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 Chapter 1 
 
    “Hurry up, Gawain!” I called back to the fire mage as he jogged along behind our horses. 
 
    Instead of riding his mount, Gawain was walking backwards as he tried to check the white horse over for injuries and any other issues. His long blond hair flowed over his shoulders and framed his sharp jaw and pointed chin, and as he turned to narrow his green eyes at me, his red-trimmed cloak swished around his legs. 
 
    “I just want to make sure she’s okay,” Gawain shot back. “If your ridiculous death worm had been left with the Utun armies, you’d be doing the same thing.” 
 
    “My pyrewyrm?” I snorted. “My pyrewyrm definitely doesn’t need coddling.” 
 
    “Gawain,” Arwyn cut in gently, “I’m sure Queen Lisi’s people checked the horses over. The Luratambans know what they’re doing.” 
 
    Even on a horse in the middle of the jungle, Arwyn was radiant. Her creamy skin was smooth, and her flame-like hair cascaded in a red wave down her back. Her amber eyes were warm, and a hint of jasmine perfume wafted from her as the sun lit her high cheekbones and slender jaw with a soft, complimentary glow. 
 
    “The Luratambans are busy fixing their city,” Gawain protested. “They might as well be blind when it comes to our horses.” 
 
    “Just let him,” Varleth suggested with a sharp smile. “It’ll be fun to watch him run to catch up.” 
 
    Varleth was short and broad even on top of his horse, and his grim humor suited his angular face, severe mouth, and dark eyes. His voice was dry and monotone as per usual, and he wore light chainmail under his black banisher outfit. 
 
    “A little exercise never hurt anybody,” Almasy agreed slowly. “Except for when it does.” 
 
    The pilot took a swig from his metal flask before he wiped a few drops of fruit juice from his blond stubble. A toothy grin broke out over his face, and he pulled his ponytail back over his shoulder. His gray eyes were almost colorless, but they were calm and full of ease like usual. 
 
    “We should all pick up the pace,” Nia suggested as her blue eyes brightened with anticipation. “It’s at least half a day of travel to get to the Bells of Blood river.” 
 
    Nia always looked like a winter goddess from a fairy tale, and today was no different. Her long white hair fell down her back in a tidy braid, and her piercing eyes seemed to cut right through whoever she looked at. A small scar curved over her jaw and chin, and her voice was melodic like a singer’s. Her thick lips, delicate nose, and plump cheeks gave her a slightly softer appearance, but I knew she could wipe the floor with almost anybody who dared to challenge her to a fight. She was in travel clothes today, but usually her golden elemental robes showed just how dangerous Nia was as a mage. 
 
    “Nia’s right,” I agreed with a smile. “Let’s pick up the pace. I’m sure if the name is any indicator, we may have a difficult time crossing the Bells of Blood river.” 
 
    Gawain sighed mournfully and mounted his horse with an expert’s flair, and he nudged her forward to catch up with the rest of us. 
 
    Arwyn led our train of horses on her steed, and I came in second spot on my mule, Char. He was the only mount in our group that wasn’t a horse, but I was beyond grateful for his presence. The dark-furred mule was steady, reliable, and calm, and he didn’t seem to care much about my monster essence crystals. Most animals disliked being near summoner mages, since they could sense our monsters whether or not we had them out. Prey animals like horses seemed especially distrustworthy of me whenever I was wearing my bandolier and pouch. 
 
    As we walked, the jungle around us thickened and darkened with lush trees, twining vines, and green underbrush. Lisi City was already hidden from sight, and the open plains around the capital were vanishing quickly as well. The bodies and other signs of war disappeared, too, for which I was grateful. 
 
    “What exactly happened after I withdrew my guari kira?” I asked curiously. 
 
    During the battle, I’d used my enormous, slow moving monster to attract all the metal weapons across the battlefield. It had effectively turned the tide against the Utun army, and the Luratambans had used bone or wooden weapons to slaughter the rest of their attackers. 
 
    Shortly after I’d used the guari kira’s magnetic power, I’d taken an unlucky blow and been knocked out. I figured the guari kira likely dropped all of its gathered metal once I withdrew it, but I wasn’t sure what that would’ve meant for the fighting armies. 
 
    “Your guari kira did drop everything,” Nia confirmed. “However, the Utun were hardly in a position to retreat just to gather up their weapons once more. A few of them toward the back retrieved their metal weapons, but the Luratambans made short work of them as well.” 
 
    “It was annoying as hell, though,” Gawain snarked. “Did you have to go saving lives in a way that lost me my weapons? I spent ages sorting through the weapon pile before I found my sword.” 
 
    “Sorry for saving your ass,” I snickered, and then Gawain rolled his eyes.  
 
    The fight may have caused some inconvenience when it came time to retrieve the weapons, but I was beyond glad to have won the Luratambans their war. Queen Lisi wouldn’t have given us Miralea’s location otherwise, and the Luratambans didn’t deserve to be slaughtered by their enemy nation. 
 
    Hours passed as we walked, and the conversation flitted from topic to topic. The path was well-marked toward the section of the river named the Bells of Blood, so we didn’t need any real guidance to get there. The dirt trail was a straight shot toward the water, and our horses knew how to follow it without our input. 
 
    I pulled my map from my pocket and unfolded it to look over our upcoming journey once more. Our first obstacle was the Bells of Blood, but after that we would have to cross a mountain range to get to Miralea’s location. The Archon was well-hidden in her jungle valley, and I knew it would have potentially taken us months to track her down without Queen Lisi’s tip-off. 
 
    “Miralea seems like a strange sort of Archon, doesn’t she?” Nia pointed out as she drew her horse closer to my mule. 
 
    “In what way?” I asked curiously. 
 
    “From her actions, she doesn’t seem to look very far forward into the future,” Nia pointed out. “She influences villagers to abandon their morals and join her, yet this seems to be more of a side effect of her presence rather than any direct action on her part. Queen Lisi is worried about Miralea, but the Archon hasn’t tried to dominate the city yet.” 
 
    The only reason Queen Lisi had made us a deal was because she didn’t like the effect Miralea had on her people. If Miralea had acted as brashly as Phi did, however, perhaps Queen Lisi would have practically paid us to get rid of the Archon. Miralea was playing a subtler game than Phi, since it didn’t seem like Miralea had made any personal appearances at rifts. 
 
    Why hadn’t she, though? Was something preventing her from doing so? 
 
    I wish I could tell you, came Sera’s voice from inside my head. I never heard much out of Miralea anyway. She kept to herself, apart from fighting with Utuni. Perhaps, since Phi wasn’t trapped like I was, she would know more. 
 
    The dark-winged Archon and I had gotten very good at working together, but I’d still yet to make much progress with her younger sister. Phi was good at holding grudges, and she had plenty of reason to dislike how I’d ruined her plans. 
 
    “I think Miralea isn’t at full strength yet,” I proposed. “Remember when Phi and Sera began to enter the human realm, both were only at a fraction of their power now?” 
 
    “That does make sense,” Nia agreed. “Phi had to take action in the human world through possessing Gawain, and Sera could only escape her crystal by riding in your mind. You think Miralea is searching for somebody to possess?” 
 
    Nia gave me a troubled frown, as if she was considering the fact I was a prime target for possession. 
 
    “Maybe she’s looking for somebody,” I agreed. “Or maybe she’s gaining power in some other form. It’s strange she’s gathering humans instead of killing them.” 
 
    All of the abandoned houses we’d seen indicated that the people went a little stir crazy, got up, and left. They didn’t take much with them, but they still seemed to own their minds. 
 
    “Maybe Miralea is killing them,” Nia pointed out. “We don’t know what happens to the villagers after they disappear. There are no signs of murder on site, but there’s no telling if they’re sacrificed once they get where they’re going.” 
 
    I turned forward to the thick jungle and thought about the possibility for a moment. By Queen Lisi’s guess, at least a thousand people had left their lives to follow Miralea instead. It was easy to ignore that loss in a country of hundreds of thousands, but that was no small number, and none of them had returned. Maybe Miralea really didn’t let them live for long. 
 
    “You’re right,” I agreed, “we shouldn’t make assumptions.” 
 
    When I turned back to look at Nia, she was smiling at me with a glint of teasing fun. 
 
    “Now, you’re making smart decisions, country boy,” she told me happily. “Always listen to the mage who’s top of her class.” 
 
    Gawain’s voice cut in as he called over the rest of the horse train. 
 
    “We’re hardly in class these days,” the fire mage pointed out loudly. “Arwyn, what year are we even in right now?” 
 
    “You’re all in second year,” Arwyn responded, “apart from Varleth and Almasy, of course.” 
 
    “You’re going to be stuck in second year forever,” Varleth mumbled without turning around to face Gawain. 
 
    “I don’t see you graduating any time soon,” Gawain shot back. 
 
    “We’re too busy saving human civilization,” I dismissed. “Don’t worry about school.” 
 
    “You should always worry about school,” Arwyn said sharply as she twisted in her saddle to look at us. “Thank you for this conversation, because now I’m convinced I’m going to have to hold lessons for you all tonight.” 
 
    A chorus of groans rose from Gawain, Varleth, and Almasy. All three were at the back of the horse line, but that didn’t spare them from Arwyn’s disapproving expression as she leaned across her horse, and the three wilted like under watered flowers beneath her stare. 
 
    “Excellent,” Nia said cheerfully. “We’ve been falling behind, and I need to stay ahead in my history if I ever hope to learn the full scope of Mistral’s political factions.” 
 
    “History is boring,” Gawain mumbled, but Arwyn’s sharp ears caught the comment anyway. 
 
    “Without history,” Arwyn pointed out sternly, “you wouldn’t have any horse lineages to read about.” 
 
    That shut Gawain up, and he gave a sheepish smile to the ground in penance for his comment.  
 
    I turned back forward to see where Char was so faithfully leading me, and I caught a glint of something shining in the distance. The glint disappeared as the trees moved around us, so I tried to squint for a better look. 
 
    “Look,” Arwyn said as she gestured forward. “Is that the river?” 
 
    “I think so,” I agreed. 
 
    It was a little past noon, so we were making good time as far as the plan went. It was difficult to say how many hours it would take for us to climb the mountains and journey into the valley, but I was happy with our progress so far. 
 
    The river emerged from behind the draping jungle foliage, and I leaned back in my saddle as my eyes widened at the sight. The river was wide and swift, and a mixture of rapids and eddies churned the water into white froth. Red-colored ferns swished in the current as they drank up the water at the banks, and their bright hues reflected onto the river like blood. At the shoreline of the water, craggy rock formations twisted around in strange, flowing shapes. The stone had likely been carved and formed from thousands of years of being worn down by the running river. 
 
    “It doesn’t seem so bad,” Gawain pointed out as our horses approached. 
 
    Suddenly, the wind picked up, and a howling noise cut through the air. The sound climbed until it rang out like the clear note of a bell, and the noise sent shivers through my limbs. The hairs rose on the back of my neck as the eerie sound tapered off and faded into silence. 
 
    “It’s the rock formation,” Arwyn explained factually. “When the wind goes through it, it makes that noise.” 
 
    “Great,” Gawain decided. “Bells of Blood. We’ve got the wind for the bells, and those red plants are like the blood. That should be the most of our troubles, right?” 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re truly so optimistic,” Varleth said dryly. “Have you been paying attention to anything over our last few missions?” 
 
    “I figured I would give positivity a try,” Gawain answered with a shrug. “I guess it isn’t taking.” 
 
    “The locals get water here sometimes,” Arwyn explained, “but they say they don’t swim. It’s too dangerous to do more than dip a bucket in, and even then there are tall tales of accidents.” 
 
    “Accidents?” Almasy asked as he strolled to the water’s edge. 
 
    Suddenly, a long, black snout rose to the surface of the water, and two yellow eyes blinked open with reptilian interest. 
 
    “The river is infested with caimans,” Arwyn finished grimly. “The water here is the closest source for those in the southern reaches of the city, but it’s as convenient as it is dangerous.” 
 
    “So we should, what, just wade in and hope we don’t get eaten?” Varleth asked. 
 
    “We shouldn’t risk the horses like that,” Gawain said stubbornly. 
 
    “We’re not just walking through it,” I decided firmly. “We’re mages, not ordinary people. We can come up with a method that doesn’t involve taking chances with hungry caimans.” 
 
    “Well,” Gawain protested, “we’re not using your monsters to take us across. I doubt your pyrewyrm could carry even a single horse, and no animal in their right mind would get close enough to a monster anyway.” 
 
    In truth, I’d considered using my pyrewyrm. I’d also thought about using a series of wallerdons as a bridge, but it would be impossible to coax the horses across them with their fear of monsters. 
 
    “We’ll be using magic other than summoning, then,” I agreed. “We’ve built slopes and shelters before with combinations of elemental magic. Almasy and Nia can build us a land bridge, and we can cross on that. 
 
    “A land bridge sturdy enough to support several horses?” Nia asked, and she balked a little at the idea. “It would have to be incredibly strong.” 
 
    “I could make one out of this rock formation,” Almasy said as he gestured toward the riverbank. “Looks like a sandstone mixture, though. It will be hard, but brittle. I can’t guarantee the whole thing won’t snap in half the instant a horse goes over it. How much do they weigh, like six-hundred pounds?” 
 
    “More like thirteen-hundred, I would guess,” Gawain replied grimly. “Imagine making a structure that can hold seven or eight people stacked on top of each other. At a walk, two hooves can be expected to be on the ground at once, but that’s still six-hundred and fifty pounds of weight being pressed down in the span of one hoof. Add to that the weight of the person leading it, and any weaknesses in the rock will probably cause it to just collapse.” 
 
    Gawain really started getting serious when it came to horses. Right now, he sounded more like a professor himself rather than a reluctant student. 
 
    “It also can’t crumble as the first one crosses,” Almasy pointed out, “since it has to withstand five other horses afterward.” 
 
    “So,” Nia proposed, “how do you turn sandstone into something hard enough and strong enough to carry everything without an issue?” 
 
    “Magma,” I said immediately. “Well, I think. Arwyn, what does sandstone turn into if you heat it up with magma?” 
 
    The red-haired professor smiled as the answer to my question occurred to her. 
 
    “Heated, pressurized sandstone turns into quartzite,” Arwyn answered. “It’s a very hard metamorphic rock that can withstand a lot of beating. Tougher than granite, even.” 
 
    “And nature makes it from sandstone?” Gawain asked skeptically. “That seems like a difficult change to replicate. 
 
    “We have Almasy for the bridge,” I said as I pointed to him, “and we have Gawain for the heat. All we need is pressure … “ 
 
    “I can create a pressurized space of air,” Nia pointed out. “If I compress the air around the rock with wind magic, that might also help to feed the fire.” 
 
    “So, it’s settled,” I decided. “Almasy, you go first.” 
 
    Almasy dismounted his horse and brushed off his hands. 
 
    “Sure thing,” the blond-haired earth mage replied, and he wandered over to a certain spot along the river’s edge. 
 
    The spot looked just as good as any other to me, but Almasy seemed precise in where he picked. Earth mages had an uncanny connection to rocks and soil, and they could sense things in them other mages couldn’t.  
 
    It was the same with any elemental mage, really. Gawain had a better sense for the path and heat of a fire just by looking at it, and an ice mage like Ashla would have an eye for snowmelt rates or ice breakage. Some people even said that since Headmaster Marangur Sleet was a storm mage, he could predict the weather. 
 
    Almasy waved his fingers in a spell and made a gesture toward the rock formations, and I watched as both sides of the rocky banks began to slowly creep toward each other. 
 
    “I’ve got to do it slowly,” he explained through his concentration. “The rock here is fragile.” 
 
    “Take your time,” I agreed. “It’s much better for it to be done right than done quickly. We won’t be saving time if one of us falls into the river.” 
 
    Almasy carefully joined the two sandstone pieces in the middle, and I watched in awe as the seam between them mixed, faded, and disappeared. 
 
    “It should be solid now,” Almasy said with a shrug. “Have it it, you guys.” 
 
    He didn’t seem terribly sure of it, but I knew Almasy was a skilled earth mage with a knack for understating his own abilities. Well, he had a knack for understating everything, really. 
 
    “We should probably all get off our horses,” Gawain suggested. “We don’t want them getting spooked and bucking anybody off.” 
 
    “Good suggestion,” I agreed, and all of us slid from our mounts. 
 
    I shook the stiffness out of my legs and stretched my back before I took a careful hold of Char’s reins. 
 
    “Now, Nia and Gawain can go,” I ordered, and the two approached the rock bridge carefully. 
 
    “I’m just going to feed it as much heat as I can,” Gawain told Nia. “That works, right?” 
 
    “It works,” she agreed. “I’m going to be doing some complex spellwork, but you can just ignore it. In fact, try not to change your approach drastically, or it could result in a blast of escaping, superheated air.” 
 
    “That’s bad?” Gawain asked. 
 
    “It might blow us up,” Nia explained pleasantly. “Alright, let’s start this before either of us gets cold feet.” 
 
    I was a little worried about Gawain messing his side up, but I knew Nia had complete control of the situation. 
 
    Gawain began his fire spell first, and I watched as a gout of flame rocketed from his hands to coat the sandstone bridge. The sandstone blackened under the force of it, but it didn’t seem to change much otherwise.  
 
    Nia gestured to Gawain quickly, and he nodded as he lowered his hands directly to the sandstone. The gout of flame turned into a sheet that traveled across the surface of the bridge. 
 
    Nia began to spin her own spell, and I watched as she twisted her fingers around the ball of condensed air in her hands. Finally, she flung it outward, and a swathe of rippling, warped air descended around the bridge. 
 
    Nia’s spell created a dizzying effect, as if the bridge itself were something I was seeing through the thick glass of a bottle. Whatever the elemental mage was doing, her air spell seemed incredibly strong and volatile. 
 
    Steam clouded up from the river below, and it obscured our view of the spells at work. Fire and air mixed in a cocktail of incredible heat and pressure, and I hoped it would be enough to fast-forward through thousands of years of geological processes. 
 
    The two stood there for upwards of five minutes straight as they focused on their craft, and the rest of us could only stare with enraptured interest at the making of the bridge. 
 
    Nia’s outstretched hands began to waver, and finally she started to tone down her air spell. The warped effect diminished, and it finally burst apart in a blast of hot wind. Nia sighed and lowered her hands as she finished the spell, and Gawain cut off the flow of his fire as he did the same. 
 
    Steam still clouded up in soft wisps around the bridge, but those too began to stop.  
 
    “C’mon,” I urged. 
 
    The rest of us led the horses over to the two tired mages, and Gawain stepped forward eagerly to take his mare’s reigns from Varleth. Nia took back her own horse from Arwyn, and then we all turned silently to stare at the bridge. 
 
    “Well, it’s done,” Nia announced. 
 
    “Will it hold?” Varleth wondered aloud. 
 
    Arwyn stepped closer to examine the superheated bridge. The rock was blackened with Gawain’s open flames, and it glistened with a strange sheen as if it had melted into one lump. 
 
    “I’m not sure it’s quartzite,” Arwyn admitted with a frown. “However, it does look as if it’s been made stronger. We should test it with a human’s weight first, though the bridge is too hot to walk on right now.” 
 
    “I’ll test it first,” I decided, “and then I’ll test it with Char. He’s the lightest of the mounts, and I know he won’t do anything rash. If the other horses follow his calm lead, it will be fine.” 
 
    A note of pride entered my voice as I spoke of the mule’s steady disposition. Maybe I was getting more attached to him than I’d realized. 
 
    “Maybe we should cool it down quickly?” Varleth wondered out loud, and the banisher made a sweeping motion with his arm. “Swordsmiths always quench their blades in oil or water to cool them down quickly after the forging is done. It makes the blade strong, so it won’t bend in combat.” 
 
    “It also makes the blade brittle,” Nia pointed out. “I studied up on weaponry just as you did. Some blades crack, warp, or break during a quench. Are we sure we want the bridge to be subjected to that?” 
 
    I ran my hands across my bandolier as I tried to decide on an answer for this issue. 
 
    “I think we should wait for it to lose heat naturally,” I decided. “Quartzite in nature would have been slowly cooled, not quickly quenched.” 
 
    “The Maker does everything slowly,” Arwyn agreed. “The Academy’s studies on physics and geology have shown us that much.” 
 
    “I hate waiting,” Gawain grumbled under his breath. 
 
    “We can have lunch while we’re here,” I suggested. “A proper meal from what Queen Lisi provided us, I think.” 
 
    I noticed pleased smiles on everybody’s faces, and our spirits lifted as we sat down to have a makeshift picnic on the banks of the river. I unloaded some of the food Lisi had provided us with, and Varleth and Almasy gathered sticks for a small campfire. 
 
    Gawain lit up the bundle of wood, and Arwyn laid out a steel pan on top of the fire. I wasn’t sure how long she’d been carrying the cooking pan, but it made me smile to think of Arwyn looking forward to a campfire meal for so long. 
 
    I laid out some of the more savory, uncooked food items on the pan as I began to heat them up. I cracked open as many eggs as I could fit alongside thick strips of pre-cooked venison. We hadn’t traveled here with anything raw except for the eggs, since the day’s heat would surely spoil raw meat quickly. It felt strange to be heating up already-cooked and dried venison, but it would taste better once it was warmed. 
 
    “I could never get tired of eggs,” Almasy commented as he spooned up a huge mouthful for himself. 
 
    “They’re not done cooking,” Arwyn chided. 
 
    “Nice and gooey,” Almasy mumbled through his mouthful. 
 
    I cracked open the last two eggs into the pan and let them sear next to the others. 
 
    “You shouldn’t interrupt the cooking of a Wilds man,” I said ominously. “Because of your mistakes, you don’t get any spices on yours.” 
 
    “Spices?” Nia asked, and she paused in cutting up a mango. “What kinds of spices?” 
 
    “Luratamban ones,” I said proudly. “Queen Lisi gave them to me personally, and she said her head chef wanted us to eat delicious food on our journey.” 
 
    “You got on her good side, huh,” Varleth sighed. “How do you always do that, Gryff?” 
 
    “He’s a charming young man,” Arwyn answered simply. “Optimism and spirit can get one through many situations.” 
 
    I smiled as I unwrapped some of the corn and pepper cakes from my bag. It was nice to hear Arwyn describing me so fondly, and I was proud to have done a good job with the Luratamban situation. 
 
    As soon as the eggs were done and the meat was warm and soft, we dug in with vigor. It would be a difficult few days during the rest of our journey when we didn’t have warm meals, so we were all happy to enjoy this one. 
 
    “Alright,” I decided when the last of the food was gone, and I picked up Arwyn’s frying pan off the dying embers of the fire. “I think it’s time to head out.” 
 
    We packed up the remaining cooking supplies and spoons, and Gawain kicked some dirt over the flames to suffocate it. 
 
    Then we turned to the bridge and began our crossing. 
 
    I tested the heat of the bridge first with my hand, and it was warm without being uncomfortable. I decided the horses wouldn’t have a problem with burning their feet, and I carefully walked out across the rocky surface of the bridge. 
 
    It was slightly uneven, and the rock below was slick, but I didn’t feel like I was in danger of falling. The bridge curved in a slight arc toward the center before it sloped back downward, since Almasy had constructed it with strength in mind. 
 
    Below, the caimans eyed me with interest, and I caught glimpses of their ridged tails and bumped heads as they slid impatiently through the churning water. Clearly, they wanted us to come close enough for a drink, but we weren’t following their expectations at all. 
 
    I wondered briefly why the caiman were inhabiting such a rough patch of the river. It seemed strange to watch them struggle through the rapids when other parts of this river were smooth and slow. I decided they must have gotten used to lucky meals enough to change their behavior. 
 
    It was a little worrisome to think about that many people getting eaten by the reptiles, and I looked back toward the end of the bridge to focus myself. 
 
    “It seems fine so far!” I called back to the rest of the team. “No cracking or anything.” 
 
    I bounced slightly on my feet to see if the increase in pressure would do any damage, but the bridge showed no sign of budging. The glassy, black surface held my weight perfectly, and I reached the end of the bridge without an issue. 
 
    “Okay,” I yelled, “I’m coming to get Char.” 
 
    I crossed once more and retrieved Char’s reins from Arwyn’s hand. She gave me a worried frown, but I comforted her with a quick brush of my hand along her arm. 
 
    Then I turned and led my mule back to the bridge. He pinned his ears back as we neared the glassy, burned surface of it, and he slowed to a halt at the edge of the bridge. 
 
    “C’mon,” I mumbled to him comfortingly. “It’s just a few steps, Char. It’ll be fine.” 
 
    I took the lead and stepped out onto the bridge as I pulled at Char’s reins suggestively. He turned his head left and right as if to eye the bridge with suspicion, but eventually he put out one slow hoof as he stepped on. 
 
    I waited for the bridge to crumble, but once again nothing happened. Char got moving more easily then, and he walked slowly behind me as we made our way across. Spray from the rapids painted the underside of the rock dark and wet with moisture, but the topside of the bridge was dry. 
 
    At the midpoint, Char caught a glimpse of the caimans and balked suddenly. He took several unbalanced steps backward, but I soothed him with a hand on his nose as I coaxed him forward once more. The mule calmed easily and returned to his usual placid nature, and he followed me the rest of the way across. 
 
    We stopped on the grassy bank of the river, and I waved my hand encouragingly back at the rest of the team. Nothing had broken or cracked, and I doubted the horses were too much heavier than Char. 
 
    “Coming!” Arwyn yelled, and she stepped forward with her own horse in tow. 
 
    I quenched a churning worry in my gut, and I tried to ignore the fact Arwyn had fallen into the last river we crossed. She would be fine, absolutely fine.  
 
    The horse clearly wasn’t happy about being on the bridge, but it was encouraged by the sight of Char on the bank at the other side. Its ears swiveled nervously, but it never looked down at the caimans. It seemed Arwyn’s horse wasn’t quite as observant as Char was, and I was grateful for that. 
 
    Arwyn made it the entire way across, and I sighed in relief as she joined me and Char on the riverbank. 
 
    “See?” Arwyn proposed. “I believed in you, and you were fine. The same thing went for myself. Don’t look so worried, Gryff.” 
 
    “I’m not worried,” I protested, “I’m simply practicing preparedness. You would be tense too if your beautiful, intelligent, compassionate professor were about to walk over the Bells of Blood river.” 
 
    Arwyn smiled and reached up to tousle my hair with a slender hand. 
 
    “You really are just as charming as I said you were,” she commented fondly. 
 
    “I’m coming!” Gawain called from across the river, and we both turned to watch his progress. 
 
    Gawain made it across, as did Nia, Varleth, and finally Almasy after him. I’d dreaded the worst for no reason at all, though I was glad my idea for the bridge worked so well. 
 
    “I wonder what the local people will think of it,” Nia said as she gazed at the black rock. “It’s a strange thing to appear in under a day.” 
 
    “I’m sure they’ll assume mages had a hand in it,” I replied. “Even though I’ve never seen a mage do something like this before.” 
 
    “Groundbreaking is sort of our thing, isn’t it?” Nia asked teasingly. 
 
    “Of course,” I answered with a wink. 
 
    Gawain groaned and led his mare past us. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, you’re very cute,” he dismissed. “Let’s get moving. I’m impatient, and I don’t want to spend any more time than necessary on this long journey to the middle of nowhere.” 
 
    Nia and I exchanged amused looks, but we turned forward to follow in a single-file line of horses once more. 
 
    Arwyn took the lead again, with me in second and Nia behind me. Gawain followed Nia this time, and Varleth took the back spot behind Almasy. It was difficult to speak to the whole group at once like this, so we eventually fell into one-on-one conversations amongst the people nearest us. 
 
    I spent my time talking to Arwyn about the customs surrounding the Bells of Blood river. I didn’t understand why people would go to such a dangerous area just for water, but Arwyn had answers for everything. 
 
    “Look at your map,” she suggested. “You can see that the river bend is closest to the southern part of Lisi City here, at the Bells of Blood. Of course, there’s more to it than that. People have taken up a custom of throwing the caimans scraps of meat at the far side, then filling their water buckets and jugs at the near side. It’s part distraction, part ritual. In other sections of the southern river, the caimans aren’t nearly so well-fed, and they’re more dangerous predators because of it.” 
 
    I frowned at the incongruous nature of the practice. There were far more caimans here because people fed them, but they were also safer because the caimans had certain expectations of the humans who visited. 
 
    “It reminds me of that old saying,” I told Arwyn. “Better the old bears than the new dragons.” 
 
    The red-haired professor cast me an odd look, and I realized it was probably another of Maelor’s strange metaphors. The old man had raised me with all of his sayings and wisdom, and they were still stuck in my vocabulary like thorns. 
 
    “So, it’s about sticking to the dangers you know,” Arwyn supplied succinctly. 
 
    “It’s not as fun when you say it like that,” I pointed out.  
 
    Arwyn laughed at my reaction, and the sound of her voice was a balm on my worries. Taking care of Miralea seemed like no problem while I listened to a talented, confident woman like her. 
 
    We continued talking as the group hiked further and further into the jungle. There was no real path to follow, so we relied on our horses to pick their way through the underbrush according to their own decisions. I’d bought a compass in Lisi City before we left, and I used it now to make sure we were on the correct line to make it to Miralea’s palace. We were really leaving behind the inhabited parts of the Luratamban country, and it would be possible to stumble around for days, if not weeks, if we got lost. There were no more real trails or landmarks to rely on for guidance. 
 
    The gloom of the canopy trees grew ever darker, and the spaces between the trunks grew smaller until we had to weave our way around them to get anywhere. The noises of screeching jungle birds and distant monkeys made us tense in our saddles, and it seemed like every bush and tree could be hiding a hungry jaguar. 
 
    I couldn’t imagine making this journey on foot, since even our horses had to slow down as they struggled through the underbrush.  
 
    “I can take the lead,” I told Arwyn as I realized her horse was tiring faster than the others. “We can rotate who’s in front, so that way the challenge of picking the trail is evenly distributed among our mounts.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Arwyn agreed with a smile, and we switched places with a little bit of maneuvering. 
 
    Char didn’t seem to care much whether he was in the front, back, or the middle of the line. He wasn’t as tall as Arwyn’s horse, but he didn’t seem to mind plodding his way through the plants either. 
 
    “When’s the next landmark?” Arwyn asked curiously. 
 
    “Not until we get to the foothills of the mountain range,” I explained. “In other words, another three full days of traveling after this.” 
 
    “Ah,” Arwyn replied. “Don’t worry, Gryff. It’ll go quickly.” 
 
    “I hope so,” I responded. 
 
    It couldn’t be too boring, could it? My team always had things to talk about. 
 
    It would be fine. 
 
    Three days later, our patience with travel was beginning to flag. Gawain had taken to bothering Varleth for the sheer interest of it, and both mages were escalating in their range of insults and mockery. Arwyn, Nia, and I needed to settle them down multiple times, and it didn’t do much good for our own irritation. 
 
    Almasy practically retreated into a state of complete non-reactivity. His easy-going disposition was quickly turning into more of a self-imposed oath of silence than anything else. 
 
    Nia adopted complete, cold control with a simmering inner irritation. She was almost frighteningly still and composed in every situation, but I could tell her patience with the endless, monotonous travel was wearing thin. 
 
    Arwyn distracted herself by giving us fully-formed lesson plans every night before bed. Most of us fell asleep in the midst of her lectures about geology, political history, monster habits, and other topics, but Nia always stayed up for the whole thing. She had an impressive, almost frightening, willpower for learning. 
 
    Near the end of the third day, the trees began to grow sparse and scraggly. The grass gave way to rockier ground, and beyond it all, an enormous range of mountains came into view. 
 
    “Amazing,” Nia breathed. “Even the mountains here are so green.” 
 
    She was right. Jungle trees coated the rocky formations in deep, luscious color. There were fewer of them on the hillsides than on flatter ground, and the trees gradually disappeared toward the tops of the mountains. 
 
    “We’re going up those?” Gawain asked incredulously. “Ugh, and here I thought the hard part was over.” 
 
    “What are these mountains named?” Varleth asked. 
 
    “The Snake’s Fang Mountains,” I answered from memory. “It seems a little funny that Miralea is camping out in something named for a snake, when her animal is the jaguar.” 
 
    “Seems a little funny she’s camping out at all,” Varleth responded. “Phi never stuck around anywhere for long. She was mostly in the Shadowrealm anyway.” 
 
    Yet again, a good point was made about Miralea’s behavior. I wished I could give Varleth a clean explanation, but there just wasn’t enough that I knew about it. 
 
    “It’s not soon enough to camp yet,” I decided after a quick glance at the sun overhead. “We should make some progress up the mountain range first. I don’t like leaving Miralea to her own devices when we’re not clear on what her plans are.” 
 
    My teammates agreed, and we began to head up the mountainside. I took the lead over from Nia, since my mule was much better at climbing over the rocky ground. Char’s low center of gravity was an asset on terrain like this. Behind me, Almasy kept his horse in my tracks on the way up the mountain. 
 
    “Kind of slippery footing, isn’t it?” Almasy commented as gravel rolled down the mountain behind us. “I hope none of our horses fall.” 
 
    I was about to answer, but then something metallic and glinting appeared in the forest ahead. I thought I’d imagined it for a moment, but then a sudden voice split the air. 
 
    A war cry warbled out an eerie note, and then three armed warriors rushed out from the jungle in front of me. Their weapons glinted in the sunlight, and I saw the bushes move around us as hidden fighters prepared to pounce. 
 
    “We’re under attack!” I bellowed over the haunting notes of the war cry. “Everybody get ready for an ambush!” 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    I slid off Char’s back and pulled out both of my daggers as I landed. 
 
    The closest two warriors rushed me, and I crouched as I readied myself for their attack. The taller one swept a wooden staff toward my throat, and I deflected the blow with my dagger laid across my forearm. The staff jarred against my blade, and I winced as a throbbing pain ran through my arm. It hurt, but it was better than suffering a broken bone, so I was glad to have the dagger for reinforcement. 
 
    The shorter fighter snarled out an animalistic noise, and he launched himself at me with his hands curled into claws.  
 
    I backed up and aimed my rhin dagger as he flew at me, and the man’s body fell on my weapon. The blade went through his neck easily, and he gurgled in surprise as he died. 
 
    Behind me, Char squealed in fear and reared up on his hind legs. My mule kicked out at an oncoming warrior’s chest with his front hooves, and the attacker shrieked as he was thrown backward. I guessed a few ribs were broken by the painful groans coming from the ground. 
 
    I had no time to congratulate the mule on a job well done, however. The taller fighter with the staff was still alive, and he slunk around me as he searched for an opening. 
 
    I decided I was tired of waiting for him to make a move, so I drew a trio of axe goblins from my bandolier before I tossed their essence crystals to the ground. 
 
    The crystals exploded with flashes of smoke and light, and the three goblins emerged. They had green skin, red eyes, and lanky builds with not much muscle over their bones. Their wide mouths were filled with tiny, razor-sharp teeth, but their main weapons were their axe-like blades. The axe blades were made of a metal-like bone, and they replaced the goblins’ hands entirely. 
 
    My goblins came in swinging, and the staff-wielder shouted in panic as six axes swept toward him. The axe goblins carved the man down, and I decided he was taken care of for good. The goblins weren’t very fast, but they made up for it by being stronger than any average man or woman. 
 
    Now that my warriors were taken care of, I spun to see what my teammates were doing. 
 
    The horses were panicking, and all but Char were quickly fleeing from the battle. I took a quick note of which direction the herd was going in, and then I refocused on the other mages. 
 
    A spurt of fire took out three men at once as Gawain let loose on some of the fighters. Acrid smoke filled the air, and the smell of burning flesh and hair reached me. The warriors dropped to the ground as they tried to put the fire out, and their shouts were harsh and pained. Apparently, Gawain had very little sympathy for anybody who threatened the wellbeing of the horses. 
 
    One of the fighters threw a javelin toward my teammates, but a chunk of ice knocked it clean out of the air before it could get anywhere. I traced the spell back to Nia, who was standing back from the fray as she studied the battle carefully. She fielded any and all approaching projectiles, and I knew we would be safe with her watching our backs. 
 
    Another wave of warriors emerged from the jungle ahead, and a series of spearlike rocks emerged from the ground to hold back the tide of oncoming enemies. That would be Almasy’s work, of course, and I spotted the earth mage trading blows with an axe-wielding woman dressed in nothing more than rags. She crouched low to the ground as she dodged, and her fighting stance was more similar to a dog on its hind legs than any human I’d seen. She didn’t seem incompetent, but instead oddly feral. 
 
    I watched as she made a wrong move, and Almasy sent a boulder flying into her chest. The stone threw her onto her back, and Varleth passed by an instant later with his banisher sword drawn. He stabbed the blade through her throat, and then he was gone just as quickly as he moved on to his next enemy. 
 
    A familiar shout caught my attention, and I turned to see Arwyn battling five men at once. She was holding them off with a truly impressive display of swordsmanship, and her fabricated rapier whipped through parries as she dodged the blows she couldn’t turn aside. 
 
    Arwyn was amazing, but five men was too much for anybody without a little help. So, I sprinted toward her as I threw out my kalgori crystal, and the green stone fractured into a puff of smoke as my monster emerged. 
 
    The kalgori appeared like a simple green butterfly with long, glowing wings. It was only a little larger than my hand, and the metallic edges on its wings were almost unnoticeable if one wasn’t looking closely enough. Of course, there was a reason the kalgori had also been nicknamed the gale, the storm of knives, and the bladewings. One was dangerous, but there was never just one kalgori. 
 
    I gave my butterfly monster the command to multiply, and the single kalgori split into two as it flitted toward Arwyn’s enemies. Two became four, and those became sixteen. In the next instant, my kalgori reached their targets, and then they got to work. 
 
    Wings flapped and flashed as my kalgori swept through Arwyn’s attackers. Two of the five men dropped as they screamed, and blood sprayed through the air in arcs of bright red. 
 
    Arwyn slashed her sword through one opponent’s chest, and then she turned her blade to the next. A burst of white energy shot from the tip of her weapon, and it singed a hole through the second man’s throat. She faced the third attacker, and without missing a beat, she stepped in to face him in close combat. The man tried to beat her over the head with his club, but she seized his right forearm with her hand before she slid her sword into his stomach. The man stumbled away, and Arwyn’s weapon slid up and out. The wound was fatal, but it would take a while to kill him. 
 
    Arwyn stepped in and struck him again, and this time she put her sword directly through his heart. The wound was small, but arterial blood sprayed from it as the man collapsed. Arwyn was the type of fighter to never leave her enemies to suffer, and I couldn’t help but admire her for that. 
 
    Suddenly, two women split off from the horde of attackers, and they came at me with heavy maces in their hands.  
 
    “You don’t have to do this,” I told them firmly as they circled me.  
 
    I couldn’t understand what prompted this attack. These people were dressed in old, tattered clothing as if they hadn’t washed or changed in weeks. Some of them weren’t even armed, and all of them acted with a crazed fervor that made them seem more like beasts than humans. If they were bandits, their decision to camp out at the foot of this mountain made little sense. 
 
    How could I communicate to them? 
 
    Tell them this phrase, Sera supplied helpfully, and she spoke a few words in slow, easy Southern dialect. 
 
    “Eno me barsura ome insurada,” I repeated with a halting voice and a poor accent. 
 
    It was ugly, but it was the Southern language, and I waited for the women to respond. Instead, they simply continued to stalk toward me as I backed away. Then I stopped and held my ground.  
 
    If these people wanted to throw their lives away so badly, I wasn’t going to be able to stop them. 
 
    The two women attacked me in unison like a trained team, and I was forced to parry one mace while I dodged away from the other. My crossed daggers caught the heavy, clubbing weapon as it came down, and I turned the blow away as I sidestepped toward the second woman’s flank. I slammed my father’s dagger sideways to cut her side, but she dodged my strike with a quick, fluid movement. 
 
    These two at least seemed to be trained fighters, unlike so many of the others I’d faced down. 
 
    The first woman stepped up and swung her mace with her entire might, but I quickly commanded my small cloud of kalgori to target her. I dodged away from her first blow, and then I feinted a stab at her to keep her distracted. 
 
    My kalgori arrived in a cloud of sharp-edged wings, and the sixteen of them fluttered around the two women with deadly precision. 
 
    The second woman crushed three kalgori with wild swings of her mace, but then she caught a metal wing to the underside of her arm. A long gash opened up along the length of her forearm, and arterial blood flowed out with shocking speed. She kept swinging, however, and she took out two more kalgori before she slumped down to her knees. 
 
    The first woman was still up, and I let her focus on the kalgori as I came at her with both of my daggers. My rhin dagger sank into her back as my father’s dagger made a deep gouge in her side, and I pulled away as she whirled to face me. 
 
    Her tanned skin paled, and her eyes glazed over as internal damage quickly made itself known. Then she melted to the ground as my remaining kalgori laid cuts in her flesh. 
 
    I put the second woman out of her misery with a quick move of my father’s dagger across her throat. The first woman died before I could do the same for her, and I turned to face the rest of the battle. 
 
    My axe goblins had been doing some good work while I fought, though only one of them remained now. I was getting better at splitting my attention in battle, and I’d managed to give the axe goblins some quick commands in between the rest of the chaos. They’d taken out a good six or seven enemies with the help of my fighting suggestions. 
 
    Between my monsters, me, and my other teammates, there were only five or six enemies left on the field. It seemed my allies had each of their attackers well under control, and I moved to help Varleth just in case he needed it. 
 
    Before I could do any more, a roar suddenly echoed through the jungle. Birds cried out and flew from the trees ahead, and the sound of rushing water reached my ears. 
 
    What was that roar? A monster? Could a rift have opened now, nearby, at the least opportune time? 
 
    I braced myself as the jungle trees parted to reveal an enormous creature at least fifty feet in height. 
 
    It was a water monster of some kind, and I recognized it almost instantly from one of Arwyn’s recent nightly lectures. The thing was called a tideborn in Mistral, though this one seemed like some kind of Southern variant. 
 
    The monster was made almost entirely of swirling water the color of a green pond. It had no legs, but instead it tapered to a churning, rounded end on which it moved. Its arms were long and thick, with five-fingered hands on the ends. Its swirling, watery head was vaguely humanoid, with two darkened divots in the face like a suggestion of eyes. Mistral variants had sharp, colorful coral structures along their shoulders and knuckles for attacking, though it looked like this monster had exchanged those traits for a tangle of thorny water plants which grew along the entire surface of its arms and shoulders. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how the elemental creature was able to keep the plants anchored to the surface of its swirling, shifting body, but I was more shocked by what else I saw on the tideborn’s shoulder. 
 
    Perched among the thorny plants was the clear figure of a Luratamban summoner mage. The man was dressed in rags, and he gestured at us with a raging fervor for our deaths, but it was clear he commanded the tideborn.  
 
    This would be the first time I’d fought against another powerful summoner in a life or death situation. There had been a few summoner mages among the Utun warriors, but none had lasted long.  
 
    I recalled my kalgori and my axe goblin with a simple thought, and that let me focus more fully on the situation at hand. 
 
    The only thing better than facing a giant monster is facing one from the top of your own, Sera purred with amusement. You should show him what a real summoner looks like. 
 
    Sera was as bloodthirsty as ever, but it didn’t make her wrong.  
 
    A wild grin broke across my face as I found the crystal for my baroquer on my bandolier. 
 
    The crystal was shaped like a large shooting star with a trailing tail, and I palmed the familiar shape in my hand before I tossed the essence crystal to the ground. 
 
    My baroquer emerged in an enormous cloud of smoke, and the gray mist quickly cleared to reveal his full figure. 
 
    My fire-variant baroquer was taller than the tideborn by at least ten or twenty feet. Flames licked up from his metal armor as he rose to his full height, and he carried a massive sword that glowed with restrained heat and fire.  
 
    I could feel the bond to my baroquer in the back of my head, and the connection was strong and warm between us. It was likely one of my most powerful monster bonds, and the baroquer could practically intuit exactly what I wanted without me having to give any orders. 
 
    “What the fuck is a summoner doing here?” I heard Gawain shriek as he beheaded his attacker. “Do you guys always show up when you’re least wanted?” 
 
    I laughed aloud as I mentally asked my baroquer to pick me up, and he bent down immediately and offered his palm. I climbed onto the warm surface of his armored hand, and he carefully brought me up to sit atop his helmet. 
 
