and Nia’s expression grew desperate as she tried to step out of the way in time. 
 
    Instead, I stepped in and slammed my ice sword into Nacigo’s side. The crystal-sharp edge sheared through his red shirt and into his skin and flesh on the side of his torso, and Nacigo stumbled and cried out as the blow hit home. 
 
    It wasn’t enough to prove a fatal wound, and I stalled from further attack as I waited for Nacigo to react. If he surrendered now, we could wait for Queen Lisi to enact judgement on his betrayal, as he deserved. 
 
    “True warriors never give up,” Nacigo hissed, and he raised his blood swords once more before he launched himself at me. 
 
    I held tight to my ice sword as I stepped away from his attack, and the world seemed to slow as Nacigo drove himself forward onto the point of my blade. The ice sword slid up halfway through his ribcage, and I let go to avoid his wild swings as he clumsily tried to cut me with his blood weapons. 
 
    He dropped the blade in his left hand, and it splashed apart on the barren earth below. Nacigo’s control over his magic wavered, and the sword in his right hand shivered before it fell apart as well. The fabricator shaman swayed, and he waved a clutching hand toward the ice sword stuck through his chest.  
 
    Then Nacigo fell forward onto his knees, and finally he collapsed onto his side as he rasped out a final, shuddering breath. The shaman was dead, and by my hands. 
 
    “No time to think about it,” Nia insisted as she grabbed me by the wrist. “That monster isn’t going to wait forever. Let’s move!” 
 
    The hairy beast was close enough I could feel the hot air from its breath as it bore down on us. My pyrewyrm was injured, but I knew it could still fly as long as it didn’t have to attack anything with its hind legs. 
 
    “Come on!” I urged as I commanded my pyrewyrm to chase us down. 
 
    I pulled Nia in the opposite direction, and we swung up onto my pyrewyrm’s back as it crouched for us. I gave my pyrewyrm a few important orders, and we sprang into the sky with bone-rattling speed. 
 
    As we flew through the air at such high speeds, the guari kira below us seemed to hardly move at all. I rifled my hand through my hip pouch as I gathered the monsters I needed for the fight, and then we dove back down. 
 
    “Keep its mouth open!” I called to Nia behind me as the wind whistled in our ears. 
 
    “Will ice do it?” she shouted. “How long do you need?” 
 
    “Not long,” I promised as I went over the details of my plan again. 
 
    We swooped close to the hairy monster’s open maw, and the fetid stench of its mouth subsumed us even through our gas masks.  
 
    Nia threw down her ice spell, and the saliva in the monster’s mouth combined with her spell to form large, bubbled blocks of ice which kept it pried open. The monster’s small teeth cracked along the blocks of ice as it tried to force its jaws closed, but I was ready for my job. 
 
    I threw all nine of my robaguas essence crystals into the guari kira’s mouth, and I watched as they burst into my team of fishlike monsters. Their slimy, scaleless skin and blunt faces were nearly enough to categorize them as ugly, but then each also had a strange, primordial pair of legs which made the robaguas wholy strange to look at. 
 
    At my order, all nine robaguas raced in flopping movements through the giant monster’s mouth and directly down its gullet. 
 
    “Got it!” I exclaimed, and my pyrewyrm veered away as Nia and I retreated into safety. 
 
    I felt at the bond between the robaguas and myself, and they let me know exactly what was happening inside the creature. When they began to use their powers to fill its stomach with water, I kept careful track of how far along they were in their task. 
 
    “It’s ready,” I announced after a while as I took note of the robaguas’ progress. “Are you sure you can cool down that much liquid so quickly?” 
 
    “It’s much easier to make ice if the water is already there,” Nia replied confidently. “Most of the challenge is just drawing together enough humidity to turn it into something. I wouldn’t be able to make that much water on my own, but your robaguas have solved that.” 
 
    Nia formed her ice spell between her hands, and it hummed with intense power as I directed my pyrewyrm down below the hairy monster. We swooped underneath its stomach as it slowly moved to claw at us, and Nia gestured upward with her spell just as we reached within touching distance of its furred belly. 
 
    An explosion of cold air hit me even as Nia directed her whole spell upward into the beast’s belly. The blast was so intense, the temperature around us instantly dropped enough for me to see my breath puff out in white clouds. I saw frost crackle across the monster’s stomach as we raced by, and then my pyrewyrm was out the other side. 
 
    “Did it work?” I gasped as we regained our flight altitude. 
 
    “No idea,” Nia answered, but I got my answer in the next moment. 
 
    All at once, my nine robaguas fish froze instantly. They weren’t quite dead, but they certainly were done moving for a while, so I recalled them back to my hand before I stuffed my nine monsters into my hip pouch. 
 
    The guari kira shuddered as a tremor wracked its enormous body, and frost raced along its entire underside as the final moments of Nia’s spell played out. Ice crystals formed along its stringy fur, and its body made crackling noises like snow falling off a distant mountain. In just under a minute, the entire beast was frozen. 
 
    Its once-full stomach was now beyond capacity as the water inside it froze and expanded. I had no real idea what the state of the beast’s internals were, but I doubted it would be getting up and walking off once it warmed up. 
 
    “When water freezes, it expands,” Nia murmured with a proud shake of her head. “Honestly, Gryff, only you would think of a gruesome takedown like this and then go so far as to enact it successfully.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I responded as I turned and winked back at Nia. “Gruesome is my specialty.” 
 
    She scoffed and laughed, and then I had another idea that made me nearly shoot straight upright in my seat. 
 
    “This is the perfect opportunity,” I blurted out. “What am I thinking? We went to the trouble and froze a huge monster like this, why am I not capturing it?” 
 
    I directed my pyrewyrm back down to the hairy monster’s head and surveyed the damage as we flew over it. An ice weapon wasn’t going to cut it, so I needed to retrieve my rhin dagger first. 
 
    I landed my pyrewyrm on the back of the guari kira’s metallic ridge, and Nia looked at me in confusion from the top of my serpentine monster. 
 
    “I need your help,” I told her frankly as I pointed to my rhin dagger where it was stuck next to a spear and one of those Utun metal-ridged clubs. “If you heat it up, the magnetic properties should decrease for a little while. 
 
    “Of course,” Nia exclaimed as she hopped off the back of my creature and started up a fire spell. “Are you sure you even want a monster like this? It’s not very fast.” 
 
    “Speed is relative,” I replied simply as I gave her a grin, “especially when you’re armed to the teeth with speed slugs. Besides that, it isn’t always slow.” 
 
    I pried my rhin dagger and my father’s dagger off the back of the beast, and I holstered my father’s dagger carefully as I patted its sheath. Once I lost it to the guari kira, I knew I would likely get the dagger back, but it was terrible and felt like walking around naked without it. 
 
    “It’s still alive, not dead yet,” I chanted to myself as I vaulted back onto my pyrewyrm, and Nia followed suit. “I can capture it.” 
 
    We flew back to the head, and I disembarked with my rhin dagger drawn as I pulled an empty essence crystal from my hip pouch. The guari kira was stiff and still, as if petrified by an arachness’ stare, though I knew that wasn’t the case. 
 
    I braced myself on my knees and gripped my rhin dagger in both hands as I prepared to drive it into the monster’s forehead. I wasn’t sure exactly how tough its exterior was, but I needed some way to get the crystal in. 
 
    I braced myself carefully while Nia watched, and then I slammed the rhin dagger down.  
 
    The blade skittered sideways as it deflected off the defensive hide, and I brought it under control again. 
 
    “Try it once I’ve heated up that spot,” Nia urged. 
 
    I looked up at her in bewilderment, but she marched over and gestured out a fire spell before she sank her hands down onto the guari kira’s hide. The spot began to glow with the heat, and only then did Nia take her hands away. 
 
    “Thanks,” I told her, and I flashed Nia a quick smile that had her shaking her head and looking away. 
 
    I raised the rhin dagger once more, and then I slammed it down. 
 
    It glanced off and hardly made a scratch in the monster’s head, but it was my only option, so I rammed my rhin dagger down over and over again to try to pierce through the thick hide. 
 
    My arms were beginning to hurt, and my confidence was beginning to flag. Still, at least I tried. I raised the rhin dagger for another blow, and then I brought it down once more. 
 
    This time, flesh parted under my blade. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    I turned my new monster essence crystal in one hand as I examined it carefully. It was an interesting one, because it was so dull and small for such a huge monster. The crystal was shaped like a muddy, grayish orb, and three raised ridges like claw marks traveled around its exterior. The ridges were slightly metallic in appearance, though it was barely noticeable among all the gray. 
 
    “So many weapons we’ll have to sort through,” Nia sighed as she surveyed the field below us. 
 
    I tucked the crystal into my hip pouch for later, and I directed my pyrewrym to land. 
 
    “Maybe we’ll find something fun,” I suggested as my pyrewyrm drifted back to the ground. “Some legendary Luratamban spear, or a master-crafted sword that never dulls.” 
 
    “I suppose my shortsword is a little lackluster,” Nia teased. “It’s certainly time for me to upgrade to a mysterious weapon that only exists in storybooks.” 
 
    “I just want to check, that’s all!” I laughed. “I didn’t say we would find anything, but who doesn’t love loot?” 
 
    Nia laughed lightly at my outburst, and the sound of her voice made my heart soar. 
 
    Then my pyrewyrm landed near the spot where Nacigo had died, and we both sobered up as we looked at what remained of him. 
 
    “What do you think?” Nia asked me as we dismounted my pyrewyrm back to safe ground. “Should we bring his body back?” 
 
    She looked at Nacigo’s lifeless corpse thoughtfully, though doubt filled her blue eyes. 
 
    “Too much work to move him,” I decided, and Nia nodded in agreement. 
 
    “It’s too bad we won’t have anything to bring back to Queen Lisi,” she said with a halfhearted shrug, “but the mission is more important.” 
 
    “Well, shit,” I commented as I stared at Nacigo’s body. “Speaking of the mission, now we have no guide.” 
 
    “At least Luratamba won’t have to deal with him anymore,” Nia put in seriously. “Who knows how many Luratamban plans he’s upended in the name of serving Utun?” 
 
    I could only imagine. How long did it take for a queen to call somebody her right hand man? Three years, or maybe even ten? 
 
    “I want to check on Arwyn,” I said hurriedly, and I turned to rush over to the mage where we had last seen her 
 
    Surprisingly, Arwyn wasn’t unconscious anymore. The white-clad healer was upright as she sat among the tree stumps, but she had her right hand pressed to a long, dangerous-looking cut along her bare right leg. Glowing healing magic emanated from her palm as she slowly fixed the wound. 
 
    “Gryff, Nia,” she sighed happily with relief as she looked up to us, and the glow around her hand faded. “I’m glad you’re alright. I’m so sorry I couldn’t join in, but he nicked the tendon on the back of my ankle.” 
 
    My eyes widened in surprise, and I gestured urgently at her leg. 
 
    “Don’t stop,” I pressured her. “You’re sure you’ll be alright?” 
 
    “Luckily,” Arwyn responded with a smile, “the easiest person for a healer to fix is herself. I’ll be fine in a minute. Where did Varleth go?” 
 
    “To get the catalyst,” Nia answered. “I expect he’ll finish it off any minute, if all goes well.” 
 
    “Actually,” I said suddenly, “we’d better gather up the weapons the guari kira dropped when I caught it. I don’t want us to get sent back to the human realm without our things.” 
 
    Nia and I went back to gather the weapons, which littered the field like shafts of fallen wheat. We decided to leave most of the spears where they were, but we did pick up an interesting assortment of things to add to our bundle along with all of our original weapons. 
 
    “It’s not a bad prize for our trouble,” Nia admitted as she looked over an interesting Utun style weapon with a hook at the end of the blade. 
 
    “Not at all,” I agreed happily. 
 
    Suddenly, I heard shouting from behind us, and I turned to look with the expectation of more trouble. However, the only thing I saw was the distant, tiny form of a man running toward us across the field. 
 
    “Almasy?” Nia asked as she peered at the distant figure. 
 
    “Did something go wrong at the gate?” I wondered out loud. 
 
    Suddenly, the world tilted and shifted around us, and the Shadowscape blurred out of existence under my feet to be replaced by jungle underbrush. 
 
    Almasy was now gone from sight, replaced by lush trees and tangled jungle. I could hear him still shouting, though the sound was thrown around by all the jungle between us. 
 
     “Varleth must have gotten the catalyst,” Arwyn said as she smiled to herself, and then a new concern occurred to her. “Do you think he’ll find his way back?” 
 
    “No telling how far off he his, now,” I responded as I shrugged. “I guess we have to trust him to retrace his steps.” 
 
    The two women nodded, and Arwyn leaned down to finish the healing job on her leg. 
 
    Then Almasy burst through the bushes like a fire had been lit under him. It was truly an uncharacteristic thing to see earnest effort from the ever-casual earth mage, and he immediately leaned over and let out a huge breath of relief when he arrived. 
 
    “Phew,” he sighed out as his composure returned. “Gawain thought you’d all been eaten by some terrible monster. We ran out of things to kill at the gate, so I had to come looking.” 
 
    “We’re all fine,” I answered warmly. 
 
    “Ah,” Almasy huffed as he stretched his back out. “Nacigo and Varleth closed the rift, then?” 
 
    For a heartbeat, I was struck by the urge to laugh from the absurdity of the situation. 
 
    “About that,” I answered ruefully as Nia shared a significant look with me. “Nacigo turned out to be more of a maniacal traitor than a simpering idiot.” 
 
    “He tried to sacrifice Varleth and me to the goddess Utuni,” Arwyn clarified absently as she focused on her leg. 
 
    “Huh,” Almasy answered thoughtfully, and he stared at us for a long moment before he gave a nonchalant shrug. “I guess that happens sometimes. Too bad.” 
 
    It was understandably hard to mourn the loss of such an annoying, short-lived companion, even if he didn’t turn out to try to murder your friends. 
 
    We decided to wait until we collected Varleth, especially since we had a mountain of discarded weapons to sort through that we’d gathered together in the Shadowscape. When I captured the guari kira, it had dropped everything attached to its metallic ridge over years, decades, or maybe even centuries, and that left us with a plethora of blades to sort through. 
 
    Surprisingly, my comment about interesting weapons turned out to be half-true. We didn’t find anything that glowed with holy light or spoke evil things when it was picked up, but even I admitted that sort of find was far fetched outside of mythical tales. Nia did find a slightly curved blade with a longer reach and a light, perfect balance when held. The handle was wrapped in a thread pattern of blues and whites, and I thought it suited her perfectly. 
 
    Nia decided the blade was good for her, and we also recovered Varleth’s banisher sword for when he decided to show up. 
 
    “Ought to be soon,” Almasy suggested. “We’ve been at this for about ten minutes.” 
 
    Sure enough, the banisher came calling through the forest not a few seconds later. 
 
    “Over here!” we shouted back at occasional intervals, and Varleth tracked us down by following our voices. 
 
    “Maker,” Varleth sighed as he finally stumbled through the bushes. “I almost prefer the Shadowscape to this damn jungle.” 
 
    “I once visited a part of the Shadowscape with some really beautiful rock spires,” Almasy put in offhandedly as he pulled out his metal flask. “If it wasn’t for the smell, maybe I would’ve set up a summer house there.” 
 
    The earth mage took a casual sip from his flask and leaned against a nearby tree, and the rest of us stared at him. 
 
    “Are we sure we took down the right lunatic?” Varleth asked in a long drawl. 
 
    “Until he starts using blood magic,” I answered cheerily, “I’ll overlook it. If you’re rested up enough, let’s go find Gawain.” 
 
    We trudged back through miles of jungle and returned to the torn-up spot where we’d fought the ape monster, but there was no sign of Gawain anywhere. 
 
    “I hope he’s okay,” Arwyn worried. “He should have heard us chatting if he was nearby.” 
 
    “I bet you one night-guarding-shift he’s back with the horses,” I pointed out. “There’s no way he could just stand here and wait without checking on them like a mother hen.” 
 
    None of my teammates were willing to take me up on the bet, and sure enough, we found the horses and Gawain halfway back to the trail. 
 
    “Gawain!” I called as I waved to the mage, and he looked up from the harness he had been fixing. 
 
    Gawain took a slow look over us, and a reluctant, but obviously relieved smile worked its way onto his face. 
 
    “Bad news, Char,” he said secretively to my mule. “He came back after all, so I guess you’re not free yet.” 
 
    “Char loves me,” I protested good-naturedly. “We have a special bond.” 
 
    We all got back onto our horses, and we set off toward the Utun encampment. I checked over the potential plans for the rest of the day as Char kept me from veering away from the others. If we kept on at a steady pace, we could make it to the Utun encampment slightly after sunset. 
 
    “How about we finish our journey, rest up until early morning around three o’ clock, and then break into the enemy camp?” I suggested as I scanned my map. 
 
    “That won’t give us enough time to completely regain our mana,” Gawain pointed out from behind me. 
 
    “I don’t think any of us are completely drained,” I answered, though I knew where Gawain was coming from. “I’d rather get part of my mana back than delay a full twenty-four hours or more to capture Kecha. The longer we try to stay near the Utun while remaining hidden, the higher the odds they catch us.” 
 
    “If we’re trying to hang around during the day,” Nia pointed out, “we’re even more likely to be caught. I think Gryff is right, and we should make our move after midnight tonight.” 
 
    Gawain was silent for a moment, but he eventually gave a long, steady sigh. 
 
    “Alright, tonight sounds good,” Gawain agreed reluctantly. “No other objections?” 
 
    “It’s the best course of action as far as I can see,” Arwyn added, and that was the end of the discussion. 
 
    The journey to the Utun encampment was long, and it felt even longer since we were tired from the battles earlier. Even though Nacigo had feigned incompetency, his presence still sped up our journey by virtue of him expertly leading us the easy way through the jungle. Whatever intuition the shaman had about where to lead his horse through, it was an intuition we Mistral mages didn’t seem to have. 
 
    Finally, as the sun disappeared and the night sky faded from cobalt to the color of indigo berries, distant fires appeared on the horizon. The trees gave way to a small, natural clearing, though hacked-away stumps and cleared branches suggested the Utun were quickly making it more suitable for their needs. 
 
    We directed our horses to skirt the clearing, and we stayed hidden carefully within the jungle. Our chatter faded away, and we watched the distant campfires in silent regard. 
 
    “Where do we set up camp?” Varleth asked, and his voice was the barest whisper in the tense night air. 
 