    “Be careful, Gryff!” Nia shouted from below. “Water against fire rarely ends well for the fire monster!” 
 
    Didn’t I know it. The tideborn would be a real problem for me to deal with, since all of my baroquer’s fire attacks would be rendered nearly useless. 
 
    I smiled at the thought of the challenge. It was easy to fight humans who had no magic, but another mage was a whole different matter. I was curious how the Southern summoners fought, and I wondered if this one had any other monsters to bring out. 
 
    Suddenly, another crowd of ragged fighters burst from the jungle. Apparently, this was the second wave. My teammates ran to confront the new enemies, which left me to focus on the enemy summoner by myself. 
 
    “Let’s show this guy who’s in charge around here,” I said to my baroquer with a conspiratorial grin. 
 
    My baroquer rumbled out his agreement, and he brought his flaming sword up to point it at the tideborn. 
 
    The tideborn roared, and it swirled forward to fight with both of its watery arms raised. 
 
    My baroquer’s sword slashed toward the tideborn’s chest, but the water monster caught his blade between its palms. Steam rose as the tideborn’s liquid hands came in contact with the blazing sword, and I watched as my baroquer’s flames were slowly put out. His once-fiery sword was now nothing more than a dull hunk of metal, but that didn’t mean it was worthless in combat. 
 
    On my command, my baroquer pushed the tip of his blade forward. The sharp point slid through the tideborn’s palms, and it came dangerously close to the summoner atop the tideborn’s shoulder. 
 
    When the distance narrowed to less than ten feet, the tideborn suddenly sprang backward. Watery spray kicked up with the quick movement, and my baroquer stepped away to avoid getting splashed. A fine mist of water coated my face, and I wiped it away with the edge of my sleeve. 
 
    Then I put my baroquer on the offensive again, and I had him level a wide, sweeping slash at the tideborn’s shoulder. 
 
    The watery monster stretched upward by a few feet, and my baroquer’s blade passed through its upper chest. The water parted and reformed as my monster’s weapon swept through, and only the thorny plants on its arms were left severed. 
 
    I hoped my baroquer had done some damage to the tideborn, but it didn’t look like that was the case. The plants still clung to its arms, and the damage was superficial at best. The tideborn’s watery form seemed completely unaffected by taking a sword through its chest, but I wasn’t too surprised to see it was unaffected by physical damage. 
 
    It was time for a little help from my elemental monsters, so I jammed my hand into the pouch at my side, and I searched for the simple shapes of the crystals for my imps. 
 
    I found two small, lightning-bolt shaped crystals, and I smashed those between my hands to summon a pair of electric imps. Then I dug back in my pouch and found the icicle-shaped crystal for my ice imp. I smashed that crystal as well, and then I ordered my three imps forward on the attack. 
 
    My imps were simple creatures, with leathery wings, weak arms, and taloned feet. Their only real attack was of the elemental kind, which was perfect for what I needed. 
 
    I commanded my imps to swarm, and they shot forward as they screeched their challenge to my opponent. Weak bolts of lightning shot forward and raced over the watery surface of the tideborn in staticky crackles. The water monster bellowed and leaned back to try and escape the onslaught, but my imps persisted. 
 
    My ice imp shot out its own spells, and frozen, slushy chunks of ice dropped from the tideborn as the attacks connected with its watery surface. 
 
    The tideborn swept its arms up with surprising speed, and it caught both of my electric imps with one in each hand. My imps shrieked and struggled, but the tideborn squeezed the life out of them. I felt both imps die, and the tideborn released their dissipating corpses to the ground below. 
 
    My ice imp flitted around as it released attacks, but the tideborn caught sight of it. A watery hand snatched my final imp from the air, and I used the moment of distraction to command my baroquer to move. 
 
    My baroquer lunged forward, and the distance between me and the tideborn was brought down to a scant few feet. Then I drew my duvarku crystal from my bandolier before I pitched it hard into the body of the tideborn. 
 
    The glowing, teardrop-shaped crystal burst through the surface of the tideborn and exploded open to release my duvarku.  
 
    My monster was otter-like, and its blue-green fur was nearly invisible inside the tideborn’s chest. Green scales shone on the duvarku’s stomach, and its thick, two-finned tail propelled my monster through the water. I could also see the silhouette of catfish-like tendrils around my duvarku’s mouth as it swam upward in the tideborn’s body. The lure on its head bobbed as it illuminated the watery monster with a pale, lime-colored glow, and my duvarku reached the base of the tideborn’s neck. 
 
    My duvarku suddenly wove sideways, and then there were two otter creatures where there had been only one before. One duvarku took a sharp turn toward the shoulder where the summoner sat, and the other traveled up the neck and into the head of the tideborn. 
 
    The tideborn plunged its hands into its own body as it tried to grab my duvarku, but both swam nimbly aside to dodge the grasping fingers. I’d never seen my duvarku in action in their natural environment before, and excitement filled me as I watched just how good they were in the water.  
 
    They probably could have destroyed an entire pack of caiman if they got the chance, though it would have been silly to try to lead our horses through those rapids anyway. 
 
    The enemy summoner looked down and shouted as he anticipated my duvarku from below. The otter creature swam up through the shoulder and burst into the tangle of thorny plants with its teeth snapping. It latched onto the enemy summoner’s leg, and it tried to drag him into the water.  
 
    Then the summoner drew a scimitar, and he plunged it into my duvarku. My otter screeched as it continued to gnaw at the man’s leg, but another blow drove it down under the water with a fatal injury. 
 
    At that moment, my second duvarku launched itself from the head of the tideborn. My creature hung for a moment in the air as it arced over the shoulder of the tideborn, and then it came down directly on top of the enemy summoner. 
 
    Sharp teeth carved at the man’s scalp and neck, and he went down screaming with my duvarku on top of him. Blood ran down and mixed with the green water of the tideborn’s body, and the summoner collapsed as he began to bleed out. Then my duvarku rolled his dying body across the tideborn’s shoulder, and I watched as the man fell from his creature. 
 
    His body plummeted before it hit the ground with a soft thud. I could tell the instant he died because the water elemental suddenly jerked backward as if a connection had been severed. 
 
    Now that its summoner was dead, the monster was no different than a wild monster from a rift. The death of its master didn’t make the tideborn any less powerful, but it did make it much less organized. 
 
    The watery monster roared, and it lunged forward with its hands outstretched. It had no real stance or strategy, and my baroquer easily stepped aside to let the grab miss him entirely. 
 
    I commanded my baroquer to use his beam power, and two blasts of superheated energy shot from his eyes. Each shot glowed bright red as they blasted through the water monster’s body, and I grinned triumphantly as two sizzling, steaming holes formed in its torso. 
 
    The tideborn bellowed in anger, but the holes reformed again as its watery body came back together. It was slightly smaller in stature now, since some of its material had been burned away entirely. I would need more powerful elemental attacks if I wanted to put the tideborn down permanently. 
 
    Thankfully, I had just the trick up my sleeve. Of course, I would need Nia’s help for this one 
 
    Down below, my teammates were busy fending off their attackers using a combination of swords and spells. Nia was far too busy to directly help me as she blasted through her enemies with lightning, wind, and ice, but I could use that excess power for my own needs. 
 
    I recalled my living duvarku and exchanged its crystal for my sprucebore. Then I smashed the sprucebore crystal between my hands and sat back as the monster came out to join me on top of my baroquer’s helmet. 
 
    The sprucebore was an odd creature, both in looks and ability. Its insectoid body was red, and a set of fluttering wings were tightly closed along its back. The back of the sprucebore grew and curved upward into a structure that looked much like a metal tree. This treelike structure was incredibly important to the sprucebore’s lightning power, but it couldn’t produce any electricity by itself. 
 
    As Nia fought below, I told my sprucebore to gather the excess lightning from her attacks. Sparks raced up along my baroquer’s body as the sprucebore followed my orders. The metal, treelike structure gathered the lightning up, and its red body began to glow from within from holding so much electricity at once. 
 
    The glow began to brighten enough to hurt my eyes, and I decided it was enough. 
 
    “Charge!” I shouted to my monster, and it took off with spread wings as it charged the tideborn. 
 
    The tideborn, of course, saw it coming. The water monster was fast, and I knew it would catch my sprucebore in a heartbeat. 
 
    However, it didn’t have a summoner anymore. It wasn’t smart enough to know it would be unwise to close its hands around my beetle. 
 
    The tideborn lashed out with one watery arm, and its fist clenched around my sprucebore. 
 
    Then I commanded my sprucebore to release its power, and a deafening crack echoed through the sky. 
 
    The tideborn lit up like the sun as electrical power coursed through its body. Its roar of pain and rage grew to a scream, and the tideborn’s watery form wavered as it struggled to hold onto its composition. 
 
    It was too late for that, though.  
 
    As lightning arced through the tideborn in brilliant flashes, the swirling water wavered in unsteady ripples. All of a sudden, the tideborn’s body burst apart into an explosion of unformed, greenish water, and my baroquer stepped back as the dissolved tideborn died. 
 
    Liquid rained down from the sky, and the deluge plunged earthward. The water began to dissipate as it dropped, but not quickly enough. Sixty feet of humanoid liquid drove down into the earth below, and a couple of unlucky warriors were swept up in the tide. 
 
    I whooped and set my baroquer on them. My giant monster stomped toward the struggling fighters on booted feet, and he slammed his extinguished sword into both of them at once. They were crushed flat within an instant, and I turned to regard the rest of the battle. 
 
    I watched as Varleth, Arwyn, and Almasy finished off the last four warriors. Each were quickly cut down by clever swordsmanship, and then the battle was over. 
 
    Bodies lay strewn around the jungle, and I tried to do a quick count from my vantage point. I guessed there were forty, maybe fifty of them, though some were clearly far less experienced with fighting than others. The second wave seemed to be much more hardy, and they even had a summoner with them. I wondered where these people had even come from, but I saved the question for later as I asked my baroquer to set me down. 
 
    He rumbled and lowered his hand obligingly, and I stepped off his metal palm as I recalled him. The crystal returned to my hand, and I looked toward my teammates as they jogged up to me. 
 
    “Way to go, Gryff,” Almasy complimented me warmly. “That water felt really good, and I’m practically showered now.” 
 
    “I really don’t think this water is clean,” Nia told him with a slightly horrified expression. 
 
    It did smell a bit like the bottom of a lake, and I was glad I hadn’t been showered in the stuff. It looked like only Almasy and Varleth had gotten wet, though the banisher didn’t look too pleased about it. 
 
    “So,” Gawain started as he looked at the bodies around us, “does anybody know why these assholes started attacking us like we stole the last crumb from their pie?” 
 
    There was a beat of silence as we all turned to observe the carnage. Ragged men and women in dirty clothes laid still in the gaps among the jungle trees. Now that I looked closer, I noticed they were a very strange assortment of people.  
 
    Some looked scarcely older than twenty, while others were wrinkled and graying as if they were in their sixties. The skin colors were varied as well, and a few of them had the slightly lighter, more yellow shades of Utun’s people. Hair ranged from black, mahogany, curly, or stick-straight. It was confusing to see this wide array of people in one place, and I wasn’t certain of my suspicions as to why. 
 
    “Maybe they’re a lost expedition,” Almasy suggested. “Like marooned treasure hunters. That’s why they’re so dirty.” 
 
    “People marooned just a few days’ walk away from the city?” Nia pointed out. “It seems unlikely.” 
 
    “The caimans could have gotten them stuck,” Almasy proposed as he scratched at the stubble on his jaw. “Like how it is at the Bells of Blood.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows with skepticism, and I looked over to Arwyn to see what her idea was. 
 
    “It seems clear to me these people were not a united team before they got here,” Arwyn explained patiently. “Did you notice one or two of them used the Utun war cries instead of the Luratamban ones? They traveled all the way here on their own for some reason. Furthermore, more than one of them yelled about a new queen, and we’ve seen that kind of rhetoric before.” 
 
    In Luratamba, we’d run into an abandoned village with writing on the walls about a returned goddess or a new queen. 
 
    “Then you think this is Miralea’s doing as well,” I said with a nod. “These people remind me of her. They’re more like wild animals than bandits, so I think the Archon has been affecting their minds.” 
 
    “We’re in agreement,” Arwyn said with a smile, but she turned to the rest of the group anyway. “Does anybody else have any other ideas?” 
 
    “I think they attacked us because of Gawain’s awful perfume,” Varleth said dryly. “It’s offensive enough to drive anybody to insanity.” 
 
    Gawain had toned down his overwhelming rose scent over the past few months, but it was still a little on the strong side. 
 
    “It’s cologne, not perfume,” Gawain snarked back. “Besides, some of these people would have had to smell it from Utun. This is clearly a ridiculous idea, and not one worth considering.” 
 
    For a ridiculous idea, Gawain sure was giving it a lot of undue debate. 
 
    “Are you positive they can’t smell it from Utun?” Varleth asked with a side-ways glance. “I swear some of these plants wilt when you walk past.” 
 
    Nia giggled before she put her hand over her mouth, and Gawain shot her a look with his eyebrows raised. My lover managed to regain control of herself, and she cleared her throat seriously. 
 
    “Just a cough,” the ashen-haired mage said in a solemn tone. 
 
    Nia was a pretty good actor, even though none of us were buying this one. 
 
    “Alright,” I decided loudly, “I’m going to say we’ve run out of ideas. Let’s gather our horses and get back on this journey.” 
 
    “Nia and I will do it,” Gawain answered immediately. “Half of you idiots will just spook them.” 
 
    “Fine with me,” I answered with a shrug before I waved a hand to my side. “I saw the other horses go that way, though Char isn’t even missing.” 
 
    Then I pointed at the mule behind me, where he was nervously standing among the nearby trees. He’d gotten away from all the fighting after the initial assault, but he hadn’t run far enough to disappear from eyesight. I was proud of his bravery, considering he was a prey animal like all the other horses that sprinted away. 
 
    “Your mule has no survival instinct,” Gawain commented with a roll of his eyes, and then he turned to go find the other horses. 
 
    It took about twenty-five minutes for Nia and Gawain to return with the horses in tow. The rest of us had spent our time examining the bodies of the people we’d killed, though we didn’t find anything very interesting. I reunited with Char in the meantime, and I gave the mule some apologetic petting to calm him down. 
 
    Nia came through the trees first, and I waved to her in greeting. Then Gawain walked up, but he looked halfway to complete, all-consuming rage. A vein pulsed in his temple, and his jaw was locked hard enough to make my teeth hurt in sympathy. 
 
    Our team gathered back together, and I looked askance at Gawain’s open anger. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked with a frown. 
 
    “My mare has a cut on her side,” he hissed. “It’s going to scar, too.” 
 
    “It was probably just a tree branch that did it,” Nia consoled him half-heartedly. 
 
    “I’m going to burn Miralea to ashes,” Gawain swore to himself. 
 
    His eyes practically glowed with the desire for revenge, and I grinned to see that fighting spirit brought to the surface. 
 
    “Good, hold on to that,” I told him. “We’re going to need a lot of motivation for the rest of this journey, and I want our morale high. Do you think you can do that?” 
 
    “I’d rather eat dirt than let her get away unscathed,” Gawain growled. “Come on, Gryff. I want to beat the living shit out of this Archon, and you’re going to help me do it.” 
 
    I laughed and held out my hand for Gawain to take. He clasped his own hand over mine, and he squeezed it like a man making a business deal. 
 
    “Of course we’ll do this together,” I assured him. “We’ll all spill plenty of blood before this is over.” 
 
    “As a team,” Gawain agreed with fire in his eyes, and he let my hand go. 
 
    We got back on our horses and started up the single-file line again. There was no time to waste in our minds, and I didn’t want to fight another fifty people corrupted by Miralea’s particular flavor of insanity. 
 
    The slightly uncomfortable slope of the mountain went from tricky to downright dangerous as the grade increased, and the horses breathed heavily as the mountain became steep and full of uneven footing. 
 
    We reached a more level, flat part of the mountainside as the sun began to touch the trees, and I ordered my team to a stop there. 
 
    “We could go further,” I admitted to them, “but I don’t want to take any chances on not finding another flat spot before it’s dark. We’ll pitch camp here and keep watch in case there are any more crazed Miralea worshippers in this part of the jungle.” 
 
    “Probably smart,” Varleth agreed with a suspicious glance around at the jungle. “I don’t trust this part of Luratamba at all.” 
 
    Almasy walked past us with a bundle of dry wood for the campfire. 
 
    “I want first watch,” the earth mage requested cheerily. “I’m way too hyped up to get any kind of sleep for another couple hours.” 
 
    I wasn’t quite sure what Almasy’s version of hyped up was, since his temperament ranged from calmly confident to ridiculously casual. 
 
    “Sure, I suppose,” I agreed. “I want to get some business done tonight, so don’t wake me up until the later shifts. I want to make sure everything is finished before I get up.” 
 
    Varleth gave me a look like I’d just spouted something truly crazy. 
 
    “Sure, Gryff,” he replied. “We’ll let you do your imaginary job in your dreams tonight, or whatever.” 
 
    Almasy smiled and winked at me before he set the firewood down. 
 
    “Getting to chat with those Archon babes, aren’t you?” the earth mage asked. 
 
    “Those are the ones,” I agreed. “I have some questions for Phi, and the discussion might take a while.” 
 
    “If she even talks to you at all,” Varleth pointed out thoughtfully. “She didn’t seem too pleased with you in the crystal caves, if I remember correctly.” 
 
    “She’s not happy at all,” I chuckled. “I’ll just have to cross my fingers and hope she’s in a good mood today, I suppose.” 
 
    We finished setting up camp as the sky turned pink and orange with sunset, and Almasy set up the hammock outside the tent so he could keep watch. 
 
    As for me, I ate a quick meal of rations before I got ready for bed. In a matter of minutes, I was in my bedroll for the night. I let my mind calm for a few minutes as I thought of my plan, and then I drifted off to sleep. 
 
    When I opened my eyes in a dream, I knew Sera had set up everything just as I asked her to. The world around me was the shiftless, formless gray landscape Sera favored during our dreams together, but she’d made a few alterations according to my requests. 
 
    I sent a polite summons along our bond, and Sera stepped out of the mist with a sultry smile on her face. 
 
    My breath froze in my lungs for an instant as I took in her full figure. The pale Archon was generously endowed, with full hips and large breasts that were just barely covered by a few strips of black cloth. Her slender fingers ended in long, shiny fingernails, and her eyes glinted predator-yellow in the misty light of the dream landscape. Long black hair dripped down Sera’s shoulders, and the strands fluttered slightly as she stretched out her large, ebony-colored wings. 
 
    “I’ve followed through on my end,” Sera purred. “You just have to will it so, of course.” 
 
    “I already have,” I told her. 
 
    “Then let us bring in my precious little sister,” Sera concluded as she narrowed her yellow eyes. 
 
    She wasn’t happy about this, but I knew she wouldn’t be. Sera was convinced Phi threatened her place as my right-hand Archon, though I was insistent otherwise. In truth, I didn’t really want either Archon to war for my favoritism, but Phi certainly wasn’t going to be the one to win that spot anyway. 
 
    I reached back into my head and tugged on my connection to Phi. The locks around her came loose slightly, and then I unceremoniously dragged her into the dream with Sera and me. 
 
    Phi appeared in the mist in front of me, and she stumbled awkwardly before she got her bearings again. I was sure it was pretty jarring to be jerked around on a leash by my willpower, but I didn’t want Phi getting too comfortable. 
 
    The Archon’s skin was blue-tinged, and she wore a one-piece outfit draped with golden chains. White hair draped down her shoulders, and she kept her alabaster wings folded down her back. 
 
    Then Phi’s red-eyed gaze fell on me, and her soft face transformed into a twisted mask of fury. 
 
    “You!” she shrieked. “You ruined everything for me!” 
 
    “Calm down, Phi,” I requested politely. “I just want to talk.” 
 
    “No!” Phi screamed and launched herself at my throat with murderous anger. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    I stood my ground as Phi’s clutching hands came inches from my throat. 
 
    Suddenly, the angel slammed into an invisible wall. She gasped as it knocked her flat on her back, and the white-winged Archon quickly scrambled back to her feet. She was spitting furious, but she hadn’t been able to land a finger on me. 
 
    “It looks like the barrier worked,” I commented to Sera as I watched Phi. “I expect her magic is sealed as well, just as we planned.” 
 
    “A perfect seal, I’d say,” Sera agreed. “It would take her a million years to work her powers free of it.” 
 
    Phi’s anger escalated, and she began to shriek above both of us with ear-splitting volume. 
 
    “I’ll flay your flesh and feed your bones to my azure happrog, and then I’ll--” 
 
    I tuned Phi out as her rant continued, and I settled down into a cross-legged sit as I waited for her to tire herself out. Phi was good at chattering, but even she couldn’t keep up a tirade forever. 
 
    Sera moved to stand directly behind me, and I imagined she was making a point about how she would always be closest to me. I didn’t think she had anything to worry about right now, since Phi would rather see me burned to ash and tossed into the ocean than ever team up with me. 
 
    As I waited for Phi to calm down, I recalled Arwyn’s advice to me from before. She’d said the best way to win over a child was to give her a gift as an expression of trust. Though Phi was no child, the concept was the same. If I was going to get anything out of this Archon, I would have to offer her something she really, truly wanted. After days of thinking, I’d only come up with one thing to offer Phi, but I hoped she would appreciate what I had to give. 
 
    Eventually, Phi’s spirited rant began to flag. She cooled from yelling into a tense, hoarse-voiced mutter. Slowly, that too descended into silence broken only by spurts of hissed cursing and expressions of revenge. 
 
    When the gaps between the curses grew long and drawn out, then I finally leaned forward to speak to her. 
 
    “Phi,” I explained calmly, “I want to offer you more freedom than you have now.” 
 
    Phi snarled, and her reddish eyes narrowed in mistrust. 
 
    “I’m not going to take your fucking deal, human,” she spat angrily. 
 
    Phi knew my name, but this was just a sign of how fiercely she hated all humans. She saw us as the sole reason for all of her troubles, and she wanted our species wiped out forever because of it 
 
    “It’s not a deal, actually,” I stipulated. “I’m going to offer you something, and you don’t have to do anything in return. It’s just a gift with no strings attached.” 
 
    Phi scoffed and shook her head as if to clear my words out of her ears. 
 
    “There are always strings attached with humans,” she snarled. “When you give gifts, you expect gifts in return.” 
 
    Well, she wasn’t really wrong about that, but she wasn’t entirely right either. 
 
    “Plenty of gift-givers expect no reciprocation,” I insisted. “That’s how it will be with us. I’m going to give you one hour every day where you can say whatever you want, and there are no strings attached. It won’t be at the same time everyday, but you’ll definitely get a whole hour.” 
 
    Phi fell silent, and she regarded me with a cautious, narrow-eyed look. 
 
    “I would like that,” she stated simply. “I’d like an hour every day to talk. Are you going to ignore me, or are you going to listen and reply?” 
 
    “It depends on how you act,” I answered truthfully. “I’d like to get to know you better, but that rests on you to decide whether we should talk, ignore each other, or argue.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Phi mumbled doubtfully. “That makes sense, I think.” 
 
    I was shocked to hear Phi admit anything so easily, but I must have really tired her out. Plus, it must have drove her crazy to be locked up silently in the corner of my head all this time. If I could make some strides with the Archon while she was willing to listen, maybe I could gain serious ground with her. 
 
    “Do you want to talk right now?” I asked. “I should have more time before I wake up.” 
 
    Phi’s face brightened, and she glanced up at Sera standing behind me before her mouth tightened into a scowl once more. 
 
    “I do,” she decided slowly. “I want to talk now.” 
 
    I sat still and waited for her to decide on a question or a topic, but she said nothing more. 
 
    “You mentioned your azure, uh, happrog, was it?” I tried when the silenced stretched too long. “Is that the blue frog monster you summoned in Njordenfalls?” 
 
    I’d first captured Phi in my hometown of Njordenfalls, and she’d shown and fought with two of her monsters at that time. 
 
    “Azure happrog,” Phi repeated as she nodded. “It has feathers and a poison touch, if that’s the one you’re thinking of.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks,” I said with a smile. “I always wanted to know the name of it. I couldn’t find it in any of the Academy’s monster catalogs.” 
 
    “Of course you couldn’t,” Phi sniffed. “The azure happrog is an extremely rare variant of an already rare monster. Many years ago, I found it in the Shadowrealm side of Utun.” 
 
    By the way Phi talked about her many years, I got the feeling it could easily refer to millenia instead of a scant few decades. She hadn’t even been awake for at least a thousand years until recently, so whatever time she spent in Utun must have been in a very different time. 
 
    “You were here in the South?” I asked curiously. “You must have had some contact with Miralea and Utuni then. Maybe also even the third goddess beyond these two countries, right?” 
 
    “All of us Archons have met each other, of course,” Phi explained as she gave me a smirk. “We’ve all been alive for too long not to have done so. Miralea and Utuni were always preoccupied with fighting each other, so I didn’t interact very much with either of them. Sure, Utuni helped me put Sera away in the Crystal Caves, but all of our alliances were brief and meaningless.” 
 
    “Miralea didn’t help you seal Sera away?” I asked. 
 
    Phi scoffed and rolled her eyes contemptuously. 
 
    “Miralea was far too busy with her own ridiculous ideas to do anything real,” Phi explained as she flicked one wing out for emphasis. “She was always enamored with this idea of humans and monsters being in service of nature. Honestly, it was kind of pathetic.” 
 
    “Monsters serving nature?” I asked, and my brow furrowed in confusion at the concept. 
 
    “I know, right?” Phi sighed. “Miralea was always ranting about how much she hated civilization. She wanted to tear down all the human buildings and the Archon palaces alike so she could give the world back to nature. She was so obsessed with serving the environment, she barely had any power at all. Just some silly human cult to worship her, and I suppose that turned into the Luratamban religion eventually.” 
 
    That silly cult had clearly grown in number, and I wasn’t so sure it would be a walk in the park to face Miralea’s power now. Both Phi and Sera had a way of exaggerating their own superiority when it came to the other Archons.  
 
    “What’s the purpose of her cult?” I asked with a frown. “How does that give her power?” 
 
    Phi waved a hand dismissively, and she leaned back as if bored. 
 
    “Oh, you know,” she said vaguely. “None of us can stay in the human world without some kind of support from your spirits or your bodies. When the humans banished us, they made sure we couldn’t simply waltz back into the human realm with ease.” 
 
    “So, her followers’ spirits … fuel Miralea’s power?” I asked curiously. 
 
    “That’s how it is,” Phi confirmed. “To my knowledge, she’s never stuck to straight possession. Back when I last saw her, she was using massive ceremonial groups to give her the energy she needed to manifest here at full power.” 
 
    Well, I didn’t like the sound of that. Possession was bad enough to deal with, but a ceremony that summoned Miralea in all of her glory? It seemed far more advantageous to the Archon than hitchhiking on a single human’s mind. 
 
    “Why didn’t you use ceremonies to fuel your power so you could wipe out Mistral?” I asked Phi with a frown. 
 
    “It’s considerably harder to be worshipped if you haven’t spent millenia building your reputation,” Phi answered with a twist of her mouth. “Besides that, she barely stays in the human realm for very long like that. The ceremonies summon her, but when that boost wears off, she goes straight back to the Shadowrealm until the next one.” 
 
    “How long does the boost last?” I asked. 
 
    Phi shrugged and shook her head. 
 
    “Honestly, I didn’t care enough to pay attention,” she admitted without shame. “Could be hours or weeks, I don’t know.” 
 
    I mulled over this information as I tried to decide whether it was good news or bad news for us. I shelved that concern and left it behind for later. 
 
    “Sorry, I’ve got one more question,” I asked Phi politely. “Do you know a way we can beat Miralea?” 
 
    Phi threw back her head, and her white wings mantled behind her as she laughed uproariously. It was a simple, pure sound, like the joy of a young woman echoing through the soft air of springtime. 
 
    “Oh, Gryff,” she chided with a sly smile. “I said Miralea was silly compared to me, but I didn’t say she wasn’t an Archon. If you think you can beat her, you’re simply deluded by your luck so far.” 
 
    “Is that so?” I asked challengingly. “I don’t see why I can’t win again.” 
 
    Phi shook her head and smiled wider like she held a delicious secret. 
 
    “Against nature,” Phi said ominously, “humans have always been powerless.” 
 
    Suddenly, my dream shattered apart around me, and I woke up to a hand on my shoulder. My chest heaved with breath as I panted, and I tried to calm my racing heart from the sudden awakening. 
 
    In the darkness above me, I could just barely make out Nia’s familiar form. She was crouched over me, and I wished I could see her face. 
 
    “It’s your time for the shift,” Nia whispered to me softly. “Once your time is up, we can get started on the road.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I told her as I gathered my wits about me again. 
 
    The dream conversation with Phi had yielded fruitful details about Miralea, but I wasn’t sure how that knowledge helped me just yet. I would have to let my brain mull the issue over during the course of the day before I decided on anything. 
 
    I got up and rubbed the sleep from my eyes as I stepped carefully around the sleeping forms of my teammates. For now, I could lose myself in thought as I stared into the slowly-brightening jungle around us. 
 
    It was rather pleasant to sit in the hammock and consider my conversation with Phi in peace. Well, in relative peace. 
 
    You’re not enamored with her just because she has more information about Miralea than I do, right? Sera asked with clear, possessive jealousy in her voice. 
 
    “Of course I’m not enamored with her,” I mumbled back as I scanned the dim shapes of the jungle. “She’s an annoying little trickster half of the time, and the other half of the time she’s trying to wipe out my species. I don’t mind her hearing me say that, since I’m sure she doesn’t dislike the description either.” 
 
    Just don’t get too close with her, Sera hissed. She talks big, but she omits much of the truth. Just because Miralea never cared to fight with her, that doesn’t mean the jaguar goddess is weak. I have heard stories …  
 
    Sera trailed off ominously, and I wondered what kind of terrifying rumors had been thrown around to make even my dark Archon nervous. Sera had worried about Miralea from the start, and it was partly her insistence on urgency that moved our team forward on such a quick schedule. 
 
    “I know, Sera,” I reassured her. “We’ll always be closer than I could ever get with Phi.” 
 
    Good, Sera said, and her sultry purr was back. Remember my promise, Gryff. I will be the one to carry your children, and we will rule together at the end of the world once you ascend.  
 
    “I’m not ascending anywhere,” I protested. “I’m certainly not giving you any children, either.” 
 
    Say whatever makes you feel better, Sera chuckled, and her presence faded to the back of my head once more. 
 
    Morning came, and I got up from the hammock to stretch out my back and my legs. A few satisfying pops got me limber again, and I turned to wake everybody up for the day. 
 
    My teammates rose with a chorus of groans and sighs, but we got the campsite packed up and ready within a scant matter of minutes. 
 
    When we got back on the horses, Gawain perked up as if he was just beginning to remember his fiery anger from yesterday. He’d put some of Arwyn’s ointment on his mare’s wound last night, and the cut was hardly visible if one wasn’t looking carefully. 
 
    Of course, that didn’t quell the fire mage’s eagerness for revenge, but I was just happy to see him pressing us forward instead of trading insults with Varleth. When the banisher and the fire mage interacted today, the jokes were much lighter and more friendly than before. 
 
    Are you going to give Phi an hour to speak today? Sera asked disapprovingly. You already spoke to her this morning, so that seems rather excessive. 
 
    It wasn’t excessive, it was a gesture of goodwill. I did really want to warm the relationship between myself and Phi, since I hated the idea of living with open animosity between us for the rest of time. Phi had done unforgivable things, but I couldn’t wage eternal war against the goddess trapped in my head. Especially not when befriending her could prove vital to beating Miralea. 
 
    So, I reached back into my mind and unlocked the bonds that kept Phi silent. 
 
    Of course, Phi promptly used the next hour to be as annoying, distracting, and unnecessarily loud as possible. 
 
    She took to making fun of my nervousness about the mountainside, and then she switched to mockingly repeating everything my friends said. Whatever goodwill the white-winged Archon had in my dream, it had been replaced by Phi’s usual childish attitude. 
 
    Look at me, Phi sneered, I’m an adult drinking juice out of a tin can. Do you think Almasy knows how ridiculous he looks? 
 
    I was pretty sure Almasy didn’t mind much one way or the other. He had a confidence that was difficult to pin down, and even harder to damage. 
 
    Then Phi burst into a series of insults to make fun of Gawain, and I winced as her voice screeched through my head. 
 
    “Feeling okay?” Nia asked questioningly as she leaned toward me with concern. 
 
    I twisted in my saddle and smiled at her. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I explained. “I’m just trying to offer Phi some more freedom. It’s a choice I’m getting used to.” 
 
    “Just don’t suffer in silence if you want to talk,” Nia insisted, “alright?” 
 
    “Definitely,” I replied with a grateful smile. 
 
    Phi tried to make fun of Nia, but this time the words slid off me like rainwater. For the rest of the hour, it seemed as if the Archon’s words could no longer touch me. I was buoyed aloft on Nia’s words of comfort, and I used that to get me through Phi’s behavior. 
 
    At the end of the hour, I told Phi her time was up.  
 
    Fine, Phi sighed. You’ve been dreadfully boring anyway. Talk to you later, Gryff. 
 
    Then I locked her back into the small space at the back of my mind, and she was silent once again. 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief at the quiet peace, but it was short-lived. 
 
    Hmph, Sera growled. That was awful, and even you have to admit it.  
 
    Well, it certainly wasn’t ideal. 
 
    Here, I’ll make you a deal, Gryff, Sera suggested, and her voice turned rich and seductive. If you take away Phi’s speaking privileges once more, I’ll give you an experience of sexual pleasure so amazing, it will ring your ears and melt your spine into liquid. Do you accept my offer? 
 
    It was a little ironic, since taking Sera’s deal really would make me spineless. It was a definite no for me. Besides, she offered sex so often, I was already turning her down for far lesser reasons. 
 
    You’ll come around eventually, Sera whispered with a sultry lilt. 
 
    I pushed away my thoughts of the Archons as the day turned into afternoon. We were getting close to the top of the mountain range, and things were as treacherous as they were ever going to get. 
 
    “Ah!” Varleth yelped as his horse stumbled over a patch of small rocks.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I called back to him, and I was grateful yet again for my mule. 
 
    “Fine,” Varleth shouted back. “I think Gawain should have picked horses with more legs.” 
 
    The banisher patted the neck of his steed as if to apologize for his own comment. 
 
    “You’re welcome to find a centipede to ride,” Gawain drawled from behind Varleth. “I think a disgusting insect would really suit your style.”  
 
    A smile crossed my face, and I found myself glad the two of them had learned how to interact in a way that didn’t end up in an outright fight. 
 
    The mountain grew dizzyingly steep, and I quickly learned glancing down the slope was a recipe for unnecessary concern. Char didn’t like it when I got tense and worried, so I focused on the compass in my hand as I pointed us up the mountain. 
 
    We had to pick our way through the final elevation in a switchback fashion, and I led our team in a zig-zag as we steadily climbed from side to side up the slope. 
 
    “Oh, do you hear that?” Nia asked suddenly. “I think it’s water.” 
 
    “Water?” I asked curiously, and I listened hard for the same sound Nia had noticed. 
 
    Sure enough, the faint rumbling and bubbling of water reached my ears. It sounded a little odd for a river, but maybe that was just a trick of the sound around these rocks. 
 
    “Let’s go find it and have a drink,” I suggested. “We can always use a water refill.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Arwyn agreed cheerfully. “A break will be nice as well. I think it’s over that way.” 
 
    The red-haired professor pointed toward the end of our next switchback, and I nodded as I led Char toward it. When we reached the boulders there, I guided Char through carefully, and the other horses followed behind him. 
 
    The plants grew thicker and greener, and I took it as a promising sign of nearby water. 
 
    “This will be easier than trying to do another water bag for every horse,” Gawain pointed out with a pleased tone. 
 
    We’d done the water bags yesterday, and it had been quite the mess. Trying to hold a skin full of several pounds of liquid while a thirsty, thousand-pound animal drank was not ideal. 
 
    “There it is,” I said with growing excitement as I caught a glimpse of churning white water beyond the trees. 
 
    As we came through the jungle, the loud rushing of the river changed into the unmistakable pounding of a powerful waterfall. This was why it had sounded a little strange to my ears, but I was glad that was the only reason. 
 
    “Incredible,” Arwyn breathed as we came through the final trees. 
 
    White spray kicked up at me from the falls, and I could feel misty drops hit my face. The waterfall itself was tall and beautiful as it poured from the upper reaches of the mountain down to our level. It wasn’t immensely powerful for a fall, but it still made for beautiful scenery. 
 
    I wondered what size the lake was at the top that must feed this fall, but we weren’t going to see it. The presupposed lake was at the top of the rightmost peak, which was higher up than we were going to go. I was just happy it was full enough to pour down today. 
 
    Below the white thunder of the waterfall, a fresh river of clean water snaked between the rocks and curved away down the mountain. It was little more than a stream, but it would do perfectly for our horses. 
 
    We took our break there, and the horses drank greedily from the stream. All of us enjoyed lying down or standing for once instead of sitting, and I took the opportunity to stretch out my sore muscles. 
 
    Eventually, it came time to go, and we piled back onto our mounts. Then we turned away from the falls and traveled back through the boulders before we started our climb once more. 
 
    The waterfall had refreshed us temporarily, but the day’s journey caught back up with us quickly. I could tell my team was growing weary and worried over the precarious climb. Rocks tumbled down the slope and shattered into pieces, and our horses slipped often enough to make the ride seem doomed. 
 
    It was time to distract everybody from the dangers at hand. 
 
    “Has anybody else been wondering why all of these Archons are coming back to bother us now?” I asked in a raised voice. 
 
    “Sure, I’ve been wondering,” Gawain agreed. “I just figured it was a natural cycle of some kind. Archons gotta sleep for a long time, and then they wake up, and then they go back to sleep.” 
 
    “So,” Nia told Gawain, “you think there’s no real reason three Archons have woken up now? It’s just a timing quirk?” 
 
    “Sure,” Gawain replied. 
 
    “That’s not good news for us,” Varleth said grimly. “If it’s true, then we can expect all of the Archons to awaken soon. I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to fight the other six once we’re finished with Miralea.” 
 
    A thoughtful pause fell across our group as we considered the possibility that our trials might not even be halfway done. 
 
    “No, I don’t think that’s it,” Nia decided. “I think something is waking them up. Phi and Sera both awoke in Mistral before Miralea showed any activity. If this is a natural rhythm, the wakings should be staggered across the world. Instead, it’s almost as if they’re traveling in one direction at once. It implies limits to the spread, which means their sleep is being interrupted unnaturally.” 
 
    It was a leap of logic, for certain, but I was inclined to agree with Nia whenever she had an insight like this. The ashen-haired mage was right more often than she was wrong, and this could be one of those times she got things correct. 
 
    “We don’t really know what they’re doing when they’re asleep,” Arwyn pointed out thoughtfully. “It seems different from the human version of it. Can Sera tell you?” 
 
    “Let me see,” I replied as I turned my attention inward. 
 
    I called Sera’s attention back to me, and she honed in on the question with thoughtful consideration. 
 
    It’s not sleep, exactly, Sera replied slowly. It’s more of a state of nonexistence. I’ve told you before that the Archons cannot be killed. We’re not merely beings, we’re also the ideas and essences of those beings. When we say we sleep, our physical and mental presence fades. We revert into concepts of Archons, rather than Archons ourselves. It’s not a permanent transformation, but the possible reasons for it being interrupted are unclear to me. I only have a vague memory of being asleep in the Crystal Caves before I woke up recently. 
 
    “Sera says they don’t sleep,” I explained. “They just sort of stop existing as conscious people for a while. She doesn’t know why they’re waking up now.” 
 
    “Yikes,” Almasy commented, and he took a sip from his silver flask. “I’d think it would take a lot to make an Archon start existing again.” 
 
    I really didn’t know, but the sentiment pestered me like a papercut. I wanted to learn the answer, but there was no way to find out right now. The more I dwelled on discovering the truth, the more that papercut bothered me, and it would only be satisfied if I left it alone. 
 
    “Oh, look!” Arwyn exclaimed with a smile. “I think after this curve, we’ll be at the very top of the mountain. 
 
    She was right, and I was glad to have taken my team’s mind off the mountain trek. Well, even if it did result in some ominous musings over the Archons’ awakenings. 
 
    “Finally,” Gawain sighed happily. “The poor horses must be so sore.” 
 
    “Not just the horses,” Varleth grunted as he tried to stretch out his arms. “My ass feels like it’s been trampled on by a rambler.” 
 
    I knew exactly what he was talking about, and I grinned in anticipation as we neared the ridge. The air was chilly up here, and I was looking forward to descending into pleasant warmth once more. 
 
    We approached the ridged topline of the mountain, and I moved my mule up to see over the edge.  
 
    Down below, an amazing valley filled with lush jungle plants sprawled through the bowl of the mountains. The trees seemed taller than any we had seen yet, and a misty fog hung over the lowest parts of the valley. 
 
    The trees and the mist were nothing, however, compared to the enormous ruined temple below. Bleached white stone formed stepped levels up to the top of the pyramidal temple, and the cracked blocks seemed halfway consumed by vines, plants, and trees. The entire temple was quickly on the way to being taken over by the jungle, but there was still a huge square platform at the very top of the pyramid that seemed intact. I estimated the platform to be somewhere near a thousand square feet in size, which meant the lower parts of the pyramid were much bigger in their footprint. 
 
    The temple was awe-inspiring, but my chest clenched with surprise when I realized the dark forms along the top and the steps of it were moving. The temple was crawling with people, even though nobody was said to live out here. There was no village nearby, but I saw enough people to fill a small town at least. 
 
    They had to be Miralea’s lost followers, and we would have to face them all to even get close to the goddess. 
 
    If we didn’t move fast, somebody was going to see us, and then a thousand murderous fanatics would be at our throats. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    “Quick,” I urged as I twisted around in my saddle. “Everybody move back so we’re not visible on the mountain peak.” 
 
    “There are people watching?” Almasy asked in confusion. 
 
    “I’ll say,” I answered as I moved Char back down the slope. “I’m guessing at least a thousand of Miralea’s followers are in that valley, and somebody is bound to look up and see our horses if we try to go down like this.” 
 
    “A thousand!” Gawain exclaimed. “How in the Maker’s name are we going to fight so many people? We’ve only taken care of twenty-five at a time before now.” 
 
    “We can’t fight that many, so we won’t,” I replied. “According to what Phi has said to me, they can summon Miralea into the human realm with a ceremony of some kind. We’ll watch and see what happens when they summon her, and then we can make plans based on that.” 
 
    “Nice idea,” Varleth agreed, “but it looks like we’re still stuck on this side of the mountain right now. What are we going to do about that?” 
 
    I pressed my mouth into a thin line as I considered what would work best. 
 
    “It seems like we’ll have to leave the horses behind,” Nia suggested. “They might be fine back by that waterfall, right?” 
 
    “But it’s so far,” Varleth sighed. 
 
    “Only twenty minutes or so,” Arwyn corrected. “The climb feels worse because of the steep grade, but we’ll only lose an hour by leaving them there.” 
 
    “I vote for going back to leave the horses at the waterfall,” Gawain said firmly, and his eyes flashed with determination. “They’ll be safer there, and they’re exhausted anyway.” 
 
    “We’ll come back this way and pick them up once Miralea is dealt with,” I decided. “They’ll be fine for a few days if we need to take that long.” 
 
    I felt a little ridiculous talking so easily about dealing with Miralea, but I didn’t want to sound uncertain either. The team didn’t need to hear about Phi’s ominous warning, since I wanted them in perfect spirits for the upcoming fight. 
 
    We spent the next hour depositing the horses at the falls and then coming back to the ridge of the mountain. If I thought riding the horses up the slope was difficult, the only thing harder was walking up it by ourselves. It took about twice as long to do that distance on foot, and Varleth nearly slid down the mountain after he took a misstep on the loose, gravelly side of the slope. 
 
    “I’m not looking forward to coming up on the other side to get our horses back,” Varleth gasped as he regained his footing. 
 
    “Maybe we’ll fly up,” I suggested. “It depends on whether stealth will still be a necessity then.” 
 
    That cheered up the banisher considerably, and I grinned as I led us the final steps to the top of the mountain once more. 
 