    “Near the river, in the thickest patch of trees we can find,” I answered quietly. “It’ll be far from camp, but I’d prefer the horses to be away from the action and near water in case we don’t come back this way. Let me know if you see something good.” 
 
    It felt like bad luck to talk about not coming back for our horses, but I wanted to keep our options open while protecting us from discovery. 
 
    My team agreed with my decision, and we spent the next half hour moving away from the encampment back toward the river. Once we found a protected spot, we set up camp quickly and quietly, as if Utun soldiers would pop out and capture us at any moment.  
 
    We didn’t make a campfire, and instead Gawain and Nia provided us with the dimmest flames they could muster up when we needed them, but we didn’t dare keep the lights on. We did set up the tent to sleep in, if only to ward off venomous insects and snakes, but it was done in the secrecy of darkness. 
 
    This plan of mine seemed completely reasonable at the time we set out from Lisi City, but now I was beginning to question exactly how feasible it would be. We were six people with no training in hostage-taking or professional-level subterfuge, yet we were about to undertake the type of mission made for royal assassins. If we failed, we would have to answer to an entire army of bloodthirsty, sacrifice-making warriors. 
 
    Simple, right? 
 
    I pushed my worries aside and spent the night tossing and turning in the tent next to Nia and Varleth. When it was my turn for guard duty in the hammock outside, I stared raptly into the dark jungle and imagined a hundred different bad luck scenarios for me to overcome tomorrow. I tried to think of a solution for everything in advance, but there was really no telling what could happen outside of my imagination. 
 
    Through our guard shifts, we kept careful track of the hours. When it had turned from nine at night to three in the morning, it was time for us to move. It was clear nobody had gotten close to their full six potential hours of sleep, but there wasn’t a single complaint as I led my team on foot toward the encampment. We were all eager to get this over with, even if it meant facing the dangers head-on. 
 
    I grabbed a coil of my new rope from Char’s saddlebags and looped it into a tight bundle which I then clipped to my belt. If we were going to be taking a man hostage, I didn’t want to babysit him through miles of jungle back to Lisi City without sturdy restraints. 
 
    “Not many guards,” Varleth noted quietly as we approached low and careful through the tall grass of the clearing. 
 
    “I don’t think Utun warriors pride themselves on careful planning,” I murmured back. “Between berserkers and strategists, they definitely fall closer to the former type.” 
 
    As if to accentuate my point, a group of Utun soldiers around one campfire suddenly let out a loud guffawing as they swung around tankards of drink and slapped each other on their backs. Whatever the joke had been, it was apparently pretty good, but it was startling to see soldiers so immersed in sloppy revelry before they’d even won any battles. 
 
    “Skew us more rightward,” Arwyn whispered through the dark air. “I don’t want them to find us while they use the latrine.” 
 
    “Getting pissed on would put a damper on the day,” Almasy added in a cheery whisper. 
 
    Our group ventured slowly through the grass as we crept through the night, and I couldn’t help but imagine this was how rats must feel whenever they stole from human kitchens. 
 
    Like fugitives, we moved along the perimeter of the camp as we tracked down our prize. Queen Lisi had told us what information she’d gathered on the Utun army, and we could be fairly sure of finding Kecha in the largest, most lavish tent here. If they didn’t expect a targeted attack, that kind of setup certainly made sense to me. 
 
    “Is that it?” Gawain asked as he pointed into the campfire-lit night. 
 
    I followed his finger to the large, billowing shape of a big tent set up to dominate the size and shape of all that surrounded it. 
 
    “I bet you a redcap goblin’s fat purse it is,” I said with a grin. “Let’s go for it.” 
 
    “That’s not a real saying,” Varleth muttered disparagingly. 
 
    “He still has the country hick side to him,” Gawain sighed in agreement. 
 
    “Shh,” Nia hushed both men gently, and they fell silent. 
 
    We followed the perimeter of the encampment to try to get closer to the tent in question, but it was fairly centered, so our only remaining move was to walk through the thick of the Utun army itself.  
 
    Our nerves grew even more tightly-wound as we worked our way through the camp. It almost didn’t matter that most of the Utun were sleeping, since if something went wrong, we would be instantly outnumbered. 
 
    As we snuck out from the tall grass and into the trodden-down area immediately near the tents, all six of us tensed into complete silence. The Utun men near the campfire laughed, and we froze for a few seconds before we resumed our slow advance. We blended into the shadows of large crates and slid close to the tent walls as we walked, and nobody spotted us. 
 
    As we approached, I noted several things about the camp. There was an elevated guard post made of ramshackle wood that stood about two stories tall, though whoever was stationed at it didn’t seem to be paying attention. I was sure there was practically nothing to see in the darkness of night, so the guardsman probably didn’t feel the need to even keep up the pretense. 
 
    We neared the large central tent, and I thought for a moment we were going to get away with our sneaking entrance without an issue. 
 
    Just as we skirted another small soldier’s tent, a man stepped out through the entrance flap. I hadn’t noticed, but this tent wasn’t even tied closed, so we had no chance of a warning. 
 
    I gestured urgently, and we scurried back to hide near the last batch of crates, but we were too late. 
 
    “Olumi ara me lano,” the Utun soldier called casually back to his friends inside the tent, and then he turned to face us directly. 
 
    For a split second, the Utun soldier stared with wide eyes as if he couldn’t comprehend what he was seeing. He murmured a quiet, confused word to himself, and then his brain seemed to kick in. 
 
    “Entorareres em pocami!” he shouted at the top of his lungs, and instantly people began to rouse around camp. “Aumande me, aumande me!” 
 
    “Shit,” I swore vehemently as I ran my hand down to the bottom of my bandolier. “Everybody, stick close to me. I need to use my bullet bass to keep us safe.” 
 
    I smashed the crystal between my hands, and chrome coating covered us just in time for the first arrow to whiz directly toward us. 
 
    “Ouch!” Gawain yelped, but the arrow pinged off the fire mage’s back harmlessly. 
 
    Who was shooting? There was no time to find out. 
 
    “There will be more where that came from,” I said grimly as I ran through my potential options in my head. 
 
    The man who first spotted us drew a dagger from his belt, and he advanced on my teammates with an angry shout. 
 
    Arwyn stepped in, and her fabricated sword cut straight through the Utun man’s neck as the healer took advantage of his unprepared state. He collapsed dead in front of us, but the damage was done. 
 
     We looked around wild-eyed as soldiers began to shout and point at our position. 
 
    More arrows flew, but my bullet bass deflected any that managed to hit their mark. I noticed their trajectory and pinned it to the guard post, so it seemed he or she had finally done their job right. 
 
    “We have to move,” Nia said urgently. “The Utun have mages and melee weapons that can go through your bullet bass like butter.” 
 
    “We’re going for the tent,” I said fiercely. “This is the only shot we’re going to get.” 
 
    “We’d better run,” Arwyn advised. 
 
    Our team of six fell into a dead sprint as we rushed past confused tents full of wakening warriors. 
 
    Suddenly, an alarm started up, and it sounded like the trumpeting of a hollowed-out animal horn. The bellowing noise filled the air instantly, and I knew not a single person in camp could sleep through that. People boiled out from their tents armed with weapons of all shapes and sizes, and I realized we were in trouble. 
 
    A band of warriors caught on to us, and they began to shout and wave their weapons wildly as they chased after our team. Another handful of Utun joined them, and suddenly the air began to whiz and hiss with magic spells. 
 
    A maelstrom of ice hurtled around us, and I felt my bullet bass coating take a few hits as the hail went through it easily. It was quickly followed up by an enormous chunk of earth magic rock that barrelled straight for Arwyn. 
 
    I pushed the healer out of the way, and the rock crashed against the ground in front of us as it split into crumbling pieces. 
 
    “Gawain!” I called over the racket of the alarm and the shouting warriors. “Set the tents on fire! I don’t care how much, just go full-out.” 
 
    I didn’t hear Gawain’s response, but a gout of flame burst out from his position slightly behind me. Fire licked up the side of the first tent we passed, and it soon roared into a full inferno as it ate the canvas away. 
 
    As we ran, Gawain and Nia burned every tent we passed. Soon it seemed like half the camp was on fire, and smoke boiled through the air in cloying clouds. Almasy threw an earth wall up behind us to cut our attackers off, and the delay worked. We managed to lose our band of followers as distraction and panic took over the Utun warriors. 
 
    We nearly reached the huge central tent when a dozen more Utun soldiers dashed out from between the tents in front of us and stopped to block our way. They shouted and waved their weapons menacingly as they advanced on my teammates. 
 
    “We don’t have time for this,” Varleth snapped with frustration as he brandished his swirling black banisher sword. 
 
    “You’re right,” I agreed hastily as I amended my plans. “I’m going in. You all should stay and fight while I take care of Kecha.” 
 
    “Alone?” Arwyn asked as she looked at me askance, but I turned away and took off for the central tent before she could protest any more. 
 
    The band of Utun warriors tried to stop me, and a club swung close to my head as I ducked and slipped through their group. A blast of fire heated my back after I made it through the line, and I glanced back to see my friends throwing attacks at the Utun with impressive precision and speed. 
 
    Kecha’s tent was tied shut with a beautiful, complex array of braids and beads, but I didn’t have time for that. I pulled out my rhin dagger and sliced a long cut through the front of the tent before I stepped through the rough-edged opening into the unknown. 
 
    I registered the lavish, decorated surroundings of the tent, but that paled in comparison to its sole resident. At the back of the tent, an enormous man stood with his back to me as he fastened on a metal bracer. His muscles bulged under his white cotton shirt, and his enormous frame dwarfed the furniture around him. I could only assume he was a bodyguard or an elite warrior tasked with running part of the army in Kecha’s stead. 
 
    The man turned around, and I took stock of his rough, masculine face, his black stubble beard which covered his jaw, and his dark eyes set under a heavy, contemplative brow. 
 
    “So,” he said in a thickly accented voice. “Pale foreigner man comes kills me, yes?” 
 
    Kill him? This man was Kecha?  
 
    His grasp of the Mistral language only served to heighten his intimidating features, and I had to quickly gather my senses together enough to ask Sera how to speak what I wanted to say in his language. 
 
    Repeat after me, Sera instructed, and she gave me a sentence word-by-word in the Southern dialect. 
 
    “Hah!” Kecha laughed after I finished, and his voice boomed out powerfully. “Come peacefully with you, pale man? Dumb as bread. You do not talk, you fight. I do not talk, I fight. We will settle this the right way.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what ‘dumb as bread’ meant as an expression, but I sure as hell knew a challenge when I was given one, so I drew my father’s dagger in my left hand and crouched slightly while I brandished both it and my rhin blade menacingly at Kecha. 
 
    “Steel, not enough,” Kecha rumbled threateningly, and he gestured out a familiar mage’s spell as I stared at him. 
 
    A blast of water shot from Kecha’s hands, and it hit me in the shoulder with the force of a kicking goat even as I tried to dodge it. I felt the breath wheeze out of me as it knocked me backwards, and I tried to recover by taking two steps back and regaining my balance. 
 
    Maker, not only was he a bodybuilder, but he was also a powerful water mage? The combination was strange and rare, but no less deadly. If I made the wrong move, Kecha could kill me with nothing more than a little pressurized liquid. 
 
    I had to close the distance, and quickly. So, I dashed forward and sidled sideways even as Kecha shot out another blast of water, and I heard it tear a hole through the tent behind me. Then I lunged and managed to catch Kecha with his guard down, only to find I couldn’t follow through with the move that came most naturally to me. 
 
    I pulled my knife swing and turned it into a strange, sideways punch as I narrowly avoided dealing a deadly blow. 
 
    Kecha reached down and snatched my hand with his open fist like a child catching a lightning bug. He raised his arm up, and I felt my knuckles crackle ominously in his grip despite my bullet bass protection. 
 
    “You have hunger in your eyes,” he said thoughtfully as he bent my wrist backwards. 
 
    I hammered close-punched blows into his side as I tried to get at his kidneys, but he seized my other arm by the wrist and gripped it tightly enough to make the bones in my arm grind together. 
 
    “The three hungers,” Kecha continued. “The light one, the one which makes you hungry and tired. The heavy one, the one which makes you yearn for purpose and people. The third is the unmovable hunger.” 
 
    “Fine,” I snapped as I spat in his face, “tell me about the unmovable hunger.” 
 
    “That is the hunger that makes you want to eat the world,” Kecha finished, and he let out a bloodcurdling, hoarse laugh that raised the hairs on my neck. “I never met a man with more than you, not any but my father.” 
 
    I stomped hard on Kecha’s insole, and he hissed as his grip loosened on my left hand. I took the opportunity to twist into an Academy move that brought me into a defensive position several feet away from Kecha and safe from his reach. 
 
    “Fine,” Kecha roared, and he whirled down to open the leather-covered trunk by the side of the tent wall. “Will not catch me, not anywhere.” 
 
    He drew a huge club from inside the trunk, and I swallowed unconsciously as Kecha hefted the enormous weapon onto his shoulder. It was made of dark wood striped with eight ridges of ingrained metal sharpened to razor edges. Even with its plain, unornamented design, it was an incredible weapon that drew my eyes instantly. 
 
    Time to get serious. I drew on my partially depleted mana stores as I snatched a crystal from my bandolier, and I tossed out my kalgori. 
 
    “Moth?” Kecha asked, and he let out another harsh laugh at my expense. 
 
    “Not quite,” I answered with a grin, and my kalgori began to multiply at my command. 
 
    Within seconds, a swirling cloud of kalgori revolved around me in my own personal shield. When I stepped backward, my kalgori followed in perfect harmony without so much as nicking me with their metal wings. We were stunningly in sync, and our bond let us move as one effortlessly. 
 
    “Enjoy the taste of defeat,” I growled as I sheathed my knives back at my sides, and then I lunged into combat again. 
 
    Kecha raised his club to batter me, but a swarm of kalgori fluttered up to press their wings against his weapon. Even as he swung with all his strength, his weapon didn’t move an inch further than I wanted it to, and he stumbled with the shock of losing his momentum as my kalgori shoved his club away. 
 
    Pairs of sheared green wings fluttered to the floor of the tent from a few dead kalgori, but I had more where they came from. 
 
    I darted in again, and Kecha moved against me with all the correct parries and dodges as we traded several more blows. Swing after swing rained down on my kalgori, but my concentration never wavered, and I never felt a scratch from his weapon. When I expected weakness, Kecha only showed strength, and when he expected to beat me into submission, I didn’t give an inch. 
 
    We went back and forth like that for a while, and our breath grew strained as fatigue began to set in. I knew it had been scarcely a couple minutes, even though it felt like we’d been fighting for hours. Time seemed to run slow in the midst of battle like this, and nothing tired a body faster than avoiding death over and over. 
 
    Suddenly, in a fit of exasperation, Kecha seized the chair from beside his tent desk and pitched it at me with all his strength. The wooden seat was upholstered and dense, and my concentration wavered as it collided with my kalgori. I stumbled backward as the blow bumped against my shoulder and skull, and my ear rang with the impact of the furniture. More butterflies dropped dead to the floor as the chair clattered away. 
 
    I didn’t let the setback stop me for a moment. While Kecha celebrated his victory, I rushed in and drew my rhin dagger before I slammed it directly into the tendon pressure point in his right elbow. 
 
    Whatever Kecha had expected me to do, it wasn’t me willfully crippling him. His arm spasmed away in pain as he yelled out, and his hand opened to drop his club directly to the ground. 
 
    I seized the wooden handle and was fixed momentarily on the idea of swinging the weapon satisfyingly into Kecha’s own shoulder and skull, but I tamped down on the urge and tossed the weapon behind me, toward the cut-open tent door. 
 
    Kecha’s eyes darted from me to the club and back to me. 
 
    “I die before capture,” he snarled confidently.  
 
    “You don’t actually have a say in the matter,” I snapped back, and then I punched him square in the jaw. 
 
    Kecha folded down to his knees with surprising ease as he clutched at his jaw, but I wasn’t going to relent. I slammed blow after blow into his stomach and head until he groaned and rolled weakly on the floor. 
 
    “Just relax for once, will you?” I gasped to the king’s son as I leaned down and slowly fished the coil of rope from my belt loop. 
 
    Kecha merely groaned and rolled on the floor helplessly as he tried to regain his wits. I was the tiniest bit regretful that I’d beat him up so thoroughly, but it was the only way to incapacitate him for what was ahead. 
 
    I tied the big man up in the quick, sure knots I’d learned while logging with Maelor so long ago, and soon he was trussed like a pig and totally immobilized. 
 
    Suddenly, somebody burst into the tent through the cut-open hole, and I whirled to fight with both of my daggers in hand. 
 
    “Whoa, it’s just me,” Almasy said as he froze in the entrance with both hands up. “The camp is burning down pretty quickly, Gryff. We’ve gotta get out of here, and I hope you have a plan.” 
 
    “Thank the Maker,” I sighed with relief as I lowered my weapons. “I wasn’t sure how I was going to lug this guy out of here on my own.” 
 
     Almasy’s gaze dropped to the trussed, groaning form of Kecha on the floor, and his eyebrows shot up. 
 
    “What is he, part ogre?” Almasy asked as he moved over to grab Kecha under his arms. 
 
    I moved to get his legs, and together, we hoisted the Utun king’s son off the ground. 
 
    “Part water mage, actually,” I answered tightly as we maneuvered Kecha toward the tent entrance. “I’m really glad he wasn’t another blood fabricator, but we’ve got to be careful not to let him cast any spells. He’s powerful.” 
 
    “Guessing his dear dictator daddy gave that to him,” Almasy quipped, and then we emerged from the tent into the night once more. 
 
    It was utter chaos outside, and I nearly dropped Kecha in shock as I took in the scene around us. The entire encampment was ablaze, and enormous rock walls scattered around the field cut off passages between different parts of the camp. The effect was a deadly sort of funnel of choking smoke and tight, mazelike corridors. The Utun warriors could hardly focus on us while they were trying to flee for their very lives, and I marvelled at how my teammates had managed to turn an entire army into nothing more than a crowd of disorganized, inept, panicking men and women. 
 
    The rest of my team stood within a three-sided defensive shield of well-constructed earth and rock as they lobbed spells at the enemy from the safety of their shelter. 
 
    I stifled my urge to cough from all the smoke, and I realized we wouldn’t simply be walking out of here the same way we came in. 
 
    Almasy and I heaved Kecha over to the shelter as I used my bullet bass to cover all three of us from arrows. 
 
    “Gryff!” Nia shouted as we drew near. “Are you okay? Is that him?” 
 
    “None other,” I grunted as Almasy and I heaved him to the ground inside the earthen shelter. 
 
    “He’s fucking huge,” Gawain remarked as he shot a fireball high into the night sky in a graceful arc. “I thought he’d be some little twerp acting as a figurehead for the army.” 
 
    “Don’t get in a fight with him,” I warned with a small chuckle. “He’ll quench your fire with no problems.” 
 
    “Water mage?” Gawain asked, and I nodded in response. “Damn, I hate those.” 
 
    “Sorry to interrupt,” Arwyn told me as she looked down at Kecha, “but do you have a plan to get us out of here?” 
 
    “Of course I do,” I responded brusquely, and I pointed a finger up to the smoky sky. “We’re going to fly out.” 
 
    “What? How?” Varleth asked incredulously. “You have the pyrewyrm and the vingehund. They can only carry four people between them, the last time I checked--” 
 
    “Five, in a pinch,” I corrected, but a smile grew over my face. “Of course, I also have a millenias-old Archon at my disposal.” 
 
    Yes! Sera crooned. Let me rip them asunder!  
 
    No, I wasn’t going to rip anything asunder, and neither was Sera. I was, however, going to use her snapdarner. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here, then!” Varleth exclaimed eagerly as he gestured for me to hurry. 
 
    I closed my eyes and focused on the tattoo markings on my back, and I felt them tingle and burn as if a hundred hot needles were pulling free from my skin. Dark, smoky essence flowed up from the collar of my shirt and swirled away to coalesce on the ground in front of me. 
 
    My teammates stared with varying expressions of shock as the dark smoke swirled into a tall column, and I realized nobody had really seen this kind of Archon summoning before except for me. 
 
    “You called?” Sera purred in an echoing, strange voice as the dark essence swirled into vague, feminine shapes. 
 
    The black smoke began to compress to form the dark Archon’s body from the toes up, and swirling shadows turned into pale feet, shapely legs, generous hips, a slender waist, voluminous breasts, and a sheet of ebony-black hair that seemed to suck in the light around it. Finally, Sera’s lily-white face formed, and her closed eyelids snapped open to show her cunning, yellow-gold eyes. Behind her back, her two ink-black wings rustled and stretched open from Sera’s shoulders 
 
    “Oh, Maker,” Almasy breathed in awestruck admiration. 
 
    I could recall feeling the same way the first time I saw Sera, and even now I still felt a thrill of animalistic lust just from this glimpse of her. 
 
    “Your Maker has nothing to do with this,” Sera responded with a sly, conniving smile, and she lifted her hands to brush her long fingernails through her black hair. “I do appreciate the sentiment, however.” 
 
    Gawain swore quietly to himself as he gawked at the dark Archon with obvious lust. Nia and Arwyn exchanged an amazed, stunned look with each other, and Varleth just seemed petrified as he stared at Sera with a stiff, wide-eyed expression. 
 
    “Oops,” Sera teased my teammates as she put a fingernail to her red, luscious lips. “Should I have dressed up for this occasion?” 
 
    She wasn’t quite naked, but she sure came damn close in her usual black fabric top and bottoms, and neither scrap of material covered any more than the barest essentials. I tore my eyes away and pointed to Kecha’s form on the ground. 
 
    “We can save the chitchat for later,” I said, “now let’s get out of here before we get choked by smoke.” 
 
    “Fine, fine,” Sera agreed, and she tilted her wrist at a delicate angle before she snapped her fingers once. 
 
    A puff of smoke signaled the summoning of a monster, and Sera’s snapdarner appeared on the ground just beyond the tight walls of the rock shelter. 
 
    The snapdarner was dragonfly-like with four shiny, partly-translucent wings that gleamed with colorful iridescence. Its body was mostly black in color, though brief white accents traveled down its spine in distorted diamond shapes. Its back and tail were segmented, and its tail ended in an arrowhead spike somewhat reminiscent of a dragon.  
 
    The snapdarner’s body was insectoid, but its head was scaled and dragon-like with a long snout and two reptilian nostrils. Its eyes were large, insectoid orbs segmented into a hundred different facets, and they reflected a rainbow of colors as the firelight lit them up. The whole creature was about fifteen feet in length, and I knew it could easily carry at least three people at a time, if not more. 
 
    “How many can you fit?” I asked Sera hurriedly. 
 
    “A comfortable four,” she answered elegantly. 
 
    “Perfect,” I decided as I tallied things up in my head, “we’ve got exactly enough.” 
 
    I smashed open my vingehund and pyrewyrm crystals to give us a full three flying mounts, and then I assigned people to various seats. 
 
    A lightning spell suddenly arced toward us from an unseen enemy shaman, and Nia cast a quick ice spell to deflect the attack from hitting us above. Sparks showered around us, and I felt a strange tingling as static raced across my body. 
 
    “Close call,” Varleth said nervously. 
 
    “Varleth and Arwyn, take Kecha,” I decided hurriedly, “you’re with Sera on the snapdarner. Gawain and Nia, you’re with me on the pyrewyrm. Almasy, you’ll be alone on my vingehund because you probably have a better sense of flight dynamics. That sound good?” 
 
    “Got it!” Nia agreed, and the rest of them murmured assent. 
 
    Gawain and Varleth heaved Kecha’s moaning body up onto the snapdarner’s back, where Arwyn finished pulling him on before she flipped him onto his stomach. Then she wrapped another length of rope around the monster’s segmented body before she tied it securely around Kecha’s midsection. With luck, we could avoid dumping the Utun king’s son several hundred feet to his death. 
 
    Everybody assumed their positions, and I gave my vingehund strict instructions to stay close to me and my pyrewyrm during the flight. If she strayed too far, I would lose control of her entirely, and no amount of pilot experience would save Almasy from a feral monster. 
 
    “Everybody on?” I questioned as I looked around at my teammates. “I’m going to try to cover us with the bullet bass, so don’t get too far away from me. That includes you, Sera. If anybody gets hurt, I’m personally assigning you blame.” 
 
    “Oh dear,” Sera purred, and she blew me a dramatic kiss. “Anything to please you, Gryff.” 
 
    Gawain groaned wordlessly from the back of the pyrewyrm, half in envy and half in disgust. Admittedly, I had mixed feelings about Sera’s blatant flattery and servitude as well. 
 
    “Ready, set, go!” I called. 
 
    All at once, we took off. Smoke rushed past our faces as we surged through it into the sky above, and Nia clung to my back from behind as our rapid ascent threatened to tear us from our seats. 
 
    My pyrewyrm leveled out, and I could feel my vingehund close on my right as she did the same. I glanced over to see Sera copying me perfectly on the left with her cargo, and Kecha was even still with us.  
 
    Maybe we’d really pulled this off. 
 
    Then a lightning spell cracked across the sky and threatened to blow us from the air. It narrowly missed Sera’s snapdarner as she swerved away from the crackling electricity, but I was sure we wouldn’t be so lucky every time. 
 
    I crushed another monster essence crystal against my pyrewyrm, and my sprucebore emerged. 
 
    The sprucebore looked like a beetle with a red body and two layers of wings, but a strange growth like a metal tree emerged from the top of its back. While my sprucebore was rather inconsequential on its own, it could absorb and store massive amounts of electricity with the lightning-rod structure on its back. With my sprucebore here, we wouldn’t have to worry about getting struck down by electricity if we stayed clumped together. 
 
    Sure enough, another lightning spell cracked across the sky in deadly speed, but the bolt hit home directly on my sprucebore’s treelike rod. Sparks flew as my sprucebore absorbed the blow, and its body began to glow faintly as it took in the power of the lightning. 
 
    I looked down toward the encampment just in time to catch a glimpse of a huge, gathering ice spell in the hands of several shamans just outside the flaming encampment. They clustered in a group as they shared magic in a synchronized attack, and all of a sudden, the shamans all threw their hands up toward our flying monsters. 
 
    In the next moment, the ice ball shot toward us, and a blizzard of deadly-sharp ice exploded in the sky. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    My teammates shouted in pain around me as ice whipped at us with incredible force. I felt one slice a deep gash into my cheek and jaw, and blood flowed down my face in rivulets from the wound. 
 
    My bullet bass was great against fire, blunt attacks, and even electricity, but it failed against earth, water, and ice. The chrome coating flashed strongly with every piece of hail that hit us, but it couldn’t stop the damage at all. 
 
    “We can’t stay in the air!” Nia yelled as she pressed closely against my back. “We have to land, or we’ll be slaughtered!” 
 
    The ice chunks were getting larger, and my pyrewyrm cried out in pain as one tore a hole through its leathery wing. 
 
    “We’re not landing,” I shouted back. “That’s a death sentence once the Utun soldiers catch us.” 
 
    What could I do to save us? 
 
    I raced through ideas and scenarios to try to figure it out, but suddenly, I knew exactly what to do. 
 
    “Sera, time to open a portal!” I shouted as loud as I possibly could. 
 
    I didn’t hear her response, but after a few harrowing seconds, a portal peeled open in the middle of the night sky. Strange, dark colors swirled within it, and vague runes swam around the outer rim of the rift. Sera’s trademark shadowy essence swirled subtly just outside the border of the portal, and I was a little surprised I’d never noticed it before. 
 
    Our monsters veered into a single file line with my pyrewyrm in front, my vingehund in the middle, and the snapdarner at the back. Under my command, each flew through the portal at the highest speeds we could muster, and we disappeared into the Shadowscape as the smoky sky of the human realm vanished behind us. 
 
    The smell of rotting flesh and sulfur hit me immediately, and the Shadowscape stretched out around us. The horizon was flat and smoggy from the swirling, stormlike atmosphere above. The ground below us was dry and devoid of life, and nothing but a swathe of cut stumps and a few small, twisted trees decorated the landscape. 
 
    After Sera’s snapdarner cut through the portal, it snapped shut behind her readily and easily. 
 
    “Utun warriors can’t follow us here,” I announced as I turned to shout back to the other fliers. “We can fly until we’re clear of the encampment and then come back out into the real world. In the meantime, we’ll be safe here.” 
 
    “Of course,” Sera responded back in a loud voice, “that’s true, as long as we don’t attract monsters by yelling or using magic.” 
 
    Everybody swiveled to stare at Sera, and I swallowed hard at the obvious implication. My summoning magic would attract monsters, as would Sera’s portal and the way we were calling back and forth to each other just to be heard. 
 
    “We’ll be quiet from now on,” I called back hesitantly, and the rest of the team gestured out their silent agreement. 
 
    Our monsters drew closer together until their wings were separated a scant few feet from each other, and I picked a random direction for us to fly in based off nothing but my intuition. The strange, cracked-earth landscape and tree stumps looked exactly the same in every direction, so I didn’t try to determine a proper heading. Wherever we ended up, at least it would be far away. 
 
    A loud groan of wordless anger split the silence, and Kecha began to struggle on the back of the snapdarner. His weak struggles turned into purposeful tugs, and then he sat up to glare around at my teammates. 
 
    “I shout until the monsters eat us all!” he yelled at the top of his lungs. “Better we all die, no survivors, Utuni take our souls!” 
 
    “A little extreme, isn’t he?” Gawain asked snappishly.. 
 
    “I just don’t understand where he learned the Mistral language,” Nia pointed out. “We’re not exactly good friends with Utun.” 
 
    “My father says to know your enemy is to eat their heart,” Kecha snarled loudly as his brow contorted in anger. “Language is an easy path to knowing you Mistral people. You speak like mush and complication.” 
 
    Kecha continued to shout, but some of his words were lost to the roar of the wind around us. 
 
    “Look,” Nia butted in suddenly as she leaned closer to me, “There aren’t any monsters around right now, but we have to stay quiet. If Kecha keeps shouting, we’re going to get found.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement, and then I tried to signal to Varleth to take care of the noise. 
 
    Varleth noticed my gestures, and he turned to try and warn Kecha into silence. The banisher said something to our prisoner, but I didn’t catch what it was. 
 
    “I will never silence!” Kecha shouted suddenly, and then he continued to yell loudly in his native tongue. 
 
    Sera’s eyes lit with murder, and she gave Kecha a fiery look that threatened death and pain and everything else unpleasant. Somehow, he ignored it and continued to shout, and Sera leaned forward with her hands stretched out to seize him around his throat. 
 
    “Whoa, whoa,” I shouted as I gestured hastily at Sera. “No killing the king’s son! If we kill him, Utun will attack Luratamba!” 
 
    He’s going to get us found out, Sera hissed to me telepathically, but she relented and leaned back onto the snapdarner’s back. 
 
    Kecha yelled and hollered, and our nerves got tenser as we waited for the inevitable. Something would certainly hear him shouting, but it all hinged on exactly what that something turned out to be. 
 
    The tension shattered when a distant, cawing shriek split the Shadowscape air. The noise echoed and faded until we were left with plain silence and rhythmic wingbeats again. 
 
    “Maybe it’s a pigeon,” Gawain muttered as he scanned the landscape with his shrewd green eyes. 
 
    Tiny black dots appeared on the horizon, and they soon resolved into v-shaped flying creatures with little definition. At this rate, the monsters would be on us in a matter of minutes. 
 
    “Gryff?” Nia asked, and her voice was quiet and soft against my ear. 
 
    “We keep flying,” I decided with resolve. “We just have to get a little farther from the encampment before we move back into the human realm.” 
 
    Kecha’s shouting turned to laughter as he noticed the monsters moving in. The grating sound of it set us all on edge, and Arwyn and Varleth glanced over at me to see if I would make a decision. 
 
    I shook my head, and we flew on. 
 
    How many miles had we gone since the encampment? Two? Three? It wasn’t enough, not nearly. 
 
    The small dark v shapes resolved into detailed silhouettes, and then the monsters grew clear and visible. Their screeching approach drowned out all other sound, and Varleth shouted a question I couldn’t discern. 
 
    He would have to get his answer from my actions, because I gestured forward, and Nia threw out a lightning spell at my order. It arced through the sky and sheared across the monsters ahead before it enveloped many of them in the electrical discharge. 
 
    I expected to see them drop out of the sky, but the monsters kept flying, and I frowned to see them entirely undamaged as the final sparks fizzled out. 
 
    We closed in on the flying monsters, and my surprise turned to understanding in the final moments before the battle. 
 
    “They’re keichim,” Nia breathed from behind me. 
 
    We all knew what keichim were, because Layla’s familiar was a keichim who could grow and shrink at will, shoot lightning, and turn invisible. The keichim were batlike in appearance, and I always appreciated having such a versatile monster on our side, but now we were facing down an entire horde of them. 
 
    Worse yet, I could now see the faint, silvery outlines of dozens of hidden keichim among the ones we could see clearly. What I thought was about two-dozen monsters quickly turned into a number nearing a hundred. 
 
    “Stay close!” I shouted to my team, but my words were lost in the noise. 
 
    I resummoned my bullet bass once again and felt the familiar sucking drain of mana leaving me as the metal fish coated us in electrical protection. 
 
    In the next instant, we collided with the keichim, and chaos broke out. 
 
    Batlike screeching filled our ears as keichim whipped by us, and I ducked as one made a pass at biting me. Its tiny teeth, wrinkled face, and large ears didn’t seem that intimidating, but I was sure it could latch on painfully and relentlessly if it got the chance. 
 
    Electrical discharge arced through the air as the keichim tried to stun us from the sky, but it danced harmlessly over the bullet bass coating that covered every human and monster on my team.  
 
    Almasy and my vingehund launched into the fray at my command, and her smaller, canine form proved perfect for catching and ripping apart keichim. I watched as she twisted and snatched one from the air below her before she snapped through its neck with a well-placed bite. 
 
    My pyrewyrm veered away as it tried to dodge the snapping bites of the keichim, but it was just too large and cumbersome compared to its enemies. The pyrewyrm’s talons and deafening scream were its two main weapons, but as it snatched at the keichim, they each shrank down to the size of a rat and slipped through its claws before they could close fully. If I used the scream here, I would risk hurting my teammates more than the keichim. 
 
    Sera’s snapdarner darted ahead, and its reptilian jaws closed around a keichim before the dragonfly monster ripped it to shreds easily.  
 
    Soft bat wings fluttered past me, and then tiny teeth sunk into my arm. A keichim had latched on, and sparks skittered over my bullet bass coating as I felt hot blood run down my elbow. I shouted and reached over to pull it off, but its bite only sank in harder as I tried to tug the housecat-sized bat off my arm. 
 
    A sword flashed past, and Nia’s new curved blade cleaved the keichim into two. The jaws around my arm weakened, and the severed body dropped off to flutter down to the ground. 
 
    “Thanks!” I called, and I looked around quickly to see what the situation was. 
 
    Kecha had a bat monster latched onto his leg, and Varleth was fighting off one as it tried to claw through his hair. I heard Gawain shout behind me, and I turned to see a keichim the size of a small pony slam into him and nearly knocked him from the back of my pyrewyrm. Nia leaned out and clutched the fire mage by the collar of his shirt before he toppled over, and she yanked him back into his seat unceremoniously. 
 
    “We have to give up,” I realized out loud, and I raised my voice to yell. “Sera, take us out of here!” 
 
    Sera didn’t respond, and the messy, bloody fight continued. Frustration shot through me as I realized how much easier it was to talk to her in my mind, and I gave my pyrewyrm orders to send a signal. 
 
    My pyrwyrm raised its featureless head and emitted a quick, piercing shriek that drowned out the noise of the battle. Nia and Gawain flinched and covered their ears behind me, and my vingehund wavered slightly as the noise hit her. The keichim around us flew a little haphazardly, but they were unharmed. 
 
    I had my pyrewyrm emit two more quick screams, so the pattern would seem purposeful. I didn’t know for sure if Sera would understand, but she’d damn well been in my head long enough that I would be disappointed if she didn’t. 
 
    Suddenly, a rift yawned in the thick of the keichim swarm in front of us with just barely enough room to reach it in time. I told my vingehund and my pyrewyrm where to go, and both monsters swerved hard toward the portal just in time to slip through it one after the other. 
 
    We emerged in the human realm over a lush, dense jungle, and my lungs stuttered with the shock of a fresh, cool wind that buffeted us. Daylight shone across the tops of the jungle trees, and the afternoon sun made me squint with its brightness. I turned around to see the rift just in time to see Sera’s snapdarner flying through it. 
 