    This time, everybody joined me in looking over the edge. Almasy whistled with an impressed quirk of his eyebrows, and Nia studied the forms below with mathematical precision. 
 
    “What if they see us now?” Gawain asked. 
 
    “Without horses at this distance, we’ll just look like more of Miralea’s followers,” I explained. 
 
    “I’m sure they get newcomers wandering down the mountain from time to time,” Arwyn agreed. “We’ll have to avoid people when we get down there, since we clearly don’t look like devoted Southern worshippers up close. For now, we’re fine like this.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said cheerfully. “This shouldn’t be too bad of a descent. We’ll take things slowly and carefully, and I’m sure we’ll be down there by tonight.” 
 
    We began to walk, and the mountain around us filled with trees once more. Rocky ground transitioned into lush wildlife, and the jungle birdsong reached my ears again. 
 
    As we walked, the underbrush began to change. Colorful plants veined with pink and purple covered the ground, and taller green bushes with serrated leaves crowded the space between the ground and the treetops. 
 
    The slope of the mountain wasn’t as steep on this side of the ridge, so our descent was fairly peaceful. I had to stop and scratch at an itch on my lower leg for a minute, but it was easy for me to catch up with the rest of the team afterward. 
 
    As I jogged up to them, I heard Varleth grumble as he reached down to scratch his ankles. 
 
    “Fuck, I think some mosquitos got me,” the banisher sighed. “This is why jungles are the worst.” 
 
    “I think they got me too,” Nia admitted with a glance back at us. “It’s best not to scratch, you know. You’ll only open it up.” 
 
    I froze halfway to reaching down to my legs, and I slowly raised my arm again. 
 
    “They must be out in force here because of the higher humidity,” Arwyn postulated, and she pulled up one of her trouser legs to take a look. 
 
    Instead of a mosquito bite, though, her lower leg was faintly pink all over, like a rash had broken out across her skin in minutes. 
 
    “That’s not mosquito bites,” Nia realized as he looked at her legs. 
 
    I frowned and pulled up my trouser legs as well. The same pink rash covered me from ankle to knee, and I looked around at the plants we’d been so cheerfully trodding through. 
 
    “Shit,” I swore, “these purple plants aren’t just colorful for the hell of it. It looks like they’re poisonous on contact, and the color is a warning sign.” 
 
    “You’re joking,” Gawain said as he gawked at his own legs. “No, no, no. This is why I hate the fucking jungle.” 
 
    “These plants really are everywhere,” Arwyn observed as she looked around. “I think we’ll have to just keep walking. The damage is already done, anyway.” 
 
    “Okay,” I decided with a raised voice. “Everybody keep walking as you did before. Don’t touch the plants, your trousers, or your legs, since we don’t know how easily this spreads.” 
 
    My team got their wits about them once more, and then I continued to lead them in a march through the jungle.  
 
    Slowly, the colorful poison plants grew sparse, and then they disappeared from the terrain altogether. 
 
    “That’s a relief,” Varleth commented. “It wouldn’t be ideal to fight in these conditions.” 
 
    “I’d rather die than get shoved into these plants face-first,” Gawain said dramatically. “I can’t afford to get a rash on my--” 
 
    Suddenly, Gawain’s words transitioned into a shriek as he tripped and fell headlong into the dirt. Luckily, there weren’t any poisonous plants to make his experience worse, but I was surprised he’d tripped at all. 
 
    “Ouch,” I said sympathetically as I came over to him. 
 
    I held out my hand, and Gawain took it gratefully as he got to his feet. 
 
    “Thanks, Gryff,” he said with a sincere tone. “That damn vine got me.” 
 
    I looked to where he pointed, and my eyes caught on a slender, green twist of vining material that had wrapped around Gawain’s ankle. It was nearly wire-thin, yet it had tugged the fire mage off his feet entirely. 
 
    “Unlucky,” I agreed. “Ah well, could’ve been worse.” 
 
    Gawain and I hurried to catch up with the others, and we reached the back of the group just as Almasy suddenly pitched forward. 
 
    “Careful!” Gawain called out, but it was too late. 
 
    Almasy fell, but the earth mage grunted as he caught himself on his hands. He panted for a moment, and then he twisted around to see what had tripped him. 
 
    “A vine?” Almasy asked as his eyebrows raised in surprise. “It’s so small, though.” 
 
    “Apparently this jungle has it out for us,” Gawain sighed, and he reached down to help Almasy to his feet. 
 
    Did this jungle have it out for us? Or was something, or someone, helping it to thwart our approach? 
 
    “Miralea loves nature,” I said slowly, “and especially plants. She even uses thorns to attack. Is it possible she could be behind these obstacles?” 
 
    “Nobody can grow plants purposefully like traps,” Varleth disagreed, but then a shadow of doubt passed over his face. “Can they?” 
 
    “If anybody can, it would be an Archon,” I pointed out. “Sera and Phi are sisters, so we don’t know what variety of powers the other Archons have.” 
 
    “It would make sense,” Nia mused, and she crouched suddenly to peer at the jungle floor. “Look, another vine. It’s at ankle height, almost as if it’s purposefully designed to trip humans.” 
 
    “But it looks like it grew there by some natural coincidence, not placed on purpose,” Varleth argued, and then he paused. “I guess Miralea might be able to grow them as well.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement, and then I looked forward into the thick jungle ahead. I couldn’t see anything, but I imagined a whole host of dangers that Miralea may have set for us. 
 
    “We need to be careful,” I cautioned. “If this jungle is hostile, we could find ourselves in real trouble instead of just getting annoyed by a few inconveniences.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Arwyn agreed as she looked forward at the jungle floor before us. “Just because this hasn’t been lethal so far, that doesn’t mean it won’t become that way.” 
 
    “Hmph,” Gawain grunted. “Maybe we should send one of us to walk at the front for bait. I vote Varleth.” 
 
    It was a joking comment, but my mind latched onto it as I considered the possibilities. 
 
    “Actually, that’s not a bad idea,” I said thoughtfully. 
 
    “Hey!” Varleth protested. “What did I ever do to you, Gryff?” 
 
    I chuckled and shook my head as I ran a hand over my bandolier. 
 
    “Sorry, not you,” I apologized. “I was thinking a monster might be useful for this.” 
 
    I landed on the crystal for my vingehund, and I tossed it to the ground. A flash of smoke and light revealed my creature after a few heartbeats, and the vingehund looked up at me with expectant eyes. 
 
    My vingehund was doglike in many ways, with a canine body and sharp teeth in a long muzzle. However, she was covered in pale blue feathers that grew up into two birdlike wings, and a pair of curved horns sprouted from her head. Her tongue lolled playfully from her open mouth, and she cocked her head with curious attention. 
 
    I gave her a few mental commands, and her tail wagged cheerfully as she turned and bounded away. 
 
    I watched as she beat her wings, and then she lifted into the air to glide just a few inches off the ground. She drifted over the earth as she made gentle adjustments to her wing movements to bring her slowly around trees.  
 
    Then the vingehund suddenly dipped her neck and snagged something between her teeth, and I watched as she yanked a vine free from the earth below. She continued on slowly, and I smiled as she found yet another vine. 
 
    My vingehund was quite a versatile monster, and I was glad to have captured her in the Shadowscape all those months ago. She had sharp eyes, a keen mind, and the connection between us was warm and easy to read. 
 
    “Impressive,” Almasy commented lightly.  
 
    “A vingehund is a rare and powerful monster,” Nia added in an academic tone. “She isn’t large, but there are many stories about mages facing them in battle and coming out on the losing side.” 
 
    “Of course,” Varleth pointed out with a grin, “Gryff’s using his vingehund for weeding work instead.” 
 
    “She fights plenty,” I said as I led my team onward. “Plus, I think she enjoys little tasks like this.” 
 
    Gawain snorted and shook his head in amusement, and I figured he thought it was funny my monster could have likes and dislikes. It was hard for those who weren’t summoners to understand the bonds between a monster and its owner. 
 
    As I walked, I watched for vines that my vingehund might have missed, but I didn’t see any. I was so intent on the ground in front of me, I almost didn’t notice a strange rustle in the treetops above us. 
 
    I expected to see a bird as I looked up, but instead something long and gleaming fell from the treetop. 
 
    “Watch out!” I shouted, and I pulled Nia out of the way as the thing fell toward us. 
 
    A hissing sound cut through the air, and a snake fell to the ground in front of us. Its scales shone as it coiled into a defensive position, and it began to strike before I could react. 
 
    Nia’s hand swept out, and an ice spell blasted from her fingertips as the snake sprang forward. A sheet of ice crackled over the serpent, and it halted mere inches from my leg as a frozen block of ice coated it from head to tail. 
 
    “A lancehead,” Nia breathed with wide eyes. 
 
    “You made a fucking sculpture out of it!” Gawain gasped in amazement and horror. 
 
    The snake was clearly visible inside the ice chunk, and it was frozen in the act of trying to bite me. The extended fangs were a mere four or five inches from my leg, and I imagined how quickly the deadly venom would have taken me out if Nia had been a little slower. 
 
    I shuddered and backed away a few steps. It felt as if the jungle of the human realm was just as terrifying as the Shadowscape. 
 
    “You saved me,” I told Nia gratefully. 
 
    “We saved each other,” she corrected with a proud smile. “That snake may have landed on me if you hadn’t pulled me away.” 
 
    I quailed at the thought of losing Nia like that, and a fierce wave of anger rushed through me. Surely, this snake hadn’t been an accident, and I felt Miralea was to blame. 
 
    “So, this is a venomous snake?” Almasy asked. 
 
    “It’s highly venomous,” Arwyn stated as she bent to observe the frozen reptile. “One bite from this would likely have killed Gryff. The only treatment locals have is an injection of ammonia, but it’s not always effective, and we’re days away from any villages.” 
 
    A rush of shock washed through me as I thought about the possibility of dying due to a snake bite like that, but I pushed it away. I was used to danger, and sometimes the unavoidable happened. We wouldn’t be here unless hunting Miralea wasn’t deathly important. 
 
    “This is the Archon’s work, for certain,” Nia pointed out as she looked into the treetops. “I wouldn’t be surprised if she’d somehow rigged this entire portion of the jungle with venomous snakes. We’ll be risking our lives by moving even a single step.” 
 
    “We can’t just stop, not when we’re so close,” Varleth insisted. 
 
    “We’re not stopping,” I corrected. “Let me think.” 
 
    It was pointless to rely on luck if some preventative action could be taken, so I tilted my head as I considered what we could do. Could I send my vingehund up to scan the treetops for snakes? No, even her sharp eyes wouldn’t possibly spot every single one, and what if she got bit? I only had so many flying monsters I could possibly send up there. 
 
    “A bullet bass coating should do the trick,” I decided with a moment of realization. “I was making that more complicated than it had to be. Snakes can’t strike through metal, can they?” 
 
    “Not any snake we have in the human realm,” Arwyn answered. “That’s a great idea, I’m sure it’ll cover us just fine.” 
 
    With Arwyn’s academic approval of the plan, I first recalled my vingehund, and she vanished from the jungle far ahead as her blue, wing-shaped crystal returned to my hand. Then I tossed out my essence crystal for my bullet bass. 
 
    The bullet bass was an odd creature, and no old-school summoner would have ever wasted their time on it. It was very low-grade as a monster, but it had the power to transfer its metallic coating to monsters and humans alike. The coating was capable of protecting against fire and electricity, and it could also turn away some minor physical damage.  
 
    The creature was shaped like a metallic fish with stubby arms and rubberlike wings, and it hovered in the air next to me as it waited for my orders. I gave it the correct mental command, and the bullet bass let out its metal coating to cover all six of us. 
 
    “This never gets old,” Gawain admitted. “There’s nothing more fun than being impervious to fire.” 
 
    The fire mage snapped his fingers to activate a quick spell, and he chuckled as the flame danced harmlessly up his arm. 
 
    “It’s still going to catch on your clothing, you know,” Varleth drawled as the flame grew higher. 
 
    It was too late, and the fire reached Gawain’s short sleeve in the next instant. The smell of burning cotton wafted around as the fire mage’s shirt quickly blackened under the flame. 
 
    “Ah!” Gawain yelped, and he smacked the flame out with the flat of his metal-coated hand. “My fucking shirt!” 
 
    The shirt probably cost him a pretty penny, and now it was obviously scorched across the left sleeve. 
 
    “Sorry, Gawain,” I offered sympathetically. “It’s okay, it probably would have gotten bloodstained anyway.” 
 
    “I’m a very clean fighter,” Gawain grumbled. “I would have kept it nice.” 
 
    I laughed, and Nia giggled by my side. She shook her head as she turned to walk off into the jungle, and I hurried to catch up with her. 
 
    We set off again, and this time I felt comforted by the protection I’d set up. It was a little draining to maintain a shield on everybody for so long, but it was well worth it. 
 
    At least a dozen more venomous snakes fell around us over the course of a few minutes walking, and one even coiled around Almasy’s neck. It nearly stopped my heart to see the snake so close, but Almasy calmly slid the serpent from his neck and let it fall to the ground. It hissed and struck his ankle as he walked away, but the bite only left two ineffectual punctures in his leather boot. 
 
    We kept walking for a few minutes, but Arwyn suddenly seized my arm and pointed into the jungle. 
 
    “What?” I asked quickly. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing’s wrong,” Arwyn assured me, “but look over there. Do you see that plant with the red berries?” 
 
    She pointed to a leafy, verdant bush that grew in a small clump under a tree. Round, red berries the size of marbles grew in clusters on its thin branches.
“Sure,” I agreed, and a frown crossed my face. “They’re probably poisonous, right? You think we should stay away from them?” 
 
    “They’re not poisonous,” Arwyn corrected. “These red berries have some very important properties. I can use the juice to help heal our legs, and they’re edible as well. Frankly, I’m surprised to see them growing so far south.”
Varleth made a disapproving hum as he stared at the berry bush. 
 
    “You’re sure these are the same ones?” the banisher asked. “Maybe it’s a lookalike.” 
 
    “I’m positive,” Arwyn insisted. “I’ve used them many, many times before. The palmate leaves are quite distinctive.” 
 
    “That’s great news,” I said with a smile. “I trust you to know if they’re poisonous or not.” 
 
    “We should stop to heal up,” Arwyn suggested. “With my magic and these, I can take care of everybody quite quickly.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I agreed. “We should also eat again now, since I don’t want to be down in the valley unprepared.” 
 
    The slope we were on had begun to even out, which meant we were getting closer to a potential crossing with Miralea’s worshippers.  
 
    “Early stop?” Varleth asked as he shrugged. “Why not?” 
 
    “It’s a great idea,” Nia agreed. 
 
    So, we stopped and set up a quick spot to eat near a large, jagged boulder. It seemed like the sort of thing that may have fallen down from the mountain slope years ago, but it was perfect for laying out lunch. 
 
    “I’ll heal you first,” Arwyn told me as I chewed on a piece of jerky. 
 
    “If you want to,” I agreed. 
 
    “Excellent, come over here,” Arwyn requested. 
 
    I stood up as the red-haired professor directed me to, and then I waited as she carefully rolled up my trouser legs to my knees. It was a little awkward with her crouching in front of me, but not in an unpleasant way. 
 
    Arwyn glanced up at my face, and it was enough to make me swallow hard against a swell of desire. 
 
    “What about your hands?” I asked to distract myself. “We don’t want the itching to spread.” 
 
    “This type of berry nullifies irritation quickly enough for it to not matter,” Arwyn explained with a pleased smile. “It’s exactly the perfect thing to find for this job.” 
 
    I watched as Arwyn pulled three red berries from her pocket, and she rolled them between her fingers carefully. They burst open, and brilliant red juice coated her hands like paint. 
 
    My eyebrows raised as Arwyn reached for me, and then she began to smear the red juice on my lower legs. 
 
    “It’s staining, isn’t it?” I asked curiously. 
 
    “Not too badly,” Arwyn reassured me, “but a little. It looks like you don’t need much healing, actually, but I’ll give you some anyway.” 
 
    I watched as a healing light rose from Arwyn’s palms, and I felt a tingling travel across my skin as the itching faded. I’d avoided most of the effects of the poisonous plants by wearing thick trousers, but it still felt good to have Arwyn’s attention on me. 
 
    Finally, she finished and stood back up again before she looked me over with an appraising eye. 
 
    “You’re all finished,” Arwyn told me cheerfully. “I’ll do Nia, now.” 
 
    “Great,” I agreed quickly. “While you all finish things up here, I’m going to scout ahead to look for traps.” 
 
    The others turned from their lunch to frown at me. 
 
    “But what if you get hurt?” Gawain asked with a concerned twist of his mouth. 
 
    “Yes, you shouldn’t go alone,” Nia agreed. 
 
    “I’ll be fine, totally fine,” I reassured everybody, and I set down my pack. “Here, you guys can dig into some of the riper fruits from in there.” 
 
    “From in your pack?” Nia asked. 
 
    The ashen-haired mage’s eyes lit up as she focused in on my pack. I knew she wanted mangoes badly, and she would have to draw her attention away from fruit if she was going to insist on accompanying me into the jungle. 
 
    “Anyway, off I go,” I told them as I waved a hand and turned to leave. “I’ll see you when I get back.” 
 
    “We’re still going to send somebody after you,” Nia promised fervently. “Don’t think you’re getting away with this, country boy.” 
 
    I grinned at Nia’s quick wit, but I didn’t turn around to face her. I wanted to take a look at the terrain to see if there were any more dangerous traps, and I didn’t want anybody else in danger while I scouted. 
 
    The jungle quickly swallowed me up as I walked away from my team, but I made sure to go in a straight line. That way, I wouldn’t be lost no matter how far I went. 
 
    “Archon traps, Archon traps,” I muttered to myself as I scanned the tree trunks and the ground. 
 
    I didn’t see anything amiss, and I wondered if maybe Miralea had only rigged the mountainside without touching the valley itself.  
 
    Suddenly, the crunching noise of footsteps came from behind me, and I spun to face the intruder. 
 
    Arwyn looked back at me with a smile, and she raised her hands in faux surrender. 
 
    “Ah, you’ve caught me,” the red-haired professor admitted. “I just wanted to make sure you’re okay, Gryff.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” I agreed, “but I’m afraid I’ve been awfully boring out here. I can’t find any more traps.” 
 
    “Well, there’s one way to deal with boring … “ Arwyn suggested, and her amber eyes dropped to my beltline. 
 
    Wait, was she saying what I thought she was saying? 
 
    “I could never be bored with you around,” I told Arwyn with a hint of double-entendre as I let my gaze travel across her full breasts. 
 
    “Well,” Arwyn drew the word out, and she stepped forward to put one hand to my chest with a fluid, sexy movement, “I can still cure any … frustration you might be carrying.” 
 
    I gulped and recalled my bullet bass, though I’d let its effect lapse minutes ago without noticing. Then I pushed the essence crystal into its bandolier slot and looked around carefully. 
 
    “What about the others?” I asked, though my blood was already throbbing in my veins as I asked the question. 
 
    “I told them I would find you and give you a stern lecture,” Arwyn breathed as she leaned in. “They’ll avoid getting a talking-to at all costs.” 
 
    “Maybe I deserve a lecture,” I teased and moved a lock of red hair out of her face. 
 
    “You could use some discipline,” Arwyn agreed, but the look on her face told me she was much more focused on other, more pressing, matters. 
 
    Her pupils were large and dark, and her eyes pinned me to the spot as she trailed a hand across my chest and stomach. 
 
    “Too many close calls, today,” she murmured as she pushed a questing hand under my shirt. “That always makes me want to reaffirm some things.” 
 
    “I know exactly what you mean,” I answered in agreement. 
 
    When death came close, I always appreciated the good things in life just a little bit more. Right now, I longed for Arwyn’s flesh, her sweat, and her breath on my face. Nothing would give me as much satisfaction as the pleasure in her eyes. 
 
    I found the buttons of her cotton shirt without looking, and I began to part them with practiced hands. As the white cloth fell away, I found myself entranced by the smooth, creamy skin beneath. A slight flush traveled from Arwyn’s upper chest down to her navel, and that coloring turned pinker as I dipped my hand beneath her bra. 
 
    “Is it good?” I murmured as I cupped the flesh of her breasts in my hands. 
 
    I thumbed my fingers over her sensitive nipples, and they perked up as Arwyn gasped out a breathy, wordless noise. 
 
    “Yes,” she finally managed. “It’s always good with you. Wait--” 
 
    Arwyn pressed my hands into her breasts for a moment before she drew away, and I watched curiously as she shot me a dark, sultry look. 
 
    Then the red-haired mage dropped to her knees and tugged at the hem of my trousers with practiced hands. She undid the buttons and slid them just far enough before she enveloped me with her mouth. 
 
    Warm, wet heat covered my cock, and Arwyn moved her tongue in practiced motions over the sensitive head. Then she moved down and took nearly all of me in her mouth, and I sighed as I leaned against the tree behind me. Arwyn hollowed her cheeks as she sucked gently along the length of my cock at first, but she increased the pressure gradually as she worked.  
 
    Suddenly, Arwyn grasped me around the hips, and she pulled me toward her as she took the entire length of my cock down her throat. She gripped me tightly as she moved me back and forth into her mouth, and her lips were red and full as she gazed up at me with sultry eyes.  
 
    I took the hint and jerked my hips in time with her rhythm, and Arwyn hummed happily as I took control. I pounded my cock into her throat, but she never pulled away or even hinted at distaste as she nearly swallowed me with every thrust. 
 
    I stroked my hands through her red hair as I thrust, and Arwyn moved her hands up to fondle the base of my cock as she took the rest of it. Pleasure built up in me, and I nearly pulled away, but Arwyn got there first. 
 
    She winked and pulled off me with a wet popping noise as she panted for breath. 
 
    “There,” she said as she licked her lips. “I think you might be wet enough now, hm?” 
 
    She gave me a dangerous grin before her hands went to her own trousers. She dropped them around her ankles, and they were soon joined by her simple black panties as she exposed herself to me. 
 
    Maker, but she was beautiful in the soft, filtered light of the jungle. I pulled her close as I moved my hands around her chest, and I found the hook of her bra to finally take it off. Her breasts were already nearly bursting free from the fabric from my ministrations before, but now they bounced invitingly as I pulled her bra down to see. 
 
    “I’m too lucky for words,” I murmured approvingly as I molded my hands around her breasts. 
 
    “And don’t you forget it,” Arwyn sighed happily while I paid special attention to the rosy circles of her nipples.  
 
    “C’mere,” I told her, and I pulled her hips to mine. 
 
    Arwyn gasped again as my cock rubbed on her clit, but I wasn’t done there. I moved my hand down to her entrance as we pressed together, and I plunged two fingers inside her. 
 
    She was so wet she practically gushed as I scissored my fingers inside her, and I spent a few moments stimulating her from the inside as she gasped and squirmed. When she was excited, I increased my tempo, and Arywn’s moans turned to stifled, desperate shouts as she neared her climax. 
 
    She came with a needy call of my name, and I finished her off with a few more quick jerks of my hand as she writhed around me. Her wave of pleasure finally abated, and she looked up at me with dark, satisfied eyes.  
 
    “You always know exactly what I want,” Arwyn murmured. 
 
    “You do the same for me,” I replied as I considered the stunningly good blowjob from earlier. 
 
    I pulled my fingers out of her slowly, and Arwyn smiled before she kissed me on the lips. Our tongues twined for a breathless minute, and we only parted when we began to gasp for air. 
 
    I tugged her closer, and then I put my hands around her hips. I lifted her easily, and Arwyn hopped up into my arms as she anticipated me. The red-haired professor was above average in height, but I held her with perfect control from years of manual labor, training, and fighting. 
 
    “Mm, yes,” she breathed in approval as my hands pressed into her ass, and she trailed her fingers down my muscled chest. 
 
    Then I lowered her onto my throbbing cock, and Arwyn threw her head back as she nearly lost her mind. 
 
    “Oh, Maker,” she panted needily. “That’s sooooo gooood.” 
 
    Her legs were folded up on either side of my arms, and the muscles in her calves tensed as she melted onto my cock. Her eyelids fluttered closed, and she leaned into my cock until the angle was just right. 
 
    I began to thrust, and Arwyn squirmed with desperate pleasure as my cock went deep inside of her. Her juices ran down around my length and trickled to the grass beneath us, and Arwyn began to moan and shout with every pump of my hips as I plowed into her deep and quick. I could feel her ass bouncing on my arms as I moved her, and a satisfying smack sounded every time we made contact. 
 
    Arwyn’s shouts began to grow in volume, and it seemed as if the whole jungle would hear us. Neither of us cared enough to stop, however, and I could feel her muscles begin to contract as she burst into another sudden orgasm. 
 
    As she clenched around me, I felt my own pleasure crest and break. I came nearly simultaneously, and my seed pumped into her in a white flood that lasted for a few dozen seconds. 
 
    My cream dripped from her entrance as I pulled my cock out, and Arwyn moaned one final time. Then I lowered the red-haired professor back onto the grass, and she stood there with shaking legs and a pleased expression on her face. 
 
    “Was the lecture good?” she asked breathily. 
 
    “Better than just good,” I answered, and I chuckled as I helped her put her bra back in place. 
 
    Arwyn grinned and helped me hook it back on, and then she began to re-button her shirt. I turned my attention to my own clothes, and we got dressed again within a minute or two at most. 
 
    “I keep expecting them to jump out from behind the next bush and catch us,” I admitted with a conspiratorial smile. 
 
    “Who, the rest of the team?” Arwyn asked as though it were impossible. “I may have implied anybody who interrupted my lecture would forfeit their next meal.” 
 
    “Hm,” I teased, “I think that belongs under abuse of power. Can you even enforce that?” 
 
    “If they believe I can, why not?” Arwyn laughed. “Fine, you’re right. I would never enforce such a punishment, but let’s get back quickly before they figure that out.” 
 
    We helped each other to straighten up and look believably presentable, though I wondered if the effort was hurting more than helping, since we were in the midst of a jungle. I doubted any of the men would notice, though maybe Nia’s sharp eyes and quick mind would catch on. 
 
    Arwyn and I walked back with casual speed, and we spotted the team soon enough. They were packing up the quick meal they’d had, but there were two plates of cut fruit and hardtack bread left over. 
 
    “Aw, thanks,” Arwyn said gratefully as she stepped forward to take her plate. 
 
    “Find anything?” Varleth asked as he tied up his travel pack once again. 
 
    “Nothing,” I said truthfully, since I’d really been looking before Arwyn came through. “Up until the nearest kapok tree, the terrain should be safe.” 
 
    I scrambled through a quick meal before I threw out my bullet bass again. After I finished my fruit and used the bullet bass coating to protect us, then we were ready to go. 
 
    I led the team onward, and sure enough, there weren’t any vines, snakes, or other traps to fight off as we walked. We passed the kapok tree in just a handful of minutes, however, and Nia gave me a suspicious, knowing look. 
 
    She didn’t seem disapproving, though, and I caught her gaze dropping to my pants. Maybe the ashen-haired mage was thinking about how to make up for what she’d missed out on. 
 
    After the kapok tree, the ground began to grow sharper and steeper again. I’d thought we were fully in the valley, but apparently there were a few more obstacles to overcome. I wove around a few larger rocks as I led my team through the steep terrain. 
 
    “How about this way?” Varleth suggested as he veered away from my chosen path. “It looks a little less steep.” 
 
    The banisher led the way down a smooth, gravelly slope between several boulders, and I shrugged as I followed after him. 
 
    “Seems fine,” I agreed, though something in my gut seemed to nag at me. 
 
    “A little tight,” Nia observed as she squeezed between the boulders. “Maybe—” 
 
    Suddenly, the ground beneath her gave way, and I shouted as I lost my footing as well. All around us, the gravel was shifting and collapsing. I slammed the bullet bass protection on even harder as I fell into some unknowable darkness, and I prayed to the Maker that the ground wouldn’t swallow us up whole. 
 
    Gravel rushed in at my eyes and mouth as I dropped, and I shut them tightly as I crumpled onto a hard, rocky surface. Around me, the screams and shouts of my terrified companions echoed in the space, and the sound and feeling of gravel raining down around me made my stomach lurch with primal fear. 
 
    I breathed a few half-panicked breaths into the darkness before I realized we’d fallen into some kind of open space below. There was no light to show me what had happened, so the rocks above must have caved in to block the opening without crushing us. 
 
    “Gawain, give me a light,” I coughed out as I tried to expel dust from my lungs. 
 
    There was no response, and I feared Gawain had died or been seriously hurt. Then a flame flashed into existence, and I turned to see the fire mage’s pale, shocked face. 
 
    The shadows painted sharp, harsh angles onto him, but I saw no blood or broken bones. Around me, the feeble movements of the other four mages showed me they weren’t dead either. 
 
    “We’re trapped,” Gawain rasped out, and he lifted the flame to reveal the dark cave around us. 
 
    The ceiling was high, and the rocks gleamed orange in the light. There was no hint of escape, and I couldn’t even be sure how much rock had fallen on top of us. 
 
    Gawain was right. We were trapped, and there was no telling if we would ever make it out alive. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    “Everybody sound off if you’re alright!” I called out. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Nia coughed as she sat up against the wall. 
 
    “Varleth and I are okay,” Gawain added hoarsely. 
 
    “I’m unhurt,” Arwyn called out. 
 
    I waited for the final member of our team to speak up, but he said nothing. Worry sank into the pit of my stomach as I realized something was wrong. 
 
    “Almasy?” I called into the dim light as I examined the forms of my friends on the ground. “Are you okay?” 
 
    I spotted him face-down on the rock in his green tunic, and I moved toward him on my hands and knees to check his vitals. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he coughed as I reached for him, but as he sat up awkwardly, I realized he wasn’t entirely correct. 
 
    Almasy’s arm was wedged between two boulders that had fallen against the wall of the cave, and he was trapped in an awkward position because of it. He didn’t look like he was in pain, but the skin around his bare arm was white from the pressure of being stuck. He was trapped past his elbow, and he didn’t look like he was getting free easily. 
 
    “Your arm,” I pointed out as I moved my hands to check it over. “It’s stuck, though I don’t think it’s broken.” 
 
    “Wait!” called a familiar voice, and Arwyn scrambled over to see. “Don’t try to move him, I need to make sure his life is out of immediate danger.” 
 
    The red-haired mage was dirty with grit and soil, and her cheek was cut up by what looked like an abrasion wound from the gravel. Still, I breathed a sigh of relief as I saw she really was fine. Sometimes the healer under-exaggerated her wounds simply because she could fix them. 
 
    “What’s the verdict, Prof?” Almasy asked with a weak smile as Arwyn pressed her hands into his arm. 
 
    “Nothing has ruptured,” she sighed in relief. “I don’t spot any broken bones, and there’s no blood either. Can you wiggle your fingers?” 
 
    “Sure,” Almasy replied, and he flexed his arm for a moment. “Nothing feels broken. I’ve got all six, just like I always had.” 
 
    He winked after his joke, and Arwyn rolled her eyes. 
 
    “You only ever start joking when you’ve been hurt,” she chided. “Meridan always said you had a career in comedy if piloting didn’t pan out.” 
 
    Arwyn sighed and leaned back as she considered the wound. 
 
    “What are you worried about?” I questioned her. 
 
    “The initial wound seems fine,” the red-haired healer answered, but she frowned as she spoke. “Still, damage can be done through sustained crushing like this. Pressure builds up as blood pools, and when the thing crushing it is taken away, Almasy might die from the shock of it.” 
 
    “Sounds complicated,” I observed nervously. 
 
    “We don’t know too much about it at the Academy,” Arwyn admitted. “However, cases have shown speed is vital for freeing somebody in this situation.” 
 
    I looked around for a solution, and my gaze caught on Nia’s pale braid of hair. 
 
    “Nia, can you use your earth magic to free Almasy?” I questioned. 
 
    She pursed her lips for a moment as she considered it, but then she shook her head. 
 
    “It’s too risky,” the ashen-haired mage worried. “I don’t have the kind of control for earth that Almasy does. I could easily trap his arm further, or I could even bring down this entire cave by accident.” 
 
    An unintended cave-in definitely wasn’t what I wanted, but Nia was the only one here who could use earth magic other than Almasy. Since Almasy’s left arm was trapped, he couldn’t form the proper spells to free himself. All mages relied on dextrous hand and finger movements to form their magic, and only the weaker spells could be performed with a single hand. 
 
    “Could you shift the rocks a little?” I pressed Almasy, but he shook his head. 
 
    “It would be even more dangerous than if Nia tried, trust me,” he said. “I can tell what the rock needs for me to get my arm out safely, and I don’t think I can manage it with just my right hand.” 
 
    Damn, it was just like I thought. I would have to come up with something else to free Almasy and get us out of this cave. 
 
    I had an idea, and I dug my hand into the pouch at my side as I extracted two crystals. Each crystal was brown and rock-textured, and they were shaped like corkscrew spirals. 
 
    “Drillmoles?” Nia questioned when I crushed the crystals between my hands. 
 
    “Exactly,” I agreed as the two crystals flashed with light. 
 
    The drillmoles puffed into existence, and I examined them appraisingly for a moment as my plan formed in my head. Each monster was much like a mole, as their namesake implied, but their skin was rocklike and tough. Huge, dagger-like fangs protruded from their small mouths, and long claws on each foot made the drillmoles well-equipped for both digging and fighting alike. Finally, a drill-like horn sprouted from the crown of each mole’s head, and these could be used for extremely fast and effective digging. 
 
    “It’s going to create a lot of loose earth when they drill,” Nia warned as she eyed my monsters. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I replied with a grin. “You’re going to help me with that by freezing the earth around Almasy’s arm. It should stabilize better, and then my drillmoles can work without us worrying about the earth they let loose from the rock.” 
 
    “You think that’ll work?” Nia asked, and a worried crease formed between her pale eyebrows. 
 
    “It’ll work,” I promised. “It has to. First, I’ll increase the amount of moisture in the rock, so your ice will be more effective.” 
 
    I pulled out three robaguas from my hip pouch and threw their crystals down beside my drillmoles. 
 
    The robaguas emerged, though their strange forms didn’t inspire much morale in my team. They were fishlike creatures, though each had slimy, wet-looking skin instead of scales. A pair of stumpy legs sprouted from the bottom of each fish, though they were weak and looked only halfway functioning. The robaguas had blunt faces, and their beady eyes stared blankly from their wet skin. 
 
    “Eugh,” Gawain grunted. “I really hope this works. I don’t want that to be the last thing I see before I die.” 
 
    “Better than your face,” Varleth returned quickly, and the two shared a chuckle. 
 
    I gave my robaguas the mental command to begin, and a flood of water emerged from the three fish as they spat fluid onto the walls of the cave. 
 
    Liquid oozed and dripped down the cave walls, but it also sunk slightly into the earth and rock. Nia waited for a moment as the moisture spread, and then she began to swirl an ice spell between her hands. 
 
    “You can do it,” Almasy cheered on without worry. 
 
    Nia panted in effort, and she released the ice spell in a torrent of frosty magic. The walls were coated in frozen liquid, and the rock began to rumble and groan as her freezing spell expanded the earth slightly. 
 
    “Now!” I shouted to my drillmoles, and they sprang into action on their short legs. 
 
    Both drillmoles dove into the rock on either side of Almasy, and they carved neat holes in the rock as they passed through. Because the earth was frozen now, it was both harder and more brittle. As my drillmoles did their work, no rock formations crumbled down to fill the gap, and I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw the plan was working as intended. 
 
    “Hah!” Almasy grunted, and the drillmoles passed by closely on either side of his arm.  
 
    He tugged gently, and then his hand came fully loose. Almasy rocked backward as his arm sprang free from the rock, and he immediately began to hiss in pain as he clutched the limb to his chest. 
 
    I commanded my robaguas and my drillmoles to a halt, and Nia stopped as well as we all crowded around Almasy. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked urgently. “They didn’t clip you with their drills, did they?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” he gasped. “Wow, it’s just the worst pins and needles feeling I’ve ever had.”
Nia laughed in relief, and Arwyn got down to business right away as she pulled Almasy’s arm toward her. She inspected the earth mage’s hand and wrist for injuries, but there didn’t seem to be anything wrong. Miraculously, we’d gotten him out without anything taking a turn for the worse. 
 
    “Now we can get out, right?” Varleth asked as he wiped sweat from his forehead. “It’s sweltering in here from Gawain’s damn little candle.” 
 
    The fire mage rolled his eyes and just made the flame on his palm burn brighter. 
 
    “I’m in favor of getting out quickly,” I agreed, and I turned to Almasy. “Do you think you can do the earth magic now?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” he said proudly, and he slid his flask from his tunic with his good hand. “Give me a second.” 
 
    The blond-haired mage took a long swig from his flask, and then he tucked it back into his tunic. He clapped his hands together and rubbed them a bit to get the feeling back, and then an earth spell began to gather between his fingers. 
 
    “Let’s do this!” Nia agreed as she began to rotate a pale earth spell of her own. 
 
    The earth mage and the ashen-haired elementalist grinned, and they unleashed their spells together. 
 
    To my amazement, the rocks above the cave began to lift free. Rays of sunlight sliced down into our hole, and I held up my hands to shield my eyes against it.  
 
    Gawain snuffed his flame as he gawked at the earth magic being done, and Varleth beside him was just as amazed. 
 
    “How are we going to get out?” Arwyn asked as she stared up at the freedom beyond our grasp. 
 
    “Gryff, can’t you just fly us out?” Gawain groused. 
 
    “This cave isn’t big enough,” I explained. “Not even my vingehund could fly straight up out of it to transport us each individually.” 
 
    “So, what are we gonna do?” the fire mage asked. 
 
    Nia and Almasy panted in effort as they threw aside the final boulders, and gravel pattered down the sides of our hole to fall to the floor around us. As I looked at the piles of gravel, I tried to imagine some sort of way to fill the hole so we could reach the top. 
 
    “Of course!” I realized as I looked toward my monsters. “The robaguas can fill this pit with water, and we can swim out.” 
 
    I recalled my drillmoles before I began to fish around in my hip pouch for more robaguas crystals. 
 
    “It’s brilliant, Gryff,” Arwyn complimented me with a huge smile. 
 
    “I hate getting wet,” Gawain said sadly. 
 
    “Everybody make sure you’re ready to swim,” I told them seriously, and then I tossed out another handful of robaguas crystals. 
 
    Slimy fish appeared at my feet, and in unison they began to spray water from their mouths. 
 
    “I think I prefer Cyra’s wetweavers,” Almasy commented mildly as slightly viscous fluid built up around our feet. 
 
    Sure, Cyra’s crystalline spiders were cool, but my robaguas did the job just fine. 
 
    “Gah,” Gawain fussed as the water began to climb to his knees. “This is the worst.” 
 
    “Oh, stop whining,” I chuckled. “We’re getting out of here, aren’t we?” 
 
    This way was definitely faster, though I had to wonder where the robaguas got all that water from. I figured it was the same type of magic that gave ember eagles so much fire, or what gave imps their unending spells. Monsters seemed to draw from a pool of magical power that never ended, and I wondered if their power somehow worked in conjunction with the Shadowscape. 
 
    The water quickly rose high enough to reach my neck, and I began to tread in place as liquid slopped around the edges of the cave.  
 
    “I gotta say,” Gawain said as he sputtered above the waterline, “this is going to confuse anybody who stumbles on this place later.” 
 
    “Sinkholes aren’t unheard of,” Varleth mumbled. 
 
    He looked like a drowned rat in his heavy banisher outfit, but at least the chainmail wasn’t enough to weigh him down. It would’ve been an unfortunate loss to leave Varleth’s protection behind. 
 
    The robaguas swam around my ankles as they used their magic, and the top of the churning water reached almost level with the rocky land around it. I chuckled as Gawain struggled for the edge as he tried to lever himself up the final four feet. 
 
    “I want out of this hellhole,” he growled as he kicked his legs fruitlessly. 
 
    In a few moments, the water had climbed high enough, and Gawain heaved himself onto the gravel. A puddle dripped off him to form a muddy patch, but the fire mage didn’t seem to care much.  
 
    I waited until my robaguas finished their task, and then I climbed out easily to stand on the shore. Water dripped from my clothes and splattered to the ground below, and I took a moment to wring out my cloak. 
 
    “I still need to check your arm over,” Arwyn insisted as she cast a stern look toward Almasy. 
 
    “Sure, sure,” Almasy agreed while he rolled over the edge onto the dirt. 
 
    I reached down to help both Arwyn and Nia up out of the water, even though Nia cast me a look with both of her eyebrows raised as my hands lingered around her hips. 
 
    “Whoops,” I said, and Nia grinned. 
 
    It was genuinely an accident on my part, though I appreciated the moment anyway. 
 
    “As if the jungle needed a reason to be more humid,” Varleth commented as he shook water out of his black cloak. “Ah well, at least the heat won’t be an issue anymore.” 
 
    “I want to change clothes and sleep for ages,” Gawain bemoaned. 
 
    I recalled my robaguas, and then I glanced up at the sun’s position as I tried to figure out how many more hours of travel we could fit in today. 
 
    “Actually, we’re going to keep going,” I announced. “Anybody who wants to change clothes can do so, but we still have plenty of ground to cover.” 
 
    Gawain sighed, but then his resolve steeled once more. 
 
    “Fine,” he grunted. “I guess I do want to see the look on Miralea’s stupid face when we show up in her backyard.” 
 
    “Let’s split the difference and spend a few minutes to change out of our wet clothes,” Arwyn suggested. 
 
    I agreed, and we split up and went in different directions to switch out our clothes. Our travel packs were standard-issue for the Academy, which meant all of them were water-resistant to a certain extent. None of us were carrying much when we fell, and I was happy to see my clothes were only slightly damp from when my robaguas filled the cave with water. 
 
    After our clothes were switched out, I was pleased to see Nia had donned a summery cropped shirt that ended at the small of her waist. The ashen-haired mage almost never wore that kind of clothing, but the heat and humidity of the valley was enough to make all of us roll up our sleeves. 
 
    With everybody changed, I led us out once more. I estimated we had only another mile to go before we started to get dangerously close to the temple, and I considered what we should do once we got there. 
 
    “Okay,” I told my team as we walked, “I think I’ve come up with an idea for what to do about Miralea.” 
 
    “What’s the idea?” Varleth asked. 
 
    “As far as we know,” I explained, “Miralea only appears during ceremonies. Phi thinks she can’t sustain her presence in the human realm without significant energy from being worshipped.” 
 
    “Right, sure,” Gawain replied. “That makes sense. When I was possessed, Phi couldn’t do much without stealing my body for her purposes.” 
 
    “That means even if we did infiltrate the temple today,” Nia mused, “there would be no Archon to fight. How long do we think it’ll take before they perform a ceremony?” 
 
    “Arwyn?” I asked as I turned to look at her. “You know the Southern culture better than any of us. Are there any significant dates coming up?” 
 
    Arwyn frowned as she thought, but then her face brightened suddenly. 
 
    “No holidays, but tonight is a full moon,” she pointed out. “That’s a significant day in Luratamba. Families usually have nice meals, and there is a bit of praying to Miralea.” 
 
    “I thought last night was the full moon,” Gawain argued. “It looked round then.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure Arwyn knows better than you do,” Varleth said decidedly. “So, tonight’s a good night to make an attack, right?” 
 
    “Sounds like it,” I agreed. 
 
    I was a little worried, since I wanted more time to decide the details on our plan of attack before we had to actually go in and do it. I figured we might camp out for at least a day or two, possibly even a week. 
 
    Now, I would have to figure out what to do in just a few hours. 
 
    “We wait until the ceremony seems underway,” I decided. “If we don’t see Miralea on the top platform, then she must be inside the temple itself. If she’s inside, we’ll have to sneak in using as much subtlety as possible. No fires, no large monsters, just sticking to the shadows.” 
 
    “We’re going to encounter some of her followers,” Gawain pointed out. “There’s no way to avoid that.” 
 
    And we shall slit their throats, Sera purred with bloodlust. 
 
    No, we weren’t going to do that. 
 
    “We will encounter followers, but we’ll put them down non-lethally, if possible,” I said firmly. “These people have made all the wrong decisions to get here, but I can’t fault them entirely for being led astray by Miralea’s legend. If we heard the Maker had returned to the human realm, we would seek him out. It wouldn’t matter if we believed it or not, but we would want to see.” 
 
    “But--” Varleth began. 
 