    A handful of keichim fluttered out with her, and then the rift collapsed in on itself. 
 
    I told my vingehund to help Almasy hunt them down, and she leapt eagerly to the task. Almasy took to it quickly as well, and he swung the short Utun spear he’d commandeered back in Lisi City in accurate, easy thrusts. He stabbed one keichim precisely through the torso, and it slid down to stick against the barb at the bottom of the blade. Quickly, Almasy leaned over to the opposite side and thrust his spear at one more, and both bodies piled up on his spear. 
 
    “Showoff,” Gawain called with a sneer, and he shot a quick fireball to take down one of the straggler keichim. 
 
    “Quickly, quickly,” I urged. “We don’t want anybody seeing us up here.” 
 
    Nia flicked her wrist, and two twin ice darts shot out to cut down two keichim at once. They squeaked and dropped from the sky lifelessly, and Nia brushed her hands off contentedly. 
 
    Almasy laughed and shook his head as my vingehund came to a rest. 
 
    “Nia wins,” Gawain grumbled. 
 
    “That’s all,” I called over to Sera, “let’s go down.” 
 
    “Whatever you desire, Gryff,” she replied in a seductive tone. 
 
    We dove toward the jungle trees below, and I hoped dearly I had managed to bring us in the right direction. If we had gone far east or west, or even worse, south, we could be far off track from Lisi City. Hell, we might not even be in Luratamba anymore. The idea of ending up in Utun with the kidnapped Utun prince was disheartening, to say the least. 
 
    My pyrewyrm spotted a small gap in the trees, and I directed it to land there. It swooped in slow and careful, and it grasped at the thick, leafy branches with its hind talons before it folded its wings partially and dropped hard through the gap. 
 
    We landed at a jarring speed that made Nia and Gawain huff audibly, but nobody lost any teeth, so I counted it as a success. Jungle trees surrounded us in a cradle of branches and roots, and there was no way to tell if we’d been here before. 
 
    “Time to get off,” I announced as I swung my legs to one side of my monster’s back. 
 
    The three of us hopped off quickly, and I returned my pyrewyrm to its crystal before I tucked it away to make space for my vingehund. 
 
    My vingehund followed my orders and came through the gap much more easily, since she was so small. Her lithe form drifted to the ground in tight corkscrew circles, and she folded her pale blue, feathered wings neatly. 
 
    “I like your dog,” Almasy told me approvingly, and he jumped off before he turned around to give her a scratch around the ears. 
 
    My vingehund closed her eyes and leaned into Almasy’s hand in pure bliss as he ruffled the fur along her cheek and chin. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” I interrupted, “stop stealing my pets. We’ve still got to land Sera’s snapdarner.” 
 
    Almasy chuckled and stepped back as he joined Nia, Gawain, and me near a thick-trunked palm. 
 
    I recalled my vingehund, and then I watched nervously for Sera’s snapdarner, since I knew it would be a tight squeeze for her monster through this gap. After a few moments, the dragonfly-like monster appeared overhead and began to lower itself toward us. 
 
    “Be ready to take care of Kecha,” I told my teammates as I watched Sera’s monster. 
 
    The snapdarner’s wings buzzed as it descended, and it vibrated downward into the gap with ease. It turned out my worries were for nothing, since the snapdarner was so well-suited to hovering in place. Dry leaves fluttered around in the slight vortex created below the snapdarner, but it landed easily on its six insectoid legs. 
 
    Varleth sat there for a moment looking like he’d been traumatized, while Arwyn seemed perfectly unaffected. Kecha twisted around and fought with his rope bonds with maddened desperation, but he looked secure. Sera laughed elegantly as she watched him struggle, and Varleth cringed from behind her. 
 
    “Reunited at last,” Sera breathed lustily, and she looked at me with half-lidded eyes from the back of her monster. “Did you miss me, Gryff?” 
 
    “Like a camel misses rain,” I responded cooly. “Now, you wouldn’t happen to know how we can get back to Lisi City?” 
 
    “I love a man who can ask for directions,” the dark Archon purred, and she slipped off her snapdarner’s back. “Lucky for you, you’ll find most animalistic monsters have an innate sense of direction if you bother to ask. My snapdarner thinks we were heading northeast when I opened the first portal into the Shadowscape, and we continued in that direction in the Shadowscape before we came out here.” 
 
    I blinked in surprise at that news. It never occurred to me to ask my monsters more complex questions, since they mostly only seemed to be able to communicate images and feelings through our bond. Maybe images were all I needed to get an answer about directions.  
 
    Gawain and Almasy teamed up to lower Kecha off Sera’s snapdarner, and the man snapped angry words at them in his native language as he twisted to try and bite Almasy. The fire mage and the earth mage deposited the prince on the ground quickly, where he rolled and gnashed his teeth with anger. 
 
    “I’m not sure what’s worse,” Almasy mused, “the spoiled brat I was expecting, or this guy.” 
 
    “We should gag him,” Arwyn decided. “It won’t be perfect, but a little muffling is better than none.” 
 
    “Do you want to be the one who gets near his teeth?” Gawain asked as he looked at Kecha askance. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Arwyn agreed without a fuss. “Let me make a gag out of some bandages from my kit, first.” 
 
    “I’ll help,” Nia volunteered, and the two women gathered together to assemble something from Arwyn’s tiny shoulder bag. 
 
    I was grateful Arwyn had brought the first aid kit with her, because we were missing a lot of our usual supplies. We’d left many things behind with the horses, though each of us had two days of water supply if we rationed carefully, plus I had my robaguas fish in a pinch, my pockets were stuffed with enough food for two or three days if I stretched it. 
 
    “Sera,” I asked as another question occurred to me, “since you can manifest fully outside my head, what would happen if we traveled far apart?” 
 
    “Sorry, Gryff,” she answered elegantly, “I can’t go running any errands for you, I’m afraid. My magic source and life essence is tied to you. If I tried to leave, I could maybe go a mile before I’d feel so drained I would simply collapse and lay there until you rejoined me.” 
 
    “Maybe we won’t do that, then,” I sighed in disappointment. 
 
    “Indeed,” Sera replied. “Similarly, even if I stay near you, I can’t remain summoned for very long. Half a day, perhaps.” 
 
    “You need to refuel, basically,” I elaborated curiously. “Like a gas lamp.” 
 
    “Or a human needing food,” Sera responded dryly. “If you’d like to compare me to something even less glamorous than flammable gas.” 
 
    “You’ll live,” I told her with a grin. “Alright, we’d better reserve your strength and whatnot.” 
 
    I searched in my mind for the thread that connected Sera to me, and I seized it carefully before I forced my will through it. Sera’s form dissipated into ink-like shadows, and she flowed back to me before the smoke disappeared under my shirt. I felt the tattoos as they reformed with a prickling sensation, and then Sera was back where she belonged. 
 
    “Damn,” Almasy commented wistfully, “I wish I could summon a beautiful woman from my head.” 
 
    “More of a monster than a woman,” I clarified. “It’s okay when she’s not threatening to kill people, though. Alright, what time would you all guess it is?” 
 
    Arwyn finished tying off the bandages into a nice gag before she handed it off to Nia.  
 
    “Probably late afternoon,” Arwyn answered as she squinted toward the sun through the trees. “That means we’ve been gone at least ten hours while we were in the Shadowscape, though several days could have passed. 
 
    “Let’s hope we didn’t lose too much time,” I said grimly. “I don’t want to reach Lisi City and find it already under attack.” 
 
    Nia finished stuffing the rags inside Kecha’s mouth and stood to face me. 
 
    “Which direction are we going?” she asked. “We’ve come northeast a fair ways, so it seems like we should head northwest, right?” 
 
    “That’s the plan,” I agreed. “Our odds of reaching Lisi City through a straight line are low, but once we stumble on a main road, we can follow that to the capital.” 
 
    “Should work,” Arwyn agreed, and then a downcast expression passed over her face. “This is going to be very difficult, I would guess. No horses, no real heading, no real trail, and a hostage we’ll have to drag with us. Are you sure we shouldn’t just fly your monsters there?” 
 
    I chewed on my inner cheek as I considered it, but I shook my head. 
 
    “No,” I replied, “we can’t risk it. If we get spotted by the Utun, they could shoot us out of the sky without us seeing it coming. Even the Luratambans might prove a threat if they spot us, too. How would Mistral react to unknown monsters flying overhead?” 
 
    “Point taken,” Gawain chipped in reluctantly. “I guess we’ll walk, then. Our horses, though … “ 
 
    “They’ll be okay,” I reassured him. “We left them with everything they need.” 
 
    Gawain accepted my point reluctantly, though I could tell it still bothered him we had to leave our steeds behind. Honestly, I really felt the same way, and not knowing about Char’s well being bothered me. Somehow, I’d become attached to the little mule despite his ornery nature. 
 
    You do seem to enjoy turning rivals into allies, don’t you? Sera questioned with amusement. 
 
    More than you know, I answered ruefully, and my mind drifted a little as I considered her question. 
 
    “Come on,” I called to my teammates. “We have to figure out some way to transport Kecha. We can untie his legs so he can walk, but I want him hobbled to at least two of us so he can’t make a break for it.” 
 
    We spent the next fifteen minutes figuring out the situation with Kecha. If we roped him with his left leg connected to Gawain’s waist and his right leg connected to Almasy’s waist, the prince couldn’t run from one or the other without being dragged to the ground.  
 
    Kecha’s arms were kept bound tightly so he couldn’t fight or untie himself, and we put one more loose loop around his neck like a noose for Arwyn to hold. If Kecha made a break for it, the rope around his neck would tighten and either partially suffocate or knock him over.  
 
    The expedition started out with me in the lead, and I watched carefully for hazards so I didn’t trip over anything. As I walked, I thought over what Sera said about my habit of making allies from enemies. While I focused on that, my mind travelled along the obvious path to the one enemy I was keeping close to me right now. 
 
    I couldn’t just ignore Phi forever. She may have been locked up in the back of my head, but she was a part of me now. She wasn’t just going away because I didn’t want her to exist. 
 
    You could ignore her forever, Sera protested, but her heart wasn’t in it. You have no obligation to try to redeem her. Surely I’m enough, aren’t I? I’ll do anything for you, Gryff. Anything. 
 
    Anything wasn’t the same as everything. At the end of the day, Sera couldn’t do everything, and neither could I. Phi had powers neither of us were capable of, and if I wanted to protect my friends and fight Miralea, could I really ignore that sort of potential help? 
 
    You don’t know my sister like I do, Sera said vehemently. You can’t change her. She’ll just cause trouble for you. 
 
    Whether that was true or not, I had to try. It wouldn’t cost me anything except a little of my time anyway. 
 
    Fine, Sera accepted grudgingly, but her voice hardened again. I’ll help you control her, but we’re waiting until tonight, while you’re asleep. I want to enjoy some peace and quiet before we do it, and it will be easier to direct the conversation if we’re in a dream. 
 
    That sounded good enough to me, so I agreed to Sera’s terms. 
 
    As late afternoon turned into evening, my companions’ footsteps grew weary and burdened. Kecha had taken to jerking the ropes every once in a while to try to pull Gawain or Almasy off balance. Nobody had fallen yet, but it was only a matter of time. 
 
    “Alright,” I called as the sun began to touch the horizon, “let’s camp here for the night. We have a lot to build for the shelter, and I don’t want us doing it in the dark.” 
 
    First, we re-tied Kecha’s legs together so Gawain and Almasy could be freed up. The prince rolled and growled at us as we did so, but it wasn’t anything we couldn’t handle. 
 
    The task of building the shelter would have been difficult without earth magic, but Almasy pitched in quickly and erected four curving walls that met in the middle with a domed earth roof. He left a hole in one wall for the door, and Arwyn plucked long leaves from the jungle trees around us to hang from the entrance in a makeshift curtain.  
 
    From there, we went to work on disguising the entire hut with tree branches, dead leaves, and living vines from the trees around us. It wouldn’t stand up to inspection if an Utun got really close, but it seemed camouflaged enough to withstand a glance from twenty feet away if somebody didn’t know where to look. 
 
    “Come on,” Arwyn called to all of us as we milled around the camp finishing up our final touches. “I know you all must have been injured over the past day, so I’d like to check your wounds. Gryff, you first.” 
 
    “Alright,” I agreed reluctantly, but I knew Arwyn was right to double-check. 
 
    My teammates built a small fire to warm up by, and Varleth opened up a tin of preserved beans he had somehow been lugging around in a small waist bag. I glanced longingly at the beans heating on the fire, but instead I followed Arwyn into the hut we had built. 
 
    “Alright,” the red-haired professor said with quiet contentment in her voice. “This should be nice and out of the way from bugs and whatnot. Take off your shirt so I can see any wounds, please.” 
 
    “I always enjoy when you tell me to take off my shirt,” I replied teasingly, but I stripped it off over my head without any pretense of romanticism. 
 
    Arwyn leaned over to take a look at my back, and she hummed through her teeth as she examined the small cuts I had sustained during Kecha’s capture. 
 
    “Honestly, Gryff,” Arwyn sighed as she smoothed a soothing hand over my back. “You’re an amazing leader, that much is true. Sometimes, I think you take it a little too far, though. You’re allowed to admit faults and weaknesses, you know.” 
 
    “I know,” I responded absently, but Arwyn had hit the nail on the head.  
 
    I loved showing how summoners could fight, and I loved proving my worth as a leader of a team. More than either of those, I loved being able to do good in the world, and taking care of Archons was the best kind of good I could do.  
 
    However, with Sera and Phi in my head, and my strange abilities showing, I’d begun to feel like this wasn’t just my calling, but my destiny in a way. Who was I to drag all my friends into it, when it was my fight? If I was some kind of subject of prophecy, it made me different from the people I was fighting next to. There was a gap between us, and it was one I didn’t know how to bridge. 
 
    “Gryff?” Arwyn asked curiously. “I’m not just here to heal wounds. I can listen, too. Do you have anything you want advice on?” 
 
    I hesitated as I stared at the bare earth wall in front of me, and then I nodded slightly. 
 
    “If you were trying to win Phi over to your cause,” I questioned, “how would you do it?” 
 
    “Win Phi over,” Arwyn repeated, and her voice grew doubtful. “It seems like an almost impossible task, to be honest. From what we’ve seen, she’s incredibly childish and single-minded even in her grander pursuits. Though, maybe you can use that to your advantage.” 
 
    “How do you think I could do that?” I prompted curiously. 
 
    “Children are quick to forgive,” Arwyn pointed out. “They get angry easily, but if the person they’re mad at has one show of good faith, that’s all it takes to win them back over. Find something Phi wants and give it to her, and then she’ll be willing to listen. If you can’t give her anything, she probably won’t let you in.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I replied, though my mouth twisted into an uncertain grimace. “I just don’t know what I could possibly give her, that’s all. What does a demi-goddess lack that I own?” 
 
    “Sorry,” Arwyn responded, and she laughed lightly as her hands pressed warmly against my back. “I don’t know the answer to that one, but at least I can heal you now. Be still for a minute, and I’ll fix you up.” 
 
    I held still obediently, and the tingling, warm wash of healing magic flowed over me. 
 
    “Feels like sitting in the sun on a chilly day,” I murmured contemplatively. 
 
    The warm feeling on my back faded, and Arwyn laughed again. 
 
    “What a comparison,” she remarked happily. “I never took you for a poet, Gryff.” 
 
    “Maybe I’m just tired,” I admitted with a grin. 
 
    “That’s probably it,” Arwin sighed. “You have other injuries, right?” 
 
    “Just some scrapes and scratches,” I answered dutifully. “Oh, but I do have a keichim bite.” 
 
    Arwyn tutted and shook her head as she watched me roll up my sleeve. 
 
    “Monster bites can be nasty,” the red-haired professor explained. “Unlike a blade, the wounds they leave are jagged and damaged instead of a clean cut.” 
 
    “Seems like we’ll all have bat-teeth scars,” I remarked in response. “Lots of us got bit.” 
 
    “I received one of my own,” Arwyn agreed as she tapped at her lower left calf. “The only one who might’ve escaped unscathed is probably Almasy.” 
 
    “My vingehund seems small compared to my pyrewyrm,” I agreed, “but she’s certainly just as talented.” 
 
    “That she is,” Arwyn echoed pleasantly.  
 
    Arwyn healed up my keichim wound and a few of my other scrapes and cuts, and then she sent me on my way with instructions to send in her next victim. 
 
    As I stepped outside, the smell of roasted beans made my mouth water, and I skirted the fire to sit on an unoccupied spot along the fallen trees we were using. I ended up next to Varleth, but I was a hair further away from the fire than I wanted to be, and there was nowhere for me to move to. 
 
    “It’s your turn to see Arwyn,” I informed Varleth seriously, and I watched with a neutral expression as he clambered to his feet with a sigh and turned to go into the hut. 
 
    Once the banisher was gone, I scooted closer to the campfire and claimed his seat entirely. Nobody seemed to notice my small crime except for me, and I relished my victory with gusto. 
 
    Nia stood and passed the bean tin over to me carefully. It was still warm from the fire, but she smiled apologetically, 
 
    “You can have half of what’s left,” she explained helpfully. “The other half is Arwyn’s. I know it’s not much, but one tin doesn’t go very far between six people. You’ll have to eat some of your bread or jerky rations to fill out the meal tonight.” 
 
    “We should make sure to feed Kecha, too,” I pointed out as I nodded my head at the storm-faced Utun prince. “It’s important for the hostage we worked hard for to stay healthy.” 
 
    “Of course,” Nia agreed, and she tilted her head in thought. “I’ll ask everybody for a piece of their food to give to him. That should do the trick.” 
 
    “Be careful taking the gag out,” I warned her, and the ashen-haired mage nodded before she turned and got to her task. 
 
    Of course, as soon as Nia took the gag out, Kecha took it upon himself to start yelling at the top of his lungs into the jungle wilderness. 
 
    “Quiet,” Nia demanded, but Kecha didn’t stop. “You won’t get any food if you keep yelling.” 
 
    “Put the gag back in,” I told her, and Nia nodded as she stuffed the wad of bandage fabric back into his mouth. 
 
    The ashen-haired mage finally managed to stuff the bandages back in after a few unsuccessful tries. Kecha’s shouts were reduced to muffled grunts, and the tension slowly faded as we realized the crisis was over. 
 