    “We’re not killing anybody unless it’s completely unavoidable,” I reinforced. “If you privately disagree, that’s fine, but following me on this isn’t negotiable.” 
 
    “No, I agree,” Varleth sighed. “It’s going to be tough, but you’re right.” 
 
    I grinned and patted him on the shoulder. 
 
    “Thanks, Varleth,” I told him sincerely. “I still trust you to tell me if any other part of my plan is stupid. Once we locate Miralea, I want Almasy to block all the entrances with his earth magic. The followers will try to help her, but we’ll have her on her own. Once she’s taken care of, then we can pull down the ceiling of the temple, courtesy of Almasy and Nia. I can use my pyrewyrm, Sera’s snapdarner, and my vingehund to get us out. It’s going to be tough to avoid getting shot at, but my bullet bass will keep us safe.” 
 
    “I think you’re on the right track, Gryff,” Arwyn told me with a hint of pride in her voice. “Miralea’s followers don’t know we’re here. This plan of yours has the minimum loss of life involved, and we know we can’t fight over a thousand fanatics anyway.” 
 
    “I’m still concerned,” Varleth admitted as he brushed a flowering plant out of his path. “This plan relies a lot on stealth, and we won’t even know where Miralea is. Plus, once we get there, are we sure we can take Miralea down?” 
 
    “She’ll have three personal monsters,” I explained, “and I don’t know what those are. Miralea can also open rifts, though I don’t know if she has the same large armies gathered on the other side that Phi had.” 
 
    I narrowly avoided stepping on some sort of large insect with a wicked stinger, and I watched it as it took flight and buzzed away through the jungle. 
 
    “You’re supposed to reassure me,” Varleth said dryly, “not make things sound worse.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I told him with a wild grin. “The truth is, this could be incredibly tough. On the bright side, I’ve got an Archon of my own, and Sera’s three monsters were powerful enough to mostly put down Phi. I did it once, and I can do it again.” 
 
    Since you have me, Sera pointed out, it would be more thrilling if you let me carve a bloody path through Miralea’s followers. They deserve it, for being so easily swayed. 
 
    Nope, we still weren’t going to kill everybody. If I was going to try to capture Miralea, I wanted to do things the right way. 
 
    I wanted to prove to myself that I wasn’t becoming somebody else, somebody like the bloody prophecies foretold …  
 
    There’s no use running from fate, Sera purred, and her voice echoed ominously in my head as she retreated from the forefront of my mind. 
 
    I would try my plan first. We’d killed enough fanatics on our journey here, and I wasn’t going to add any more. I had to stay uncorrupted by the Archons in my head, and that meant sticking to my principles. 
 
    Still, my worries churned in my head as I led my team the final minutes toward Miralea’s temple.  
 
    “Okay,” I said finally, “I think we’ll set up camp here.” 
 
    “Here?” Gawain asked with a frown. “Aren’t we kind of far from the temple still?” 
 
    “Yeah, but we’re close enough to get there in under half an hour,” I answered. “I don’t want us seen by any wayward worshippers.” 
 
    We hadn’t found a single one of Miralea’s followers wandering the jungle here yet, and I wanted to stay far enough away that we would remain undiscovered. In truth, I wondered if we were maybe too close, but we could make up for it by disguising our campsite. 
 
    “Let’s cut some branches to lay over the tent,” Nia suggested. “If we raise the hammock up higher as well, I think we can stay fairly well hidden.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I agreed with a smile. “Okay, everybody get to work. Varleth, you’re in charge of disguising the campsite.” 
 
    “If you insist,” the banisher replied and nodded. 
 
    Varleth sounded noncommittal, but a satisfied expression briefly crossed his face. The banisher was the best of all of us at stealth and subtlety, and I knew he would take nicely to this task. 
 
    “No fire tonight,” I told Gawain. “The smoke will get us discovered.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” the fire mage agreed. “I’ll pass out some of the travel rations.” 
 
    Almasy, Arwyn, and I put up the tent, and then I took over the hammock as the other two laid out bedrolls. I wasn’t sure how much actual sleeping we would be doing, but going to bed now and waking just after sunset would give us a good four hours of sleep. It was nearing early summer in the southern hemisphere, and that meant long days and short nights. 
 
    I ran over my plan as I clambered up a tree’s lower branches. The hammock dangled from my hand as I climbed, and I worried about all the gaps my strategy held.  
 
    What if we couldn’t find Miralea at the top of the temple or inside the central rooms? What if the celebration of the full moon began, but they didn’t summon the Archon to the human realm? What if we couldn’t defeat Miralea, not even with Sera’s power? 
 
    You sound like a village rooster, crowing every time you worry the sun is about to rise, Sera teased. Settle down, Gryff. Save your worries for when things actually happen. If you wear yourself out now, you’ll have nothing left for the fight tonight. Or for impregnating me afterwards.  
 
    I laughed a little at Sera’s antiquated analogy and flirtation, but she was actually right this time. I could deal with real problems when they came up, instead of wasting my time on things that might never happen. 
 
    I tightened the ropes and tested the hammock, and I decided it was as good as it could get. It was high enough off the ground that in the dark, it might be mistaken for just another part of the trees, if it was spotted at all. 
 
    “I want first shift!” Nia called out, and I looked down to see her grinning from the ground. 
 
    “Fine, but I get second shift,” I demanded. “You can’t take all the hard work from me that easily.” 
 
    Nia fluttered a hand around her head as she waved up at me. 
 
    “You think I would do such a thing?” she scoffed. “I live for slacking off. I’m an Enclave girl, after all.” 
 
    “You’d memorize the names of every plant in the jungle,” I pointed out, “as long as somebody gave you the means and the opportunity.” 
 
    Nia dropped her act and smiled warmly at me. 
 
    “I might,” she admitted. “Thanks for giving me the first shift. I can’t imagine sleeping now, not after I nearly lost you to a snakebite today.” 
 
    “No biting happened,” I reassured her as I clambered down from the tree. “You made sure of that.” 
 
    “The fangs were out,” she recalled with a frown. “I’m not letting that image fade from my mind for at least another three hours.” 
 
    “I understand,” I told her as I hopped down and brushed the bark from my hands. “If it’s any consolation, I don’t think I was in any danger with you there. You’ve got the best casting time out of any mage I know.” 
 
    “Please,” Nia protested, but her cheeks colored pink. “Marangur Sleet would cast circles around me.” 
 
    “The Headmaster doesn’t count,” I said confidently. “Alright, let’s eat some of those delicious road rations. I can’t wait to pick rocks out of my teeth.” 
 
    Nia gave a musical laugh at that, and I smiled at the sound. She always eased my concerns, even if she didn’t mean to. 
 
    We joined everybody else as Gawain handed around the rations, and I took my sticky block of honey granola with a grimace. The Luratambans had given us these to replace all the bread and jerky we’d eaten, but I couldn’t say the texture was very enjoyable. They tasted sweet and nutty, but I felt like I was going to break a tooth when I’d sampled one back at the palace. 
 
    When dinner was over, we wandered off to our bedrolls. I gave Nia a lingering look as she began to climb up the tree toward the hammock, but I turned away again. She would be fine without my help, and I trusted her to listen and watch for signs that a ceremony had begun. 
 
    I pushed my way into my bedroll and let my aching muscles relax for once. The only thing harder than riding horses all over the jungle was going on foot. As my eyes closed, I let my worries fade for a while. 
 
    I slept until a hand on my shoulder woke me up. 
 
    “Nia?” I mumbled. 
 
    I hadn’t been deep in sleep, and I felt decently awake as I opened my eyes and stretched. 
 
    “Sorry,” she apologized unnecessarily. “It’s your shift time.” 
 
    “Any sounds of celebration?” I asked. 
 
    “Not yet,” she said. “Two worshippers passed by with baskets full of scavenged herbs, but they didn’t see us.” 
 
    I was glad I’d taken precautions by telling Varleth to hide the tent. It wouldn’t look very convincing in the daylight, but the swathe of branches and brambles helped to hide it now. 
 
    “I’ll take over,” I whispered back to Nia. “Thanks for your hard work. I’m guessing we’ll be the only two taking shifts tonight.” 
 
    Nia smiled and reached down to help me to my feet. Her hands were soft and warm despite the chill of the air, but I could feel the strength of her muscled arms as she pulled me up.  
 
    Nia was always full of wonderful contradictions like that. 
 
    “Good luck,” she whispered, and she crossed over to climb into her own bedroll. 
 
    I smiled to myself as I turned my back on the sleeping forms of my teammates, and I walked out back toward the hammock. 
 
    The night was outlined in blue and silver as the full moon cast its glow across the jungle. It was bright enough that I didn’t fear tripping in the darkness, though I did worry about having to sneak around without being seen by Miralea’s followers.  
 
    The stars peeked from in between small gaps in the tops of the jungle trees, and I spent the first hour of my shift watching those gaps. Once, I saw a shooting star as it streaked across the sky, and I wondered where it was falling to. 
 
    Suddenly, the sound of a faraway drum interrupted my thoughts. A heavy beat had taken up a steady rhythm, like the slow thumping of a heart. The sound echoed around the forest faintly, but there was no mistaking the purpose of that drum. 
 
    It has started, Sera hissed in my head. I can feel a gathering of power. Miralea’s summoning has begun. 
 
    It was about midnight, if I judged the time correctly, and I knew we couldn’t afford to sleep any longer. I didn’t know how long Miralea would be in the human realm, but I didn’t want to face her in the Shadowscape if I could help it. 
 
    I dropped from the hammock before I hurried back to the tent. Then I opened the flap, but my teammates seemed to be waking up already. 
 
    Arwyn turned to look at me over her shoulder as she rolled up her thin bedroll. 
 
    “The drumming woke me up,” she explained. “What’s going on out there?” 
 
    “I can’t see anything,” I answered, “but Sera says it’s time.” 
 
    My stomach lurched in anticipation of the fight ahead of us. I was still coming to terms with the fight against Miralea coming so much sooner than I thought it would. I wanted to prepare more, but this was an opportunity we couldn’t pass up. 
 
    “Varleth, you’re going to lead on this one,” I decided. “I don’t know how or why, but you’re uncannily good at staying unseen. Do you think you can help the rest of us with that?” 
 
    “Just stay close,” the banisher answered, though he didn’t elaborate on why. 
 
    Varleth had some interesting talents, but it looked like those secrets would remain secret for now. 
 
    We stalked our way through the jungle after Varleth, though it felt strange to be attempting to sneak up on an Archon. As the temple grew closer, I tensed. We all wore our darkest outfits for this, but not even a black cloak could hide us from the moonlight. If any of the followers looked closely, they would realize just how out of place we were, and retribution would be swift. 
 
    The temple emerged from behind the trees, and the dancing firelight of a celebration came into view. The drums were louder now, and they were accompanied by a quiet chanting that made the back of my neck prickle with unease. At least a hundred followers were at the top of the stepped pyramid, and they packed in tightly on the uppermost platform as they danced and moved. Others roamed the steps with baskets of herbs or wood for fires, but these people also seemed overtaken by the crazed mood of the night. 
 
    “Should we wait to see if Miralea appears atop the pyramid?” Nia whispered. 
 
    I considered it a moment, and my gut said to move on.  
 
    I don’t know where she will be, Sera murmured. She isn’t in the human realm yet. Perhaps she’s waiting for the energy to build further. 
 
    “We can wait,” I agreed finally. “If she appears on top of the pyramid, we’ll stand by until she’s in a less obvious position.” 
 
    “It will be hard to get her alone if she joins that crowd,” Varleth pointed out. “I doubt her followers would walk away at the chance to be near their goddess.” 
 
    I nodded, but something told me the truth was more complex. 
 
    “I don’t know if it’s up to them,” I said honestly. “Miralea didn’t seem like the type of Archon who would enjoy being waited on hand and foot. Maybe she’ll send them away, or maybe she’ll go into the jungle.” 
 
    Suddenly, the music began to surge. The steady, ominous drums started to speed up, and the quiet chanting grew loud enough to startle once-sleeping birds from the jungle behind us. Their squawking was drowned out by the roar of the crowd as the celebration reached a fevered-pitch. 
 
    A constant drumroll crescendoed as the chanters shrieked into the night, and I felt something odd twist through the air, like a rope of energy had suddenly been pulled taut within me. 
 
    “Do you feel that?” I gasped, but the others frowned at me in confusion. 
 
    Maybe I was imagining the feeling, or maybe nobody could hear me over the ceremony. 
 
    You feel Miralea crossing into the human realm, Sera explained, and a note of nervousness entered her voice. She is more powerful than I expected, if even you are able to feel it.  
 
    I’d never felt the presence of Archons before. What had changed? Was Miralea really that powerful? 
 
    Well, Sera amended, it would not be possible for you to sense anything without me or Phi in your mind. 
 
    A sudden burst of muddy, navy, and maroon light cut off my reply as a rift suddenly tore into existence in the center of the temple’s upper platform. It floated a few feet in the air, since there was no room for it to open in the midst of the crowd. 
 
    “Is it monsters, or … ?” Almasy mumbled as we waited for some sign of what we would be facing. 
 
    Then the rift peeled open further, and Miralea stepped through. 
 
    She was difficult to see at this distance, especially in the flickering firelight and through the crowd. However, I knew that unmistakable silhouette from the dream where she’d attacked me. Her jaguar’s tail was held behind her with poise, and she leapt down from the rift opening with feline grace. She landed before she stalked into the crowd, and her worshippers fell to the ground before her. 
 
    At first I thought she’d done something to them, but then I realized they’d simply fallen to their knees in prostration. None looked at her, and the chanting fell silent as the drums stopped. 
 
    “What will she do?” Arwyn murmured. “Platform, jungle, or temple center?” 
 
    I had vague plans for all three, though I half-hoped Miralea would move into the jungle. In the moonlit darkness of the trees and plants, maybe we could ambush her with a critical injury to win the fight easily. 
 
    Miralea stalked down the stairs of the pyramid, and my eyes widened as I watched the easy, animal way in which she moved. I thought Sera had fairly predatory mannerisms, but Miralea was in an entirely different category. She tended to crouch or hover on the balls of her feet as she went down the stairs, and her jaguar tail flicked behind her for balance. 
 
    “I didn’t expect the tail,” Almasy remarked in a not-too-quiet voice. 
 
    “Shh!” Varleth chided. “She probably has cat ears too, and we can’t afford being overheard.” 
 
    “No cat ears,” I murmured distractedly. “I don’t know why.” 
 
    Did you humans expect me to have bird ears? Sera asked with amusement. 
 
    I didn’t reply, since I was too busy watching Miralea’s procession. She reached the bottom of the stepped pyramid, and her followers dropped prostrate in front of her as she walked. Miralea seemed to ignore them, though, as she paused and stared into the jungle thoughtfully. 
 
    A few tense seconds passed, and then she turned back to the stepped pyramid. My teammates watched as the Archon threw open the main doors and disappeared into the temple interior. 
 
    “She went inside after all,” Arwyn sighed. 
 
    “That’s fine,” I reassured my team. “We’re better prepared for this than the other possibilities. Varleth, you lead.” 
 
    “Okay,” the banisher agreed, and his dark eyes flickered from the main entrance of the temple around to the other sides. “This is going to be difficult.” 
 
    Miralea’s followers were beginning to rise once more, and I realized they would start to flow down the sides of the pyramid. As they did so, the crowd would thicken, and it would keep us from gaining easy access without being spotted. 
 
    “We have to run!” I whispered.  
 
    “Let’s go!” Varleth hissed back, and he took off at a slinking, low run that made him look like nothing more than a black streak among the shadows. 
 
    The rest of us sped after him, though we weren’t as invisible in our progress. Gawain tripped in front of me as he stumbled across a rock in the pale moonlight, but he recovered his balance quickly. 
 
    I knew the fanatical daze of Miralea’s followers would be wearing off, but I didn’t hear any cries of alarm as we darted the final yards to one of the temple’s secondary entrances. I suspected the place had four openings, one on each side, but there hadn’t been enough time to scout the floorplan. 
 
    Varleth threw open the heavy metal door as we approached, and the rest of us ran in after him. 
 
    My feet hit hard white stone, and gritty debris crunched underneath me as I ground to a halt. Bright firelight interrupted my night-adjusted vision, and I blinked a few times to clear the spots from my eyes. 
 
    Then I saw we weren’t alone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    A group of three women had been interrupted in the midst of a conversation, and they turned to us with wide eyes. We stared at each other for a moment that seemed to last ages. Then one of them dropped a basket, and a sprawl of papayas dropped to roll unevenly across the floor. 
 
    “Non-lethal,” I barked to my teammates as I sprang forward to grab one of the women. 
 
    Nia and Varleth joined me, and I pressed my hand over the woman’s mouth as I forced her to the floor. My other arm tightened over her throat, and I pressed firmly as I cut off her flow of oxygen. 
 
    Before she could pass out, I let her breathe again. She dropped dizzily to the floor, and the other two women soon fell as well. 
 
    Varleth had knocked his target out, and I shot him a look with my eyebrows raised. 
 
    “It’s not my fault I’m just better at judging the pressure than you are,” he told me with a shit-eating grin. 
 
    “As long as you didn’t give her brain damage,” I sighed, but I was pretty sure Varleth knew his stuff. 
 
    The Academy didn’t teach first-years how much pressure and time it took to put people on the floor non-lethally, but I knew they covered it during third year. It made sense Varleth would know how to do this. 
 
    “Let’s hurry up!” Gawain called as he scrambled past us toward the next door. “It’s only so long before somebody else walks in.” 
 
    We darted through the next door, though it was old enough that it barely functioned anymore. It hung askew off its hinges, and the old parts squealed as I threw it aside to go in. 
 
    The next room was empty, though there was a large, steaming cauldron filled with bubbling herbs. The entire place smelled of fragrant oils and pleasant, rich perfumes. 
 
    “Part of the cultural full moon celebration,” Arwyn began to explain, but I was already leading us into the next room. 
 
    We didn’t have time for academic observations. How long before people began to realize there were intruders in the temple? One minute? Less? 
 
    One minute felt very short while taking a bath or reading a letter, but it was a long time in the midst of combat. We would have to rush to reach Miralea, and we would have to treat the whole thing like a fight. 
 
    We burst into the next room, and a group of seven armed men and women stared back at us in shock. Some of them had laid their spears against the wall, and others still had set their swords on the ground as they lounged listlessly in preparation for a fight they thought would never happen. 
 
    We rushed them as they struggled to reach for their weapons, and I strangled one into a daze while my teammates took care of the others. 
 
    There was a seventh guard, however, who we simply couldn’t choke out in time. He picked up his spear and jabbed it toward Arwyn half-heartedly. 
 
    Arwyn dropped her enemy and fabricated a long dagger from her forearm. It glowed as it seemingly peeled away from her skin, and then she whipped it out just in time to turn the spear blow aside. 
 
    The tip of the spear glanced harmlessly over her shoulder, and Arwyn stepped in with her dagger. She slashed once, twice, and her enemy dropped to the ground. 
 
    He cursed and whimpered as he clutched at his wounds, but I saw immediately the bleeding wasn’t bad enough to kill him. Out of all of us, Arwyn had the best ability to cut somebody without killing them. The red-haired healer knew exactly where every important artery was, and she was skilled enough with a blade that she could cut, maim, or kill according to her own preferences. 
 
     “Get them down and keep going!” I ordered, and I watched with a pounding heart as the guards began to drop to the ground. 
 
    Some of them coughed, and some of them simply laid there wheezing. They would recover within a few minutes, but not before we were gone. 
 
    The door across the room opened, and two men poked their heads in. Their eyes went wide as they saw us, and one of them spun on his heel to run away. 
 
    He would raise the alarm, and that might end our mission right here and now. 
 
    I rushed toward the man, but I knew I wouldn’t make it in time. Varleth moved to get him as well, but even his quick, flashing movements wouldn’t get him there in time.  
 
    Then I grabbed a speed slug crystal from my bandolier, and I crushed it against my neck. 
 
    The green, marble-sized crystal fragmented as my monster emerged, and I could feel the speed slug emerge as its slimy body latched onto my flesh. It was long and large, about the size of my forearm, but it worked just as well on humans as it did on monsters. 
 
    As the slug worked its magic on me, my stride lengthened, and my feet blurred as speed entered my limbs. 
 
    I blasted past the guard who still stood in the door, and my arm whipped out to clothesline him as I went by. I heard him gasp wheezily behind me, and I hoped I hadn’t hit him too hard. 
 
    The other man had sprinted the length of this room, and his hand shot out for the door handle of the next to fling it wide open. 
 
    As his fingers clasped around the rusty metal knob, I reached him. I snagged him by the collar of his shirt with one hand, and I yanked him backward before he could open the door. 
 
    He yelped as I pulled him away, and then I wrapped my arm around his throat. The guardsman choked and scrambled to free himself, but he didn’t seem to be trained in combat. His eyes rolled up in his head as his face paled with a lack of blood and breath. 
 
    I dropped him to the floor as his consciousness began to waver, and then I turned back to the other guard I’d left in the doorway. 
 
    Varleth gave a sharp nod to me from where he held open the door, and I looked down to see the other guard crumpled at his feet. 
 
    I grinned and gave him a thumbs up, and then I motioned with my arm to wave him into this room. The rest of my team followed behind as Varleth came through, and he let the door close after him. 
 
    This room seemed to be set up for a buffet of sorts, though the food looked like the kind of fare a starving monkey might eat, not a group of adult humans. Berries, papayas, and mangoes were the nicest things on the table, as well as a small, roasted bird of some sort. The rest of the table was given over to trays of small, rooted tubers as well as large bowls of unchopped greens and scavenged plant matter of all kinds. Sure, it seemed edible, but it was clearly a sign of desperation. 
 
    “There isn’t enough food in this valley for all these people,” Arwyn observed. “They’re going to bleed the foraging opportunities dry eventually, and they’ll die unless they start farming immediately.” 
 
    “Miralea doesn’t seem to care about their long-term wellbeing,” I replied. 
 
    Suddenly, whooping and yelling began to echo from the rooms behind us. Somebody had discovered something was wrong, and we were in trouble if we stuck around any longer. 
 
    “Keep going!” I called to my teammates, and we sprinted into the next room. 
 
    The guards here were armed and ready when we came through, though they looked shocked and afraid at the sight of us. 
 
    There was no time to disarm them, so I rushed in with my speed-slug enhanced body as I pulled my daggers out. My rhin dagger and my father’s dagger slid comfortably into my palms, and then I launched myself into combat. 
 
    I slashed instead of stabbing in an attempt to leave no lethal wounds. I went for arms and chests instead of the soft flesh of bellies and necks, but it was impossible for me to tell whether my careful fighting style was paying off. Men and women bled profusely as they dropped to my blades, and I parried and dodged with a speed that rendered them almost useless against me. 
 
    We swept through the room in just a few heartbeats, and I glanced around when the last enemy fell. The next room had no door, just a few scraps of decaying wood attached to the frame. 
 
    I charged in with my teammates behind me, though I stopped short when I saw this room was full of men and women performing worship of some kind. They’d ditched their filthy clothing in exchange for being entirely nude. Bird feathers from slaughtered parrots littered the room, and my stomach gave an uncomfortable turn as I looked at the strange scene. 
 
    This wasn’t the regular way in which Luratambans worshipped, not even when they were preparing themselves for ritual suicide. I knew something was wrong with this based on what we’d witnessed in Lisi City.  
 
    Thick, cloying smoke filled the room, and it made me want to cough or spit to get the sickly sweet smell of it from my mouth. The priests and priestesses danced slowly or lay prostrate on the floor, but none of them seemed to truly notice us. 
 
    “Come on,” Nia said to draw our attention, and I led us into the next room. 
 
    The door swung wide against my hand, and I stared as I crept into the interior. The same amount of cracked stone and debris filled this room as any other, but the walls created the shape of a very long rectangle. A faded, torn rug in green and yellow led down the long room in a strip of muddied color, and at the far end, a throne sat abandoned. 
 
    It was the mirror image of the throne Queen Lisi had used, though dust covered the seat of this one. The throne was wooden and organic in shape, as if it had been grown straight from the trunk and roots of a tree. Strange, graying scars covered the arms of the throne, like somebody had trailed sharp blades over the hand rests for untold decades. 
 
    “Where is she?” Gawain hissed, and he brandished his rapier with a lust for battle. 
 
    I wasn’t sure, but unease filled me at the sight of the empty room. Where could Miralea have gone? The next room over, perhaps? 
 
    There was a door on the opposite wall, but it was at the far end of the room near the throne. 
 
    “We might as well check,” Varleth said with a shrug as he walked toward the door. 
 
     I followed after him uncertainly, and the rest of my team crowded behind me. Nia kept frowning and looking around the room, but there simply wasn’t any sign of where Miralea might have gone. 
 
    Don’t trust what you see, Sera hissed suddenly in my head. 
 
    I whirled away from the throne to stare back at where we’d come from, and something peeled free from the shadows. 
 
    “Watch out!” I called as I brandished my daggers at the oncoming danger. 
 
    Just then, Miralea emerged, and the shadows flowed away from her. I knew for a fact she hadn’t been visible before, and the shadows weren’t dark enough to fully hide her, but somehow she was here. Her jaguar tail flicked behind her impatiently, and the vines around her body tightened the barest amount. Miralea had done this hiding trick before in my dream, though I’d sworn at the time that her invisibility was merely a facet of my imagination. 
 
    A catlike growl rumbled low in her throat, and her orange eyes narrowed in suspicion, disgust, and overwhelming anger. 
 
    “Intruders,” she snarled, and her guttural rage raised the hairs on my arms. 
 
    My teammates gasped, and I suddenly recalled our plan. Just because Miralea had gotten the drop on us here, that didn’t mean everything else was ruined. 
 
    “Almasy, the doors!” I barked, and the earth mage snapped into action. 
 
    He raised his hands in a hasty spell, and stone blocks burst upward as jagged rock flowed to cover the entrances. I could hear shouting as people approached to try to shove the doors open, but the wooden frames banged uselessly into the solid rock. 
 
    Nobody was getting through here unless they were a trained earth mage. That wasn’t out of the question, but it would certainly give us plenty of time to take Miralea out. 
 
    “You think mere earth will keep me in?” Miralea spat, and she bared her teeth to reveal her sharp canines. “You humans know nothing of nature, of balance. You pry up rocks in your mines, and you think you’ve tamed the dirt. It is like a flea believing it has tamed a horse by biting its flesh.” 
 
    “We’re not afraid of your speeches,” Gawain spat at the Archon. 
 
    “This is the end of you, Miralea,” I growled in turn. “You know I control Sera. You can’t fight her and us at the same time, so just give up.” 
 
    Miralea barked out a sharp laugh, and then she raised her hands to either side of herself. 
 
    The sound of crumbling stone rumbled through the room, and then plants began to burst from the ground below. Green vines twisted their way along the floor and the walls, and the roots of quickly-expanding trees burst through the long carpet along the hall. Twining brambles began to reach for our feet, but Gawain and Nia spattered the ground with fire spells to keep them off. Flames licked along the thorny plants, but more just kept coming. 
 
    “Almasy, the rock entrances!” I shouted as I realized what was happening. 
 
    Miralea’s vines had curled across the walls and floor thickly, and they’d begun to delve into Almasy’s rocks at both doorways. 
 
    “She’s too quick!” the earth mage panted out as he gestured up more rock. 
 
    His earth magic surged to block the entrances with even more stone, but Miralea’s plants were unending in their growth. Greenery swallowed up the rock, and I heard stone shatter as Almasy’s constructions shattered into pieces. 
 
    The vines suddenly fell away, and the doors slammed open simultaneously on both sides. Miralea’s followers surged into the room, and they swarmed toward us with swords and spears of every shape and size. The edges gleamed in the torchlight cast from the walls of the room, and a roar of angry war cries echoed through the temple. 
 
    “The plan is off!” I shouted above the din. “Get ready to go through the ceiling!” 
 
    Almasy switched his focus from the doors to the stone above us. He thrust his hands as a spell whipped from his fingers, and a cacophonous rumble emanated through the room as Almasy’s magic took effect. The ceiling began to crack and crumble as enormous chunks of it fell into our room. One enormous block crushed five or six people at once, and I felt a pang of anger at how Miralea had doomed their lives despite our best intentions. 
 
    I slashed two of Miralea’s followers across their faces as they came at me, and then I swept my hand across my bandolier as I gathered up my vingehund and my pyrewyrm crystals. 
 
    I also needed Sera now, or we weren’t all getting out of here alive. 
 
    Your wish is my command, she purred, and I felt her surge to the forefront of my mind. 
 
    I felt my back swarm and tingle with a strange sensation as the tattoo marking lifted free from my skin. Then pins and needles prickled across my arms as Sera’s shadowy ink flowed past my hands to the floor below. 
 
    Sera laughed as she came forth, and she held out her hands before the inky shadow swirled to coalesce into her flesh and blood.  
 
    “Snapdarner!” I barked to her as I ducked a sword. 
 
    I slashed a long line of blood across my attacker’s torso, and she stumbled backward and away. Then a blizzard of ice swirled past my shoulder as Nia sent out spells to slow and disable our attackers. 
 
    We were doing the best we could, but six people couldn’t hold off an army of thousands. So, I slammed my two essence crystals to the ground, and I prayed to the Maker that Sera was hurrying up with her snapdarner. 
 
    My pyrewyrm and my vingehund appeared in flashes of light and smoke, and they spun around as they started in on their own attacks. Almasy climbed atop my vingehund in the midst of the battle, and Arwyn hopped onto my pyrewyrm as she slashed her newly-fabricated lance through the enemies below. 
 
    My dark Archon laughed as she swept toward Miralea, and Sera’s sharp fingernails sliced necks and stomachs open in her path. It was awesome to behold the trail of death she so casually left in her wake, but we didn’t have time for displays of power. If Sera wanted Miralea dead, she would have to go through with it later. 
 
    “Snapdarner!” I snarled again in command, and I slammed my willpower down on the connection between me and Sera. 
 
    This time, Sera folded under my order, and she snapped her fingers in a loud noise that emanated above the roar of the fight around us. Her snapdarner appeared, and I shoved Gawain toward it as I made a beeline for my pyrewyrm. 
 
    My pyrewyrm was big enough to stretch nose-to-tail across the width of the rectangular room, and its dark hide gleamed in the firelight. It whipped its tail around to knock enemies of their feet, and it stretched up its writhing, shadowlike wings in preparation to take off. Its featureless, wormlike head twisted around on its long, serpentine neck, and it used its two taloned feet to lacerate the enemies near it. 
 
    The snapdarner, on the other hand, was a whole different kind of impressive. Sera’s creature had twin pairs of iridescent wings, and its segmented body gleamed just as black as my pyrewyrm’s hide. White accents along the snapdarner’s back made it look flashy, though its appearance wasn’t to be overshadowed by its combat ability.  
 
    The snapdarner’s dragon-like head snapped out with fangs bared as it sheared through enemies. Its strange, insectoid eyes reflected rainbows from the room around us, and I had to fight to tear my gaze away from the mesmerizing sight. 
 
    I joined Arwyn on my pyrewyrm’s back, but there were still two members of our team that needed to make it to a mount. 
 
    “Nia, Varleth!” I shouted as I searched for them. 
 
    To my relief, I spotted Nia soon enough as she hopped up onto my pyrewyrm behind me and Arwyn.  
 
    “Where’s Varleth?” I asked the ashen-haired mage, and she pointed toward the snapdarner across the room. 
 
    Varleth was still on the ground, though he charged up to Sera and the snapdarner while I watched. His banisher sword flashed from side to side as he slashed enemies away from his path. Sera moved the snapdarner toward him, and Varleth ran across the final few feet before his hands made contact with the insectoid body.  
 
    Varleth leapt while he tried to push himself up onto the snapdarner’s back, but an enemy hand latched onto his ankle as he struggled to lift himself up. The banisher kicked hard, and the hand let go with a shout of pain. 
 
    We were all on, and I gave one last glance to Miralea as I commanded the monsters to fly. 
 
    Her gaze wasn’t fixed on Sera as I expected, and instead she stared directly at me. Her orange eyes gleamed with hatred, but she stood motionless as her plants stretched and grew around the room.  
 
    Miralea’s followers swarmed around her in protection, and I lost sight of the entire scene as my pyrewyrm beat its shadowy wings hard, and we launched away from the ground. 
 
    I would have thought Miralea had eyes only for the other Archons, but she didn’t seem half as concerned with Sera as she did with me. I shivered as we burst into the level above us, and the snapdarner’s wings scraped along the walls of this new, half-crumbled room. 
 
    “Land!” I commanded. “We can’t fly them in such a tight space.” 
 
    Sera set her snapdarner down on one side of the room, and Almasy on my vingehund joined her. There was no room for my pyrewyrm, so I directed my serpentine monster to land on the other remnant of floor at the opposite side of the room. My pyrewyrm had to scrabble desperately for purchase on the stone floor, and some of the blocks began to crumble away beneath its feet. The doorway was still solid, but everything else was quickly vanishing, and my pyrewyrm couldn’t open its wings in the tight quarters. 
 
    Inevitably, we would fall back to the seething mass of angry followers below. 
 
    “Jump, we can make it!” Nia shouted, and she leapt from my pyrewyrm’s back toward the doorway. 
 
    Fear clenched at my heart as she crossed the gap, and one of her feet slipped into empty air. The other one got purchase on the stone, and she scrambled with her hands to stand on solid ground. As she pulled herself clear of danger, I grasped Arwyn around the shoulders. 
 
    “I’ll help to push you,” I shouted to the red-haired professor, and her eyes went wide as she nodded in agreement. 
 
    Then I shoved with all my might, and Arwyn jumped from my pyrewyrm’s back. 
 
    She cleared the gap much more easily with my help, and both Arwyn’s feet landed safely on the stone. Nia pulled her toward more stable ground, and then the elementalist mage looked up at me. Her blue eyes shone with a mixture of emotions, but her fear for me was clear even at this distance. 
 
    The stones crumbled further, and my pyrewyrm began to lose its footing entirely. Its talons slipped free, and its shadowy wings fluttered uselessly as my pyrewyrm began to fall. 
 
    I shot to my feet, and then I jumped. 
 
    I could tell even as I flew that I wasn’t going to make it. My feet would be well below the level of the stones in the doorway, and no amount of effort could change my trajectory now. The world seemed to slow as I fell past the stones, and my fingertips only just brushed my target. 
 
    It was too little, too late. I couldn’t grasp the rock, and my fingers slid down across the side of the stone block. 
 
    Suddenly, two strong hands grasped me by my wrists. I felt myself slam to a stop in my path as the hands pulled at me, and my shoulders jolted painfully at the sudden change in direction. A yell burst from my throat as I felt myself heaved back up toward the stones, and I glanced down at the swarm of followers far below me. 
 
    An arrow whizzed past me, but it went wide and clattered harmlessly against the far wall. I met Miralea’s eyes for a single moment, and the orange color of her irises seemed to devour me for a long, suspended instant. 
 
    Then the hands pulled me up, and I was safely on stone again. I scrambled forward as I rose to my feet, and I looked up to see both Nia and Arwyn with their hands around my arms. 
 
    “You complete asshole!” Nia shouted with fury, and her blue eyes flashed. “Don’t ever do that to us again.” 
 
    “I’ll try not to,” I replied with a smile, and then I recalled my pyrewyrm with a quick thought. 
 
    The black crystal returned to my hand, and I turned back to look at the rest of our team. 
 
    Sera had recalled her snapdarner, and she stood with Almasy, Varleth, and Gawain along with my vingehund on the opposite side of the room. We were separated by the crumbling chasm with no way to reach each other, now that the floor on our side had dwindled to just the tiny doorway. 
 
    “We’ll split up here!” I shouted over to them. “It’s up to you to get out on your own. Go down the stairs to the other side and get free via the side entrance. Remember the path Arwyn talked about earlier?” 
 
    “Got it!” Gawain shouted back. “We’ll be fine, don’t worry.” 
 
    “Don’t get caught, alright?” I shouted back in parting. 
 
    “You’re on the more dangerous side, since we came from that direction,” Varleth bellowed back. “If anybody should worry about getting caught, it’s you.” 
 
    I suppose you should recall me, Sera sighed in my head, and she gave me a short wave from across the chasm. I’ll just become weaker as we run in opposite directions. 
 
    That made sense, since the Archons I controlled relied on me for their energy. I recalled my vingehund with a quick thought, and then I tugged on the bond that held Sera to me. 
 
    Inky magic flowed toward me as Sera dissolved into darkness and shadows. The strange substance flowed across the chasm between us, and I gasped as it flowed up my arms and onto my back. The pins and needles feeling burned on my skin, but it soon faded as Sera’s marking took its place. 
 
    “Come on, Gryff,” Arwyn urged, and I turned away from the others reluctantly. 
 
    “It’s in their hands now,” Nia reassured me. 
 
    Then we took off at a run, and there was nothing more to think about than our own desperate escape. 
 
    We raced through corridors and charged around turns. The rooms here were smaller, and there were hallways connecting them, so we ran into a series of enemies in a tight space. My daggers slashed as I fought to get out, and Nia combined her ice spells with wind magic to send icy blasts at the worshippers. Most of them were slowed or merely injured, especially when Arwyn leapt in with her precise slashes, but I knew not all would survive. 
 
    I gritted my teeth in anger as we fought our way through the hordes. Miralea didn’t care at all about her cult, that much was clear. She sent them to die against us by the hundreds, and her orange eyes didn’t show a flicker of empathy or concern for their wellbeing. Her cult was just a tool, a means to an end. Her displays of power were the only thing that drove her worshippers to continue in their pursuit of her love. 
 
    As we fought, we reached the staircase that would take us down to the lower level. It was right where Arwyn had predicted it would be, based on her knowledge of Luratamban architecture, yet the staircase was full of enemies. 
 
    Varleth, Almasy, and Gawain were nowhere in sight. 
 
    We drove our way through the throng of fighters, but even after they were all groaning and wailing on the floor, our missing teammates hadn’t appeared. 
 
    “Did they not remember what Arwyn said?” Nia snapped with worry. 
 
    “They must have gone the wrong way,” Arwyn agreed as her brows knit together in concern. “They should have been here by now.” 
 
    What if something had gone wrong? What if they had been captured? 
 
    “We’ll go back in their direction,” I decided firmly. “We can pick them up and find some other way to get out.” 
 
    “We can’t go back that way,” Nia protested. “Miralea’s followers are going to be swarming up the central staircase. There’s no way we can fight so many, and you know it.” 
 
    “We can’t just let them down,” I insisted. “Varleth, Gawain, and Almasy are my responsibility. As team leader, I have to make sure they’re safe.” 
 
    Suddenly, the sound of a victory horn split the air. I’d heard it before, when the Luratambans had fought off the first Utun incursion into their city. It meant Miralea’s followers had found the people they were pursuing. 
 
    It meant Varleth, Almasy, and Gawain had been captured. Or worse, they’d somehow been killed. 
 
    “It’s too late,” Arwyn told me. “We did everything we could, Gryff. I know it’s hard, but we have to get out of here.” 
 
    “We’re going to rescue them,” I swore. “We’re not leaving, we’re going back to get them.” 
 
    “Gryff!” Nia snapped, and I turned to her in surprise as she grabbed me by the shoulder. “Gryff, you’re going to get us all hurt if you do this. It’s time to cut our losses here. The others can wait, but we have to get out now. If we don’t, we’re doomed to the same fate.” 
 
    Whatever fate that was, it sounded almost better to me than the thought of leaving my teammates behind. 
 
    Nia is right, Sera added surprisingly. There is nothing more to be done, for now. If you want to rescue your silly friends later, I’m sure the Southerners will leave them alive for a sacrifice. 
 
    I hated to admit it, but Sera was right. We would have to rely on the worshippers to keep my teammates alive, since there was nothing more we could do right now. 
 
    “Fine,” I agreed. “We’re leaving.” 
 
    The whole conversation lasted less than a minute, but there were new worshippers charging up the stairs as we turned to go. Miralea had a truly dangerous number of people at her disposal, and we would be destroyed if we lingered here any longer. 
 
    I barely noticed it as we cut and slashed our way down the stairs. My feet pounded on bleached stone blocks, and my daggers carved a path through the people we met. I had a close call with a thrown knife, but I returned the attack with my own, and I cut down my enemy quickly. 
 
    We burst through the doors into the night air, and I could scarcely remember how we’d gotten through the final rooms. Arwyn and Nia seemed more like avenging goddesses than mages, and our combined fury at losing the other half of our team fueled our escape. 
 
    Worshippers spotted us as we darted across the grass toward the jungle, but the hordes hadn’t been prepared for a fight tonight. A scant few arrows flickered into the grass around us, and I crushed open my bullet bass to protect my teammates as we sprinted into the night. 
 
    The thick trees of the jungle closed up around us, and we kept running.  
 
    Slowly, the fear of being pursued faded, and our sprint slowed into a jog. We began to step carefully and quietly as we wound our way through the shadowy, dark jungle. 
 
    “We lost them,” Nia whispered, and it felt strange to hear the words after such a long silence. 
 
    I stopped in my tracks, and the two women halted as well. 
 
    “Sera thinks they’re still alive,” I murmured. “She thinks they’ll be held for sacrifice later.” 
 
    Nia frowned, but she nodded slowly in agreement. Then her slender fingers tapped out a thoughtful rhythm on her thigh as she considered the issue. 
 
    “Gawain wouldn’t want to surrender, but Varleth and Almasy are cool-headed in a fight. If they knew the odds were against them, they would put their weapons down to stall for a better chance later.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Arwyn agreed. “Sacrificing unwilling participants isn’t part of Lurataman religion, but Miralea changes things. We all knew being sacrificed was a likely outcome, rather than being instantly killed.” 
 
    I chewed on the inside of my cheek as I thought about the possibilities. 
 
    “They handed us an opportunity to save them,” I decided out loud. “Something went wrong during their escape, but at least they knew how to heighten their chances for survival. We’re going to go back and save them.” 
 
    “Hold on,” Nia cautioned. “Nothing has changed since we first ran. Miralea’s base is swarming with followers, and they’re all looking to find and kill us. If we go back now, we’ll just get ourselves captured, too.” 
 
    “If we wait, we could be too late,” I debated. 
 
    “If we go now, it’s pointless either way,” Nia insisted. 
 
    “She’s right,” Arwyn agreed. “I know you’re worried, Gryff, but you have to consider how to lessen the risk to our whole team.” 
 
    Frustration welled inside me, but I cooled it with a few deep breaths. What could we do to lessen the risk? 
 
    “Okay,” I agreed. “We won’t go in unprepared. First, we need more information on where Varleth, Almasy, and Gawain are being held. Arwyn and Sera both know the Southern language, and I think we could gain some vital details if we do a little eavesdropping.” 
 
    Nia grinned, and she patted me on the shoulder. “Now you’re thinking like the Gryff I know.” 
 
    “It’s unconventional, but I think it’ll work,” Arwyn agreed, and hope welled in her eyes. “We can open up a wall if that’s what it takes to save them, but we need to know where they are first. Eavesdropping is exactly what we need right now.” 
 
    Nia nodded excitedly, and she snapped her fingers in sudden realization. 
 
    “The treetops can hide us, if we climb up among the branches,” she decided. “We should get as close as possible to the temple. We know the people need food, and the forest is the only place to get it.” 
 
    “It’s only a matter of time before some gossipers make their way beneath us,” I agreed. “We’ll be patient, and I’m sure we can get the information we need.” 
 
    Of course, the plan was easier said than done. It took us nearly an hour and a half to creep back through the jungle toward the temple. Search parties came looking for us, but we climbed into the trees and waited whenever they got too close.  
 
    They used torchlight to see at night, even though the full moon provided us with enough light to avoid stumbling. The glow of the fires let us know when enemies were near, and we used it as a warning signal to avoid being caught. 
 
    Arwyn listened in to every conversation that was spoken below us, but none of them yielded the information we needed. Many talked of being hungry, and others waxed poetic about Miralea’s display of magic tonight. Many of the worshippers discussed their search for us, and several mentioned three intruding men had been caught. However, none were going into the specifics of where Almasy, Gawain, and Varleth might be being held prisoner. 
 
    As the next group of two torch-wielding men wandered below our tree and discussed food, Nia let out a sudden huff of frustration. 
 
    “We’re not getting anywhere with this,” she hissed. “Help me take them out.” 
 
    Without waiting for my reply, Nia dropped down to the ground below, and her arms encircled the first man’s throat. 
 
    I found myself right next to her as I also fell from the tree. My shins jolted painfully as my feet hit the ground, but I lunged forward and wrapped my arms around the second man’s neck before he could cry out. 
 
    My opponent fell unconscious, and I dropped him before I could do any more damage. Nia, on the other hand, alternated between strangulation and giving the man quick gasps of desperate air. 
 
    Finally, she stopped and clutched the man’s throat with a strong hand as she leaned forward to whisper in his ear. 
 
    “Tell us where the three prisoners are,” she snarled. 
 
    Arwyn dropped to the ground beside us, and she brushed her hands off on her pants. 
 
    “He doesn’t understand you,” she told Nia. “Let me try.” 
 
    Arwyn strode over to stand in front of the captured man, and she cast him the sort of disappointed look a person would cast a dead rat.  
 
    “Donendera a estema lo em ano capturanandes?” she queried the whimpering Southerner. 
 
    He wailed out a series of desperate pleas that I could hardly hear, but Sera seemed to grasp the meaning. 
 
    He doesn’t know, she sighed in disappointment. 
 
    Arwyn grimaced at the Southerner’s response, but she asked another question. 
 
    This time, the Southerner nodded against Nia’s hand and spoke in the rapid, hopeful tone of somebody who had something to say. 
 
    “He says he doesn’t know where the prisoners are now, but he knows where they’ll be in a few hours,” Arwyn explained. “There’s going to be a ceremony at sunrise, and the three prisoners will be sacrificed in Miralea’s name.” 
 
    “A public execution?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s what it sounds like,” Arwyn replied. “It’s going to happen on top of the temple roof.” 
 
    Our captured Southerner said a few more words, and Arwyn’s face fell into a worried frown. 
 
    “The moment the sun appears above the trees,” she recited, “the prisoners will be executed. And Miralea herself will be there to personally see it through.” 
 
    My stomach dropped as the full meaning of it hit me. 
 
    Not only were we going to have to stop a public execution in front of over a thousand fanatical worshippers, but even worse, their goddess would be there in the flesh to help. 
 
    Miralea had nearly killed us the instant we faced her in combat, and this time, she would be making sure our teammates had no chance of escape. 
 
    This was going to be one dangerous rescue mission. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    “It feels like it’s testing day,” Nia murmured with a frown on her pretty face. “There’s danger and challenge right around the corner, but all I can do is sit and wait for it to happen.” 
 
    “I know exactly what you mean,” I replied tensely. “I’m eager to begin, but there’s nothing I can do to make time go by more quickly.” 
 
    Arwyn laughed and shook her head, and the sound calmed me a little. 
 
    “You two are outliers,” the red-haired professor pointed out. “Not all of my students have the same reverence and determination when it comes to testing days.” 
 
    “It’s still a good analogy,” I insisted with my eyes trained ahead of me. 
 
    The temple platform had begun to fill again as people arrived to watch the execution. 
 
    We’d disrupted the temple so thoroughly before when we went in to defeat Miralea, yet these people didn’t seem affected at all. Hundreds of worshippers swarmed around the temple, and plenty more ranged across the field below and through the jungle around us. 
 
    I clutched at the tree bark underneath me and beat back my anger. We had to dash from tree to tree all night just to stay safe and out of sight, and I didn’t like the feeling of it. Up here, I felt like a squirrel hiding from hawks, and it seemed as if Miralea was impossibly powerful compared to us. 
 
    I rubbed at my face and glanced to Arwyn and Nia on either side of me. Arwyn looked alert, though the telltale signs of weariness had made dark circles under her eyes. Nia looked just as tired, and I could see it in the tight line of her clenched jaw. 
 
    We’d napped briefly in the crooked branches of the trees, but it wasn’t a restful sleep. Worries of venomous snakes kept me staring up into the treetops, but it was the absence of half of my team that wore on me even more. When the sky began to brighten with the approaching sunrise, we had quit trying to rest, and the three of us instead turned our attention back to the temple. 
 
    “I don’t see them,” Nia muttered as she stared at the distant preparations for the execution. 
 
    “Miralea isn’t showing her face either,” I pointed out. “I don’t like not knowing where they are.” 
 
    What if Miralea had lost her patience and killed my friends before we ever got a chance to rescue them? 
 
    If she killed them, Sera pointed out, then this ceremony setup would be pointless. 
 
    Sera was right, but I was confused by her comforting words. The Archon never seemed to care about the lives of my friends before. 
 
    I still don’t, she growled. I just want you to be happy, that’s all. I’m your goddess, your mistress, your wife, and your concubine. I want what you want. 
 
    Somehow, it sounded like Sera was protesting a little too much for it to be true. Was she growing soft toward the people I traveled with? 
 
    No, she hissed, and her presence faded to the back of my mind once more. 
 
    I did the math, and I realized it would soon be twenty-four hours since I’d last spoken to Phi. That could wait, however. If I went too long, I could make it up to her with some extra talking time. 
 
    Right now, I needed to focus on this rescue. 
 
    Suddenly, a roar went up among the crowd of worshippers, and I searched the temple platform for a sign of Varleth, Almasy, and Gawain. 
 
    The three boys were nowhere to be seen, but then I caught sight of Miralea as she slunk up the back steps of the temple. Her followers parted before her and bowed in supplication, so it was easy to see the Archon as she stopped and posed for the crowd. 
 
    Her arms raised at her sides, and the roar of cheering and chanting climbed in unison with them.  
 
    Miralea spent so little effort on cultivating her following, yet she reaped the benefits of a millenia-long reputation. All it took was a few waves of her arms, and they fell right in line. 
 
    Miralea bellowed out a single line in her harsh, rasping way of speaking, and silence fell over the crowd. Then she continued on at a shout, though her speech was stilted and somewhat awkward. The crowd didn’t seem to mind, and they bowed and cheered in awe of her words. 
 
    She says that tonight, we feed the earth, Sera quoted. Witness how all puny human lives will end. Your blood and bone will become soil, and you will fulfill your ultimate purpose as you feed the jungle. 
 
    “This has to be the weirdest motivational speeh I’ve ever heard,” I muttered. “How can people go along with this?” 
 
    “The culture may be different,” Arwyn replied solemnly, “but the tendency to grasp at the words of a comforting leader remains. Miriam Sharpay nearly turned our own government into a sham, and many were willing to go along with her.” 
 
    My nose wrinkled at the mention of the corrupt councilwoman. She seemed like a distant, long-ago problem, now that we were dealing with godlike monsters in a country far from home. 
 
    “We’ll put a stop to Miralea and free these people from their own blindness,” I growled. “She can’t be allowed to grow in power any longer.” 
 
    A determined fire lit within me, and Nia gave me a sharp smile in return. 
 
    “Miralea will regret ever pissing us off,” the ashen-haired mage agreed, and Arwyn nodded just as fiercely in tandem with her. 
 
    Yeah, my women weren’t going to let themselves be walked over by some half-baked demi-goddess. 
 
    “Look,” Arwyn gasped, and she quickly gestured back to the temple platform. “There they are!” 
 
    I turned to watch again as Varleth, Almasy, and Gawain were dragged up from the back steps of the temple. They stumbled against the firm grip of their guards, but the three of them could do nothing. Their arms and hands were locked in place by thick bindings of metal chains and winding rope. With their hands immobilized, the mages couldn’t perform the spells to free themselves. 
 
    I couldn’t see the expressions on the mens’ faces from here, but I knew they hadn’t given up hope. Gawain jerked away from his captors at every chance he got, and Varleth stood stiffly, as if he were made from stone. Almasy looked a bit shaky on his feet, and I wondered if his blood sugar was getting low without his flask. 
 
    Miralea pointed at the three of them, and she barked out a few words in a condescending sneer. Around her, the crowd roared and laughed. 
 
    You have come here, Sera translated, thinking that the South needs the help of Mistral mages just to function. You have assumed a savior’s position, though we don’t even want you here. You come to solve the problems you make up. Perhaps you grew jealous, since your Maker isn’t real, whereas I clearly am. 
 
    “Where is your Maker, hm?” Miralea jeered in the Mistral language as she flung a hand at the three mages. 
 
    It was a petty, simplistic sort of speech, not one I would expect from a goddess. Her followers seemed able to look past that, though. They roared in approval, and the sound drowned out anything more Miralea had to say. 
 
    “When do we go?” Nia asked, and her fingers tapped impatiently on her thigh. 
 
    We were still up in a tree, but we’d moved to the very edge of the jungle to watch the temple from close up. It wouldn’t take too long to arrive at the temple platform, especially by flight, but I understood Nia’s concern perfectly. 
 
    Every moment that we sat here, it felt as if our friends were getting closer to their deaths. I knew we couldn’t move yet, however. The crowd was excited, but unfocused. If we flew in now, there would be arrows pointed at us before we could get near. Even worse, they would be likely to simply kill Gawain, Varleth, and Almasy if they saw us coming. 
 
    Miralea gestured to bring the three prisoners forward, and the guards shoved the mages to the front edge of the platform. Followers parted obligingly to let Miralea through, and we got a perfect view of the three mages at the edge of the steps with the Archon behind them. 
 
    Miralea barked out an order, and a woman in rags stepped forward. She carried something carefully in both hands, as if she were trying to hold onto a pool of water with nothing more than her fingers. 
 
    Then the woman dropped to the ground on her knees, and she bowed her head as she offered the thing to Miralea. The goddess took it in one hand, and then she held the thing aloft. 
 
    It was an obsidian knife, the sort usually used in sacrificial ceremonies in Luratamba. As Miralea showed the knife, the crowd roared. Then their wordless cry calmed, and they took up a slow, ceremonial chant. 
 
    “This is all wrong,” Arwyn hissed. “This goes completely against Luratamban precedent for sacrifice. Maybe this sort of thing isn’t unseen in Utun, but for all of these people to agree to partake in it … “ 
 
    I nodded grimly as my eyes narrowed. Despite the Archon’s image being at the center of cultural practices for millenia, Miralea didn’t know or care about the very religion that had been created around her. 
 
    The ceremonial chanting began to reach its fever peak, and the worshippers screamed, danced, and bowed low in a display of crazed fanaticism. They’d been hyped up past rational thought, and that meant it was our time to act. 
 
    “Sera!” I cried, and in the same instant, the Archon flowed out from my tattoo marking and coalesced on the ground at the base of the tree. 
 
    “You’re getting faster at that,” Sera purred in compliment as she put one swirling, shadowy finger to her lips. 
 
    “We need to hurry,” I urged, and she smiled in return. 
 
    “Fine, fine,” she sighed in a mockery of disappointment. 
 
    Her lower legs and feet coalesced, and then she snapped her fingers to summon her snapdarner. The compound-eyed creature flashed into existence behind her, and she swung up onto its back. 
 
    “It’s better if there’s a free space on every monster,” Arwyn said firmly. 
 
    The red-haired professor slid from the tree and walked over to the snapdarner. Sera reached down to help her onto its back, and the two women settled into their positions. 
 
    “Good idea,” I agreed, and then I collected the two necessary crystals from my bandolier. 
 
    I threw out my pyrewyrm and my vingehund, and both flashed into existence near Sera’s snapdarner. Nia and I slid from the tree, and we took our places on my pyrewyrm’s back. 
 
    “Now, a little extra speed,” I murmured. 
 
    I took out three speed slugs for each of my flying monsters, and I tossed them toward their targets. The slimy green creatures popped free from their crystals, and they attached easily to the necks of my flying mounts.  
 
    In front of us, the ceremony was screaming out its final notes. Once the chanting was over, the killing would begin, and we couldn’t waste a moment more. 
 
    “Go!” I shouted, and the monsters took off en masse. 
 
    Just as planned, Nia turned around in her seat with an enormous wind spell between her slender fingers. She pushed her hands out, and a blast of wind seemed to come from behind to propel the monsters forward. Once-daring speed became nearly blinding, and water streamed from my eyes as the wind threatened to dry them entirely. 
 
    We shot through the air in tandem, and we ate up the ground between the jungle and the temple in a mere second. 
 
    On the platform, the followers just began to notice us. Wide, confused eyes turned to our monsters, and the cheering and chanting faltered in its pace. 
 
    Miralea’s orange-eyed gaze locked onto my pyrewyrm, and I swore I saw a smile curve across her face. 
 
    “Hell yeah!” Gawain bellowed from the edge of the temple platform, and he swung his chained, rope-tied hands into the nearest guard. 
 
    The heavy bindings acted as a sort of flail weapon, and the fire mage got a fair bit of momentum before his wrapped hands crashed into the guard’s face. The man flew backwards like a ragdoll into the crowd around him, and his fellow guards shouted in shock and fear. 
 
    “Encer a maten!” Miralea barked to the armed men and women around her. 
 
    She’s ordering them to kill the prisoners, Sera supplied casually. 
 
    Varleth snapped out a spinning kick that slammed into his closest guard’s chin. The poor man looked dazedly at the sky for a moment, and then he dropped onto his back. 
 
    A female guard lunged toward Almasy as she drew her dagger to slay him. The earth mage leaned out of the way as her dagger jabbed toward his chest, and then he slammed his forehead into her face in a rough headbutt. 
 
    Blood sprayed from the woman’s nose as she staggered backwards, and then she was out of the picture now, too. 
 
    More guards surged forward, but then my monsters arrived. 
 
    Air shrieked around us as we slammed into the crowd, and some people rushed down the temple steps to try and avoid us. My pyrewyrm’s bared talons sheared through the nearest worshippers as it skidded to a stop, and it knocked down an enormous swathe of people at once as it landed fully. 
 
    Sera’s snapdarner didn’t have the same forward velocity, but it made up for it in sheer size. The insectoid creature dropped into the crowd, and its translucent wings beat out gusts of air that knocked people to the ground. 
 
    Finally, my vingehund followed my orders perfectly, and she barrelled headlong directly into Miralea herself. 
 
    Fangs snapped at Miralea’s throat, but the Archon pushed back. Her thorn-encrusted hands tore blood and feathers from my vingehund’s flesh, and then the Archon came in snapping as she sank her teeth into my monster’s neck. 
 
    It was a horrifying image, even though I knew Miralea had sharp, catlike fangs behind her feminine lips. Blood sprayed from my vingehund, and my doglike creature yelped and thrashed as it opened up scratches across Miralea’s arms. 
 
    There was no more time to pay attention to my vingehund. Varleth was sprinting toward my pyrewyrm, and Almasy and Gawain were both heading for Sera’s snapdarner. Even with the chaos we’d caused, Miralea’s followers were still surging forward to catch and kill the mages. 
 
    Varleth fended off three attackers at once with a series of complex kicks, but a fourth snatched him from behind. A sharp knife came in for the banisher’s neck, and time seemed to slow as I watched my friend’s death come near. 
 
    I couldn’t get there in time. Nia was facing the other direction as she flung spells into the crowd, and there wasn’t enough time to waste on asking her to help. My monsters were also all too far away to intervene. 
 
    So, I grabbed the heaviest crystal from my bandolier and hurled it toward Varleth’s attacker. 
 
    As the crystal flew, I thanked the Maker I’d spent so much of my childhood tossing around rocks for fun. When I was little, I had nothing else to play with while Maelor worked in the mines. 
 
    Years of muscle memory paid off, and my crystal struck Varleth’s attacker directly on the knuckles of his knife-bearing hand. 
 
    A howl split the air as the man dropped his knife, and Varleth lurched free from his grasp. The banisher sprinted toward my pyrewyrm, and it looked like he would make it this time. 
 
    Then my thrown crystal burst open, and all hell broke loose. 
 
    My sun giant surged from the crystal, and a tremendous cracking noise emanated across the temple platform. Luminous eyes shone like two balls of pure, yellow light from the sun giant’s face, and two, white fangs curved over its upper jaw from below. The giant’s yellow, hardened skin glowed red underneath, as if the sun had been trapped in its bloodstream. Its palms seemed to radiate heat and power, and I knew it could deliver a devastating blow if I asked it to. 
 
    “Foolish human!” Miralea shouted above the fray. My vineghund lay defeated at her feet, but the Archon barely looked fazed by the attack. “You seek to master a giant which can never be tamed.” 
 
    I felt the sun giant’s tremendous power threaten to dwarf my own, and I knew I couldn’t hold onto it. The floor would give, or my willpower would, but both could put my team in even more danger than they had started with. 
 
    A gasp tore from my throat as I recalled the sun giant. Rage burned within me to follow Miralea’s taunts, but I simply couldn’t hold onto the monster yet. I needed more training and more power before it became possible, so I shoved the crystal back into my bandolier as Varleth made it to my pyrewyrm’s side. 
 
    “Hurry up and go!” Varleth shouted, and he launched himself up onto the black monster’s back. 
 
    Nia caught the banisher’s hands, and she tugged him the rest of the way. 
 
    “Almasy and Gawain are with Sera and Arwyn,” Nia yelled above the din, and she shot off another lightning spell that crackled through the air into the crowd. “Let’s go, Gryff!” 
 
    This time, I wholeheartedly agreed with Nia. We wouldn’t stand and fight, not now. My vingehund was defeated, and the pyrewyrm and the snapdarner had sustained enough injuries from the crowd around them that I was almost worried they wouldn’t make it off the ground. I was drained from double-summoning all three of my flying monsters as well as the sun giant, and there was simply no way to defeat Miralea while she was surrounded by her flock. 
 
    I quickly recalled my vingehund, and I shoved the crystal back into my bandolier. 
 
    “Lift off!” I shouted, and both my pyrewyrm and the snapdarner beat their wings as they began to clear the ground. 
 
    Miralea, however, had other ideas. 
 
    I looked back at her just in time to see her snap her fingers, and her orange eyes bored into mine as a huge monster appeared in front of her. 
 
    Miralea’s creature was a praying mantis, to the extent that it could be compared to any real animal. Its body was the brilliant green color of jungle leaves, and it was large enough to be able to clutch a full-grown ox between its serrated, blade-like arms. Five round, insectoid eyes gleamed from its face, and it turned its antennaed head toward us with hungry interest. 
 
    “Go, go!” Varleth yelped behind me, but I was already on top of it.  
 
    My pyrewyrm and Sera’s snapdarner rose in tandem, and we flew over a dozen feet off the ground before Miralea gave her monster a new order. 
 
    The mantis snapped open two pairs of brilliant, orange-hued wings. They were mesmerizing in their neon color and odd shape, and I tore my gaze away to command my pyrewyrm to go faster. 
 
    Then the mantis came for us. 
 
    Gleaming light lit the insectoid creature as the sun emerged from below the treeline. Sunrise was here, and we’d successfully avoided the ceremonial execution. 
 
    Now, we just had to worry about the bloodthirsty monster. 
 
    Orange wings beat a buzzing rhythm as the mantis slammed into my pyrewyrm’s flank. The two monsters whipped sideways through the air, and we all shouted wordlessly as our momentum took us in a spiral toward the ground. 
 
    I gritted my teeth as I clutched at my pyrewyrm’s back, and my shadow-winged monster got its trajectory under control once more. We leveled out, but then the mantis sunk its serrated arms into my pyrewyrm’s haunches. Dark blood sprayed from the wounds, and my pyrewyrm trilled in agony. 
 
    “Oh fuck, oh fuck!” Varleth shouted. 
 
    Nia crushed her hands into a dense ball of magic, and then she flung the spell at the attacking mantis. An enormous ice spear shot through the air, and it was spurred on by Nia’s accompanying wind spell. 
 
    It looked like the mantis would be hit, but at the last second, the insectoid monster darted out of the way.  
 
    I threw out a wallerdon crystal, and it smashed into the mantis’s forearm. Then my wallerdon appeared in the form of a wide-bodied, rectangular, stonelike creature. My heavy monster dropped through the air, but the mantis buzzed out of the way. It was only momentarily distracted by the plummeting wallerdon, and then the mantis turned its five gleaming eyes back to us. 
 
    “Wind spells!” I shouted, but Nia was already on top of it. 
 
    She rushed out a series of complex spells that whirled out from between her hands, and swirling clouds of air whipped toward the mantis. 
 
    The insectoid monster got caught up in the wind and blown backward. My pyrewyrm took the opportunity to fly away, and its shadowy wings beat with labored intensity as it used the speed slug to escape. 
 
    The mantis spun uselessly for a moment, but then it burst through the wind spells. It shot straight toward my pyrewyrm, and I knew my monster couldn’t take another brutal attack without losing its ability to fly. 
 
    We stared in horror as the mantis came at us again, and its serrated arms gleamed as it launched into the attack. 
 
    This time, we had no escape plan. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    The mantis threw itself at us, but it didn’t get far before Sera’s snapdarner descended directly on top of it. 
 
    The two insectoid monsters keened and flailed as they met in battle, but Sera’s snapdarner had the upper hand from its ambush. The mantis struggled to reach around with its serrated forearms, but Sera’s snapdarner held the mantis steady with all six of its buglike legs. The mantis tried to twist and turn, but there was no way it could face the correct direction with the snapdarner holding it there. 
 
    “Get its wings!” Gawain shouted, and he launched a ball of flame at the mantis’ papery, orange-colored wings. 
 
    The flame went out quickly, and the fire mage barely damaged the creature, but Arwyn and Almasy joined in with their own longer weapons. While Varleth, Nia, and I had been busy fighting against the mantis before, Arwyn had cut Gawain and Almasy free, and they were taking full advantage of that fact. 
 
    Almasy was using some kind of feathered halberd he’d picked up on top of the temple platform, and Arwyn fabricated a spear from the length of her leg. She rammed the long weapon through the mantis’ delicate wings, and the orange pattern was ripped into shreds as my team got to work on it. 
 
    The mantis finally thrashed its way free of the snapdarner’s grip, but it was too late. Its wings were torn to tatters, and it beat them with futility as it dropped from the sky like nothing more than dead weight. 
 
    We watched it smash into the ground and become still, and Varleth, Nia, and I gave a collective sigh of relief as we were finally free of the monster. 
 
    The mantis was gone, and Miralea was far behind us. We’d gotten lucky, and I knew a dash and run maneuver wouldn’t work twice against the Archon. She was simpler in her personality and combat style than Phi or Sera, but she wasn’t a fool. I would need to come up with an extremely good plan if I hoped to fight Miralea on even ground, and her followers made every maneuver more than a little challenging. 
 
    “Gryff?” Nia asked, and I broke free from my musings. “Where are we going? I don’t think your pyrewyrm can fly for much longer.” 
 
    I touched the bond between my and my shadowy-winged beast. Nia was right, and my pyrewyrm was flagging in both strength and speed as blood continued to trail from the wounds on its haunches.  
 
    Even if my pyrewyrm hadn’t been injured, I wasn’t feeling too good either. I’d drained far too much mana from summoning the sun giant on top of double summoning so many monsters, and even keeping Sera manifested was taking its toll on my energy. I needed to set us down soon, but where? 
 
    “We’ll set down in a couple minutes,” I told Nia. “I can keep us going until then.” 
 
    “I suppose I’ll free Varleth,” she commented, and the ashen-haired mage turned around to help the banisher with his bindings. It took a lot of sawing, but she managed to cut through most of the ropes. Then she pulled them out from underneath the metal chain, and the now-loose chain slid away from Varleth’s wrists. 
 
    Underneath it all, the banisher’s hands and arms were red and mottled with bruising. Miralea’s followers had tied the bindings incredibly tightly, but it was a necessary precaution if one really wanted to hold an Academy-trained Mistral mage. It was a little silly on a banisher, however, since his draining spells were almost impossible for Varleth to use without a sword to channel them through. 
 
    “What about your weapons?” I realized suddenly. 
 
    “Confiscated and potentially gone forever,” Varleth sighed. “I’m sure Almasy doesn’t care much, since he takes a special kind of joy in using the weirdest weapons he can find. I’m going to miss my sword, however.” 
 
    “Can you use another for your draining magic?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course,” Varleth replied, though his face fell, “but that one had been forged specifically for channeling banisher magic, so it was easier to use than others. If I can find another high-purity steel weapon, that will be almost as good.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I told him sympathetically. 
 
    If I lost my rhin dagger or the dagger my father passed down to me, it would be like losing a part of myself. I hated the idea of it, and I resolved to find a new perfect sword for Varleth if we couldn’t find the old one. 
 
    “I’m doing fine compared to Gawain,” Varleth replied. “He loved that rapier, and they even took his revolver.” 
 
    “Shit,” I swore in surprise. “I’d almost forgotten about his gun. That’s a pricey weapon to lose.” 
 
    “Perhaps it’s a weight off his mind, though,” Nia pointed out, and I turned toward her curiously. “Have you noticed he doesn’t use it very often anymore? Only in larger fights, like against the Utun army. I think it brings back bad feelings from when Phi had possessed him.” 
 
    “I think you’re right,” I told her as I mulled over the topic. 
 
    I thought back to all the times Gawain had used his gun recently, and I had to agree with Nia’s assessment. Gawain brought the revolver out when our lives were overwhelmingly in danger, but he preferred using his sword when it came to bandits and simpler fights.  
 
    The fire mage was always more complex than I realized, and the same could be said for any of my other allies. I was glad to grow closer to them with every day we spent together. 
 
    “Are we landing yet?” Nia asked expectantly. 
 
    “Just a minute,” I replied. 
 
    One minute turned into two, and then my pyrewyrm faltered noticeably in its flight. My stomach dropped as we went down for a few harrowing seconds, and then we recovered again.  
 
    Nia and Varleth both clutched at my pyrewyrm’s spines as they gasped nervously. 
 
    “Okay, fine,” I admitted, “I’m putting us down.” 
 
    “By the Maker,” Varleth groaned, “I’m more afraid of flying with Gryff than I was when I got imprisoned by a monster goddess and her insane fan club.” 
 
    “Gryff does have a certain aptitude for frightening people,” Nia agreed with a smile. “Allies and enemies alike.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes as I leaned back to bump shoulders with the ashen-haired mage. She laughed musically, and I gave my pyrewyrm the orders to land. 
 
    “We’re going down!” I shouted to Sera. 
 
    Understood, the Archon replied in my head. 
 
    Of course, landing was easier said than done. The jungle trees were thick, and there wasn’t a clearing in sight. Eventually, my pyrewyrm simply dipped low enough so it could grasp at the treetops with its taloned legs. We glided above the tops of the leaves for a while before I gave my pyrewyrm the command to stop. 
 
    My monster latched onto the upper branches with its two taloned feet, and we jerked harshly on its back as our momentum was drawn to a stop. The small upper branches crackled and crunched under my pyrewyrm’s weight, and we fell in tiny increments before my monster finally came to rest on the sturdier parts of the tree. Broken twigs twirled down to the ground below, but our position held steady. 
 
    My pyrewyrm gave a half-nervous, half-proud warbling trill. 
 
    “Good job, buddy,” I told my monster as I patted it on its leathery black hide. 
 
    Above us, Sera’s snapdarner hovered gracefully down to the trees a few yards away. The insectoid monster’s small legs grasped delicately at the upper branches, and it reminded me of a dragonfly landing on a reed. 
 
    I waved to Sera, and she waved back. She would help everybody down off her snapdarner without getting them injured. 
 
    I refocused on my own passengers, and Varleth was staring doubtfully at the trees below us. 
 
    “Uh, what now?” Varleth asked. 
 
    Nia laughed and began to swing her legs over the side of my pyrewyrm. 
 
    “While you three were gone, you missed out on quite a lot of tree-climbing,” she told the banisher knowingly. “I hope you’re not too rusty.” 
 
    Nia slid gracefully from my pyrewyrm’s back, and she landed in a crouch in the crook of several branches. The tree shuddered under her feet, but Nia didn’t even waver in her balance.  
 
    Maker, but she looked like a natural acrobat when she did that. 
 
    “Not bad,” Varleth commented, and he carefully levered himself over the edge of my pyrewyrm’s back. “Now, you should watch and learn how the pros do it.” 
 
    However, the banisher lost his grip on my pyrewyrm’s hide, and he slid in an untidy heap to the treetops below. He crunched through several branches before the tree snagged him by one leg and one arm, and the banisher was left spread like a starfish among the branches. 
 
    “You okay?” I asked as I stifled a laugh. 
 
    “Fine,” Varleth croaked out. “I only fell because of my hurt wrists.” 
 
    “You should have asked for help,” Nia chided, and then she glanced over to me. “Don’t you smile, Gryff, you’re just as bad at requesting help.” 
 
    “Aw c’mon,” I told her with a wide grin. “I’ve been fine so far.” 
 
    Nia laughed, and I recalled my pyrewyrm back to its crystal. Then I tucked the wing-shaped essence crystal away in my bandolier, and I sighed with relief as more of the strain on my mana faded. 
 
    From there, it was only a matter of clambering down the rest of the tree. It wasn’t as quick or easy as I’d hoped it would be, but we managed to get down without any more serious injuries. Once we had our feet on solid ground, I brushed the bark, blood, and dirt off my palms in an effort to regain some cleanliness. 
 
    “Man, am I glad to see you guys!” Gawain called out from behind me, and I turned to see the fire mage approaching with Arwyn, Sera, and Almasy behind him. 
 
    “We were glad to see you too,” I replied with a grin. “I expected you three to have pissed Miralea off so badly that she would have gotten fed up and killed you early.” 
 
    “We never got the chance,” Almasy replied with a shrug and a smile. “She never came to see us. We just got watched by guards for hours until it was nearly dawn.” 
 
    That struck me as a little odd, since Miralea seemed riveted by me whenever I saw her. I figured she would want to gloat or explain herself at least a little to the three mages she caught as prisoners, but apparently not. 
 
    “What’s the plan now?” Arwyn asked me. 
 
    “First, I put Sera away,” I replied as I cast an apologetic smile toward the dark-winged Archon. 
 
    “That’s fine,” Sera agreed in a sultry purr. “Your energy is more delicious when you’re all rested up, anyway.” 
 
    Varleth coughed, and Almasy’s eyes went wide and round. Gawain’s eyebrows nearly climbed up into his scalp as he shot me a shocked look, but I ignored him in favor of recalling Sera.  
 
    Liquid shadow wove its way through the air and onto my back, and I felt the tattoo marking take up its position once more. 
 
    “She’s something else,” Gawain mumbled as he shook his head in awe. “You’re amazingly good at keeping it together.” 
 
    “I’ve had lots of practice,” I replied with a shrug. “As for plans, now we’re going to keep walking until night falls. I have a feeling this valley will be crawling with worshippers in a couple hours, and I want to be as far away as possible when that happens.” 
 
    “Keep walking?” Varleth asked, and he glanced into the jungle behind us. “I suppose they did see which direction we flew off in.” 
 
    “It’s a good idea,” Arwyn agreed. 
 
    With that decided, we turned and began to walk away from the temple once more, but we only made it a few steps before an uncomfortable expression crossed Gawain’s face. 
 
    “Gryff, I have a confession,” the fire-mage mumbled. 
 
    “Oh?” I asked with a frown. 
 
    “He has nothing to confess,” Varleth cut in quickly. “It was my fault.” 
 
    “Actually,” Almasy added, “I messed up, too. We wouldn’t have been captured if I hadn’t blocked the path behind us as we went.” 
 
    “The only reason that matters is because we went the wrong way,” Varleth protested. “We went the wrong way because of me, so I’m most at fault.” 
 
    “We didn’t go the wrong way because of Varleth,” Gawain burst in. “Varleth knows what he’s doing, I’m the one who thought we were facing north when we were actually facing south.” 
 
    “But I--” Varleth began. 
 
    “Guys, guys,” I interrupted with a smile, “I’m glad you all care enough about each other to try and take the blame, but truthfully, I’m just glad you’re safe. We all know mistakes happen sometimes.” 
 
    Arwyn nodded, and even Nia seemed to agree with the sentiment. 
 
    “Remember I got captured once?” the ashen-haired mage pointed out. “All it takes to mess up is for something to catch you off guard. It happens to everybody. We might be powerful mages, but we’re also human. I was furious with myself for weeks it happened, but I eventually realized my own ego was the only thing holding me back from forgiving myself.” 
 
    I was surprised to hear Nia admit something like that, but she was right. Every time I’d ever beaten myself up for not fighting well enough, I soon realized my teammates were there for a reason. I now knew when to ask others to do something I couldn’t, and that was how we’d survived as a team for so long. 
 
    “Thanks,” Varleth said softly, and he wiped a hand across his face. “I still feel responsible, however.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t,” Gawain told him, and the fire mage put a comforting hand on the banisher’s shoulder. “I messed up just as badly.” 
 
    Almasy smiled and patted them both on the back. 
 
    “Me too,” the earth mage added, and he sighed. “We can all be ashamed together.” 
 
    It made me happy to see the men of the team getting along better, and I wondered if a collective mistake was what was needed all along to get them to see past their pride. Varleth could be too cold, Gawain could be too abrasive, and Almasy could be too distant when it came to their interactions with each other. Now, finally, they had begun to see eye to eye, and the peace I’d tried to instill in them countless times before was now taking real shape. 
 
    We continued to walk, and the jungle around us became a little less dense and humid. We were approaching the southeast side of the mountains, though we’d originally come from the north. The terrain was new to us, but it held some similarities to what we’d seen before. Rocks and boulders sat among the overgrown foliage, and a few pink-spotted poisonous plants were scattered among the green ones. This time, they were easy to avoid, and I had to assume Miralea only paid attention to the northern mountain side where people were most likely to come from. 
 
    “What’s that?” Nia asked suddenly. 
 
    I looked up, and my eyebrows rose as something strange appeared from the jungle in front of us. 
 
    “It’s a … cabin?” Gawain asked in confusion as we neared it. 
 
    “Definitely not recently used,” Varleth observed. 
 
    They were both right, but I was baffled by the thought of finding any sign of modern civilization out here. The cabin was constructed of roughly hewn logs, though they were fitted together with clear expertise. There were no gaps between each log, and the purlin-style roof was clearly once covered in wooden shingles, but they had mostly fallen off by now. 
 
    Plants had overtaken parts of the cabin’s structure, but even the wooden door clung to its hinges. I would guess this place hadn’t been used in decades, but it was well-enough constructed to look decent today. 
 
    “I don’t get it,” Almasy admitted. “What’s it doing here?” 
 
    “It looks like a hunter’s cabin,” I said as I gestured to the half-decayed structures outside the building. “Those are probably racks for stretching hides, and that table looks like it was used for butchery.” 
 
    “Seems nuts to me,” Varleth admitted. “Why come all the way over the mountain just to hunt?” 
 
    “I’m sure it’s prime territory,” I said with a shrug. “There are a few tiny villages to the north of this range, so it’s not out of the question for somebody to have the idea to move out here for hunting.” 
 
    “We ought to stop here for the night,” Nia pointed out. “We can keep this place looking rundown and decrepit on the outside, and I’m sure Miralea’s followers are used to this place being empty.” 
 
    “It’ll be better than trying to hide our tent,” I admitted as I patted at the travel pack on my shoulders. “You all think we should do this?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Gawain said fervently. “I’m so ready to stop sleeping on top of rocks and roots.” 
 
    “I’m with Gawain on this,” Varleth agreed, and Almasy just nodded silently to show his support. 
 
    “Let’s stay here, then,” I decided, and expressions of relief broke over everybody’s faces. “Almasy, how about you use your earth magic to clear our trail? I don’t want anybody tracking us down.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” Almasy agreed, and he turned with a glowing spell in his hands. 
 
    The earth mage gestured forward, and I watched as a fine layer of dirt and leaves swept up into the air before the dust settled again. Anybody who followed our trail through the jungle would be left in the midst of the trees with nowhere else to look. 
 
    “Good job,” I complimented the earth mage, and he gave me a wry smile in return. 
 
    Once that was done, it took us a minute to clear the plants around the door enough to pull it open, and it kept jamming on its rusty hinges. Still, once it was open enough, we hurried inside and pulled the thing shut again. 
 
    “Home, sweet home,” Almasy sighed happily. 
 
    “Well, I guess it could be worse,” Gawain decided as he looked around the room. 
 
    A half-decomposed bed frame slouched in the corner of the cabin, though whatever straw or fur mattress had once occupied it was now gone. 
 
    A simple table sat on the other side of the room, near the fireplace. The fireplace itself looked unlikely to work as intended, plus the smoke from it would draw unnecessary attention even if it did function. 
 
    “There’s enough space for the bedrolls,” Arwyn observed. “That’s what really matters.” 
 
    “Our packs got taken,” Varleth sighed. 
 
    “We have extra blankets, so we can give you three,” Nia reassured the other men. 
 
    “Definitely,” I agreed, and that brought my attention back to my unfinished business of today. “I think I’m going to have a chat with Phi, if that’s alright with everybody.” 
 
    “In dreamland, or awake?” Gawain asked curiously. 
 
    “Awake,” I decided slowly. “Though, I’m going to be distracted, since I need to have a full conversation with her this time.” 
 
    “I don’t envy you of that,” Gawain admitted with a slight shudder. 
 
    He knew firsthand just how taxing it was to talk with Phi. The fire mage had been subjected to enough of her rants and raving to understand what I would be dealing with. 
 
    “Good luck,” Nia told me warmly. 
 
    While the others milled about and took to preparing the first meal of the day, I laid out my bedroll. Then I sat down as I made myself comfortable, and I closed my eyes. 
 
    I wish you wouldn’t listen to my sister, Sera grumbled. 
 
    It was a necessary evil, though, especially this time. I kept that in mind as I reached back through my mind and loosened the bonds that held Phi quiet. 
 
    Took you long enough, Phi snarked immediately. I think you owe me some time, don’t you agree? 
 
    I was a little busy saving the entire mission and narrowly escaping Miralea’s wrath, but I was still going to hold onto my promise to Phi. If she wanted to talk for hours on end in recompense, I would give her that. 
 
    Hm, I suppose three hours could placate me, Phi agreed. 
 
    Then it was a done deal. Anyway, I needed to know more about Miralea if we were going to be able to defeat her. The summoned mantis that nearly took out my pyrewyrm was a surprise to all of us, and I supposed Miralea likely had three summonable monsters in total. 
 
    In addition to being able to open up rifts, that is, Phi pointed out, and her voice turned smug. You’re in luck, however. I do know Miralea’s three monsters from when I last was in the South, and I can’t imagine she’s changed them. 
 
    That was perfect. Knowing more about Miralea’s monsters would give us the chance to target their weaknesses, and then we would just have to focus on the Archon herself to defeat her. 
 
    It’s never as easy as you’d like to assume, Gryff, Phi mocked me. I’ll tell you about her monsters, but they’re not weak at all. 
 
    That didn’t matter. Everything could be brought down, even the strongest creatures. 
 
    Hmph, fine, Phi sighed. Just remember how nice I’m being to you by telling you all of this, okay? 
 
    Fair enough. 
 
    Well, Phi began, Miralea’s first monster is the one you already saw. That’s called a verden reaver in your language. You weren’t wrong in comparing it to a praying mantis, though it’s even more reliant on sight in its hunting style. I’ve heard all five eyes are geared specifically to seeing movement, and it’s particularly drawn to quickly-moving creatures. 
 
    The verden reaver was drawn to movement? Already, my mind began to fly over the possibilities. If we could lure it to an ambush, it might be easy for one of us to stand still in preparation to attack. Another possibility was the idea of distracting it with a tantalizing moving target long enough for somebody else to sneak in behind it. As long as the verden reaver was focused on the wrong thing, it would be easy to thwart. 
 
    Though, perhaps her verden reaver won’t have recovered by the time you attack, Phi said. 
 
    It did take time for Archons’ monsters to recover, unlike my own summoned creatures. Its destroyed wings may have put it out of commission. What about Miralea’s other monsters, though? 
 
    She seems to like sending out her thimbletrap second, Phi answered.  
 
    Well, that didn’t sound like too terrifying of a name. 
 
    None of these translate very well to your language, Phi dismissed. Anyway, the thimbletrap is not to be taken lightly. If you’ve heard about the venus fly traps in northern Luratamba, then you can get the barest hint of an idea what it looks like. The thimbletrap has a conical mouth of sorts to eat its prey with, and the body below is strong and quick. More than anything, it’s an incredibly resilient monster. 
 
    That was fine. We’d taken down resilient monsters before. 
 
    Not like this, Phi scoffed. I imagine you would have to throw it into a volcano if you wanted to crack its exterior. The thimbletrap makes up for its one-note offense by having an incredible defence. 
 
    This wasn’t great news, but I would just have to come up with methods to weaken it first. Mixing elemental and physical damage could have some serious benefits when it came to cracking a monster’s defence. 
 
    Well, Phi snorted, perhaps you can kill it, if you’re lucky. That won’t matter, however. I’ve never seen Miralea’s third monster, but I’ve heard it’s impossible to kill, since it’s practically not alive. 
 
    What did that mean? Was it another plant, of sorts? 
 
    Plants are alive, Phi pointed out. No, this one is composed of sand. The hissenae can change shape, dissipate into granules, and deliver powerful sandstorms. 
 
    I frowned as I considered the possibilities. How would we fight against a big pile of sand? 
 
    Hah, Phi laughed sharply. Most of the time, it looks more like a jaguar than a pile of sand. Miralea loves her symbols. Anyway, be careful of its ability to shift shape and reform. I suspect such a creature could even split into multiple parts if it wanted to. If you end up fighting on top of loose dirt or sand, it may even be able to hide itself within the ground. 
 
    Great. Giant sand jaguar, impossible to kill, and we were in danger of being ambushed or having to fight a hundred copies of it. Not bad at all. 
 
    I told you this was futile, Phi insisted. You’d be better off going home, no matter what Sera says. 
 
    They have to fight, Sera suddenly snapped back, like she couldn’t contain her commentary any longer. Miralea will destroy all of us if she gets too powerful. She wants the human realm to be covered in nothing but her precious plants. 
 
    I just don’t think she has the ambition, Phi sniffed. She never used to. 
 
    Times change, Sera growled. 
 
    That was enough. I couldn’t have both Archons bickering at each other in my head. It was Phi’s time to speak right now, and Sera would have to let her keep the floor. 
 
    I was here first, Sera insisted. You can’t choose her over me like this. If I want to talk, I should be allowed to. She’s the one you should shut up. 
 
    I think you should expel Sera from your head, Phi shot back. Better yet, put her back in the crystal cave where you found her. 
 
    If the two of them couldn’t get along, both were going to get shut up and locked into the back of my mind. I wasn’t above punishing two Archons at once. 
 
    There was silence for a long moment, and then the tension eased a little. 
 
    I’ll be quiet, Sera promised. Only these three hours, however. No more. 
 
    With that, she retreated to the back of my mind, and Phi came forward readily. 
 
    That’s enough boring talk about Miralea, Phi sniffed. Now you have to talk about what I’m interested in. 
 
    There wasn’t anything else I needed to know? Nothing more Phi had that could help me defeat Miralea? 
 
    Not a thing, Phi said snidely. On a more important note, you really ought to smack Almasy next time he snores. He’s so rude, and I really want him to pay for it …  
 
    Phi’s rant continued on, and I engaged her for the full three hours. My team shot me sympathetic looks as I had to talk to Phi through breakfast and even while the others started up a small word game for fun. 
 
    “I’m so tired,” Varleth said with a huge yawn. “I don’t know about anybody else, but I hardly slept last night.” 
 
    “Me neither,” Arwyn agreed, and she rubbed at her eyes. “It’s not noon yet, but I think we all deserve a few hours of rest. Who knows when we’ll get it next.” 
 
    “Does that sound good, Gryff?” Nia asked me. 
 
    Sleep is so boring, Phi drawled. 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” I agreed. “I’ll get to sleep in a half hour or so, when Phi’s time is up.” 
 
    “Maker,” Gawain said sympathetically. “Good luck with that. Get some sleep soon, if you can.” 
 
    “We don’t know when we’ll be able to rest again,” Arwyn reminded me. 
 
    “I’ll rest,” I reassured my team. “Believe me, I’m more than ready for some shut-eye.” 
 
    Not until I’m finished, Phi laughed like an excited kid. I have so much to tell you about when I constructed my Shadowscape palace. 
 
    It was going to be a long half hour. 
 
    The minutes wore on, but finally Phi’s time was up. It was hard to say if I’d given her exactly three hours, since the sun’s position was difficult to gauge hour by hour, but it was enough. The Archon was satisfied, and I put her back into the portion of my mind where she would be silent. 
 