    “Do you think the Utun heard him?” Gawain asked seriously. “Maybe we should get on the move again.” 
 
    “It’s almost sunset,” I pointed out. “We don’t have enough time to set up a new camp. We’ll have to keep an eye out, but hopefully we got away with things this time.” 
 
    Gawain nodded in careful agreement, and the issue dropped. However, I still wasn’t satisfied with leaving Kecha as he was. 
 
    Varleth emerged from the healing tent all fixed up, and I stepped toward him before he could send anybody else in.  
 
    “I need to use the hut for a moment,” I explained succinctly. “I just need to have a one-on-one chat with Kecha.” 
 
    “Be my guest,” Varleth answered with a shrug. “It’s up to Arwyn.” 
 
    I went inside and found Arwyn tidying up the hut floor as she waited for the next patient to come in. She looked up and raised her eyebrows quizzically as I entered. 
 
    “I need this for Kecha,” I told her with a smile. “Just for a little while, that’s all. We’re going to have a talk.” 
 
    “Fine by me,” Arwyn answered as she blinked at me in confusion. “What are you going to talk to him about? Should I join in as translator or advisor? 
 
    “I think I’m good,” I answered with a grin. “I’m just going to talk to him about a few things, that’s all.” 
 
    Arwyn left the hut, and I went back outside to get Kecha. I brought him into the hut for my little chat, and he stumbled over his tied feet as I half-carried, half-dragged him indoors. Once we were there, I sat him on the floor across from me before I took a seat as well.  
 
    “Listen,” I told Kecha, “yelling isn’t going to get you anywhere. You think Utun soldiers are wandering around listening for yelling? They’re not looking for you anymore. You’re basically a lost cause.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure how much of this was true, because I didn’t have a good grasp on Utun’s political and social culture. For all I knew, they were desperately loyal and would climb mountains to find him, but I didn’t think that was the case. 
 
    Finally, I removed the gag and let Kecha breathe freely. 
 
    “That’s better, right?” I asked him rhetorically. “Anyway, I want you to hear me out for a bit. Just you and me, because I think you’ll be more amenable to your situation if you hear me out.” 
 
    “Fine, pale man,” Kecha spat in a grating, worn voice from the shouting. 
 
    “You’re here because Queen Lisi wanted us to kidnap you,” I explained simply. 
 
    “Oh?” Kecha asked, and he blinked in surprise to hear me describe the situation so frankly. 
 
    “Yes, oh,” I replied curtly. “The reality is, Queen Lisi just wants the war to end with minimal bloodshed. I’m not going to pretend her morals are all high and mighty, but she wants to protect her people. I’m sure you can empathize with a love for your own people.” 
 
    “I suppose,” Kecha grunted begrudgingly. “The difference is, we do not grow weak like Luratambans. You have great hunger in you. You should not work with them.” 
 
    “You may not realize it,” I told Kecha, “but you have a point. We shouldn’t be doing errands for Queen Lisi, but we’re seeking to destroy the new demi-goddess named Miralea. We don’t want her to threaten humanity. We need her location, and Lisi is the only one who will share it with us.” 
 
    “Miralea?” Kecha scoffed, and he shook his head as he chuckled to himself. “Miralea is a weakling as well. She is nothing, not a thing compared to our goddess, Utuni. Once Utuni rises, it will be foolish to worry about a subpar being like Miralea.” 
 
    Kecha grinned, and his teeth gleamed yellow in the dim light of the hut.  
 
    As I stared at him, he began to laugh a low, satisfied laugh. It was the kind of sound a man made when he knew he had won a difficult game against his opponent, and it echoed through the hut like a mourning dirge. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    Despite Kecha’s threats, we’d gotten no sign that the goddess Utuni would ever rise like Miralea had. There hadn’t been a single rumor until now, and even Kecha didn’t seem to have any solid promises for her return. 
 
    It was an empty threat, I decided, and I left the conversation at that. I did manage to get Kecha to eat and drink without yelling his damn head off, so I didn’t have to worry about that issue anymore. 
 
    We journeyed to Lisi City with a kind of plodding, stolid hope born of desperation and exhaustion. We made awful time without our horses, but I still wasn’t willing to risk air travel with my monsters, so it was the best we could do. Every root conspired to trip us up, and every tree seemed to be made of nothing but trippable roots. 
 
    Our initial awe and wonder at the strange jungle environment was waning away completely at this point. The vegetation was amazing, but no amount of fun trees and bushes could make a hike like this worth it.  
 
    Furthermore, we all had to take turns being tied to Kecha in some way. The prince was on better behavior ever since I talked to him, but I simply didn’t trust the man not to run for the hills when given the opportunity. Extra caution was always better than the alternative, I reminded myself throughout the day as Kecha nearly unbalanced me into a thorny bush. 
 
    The day was long, hard, and tiring. I kept looking for a trail that never appeared, and it was hard to stay positive about whether we were really going in the right direction. 
 
    Suddenly, something bright yellow peeked through the thick jungle, and my eyes widened in anticipation as I expected the best.  
 
    Shockingly, it was real, and Lisi City came into perfect view through the trees and across the meadowy clearing ahead. 
 
    “Oh, Maker,” Nia breathed gratefully with obvious relief in her voice. “I can’t believe we’re really here.” 
 
    “It doesn’t look destroyed,” I said with amazement. “Maybe we’re not arriving too late.” 
 
    “We’re on time?” Varleth asked quizzically. “We weren’t lugging this guy through the jungle for no reason? No way.” 
 
    “I really think we did it,” I told everybody with a proud smile on my face. “You were all amazing. We never would’ve succeeded if even a single one of you weren’t here.” 
 
    “Thanks for the compliment, Gryff,” Gawain responded dryly. “It’s very touchy-feely and nice, but I’m ready to go turn this asshole in and rest my feet.” 
 
    “Point taken,” I told the fire mage charitably. “Alright, let’s get this over with for good.” 
 
    The walk to Lisi City from where we stood was more than a little long, it turned out. The grassy field around the city was huge, and the city itself had such high walls that it always looked a little closer than it actually was. It was a bit like walking toward a mirage in the desert, though a lot less sandy. Long grass brushed against us on all sides, and leftover morning dew left spots of water on our sleeves and pants. 
 
    Kecha, for his part, didn’t seem to react much to our arrival at Lisi City at all. He merely kept following at a steady pace that indicated neither eagerness nor reluctance. Maybe he’d accepted being a hostage wasn’t ideal, but it also wasn’t the worst fate that could’ve befallen him. 
 
    Finally, we drew near to the entrance. Unlike last time, two guards now appeared to be around a dozen, and I wondered what the latest news was to cause this change. 
 
    As we approached, the guards bristled with spears in hand, but we stopped to ease their nerves. 
 
    Arwyn stepped forward and announced us in the Southern language with a clear, loud voice. 
 
    “Omilena Mistral?” one guard asked, and then he nodded assuredly. “Me tua ve a lu no koruna.” 
 
    “We’re going to follow him to the palace,” Arwyn explained as she waved us onward. “Queen Lisi made sure they would expect our arrival.” 
 
    “No fifty-piece military escort?” Gawain asked sarcastically. “Kind of disappointing. Gryff’s losing his touch.” 
 
    “Hey, it’s Nia’s job to intimidate people,” I protested. “If you want to make some threats, talk to her.” 
 
    “You’re all very mature,” Nia told us with an amused shake of her head. “Let’s focus on keeping … the man with us until we’re safely in the palace.” 
 
    Nia wisely avoided using the Utun prince’s name, since we’d learned our lesson with Nacigo, and we didn’t know who could be listening. Even if all the guards here supported Queen Lisi completely, this was the kind of huge news we wanted to let her decide how to handle. 
 
    “How about we ask the guards to help us escort him?” Varleth suggested. “I don’t really want to go up the palace steps tied to a man who can try to knock me down several stories’ worth of stairs.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I agreed. 
 
    Varleth and Almasy freed themselves of the ropes around their waists, and Arwyn asked for the guards’ help in transporting Kecha to the queen. They obliged, and two muscled men in guard armor came forward to escort Kecha by holding tightly onto his upper arms. A third guard followed behind Kecha just in case something failed with the first two. 
 
    Once more, we walked down Lisi City’s main street toward the towering golden palace. Not as many people got the opportunity to stare and gawk at us, but several citizens did have odd reactions as we walked past, and some shouted to our group in their language. 
 
    “Are they yelling at us to leave?” I asked Arwyn carefully. 
 
    “Just the opposite,” she responded with a smile. “Seems like word got around the foreigners wiped out that Utun invasion at the gate. We’re getting thanked.” 
 
    Well, that was a damn nice change of pace from marching through the jungle with barely any food or water. 
 
    We started up the gleaming steps to the palace, and once again, Kecha simply walked without struggling or complaining. It was strange to see him so emotionless in this sort of situation, but nobody really knew what was going on in his skewed mind. We walked on without incident, and the labored breathing of my companions filled my ears. 
 
    I felt dead tired once we got to the top of the steps, since the last few days had been so hard. I shook it off as I took a deep breath, and I tried my best to look gracious and composed for this royal meeting. 
 
    The first set of doors opened, and down we went through the decorated hallway. I wondered if these artifacts were gifts from other countries, or if Queen Lisi had them specifically acquired for her palace. 
 
    We reached the second set of doors, and the guards opened them with slow, dramatic atmosphere. 
 
    Immediately, my eyes locked onto Queen Lisi at the end of the hallway. Her polished wood throne gleamed, and the room was just as opulent as before, but something in the queen’s posture betrayed her exhaustion. Her makeup was precise, but even it couldn’t hide the tightness under her eyes and the dark circles from sleepless nights. Her shoulders were stiff instead of poised, and she leaned heavily on the arms of her throne. 
 
    Then her eyes snapped to Kecha, and her regal posture returned as she straightened on her throne. 
 
    “Gryff of Njordenfalls,” she called out to me with a raise of her eyebrows. “Have you brought what I asked of you?” 
 
    “We have,” I replied confidently. “You’re finally getting the gift you deserve from your ambassadors. Sorry we didn’t have it when we first arrived.” 
 
    Kecha was still gagged, but his eyes burned as he stared at Queen Lisi, and his loathing was palpable. 
 
    The queen turned and gestured quickly at one of her guards as she gave a command in the Southern language. 
 
    She’s telling the guard to dose him with some kind of drug, Sera explained. She also asked for Kecha to be handcuffed and caged in her ‘viewing’ room, whatever that is. 
 
    Well, I was at least glad to have Kecha taken off our hands. I watched the three guards lead him from the room, and he neither struggled nor complained as he went. 
 
    “Having him should prevent Utun from attacking,” I explained with a sure nod. “You’ll have to send a letter to the army or the king with your threats, or they won’t know to stop.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Queen Lisi said, and she waved a tawny hand at our group. “A letter may be too slow at this point, but I will send a message one way or another. I trust your plan will succeed.” 
 
    “It will,” I said firmly. 
 
    I had no idea if it would work, but I was betting everything on it, and I didn’t have any other options. 
 
    “Tell me,” Queen Lisi said, and her voice was filled with new interest as her brow furrowed, “where is Nacigo?” 
 
    “Nacigo … “ I started, but uncertainty stalled my words. 
 
    “Nacigo was proven to be a traitor to all of Luratamba,” Nia explained as she stepped in. “During a rift battle, he attempted to murder Varleth and Arwyn, then he proclaimed his devotion to Utuni as he fought Gryff and me. We were forced to kill him, but he made it clear he doesn’t serve you, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Queen Lisi sat back slowly in her chair, and her eyes darkened as she looked down on us. 
 
    “A betrayal … yes, I suspected Nacigo had ulterior motives.” 
 
    “You suspected, and you still gave him to us as a guide?” Gawain snapped. 
 
    “Hush,” Nia insisted urgently. 
 
    “Yes,” Queen Lisi cut in with a wave of her hand. “I did still give him to you. I thought perhaps he supported another political faction of Luratambans. I am surprised by this extremism on his part. Thank you for uncovering his treachery and dealing with the issue so swiftly.” 
 
    By Queen Lisi’s expression, I had a feeling Nacigo would’ve been executed even if we’d managed to bring him back alive. 
 
    “You six have done well,” Queen Lisi continued. “For the finer details of our arrangement, let us meet in private. My viewing room is safe from prying eyes and ears.” 
 
    Queen Lisi rose from her throne, and her golden jewelry jangled as she did. Today, she wore a dress patterned with jaguars racing through grass and stalking unseen prey.  
 
    The dress certainly gave an impression of frightening regal power, and I wondered who it was directed against. It seemed a little strange for me to see Queen Lisi embrace the jaguar motif when Miralea stood against much of what the queen believed in. 
 
    No guards followed us as we trailed behind the queen, and we exited through a door on the right before we took a complex series of twists and turns through the complicated palace. The yellow xanyarstone walls were impressive, but I didn’t know if they would keep out Miralea’s incursions any more than Hartmire’s walls kept out Phi. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Arwyn began as we walked, “we had to enter the Shadowscape twice during our mission. As you know, time is distorted in such places. Can you tell us how long we’ve been gone, and what the movements of the Utun army have been?” 
 
    “Twice?” Queen Lisi asked, and then she shook her head. “No, your reasons matter not. You have been gone for eleven days. The Utun army has marched a far distance through my country in that time, and now they camp merely three hours travel on foot from my capital city. No attack has been launched, but if they do decide to move, we will only have an hour of warning.” 
 
    That news was certainly worse than I expected. The Utun army was so close, it seemed an attack was only a matter of time.  
 
    Finally, the queen stopped in the midst of the hallway and opened a door to lead us inside.  
 
    As we entered, I marvelled at the room. 
 
    One wall was completely paneled in windows, and sunlight bathed the room in a golden glow. Two of the paneled windows were doors which opened to an enormous balcony outside, and it was open to the air above and around it. A fancy breakfast table was laden with unblemished, lush fruits and trays of delicate pastries to eat. The walls were adorned with fine paintings which depicted a variety of regal-looking men and women in expensive jewelry and golden attire. 
 
    Along one wall of the room, Kecha was tied and bound firmly to an immovable set of hand and foot cuffs set into the wall. His chains rattled as he turned to look at us, but he still had a gag in, and he said nothing. 
 
    “I had the cuff loops installed as soon as you set off on your mission,” Queen Lisi explained lightly. “What good is an Utun prisoner if you cannot look at him?” 
 
    In a morbid sense, Lisi had turned Kecha into just another decoration in this beautiful room. 
 
    Then Queen Lisi moved toward the breakfast table, and she plucked a flaky pastry from one of the trays. She moved over to Kecha, pulled the gag free, and held the pastry up to his mouth. 
 
    Kecha merely stared at her, and he neither spoke nor opened his mouth to eat. Lisi laughed suddenly, and the sound grated at the beautiful walls of the room. We may have captured the prince for political reasons, but Lisi was enjoying it just as much as she was profiting from it. 
 
    “Perhaps he’s used to eating raw meat and curdled milk like the rest of those savages,” Lisi suggested in clear amusement while we stared at her with unnerved concern. “No matter.” 
 
    She tossed the pastry at Kecha’s feet, and it broke apart into a pile of flaky crumbs against his sandals. The prince simply stared straight ahead, unflinchingly, with that burning, wordless expression on his face. 
 
    Uncomfortable silence reigned for a few seconds. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Nia suggested lightly, “thank you for showing us such incredible hospitality, but our mission has some urgency to it. If you would give us Miralea’s location now, we can purchase new horses and leave as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Of course,” the queen said, and she shook her head as a beautiful smile spread across her face. “I have been thoughtless, once again. Let me ask my guards for a map, and I can draw out for you exactly where Miralea is.” 
 
    The queen turned and opened the door out into the hallway. Then she lifted one of her ornate necklaces and pinched the golden bauble on it between her fingers. She shook it slightly, and it let out a loud, musical ringing noise like a bell that echoed down the hallway. 
 
    Within moments, footsteps sounded, and two guards appeared at the end of the hallway. They quickly marched over to Queen Lisi and bowed before her. 
 
    “Omani mea carto su amo amalscrito,” the queen requested, and the guards both bowed before they left hurriedly. 
 
    “Thank you,” Arwyn said gratefully as the queen shut the door again. 
 
    “Not at all,” Queen Lisi replied, and she gestured at the table. “Please, sit and eat for a while.” 
 
    We sat obligingly and picked at the table offerings while we waited in uncomfortable tension. 
 
    “How do you plan on sending a message about Kecha to Utun?” Varleth asked brusquely as he narrowed his eyes at the queen. 
 
    “I have the perfect, fastest method in mind,” Queen Lisi answered pleasantly. “Actually, we suspect Utun might attack today, but there’s no reason to worry about the message reaching them.” 
 
    My companions exchanged a few nervous, uncertain glances at this news. 
 
    “That’s good,” I told the queen diplomatically, but I was doubtful as well. 
 
    The door opened, and a guard appeared in the entryway. He bowed and held out a detailed map on thick, white paper as well as a carved wooden pen and a small bottle of ink. 
 
    “Excellent,” the queen said brightly, “and now we can get started.” 
 
    The guard laid down the supplies before he bowed and left.  
 
    “Now,” Queen Lisi began as she unscrewed the cap on the ink bottle, “there’s a certain path you’ll have to take in order to--” 
 
    Suddenly, a horn blared through the air, and we all jumped in our seats. 
 
    “What’s that?” Gawain asked as his hand flew to his sword hilt. 
 
    “That’s the war horn,” Queen Lisi explained calmly. “The Utun use it during battle.” 
 
    “We’ve heard it before,” Nia insisted curtly, “that’s not the problem. What is it doing here?” 
 
    “I expect the Utun army has arrived at the city wall,” Queen Lisi explained with unflinching calm. 
 
    “What the hell?” Gawain asked. “Aren’t you supposed to get an hour of warning?” 
 
    “We did,” the queen answered simply. “Right before you arrived, we knew the Utun were going to attack. It was my decision to not tell you.” 
 
    “You lying b-- ” the fire mage began in a heated rage. 
 
    “Gawain,” I snapped, “now is not the time. Lisi, explain why you didn’t tell us.” 
 
    “Of course,” Queen Lisi agreed smoothly. “The fact is, Gryff, your only mission was not to bring me Kecha. You also were in charge of the hostage plan in the first place. I asked you to stop this war with Utun, and now we will see if that has happened.” 
 