    Finally, I could sleep. 
 
    Goodnight, Gryff, Sera murmured to me. 
 
    I told Sera goodnight in return as I stretched out on my bedroll. The air was warm and humid, but it didn’t matter to my exhaustion. I fell asleep quickly, and even Miralea faded from my worries. 
 
    I slept for a while, though I couldn’t say how long. 
 
    Suddenly, a cacophony of screams and howls split the air, and I bolted upright in my bedroll. 
 
    Beside me, Varleth was sitting up with wide eyes and an open mouth. 
 
    “What’s that?” he asked in a hushed voice. 
 
    “Monsters,” Nia said behind me, and I turned to see her eyes blazing with anticipation. “There are monsters in the valley.” 
 
    Of course, I realized. The screaming was inhuman, and the growls and howls were far from animal either. 
 
    I’d thought Miralea would send her worshippers after us, but I never considered the alternative. 
 
    Instead of being pursued by humans, we were being hunted by monsters. 
 
    “She must have opened rifts all over the valley,” Arwyn gasped. “The whole Shadowscape has been set on our trail.” 
 
    The howling grew nearer, and we scrambled to our feet as we packed our things and drew our weapons. Almasy handed Gawain a cutlass from the things the earth mage had stolen from the temple platform, and Varleth brandished a simple longsword he’d picked up from the worshippers as well. Almasy brandished his newly-acquired halberd, and Arwyn fabricated a rapier from her own arm to use. Nia gripped her regular short sword in a steady hand, and her other hand was held ready with a simple ice spell. 
 
     I drew both of my daggers as I ran a hand across my bandolier. The howling was drawing closer, but I would be ready with my monsters when the attack started. 
 
    A snarl sounded just outside the hut, and something suddenly rammed into the wooden door. The hinges creaked and snapped as the flimsy door gave way, and something large growled from behind it. Then splinters burst inward as the door collapsed, and sunlight flooded in. 
 
    From the wreckage, an enormous blur of teeth and claws threw itself at us. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    I braced myself for the impact as the beast threw itself at us, but Varleth got there first. 
 
    His longsword rammed up through the creature’s chest, and blood sprayed like a geyser as his sword emerged from the creature’s back. Black fur began to mat with gore as Varleth drew his sword back out with a grunt, and the monster collapsed to the floor. 
 
    “Didn’t have time to put the spell on my sword,” Varleth panted as he raised the longsword back up. 
 
    The banisher held the weapon sideways in one hand, and then he brushed his other hand along its length. Black, writhing shadows emerged along the blade’s steel, and I watched as strange banisher magic enveloped it. The dark spell was fainter than usual, and I figured it would cost Varleth more magical power to drain his enemies with this weapon. 
 
    More howling split the air, but none seemed very close right now. I would have to figure out what to do to hide us from the oncoming creatures. 
 
    “Some kind of six-legged … badger?” Gawain wondered aloud as he kicked at the dead monster. 
 
    “A racoon, perhaps?” Nia suggested. 
 
    “The tail is too long, though,” Varleth pointed out with a frown. “Weird face, too.” 
 
    The monster was covered in black fur that faded to light brown along its six limbs and its tail. The tail itself was longer than the body of the creature, and rings of black color banded its length. The head of the monster was long and pointed, and fangs overlapped its lips even while its mouth was closed. 
 
    “Some monsters don’t look like real things from the human realm at all,” I said with a shrug. “Could just be one of those.” 
 
    “I don’t like it,” Gawain declared. 
 
    “C’mon, help me shut the door,” I told the fire mage, and I gestured for him to follow me as I walked to the fallen door. 
 
    “It doesn’t look like a simple shutting will fix it,” Gawain pointed out with a snort. “Usually my doors aren’t on the ground after I come inside.” 
 
    I grinned and rolled my eyes. 
 
    “Sure, sure,” I agreed. “Just help me prop it up where it’s supposed to be.” 
 
    Gawain and I lifted the door, and we managed to lean it more or less over the cabin entrance. 
 
    Gawain brushed his hands and stepped back to view our handiwork, but then a frown crossed his face. 
 
    “Wait, why bother?” he asked me. “You could knock this cabin over with a strong wind. It’s not going to hold up to monsters.” 
 
    “Of course it won’t,” I agreed, “but it might help to hide us from them.” 
 
    “They probably have a keen sense of smell,” Nia pointed out. “The one that barged in seemed sure it would find us.” 
 
    “Then we only have to distract that sense of smell,” I decided. “Do we still have the papaya Queen Lisi gifted us?” 
 
    “I mean, yeah,” Nia admitted, and she wrinkled her nose. “I have to say, it doesn’t smell like a gift. I’ve mostly been carrying it out of guilt.” 
 
    Nia loved mangoes, but apparently that love didn’t extend to the muskier, more odorous fruit. I couldn’t blame her, since one whiff of the papaya had me politely declining during our stay in Queen Lisi’s palace. 
 
    Nia dug into her pack and pulled out the papaya in question. It was clearly overripe, and a few bruises marred its surface, but it hadn’t yet begun to rot. Nia was very neat and tidy, so I knew she probably would have thrown the papaya out in a day or so and called the whole matter done with. 
 
    “Perfect,” I said as I took the papaya from her, and I jammed my father’s dagger into its soft flesh. 
 
    “Ew,” Gawain groaned as the musky smell of overripe papaya suffused the cabin room. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s pretty gross,” I agreed. “I guarantee the monsters are either going to avoid this place like the plague, or maybe they’ll come charging in looking to eat the papaya. One or the other.” 
 
    “Wait, what!” Varleth exclaimed. “Drawing them here is worse than useless. You didn’t tell us that could happen.” 
 
    I laughed as I gave the banisher a wild grin. 
 
    “It wouldn’t help, but it sure would be fun,” I told him gleefully. “I’m not going to run all over the jungle just to avoid those monsters. If they come to us, so be it.” 
 
    Varleth groaned and slapped his forehead, but Gawain’s face spread into a wide, toothy smile. 
 
    “Yeah, I love this,” the fire mage agreed. “Miralea’s little cohort can eat flames if they want us so badly.” 
 
    Almasy laughed and threw his arms into the air. 
 
    “Sure, why not?” he added.  
 
    “I could do with a little one-sided slaughter,” Nia admitted slowly. 
 
    “Maker,” Arwyn sighed and shook her head. “I suppose it’s as good an outcome as any.” 
 
    I continued smearing papaya around the perimeter of the hut, and the howling continued on around us. It felt as if any minute, the monsters would converge to destroy the cabin and us with it, but they didn’t come any nearer. 
 
    “I think it’s working,” Gawain said, but he almost sounded disappointed. “I guess we can just hide out here.” 
 
    “It’s for the best,” I murmured back quietly.  
 
    I took the opportunity to make sure all of my monsters were in place along my bandolier. The sun giant was at the top, as it should be, and things like wallerdons and axe goblins were at the bottom, as was also proper.  
 
    The only out of place crystal was the one I’d picked up in the crystal caves here. The amber-colored essence crystal was shaped like a tooth or a claw, though I had no idea what it contained. I couldn’t sort the thing by its power level without knowing what it was, so it simply resided on the bottommost slot on my bandolier. 
 
    “I just hope there aren’t any monsters out there with keener hearing,” Nia told us, “because we’ve been talking the whole time.” 
 
    “If there were,” Varleth debated, “they would have found us by now. I think we’re fine. After all--” 
 
    Suddenly, the roof of the cabin groaned and strained, and dust showered down onto us. 
 
    “The fuck is--” Gawain started, but he didn’t get a chance to finish. 
 
    The entire roof ripped free from the cabin in one motion, and an enormous tree-like monster roared down at us. 
 
    The monster had much in common with jungle trees. A bark-covered trunk formed its long torso, and two arms sprouted at an angle like branches from the joints of its shoulders. Its hands branched out into four fingers on each side, and sprigs of leafy twigs covered its body in patchy spots. Its head and face seemed almost carved from the trunk that formed its body, and its mouth hung open in a toothless grimace. Vines sprouted from its head like long, unkempt hair, and they twined around its neck and body. The trunk split into two legs below, but the walls of the cabin hid its feet from view. 
 
    “Uh,” Almasy squeaked out with wide eyes. 
 
    Gawain was the first to react this time, and an enormous ball of fire shot past my face and burst onto the tree monster’s chest above. I expected the creature to explode into flames, but instead the fireball scattered into smaller sparks that charred the creature’s chest. 
 
    It wasn’t the explosion I expected, but the monster had definitely taken some damage, and it reeled back in pain. As I watched, however, the charred portion of the tree monster glowed green. Healing light traveled across the wound, and then new growth replaced the damaged portion. 
 
    My mouth dropped open. This monster had just regenerated its wound completely in less time than it took to throw a spell like that.  
 
    “Shit,” Gawain swore by my side, and he tossed out several smaller fireballs that blasted up into the tree monster’s chest. Several redder balls of flame joined his, and I looked over to see Nia adding her own firepower to the fray. 
 
    Flames burst in blinding brightness across the tree monster’s torso, but the monster seemed highly resistant to the elemental damage that I would have expected to be most effective.  
 
    Maybe we were going about this the wrong way. 
 
    “Try ice!” I shouted to Nia, and her eyes widened as she nodded in agreement. 
 
    A huge ice spell twirled between her hands in swirls of white and blue color, and Nia launched her new spell toward the tree monster. 
 
    It hit the monster directly on its thick neck, and I watched as a small patch of frost traveled over part of the bark. Even as I stared, though, the frost quickly faded and melted away. 
 
    It had done even less damage than the fire. 
 
    Suddenly, the tree monster decided on its target, and it reached down to snag Gawain from inside the cabin. 
 
    The tree monster was shockingly fast, and Gawain barely had time to start to lean out of the way as its wooden hand came down. Varleth reached forward with blinding speed and yanked on Gawain’s arm, and the fire mage stumbled out of the way of the monster’s hand. 
 
    Branchlike fingers closed around nothing but air, and the monster groaned in disappointment. 
 
    “Can you drain it?” I shouted to Varleth. 
 
    “Not with this sword!” he yelled back as he took a passing slash at the wooden hand. 
 
    His longsword bit deep, and one branchlike finger was lopped off entirely. The tree monster bellowed in pain, and it curled the hand back toward its chest. 
 
    “Yes!” I shouted in victory, but as I watched, the wound began to glow. 
 
    Green shoots sprouted along the monster’s maimed hand, and its lost finger started to grow back with shocking speed. I could actually see the layers of wood thickening into place as the tree creature healed itself. 
 
    “It’s already fixed?” Varleth yelled in dismay. 
 
    I gritted my teeth and snagged a monster essence crystal from my bandolier. If we were going to win, I would just have to hurt the tree monster faster than it could heal. I knew exactly what my fastest monster was, and I gripped the green crystal tightly as I prepared myself. 
 
    Then I threw out the kalgori crystal, and my butterfly burst forth in a flutter of steel-edged wings. I commanded the creature to multiply, and then I waited for its numbers to grow. 
 
    The tree monster didn’t seem to notice the rapidly multiplying butterflies, and it reached both woody hands into the cabin as it tried to capture us. 
 
    This time, Arwyn was nearly caught by its branching fingers, but the red-haired professor backed out of the way as wood whistled past her face, and she slashed out her sword as she dodged. 
 
    Branches tumbled to the ground as three of its four fingers were separated from the monster’s hand. Sap bled out in sticky, slow beads of liquid, and the tree monster made another groaning sound from the pain. 
 
    “Swarm!” I shouted as my willpower took hold of my kalgori. 
 
    Dozens of green-winged butterflies dove in to encircle the tree monster, and their blades flashed in the sunlight. Our enemy reacted with confusion as it swung its arms around to bat them from the air, but most of my kalgori were faster. 
 
    Green slashes appeared across the tree monster’s bark-like skin as my kalgori enacted their storm of knives. The cuts weren’t deep, but splinters of bark flew off, and the tree monster’s grimacing face contorted even further as it bellowed in irritation. 
 
    It swatted one kalgori from the air with a thick arm, and I noticed its fingers had grown back once more. The injured kalgori hit the ground as a crumpled, misshapen thing, and I realized the tree monster was a little bit stronger than I’d anticipated. 
 
    By now, my kalgori swarmed so thickly they obscured the tree monster partially from view. I knew they were laying down innumerable wounds, but I needed to see if they were making any headway against the tree monster’s regenerative capability. 
 
    Sparks of electricity arced between my kalgori as their speed generated electricity, and I grinned fiercely at the thought of those sparks leaving even more charred wounds on the tree monster’s flesh. Surely, it couldn’t stand up to this sort of onslaught. 
 
    Suddenly, a cracking, splintering sound boomed through the air, and I thought at first the tree monster had succumbed to the kalgori. 
 
    Then a cloud of slivered bark ripped through the air in a hailstorm of brown projectiles. 
 
    “Almasy, Nia!” I shouted, and the two mages quickly jumped to the task of protecting us. 
 
    An ice wall went up a fraction of a second before a huge earth shield sprouted from the floor, and both spells curved over us in a protective arch. Arwyn and I crouched next to each other as we covered our heads, and a spattering of bark shards slammed into the wood of the cabin wall behind us. 
 
    All at once, my connection to my kalgori winked out. Every single last one of them had been impaled by the onslaught of thrown bark, and I was left without one of my fastest, deadliest monsters. 
 
    “Fuck,” Gawain hissed as he pulled a bark piece out of the wall a scant inch above his head. “If anybody’s been carrying around a big bomb, now’s the time to speak up. I don’t see how else we’re going to kill this thing.” 
 
    “Explosives are far too volatile to carry around in a backpack,” Almasy observed casually. 
 
    “That’s pretty obvious!” Gawain shouted as he gestured at the tree monster looming above us. “I was just hoping not to die at the hands of a plant, you know?” 
 
    The plant in question wasn’t doing much right now, and I wondered if it was just waiting for us to come out from behind our shields. Maybe if we were lucky, the tree was actually too stupid to understand how flimsy our elemental structures were compared to its enormous branches. 
 
    “Maybe Gryff could make another cannon,” Varleth suggested urgently. “That mojono thing was nearly impenetrable until you used the cannon, right?” 
 
    “Better than nothing,” I agreed, and I turned toward Nia to ask her for her magic. 
 
    Before I could get the question out, roots suddenly erupted from the floor, and they wrapped up around Arwyn’s ankles. The red-haired professor yelled as she tried to slash the roots away, but they simply regrew from the cuts. 
 
    “Hold on!” I shouted, but then another set of roots burst from the floor beneath Almasy.  
 
    As the viny tendrils curled up to trap him, I saw even more roots emerge from the floor to capture Varleth.  
 
    This monster was trying to pin us all to the ground, and it was only a matter of time before it caught the rest of us. 
 
    One thing at a time, though.  
 
    I rushed over to Arwyn with my daggers out, and I dropped to my knees to help her free herself. 
 
    “Don’t worry about me!” Arwyn cried out as she tried to push me away, and then her eyes went wide. “Gryff, go! Look behind you!” 
 
    “I’m not leav--” I reassured her, but then my breath was stolen away by the feeling of huge wooden fingers wrapping around my chest. 
 
    The tree monster lifted me into the air quickly enough to make my stomach lurch, and I shouted my anger as I struggled against the tight fingers around my body. It seemed impossible to move, and I could only scarcely wiggle the fingers on my left hand. Every other part of me was pinned by the force of that wooden hand. 
 
    “Gryff,” Nia shouted from below, “hold on!” 
 
    The wooden fingers began to close down tightly, and my breath left me in a gasping rush. Stars swam in front of my vision, and I struggled with my left hand to reach my bandolier. 
 
    As I strained to reach, I could only touch the bottommost portion of my bandolier, and I wheezed as my hand closed around the crystal there. I didn’t know what I’d grabbed a hold of, but it would have to do. 
 
    I ripped the crystal free, and then I dropped it from my quickly numbing fingers. I could feel it crack open on the ground below, and something new emerged from it. The connection forged between us was one I hadn’t felt before, and I despaired for a moment. Had I summoned the amber crystal I’d found in the cave? Was it even tall enough to help me? The pressure on my body was making me dizzy from lack of air, and I could scarcely see past my graying vision. 
 
    Suddenly, the fingers around my chest released, and the tree monster bellowed out in pain as I dropped in free fall through the air. I gasped for air as the ground rushed up to me, and I feared I would escape the tree’s grasp only to die from my desperation to be free. 
 
    “Gryff!” Nia shouted from below, and I could hear the fear in her voice. 
 
    Suddenly, though, a fluffy pillow of snow formed beneath my fall, and relief flooded through me. I hit the snowpack, and my chest jolted with new pain as I drove through it toward hard dirt and ice below. What exactly had happened? All I could do for a moment was gasp and breathe as I recovered my senses. 
 
    Then I sat up, and I immediately saw a vision of the tree monster fighting a smaller, similarly plantlike thing. That was certainly the amber crystaled monster, though I had no clue what it was or what it was capable of. 
 
    I looked down as I discovered I was sitting on top of a tall pillar of rock and ice. The very pinnacle was covered in cold snow that made me shiver, but I knew Almasy and Nia had saved my life. I was outside the bounds of the cabin, though, so I couldn’t see them to know if they were okay or not. 
 
    My newly summoned creature walked on four limbs that ended in large, stumplike feet covered in rough bark. Its forelimbs also doubled as arms, and I watched it rear upright on its hind legs as it circled the tree monster. 
 
    Multicolored fungal growths covered my beast in orange, white, and red spotting, and its head was dwarfed by an enormous red cap dotted with white spots. It reminded me of the poisonous amanita we had back in Mistral, though I glimpsed a large-jawed, humanoid face below the cap. 
 
    My monster lunged forward in the attack, and it opened its jaw to reveal large, widely spaced amber fangs. It tore at the tree monster with its teeth, and I watched as a chunk of bark and wood ripped free from the tree’s thick leg. 
 
    The tree monster was around the same height as my baroquer, so it came in at perhaps sixty feet or more. My mushroom-capped creature, however, was only around twenty feet tall when it reared up, and the chunk it had taken out of the tree’s leg was quickly regrowing. There was no way that little mushroom-capped creature would last long in this fight. 
 
    None of my monsters were fast enough to beat this tree monster, and I clenched my jaw as a moment of frustration passed through me. What could I do to end this fight quickly? Should I summon most of my monsters at once and accept being nearly entirely drained of magical power afterward? 
 
    Then a new feeling swept through the bond between my fungal monster and me, and my eyes widened in confusion at what it was trying to convey. The bond was vague and new, and I couldn’t tell what it was going to do in order to follow my simple orders to attack. 
 
    Suddenly, my monster reared up and slammed both of its forelegs into the tree’s foot. The attack did nothing, and the tree reached down with a powerful wooden hand to end my monster’s life. 
 
    Then a pulse of power passed between them, and I watched with wide eyes as a wave of fungal infection began to reach through the tree monster’s leg.  
 
    Orange and white bodies of mushrooms sprouted along the surface of its bark, and I watched as fungi spread through the tree monster from the foot upward. Milky-colored stems burst from the surface, and black spots seemed to burrow deep into our enemy’s wooden body. 
 
    All of a sudden, the door to the cabin was flung from the entrance, and my teammates charged out to join me among the grass and plants outside. 
 
    “Gryff, are you okay?” Arwyn called as she bolted toward the icy pillar that held me. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I answered back, but the scene in front of me distracted my attention once more. 
 
    The tree monster bellowed as disease raced up its length. Thick ridges of rubbery fungi burst from its chest, and fruiting bodies of mushrooms began to sprout from its neck. It was almost horrifying to watch, but I couldn’t look away. 
 
    “The hell?” Varleth shouted as he came to a dead stop with his eyes on the monsters. “Gryff, is that yours?” 
 
    “It’s new, but yeah,” I called back, and a huge grin spread across my face at the stroke of luck I’d had. 
 
    Brown mushrooms began to sprout from the tree monster’s grimacing face, and it sank to its knees as it began to suffer the effects of its diseased body. Amber colored spikes of fungi were lengthening and spreading along the tree’s arms, and I recognized the shape from the amber crystal of my monster. Apparently, the fangs weren’t the only thing it represented. 
 
    Gawain cackled as he looked up at me from below. 
 
    “You’re too good,” the fire mage laughed. “I can’t believe you’ve been carrying around a gem like that.” 
 
    The tree groaned, and it toppled over sideways with a crashing boom. The noise echoed through the valley around us, and the howls of monsters started up with renewed vigor 
 
    “That’s no good,” Varleth called. “We’ve got to get out of here before every enemy in the valley swarms this place.” 
 
    “I’ll get down,” I answered back, and I called my fungal monster over. 
 
    It turned slowly before it came toward me with its loping, four-legged gait. I stared at my strange creature with trepidation as it approached, and I sensed a feeling of joy from it. It was happy to be free and walking the earth again, and it liked the feeling of winning a battle. Everything else was too vague for me to understand as it lifted a limb up to the top of my ice pillar. 
 
    I wondered briefly if the fungus attack would affect humans as well, but it would have to be something I discovered later. At least because I was its summoner, I would be fine. 
 
    “Good job,” I told my monster gratefully as I stepped from my patch of snow onto the fungus-covered arm. Then I held onto the bark carefully while my creature lowered me to the dirt below. 
 
    I stepped off onto solid ground, and I smiled widely at my new monster. It stared back with small black eyes and an expressionless face, but I could feel its happiness through our bond. 
 
    Then I recalled my monster with a thought, and the amber crystal returned to my hand. 
 
    “What on earth is it?” Nia asked curiously as she ran up to make sure I was okay. 
 
    Her hands brushed over my shoulders to knock free imaginary debris, and I grinned back at the ashen-haired mage. 
 
    “I was hoping you or Arwyn would know,” I answered honestly, and then I turned to the red-haired professor. “Any ideas?” 
 
    “Not a clue,” Arwyn said, and her eyes lit up with scholarly excitement. “This might be the first monster we’ve ever discovered with fungal properties. Most monsters emulate the physiology of plants or animals. Yours seems to be a symbiosis between a plantlike base and a fungal colony, and it’s difficult to tell where your monster begins and ends. Can it only infect other plantlike monsters, and is the effect always detrimental?” 
 
    Arwyn continued to mutter a quiet hypothesis to herself, and I smiled as I turned to the three men. 
 
    “Everybody else okay?” I asked as I glanced over Almasy, Varleth, and Gawain. 
 
    “Just annoyed you got all the glory again,” Varleth answered with a smile. “Maybe Gawain and I should conspire to take you out.” 
 
    “It’s nice to hear you’re in the conspiring stage of your friendship,” I told him with a wink. 
 
    “We’re not … well, I didn’t think we were … “ Varleth trailed off, and he gave a frustrated look to Gawain. 
 
    “Are we friends?” Gawain asked in surprise, and his nose wrinkled in distaste. “Well, I suppose. Ugh.” 
 
    “Only you would say that with so much derision,” Varleth sighed. 
 
    “You’re one to talk,” Gawain retorted with a good natured roll of his eyes. 
 
    “Boys, boys,” Nia reminded them. “Let’s get a move on before a horde of angry beasts tries to tear us to pieces, right?” 
 
    The howling in the distance was definitely getting louder, and it was joined by a myriad of strange and unnerving cries of monsters I hadn’t heard before. 
 
    “How many rifts do you think she opened?” I asked, and I spun to try and pick a direction. 
 
    “Phi’s opened at least four at once before,” Varleth said nervously. “Who knows if that’s even a limit, though.” 
 
    It costs substantial energy to open a rift, Sera answered. The cost can add up, especially if one intends on remaining in the human realm during the rift’s opening. 
 
    Well, that was good news to us. 
 
    It might be bad news, actually, Sera hummed. Miralea’s power comes from her worshippers right now, so maybe she’s gathered enough to open a dozen rifts. It seems unlikely, but it could be possible. 
 
    “Okay,” I announced as I swallowed hard, “I think it’s safe to say we won’t be closing every one of these rifts.” 
 
    “Pity,” Gawain commented with a shrug. 
 
    “That means it’s time for us to take a very long jog,” I finished. “Come on.” 
 
    I turned us toward the mountainside, and then I began to run. 
 
    We were still going northeast, but I could hear the sounds of howling monsters in front of our path. Miralea had been thorough, and I had no doubt even the mountainside was infested with enemies. 
 
    “We can’t keep running forever,” Varleth gasped as he jogged behind me. “We’ll get tired, and then the monsters will have an easier snack.” 
 
    “We don’t have to run forever,” I corrected. “We just have to keep up our pace until the moon rises.” 
 
    Monster rifts invariably always disappeared at sunset, and any monsters still wandering the landscape would be killed by the glow of moonlight. It was the great equalizer in humanity’s fight against monsters, since all we had to do was outlast our enemies. The land would be crawling with creatures if the moonlight didn’t do its job, and no number of Mistral mages would have been able to keep the hordes back. 
 
    “How many hours left of daylight?” Almasy panted. 
 
    “Let me see,” Arwyn answered, and she glanced at the sky as she did some quick math in her head. “The days are long, so sunset is usually late … and that means we should have to run for only eight more hours.” 
 
    “Eight!” Gawain choked out. 
 
    Suddenly, the bushes ahead crashed aside to reveal four more of the strange, dark-furred creatures with long, ringed tails. The monsters launched themselves at us, and Arwyn released a blast of bright energy from the tip of her fabricated sword. 
 
    The light ripped through the first monster, but the other three pounced at us in the next instant. One of them came for me, and I slid sideways as I slashed with my rhin dagger. My short blade carved a bloody path through the monster’s flesh and fur, and its belly opened in a gush of blood and entrails. 
 
    Almasy threw a rock at a third creature, and it yelped in pain as the rock thudded into its ribcage. The fourth monster snarled as it tried to tackle Gawain, but he sent out a burst of fire that lit it up in hot white and flickering orange. Flames raced across its fur as it tried to snap at Gawain’s legs, and I stepped in to end the monster. 
 
    I threw my father’s dagger from a few paces away, and it buried in the monster’s neck up to the hilt. A gurgle of blood flowed from the creature’s mouth, and it staggered around as it died to both Gawain’s flames and the throat wound. 
 
    “Nice one!” Almasy chuckled, and I looked over to see his own enemy speared through the chest with a spike of rock. 
 
    “You too,” I complimented. 
 
    I walked over to retrieve my thrown dagger, and it came free with a squelch. My father’s dagger wasn’t imbued with magic like the rhin dagger was, but it was perfectly balanced and well-suited to my hand. Truthfully, I was glad for it as a symbol of what it was just as much as I enjoyed using it as a weapon. 
 
    Then the bushes rustled once again. 
 
    “More?” Varleth asked right as seven curachua leapt from the undergrowth. 
 
    We had fought the curachua before, but I knew their speed wasn’t to be taken for granted. The doglike monsters were green-furred and long-clawed, and they moved in a semi-coordinated pack as they closed in on us. Their mottled green camouflage was incomparable, and I was wary of the possibility of more in the bushes around us. 
 
    Two curachua raced toward me, and I leapt as they attempted the final lunge. My feet sailed over the curachuas’ heads, and I came back down just as they passed underneath me. 
 
    I landed with one foot on each creature’s furry back, and the force of my jump drove them both into the dirt. Then I twisted my daggers around before I dug my blades into their spines, and they both collapsed in agony beneath me. I stumbled free from their bodies right as another pack of curachua burst from between the thicket of trees on our left. 
 
    One soared toward me in a near-unavoidable tackle, but I threw myself into a backward roll at the last moment. The curachua flew through the empty space with a snarl, and I released a wild laugh as I dove after it. 
 
    I kicked the creature in the flank, and it tumbled end over end before I slashed my rhin dagger through its stomach. The curachua whined in a doglike fashion, and it collapsed as I turned to my next enemy. 
 
    Two more snarling curachua faced me, but they seemed to have learned some caution from the mistakes of their dead ally. They circled me nervously, and their lips peeled back in growls as their ears flicked around to listen to my teammates.  
 
    I heard Nia’s lightning spells crackling, and Almasy cackled as he swung his halberd around him, but I couldn’t spare more than a glance. My teammates seemed to be doing fine, so I could focus on my own opponents. 
 
    I wished for a moment my vingehund hadn’t been used twice in such close succession already, since it meant summoning the feathered creature would drain far too much of my magical power. 
 
    Luckily, my duvarku hadn’t been used in a few days. 
 
    So, I threw out the glowing, teardrop shaped crystal, and I grinned as my otter monster emerged. It chittered with eagerness and bared its teeth at my enemies, and then it split into two separate monsters. 
 
    The two curachua yelped in shock as my duvarku came for them, and I cheered as both duvarkus sank their maws into each doglike enemy. One of my creatures landed a bite on its opponent’s rear haunch, and the other got a hold of the second’s flank.  
 
    “Do it!” I shouted to my monsters, and they ripped apart flesh with their small fangs. 
 
    Blood flew as the duvarku took out the curachua, and their bodies dropped unceremoniously to join their brethren.  
 
    I turned to see if my teammates needed any help, but Varleth was busy putting his longsword through the last one. 
 
    “All good?” I asked as I came over. 
 
    “Just a little untidy,” Gawain grunted while he tried to wipe blood from his arms. 
 
    More howls sounded in the jungle behind us, and my body tensed at the thought of facing down another several dozen monsters. 
 
    “We’ve got to keep moving,” I decided as I turned back to the north-east. “They’ll smell the blood, so we can’t stay here.” 
 
    “Won’t they smell the blood on us?” Gawain asked breathlessly. 
 
    “Try using some of our water to clean it off,” I suggested. “If you have to, use a rag and leave it behind.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Nia agreed, and she moved a slender finger across a blood spatter on her shirt’s bottom hemline. “I studied up on wild herbs in the South before we left. If I see any that are strongly scented when crushed, we can rub those on our skin and clothes.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Arwyn agreed, and her words were chased up by a loud howl from behind us. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I urged, and we broke into a sprint once more. 
 
    Over the next hours, we battled monsters countless times. Curachua hunted us in packs, and even some jagualars came after us. Their bipedal stance and dangerous claws made them challenging adversaries, but my duvarku helped me to take them out. A few wide-mouthed, blue-furred bandersnatches joined the mix, and several quick encounters with imps and goblins showed us there were more than just the packs of doglike monsters. I even caught a glimpse of a cyclops once through the trees, but we veered away and quickly outpaced it. 
 
    The sun seemed to crawl across the sky as our jogging slowed to walking, and it was all my team could do to fire back simple spells as new monsters arrived every few minutes. As our magical energy began to drain, our physical weapons became what we relied on to end the lives of our enemies. I slew more curachua with my daggers than I did with monsters, and even the drain of keeping just the duvarku out was taxing on me. 
 
    Morning turned to afternoon, and still we fought. One of my duvarku took a critical wound at the hands of a chatteroshi when the scythe-armed imp descended from the jungle trees above. Nia and Gawain lit the trees on fire with a quick series of flaming spells, and the rest of the chatteroshi were engulfed in the inferno. Gawain staggered a little as the spell drained him further, but we couldn’t afford to stop. When the chatteroshi were dead, we moved on. 
 
    With one of my duvarku gone, I recalled my otter monster and replaced it with my roosa. It was tiring to call on a new monster, but it needed to be done. 
 
    The roosa was akin to a scorpion, with large black eyes and thick metal pincers that reached a dozen feet in length. Its body was covered in metallic protection, and its tail was able to extend far in front of its body to deliver a potent toxin to its enemies. My roosa was a dangerous monster, and its favorite thing to do was break its prey in half before it devoured them. 
 
    Be careful, Gryff, Sera warned me. I think if you tried to summon me now, you would pass out from the strain. Make sure you don’t get into any bad situations. 
 
    The news hardly made an impact on me, and I waved off the dark Archon’s concern with a tired promise. I would be careful. 
 
    Sera’s worries went unfounded as the afternoon changed into evening, and the sun began to dip low to the horizon. It became a half circle of glowing orange that slowly sunk from sight, and our spirits lifted as we realized our trial was nearly at an end. 
 
    “She’s going to be so pissed when she realizes we’re still alive,” Gawain chortled. “I wonder if she knows it when we slaughter her rift monsters.” 
 
    “I don’t think she has a bond with them,” I said thoughtfully. “She’ll probably just assume we’re dead, unless we show our faces.” 
 
    “I like that news,” Almasy said cheerfully. “We could catch her off guard, I bet. Ambushes are fun when you’re on the ambushing side.” 
 
    Suddenly, a bone-chilling roar bellowed out from the trees directly in front of us. We froze in shock for a moment, and then an enormous cadre of monsters charged out to meet us. 
 
    “Mountain trolls!” I exclaimed, and my gaze fixed on the gleaming rock armor the muddy-skinned monsters were covered with. 
 
    “And I’m guessing those are jungle trolls,” Gawain added with wide eyes as he backed away from the new enemies. 
 
    There were four mountain trolls, each at least as tall as a barn. They were joined by five jungle trolls, which looked even larger and meaner than the mountain variety. Their blunt skulls and misshapen faces were topped with headdresses made of tropical bird feathers, and twisted necklaces of vine and bone hung from their necks. Plates of hard wooden armor seemed half-infused with the jungle trolls’ skin, and they wielded huge clubs made from uprooted tree trunks. Their skin was green with pale red stripes, and it gave them an appearance that was both fascinating and intimidating. 
 
    The nine trolls encircled us quickly, and I ordered my roosa to dart forward in an attack. My scorpion monster rushed forward, and its stinger slammed into the thigh of one of the mountain trolls. 
 
    The mountain troll foamed at the mouth and began to die quickly, but one of the jungle trolls reached forward to snatch my roosa. The troll grabbed my monster by its segmented tail with one hand, and the other hand came forward to rip the scorpion creature in half. My roosa keened as its body began to tear apart, and I recalled it back to my hand. 
 
    “Fine, eight!” I called out. “We can handle eight. Who’s ready to dance?” 
 
    All of a sudden, an enormous pack of curachua and ring-tailed monsters burst from the jungle around us. They filed in behind the trolls, and their eager yips and howls filled the air. 
 
    Then the sky above filled with the leathery-winged forms of flying monsters, and I realized we must have stumbled far too close to a rift without realizing it. 
 
    Miralea had us in her clutches at last, and I could feel her steely grip closing over our lives. 
 
    The fading sun cast red light across the jungle, and then the monsters moved in to end us. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Just as the trolls began to lunge at us, the sun vanished below the horizon. 
 
    All at once, the monsters around us began to burn and dissipate. Particles hissed into the air as monster flesh decayed, and wisps of magical energy rose from the field as creatures died.  
 
    A jungle troll made a passing grab at Arwyn as it decayed, but she whipped her rapier across its palm as she dodged away. The troll stumbled backwards as it died, and it collapsed to the ground harmlessly. 
 
    The sky was the moon’s domain now, and sunset had doomed these monsters to death. 
 
    I hadn’t seen the night kill monsters like this before, and I found it fascinating how quickly they died. Even the flying monsters began to fall from the sky as deadweight, and one hit the ground near us. I identified it as a beakrok as its leathery form disintegrated, and I was glad they hadn’t had the chance to attack us. 
 
    “Gryff,” Gawain panted with a smile, “please never let the situation get that dire in the last moment again.” 
 
    “I’ll try to avoid it,” I laughed. “I don’t think I enjoyed it either.” 
 
    The air was thick with particles of dying monsters, and I let my tired legs rest for the first time today. I sat in the grass and watched as the trolls and the curachuas faded away on the light, warm breeze.  
 
    Nia sat down beside me, and soon the whole team was laying in the grass as we had our first moment of true respite since this morning. 
 
    “At least we have pretty sweet bragging rights now,” Varleth chuckled as he wiped sweat from his brow. “Nobody in my class will believe we fought for so long and killed so many.” 
 
    “Especially not since our mission here is classified,” Almasy added with a snort of laughter. 
 
    For a while, we just sat and watched the darkening sky and the trees. Deep purple clouds rolled across the navy expanse above, and green leaves rustled in the cool nighttime breeze.  
 
    The moon was just past being full, but Gawain threw up a simple flame spell to hover above his head. The warm glow of it made me feel safer, even though I knew the feeling was an illusion. 
 
    “What are we going to do about Miralea?” Nia murmured, and she moved her shoulder to touch mine. 
 
    “I think we can take care of the first of her monsters,” I answered. “Phi told me all about them. There’s the mantis we fought, which is called a verden reaver. The verden reaver is tough, but we know it’s not invulnerable to our swords.” 
 
    “Damn right it’s not,” Gawain said with a pleased chuckle. 
 
    “Plus,” I added, “Archon monsters don’t recover instantly. If we’ve injured it badly enough, it might be a much easier opponent on the second time around.” 
 
    “Good point,” Arwyn observed. “Not only have we recovered the other half of our team, but we’ve also made strides forward in defeating Miralea.” 
 
    “That’s one hell of a glass-half full outlook,” Varleth sighed. 
 
    “Only because your outlook is more like glass-half shattered and rolled through the mud,” Gawain snickered. 
 
    “I’m a realist,” Varleth sniffed. 
 
    Suddenly, my tired brain caught up with everything we’d learned over the past eight hours. 
 
    “Miralea also has a plant monster called a thimbletrap,” I said with newfound excitement, “but I think my fungal monster can put it down with that special power it has. Phi thinks the thimbletrap will have an incredibly tough defence, but so did that tree monster.” 
 
    “And it didn’t stand a chance against your fungi,” Nia observed. 
 
    “It makes sense if it can wreck every plant it comes across,” Almasy agreed. 
 
    The earth mage sighed as he leaned back in the grass, and I wondered if he was longing after his flask.  
 
    “We ought to name Gryff’s monster,” Arwyn decided. “I think it’s a new discovery for sure. Perhaps its preservation within the crystal cave means others like it have all but disappeared from the Shadowscape.” 
 
    Varleth leaned back and looked thoughtful as he considered what to name my creature. 
 
    “Amber infector,” Gawain snickered. 
 
    How about fun-guy, Sera purred with a lilt of amusement. 
 
    “Might as well call it planticide,” Varleth drawled. 
 
    “Perhaps something in the native language?” Nia suggested. 
 
    “Good idea,” Arwyn said happily, but then a frown crossed her face. “If I remember correctly, mushroom is translated as chuchu.” 
 
    “We can’t call it chuchu, that’s ridiculous,” Gawain moaned. “People will think it’s a lapdog, not a monster.” 
 
    I had to agree, sadly. 
 
    Fun-guy is the best name, Sera insisted. 
 
    “It’s your monster,” Nia said as she turned to me. “What would you name it?” 
 
    Fun-guy, Sera snickered. 
 
    “Sera’s sabotaging my ideas,” I pleaded. “Leave me out of this one, or it’s going to end up as a terrible pun.” 
 
    “Sorry, what?” Gawain laughed. 
 
    “Sphordrum,” Almasy blurted out. 
 
    We all paused before we blinked at the earth mage with open confusion and surprise. For a moment, we simply soaked in the new word. 
 
    Sphordrum. Maybe it was just the effect of hearing so many awful names, but sphordrum seemed promising 
 
    “Uh, well, it’s not bad,” Arwyn admitted as her face brightened with interest. “You kept some root language in there, so academically speaking, it’s very clever.” 
 
    “Sphordrum it is,” I agreed, and I slapped at a mosquito as it tried to alight on my arm. “Maybe we should set up the tent before we get eaten alive.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Gawain commented as he brushed moths away from his little handheld flame. “I’m getting tired of this.” 
 
    We heaved ourselves to our weary feet and began to pull the tent supplies from my and Arwyn’s backpacks. Almasy had been carrying the hammock in his when he’d been caught, so it was lost to the clutches of Miralea’s worshippers. That was probably fine, since I didn’t thank any of us could stand the thought of keeping watch when we were so tired. 
 
    We got everything more or less set up, and the three teammates with missing bedrolls made makeshift sleeping setups with the spare blankets. I passed around some hard rations, and we tore into our dry, chewy meals as the discussion started up again. 
 
    “Now, back to the more important subject,” Nia redirected us. “If you take care of the first two monsters, that just leaves one more. This doesn’t sound too bad, as long as the third monster is comparable to the others. 
 
    “Right,” I sighed, “the hissenae. Phi implied we couldn’t possibly kill it, since it’s hardly alive.” 
 
    “Hardly alive?” Arwyn repeated. 
 
    I explained how the hissenae’s sandy body kept it from being hurt by weapons, and my teammates mulled over the problem. 
 
    “Perhaps elemental attacks would work,” Nia proposed. “We could freeze it perhaps? Trap it?” 
 
    “Crush it with a huge rock?” Almasy suggested as he pounded one fist down onto his other hand. 
 
    “It’s sand,” Gawain snorted. “It’ll just flow right out from underneath.” 
 
    Maybe Nia was onto something when it came to elemental attacks. Perhaps water and ice spells in conjunction would be enough to take down the monster, but we wouldn’t know until we tried. 
 
    “At least we have some ideas,” I decided. “We should try to come up with something better by the time we fight Miralea’s hissenae, but for now we can move onto the second issue. What do we do about her worshippers? While they’re around Miralea, we can’t possibly get at the Archon. She loves sending them to die against us.” 
 
    “We could tell the worshippers to go away?” Almasy suggested doubtfully. 
 
    “You should’ve quit when you were ahead,” Varleth laughed. 
 
    Almasy shrugged and leaned back onto the tent floor with a rueful grin on his face. 
 
    “I think we have three options,” Gawain suggested. “Kill them, cripple them, or distract them. Honestly, killing would be easiest.” 
 
    “We’re not going to be able to kill that many,” I told the fire mage. “Most of the worshippers were once regular people, but there have to be a few mages scattered in. Even if we don’t get stabbed or shot, a mage will get in a lucky hit eventually.” 
 
    “There were mages when we got caught,” Varleth admitted. “At least five, most of them elementalists. One was a metallogue. If they got in a surprise attack, we might be in trouble, so Gryff’s right.” 
 
    “In addition,” Nia pointed out, “Miralea would be helping them. I don’t think we can fight that many followers, regardless of whether we kill them or not.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement as I considered what options we were left with. 
 
    “Sounds like we’ll have to focus on distracting her worshippers,” I decided. “What methods could we use for that?” 
 
    Almasy suddenly sat up from the floor, as if inspiration had struck. 
 
    “A fireworks show,” he chuckled. 
 
    “No,” Nia shot down immediately. 
 
    Almasy made a disappointed noise and leaned back into the grass again. The earth mage did have an odd sense of humor. 
 
    “We could split up our forces,” Arwyn proposed, and she gestured with her hands in opposite directions. “Half of us could start an attack in a certain location, and Miralea’s worshippers would come to deal with us there. The other half of our team would be waiting for her followers to leave, and then they would ambush the Archon herself.” 
 
    “What if Miralea herself comes to deal with the first attack?” Varleth pointed out. “Then all of our enemies will be in the same place, but we’ll be weaker since we’re split up.” 
 
    I mulled over the issue, but I couldn’t see a way to make sure Miralea wouldn’t come to fight alongside her followers. She was content to send her worshippers to their deaths, but she certainly didn’t shy away from fighting us on the temple platform or inside the temple itself. She even sent her only flying monster after us when we tried to escape. 
 
    We needed an enemy Miralea would think twice about going to face personally. Who could that even be? Miralea wasn’t scared of anybody, as far as I could tell. 
 
    Except perhaps her rival, Utuni, Sera pointed out. According to Phi, Utuni always talked about how Miralea would slink away into the shadows like a coward when Utuni came to fight.  
 
    The problem was, Utuni wasn’t around. She was asleep, along with all the other Archons we hadn’t heard much about. 
 
    “We need Utuni to come threaten Miralea,” I murmured. 
 
    “Utuni?” Gawain repeated as he shook his head. “We can’t wake up another Archon. That would totally defeat the point.” 
 
    “And we don’t know where she is,” Varleth added, “or how to wake her up, or how to get her here, or--” 
 
    “So, we don’t really wake up Utuni,” I cut him off. “We just make it look like she’s arrived to kill Miralea.” 
 
    My team shifted uneasily as they considered how to make this possible. 
 
    “Well, first we need an Utuni,” Arwyn murmured. 
 
    “Right,” I agreed, and I latched onto the thought. “We need to know what she looks like.” 
 
    Even I could tell you that, Sera suggested, and her tone turned dark and angry. She came to lock me away into that crystal cave. I would never forget the faces of those who did that to me. 
 
    “Sera’s going to give us a description,” I announced eagerly. 
 
    Utuni isn’t as dark-skinned as Miralea, Sera began. Arwyn and Nia are quite pale, but it shouldn’t matter from a distance. They could pass for Utuni, I believe. 
 
    Actually, Arwyn had begun to tan quite nicely from all the days of outdoor travel. She usually was trapped indoors for classes, healing, or research, but the flame-haired professor had developed a bronzed, sunkissed look. Nia didn’t have the skin type to tan very much, though, it seemed. 
 
    Utuni’s hair is dark, Sera added, though her headdress hid most of it. When I last saw her, she wore a series of golden circlets, tropical bird feathers, and a crown that looked like a green, metal snake encircling her forehead. 
 
    Well, that was going to be tough to fake.  
 
    “We’ll have to make some kind of headdress,” I sighed. “Bird feathers at least, and perhaps a vine wrapped around it. Golden jewelry would help.” 
 
    “Queen Lisi gave Arwyn and I some gifts,” Nia said hesitantly, and she turned to Arwyn. “I’ve been too afraid of losing mine, so I haven’t worn the earrings.” 
 
    “She gave me a necklace,” Arwyn added thoughtfully. “We could combine them, and at least that would be better than nothing.” 
 
    Utuni’s outfit was a crisscross of red fabric strips, Sera continued. Thick ones, though they lay in two vertical stripes down from her shoulders to her thighs. She had two more faux green snakes around her wrists, and another two around her ankles. No shoes, though I remember red paint on her feet and lower legs. There was more red paint on her face and hands, though it had worn away in some places during the battle. 
 
    “She wears red paint,” I announced with a smile. “We already know the perfect thing for that, after Arwyn used those red berries on us a few days ago.” 
 
    Was that all the aspects of Utuni’s description we needed? 
 
    That’s all, Sera confirmed, though she has a snake’s tail. I hardly think you can replicate that. 
 
    “Okay,” I mused out loud, “here’s what I think we’ll need to pull this off … “ 
 
    I described all the different elements of Utuni’s appearance, and we gave out various ideas for how to create each of them. Red berries would do nicely to replicate the red paint effect, and another vine could serve as a snake’s tail in a pinch. Tightly woven plants for the bracelets and anklets would have to work well enough, and we could dismantle some of our clothing for the red fabric strips. 
 
    “We’re definitely not getting that done tonight,” Varleth insisted as he spoke through a yawn. 
 
    “Probably not,” I admitted. “It’s a lot to gather and assemble, and fires from Nia and Gawain aren’t going to help all of us at once.” 
 
    “Time to sleep?” Arwyn asked as she fluffed up her bedroll. 
 
    “Time to sleep,” I confirmed. “We’ll wake up very early to start our preparation, so it’s best to rest now. 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me twice,” Almasy chuckled, and he shifted his way under his blankets. Then he disappeared beneath them like a burrowing mole. 
 
    I was worried about everything we would have to do to pull this off, but even my racing mind couldn’t change the dead tired ache in my muscles and bones.  
 
    As I closed my eyes, I fell asleep quickly enough that I never even registered it happening. 
 
    Hours later, when the sun was just beginning to rise, we were up and working on our plan. Arwyn and Nia were both in particularly interesting outfits today, to say the least.  
 
    Nia was in a short white dress with blue accents that drew my focus to the curve of her partly-exposed breasts. Her hair was in a simple ponytail, and she wore an intricate necklace decorated in the center with a small chrysocolla rock the color of turquoise.  
 
    A blue secondary skirt fell down below her knees in the back, but the front of the white minidress was slit up the side of one thigh to reveal a lot of skin whenever Nia moved in the right way. A blue belt settled over her hips just barely kept the minidress decent, though I had a hard time not staring anyway. The ashen-haired mage had on white and blue gloves, but she quickly pulled them off in order to work with her hands on our projects. Nia’s entire outfit seemed designed for comfort in the sticky heat of the humid valley we were in, but I appreciated the aesthetics greatly. 
 
    Arwyn had certainly opted for the cooler outfit as well. Her breasts were wrapped in strips of white cloth, and two buckling lengths of black fabric below supported her voluptuous curves. Otherwise, a real shirt was conspicuously absent, though she draped a red scarf around her neck to use for the Utuni costume later. 
 
    On the bottom, Arwyn wore a pair of shorts in thin khaki cloth. The shorts covered her ass and little else, and the fraying hemline seemed to imply even less would be covered in the future. Below that, a single khaki legging covered Arwyn’s left leg nearly up to the shorts, though the fabric left a length of thigh exposed.  
 
    I recognized the legging was designed tightly in order to support Arwyn’s knee on that side, but the asymmetry of it was tantalizing compared to the bare length of her leg on the other side. The legging may have been for Arwyn’s health, but the professor made all clothing look good enough to knock me for a loop when I saw it. 
 
    Sadly, Arwyn went out to gather feathers for the headdress, and I was left with only Nia and Gawain for company as the others went looking for materials as well. 
 
    Almasy and Varleth were wandering around the jungle trying to find suitable red berries or leaves to make our paint with, and Nia was combining Arwyn’s gold necklace with a series of vines to make it seem to be wrapped in sculpted snakes. Arwyn was out hunting birds for their feathers, but I wasn’t sure what the professor’s plan was on how to shoot them down. Perhaps her energy light beams could serve as her weapon for hunting. 
 
    Whoever was going to be Utuni would need lots of coaching, but we hadn’t decided on who it would be quite yet. Still, Sera would help when it came time to instructing the chosen woman on body language, dialogue, and other little mannerisms. 
 
    At least I could start making the clothing while I waited. 
 
    “Gawain, give me your cloak,” I requested. 
 
    “But you’re going to cut it up!” he protested as he clutched the red cloth close to his body. 
 
    “Yep,” I agreed. “Hand it over.” 
 
    Gawain gave me a withering look filled with equal parts of despair and anger, but he ripped the cloak from his shoulders before he thrust it toward me. 
 
    “Fine,” he muttered, “but I better get lots of credit for saving this continent. I’m sacrificing a lot, here.” 
 
    Now that I had ahold of the cloak, I was starting to realize why he was so sad about losing it to the cause. It was rich, expensive fabric, and he had likely gone to the expense of getting it tailored as well. It wasn’t far off from the Academy-issue style, but it was shaped ever-so-slightly to fit with clean and flattering lines. 
 
    I got out my pocketknife and started cutting. It wasn’t a difficult pattern I had to match, and I was glad Utuni wore real clothing instead of vines like Miralea. 
 
    Nia put down the headdress she was crafting and tilted her head as she watched me work. 
 
    “Who’s going to play Utuni?” she asked with curiosity, and she gestured to the woods before she pointed to herself. “It has to be one of us, right?” 
 
    Arwyn’s build is closer, Sera insisted. A little taller, larger curves. Utuni’s voice is also in the same timbre as hers. 
 
    “Seems like Arwyn is going to be it,” I decided. “She’s a little closer in looks to Utuni, if that’s fine with you two.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Nia agreed. “It’s fine with me, but we’ll see what Arwyn thinks when she comes back.” 
 
    Just then, Varleth pushed through the trees and approached us with a wrapped cloth full of brilliant red berries. 
 
    “Hey, Varleth,” I greeted him. 
 
    “This plan is definitely going to fail,” the banisher mumbled as he set the berries down. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m a hundred percent in support of it, but it’s totally not going to work.” 
 
    “It’ll be fine,” Gawain insisted, and he waved a hand dismissively. “The worst thing that can happen is we piss off a demi-goddess, that’s it.” 
 
    “I trust Gryff,” Nia said as she wove together a circlet of thin green vines. “His plans always work out one way or another. Even the last one didn’t end too badly, since Almasy, Gawain, and Varleth are all alive despite the odds.” 
 
    “Thanks … ?” I murmured uncertainly. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Nia told me with a genuinely pleasant tone. “Now, how is Arwyn going to pull this ruse off?” 
 
    “We’ll have to practice a lot,” I decided. “Plus, we’ll want to amplify her voice, so we’ll have to construct some kind of speaking cone.” 
 
    “I’m sure I can handle that one,” Nia offered. “Perhaps Almasy can help when he gets back.” 
 
    “Not a bad idea,” I agreed. “I’m sure a tube made from rock would work just fine.” 
 
    “I’ll be back with more,” Varleth mumbled to us, and he spilled his berries onto the grass before he gathered the rag back up. 
 
    “I’ll take on the task of crushing these up,” Gawain offered as he waved a short goodbye to Varleth. 
 
    The fire mage burned away the plants from a flat, mossy rock, and he brushed the surface off carefully. Then he dumped the berries onto the top and began to crush them with a smaller stone. 
 
    “It really is pretty red,” I noted approvingly as I peered at the juices coming off the crushed berries. 
 
    “Yeah,” Gawain snorted. “We’re not doing too badly, are we? We should go back and start a costume company in Varle Enclave.” 
 
    “We would have a very niche clientele,” I assumed. “Do nobles like dressing up that often?” 
 
    “Masquerades are all the rage,” Gawain confirmed with a nod. “We could make a killing just with some fancy suits and headwear.” 
 
    “Gowns as well,” Nia added thoughtfully. “Women pay quite a lot for a matching set.” 
 
    Gawain nodded thoughtfully as he narrowed his eyes. He seemed to be making decisions for our imaginary business, and I stifled a laugh at the fire mage’s expression. 
 
    “Hey, everybody,” a distant voice called, and I turned to see Arwyn as she emerged from the jungle. 
 
    “That’s a lot of birds,” Nia exclaimed in surprise. 
 
    Arwyn was carrying a full hand of dead birds in her left hand, and the variety of plumage colors was stunning to look at. We had gotten a few glimpses of tropical birds during our time in the Southern lands, but it was an entirely different matter to see them up close. 
 
    “It’s a little sad, isn’t it?” Arwyn sighed as she held up the dead birds. “They’re going to a good cause, at least.” 
 
    “I don’t think this valley is in danger of running out of birds,” I reassured her. “Gawain can probably cook the meat for us, as well.” 
 
    Arwyn smiled and shook her head as she set the birds down in the grass. 
 
    “You’re sweet,” the red-haired professor told me, “but I’m sure we’re better off not risking the smoke from a fire.” 
 
    “Oh, Arwyn,” Nia said as she turned to look up. “It sounds like you’re going to play Utuni in our little ruse. Is that fine with you?” 
 
    “Ah, well,” Arwyn replied, and she sounded flustered, “I suppose. That’s quite the outfit I’ll be wearing, isn’t it?” 
 
    Her gaze landed on the red strips of cloth in my lap, and I gave her a grin in response. 
 
    “You can make anything look flattering, don’t worry,” I said with a wink. 
 
    “Gryff!” Arwyn exclaimed, but a pleased smile fought its way onto her face. 
 
    “Spare me,” Gawain sighed as he continued to crush berries. “If you’re going to flirt, go do it where I can’t see or hear you.” 
 
    I laughed, but then I stood up as I brushed my trousers off. 
 
    “We’ll go,” I promised him, “but only because Arwyn needs to focus on acting like Utuni. Oh, and she should try some of the paint as well.” 
 
    “Have at it,” Gawain agreed as he gestured to the puddle of juice on the rock in front of him. 
 
    Arwyn came over and scooped up a handful of the berry juice. It was thick and pulpy, but she rubbed it across her hands experimentally. When she was done coating her hands, she scraped the extra pulp off and let it drop to the ground. The red color on her hands was thick and vibrant, and it really did look like paint. 
 
    “A little more purple than blood-red,” I observed, “but it looks good.” 
 
    “I’d say so,” Arwyn agreed, and she smiled. “Alright, I suppose I’m ready to start acting. Honestly, I didn’t expect to be doing any theater when we first started on this journey.” 
 
    “Me neither,” I agreed with a grin, “but I think you’ll make the perfect actress.” 
 
    “I think I’ll come over as well,” Nia said lightly, and she looked askance at Gawain’s berry-mashing station. 
 
    The fire mage was grinning fiercely as he pounded his stone into the pulp, and juice was running down his bare arms to coat them with maroon color. It was a bit of an alarming scene, to say the least. 
 
    “That sounds like a good idea,” I agreed. “Good luck, Gawain.” 
 
    Nia picked up a water skin as well as two of the colorful birds, and then she followed Arwyn and me as the three of us wandered into the thicker part of the jungle.  
 
    “Do you think the plan will work?” I asked Arwyn as we walked. 
 
    “I think it’s a better idea than anything else we could ever come up with,” she answered. 
 
    It wasn’t the most inspiring reply, but I appreciated Arwyn’s honesty. I liked that I could trust the red-haired professor’s vote of confidence when she gave it, and I felt better to hear her say she liked this idea. 
 
    “I think Arwyn’s right,” Nia agreed. “We may as well try this.” 
 
    We wove between a few more trees, and I absently ran my hands along the red strips of fabric I had draped over my arms. 
 
    “It’s a good thing Gawain told us to go away,” Arwyn said lightly, “because I doubt we’re going to get me into my outfit without a little disrobing first.” 
 
    I stopped and stared at her with wide eyes, and the red-haired professor turned around with a sparkle of mischief in her eyes. 
 
    “Right … “ I managed to say past the throbbing pulse of my blood in my ears. 
 
    “You didn’t think we could pass up this chance, did you?” Nia added, and her arms encircled me from behind as she leaned in to whisper. “Arwyn and I were just talking last night about how to get you alone, you know.” 
 
    I swallowed hard, and I turned my head to catch a glimpse of Nia’s face. 
 
    Instead, I caught her lips as she stood on her tiptoes to lean across my shoulder. She tasted of sweet fruit, and her tongue slipped into my mouth with a teasing, clever speed. The floral scent of Nia’s perfume reached me, and we finally broke apart just as Arwyn approached. 
 
    Arwyn trailed a hand over my shoulders, and she leaned in to give me a kiss of her own. Where Nia was sweet, Arwyn tasted sharp and tangy, and I recognized it from the edible red berries we’d gathered. This kiss was deeper and slower, like a smouldering fire instead of the quick tangle Arwyn had with me. 
 
    Not exactly the impression of Utuni I had in mind, Sera purred with amusement. 
 
    I waved Sera away with a mental push, and she laughed as she obligingly retreated to the back of my mind. She didn’t seem interested in watching, and I was far too busy to worry about it for much longer. 
 
    Nia reached around from behind me to undo the buttons on my shirt, and Arwyn continued to press tangy kisses to my mouth. Then Nia’s hands splayed over my bare chest, and I shivered at the delicious feeling. 
 
    “What do you think, Arwyn?” Nia asked in a low voice. “What should we do with him?” 
 
    “Hm,” the red-haired professor teased as she pulled me in closer to her, “I think we should show him just how much we’ve been looking forward to this.” 
 
    “You think so?” Nia breathed in my ear, and the warm sensation of it sent another shiver down my spine. 
 
    “I might agree to that,” I murmured as lust coursed through me. 
 
    I reached forward to run my hands over the white strips of cloth that contained Arwyn’s breasts. The fabric was soft and thin, and I teased it downward until the professor’s assets suddenly sprang free. 
 
    Her breasts were pressed together and pushed up by the pressure of the white cloth, and her perfect curves were impossible to resist. 
 
    I molded my hands around them, and my palms filled with her gorgeous, pale flesh. I could see the blurred line where Arwyn’s tan faded into where her clothes always covered, and I traced it with my fingers as I moved in closer. 
 
    I bent down to lick a path around the pink of Arwyn’s nipples, and she sighed as her head tilted back in pleasure.  
 
    “Perhaps I can take that over,” Nia suggested in a sultry tone, “so you move down below.” 
 
    “A perfect idea,” I agreed, and Arwyn’s eyes widened in eager anticipation. 
 
    “Should I--” she started, but I pulled her gently to the ground below.  
 
    Soft green plants cushioned us, and Arwyn looked incredible as she laid back among the foliage. Her chest moved with each breath she took, and soon Nia joined us on the ground as she moved toward Arwyn’s breasts. 
 
    The ashen-haired mage leaned forward, and her mouth sealed around Arwyn’s left breast. The red-haired professor gasped as Nia took up the work I had started, and then I turned my attention lower. 
 
    Arwyn’s khaki shorts were certainly tight, and I passed my hand over the thin cloth as I moved from her outer thigh to the inner side. I pressed my fingers over her pussy through the fabric, and I was surprised to feel nothing else in the way. 
 
    I unbuttoned the top of the khaki shorts and lifted them just enough to check, and a smile crossed my face. 
 
    “No panties,” I noted. “You really were planning this, weren’t you?” 
 
    “We couldn’t leave it up to chance,” Nia answered as she moved off Arwyn’s breast. “If you didn’t take the hint, I was going to bend over and flash you.” 
 
    Nia reached back, and then she pulled the white hem of her minidress up over her perfect ass. Beneath it, she was completely naked, and her inner thighs were flushed with pink arousal. I knew it would have taken very little for me to accidentally see that sight, and my cock throbbed in my pants at the idea. 
 
    More important was the fact those khaki shorts weren’t on the ground yet, so I reached for Arwyn’s hips eagerly. 
 
    Nia’s ministrations had the professor pumping her hips in slight motions already, but Arwyn lifted her ass from the ground so I could take the shorts off. I pulled them past her knees and down to her ankles, and then I slid them off with some effort over her black shoes. 
 
    Arwyn’s pussy glinted with wet readiness, and she spread her legs as I knelt between them. She smelled delicious, as usual, and I gently pressed my tongue over her folds to lick upward toward her clit. 
 
    “Gryff,” Arwyn gasped as I worked. 
 
    I switched back and forth between sucking her clit gently and licking along her entrance, and Arwyn shifted with uncontainable pleasure as I continued. She moaned and shivered as Nia and I worked in tandem, and soon her moans began to turn into stifled shouts. 
 
    We weren’t nearby to where the others had gone to gather berries, but we definitely didn’t want to attract any attention from concerned teammates. So, Arwyn pressed a hand over her mouth to muffle another loud moan, and Nia moved up to kiss the shouts away. 
 
    The ashen-haired mage continued to move her skilled, slender fingers over Arwyn’s breasts, and Arwyn’s muffled shouts grew breathy and undone. She gasped once, and then she moved and stretched with the arrival of her orgasm. 
 
    I could see the muscles in her stomach and thighs contract as she rode out the blissful climax, and then she relaxed again as it faded. Arwyn’s chest heaved as she panted for air, and she slowly sat up to meet our eyes. 
 
    “That,” she breathed, “was incredible.” 
 
    “That’s just the beginning,” Nia promised as she turned a lustful look on me.  
 
    “That’s right,” Arwyn agreed, and her smile turned sly. “Now, it’s Gryff’s turn.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    This time, Nia ended up on the ground, and it was Arwyn who took over licking and sucking at the ashen-haired mage’s breasts and nipples. Arwyn had folded the cups of Nia’s dress down, and the elemental mage’s breasts lay naked over the fabric. 
 
    “Down, Gryff,” Arwyn requested firmly, and she pointed to the ground beside Nia.  
 
    I settled obligingly onto the green plants, and then Arwyn began to disrobe me with Nia’s help. The red-haired professor unbuttoned the rest of my shirt before she pulled it off completely. Meanwhile, Nia tugged at my trousers, and I kicked them off eagerly as she palmed my cock. 
 
    She moved her hand up and down my length for a minute, and then Nia rolled over to straddle me. Her thighs went on either side of my waist, and she lowered herself as she leaned forward to kiss me. Our mouths connected, and she moaned breathily as our tongues twisted together. 
 
    I could feel Nia’s wet pussy on my chest, and my stiff cock was just barely touching the cheeks of her ass. I jerked my hips slightly to try to ease some friction from the touch, but Nia moved out of the way before I could gain any real pleasure. 
 
    “Not yet,” Nia teased. “We have a special idea for this.” 
 
    “I’m going to do some overseeing,” Arwyn added slyly. “That is, you and Nia are going to fuck while I make sure you don’t come anytime soon.” 
 
    I was going to have to stop and wait if Arwyn wanted me to? I didn’t exactly orgasm very quickly in any case, so I wondered what the professor had in mind. We could be at this for quite a while, if she wanted. 
 
    “You think we have time to delay?” I wondered out loud. “The others might start to wonder where we’ve gone.” 
 
    “The others don’t matter,” Arwyn replied, and she knelt by my face to kiss me on the lips briefly. “We’re practicing for the big hoax, according to them. I make a good goddess, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    Maker, both her and Nia looked like they stepped out of a legend. The soft sunlight filtered through the jungle trees and painted them with muted golds, and my cock throbbed at their curves. 
 
    “You’re both goddesses to me,” I murmured. 
 
    “For the compliment,” Nia proposed, “you get a reward.” 
 
    The ashen-haired mage lifted her minidress again, and the white fabric slipped up around her hips. She rose from where she straddled my waist, and then she moved backward until her tight entrance aligned with my cock. 
 
    Nia picked up my length with both hands and lowered herself onto it. She slid over me easily, and her arousal was clear as she moaned and smiled with delight.  
 
    “You’re so big,” the ashen-haired mage sighed happily. “It’s a surprise every time.” 
 
    I grinned and jerked up a couple quick thrusts into Nia’s pussy. Her breasts bounced as she was jostled up and down, and she moaned with delight as my cock disappeared inside her. 
 
    “Go ahead and fuck,” Arwyn breathed, and she ran her hands over my chest as Nia began to move more quickly. 
 
    The ashen-haired mage bounced over my cock like she hadn’t made love to me in a year, and I was mesmerized by the sight of her tight entrance gripping me. I could hardly process the intense bliss that passed through me as she sped up, and I met her rhythm with my own movements. 
 
    My hips jerked, and Nia’s breasts bounced in perfect synchronization. I reached forwards to press my fingers over her clit, and the ashen-haired mage leaned back to allow me easier access. 
 
    Nia began to gasp and moan in earnest, and she bounced even more quickly on my cock. I could feel her ass slapping onto my thighs, and the warm grasp of her pussy made the pressure of an oncoming climax grow close. 
 
    Nia came suddenly, and her eyes widened as the pleasure took her off guard. She shouted, and then she clapped a desperate hand over her mouth to stifle the noise. Her orgasm began to wear off after a delicious minute, and she took her hand away as her eyes grew hazy with bliss. When it was over, the ashen-haired mage whimpered and moved forward onto her hands and knees as I continued to pump into her. 
 
    Nia’s muscle contractions had felt good enough to put me even closer to the edge, and I closed my eyes as my climax drew near. 
 
    “Stop,” Arwyn requested, and Nia suddenly froze. 
 
    I pumped once more, and then I pulled on all of my willpower to stop thrusting. The eager need for a release had built up inside me, and it felt like fire in my chest as I held it back. 
 
    “Switch,” Arwyn requested, and Nia pulled off me with a slick sound. 
 
    I missed her warmth the instant she was gone, but Arwyn quickly replaced her. The red-haired professor turned so her back was to me, and then she lowered herself onto her hands and knees so her entrance hovered above my cock. I could see her wide hips and round ass easily, and I squeezed her flesh with my hands in appreciation. Arwyn wiggled her hips, and I laid a light slap across her ass. 
 
    She hummed with pleasure, and I slapped her again. I thought about doing it a third time, but then Arwyn settled down fully around me. 
 
    My cock slipped into her, and I felt her warmth and wetness surround me, and I marveled at the difference between the two of them for a moment. 
 
    Then Arwyn began to move, and all rational thought fled away. Her backwards position made the squeeze tighter than ever, and the friction was insanely good. A groan escaped me as Arwyn pounded her body onto mine, and my climax surged back to being close as I watched her pussy lips slide up and down my wet cock. 
 
    Arwyn panted and gasped as I moved, and she began to tighten around me. Her orgasm was near, and I knew we could both reach it simultaneously. I started to thrust quickly up into her, and Arwyn’s ass jiggled from the force of it as I sped up our rhythm. 
 
    Arwyn cried out as her second orgasm of the day arrived, and I gasped as my climax came near as well. 
 
    “Stop,” Nia requested suddenly. 
 
    This time, I froze in time with the demand. It was agony to stop, but it was even better to know my pleasure would be drawn out further. 
 
    Arwyn slipped off me and shot me a lazy, delighted look as she got to her feet. Nia stroked my chest with slender fingers before she stood and walked over to take Arwyn’s place. 
 
    My cock was covered in the wet juices of both women, and Nia lowered herself readily on top of me again. She rubbed at her clit for a moment, and then she sank over my cock with newfound ease. 
 
    The ashen-haired mage’s tunnel was more relaxed and wet because of her earlier orgasm, and I easily slammed into the back wall of her pussy as I slid my cock into her. She didn’t seem to mind, and every deep push made her close her eyes and throw back her head. 
 
    Nia’s gasps went straight to my cock, and her breasts bounced freely above her white minidress. The blue secondary skirt drifted around her legs and brushed against my thighs with a delightful sensation as she moved around me. 
 
    My orgasm came close again, and this time I was determined to get there. Nia was unraveling as I pounded her, and she leaned forward to brace herself as contractions rippled through her in a second climax. 
 
    I felt her muscles brace around my cock, and that was all it took to push me over the edge. I came with a groan, and Nia slammed herself down onto my length so I could fill her womb with my seed. 
 
    My vision nearly went white at the force of how hard I came, and the buildup from before sent a pleasure through me that I’d never quite experienced before. It was good enough to turn my muscles weak for a few seconds as I sprayed a gallon of my cum into my beautiful lover, and I laid back on the grass with hazy bliss as I rode out the feeling. 
 
    Nia and Arwyn lay down on either side of me, and their hands traced patterns over my bare skin. Nia trailed one hand over my arm, and Arwyn laid gentle kisses to the skin of my shoulder. 
 
    When the bliss had worn off, I rolled into a sitting position and shook off my slowness. 
 
    “Time to practice some Utuni mannerisms?” Arwyn asked expectantly, and her mouth curved into a smile as she sat up next to me. 
 
    “We’d better,” I replied as I fought off a yawn. “Sex is perfect, but I suppose saving the world is important, too.” 
 
    “If you insist,” Arwyn told me with a grin, and she got to her feet with a ready speed before she offered me her hand. 
 
    I took it, and the red-haired professor helped me to my feet by pulling backward. 
 
    “Are you staying, Nia?” I asked as the ashen-haired mage began to put her minidress back in order. 
 
    “I should probably deflect the suspicion of the others,” Nia replied with a wink. “I can say I got bored of watching you instruct Arwyn on gestures and posture. They’ll never suspect a thing.” 
 
    “Thanks, Nia,” Arwyn told her with a warm smile. “We couldn’t do a thing without you.” 
 
    “It’s true,” I agreed. 
 
    Nia smiled and shook her head as she ran a hand through her hair, and then she turned to go back. She looked as impeccable as always, so I doubted anyone could have known she’d just been having sex in the middle of the jungle, and her body was filled to the brim with my seed.  
 
    “Now,” Arwyn requested, “what should I do to start acting like Utuni?” 
 
    Get her in the outfit first, Sera requested as her presence returned to the forefront of my mind. Then I can see what feels right. 
 
    I asked Arwyn to change first, and we stripped the rest of her clothing off into a pile on the ground. Then I took the red strips of cloth I’d created for her costume, and I began to drape them over her shoulders. 
 
    “The skirt, too,” I reminded Arwyn, and she retrieved the red cloth that had been around her neck before. 
 
    Technically, it was a scarf, but Arwyn was certain it would work for our purposes. The scarf was made of stretchy, knit fabric, and Arwyn stepped into it before she pulled it up around her hips. It settled nicely around her waist, and I gave it an appraising look as I fiddled with the top of her outfit. 
 
    “I think it looks good,” I declared, and I stepped back to analyze the whole thing. 
 
    It’s remarkably close, Sera agreed. 
 
    Two strips of fabric draped down from Arwyn’s shoulders, and they covered her breasts before they wove beneath more cloth and continued to hang down nearly to her knees. It was a stunning effect, and it did technically keep her decent even as it revealed plenty of her breasts on either side of the fabric. 
 
    “I think it’ll stay in place, too,” Arwyn observed as she bounced a little on her feet to test it. 
 
    I swallowed hard as her breasts moved and settled, but I shook off my distraction. We’d had enough fun for today, so I turned my attention to the red skirt. 
 
    “It’s up a little in the back,” I explained as I pulled the fabric down far enough to cover her ass. 
 
    “Whoops,” Arwyn joked with a smile. “Alright, I look the part for now. With the headdress, the paint, and the fake snakes, it’ll be even better. What does Sera think I should do?” 
 
    Arwyn’s posture is fairly regal already, which helps, Sera said thoughtfully. However, she’s going to want to hold her shoulders back more, and her gestures should be more symmetrical, like this …  
 
    Sera’s explanation was surprisingly detailed, but Arwyn and I practiced the different parts of it for a few minutes each before the red-haired professor mastered them. Arwyn was remarkably good at emulating everything I asked her to do, and I was curious about whether she’d done something like this before. 
 
    “Were you an actor in your youth?” I asked her as she delivered a graceful Utuni-style wave. 
 
    “Of course not,” Arwyn disagreed with an amused smile. “I was far too self-conscious for that sort of thing when I was young. No, I actually wrote a research paper on gestures in different cultures. It was my crowning work at the Academy, for a while. I did so much observation of people from all walks of life, I got quite good at replicating those little gestures.” 
 
    “Wow,” I wondered aloud. “I can’t believe you didn’t mention this earlier, when we were talking about our plans.” 
 
    “I figured I would have to let it slip eventually,” Arwyn admitted. “However, I didn’t want Nia to find out. She would certainly look for that paper I wrote once we got back to the Academy, and I can’t bear the thought of being judged on the work I did when I was so young.” 
 
    “Aw, I’m sure it was good,” I reassured Arwyn, but she just shook her head ruefully. 
 
    “I’ve grown too much to not look back on that old work and cringe,” she sighed. “Goodness, the amount of footnotes alone makes it almost impossible to read.” 
 
    I laughed, and Arwyn joined in a second later. She covered her face with a hand, and her face colored in shame at the mention of her old paper. It was good to hear her laugh about the thing that was bothering her so unnecessarily. As she calmed her quiet laughter, she turned to me with curiosity and hope. 
 
    “Do you think I’m good enough to trick Miralea?” 
 
    “From a distance?” I offered. “Of course you are. You’ve gotten all of the motions down perfectly. Miralea’s going to be scared stiff when she sees you.” 
 
    “But if it’s not from a distance … “ Arwyn added expectantly. 
 
    “We can’t do anything to make you look more convincing,” I admitted. “You’re fantastic at this, but your face isn’t Utuni’s face. Your snake’s tail will be a vine, nothing more. If she realizes you’re not Utuni, I don’t know if she’ll even bother sending followers after you. Even if she does think you’re Utuni, we can’t know for sure she’ll stay behind while she sends worshippers to fight.” 
 
    Phi and I both think she won’t come personally, Sera insisted. It’ll be fine. 
 
    “How much do we really know about Miralea?” Arwyn asked as a frown crossed her face. 
 
    “She acts like an animal,” I reassured Arwyn. “That much is certain. If Miralea is the jaguar, Utuni will be like the hunter with the gun. Miralea will run away, hide, or she’ll wait to ambush us, but she won’t charge into combat directly.” 
 
    As I said the words, a slow confidence began to grow within me. Even though I’d proposed this plan, I hadn’t truly believed it would work. Now, I was starting to think we might just pull it off. 
 
    “You’re right,” Arwyn agreed, and she gave me a warm smile. “Let’s get back to the others. I want to see just how much berry paint Gawain has created in our absence.” 
 
    “It did look like he was relishing in it a bit too much,” I chuckled. 
 
    We walked back to the group at our own pace, and I thought about everything else we would have to do today.  
 
    I planned for our attack to start after the sun had set, since then Miralea would be prevented by the moonlight from opening any monster rifts. Her three summonable monsters would still be available to her, however, and there was no guarantee those wouldn’t be strong enough to make rifts totally unnecessary for her victory. 
 
    Our plan was to stage Utuni’s threatening return just far enough away from the temple that Miralea’s followers would be sent out, yet Miralea herself wouldn’t disbelieve Utuni was really here. After that, Arwyn would remain in place to sell the Utuni ruse, while the rest of us would fly on my monsters back to the temple to attack Miralea once she was mostly alone. 
 
    Another big issue with this plan was the fact Arwyn would be risking her life by drawing so many worshippers toward herself without a real exit plan. I was the only member of our team who could summon monsters or open rifts, which made me the only person with real escape strategies. If I stayed with Arwyn, it would make defeating and capturing Miralea practically impossible for the other members of our team. Therefore, our whole plan hinged on us being able to defeat Miralea quickly enough that we could also fly back and pick up Arwyn before the worshippers caught up to her. 
 
    It was a tough time limit. It meant we had to fight Mireala in about half an hour, or maybe even less than that. Half an hour was a long time in combat, but I was also concerned about trying to defeat her monsters in a timely manner.  
 
    The hissenae might require lots of wearing down before we figured out how to defeat its sandy form, and I wasn’t even sure my sphordrum could take out Miralea’s plantlike thimbletrap. 
 
    Well, so be it. Hadn’t we beat the odds many times before? 
 
    As Arwyn and I came through the trees, I could see Varleth and Almasy messing with another twist of green vines between them as they sat in the grass. Gawain was still at his berry-crushing rock, and Nia was seated apart from all of them as she labored over a feathered headdress. 
 
    A grin crossed my face as Arwyn led us back to our team, and Gawain looked up with a frown as we arrived. 
 
    “Why does Gryff look so damn cheerful?” Gawain accused suspiciously. 
 
    Almasy grinned, and his eyebrows shot up in surprise as he looked at Arwyn. 
 
    “He’s probably cheerful because Arwyn’s dressed like a smoking hot--” Almasy was cut off as Varleth elbowed him in the stomach. 
 
    “I think it looks quite good,” Nia decided. 
 
    The ashen-haired mage was holding a constructed headdress made of tropical bird feathers, and it was held together with stiff sections of twigs bound with twine along the interior circle. Arwyn’s necklace glittered around the outside of the headdress to form the golden circlet, and a twist of green vines formed the faux serpent alongside it. The whole thing looked quite beautiful for something cobbled together in the middle of a jungle. 
 
    “Great job on the headdress,” I complimented with a smile, and then I turned to Gawain. “How’s the paint coming along?” 
 
    The fire mage looked down at his rock, and the once-gray surface had been transformed into a brilliant, muddy maroon. 
 
    “I tipped the juice into a small water skin,” Gawain answered as he rubbed his red hands together. “It does wear off when I scrub at it like this, so I figured we would want to wait before we put it on Arwyn.” 
 
    “Excellent,” I complimented. “As for Arwyn’s shoes, her black ones will have to do. It might not be the most accurate for her to wear her own shoes, but Arwyn is fantastically good at her Utuni impression, so it shouldn’t matter.” 
 
    “Well, I’m alright,” Arwyn said humbly. 
 
    “You’re eerily close,” I corrected, and I turned to the rest of the group with a smile. “Sera says Arwyn has gotten her inflections and dialogue almost identical to how Utuni would have spoken.” 
 
    “That’s a relief,” Almasy commented. “You took so long, we were worried it wasn’t going well.” 
 
    Nia cleared her throat slightly to hide her amusement. 
 
    “We were just making sure it was perfect,” I insisted. “Alright, how many hours until sunset?” 
 
    Varleth cast a critical eye to the sky above us as he compared the sun’s position to the horizon. 
 
    “Probably three hours or more,” the banisher decided. 
 
    “Great,” I replied. “We should eat lunch and then get a move on. I’m going to talk to Phi for an hour, so I might be a little in my head for a while, alright?” 
 
    “Sure,” Gawain told me with a shrug. “I’ll eat your share of the softest jerky, don’t worry.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I answered with a grin as I shook my head. “That’s very kind of you.” 
 
    “I like to think I try,” Gawain answered with a smug expression as he examined his berry-stained nails. 
 
    The rest of the team broke into giggles and chuckles at the exchange, and I took to unlocking the constraints that held Phi in the back of my head. The Archon surged forward, and I let her come out. 
 
    Ahh, Phi sighed as if she were stretching out stiff limbs. 
 
    The laughter of my friends finally petered out as we began to dig into another meal. As I snagged some jerky and bread, I felt reassured by just how well my team had been handling the challenges of our mission so far. Our lives continued to be threatened in ways I hadn’t ever expected, but it was our growing teamwork that held us together and made us stronger. Without Nia, Arwyn, Varleth, Almasy, or Gawain, I never could have made it this far. 
 
    You really feel that way? Phi asked in surprise, and her youthful voice sounded almost fragile. 
 
    Of course I felt that way. Phi had tried to drive a wedge between Gawain and the rest of us, but we hadn’t let her, and the bonds we began to forge then were even stronger now. 
 
    I don’t understand, Phi admitted. I knew Gawain wished he was as skilled a mage as you, yet he still wouldn’t turn on you in the end. Why did he resist his jealousy? Why did you say no when I offered you the same deal? 
 
    Phi had offered both of us power when she tried to prey on our egos to turn us against humanity. Sera had offered me power at a price as well, but I turned down both Archons. Ever since Gawain broke through the initial control Phi held over him, he’d also resisted her temptations. 
 
    Exactly, Phi pressed. Why resist? Are you humans simply that blind to a good opportunity? 
 
    We knew power wasn’t everything. Magic felt sour if you didn’t use it for good, and being a ruler was worthless if you didn’t use the position to enrich the lives of those around you. We knew that from Miriam Sharpay, at least. Gawain had learned this the hard way, but he’d learned it nonetheless.  
 
    You undermined him, you mean, Phi insisted. You made him weak-willed until he was unwilling to rise to greater opportunity. 
 
    On the contrary, we showed him joy and compassion, and he realized how wrong he’d been to prioritize anything else. It was a shame some people went their whole lives without realizing how important friendship could be, but it was hard to seize goodness if nobody had ever shown it to you first. 
 
    Don’t be ridiculous, Phi mumbled, but she was beginning to sound less sure of herself. 
 
    It wasn’t exactly Phi’s fault she became a monster in name and nature both. She never had a good example to follow, at least none that I knew of. She didn’t have to stay that way, though. She could change, like Sera was changing. The Archons liked to pretend they were only capable of evil, but I knew there was more to it than that. 
 
    We’re not like humans, Phi growled. We’re monsters, just like the hundreds you slaughter whenever a rift opens.  
 
    Really? She could’ve fooled me. The Archons lost to humanity specifically because they were caught up in their own little disagreements and fights. It was exactly the sort of thing humans got wrapped up in all the time. Archons were old and strange, but they weren’t so strange that I couldn’t understand them. 
 
    It’s in our nature to destroy, Phi snarled. You feel it too, I know you do. You love the fight and the violence more than any of your little friends do. 
 
    Yes, I loved it. Yes, sometimes I felt like I could just fall into the bloodlust and never come back. It was the choice that mattered, though. I chose to be better than my nature. I chose to put it to good use. 
 
    You’re lying to yourself, Phi insisted, but she sounded less certain. Sooner or later, you’ll revert to who you really are. Your friends won’t stand by you when it happens, either. 
 
    Well, I couldn’t be sure if that was true or not. I’d held onto concerns for a while now that the Beastmaker prophecy might hold some weight over who I became as a person.  
 
    Exactly, Phi agreed. Why bother being so nice and good and proper? It’s not going to last. 
 
    But no, regardless of the future, it mattered that I did the right thing now, in the present. Just as importantly, Phi’s decisions held weight as well. If she wanted to, she could change herself for the better. The past and the future didn’t matter in terms of today’s decisions. 
 
    Of course they matter, Phi disagreed. Please, you’ll never trust me after all I did to Mistral. You would be an idiot to forget. 
 
    Perhaps that was true. It didn’t mean I couldn’t nurture Phi into a better person. I believed in her ability to change, so I could hardly predict how much trust I would give her in the future. 
 
    You … Phi murmured quietly. You would just leave your judgment open like that? For me? 
 
    She sounded confused, but a hint of gratitude shone through her usual ornery nature. 
 
    “--Gryff. Hey, Gryff,” Gawain said as his voice broke through my thoughts. “What are you doing, writing an essay in your head? It’s time for us to go.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” I replied as I looked around. 
 
    Everybody looked packed up and ready to go. I’d been gnawing mindlessly on some jerky and hardtack bread as I talked with Phi, and I found I’d eaten it all while I wasn’t paying attention. It was probably for the best if the meal wasn’t a memorable experience. 
 
    Just then, Nia stretched her arms out above her head, and her minidress threatened to ride up tantalizingly far in the process. Arwyn gave me a knowing look as she noticed my attention on Nia’s ass, and I shook myself alert once more. My conversation with Phi was inspiring and troubling in equal amounts, but I had more important things to focus on now. 
 
    Like walking, Phi sighed. Yuck, that’s always boring.  
 
    Whatever amount I’d gotten through to her, Phi seemed to have brushed off the effects already. Ah well, she’d never been the most consistent of people. Phi’s behavior was subject to a variety of odd and uninhibited whims, and it made her hard to talk to. 
 
    “Where exactly are we going to display Arwyn for this thing?” Varleth asked as we began to walk back toward the temple in the distance. 
 
    “I assume Miralea thinks we’re dead,” I said, “but I think we should avoid showing up from the direction she saw us run off to. We’ll go around to the other side of the temple, and then we can move out far enough that it’ll take half an hour for her followers to get there. It’s probably best if we show Arwyn off on top of a tall tree so everybody can see her easily.” 
 
    “Seems a little strange for an Archon to climb up a tree like that,” Varleth noted. 
 
    I grimaced and nodded as I shifted my travel bag to a more comfortable spot on my shoulders. 
 
    “It’s not ideal in terms of messages it sends,” I agreed. “We’re making do with what we have, however.” 
 
    “It will be fine,” Arwyn told the whole group. “Gryff’s plans are always calculated risks, but I think we’ll pull this one off.” 
 
    We spent the next two hours skirting the temple with a wide berth until we reached a fairly good spot on the western side of it. The territory was unfamiliar to us in this area, but it didn’t vary much from the north or the south.  
 
    “Alright,” I told the group. “I think this is a good area to look for a nice tree Arwyn can be on top of.” 
 
    I searched my bandolier for the pale blue wing of my vingehund’s crystal, and then I tossed it to the ground below. It shattered with a flash of light, and my vingehund emerged with a doglike stretch of its forelegs. 
 
    I’d recovered my full strength over the past day and more, so all of my monsters were ready and raring to go. I ordered my vingehund to go and look for tall trees, and she pumped her wings as she took off from the ground. 
 
    “Perfect,” Arwyn said warmly as my vingehund slipped between the leafy treetops. “Sunset looks to be an hour off, and then I can put this show on while it’s still fresh in my mind.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Nia agreed. “Oh, here, Almasy and I can make the speaker cone now.” 
 
    The earth mage began to shape out a careful, complex spell, but I needed to keep my attention on my vingehund. 
 
    She flitted over the trees at a low height, and I had her test one of them carefully to see if it would hold Arwyn. Twigs rained down as my vingehund pressed at the treetop, and it crumpled slightly. I told her to keep looking, and she flew toward the next tall tree. 
 
    “Got it,” Nia said proudly, and I could see the speaker cone being formed in her hands. 
 
    The speaker was smooth, and the walls of it were thin despite its construction out of solid rock. Nia held it like it was heavy, but Almasy continued to chip away at the inside of it to lessen the weight. Then Nia tilted it sideways, and chips of excess rock rained from the larger opening. The speaker had two holes, one small and one large, so the cone shape could amplify any sound going into it. 
 
    “Good?” Almasy asked as he lowered his hands. 
 
    Nia held the speaker cone to her face and spoke through it. 
 
    “Testing, testing,” she recited in an echoing, amplified voice before she pulled the speaker away again. “Yes, I think it’s good.” 
 
    “If I shout through it,” Arwyn decided, “I think they’ll definitely be able to hear me back at the temple.” 
 
    My vingehund suddenly alerted me that she may have found a good spot, and I redirected my attention to her. 
 
    She was perched atop a tree, and it offered her a view above the tops of the others all the way to the temple platform. My vingehund’s eyesight was very good, so she could discern most of the physical details of the followers on the top platform of the temple. However, I doubted the worshippers themselves could make out specific facial features this far away, and I decided we were at a good distance. 
 
    “I have a good spot,” I told my team as I focused on my vingehund’s position. “Come this way.” 
 