    I told you this mission was a waste of time! Sera insisted angrily. 
 
    Suddenly, guards burst into the room one after the other until a set of six waited along the wall. Then the door opened once more, and a woman done up in feathers, beads, and a purple embroidered robe stepped into the room lightly. 
 
    Queen Lisi asked this new arrival something in her native language. 
 
    She’s asking if the woman is ready to augment, Sera explained hesitantly, but I’m not exactly sure what that entails. 
 
    “Come,” Lisi told the six of us, and she rose from her seat to lead us toward the balcony. 
 
    The queen threw open the doors easily, and three of the six guards set to unlocking Kecha from his imprisonment along the wall. As they grappled the prince into submission and led him behind us, we followed Queen Lisi onto the balcony. 
 
    We stepped into the fresh air, and the six of us hovered uncertainly at one side of the balcony. Gawain shot me a series of significant glances before he jerked his head toward the sky, but I shook my head. If we got desperate, we could use my monsters to escape, but we would have to have a good reason and an even better distraction.  
 
    The purple-robed woman took up a position next to Queen Lisi, and the guards brought Kecha forward to her other side. The balcony railing was thin and low, and all of us were prominently displayed in front of the landscape below. 
 
    Beyond the walls of the city, the Utun army milled near the gate. I hadn’t appreciated the scope of the army before, but seeing the size of it now made my heart clench inside my chest. I’d never seen Mistral organize soldiers in such numbers in one battle, not even when we were going up against the Hartmire attack.  
 
    The Utun army stretched across the whole field and into the trees as they advanced on Lisi City, and they looked like a swarm of ants converging to devour a crumb off a table. Screams rose from the city as they advanced, and the howling of Utun warriors at the gate rose into a fevered pitch. 
 
    The queen turned and gave the guards an order, and one of them unsheathed an obsidian dagger before he gave it to Queen Lisi. 
 
    She brandished the weapon and held it up to Kecha’s throat. The Utun prince bared his teeth and glared over at her, and for once the emotion on his face was just as vivid and intense as when we first captured him. 
 
    “Mea dicuale vejana tua cidusa aruna,” Kecha snarled in the queen’s face. 
 
    He says he can’t wait to see her city burn, Sera translated. 
 
    The comment puzzled me a little when it was so clear Kecha had lost, but I brushed it off and focused on the queen’s actions. 
 
    Queen Lisi murmured something to the woman in the purple robe, and the woman nodded obligingly. Then she cupped her hands around her mouth, took a deep breath, and started a spell. 
 
    I would’ve barely noticed, but the muscles around the woman’s neck deepened, and her jaw lengthened slightly. It was a strange sight, but apparently this was the augmentation Queen Lisi had mentioned when the woman first came in. 
 
    “I don’t get it,” I murmured to myself as I frowned at the purple-clad woman. 
 
    Then the augmentor opened her mouth, and she began to shout. 
 
    Deafening volume overtook us as the augmentor used her ability to enhance her voice as she spoke. The six of us flinched as the noise hit us, but the queen merely stared down at the army below. 
 
    It’s an announcement, Sera explained in an echoing whisper that rode over the augmentor’s shouting. A threat, more like it. Explaining that Luratamba has Kecha, and his life is forfeit if the Utun army doesn’t turn around and go back to their country. 
 
    So, this was the queen’s plan to get her message to Utun quickly. Well, whoever was in charge, they would surely know what to do now. 
 
    Sure enough, the army slowly began to stall to a halt. The swarming of the soldiers turned into a confused meander, and that turned into stillness. 
 
    “So, my idea to end the war has worked,” I told the queen calmly. “We would appreciate that marked map now, if you wouldn’t mind.” 
 
    The queen didn’t respond, and her eyes narrowed as she looked at the army below. 
 
    Suddenly, the Utun war horn bellowed again, and the soldiers below roared their challenge as they charged forward. Their momentum returned, and I watched helplessly as they charged at the walls of Lisi City. 
 
    The queen hissed out a word in her language, low and angry. Then she raised the obsidian dagger and drew it backward and across as she slit Kecha’s throat. 
 
    Blood sprayed from the prince’s neck, and he tried to speak. The words wouldn’t come, and red blood painted the railing of the balcony in front of him. The guards held on as his body drained of life and his legs weakened. Then Kecha’s head slumped forward, and the blood began to run down the front of his shirt. 
 
    “What have you done?” I asked Queen Lisi in shock and horror. “He was our only hope to stop the army.” 
 
    “And yet,” she spat as her accent thickened, “that army was not stopping. Your plan failed, Gryff of Njordenfalls. You have no brilliant insight on the Utun. You can no more control them than the breeze of a bird’s wings can. Your plan failed.” 
 
    “Uhhh, this wasn’t exactly my plan at all, but—”  
 
    “The results matter,” she hissed.  
 
    “Maybe the army would have fucking stopped if you brought Kecha down to show them,” I countered hotly. “Maybe they didn’t believe you actually had him. Instead, you just killed him for no reason, and you’re supposed to be the peaceful nation? This wasn’t over until you ended it!” 
 
    “You were foolish,” Queen Lisi returned, and her eyes flashed with cold rage. “Your plan was never going to work. Perhaps if you had arrived early, perhaps if we had sent a letter to the king himself, perhaps if he had the chance to order his armies aside. Instead, you were late, and the Utun will never stop when their blood roars for sacrifice.” 
 
    “It’s not our fault you people are crazy,” Gawain snapped in our defense. “You can’t have us do all of this and then deny us what we came here for.” 
 
    “I can,” the queen spat back, “and I will. If you were the leader, I would have you all executed for treason. You’re lucky I favor Gryff at all, or you would be dead.” 
 
    The queen had eyed me like a piece of tasty fruit ever since we got here, so I knew she had some interest in me. She’d never acted on it, but now it seemed like it was the only thing saving us from complete exile and attempted execution. 
 
    “Yeah,” Gawain mocked, “like you could kill us, six mages specialized in taking down demi-gods.” 
 
    “Gawain,” I cut in as my tone sharpened, “be quiet. Queen Lisi, what would it take for you to still tell us Miralea’s temple location? How can I convince you of the importance of this mission? She may seem benign for now, but it won’t last. Utun will look trivial in comparison.” 
 
    “Utun will not look like anything when my people are in the sacrificial slaughter chambers and I am dead,” the queen responded darkly. “No, Miralea won’t matter at all if Utun wins. In fact, I would pray for her arrival just to upset their rule.” 
 
    “Give us another chance,” I pressed, and my chest burned as I held her mahogany-eyed gaze. 
 
    She stared back at me, and I saw her desperation war with the hard, cold wall she’d cultivated within herself in her role as a queen. Then Lisi closed her eyes, took a careful breath, and turned to look down at the Utun army below. 
 
    “Win me this battle,” Queen Lisi gritted out. “If you save my city today, I will give you your map location.” 
 
    “Defeat the whole army?” I asked with a frown. “This is too much for even us to fight.” 
 
    “I know you are some kind of special fighter from Mistral,” Lisi told me seriously. “I know you pride in your planning. If I put you in charge of the Luratamban army, can you win me this battle?” 
 
    I swallowed hard as I stared at the queen. 
 
    “In charge of the army?” I asked in stunned apprehension. “I’m sorry to tell you this, but I’m not a general or a commander. I’ve never given orders to groups larger than eight or nine people.” 
 
    “I know,” Queen Lisi replied simply, and her brow tightened. “I know you have not done this before. I have no good options, and I see something greater in you. I think if anyone can save my city, it will be you.” 
 
    It was a tall order, an impossible order even, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away from her. 
 
    “Perhaps you should look elsewhere,” Arwyn began hesitantly. “We aren’t--” 
 
    “We’ll do it,” I said seriously. “We’ll do it.” 
 
    Queen Lisi nodded, and the coldness in her eyes warmed by a single degree. 
 
    “Good,” she sighed. “I will give you my voice augmentor for giving orders, as well as one piece of advice. My soldiers, my buildings, my streets, and my palace are expendable. It is the citizens you must protect.” 
 
    “I understand,” I said as I reached for my pyrewyrm’s crystal. “Let’s get to work. First, I need a better view of what’s happening.” 
 
    I threw out the crystal, and my pyrewyrm burst onto the railing of the balcony like a looming vulture. The guards dropped Kecha’s body and started to draw their swords to attack, but the queen snapped out an order, and they stopped again. 
 
    “So, this is your summoning power,” Lisi marveled. “You hardly look drained at all. Yes, I can see why Mistral values you so much.” 
 
    “Lady,” Varleth drawled, “you haven’t seen anything yet.” 
 
    “Here’s what we’re going to do,” I explained, and the queen listened obligingly. 
 
    Not twenty minutes later, I was in the sky on my pyrewyrm’s back. Arwyn sat behind me, and the purple-robed augmentor clutched fearfully to my monster’s back behind her. 
 
    We flew in high, lazy circles as I studied the streets below. I saw immediately that the Utun army was too large, and the Luratamban guards couldn’t hope to compare, much less match up. Lisi City took advantage of its walls and narrow gates to funnel few Utun soldiers in at a time, but they had broken through the entryway and could now spread back out as soon as they entered the city. What benefit there was in the gates’ shape was mostly lost by now. 
 
    “Gryff,” Arwyn murmured behind me, “I appreciate all the decisions you’ve made, but try to think about whether this is truly a better move than just fleeing. I doubt the queen could stop us before we retrieved the other four with monsters or a portal.” 
 
    “And then what?” I countered. “We have no leads on Miralea. We could comb through this country on horses or monsters for months before we got through it all, and Miralea won’t wait for months. No, we’re fighting here.” 
 
    I scanned the streets below, and ideas flashed through my head as I examined my options. 
 
    “You’ve got something good,” Arwyn realized, “haven’t you?” 
 
    She smiled and shook her head with wonderment as I nodded in response to her question. 
 
    “Tell them to barricade these four streets with wood,” I commanded as I pointed below. “It doesn’t need to have structure, just make it flammable.” 
 
    Arwyn relayed the order, and my pyrewyrm swooped downward to be closer to the Luratambans below. 
 
    The augmentor shouted out my commands, and I saw momentary confusion come over the forces on the ground. Apparently, they weren’t used to taking orders from a flying nightmare. Who would’ve thought. 
 
    Still, somebody must have accepted my commands, because the Luratambans suddenly lurched back into motion. 
 
    A small subset of the fighting force had taken charge of the wood barricades. They were slow to follow my orders, but the task still got done, and soon there would be enough wood to burn. 
 
    I directed my pyrewyrm back over to the palace balcony, and I threw down my vingehund crystal as I passed by. 
 
    “I need Gawain!” I shouted down to the balcony as my vingehund stretched her pale blue wings. 
 
    “On it!” Gawain shouted back as he clambered onto my monster. 
 
    He joined us in the air, and I brought both my monsters back over to the front gate. 
 
    “Light the barricades,” I commanded. 
 
    “The Utun are already climbing through them,” Gawain pointed out. “You sure?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I replied, and I sent my vingehund down to the fires below. 
 
    Flames sprouted from Gawain’s hands as my vingehund brought him over each barricade. Soldiers pointed and shouted as the pair swooped low, but soon fire engulfed them, and each barricade turned into a dead end for all who neared it. 
 
    Now that the adjoining streets were cut off, the Utun army was forced through another chokepoint. The Luratambans were there to meet them, and the two armies clashed with equal strength in the narrow path of the main street. 
 
    “I need to know how many non-metal weapons the Luratamban army has,” I decided, and I brought my pyrewyrm down toward the back of the Lisi City soldiers. 
 
    My pyrewyrm touched down onto cobblestones and gravel as it landed carefully. Behind me, Gawain followed as I commanded my vingehund to do the same. 
 
    “Don’t say anything,” I told Gawain seriously. 
 
    The fire mage mimed locking his mouth shut and throwing away the key. 
 
     Immediately, Luratamban soldiers surged toward us for a confrontation. The purple-robed augmentor babbled out reassurances and pleas in the Southern language as they approached, and the soldiers slowed to a halt. 
 
    “Ask how many non-metal weapons they have,” I requested of Arwyn. “Can be wood, bone, obsidian, anything else, just not metal.” 
 
    Arwyn relayed my question, and the soldiers looked askance at each other.  
 
    Then a grizzled general in beautifully-etched plate armor stepped forward, and he put his hands on his hips as he stared at me. Unlike most Luratambans, he wore a dark, groomed beard, and a long scar traveled from underneath it across his crooked nose and all the way up to his forehead.  
 
    Gawain whistled a wordless, impressed sound, and I rolled my eyes at the fire mage’s antics. 
 
    The grizzled general rasped something almost inaudible, and Arwyn nodded in response. 
 
    “He’s going to take your orders,” Arwyn explained to me, “but only because he knows the queen would not have given Palonia so willingly to anybody.” 
 
    Palonia? I glanced back at the purple-robed augmenter and decided it was probably her. 
 
    “Right,” I continued, “so how many non-metal weapons does he think they have?” 
 
    Arwyn asked, and she waited as the general finished his answer. 
 
    “Not very many,” Arwyn told me. “Maybe two-hundred. Every Luratamban guard uses the spear, since it’s important to their formations.” 
 
    “Tell them to start picking up as many wooden and bone Utun weapons as they can,” I commanded. “Once every soldier is armed that way, then let me know.” 
 
    The grizzled general frowned as he made his response. 
 
    “It will take a while,” Arwyn translated back to me. “It’s more likely the Luratambans will have enough when most of them are already dead.” 
 
    “I know,” I answered grimly. “Until then, it’s our job to turn the tide of this slaughter. By the way, don’t attack any monsters you see unless they attack you first.” 
 
    The general shook his head in confusion at that, but I wasn’t going to stick around and explain. If the Utun had any summoners, I hadn’t seen them yet, so hopefully Luratamba wouldn’t accidentally attack me. 
 
    “Stay here,” I ordered Arwyn, Palonia, and Gawain. “I’ll be back with the others, and then we can really fight.” 
 
    The three of them dismounted, and I took my monsters back to the balcony so I could retrieve Nia, Varleth, and Almasy. As I landed my pyrewyrm and my vingehund, the queen shot me a suspicious look. 
 
    “You created burning barricades?” she questioned. “Is that the best you can do?” 
 
    “It’s the best I can do to minimize the loss of your soldiers for now,” I explained without giving an inch. “I have an end plan for this, but it requires your soldiers to be armed with the type of weapons Utun usually uses, so it will take a while.” 
 
    “He’s explaining a plan?” Varleth questioned as he climbed onto my pyrewyrm behind me. “Maker, the queen doesn’t know how lucky she is. Gryff is firmly anti-explanation.” 
 
    “As I was saying,” I continued in a louder voice, “I can end this battle very quickly once certain conditions are met. For now, we minimize losses and kill as many Utun as we can without much risk.” 
 
    The queen didn’t look happy as her lips thinned into a flat line, but she nodded anyway. 
 
    “Fine,” she murmured. “Do what you will, if you think it can save my people.” 
 
    “I do,” I told her with confidence, and then we took off once more. 
 
    “Let’s do a little flyby,” I called to everybody on my monsters. “Only once, or they’ll get used to it and start shooting in earnest.” 
 
    I summoned my ever-handy bullet bass and had it coat us with metal before we dove low over the Utun army toward the open gate. Shocked faces of enemy soldiers flashed beneath us, and my friends let loose a devastating array of attacks. 
 
    Almasy dropped boulders and opened up fissures underneath the army. When men stumbled into his traps, he slammed the earth closed again and broke their legs. My vingehund did her part as well, and she dipped down to close her canine fangs around unguarded heads before she rose to safety again. 
 
    Nia flung lightning spells like she was never going to run out of mana. Sparks boiled below us with a heat and ferocity that melted steel and burned flesh. Soldiers fell by the dozens as her electricity arced across their metal weapons, and wherever Nia’s lightning didn’t instantly kill, chaos broke out and messed up the Utun ranks. 
 
    Varleth couldn’t do much from the back of a monster, but he took advantage when we dipped low and dragged his blade across the tops of the soldiers’ heads and shoulders. Dark banisher essence swarmed around his blade, and Varleth paled and shivered as the line of a dozen men and women died in his wake. 
 
    For my part, I dropped wallerdons and daggerdillos until I ran out of them entirely. Screams filled the air as people were crushed under my monsters, and the daggerdillos rolled onward to slice through legs and stomachs after the initial drop. Once I was out, I had my pyrewyrm clutch single soldiers in its black talons before it crushed them in its grip. 
 
    Suddenly, a spear of ice flew from below, and it shot a hole through my pyrewyrm’s shoulder. The black flesh frosted over as my pyrewyrm screamed its defiance. 
 
    I spotted the enemy mage up ahead in his feather and bone outfit, but I knew we would be in trouble with a few more shots like that. It was time to retreat before we got brought down in the middle of an enemy army. 
 
    “We’re going back!” I yelled, and I brought my monsters around as I put on the speed. 
 
    My pyrewyrm and my vingehund shot overtop the Utun army, and my vingehund swerved to narrowly miss a flying spear as it whistled past her. We climbed higher to avoid the Utun attacks before we came back down safely on the Luratamban side of the battle. 
 
    Gawain was creating quite the fireworks show as he shot off gouts of his strongest and hottest flaming attacks. When the Utun cleared away from him and left him with nobody to fight, the fire mage pulled out his revolver and started to pick off enemies from a distance. 
 
    As soon as we clambered down from my monsters, the grizzled Luratamban general was at my side babbling. 
 
    “Sorry,” I told him apologetically, “I don’t know what you’re saying.” 
 
    I recalled my pyrewyrm and my vingehund, since they wouldn’t be able to do much more in this sort of fight. 
 
    In a flutter of white clothing, Arwyn rushed over from the battle’s edge. The grizzled general began again, and she stepped up to translate. 
 
    “He says you haven’t made enough of an impact to save them yet,” she explained. “There are three-thousand soldiers left, and twenty-five hundred will be dead by the time everybody has a non-magnetic weapon.” 
 
    “Then I’ll just have to do better,” I responded, and a wild grin lit up my face. “Time for the big monsters to come out.” 
 
    I grabbed my baroquer and my roosa crystal and pitched them hard over the enemy lines. I was tempted to use more monsters than just those two, but it was more difficult to keep track of a human-on-human battle, and I didn’t want to let my attention to lapse in case my monsters accidentally ended up killing a Luratamban. 
 
    I extended my bullet bass coating to my friends as well as my monsters, and then I watched them get to work. 
 
    My roosa skittered forward, and its pincers slashed left and right as it cracked through Utun enemies. Its metallic exoskeleton deflected clubs and maces alike, and it brought down its venomous stinger into a heavily armored warrior. The man swayed and collapsed into death as my roosa skittered across his body and deeper into enemy lines. 
 
    My baroquer rose to his full height, and his armor gleamed in the sun almost as brightly as the flames that licked up his sword. He bellowed out a challenge to the Utun army, and then he charged through them as he laid waste to all in his path. His sword swung out arcs of fire, and beams of light shot briefly from his eyes to cut down a swathe of enemies. 
 
    The grizzled general stared at my baroquer in shock for a moment. Then he muttered something to himself before he ran back into the fray. 
 
    Just some swear words, Sera explained with a pleased lilt to her voice. If you really want to make him lose his mind, you should summon me. 
 
    I wasn’t so sure about that. It seemed like a bad idea to let loose an Archon with Queen Lisi watching. I couldn’t be sure how she would react to Sera, or if she would recognize her as a similar being to Miralea. 
 
    Gryff, Sera purred, she isn’t going to see a thing. Trust me, I’ll be too quick. Besides, killing humans is what I was made for. If you don’t use me in this battle, then when? 
 
    Was it wise to trust her? 
 
    Didn’t we talk about this? Sera asked innocently. We’re going to trust each other now, right? 
 
    She did have a point, but that didn’t make me feel any better about it. 
 
    “Fine,” I grunted reluctantly, and I closed my eyes as I focused on the tattoos across my back. 
 
    My skin tingled with pins and needles, and I shivered as shadows crept down my arms to the ground below. In seconds, Sera swirled up from the ground from the inky darkness, and she shook out her ebony locks of hair as she stretched happily. 
 
    A few Luratamban soldiers nearby gawked at Sera in obvious fear and lust, but she just ignored them. 
 
    “Well, honey,” she teased me salaciously, “I’m off to work.” 
 
    With her mocking done, she snapped her fingers. Beside her, the snapdarner appeared again, and she hopped onto its inky back with casual grace. 
 
    “What about the bre’gura?” I asked. “Or the leviathan?” 
 
    “All things in good time,” Sera replied with a wink. “I may save my leviathan, however. It doesn’t do well with being poked by swords.” 
 
    Her snapdarner’s wings buzzed, and dust swirled as Sera took off without waiting for my reply. 
 
    I filed away the information about her leviathan for later. If it was far better suited to fighting other large monsters rather than hordes of humans, that was good to know. 
 
    Suddenly, I felt a pang of shock from my roosa. An enemy Utun had stuck a flaming sword through its carapace, and it burned away at the tender flesh inside. 
 
    The Utun ripped the sword sideways, and my roosa suffered a devastating blow through its torso. I gritted my teeth and recalled my injured monster, and then I tossed out my duvarku to join the fight. 
 
    The greenish otter twined through the first ranks of the Utun before it split into two. The twin duvarku tore into every soldier they could reach, and they wove out of the way as swords and clubs flashed downward to destroy them. One got pinned through the tail by an enemy spear, but a blast of wind magic knocked the Utun down as Nia stepped in to cover my monsters. 
 
    The duvarku’s luck couldn’t last forever. Despite my bullet bass coating, an Utun’s errant club smashed into one of them and crushed the poor monster’s ribcage. The surviving duvarku snarled and tore out the throat of the warrior who had destroyed its twin before it moved on to the rest of the soldiers. Within six or seven heartbeats, one Utun threw a net over the duvarku, and he held the thrashing creature contained while another warrior bashed its skull with her mace. 
 
    I recalled my duvarku and moved on to the next monster, then the next. I watched as my monsters struggled, fought, and fell one by one. No matter how many Utun they destroyed, there always seemed to be more. My arachness, baroquer, gastrotoad, ice willow, axe goblins, kalgori, elemental imps, and cementrolls all came out, but none could last against the endless torrent of Utun attackers. 
 
    The mana drain was beginning to wear on me, and I felt my body sag as I ran low on energy. My teammates weren’t doing much better, either. Varleth had cut off his banisher magic to avoid wearing himself out too much, so now he was no better than a trained swordsman. Arwyn was busy healing wounds at the sidelines, but she was also beginning to slow in her work. Almasy, Gawain, and Nia had been throwing out everything they had, and now their tactics had dwindled to tiny pitfalls of sand, single darts of fire, and precise implementation of freezing spells to trip up the enemies rather than kill them. 
 
    “Mistral!” a voice suddenly interrupted my thoughts, and I shook my head in confusion before I turned to the source. 
 
    The grizzled general from before ran up to me. Blood covered his brow, and he’d lost his plate mail at some point, but incredibly the man was still alive. 
 
    “Much, eh, metalline,” he struggled to say in broken Mistral language, “is gone. Ready, yes?” 
 
    I fought to process his words, and I shook my head in confusion for a moment before I realized exactly what he meant. 
 
    “The metal weapons,” I said suddenly, “you’ve replaced them all? Your soldiers have their alternate ones ready?” 
 
    “Yes,” the general confirmed, and heated determination shone in his dark eyes. “Most metal, gone. We are ready.” 
 
    I swallowed and dipped my hand into my hip pouch. 
 
    This was the final stage of the fight. This either worked, or we would lose, and there would be no second chances. 
 
    “Here we go,” I told the general, and I strode toward the front lines. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    As I walked toward the front line, I pulled the gray guari kira crystal free of my hip pouch and hurled it past the front lines, deep into the midst of the Utun army.  
 
    I lost track of its arch behind the flashing of spells and spears, but I felt it when the crystal burst and released my giant monster. I dropped to my knees as the mana drained from me, and the Luratamba general rushed to my side to see what the issue was. I shook my head and pushed him away. By the skin of my teeth, I maintained control over the creature that emerged from my crystal. 
 
    The hairy, muddled form of my guari kira rose over the battlefield. Soldiers screamed and fought, and arrows flew at it, but none could dent its thick hide. 
 
    “Take them,” I gasped out loud as I sent the mental command to my guari kira. “Take them all.” 
 
    I kneeled over my rhin dagger and my father’s weapon as I pinned them to the ground, but I was the only one prepared. I felt my guari kira activate its magnetic power, and three heartbeats later, the metal ridge on its back began to draw in weapons. 
 
    Thousands of knives, spears, shortswords, claymores, cutlasses, metal-ridged clubs, and arrows whirled through the air before they straightened and shot toward my guari kira. It was as if a spring breeze had ruffled a field of dandelions and carried clouds of puffed seeds with it, but instead it was flashing metal. 
 
    Some swords were pulled away from their owners too quickly, and they sliced through flesh and bone before they reached their destination. I knew some Luratambans would die from this, and I knew some would lose their weapons and be unprepared to fight, but it was a cost I had to take.  
 
    Metallic screeching, clattering, and clanking echoed across the battlefield as the swarm of weapons slammed home into the plated ridge along the guari kira’s back. Shouts of horror and outrage spread among the Utun army as most of them found themselves weaponless, and only the scant few with bone, obsidian, or wood weapons remained. 
 
    Meanwhile, the Luratambans had their backup weapons. Those who didn’t have weapons on hand were quickly given some by their companions, and the Lisi City army surged forward with newfound hope as they realized just how strongly the tides had turned. 
 
    The Luratambans may have been outnumbered five to one, but those odds meant nothing anymore. With at least three-quarters of the Utun disarmed and unprepared for a fight, the Luratambans cut through them with horrific ease. I watched as one Luratamban with a monster-bone club crushed through eight men in the span of a half minute, and he continued on completely unchecked. 
 
    Stone-tipped arrows flew from the tops of the buildings around us as Luratamban soldiers unleashed attacks from above onto the Utun. Magic flashed as mages on both sides suddenly became the most pivotal pieces of the fight, and I knew we would have to take care of that next. 
 
    “Target the shamans!” I called in the hope that my teammates would hear me. 
 
    No matter. I pulled my daggers out from underneath myself and stumbled back to my feet. I was going to have bruises tomorrow from restraining, I was sure. 
 
    Still, I steeled myself against exhaustion, and then I raced forward into the fray. 
 
    The first shaman I found was a woman in blood-red face paint and a leather jerkin. She shot at me with water and wind in a blinding torrent that nearly sent me to my knees, but my bullet bass protected me from the worst of it, and I rolled out of the torrent before it did anything more than scratch my skin.  
 
    Once the enemy shaman saw her attacks fail, she pulled out a leather whip coated with wind magic, and she lashed out with it in a cracking motion. The leather swished out and threatened to wrap around my neck, but I slid underneath the blow and darted forward as I rammed my rhin dagger deep into her side. She cried out and collapsed, and I left her for dead as I moved on to the next enemy. 
 
    I fought two augmentors with thick muscles as well as a lightning mage and a fire mage. I nearly got into an encounter with a metallogue whose body shone with near-impenetrable defence, but Gawain slid a flaming sword through his back and out his chest. The metallogue’s form bubbled and melted around the intense heat of the sword, and the enemy shaman collapsed between Gawain and me. 
 
    “Keep up,” Gawain snarked, and the fire mage gave me a green-eyed wink before he darted away to find and kill another shaman. 
 
    A loud, piglike squealing interrupted me, and I looked above the clashing warriors to see Sera’s ink-black bre’gura charge through the Utun as it crushed them under its tarry hooves. The bre’gura had dark hair and ebony tusks, and its eyes gleamed yellow as it crushed enemies underfoot. The beast must have been at least thirty feet long, and it had no trouble as it destroyed all who dared get in its way. 
 
    A shrill scream cut through the noise near me, and I turned to see two women guards on the Luratamban side being attacked by another fire shaman from Utun. The shaman cackled as he gestured out a fire spell, and flames leapt from one of the women as she screamed and burned. 
 
    I turned on my heel and dashed to help with both of my daggers drawn. The fire mage turned to confront me as I sprinted in, and I let his next attack splash harmlessly off my bullet bass coating as I slammed my father’s dagger toward his face. 
 
    The shaman lifted his wooden staff, and it caught my blade before it could strike him. I took a couple steps away to gain distance, then I feinted to the left and came in for another blow on the right. 
 
    I buried my rhin dagger into the fire shaman’s side, and he gasped as he stumbled backward. His staff fell from his numb fingers, and I sighed in relief as I pulled my weapon free. 
 
    Then the shaman gestured out an earth spell, and a rock the size of a cannonball pulled free from the ground before it flew for my head. 
 
    He wasn’t just a fire mage, he was also an earth mage. 
 
    I threw my arm up, and the rock collided painfully with my wrist. I felt it bruise the bone, and tingles of pain shot up my arm. The blow pushed me back, and I stumbled over a body behind me as I strove to create distance. 
 
    I tripped and regained my balance successfully, but it had distracted me. While I wasn’t looking, the dying shaman had created another earth spell, and he cast it at me with incredible speed. 
 
    Hard rock struck me in the side of my head, and the world faded into darkness as unconsciousness threatened to claim me. At the last moment, I had the presence of mind to recall my monsters, and the guari kira returned to my hand. I clutched at its gray crystal as I fought to remain aware and awake, but I couldn’t seem to focus my eyes. 
 
    Sound and light faded away from me, and I passed out. 
 
    I drifted for a while. 
 
    The next time I woke up, I could tell I’d been out for a long time. My mouth tasted strange, and my eyes could barely open to see what was around me. I rubbed them and shook my head to clear it before I looked around. 
 
    The sight I was greeted with was a strange clinic, of sorts. Glass cased shelves lined the walls, and vials of potions and elixirs filled them. Everything was ever-so-slightly different from what I was used to, however. The bottles were stoppered with rubber instead of cork, and tapestries covered the wooden walls. A faint chemical smell filled the room, but it was different from the usual alcohol-and-antiseptic combination we had in Mistral. 
 
    I gathered my thoughts and tried to think about what might have happened. I could remember the burning barricades, my pyrewyrm and vingehund, the grizzled general, the gathering of the non-metal weapons … and the guari kira. 
 
    Right, I’d taken the enemy’s weapons with it. Then what? I’d rushed off to take care of shamans, but one of them turned out to dual-wield elemental magic in a particularly rare combination of fire and earth. I’d dealt him a mortal blow, but somehow he’d gotten me knocked out as well. I was sure the bullet bass saved my life with what skull protection it had afforded me. 
 
    What had happened with the rest of the battle once I was knocked out? 
 
    We won, you hero, Sera said fondly in my mind. I cleaned up a lot of the mess you left behind before I had to go back into your mind. To be fair, I did enjoy it immensely. 
 
    She always did love carnage. I was glad she’d returned to my head without any issues, though it was strange to learn she could operate while I was passed out. 
 
    The wooden door across the room opened, and Arwyn appeared in the entrance. She looked healthy and not unhappy, and a huge smile broke across my face as I looked at the red-haired professor. 
 
    “Gryff!” she exclaimed as she rushed toward me. “You’re awake.” 
 
    “Of course I’m awake,” I answered happily. “Is everybody else okay?” 
 
    “Completely fine,” Arwyn answered dismissively. “You took the worst of the blows, as usual. Poor Meridan always had her hands full with you.” 
 
    “She got used to it,” I responded with a grin. “Anyway, I’m sure you healed up whatever bump on the head I took during the fight.” 
 
    “That bump on the head was a serious concussion and the possibility of cerebral edema,” Arwyn responded more seriously as she gave me a heated stare. 
 
    “I love it when you use big words,” I told her, and I winked at the red-haired mage. “Reminds me of our private tutoring sessions.” 
 
    Arwyn’s cheeks nearly turned the color of her hair, and she laughed as she shook her head at me. 
 
    “I have more patients to look at,” she informed me in a no-nonsense tone. “I’ll tell the guards you’re awake, and I’m sure Queen Lisi will send somebody to give you the good news.” 
 
    “Good news?” I repeated excitedly. “So, we really did beat the Utun army? My plan worked? We’re getting Miralea’s location?” 
 
    “Save your questions,” Arwyn replied with a small, amused laugh. “I’m sure the queen can answer everything. Water’s on the nightstand, by the way, and you’d better drink up.” 
 
    Arwyn waved a quick goodbye as she left through the door again, and I stared after her wistfully. 
 
    I took the opportunity to drink my water on the wooden bedside table. As soon as I had the first sip, tremendous thirst overtook me, and I gulped down the rest of the mug quickly. 
 
    Luckily, somebody had seen fit to give me a pitcher as well. I tipped it unsteadily as I poured more water into my mug, but I didn’t spill very much. 
 
    As I brought the mug to my face, a quick, patterned knock sounded at the door in a playful rhythm. 
 
    “Come in!” I called before I took another sip. 
 
    The door opened, and Queen Lisi stepped in. She was alone, without a guard in sight, and she closed the door behind her as I stared. 
 
    Her embroidered gown had been replaced with a white, wrap-around dress that trailed behind her on the ground. Queen Lisi was short like most of the Southern people, with full curves and honey-tanned skin that was on full display now. 
 
    “Queen Lisi,” I greeted hesitantly. 
 
    My voice came out strange, so I cleared my throat as I struggled to look proper while in bed. 
 
    “Gryff of Njordenfalls,” she greeted back. “I believe I charged you to win me the war against Utun, and do you know what you did?” 
 
    “Well,” I started carefully, but words failed me after that. 
 
    “You won me a battle,” Lisi answered as she followed up her own question. “Not the war, a battle, that is all.” 
 
    Her dark eyes smouldered with hidden emotion, and I glanced around to see if there was anything I could use as a weapon. Where were my damn daggers? Who’d taken me out of my travel outfit with all its hidden weapons and put me in these rags instead? 
 
    “Your Majesty,” I pressed urgently as tension filled my voice, “the Utun army is slaughtered. I know it wasn’t bloodless, but they’re not coming back for another fight for a long time.” 
 
    Suddenly, Queen Lisi laughed in her harsh, powerful voice. She tucked one hand into the cleavage of her dress, and she pulled out a folded square of thick canvas. 
 
    I almost dropped my cup of water as she patted her dress back into place, and I hurriedly put my mug on the side table again. 
 
    “Sorry,” the queen apologized as I stared at her. “Truthfully, I would have preferred the bloodless solution, but this was closer to what I actually expected. You did well, Gryff. You’ve earned what you wanted.” 
 
    Queen Lisi handed the folded canvas paper to me, and I unfurled it carefully. It was still warm from sitting against Queen Lisi’s bosom, and it smelled faintly of tropical flower perfume. 
 
    “A map,” I realized out loud as I held the full thing in front of me. 
 
    Ink marked a path from Lisi City to a secluded, remote location in the middle of the jungle. The path wound and twisted oddly, but the queen must have had a method to her markings. 
 
    “This will lead you to Miralea,” Queen Lisi explained needlessly. “It took my spies two months to discover where she had set up her base. Many of them disappeared in the process. As I said before, this is nothing you would have discovered on your own.” 
 
    “These are mountains?” I asked as I traced a ring of shaded markings that surrounded Miralea’s location. 
 
    “They are,” Lisi confirmed in her light, musical accent. “I’m sure they’re not as tall as the ones you have in Mistral, but they are formidable. The trees grow strange and thick there, more than anything you have encountered thus far. There is a ruin half-buried in the valley, an ancient one, and that is where Miralea hides.” 
 
    I nodded and frowned as I examined the map, and I laid it in my lap as I pondered what I had received. 
 
    “You seem even more happy for us to take care of Miralea,” I told the queen with interest. “What’s changed?” 
 
    “More like what has continued,” Queen Lisi sighed, and she flicked one braceleted wrist. “The small villages collapse as people go missing. Rifts are opening everywhere, and paranoia about monsters and hard times results in petty crime. The people are less satisfied to see me as their queen at a time when I need their support the most.” 
 
    “Was there a rift inside the xanyarstone?” I pressed her. 
 
    “Xanyarstone?” Lisi asked in confusion, and then her gaze cleared. “Oh yes, the yellow rock. While you were gone, a portal opened up in the middle of Lisi City itself. It’s unprecedented, of course, and people are afraid. Utun may have threatened to enslave my empire, but Miralea threatens to unmake it from the inside. I can’t fight against that, but you …” 
 
    “We can do it,” I confirmed certainly. “We’ll take care of Miralea one way or another. Probably not death, but rather a kind of imprisonment. Your goddess will live on, but she won’t walk the earth.” 
 
    It was kind of a white lie, seeing as there was a good chance Miralea would join me if we managed to beat her. I didn’t think the queen would want to hear about me stealing her goddess and using her as a summoner’s pet, however. 
 
    “I don’t want to know the details,” Queen Lisi insisted, and she suddenly stepped closer as she leaned in to whisper in my ear. “I do trust you can do this, Gryff. I have not met a man with such strength and vigor in many years. Simpering fools in positions of power have walked through my court, but no diplomat has ever held a candle to a man like you.” 
 
    Queen Lisi drew one jeweled hand down the front of my shirt, and my breath grew tight in my chest as her fingernails traced delicately over my muscles. 
 
    “I don’t-- “ I started. 
 
    “No, don’t speak,” Lisi said, and she stood back from me while she moved away just as quickly as she had come over. “I will say no more. I’m sure you are as sweet as a fruit picked off the ayamuni tree, but a queen does not pick her fruit. She does not eat with her hands, so you are not for me. You will wander away, and I will let you go.” 
 
    I was struck by a sense of unwavering resolve from the queen that was matched only by the deep regret in her eyes, and I stared helplessly for a moment as I watched the turmoil within her. 
 
    “How did you become queen?” I asked, and the question surprised me even as it left my mouth. 
 
    “I inherited the position,” she explained, but she closed her eyes and shook her head softly. “Rather, the ruling family was killed in an assassination attempt, and I was chosen to assume queenhood in a council-driven effort to ensure the next ruling member was not the one who did the poisoning. I was a cousin three times removed, and my parents were potters. Certainly, they never expected their seventeen-year-old daughter to be chosen for queenhood, and neither did I.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I apologized, though I wasn’t quite sure what I was saying it for. “I’m not the one you want, anyway. I might seem like some symbol of freedom to you, but I promise I’m just as boring and ordinary as any other foolish diplomat you’ve met.” 
 
    “Now,” Queen Lisi said, and a teasing sparkle flickered in her eyes, “we both know that’s not true. I’ll leave you now and send in the one you’ve had your eyes on. I’m sure she’ll enjoy spending some time with you that I can never have.” 
 
    “The one I’ve had eyes on … ?” I asked in confusion. 
 
    Queen Lisi turned on her heel and went through the door like a phantom as her white dress trailed behind her. 
 
    I was alone again, and I felt bereft at the queen’s own struggle with her status as royalty. She was a beautiful, intelligent woman, but she would never get to choose casual flings in the same way any of us Academy mages did. 
 
    A few minutes later, there was a precise, measured knock at the door, and I called for the visitor to come in. 
 
    Nia’s eyes were cornflower blue today, and they arrested me as she looked into the room. The ashen-haired mage smiled and shut the door behind her as she entered. 
 
    “The queen told me to keep you company,” Nia explained as she drew close and sat at the end of my bed. “I thought she was kidding, since you never seem sad, but here you are, looking lonely.” 
 
    Her blue eyes seemed to scour every inch of my soul, and I shook my head as I smiled back at her. So, here was the woman I’d apparently been eyeing ever since we’d come to Lisi City. Maybe that was true, but if so, it was only because Nia did her own fair share of eyeing.  
 
    “I think the queen’s favorite pastime is manipulation,” I told her honestly. “You politicians love to skew things your way, don’t you?” 
 
    “I’m no politician,” Nia sniffed tightly. “Do you see me running for any offices?” 
 
    “No,” I teased, “but I did see you single handedly run your father’s election as Grand Mage.” 
 
    Nia patted my leg over the bedcovers, and I shoved my foot over to poke her in the small of her back. 
 
    “Rude,” she scolded lightheartedly. “Where did you learn your manners, a barn?” 
 
    “The pasture, actually,” I returned easily. “I learned how to read from sheep and how to write from goats.” 
 
    “How exactly does that work?” Nia asked as she leaned in close to me, and her pale lashes fluttered as she stared me down. 
 
    “Nothing makes a better whiteboard than the side of a sheep,” I explained distractedly as my eyes dipped lower, “and nothing makes a better pen than a goat’s horn.” 
 
    “Sounds like a tall tale Maelor would use,” Nia murmured, and her warm breath washed over my face as she shifted closer. 
 
    “One of his favorites,” I whispered back, and I closed the distance between us. 
 
    Our lips met, and Nia pressed her chest to mine as we traded teasing kisses with each other. 
 
    “You taste like you haven’t brushed your teeth since wartime,” Nia teased. 
 
    “Maybe if somebody got me a toothbrush, I would have,” I countered easily. “Besides, wartime was yesterday.” 
 
    “You got me there,” Nia giggled softly, and then her face sobered. “You know, when your bullet bass protection disappeared yesterday, I thought the worst had happened.” 
 
    “Surely you step out of range all the time?” I asked curiously. 
 
    “It extends further than you think,” she told me knowingly. “Besides, this time there was nothing to step back into. Your monsters were just gone.” 
 
    I leaned forward and captured Nia’s lips again, and she melted into me softly. 
 
    “Sorry I scared you,” I told her quietly. 
 
    “No need to apologize,” Nia replied easily. “You never hold me back from combat, so I won’t do that to you either.” 
 
    “Still … “ I began, but Nia didn’t let me get far. 
 
    Her hands roamed over the Luratamban clothing I wore, and she peeled the buttons apart as we groped each other urgently. 
 
    “I always forget what this is like,” Nia moaned as she let me pull off her top. 
 
    It was a rough, cotton thing worn for travel, and I tossed it aside with her bra to reveal Nia’s gorgeous curves underneath. 
 
    “I could never forget how beautiful you are,” I admitted as I pressed my hands into her perfect, full breasts. 
 
    The images of her voluptuous hips, the arch of her back, and the sounds of her pleasure were all ingrained in my memory in single-shot frames, like portraits painted by the Maker himself. Nia was a woman who dominated so much of my head, I could hardly even call my mind my own. 
 
    No kidding, Sera teased, and I commanded the Archon into silence for the rest of today. 
 
    Nia moaned as I massaged her breasts, and she pulled back the covers to reveal the loose, silken Luratamban pants I wore beneath. She left the pants on as she pressed one hand over the bulge of my cock, and I felt myself throb under her warm palm.  
 
    Nia drifted her hand around my stomach and thighs teasingly, and then she slid her fingers along my length with quick, sure movements.  
 
    Friction sent shivers of pleasure up my spine, and my hips jerked slightly as she hit the perfect spot. Nia’s eyes met mine, and she examined my expression as she glided her fingers around the form of my cock. Her touch through the thin pants felt amazing, but real contact was tantalizingly just out of reach. 
 
    Nia stayed like that for a while as she stroked slowly around my cock and over my muscles, but she never reached for the hem of my pants. Each time I was nearly on the verge of taking them off myself, she sped up her hand, and the feeling just barely satisfied me enough to keep me from doing anything. 
 
    “You’re getting much better at being patient,” Nia told me with a subtle smile. 
 
    “You’re getting much better at being irresistibly in charge,” I replied as my breath came faster. 
 
    “Hmm,” Nia hummed carefully, and she slowed her movements just in time to cut me off from greater pleasure. 
 
    I shivered, and my hips jerked again as I strived for more of her touch. 
 
    I took action, finally, and I reached forward to tug at Nia’s travel pants, which were tight, ass-hugging leggings that left nothing to the imagination. She stopped her ministrations and helped me as I pulled them off, and I finally laid eyes on her glistening entrance. She was hairless and smooth today, and I wondered how she’d known this would be happening. 
 
    Nia’s hand glided over my cock again, and I leaned into her touch as I moved in to draw a finger over her clit and through her folds. Her eyes met mine and her full, rose-red lips parted in a gasp as I plunged my first finger into her warmth. 
 
    She was amazingly tight after weeks without sex, and I rocked my first finger within her for a while before she felt ready for more. I pushed a second inside, and Nia sighed and gasped as I curled them up inside her before I rocked my hand against the spot she loved. 
 
    Nia moaned, and the movements of her hand against my cock stilled as she was overtaken by the feeling of my fingers inside her. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” she moaned as I hit the right spot over and over again, but I knew it wasn’t going to be enough to make her come just yet. 
 
    I pushed Nia back so she laid down along the bed, and then I moved down so my mouth was over her clit. Then I licked and teased her with my tongue, and Nia practically writhed as I did. 
 
    Her climax was slow to arrive, but it made it even more enticing to watch as she writhed and pushed against my hand. She was overcome with her growing pleasure, but she couldn’t hasten its arrival, so she was left panting and gasping as I moved my tongue around her clit. 
 
    “Please,” Nia moaned, “I want you inside of me.” 
 
    I moved my fingers inside her for a moment longer as I brought her closer to climax, but then I pulled my hand out and replaced it with my cock. I had to lift her legs and her ass into the air for the right angle, but I slid her knees over my shoulders and pushed inside her in one slow motion. 
 
    My cock went deep, and I pistoned inside her quickly to keep up the feeling of her approaching climax. I watched Nia moan and squirm as she got close, and then the next stroke sent her over the edge. 
 
    My shaft was deep inside her as she came, and I could feel her muscles contract around me as the orgasm rippled through her body. Nia’s eyelids fluttered, and her mouth opened in a breathy shout as she rode the climax.  
 
    I slammed into her hard, and I felt my cock stretch the deepest parts of her as she rode out her long climax. Delaying it had made it longer, and I could hardly believe how overcome Nia was with it. 
 
    Finally, her shaking stilled, and she sighed happily. I slowed my movements to give her time to recover, and she looked at me with hazy bliss in her blue eyes as she clutched at the bedsheets. 
 
    “That might have been the best I’ve ever had,” Nia told me in panting breaths. “You feel so good … “ 
 
    The sight of Nia Kenefick so undone shot straight to my cock, and I felt myself stiffen impossibly harder as I picked up the pace again and rammed into her with renewed energy. 
 
    Her breasts jiggled with every stroke, and I moved deep inside her before I switched to small, short movements to build friction. I cupped her round, gorgeous ass in my hands, and I moved her on my cock to replace the thrusting motion. 
 
    Nia moaned and shuddered as my pleasure built, and my climax approached quickly and suddenly. 
 
    “Inside,” Nia gasped as she sensed how close I was. 
 
    That word was all it took, and I made two more thrusts before a wave of bliss washed over me. 
 
    I rode out the final moments as I stroked my fingers across Nia’s clit, and she shuddered as she came a second time. The ashen-haired mage yelled and moaned out my name as she writhed around my cock, and I felt my climax finally peak and fall. 
 
    My motions ground to a halt, and I felt my seed pump deep inside of her. Nia wriggled her hips through the final shudders of bliss, and my climax finished with a hot, perfect pleasure. 
 
    Finally, I pulled out and let the final drops drip onto her stomach as I lowered Nia to the bed’s surface. She sat up as I laid down on the pillows, and white fluid dribbled from her tunnel and onto the bed sheets. 
 
    “Shit,” Nia swore, though a smile still curved across her mouth. “Now, they’ll know what we did.” 
 
    She pressed a hand over her entrance to try to contain the rest, but it seeped between her fingers as she moved back to join me along the pillows. 
 
    “What’s done is done,” I murmured as I traced a hand along her breasts. “I think it was worth it.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s always worth it,” Nia replied as she leaned forward to capture another kiss from me. 
 
    We made out for a while, but then Nia’s eyes widened as she pulled back. 
 
    “I’m supposed to visit the queen’s library,” she realized out loud. “Shit, I’ve got to go.” 
 
    She gave me a longing look, and I laughed at the wanton lust in her eyes. 
 
    “Go, go,” I urged Nia as I waved at the door. “I’ll just be sleeping and recovering, or whatever it is I’m supposed to do while in the clinic.” 
 
    “Drink more water,” Nia advised me, and she gave me a quick peck on the lips before she moved off the bed to pull on her clothes. 
 
    She wiped herself off with a corner of the bedsheet before her travel shirt and leggings went back on. I reclothed myself at a more leisurely pace, and Nia waved a quick goodbye as she left through the door. 
 
    I spent the rest of the day in leisure as I slept, drank, and ate whatever the Luratamban nurse brought me. Arwyn visited again in the evening, and she told me we would meet tomorrow morning outside Queen Lisi’s throne room. The red-haired professor gave me some instructions, and I committed them to memory before I went to sleep for the day. 
 
    That night, I dreamt of jaguars in the mist, but it was no supernatural dream. Miralea never appeared from the fog, and Sera never showed up to warn me of anything. 
 
    The next morning, I got up and bathed in a heated washtub provided to me, and then I clothed myself in a different Luratamban outfit. It was as ready as I could be with my travel things mostly missing, and I left the room to find my teammates. 
 
    I found my companions waiting in the hall just outside Queen Lisi’s viewing chambers, and I stopped to join them. Everybody seemed fairly put-together, except for Gawain, who had a feverish, anticipatory stare in his quickly-moving gaze. 
 
    “What’s up?” I asked as I nudged the fire mage in the side. 
 
    “Did you not hear?” Gawain nearly exploded at first, but he reined in his volume and leaned closer to me. “After the Utun army got slaughtered, Luratamba sent in a fighting force to take care of whoever and whatever was left at their encampment.” 
 
    “Oh,” I replied with a perplexed tilt of my head. “That’s good, I guess. Did they have any major issues?” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter!” Gawain burst out. “Guess what they found in the encampment. Guess, guess.” 
 
    “More warriors … ?” I hazarded uncertainly. 
 
    “Our horses!” Gawain blurted, and he nearly shook with excitement. “The Utun must have found them by the river when we left, and they brought them along this whole way. Luckily, the palace stableboys knew who they really belonged to. Gryff, we have them back!” 
 
    I shook my head at Gawain’s overblown excitement, but an uncontrollable grin spread across my own face. I’d come to really appreciate and even love my mule, Char, and to hear he was alive and back was fantastic news. 
 
    “Can we take them with us?” I asked Gawain pressingly. 
 
    “Of course,” he responded with a vigorous nod. “They’ve been standing around in the encampment for days now. I’m sure they’re more rested than we are.” 
 
    “My horse sleeps so I don’t have to,” Varleth rejoined with a yawn. “I’m so lucky.” 
 
    “Quiet,” Gawain sneered. “If you ever volunteered to carry so much junk over such unforgiving territory, you would-- “ 
 
    “Queen Lisi is ready,” announced a guard as he rounded the hall. “Go have audience, now.” 
 
    We nodded along to his oddly phrased request, and then we walked through the doors into Queen Lisi’s audience chamber. 
 
    She was back in her full golden regalia, and I took a moment to marvel once more at the artisanship Luratamba constantly impressed people with. Maybe if Mistral could attract more Luratambans to migrate into our country, we could cultivate a similar artistic expertise. 
 
    “I will be brief to save you time,” Queen Lisi said as she gave us a benevolent once-over. “We have saddled and readied your horses, and we have given them new saddlebags as well. We couldn’t find all of your original belongings, but we trust we have made up for their loss.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I responded, and I bowed deeply to the queen with genuine gratefulness. 
 
    “May your journey be blessed,” Queen Lisi said solemnly, and then her mouth quirked into a half smile. “Though by which deity, that is up to you.” 
 
    I stifled a snort of laughter. It would certainly be ironic to ask for Miralea’s blessing in a quest to take down the goddess herself. 
 
    “May yours be blessed as well,” Nia replied as she stepped in to complete the ritual goodbye. 
 
    Queen Lisi nodded slightly, and we all bowed once more before we turned and left. As we exited through the artifact-laden hallway, I wondered if the collection was Lisi’s way of recollecting the freedom she’d lost once she became the queen. The objects were beautiful and fascinating, but they were imprisoned in this palace forever, just like her. 
 
    We stepped through the carved wooden doors out into the sunlight, and the morning sunrise painted streaks of orange over the jungle horizon. The palace and the xanyarstone walls glistened with golden light, and the whole city looked like it was lit by an internal fire. 
 
    “What’s the first landmark called?” Varleth asked, and he leaned over to squint at the map as I pulled it out. 
 
    I pointed to the trail we were to follow, and I traced it to the first written point on the map. 
 
    “The Bells of Blood,” I recited as I read out the name beside it. “It’s said this river howls and runs red if your death is imminent soon after crossing.” 
 
    We waited for a moment as we absorbed that information, and Almasy pulled out his flask. The noise of the cap unscrewing cut the silence, and the earth mage took a swig as we looked at him expectantly. 
 
    “Well,” Almasy commented, “sounds like a fun place if I’ve ever heard of one. Let’s get moving, eh?” 
 
    “There’s no way you’re sober all the time,” Gawain murmured as his eyebrows rose. “Really, Almasy, you can just tell us if there’s alcohol in there.” 
 
    “This?” Almasy asked, and he shook the flask a little so it sloshed around. “This is just fruit juice. I get low blood sugar, so a healer told me to keep some on hand as a quick snack.” 
 
    The five of us stared wordlessly at Almasy. In the distance, a bird cawed faintly like it was laughing privately at the earth mage’s revelation. 
 
    “No fucking way,” Gawain breathed, and a chuckle overtook him quickly as he struggled to speak. “There’s no way that’s true, right?” 
 
    Almasy shrugged and handed over the flask with a sloshing noise. 
 
    “If you want to, you can have some,” he said pleasantly. “Alright, that’s enough stalling. Who’s ready to see these Bells of Blood?” 
 
    Almasy laughed and stuffed his hands in his pockets before he started down the stairs. I swore there was practically a playful skip in his step, he was so ready. 
 
    “It’s orange juice,” Gawain breathed after he took a sip from the flask. “How is this real?” 
 
    Arwyn patted the fire mage on the back to comfort him, though she was giggling openly at the situation. 
 
    “Bells of Blood,” I recited as I tucked the map away. “Fuck yeah, I’m ready. Miralea, here we come.” 
 
    A grin lit my face, and I charged down the palace stairs after Almasy as I led us on our first steps of the long journey ahead. 
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 End Notes 
 
    Thank you for reading Summoner 9! I’ll start writing Summoner 10 once this book hits 100 reviews, so leave your review right here! 
 
      
 
    Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book unless you follow that author on the store. Make sure you click this link and then click on the follow button. Then Amazon will update you a few weeks after my next book comes out. 
 
      
 
    If you want to get notified of my books the day that they come out, make sure you follow my Facebook author page and join my Facebook fan group. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted that next Summoner book is out. 
 
      
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
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