    My teammates followed me to the base of the tree in question, and I looked up along the thick trunk of it. It was bigger than any of the trees around it, and the branches were thick and sturdy in appearance. It was no wonder my vingehund had found that it was the right spot to put Arwyn. 
 
    I ordered my vingehund to come back down, and she dove through the gaps between the trees with stunning grace. 
 
    “Alright,” I told Arwyn, and I tried to erase the concern from my tone. “You have two options. One, you climb up yourself so you can know how to get down when the followers start to come for you. If you climb down and run to a different location, it would at least buy you a lot of time.” 
 
    “What’s the second option?” Arwyn asked, and her amber eyes held no fear or worry. 
 
    “The second option is my vingehund flies you to the top of this tree,” I explained as I pointed up, “and you decide to just stay there until we come to get you. We can remove the lower branches so nobody will be able to climb up to attack, but you’ll still have to worry about arrows and fire.” 
 
    If Miralea’s worshippers set fire to the large tree, it could take a long time for the green wood to burn enough to hurt Arwyn. Still, if the rest of our team didn’t ever come back for her, Arwyn would be stranded for good, and she would undoubtedly fall prey to Miralea’s worshippers within a day. 
 
    I knew I would prefer if Arwyn picked option one, but I couldn’t make this decision for her. She was smart and more mature than anybody else in our group, and she deserved to be able to choose. 
 
    “I’ll go with the second choice,” Arwyn said firmly. “If the worshippers don’t know where I am, they might return to the temple to help Miralea. I would rather take on more risk here so you have a better chance at defeating Miralea.” 
 
    “Alright,” I agreed reluctantly, and I stifled my worried objections to put on a smile. “Now, let’s get to work cutting off those lower branches!” 
 
    Gawain groaned, but he wouldn’t have to do much work anyway. I ran my hand along my bandolier until I located two axe goblin crystals, and I threw them out at the base of the tree. 
 
    The axe goblins emerged, and I quickly directed them to get started cutting. Their metallic, axe-like hands chopped deep into the lower branches of the huge tree, and I watched as old wood dropped to the ground. 
 
    “Maybe Miralea has a point about how much of our natural environment we destroy for our own goals,” Nia mused as she watched the axe goblins work. 
 
    “Maybe.” I shook my head. “But enslaving minds and killing people is obviously not the way to make things better overall.” 
 
    Gawain nodded thoughtfully as he looked up into the huge tree. 
 
    “People like my father are more than ready to ruin mountains for money,” the fire mage admitted. “I know just how many mines and lumbering companies he owns, and … well, I think it’s only a matter of time before we start running out of mountains and forests to crack into. Even the steady flow of mined essence crystals will run dry eventually.” 
 
    It sounded ludicrous to think about a shortage now, but I knew Gawain was right. 
 
    “It’s true,” Arwyn put in. “My colleagues have done a few studies on non-renewable resources, and it’s becoming more of an issue.” 
 
    “Maybe when we’re done here,” Nia suggested, “we can go back home and suggest some changes to the way we do business. My father will listen if it’s us.” 
 
    “Let’s do that,” I agreed as a smile crossed my face. “Killing monsters isn’t the only thing us mages are good for, after all. We’re supposed to use our Academy training to make changes for the better throughout Mistral.” 
 
    Another branch dropped from the giant tree, and my axe goblins ceased their work. They couldn’t reach any higher branches right now, but then I asked them to sit one atop the others’ shoulders. The goblins complied, and I watched with satisfaction as they began to chop at more branches. I wanted to be sure nobody would be able to climb up there, and that meant not leaving a single branch even vaguely within reach. 
 
    The sun was setting, and the sky was beginning to darken with the first hints of night. Soon, nightfall would overtake the light, and it would be time to make our move. 
 
    “Good luck, Arwyn,” Almasy told the professor sincerely. 
 
    “I’m hoping that I won’t need it,” she replied with a smile. 
 
    Arwyn turned to me, and we shared a knowing look. We didn’t need words to show each other how we felt, and I knew she was probably just as worried about me as I was about her. I trusted the professor’s abilities, but I couldn’t help thinking about all the ways this could go wrong. 
 
    Finally, Arwyn nodded slightly, and she turned away from me with a soft look in her eyes. We had said everything we needed to, and now it was time to go. 
 
    My vingehund dipped low for Arwyn to climb on, and the red-haired professor complied gracefully. Then my vingehund lifted off, and her pale wings beat as she slipped between the treetops with Arwyn in tow. 
 
    My axe goblins had done as much as they could, so I recalled them back to their crystals. I slotted both crystals back into place as my vingehund came down again, this time without Arwyn. 
 
    “We’ll need some fire effects,” I told the rest of my team. “Gawain, want to light this show up?” 
 
    “It would be my pleasure,” the fire mage replied with a wide grin, and then he hopped up onto my vingehund’s back. 
 
    I watched as my vingehund disappeared again, and I ordered her to wait until Gawain was done up there. 
 
    Suddenly, a huge boom of noise echoed from the treetop above, and the sky lit with orange flame. 
 
    “Miralea, no mea an estameno a maiteas!” Arwyn bellowed through her speaker cone, and the shout echoed across the jungle. 
 
    Great impression, Sera complimented. 
 
    “Well, that’s loud,” Varleth commented in a hushed tone. “There’s no way Miralea and her worshippers won’t hear.” 
 
    “I hope so,” I replied as I tried to temper my expectations, but I felt like Varleth was probably right. 
 
    Arwyn bellowed out another line in a perfect Southern accent, and Gawain lit the sky with flame. 
 
    From the temple, the distant echoes of shouting worshippers reached my ears. 
 
    They had noticed, and now it was up to Miralea to decide what to do. 
 
    Would she send them after us? Would she come on her own? 
 
    Would she join them, and ruin the entire plan? 
 
    We waited and listened, but it was too difficult for me to tell what was going on. 
 
    “I’m going to take a look,” I told the others, and I ordered my vingehund back down. 
 
    She landed quickly next to me without Gawain, and I hopped onto her back without a moment of hesitation. My vingehund took off once more, and we swept into the sky above the treetops. 
 
    I could see the tiny forms of Gawain and Almasy in the tree canopy, but they weren’t my focus right now. 
 
    I stared at the temple in the darkening night, and torchlight lit the shapes of worshippers as they milled about. Some came out to look, and others went inside in a rush as if to tell Miralea about the commotion. 
 
    We waited, and waited, yet the breakthrough I was waiting for wasn’t coming. 
 
    I watched the temple, but no swarm of worshippers came our direction. Not even one came out, and neither did Miralea herself. 
 
    Was she back in the Shadowscape? 
 
    But I feel her here, in this plane! Sera protested. The feeling is faint, but she has to be here. Why isn’t she doing anything? 
 
    There was only one answer I could think of, even though it was the exact opposite of what I hoped for. 
 
    Miralea wasn’t sending anybody after us because she didn’t think Utuni was really here. 
 
    We’d gone to all the trouble of setting up this ruse, but in the end, it meant nothing if Miralea didn’t believe it. 
 
    I had to come up with something else, and fast, or this whole plan would fall apart at the seams. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    “This can’t be,” I hissed to myself, but I knew there was nothing else to assume from Miralea’s lack of action.  
 
    She wouldn’t just sit comfortably in her temple if she thought Utuni was really going to come and kill her. Something in our ruse wasn’t convincing her, and she probably rightly assumed it was just us setting a trap. 
 
    Arwyn bellowed out another line, but it fell on deaf ears. 
 
    What could I do? I had nothing else to make this more convincing. I couldn’t magically produce a red paint that would change Miralea’s mind. There was no power I held that could create a convincing Utuni. 
 
    What if you did? Sera asked suddenly. What if you did have that power? 
 
    Well, it would change everything, of course. 
 
    Sera paused for a long moment, and I sensed reluctance from her. 
 
    You should open up the connection to Phi again, the dark Archon said. I don’t like it, but it may be the only real way to change things here. Miralea is too dangerous to let this plan slip away. 
 
    What could Phi possibly do to help? I had my doubts, but I was willing to latch onto anything at this point. Gawain was tossing around dramatic flames, and Arwyn was making death threats, but it just wasn’t going to be enough. 
 
    So, I tugged free the connection between Phi and myself, and she broke into the forefront of my mind. 
 
    Sera was an idiot for thinking I would help you, Phi growled. I’m not fixing your silly mistakes, you know. I simply have no reason to. I’m not nice or good, Gryff, and you’re a fool if you expect otherwise. 
 
    If believing in people made me an idiot, then I was happy to claim the title. Besides, Miralea wasn’t a benign threat to Phi either. If she claimed world domination, I would be killed, along with both of the Archons residing inside of my mind. 
 
    I would find a way to escape, Phi hissed, but she didn’t sound so certain. 
 
    “I need you, Phi,” I said out loud as the shouts of Arwyn’s threats echoed around me. “You’re the only one who can fix this. You’re the only one good enough to fix this.” 
 
    Of course I am, Phi agreed, and pride filled her voice for a moment before it ebbed away once more. I just don’t want to. 
 
    “Are you sure you really don’t want to?” I asked sincerely. “It seems to me like you’ve been holding yourself back. It’s not like you to be so blind and one-sided. We’ve got a situation on our hands, but you’re acting just as stiff and unchangeable as Sera.” 
 
    I’m not, Phi protested futilely. 
 
    “You’re always telling me how I should embrace my inner nature,” I argued, “but you’re doing the opposite. You think you’re daring and true to yourself, but you’re really just another old Archon too stuck in her ways to ever move beyond the frivolities of your past.” 
 
    I am daring! Phi snarled. I’m nothing like the other eight Archons. Nothing! 
 
    “Yeah?” I yelled back. “Then fucking do something about it, instead of making empty promises. You might as well be some old woman making up stories if you never actually follow through. Show me the Phi who wants to rule the world, no matter the cost!” 
 
    Fine! Phi shouted. If you want it so badly, here it is! Rule the world with this! 
 
    And then she gave me what I wanted. 
 
    I hardly even knew what I was asking for anymore, but suddenly power surged through me and filled my veins. It was strange, twisting magic, like a living thing that coursed through my blood and demanded to be released into me. 
 
    “What is this?” I gasped as I struggled to hold the power. 
 
    You don’t even know? Phi growled. Of course, you simply charged ahead without a clue. Sera’s talent might be for opening portals into the Shadowscape, and I do share that talent to some extent, but it’s not where my true power really lies. Let me show you …  
 
    Suddenly, my outstretched hands morphed into something wrinkled and old. I flinched, and they changed again, this time into a pair of women’s hands with slender fingers and clean, polished nails. 
 
    “What the hell?” I yelped. 
 
    My power is shapeshifting, of course, Phi explained. Haven’t you ever wondered about all the different forms I’ve taken? Large, small, child, adult, eyes of different colors …  
 
    “Yes, but--” 
 
    Well, don’t just sit there. Change Arwyn into the embodiment of Utuni! 
 
    A vivid image flashed into my head of Utuni herself, and I knew exactly what I had to do. 
 
    I wheeled my vingehund around in a careful circle, and she alighted on the treetop next to Arwyn. The branches bent under our weight, but they didn’t break. 
 
    “Gryff!” Gawain exclaimed with wide eyes as he clutched to the tree. “Why the hell have you been flying around in circles and shouting to yourself? If you’re going to lose your damn mind, now isn’t the best time to do it.” 
 
    “It’s not working,” Arwyn interjected in a desperate whisper as she clutched the speaker cone to her chest. “Miralea isn’t falling for it, is she?” 
 
    “She isn’t yet,” I said firmly, “but she will.” 
 
    Then I leaned over and pressed my hand against the bare skin of Arwyn’s shoulder. 
 
    Power surged from me, and I gasped as I struggled to control it. I felt Phi’s presence surge forward in my head as she helped me to shape my working, and slowly it took form under my hands. 
 
    Arwyn’s skin darkened slightly, and that part of the disguise wavered and flickered before it fell into place. Then her hair darkened as well, and I watched as the brilliant red deepened into black. 
 
    Her eyes darkened, and their shape grew narrower and harsher. Her high cheekbones lowered slightly, and her jawline firmed into something sharp and intimidating. Then her eyebrows became dark and harsh, and she grew slightly taller. 
 
    “What the … “Arwyn exclaimed as she looked down at her changing hands. 
 
    Her hands got slightly bigger, and her fingers transitioned from berry-stained maroon into brilliant red that seemed to blaze with color. Her black shoes disappeared, and red paint raced up from her toes to her shins as the transformation continued.  
 
    “Holy shit,” Gawain breathed as he watched my power rework Arwyn’s clothing. 
 
    The feather headdress lengthened and spread into a semi-circle of vibrant colors. The golden necklace fixed to the base of it thickened and hardened until it gleamed like a perfectly forged golden circlet. The vines beside it firmed into green-painted metal, and her anklets and bracelets changed into snake-headed metal workings as well. 
 
    “How is this possible?” Arwyn asked as she stared at the new jewelry on her wrists. “I don’t feel the changes, but it looks so convincing … “ 
 
    “It’s Phi’s power,” I explained. “She’s loaning it to me, though I can’t even begin to understand what it entails, exactly.” 
 
    It will never be as realistic as the shapeshifting I can do on myself, Phi explained to me. When I change, I can actually become big or small. On humans like you, it’s going to be more like an illusion than a reality, though it will last even when we walk away from Arwyn. It’ll wear off in about half an hour, so don’t worry about sticking people with false identities for their whole lives. 
 
    Illusion or not, this kind of shapeshifting was incredible. I could only imagine what it could be used for. Confusing enemies, ruining reputations, gaining entry to places I didn’t belong … 
 
    You could assassinate the Grand Mage and take his place, Phi suggested. 
 
    It was disturbing to think about how many ways this power could be used for evil, but I was determined to use it the right way, which started with this ruse. 
 
    “I think I can change your voice as well,” I told Arwyn as I concentrated on Phi and Sera’s memories of Utuni. 
 
    Phi supplied me with a voice, and I listened to the tone and timbre of it before I pushed more power into Arwyn. 
 
    “How do I sound?” Arwyn asked, and suddenly her voice was harsher and deeper with the hint of a Southern accent lurking underneath. 
 
    “Yikes, scary,” Gawain breathed in a combination of awe and fear. 
 
    “It’s a perfect replica,” I told Arwyn as I took my hand away. “I think with this, Miralea can’t deny that you’re Utuni. We could even go closer, if we have to.” 
 
    Why not? Phi suggested. No, don’t walk, that would be boring. How about you have Arwyn hop on your vingehund and fly around the temple before coming back here? 
 
    My vingehund was recognizably Phi’s monster, so it would be foolish to use it. 
 
    Not as it looks, silly, Phi chided. I don’t know Utuni’s monsters, but make it look like something you can find in the South. Here. 
 
    Suddenly, an image flashed through my head of a tropical bird the size of a horse. Its feathers were green and red, and it carried itself in a predatory hunch. Instead of a beak, the bird had a many-toothed maw like a shark’s jaws.  
 
    It was freaky, but if Phi thought it would serve the purpose, I would use it. 
 
    I pressed a hand to my vingehund beneath me, and I squeezed my eyes nearly shut as I concentrated on wrestling the illusion into shape. It was difficult, and sweat began to form on my forehead as I worked. 
 
    “Got it,” I gasped as I let the power flow ebb away. Beneath me was a large, tropical-looking bird with red and green feathers. The sharklike maw was odd, but not nearly as odd as the fact that I still clearly felt my vingehund beneath my hands. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Gawain gaped. “That is so fuckin’ cool.” 
 
    I laughed and gestured for Arwyn to join me. 
 
    “Come on,” I requested. “Let’s go scare the whole temple.” 
 
    Arwyn took my hand as she got close, and I helped her get up onto my vingehund. 
 
    “I suppose I’ll have to change myself into a believable Utuni worshipper,” I decided. 
 
    “Why didn’t you just make yourself look like Utuni?” Gawain suggested as he stared at us. 
 
    “I’m just following what Phi suggests,” I answered with a shrug. 
 
    It’s more difficult to change things further from what they truly are, Phi explained to me. Arwyn’s disguise was quite close, so it was possible to make her into an almost exact copy of Utuni’s form. Your vingehund is the same size and general shape as the imacaw, so that was easy as well. As for you …  
 
    Phi offered me another direction for her shapeshifting power, and I pushed the new form onto myself. 
 
    I didn’t look too different from before, but red paint and Southern features had completed my look. 
 
    The change into a random Southerner is vague, so it’s easy as well, Phi finished. 
 
    “Alright!” I called to Gawain. “We’ll be back. Don’t burn down the forest!” 
 
    “Hey--” Gawain protested, and then he was drowned out in the beating of my vingehund’s red-feathered wings. 
 
    Air rushed past us as we launched toward Miralea’s temple, and I watched with anticipation as the many-stepped building came near. Worshippers looked up and pointed as we dove closer, and I bared my teeth as I directed my vingehund in a steep dip toward them. 
 
    “Threaten to bury Miralea’s people in the temple alive if she doesn’t send somebody out to fight,” I suggested quietly in Arwyn’s ear. 
 
    She knew the language, and she had Utuni’s voice now, but even I didn’t expect how amazing the effect would be. 
 
    Arwyn roared out her challenge to Miralea, and a chill went down my spine from just how incredibly real it sounded. Worshippers below screamed and shouted as we swooped overhead, and several cowered as if they expected Utuni herself to smite them where they stood. 
 
    One man even fell to his knees to begin bowing, and I was curious if he was one of those Utun migrants who had only followed Miralea because she was a goddess, even if she wasn’t their first choice. 
 
    Suddenly, a swarm of followers emerged from the temple doors. Among them, Miralea herself stood surrounded by a guard of priests and spear bearers. 
 
    Miralea turned to look up at us, and I could see the moment she began to truly believe Utuni was here. Her posture froze, and her mouth opened as she stood there. I imagined her eyes were wide and full of fear, though she was too far away to see clearly. 
 
    “We’ve got her,” I whispered in Arwyn’s ear. “Time to go back!” 
 
    Worshippers swarmed from the temple doors, and we swooped around to go back into the jungle. The clock was officially ticking now, and it would only be a matter of time before the horde followed Arwyn all the way back to her treetop position. 
 
    We would have to move faster than ever, and more importantly, we would have to do it in secret. 
 
    My vingehund whipped through the air back to where I could see the faint, glowing light of Gawain’s fire. We neared the fire, and Gawain motioned us down as he brightened his flame helpfully. My vingehund kicked up wind and leaves as it lowered to the treetop, and Gawain clutched to the branch below him as we finally landed. 
 
    “We’ve gotta go quickly,” I told Arwyn and him as the professor climbed off my vingehund. “Gawain, I’m going to ask you to stay here with Arwyn while we go to fight. I know you want to get your revenge on Miralea, but you need to keep up the lightshow to attract Miralea’s worshippers. Got it?” 
 
    “Uh, sure,” Gawain said, and he blinked as he adjusted his expectations. “Should I start to throw fire down at them when they arrive?” 
 
    I paused, but then I decided it would make sense for Utuni’s cadre to do more than just stand in a tree waiting around. 
 
    “Yes,” I told him, “do as much fighting as you want. Just don’t light your own tree on fire, okay?” 
 
    “Can do,” Gawain responded, and he gave me a quick salute with one hand. “Good luck, Gryff. Give her hell for me and the horses.” 
 
    “Of course,” I told him with a grin, and I gave one last look to the pair of them. 
 
    Maker, I didn’t want anything bad to happen to them. 
 
    “We’ll be back fast,” I promised fervently, and then I asked Phi to help me shed my disguise. 
 
    The Southern worshipper’s appearance faded away, and my skin and clothes returned to normal. With that done, I then asked my vingehund to drop down through the trees below. 
 
    She followed my orders perfectly, and we wove between the branches to land among Nia, Varleth, and Almasy. 
 
    “Maker,” Varleth gasped as he flinched. “Don’t scare us like that, Gryff.” 
 
    Nia had a small fire in one hand, and she held it up to illuminate me and my vingehund. Of course, I’d also forgotten to take the imacaw disguise off my vingehund, so she made for an alarming sight. 
 
    “What monster is that?” Almasy asked in confusion. 
 
    “My vingehund,” I explained as I hopped off, and then I recalled her to my hand. “Long story, I’ll tell it later. Phi has some illusion powers.” 
 
    “Just warn us the next time you do something like that,” Varleth grumbled as he smoothed the wrinkles out of his shirt. 
 
    “Sorry,” I apologized quickly. “Okay, we’re going with plan B, here. Instead of taking flying monsters, we’re going to use the Shadowscape portals to infiltrate the temple.” 
 
    “Great!” Almasy commented. 
 
    “Potentially not great,” Nia corrected. “What about the monsters in the Shadowscape? Should we risk wasting energy fighting them when we could simply fly?” 
 
    “I don’t want to compromise the Utuni ruse,” I replied frankly. “If Miralea still thinks we’re dead after her monster hordes the other day, I don’t want to change that perception until the last moment. Besides, the Shadowscape ought to be more empty after so many of them got pulled out into the human realm already.” 
 
    Nia nodded, and her pensive expression cleared slightly. 
 
    “Then we’d better hurry up,” she told me, and an excited smile crossed her face. “There’s nothing better than finally getting to fight Miralea fair and square, wouldn’t you agree?” 
 
    “Of course,” I replied, and I pulled on Sera’s power as I spoke. “Well, just as long as we do a bit of rigging to make it more even for us.” 
 
    I grinned as a portal began to tear open in the night air in front of us. Its muddy, swirling center held a variety of subtle colors that looked black at first glance, yet there was no telling what we would find on the other side of that portal. 
 
    “Been too long since we’ve risked our lives in one of these,” Varleth sighed, and then his expression brightened. “I’m glad to be doing it if Miralea gets put away for good.” 
 
    Almasy let out a short, excited whoop, and he dashed into the portal. Varleth and Nia quickly followed, and then I went in last. 
 
    We emerged into the Shadowscape, and the smell of rotting flesh hit me. 
 
    Around us, the Shadowscape was no longer the field of barren trees and cut stumps that had filled the Shadowscape near Lisi City. Instead, twisted jungle trees seemed to stretch impossibly high into the sky above us. Tufts of dead, decaying leaves hung from their branches like the last vestiges of autumn, and the whole place stank like decaying vegetation. 
 
    “Oh Maker,” Varleth gagged. “I forgot how bad this is.” 
 
    “Sorry about this,” I told him as I pulled off my travel pack to rifle through its contents. “We don’t have any extra gas masks, so you and Almasy will have to make do for a little bit.” 
 
    I pulled out my gas mask from the bottom of my bag, and I looked up to see Nia already fitting hers over her face. 
 
    “It’ll be fine,” she assured the two unmasked men. “Gryff and I have fought in the Shadowscape before without masks, and we didn’t suffer any ill mental effects.” 
 
    “You can say that for yourself, Nia,” Varleth argued, “but Gryff’s sanity can’t be taken for granted. You’ve watched him fight, right?” 
 
    I winked and shifted the straps of my gas mask into place. 
 
    “Surely, it’s not a bad kind of insanity,” I joked, “since it’s gotten us this far.” 
 
    “Ahh,” Varleth sighed in exasperation, and I gave him a shit-eating grin as I waved at my team to follow me. 
 
    “C’mon,” I urged. “Let’s see if we can jog all the way there. I don’t want to leave Arwyn and Gawain at the mercy of the worshippers any longer than we have to.” 
 
    Almasy and Varleth started to cough as we ran, but neither of them complained. We all knew there wasn’t any time to spare for comfort, not with the lives of Gawain and Arwyn on the line. 
 
    The tall trees of the decaying jungle loomed around us, and our footsteps seemed to echo on the hard, cracked earth below. Giant roots were raised from the surface of the dirt, so we had to weave around or hop over them as we jogged toward the temple. 
 
    The temple was hardly visible between all those barren tree trunks, but I found myself surprised as it came into view. For some reason, I expected the version of it in the Shadowscape to be less rundown than the version of it in the human realm. Instead, it looked partly caved in and ruined already, and it reminded me of how the buildings in Mistral appeared in the Shadowscape. 
 
    My legs wanted to go faster, but I kept myself moving at an easy jog. If we arrived exhausted, it wouldn’t make the fight against Miralea go any faster. 
 
    “Do you think the temple was made by humans or by monsters?” Nia asked between measured breaths of air. 
 
    I considered it, but I just didn’t have any clue. How would humans have built such a huge, overwhelming temple in the middle of nowhere? If monsters built it, why was it so much more decrepit on this side of the two worlds? Phi’s black palace had been built by monsters, and it didn’t even exist in the human realm. 
 
    “I have no clue,” I admitted to Nia as I hopped off the top of another root. “Arwyn would know, maybe.” 
 
    Suddenly, a screech echoed from the sky above, and I froze as I twisted around to look for the source. My teammates stopped behind me, and their eyes widened as more screeches joined the first one. 
 
    Overhead, a cloud of strange, half-distorted shapes of monsters descended toward us. At least, I thought they were monsters. The air around them seemed blurred, and it confused my eyes when I stared at them. 
 
    “What the hell … ?” Varleth wondered out loud. 
 
    I had to agree. Were they monsters or not? Where were their bodies, hidden inside that swirl of distorted air? 
 
    “Wind nymphs!” Nia cried out, and her hand suddenly flew to grip me by the arm. “Come on, we have to run!” 
 
    “Wind nymphs?” I repeated in concern, but I let Nia pull me forward. 
 
    The four of us launched into a dead sprint as we ran toward Miralea’s ruined temple.  
 
    “What the hell are they?” Varleth yelled in confusion as he stole a glance over his shoulder. 
 
    I peeked as well, and more shrieks echoed from the distorted monsters as they whirled toward us. 
 
    Now that I could see the wind nymphs closer up, I could discern the vague, humanoid forms of people swirling in those clouds of air. Arms blurred in and out of existence as they flew, and legs flowed uselessly behind their bodies. Swirling suggestions of hair flowed around some of the nymphs’ heads, but they seemed beyond the definition of male or female. In fact, the wind nymphs seemed more like products of a dream than actual monsters, and I wondered how they could even attack us. 
 
    Nia answered my question before I could voice it. 
 
    “They can steal the breath from your lungs!” she shouted between gasps as we sprinted around a copse of looming trees. “It’s almost impossible to kill them, even with elemental magic. Swords and claws have no effect at all.” 
 
    Behind us, the wind nymphs were gaining ground. I could now hear the roaring hiss of their swirling air, and their shrieks hurt my ears with their sharp volume. In just a few seconds, they would catch us before we could ever get to the temple doors. 
 
    “Got it!” I shouted back to Nia, and I snagged four monster essence crystals from my bandolier. “If they’re so dangerous, we’re not turning around to fight!” 
 
    I palmed the four speed slug crystals, and then I smashed them one by one before I passed them out carefully. My team quickly understood my aim, but it was difficult to hand over the slimy, green slugs. We were all racing at our fastest, most jolting sprint, and I nearly dropped Almasy’s slug as I passed it into the earth mage’s hands. 
 
    “I have it on!” Almasy shouted, and the final speed slug’s power kicked into gear. 
 
    Now that we were all ready, I lengthened my stride as I pulled on the speed slug’s power. Air began to whip past as I ran, and my teammates kept pace just behind me. I felt as if I had become a wind nymph myself, and I glanced back to see us slowly pull away from our attackers. 
 
    “We’re almost there!” Nia called out in encouragement. 
 
    Behind us, wind nymphs raced to catch up, but they couldn’t gain on us anymore. We were going to make it. 
 
    The temple doors neared, and I reached out with an outstretched arm to push it open. 
 
    My hand hit the wood, and I shoved as I charged through into the temple interior. Behind me, Nia, Almasy, and Varleth rode close on my heels. 
 
    Then I froze in my tracks as the nearly pitch-black interior of the temple greeted me, and hundreds of gleaming monster eyes flickered over to stare at us. 
 
    “Shut the door, shut the door,” Varleth chanted as he tried to push me further inside. 
 
    “Wait!” I hissed. 
 
    The interior of the temple roared with the sudden screams and challenges of hundreds of enraged monsters. Enormous, glinting eyes advanced on us, and I saw the flash of white teeth in the dark. 
 
    Nia blasted out a fire spell, and the huge gout of flame illuminated the darkness as she attacked. I could see claws, armored plates, huge weapons, and more before the light faded, and we were plunged back into the unknowable.  
 
    Immediately, I knew we were in trouble if we tried to fight this many monsters. 
 
    “Plan C!” I shouted out as I pulled on Sera’s power. “Back to the human realm!” 
 
    The air split, and then I tore open a portal between us and the charging monsters in the dark. Behind our backs, I could hear the wind nymphs shrieking as they closed in over the final few feet. 
 
    The swirling blackness of the portal called to us, and we didn’t think twice about accepting. Almasy and Varleth charged through it first, and then Nia and I followed. 
 
    The instant I was through, I slammed the portal shut once more. 
 
    “We’ve got company!” Almasy noted, and chaos broke out. 
 
    Two jagualars had come through from the other side of the portal, but we weren’t the only people here. The room also held four terrified worshippers dressed as guards and armed with spears, but the jagualars came for them with speed the men were entirely unaccustomed to. 
 
    One man screamed in horror as the first jagualar launched into his chest. Blood sprayed from his throat as the cat-like monster dealt a fatal blow, and my team charged as the jagualar moved on to its next victim. 
 
    Varleth’s sword flicked across the jagualar’s back as he darted in close, and I watched his banisher magic get to work. The single scratch swirled with dark energy as Varleth drained the jagualar’s life, and the feline collapsed in death. 
 
    The second jagualar whipped around before it snarled at Varleth, but I didn’t let it get close to him. Instead, I tossed out my arachness between the two of them, and she turned her petrifying gaze on our enemy. 
 
    My arachness was akin to a huge spider, but she also had the face of a beautiful, golden-skinned woman. Her black spider’s body was flecked with brown, and I knew her torso was nearly impenetrable except for the soft spot on her underbelly.  
 
    Her most deadly weapon was her gaze, but the jagualar didn’t seem to know that. It hissed as it stared at my arachness dead in the eyes, and then it began to stiffen and freeze as her paralysis took hold. 
 
    I walked in close before I shoved my rhin dagger up and into the jagualar’s chest. The tip slammed home into its heart, and blood jetted from the wound as I backed away. 
 
    I looked to see if the guards were alive, but all had been gutted the instant the jagualars fell upon them. We would have been able to save some if they’d put up any fight at all, but Miralea’s worshippers were woefully unprepared to fight monsters. I suspected any experienced fighters or mages in the ranks would have been sent off to deal with Utuni. 
 
    “It’s a shame,” Nia mused as she looked at the dead guards. “So many have thrown their lives away for a goddess who doesn’t even care for them.” 
 
    I bared my teeth as the same anger coursed through me. 
 
    “We’re not going to let her take advantage of these people anymore,” I growled, and I turned toward the next door. “Come on.” 
 
    The next room was empty, and so was the next. I’d wanted to portal directly into the throne room, but the Shadowscape had proven more hostile than the human realm. Miralea hadn’t sent away quite all of her followers, but most of them were missing. 
 
    Bleached stone walls and empty tables greeted us in every room. The remnants of a meal sat on a plate spilled on the floor, but the temple was eerily quiet and empty. 
 
    Suddenly, a woman burst through a door with a huge axe clutched between her hands. The door swung shut behind her, and she froze the instant she saw us. 
 
    “Looks like she’s running late to attend the fight against Utuni,” Almasy noted. 
 
    “Get her,” I ordered my arachness, and the spider woman lunged forward to catch our enemy’s eyesight. 
 
    Apparently, the Southern woman knew better, because she squeezed her eyes shut as she charged my arachness with a yell. My spider reared back with two pointed legs raised in defence, but the woman anticipated this as well. 
 
    She let herself fall backwards as she sprinted, and she slid underneath my arachness before my monster could react. The attacker buried her huge axe in my arachness’ soft stomach, and my spider monster screamed as it died. 
 
    I recalled my dying monster, and the Southern woman rolled quickly back to her feet. 
 
    The woman raised her axe, and she came at us with a primal shout of warrior’s rage. As she ran, her skin transformed into a metallic sheen that covered her entire body. 
 
    “Metallogue!” I shouted as I dove aside from her axe. 
 
    The axe blade slammed into the floor where I stood, and I marvelled at the strength and speed her metallogue power gave her. 
 
    Almasy swept his halberd in to cut her from behind, but his blade glanced off her metal skin, and no damage was done. Then the earth mage took another swing, but this time a shattering sound pierced the air. 
 
    The halberd’s end snapped off and went crashing into the ground the instant it hit the metallogue’s back. Almasy was left with nothing but a hollow metal pole to hold, and he retreated quickly. 
 
    The metallogue turned around and yelled as she charged for him, but Nia intervened first. Two ice spells slammed into the woman’s chest, and frost crackled across her shining skin. 
 
    The metallogue slowed and looked down at the ice, but she didn’t seem more than a little distracted, and her glare shot back up to bore into Almasy. 
 
    “More ice!” I called to Nia as I grabbed three crystals from my bandolier. 
 
    Ice spells coated the metallogue’s skin, and the woman slowed even as her fury grew. Her axe trembled in her arms as she raised it, and she took one more staggering step toward Almasy. 
 
     Then I threw out my wallerdons, and they shot through the air before two of the three crystals burst open against her forehead. 
 
    Two wide, wall-like monsters exploded out from their crystals directly on top of her, and their segmented plates sparked as the woman’s axe scraped fruitlessly along them. 
 
    However, she couldn’t stop their downward momentum. So, the wallerdons fell atop her with crushing force, and the Southern woman howled with pain as the blunt impact smashed through her metallogue protection. 
 
    Metallogues had more than just the skin-deep coating my bullet bass could produce, but that didn’t mean they were invincible. Bones snapped as the wallerdons hit the ground with the metallogue underneath them. My third wallerdon crystal had gone wide, but now he walked over ponderously to join the pile. 
 
    There was no need for anything more, so I recalled all three of them back to my hand. 
 
    The woman lay groaning on the floor, and I could tell her arms were broken in a few spots. Luckily for her, she would heal, but she wasn’t getting up anytime soon. 
 
    “Nicely done, Gryff,” Almasy congratulated as he gawked at the defeated metallogue. 
 
    “Let’s move on,” I decided. 
 
    “Wait, wait,” Almasy objected hurriedly as he jogged over to the fallen metallogue. 
 
    The woman’s axe still dangled from her loose, partially-crushed hand, and Almasy plucked it gingerly from her fingers. She groaned wordlessly, but she couldn’t even begin to stop him, and Almasy retreated with his prize clutched in both hands. 
 
    “Nice,” Varleth snorted as he saw Almasy’s stolen axe. 
 
    “I know, right?” Almasy chuckled. “This is even better than the halberd.” 
 
    The axe was single-bladed, though it curved into wicked points at both ends of the blade. It looked well-balanced, and the chopping area was wide enough to deal some serious damage to any monsters it encountered. 
 
    I tucked the wallerdon essence crystals away as we turned to leave, and I led us into the next room. 
 
    This one was empty as well, and so was the one after it. A fine layer of white dust coated the tables and chairs in this one, and I knew we were close to the throne room where Almasy had smashed through the ceiling. 
 
    “Hear that?” Nia whispered, and I quieted my footsteps as we approached the next door. 
 
    “It sounds like Miralea,” Varleth murmured as he pressed his ear to the wall. “Who do you think she’s talking to?” 
 
    “She’s probably got some kind of elite guard protecting her,” Almasy suggested. “She’s way too afraid of Utuni to not have anybody, right?” 
 
    “But she knows where Utuni is,” Nia responded. “She thinks she knows exactly where her enemies are. Besides, I don’t hear anybody replying to her … “ 
 
    Could she be alone and totally unaware about the danger that lurked inside her temple?  
 
    “Now is our chance,” I whispered. “I think she’s alone, and she must not know we’re here.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Nia responded in a hushed tone. 
 
    “On three, we’re going in there,” I decided. “Be ready to take care of anybody else first so we can focus on defeating Miralea. One, two, three.” 
 
    We burst through the doors, and the demi-goddess whirled to face us. 
 
    “You thought I wouldn’t know the moment you set foot inside my temple,” Miralea spat, and the vines around her body twisted with the goddess’ rage. “Now, you’ll pay for underestimating my power.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    Nia sent a bolt of lightning straight for Miralea’s chest, but the Archon slid aside just in time for the attack to crackle harmlessly past her. It landed among the debris from the collapsed ceiling and scattered into nothing more than sparks. 
 
    “Nice try, mortal,” Miralea scoffed, and her accent thickened as her anger grew. “You thought my preoccupation with Utuni would leave me weak and defenceless, but that is where you are wrong. I can fight both the serpent Archon as well as you ridiculous mages with no trouble.” 
 
    As Miralea monologued, I took the opportunity to scan the room. The Archon was completely alone, so she’d been muttering to nothing more than herself or her monsters. The twisted wood chair of the throne still sat at one end of the room, and about three-quarters of the ceiling was missing from when I’d asked Almasy to knock a hole in it. The break in the ceiling made the space taller, but it still wasn’t nearly tall enough for my baroquer to move around unobstructed 
 
    Piles of debris from the previous destruction were shoved to all sides of the room. Some effort had been made to clear the space, but nothing had been carted away yet, and the floor was still covered in smaller rocks. 
 
    “You sure you can take us on?” Almasy asked the Archon casually, and I refocused on the conversation. 
 
    “You got lucky with Utuni’s reawakening,” Miralea spat, “but your luck ends here.” 
 
    I had a moment to be surprised that Miralea hadn’t caught on to the fact Utuni wasn’t really awake, but I decided her lack of knowledge worked in our favor. If Miralea still believed an Archon was here to kill her, I wasn’t going to shatter that belief. As long as the myth of Utuni’s presence persisted, Miralea wouldn’t bring back her followers to fight us. 
 
    Suddenly, plantlife surged from the stone floor and the walls, and a vine wrapped around my ankle. It nearly tugged me off my feet, but I retained my balance as I seized several monster essence crystals from my bandolier. 
 
    The vine tugged again, and I fell forward onto my hands and knees while my essence crystals smashed into the floor before me. 
 
    Four daggerdillos sprang free, and they quickly rolled across the floor as they cut through vines and plantlife with their metal-spiked backs. Each daggerdillo was armored, and each was about the size of a small domestic pig, but they made effective fighters in a pinch. 
 
    I felt the vines around my ankles loosen as the daggerdillos severed them, and I twisted around to see my friends gaining their feet as the severed vines fell away. 
 
    “Nice trick,” I growled at Miralea, “but it’s not really any trouble for us, as you can see.” 
 
    “Fine,” Miralea spat, “then try fighting this with your little pets.” 
 
    She snapped her fingers, and her verden reaver appeared between us. Its orange wings flared as it shrieked out a challenge, and I briefly noticed the injuries we’d dealt there were still present.  
 
    Then the green mantis launched itself toward Almasy, and the earth mage stumbled backward in an effort to escape. He nearly tripped over the debris-strewn floor, and it was clear he only had a matter of moments before the verden reaver ripped him limb from limb. 
 
    I shouted as I lunged forward, and I drew my baroquer crystal with a hasty motion. Then I crushed the crystal between my hands, and my baroquer emerged with a flash of brilliant light.  
 
    He quickly rose to fill both stories of the partially destroyed temple, and even then he was far too tall to do much more than crouch.  
 
    Crouching was all I needed, though. 
 
    The verden reaver slammed head first into the baroquer as my armored monster emerged from the crystal. My baroquer’s legs suffered no damage from the impact, but the mantis stumbled away as it shook its many-eyed head in pain. 
 
    It was a lucky shot, however, and I knew it. My baroquer couldn’t keep up with the verden reaver’s speed, and the only way I was going to land another hit was by taking the green monster by surprise. 
 
    Thankfully, I had just the thing in store. 
 
    I sent my baroquer a quick mental command, and he raised his flaming sword slowly before he pointed it at the verden reaver. The mantis creature leapt back to keep its distance from my baroquer’s sword, but I wasn’t looking to attack. 
 
    My baroquer waved his sword in slow circles, like a street magician performing tricks for a crowd. The verden reaver ignored the movements at first, but then its five dark eyes focused on my baroquer’s sword. Its strangely-shaped head tilted slightly as it followed the movement, and its serrated arms drooped slightly as the distraction overtook it. 
 
    I nearly gave the order to attack, but the verden reaver shook its distraction off. Then it launched itself at my baroquer, and its serrated arms scraped deep furrows into my monster’s armor. My baroquer took a single, ponderous step backward as it tried to fend off the onslaught, but there was only so much my baroquer could do in these circumstances. The room was simply too small for it to fight properly. 
 
    If the baroquer’s fancy sword swinging wasn’t going to work, that meant I would have to try a monster specifically designed to distract. 
 
    So, I slapped my hand over my bandolier as I located the one crystal that could help me. Then I clutched the glowing shape in my hand before I hurled it directly at the verden reaver. 
 
    My duvarku emerged alone, as it always did, but it surged forward to split into two creatures nearly instantaneously. The verden reaver reared back in surprise at the new arrival, and I gave my duvarku their commands to distract their enemy. 
 
    The glowing lures bobbed atop the duvarku’s heads, and the verden reaver froze as it stared with interest. Our enemy’s curiosity quickly turned into a sort of trance as the bobbing glow of the lures hypnotized it into complete distraction. 
 
    “Now!” I hissed to my teammates, and they sprang into action. 
 
    Varleth was the quickest, and his banisher sword cleaved through the verden reaver’s left leg effortlessly. No shadowy mist enveloped the mantis creature, so I knew it was likely too powerful to drain easily, but the lost limb was more than enough. 
 
    The verden reaver hissed as it toppled sideways, and Nia was ready with her own attack. A blast of concentrated lightning cracked directly into the creature’s face, and it rasped in anger as it convulsed from the electrical discharge. 
 
    Then Almasy rushed in with his axe, and he dealt the final blow with a swift swing that cleaved the verden reaver’s head from its body. The five-eyed creature writhed as its head toppled away, and the head rolled across the temple floor before it came to a rest against my baroquer’s foot. 
 
    The beheaded body twitched with death throes as its life faded, and I knew Miralea wouldn’t be bringing it back anytime soon. 
 
    “One down!” I congratulated my team as I switched my focus back to the Archon herself. 
 
    “You will regret that,” Miralea snarled, and this time she held up both arms. 
 
    She snapped both hands, and her final two monsters appeared simultaneously. Then time seemed to slow down as I took in the appearances and behavior of both creatures at once. 
 
    The thimbletrap was exactly as Phi described, although even her description couldn’t capture how intimidating it was. A tangled mass of roots and stalks writhed across the ground to hold the monster’s heads up, of which there were three. The heads had flexible, toothlike protrusions from the edges of each featureless mouth, and those teeth snapped at the air eagerly.  
 
    Though the thimbletrap was colored green and orange-red, every inch of its stem, roots, and heads gleamed with the odd reflective quality of something hard and metallic. The metallic coating looked perfectly formed, and there were no obvious soft spots I could stick my daggers into to do any damage. With luck, though, my sphordrum could do what I could not. 
 
    Next to the thimbletrap was the hissenae, and my heart leapt in my chest at the thought of fighting this beast. Its body was made of single-toned beige sand, as Phi had said, but I hadn’t expected its shifting form to be so unnerving.  
 
    When it first appeared, it whirled through a variety of abstract shapes, but each was covered in teeth, claws, long tongues, limbs, and tails in all the wrong places. I watched as it switched from a towering thing that jutted with teeth into a many-legged, eyeless creature. The sight of the hissenae’s transformations sent a shiver of primal fear through me, as if I was facing a predator from generations past.  
 
    Then the hissenae settled, and this time its form was familiar. A long, swishing tail twitched behind it, and four paws kneaded the earth as the creature showed its eagerness for the kill. Triangular ears sat atop a feline face, and thin whiskers made of singular sand grains sprouted from its muzzle. This form of the hissenae was beautiful, but it only served to make me more disturbed by how well it hid the shifting, mutated versions of itself from mere moments before.  
 
    All of these observations flashed through me in an instant, even though it felt like time had slowed to a crawl. I’d known fighting multiple creatures at once was a possibility, but some small part of me had still expected to have to deal with only one of them at a time. Fighting two incredibly dangerous monsters meant our team would have to split our attention, and that would weaken our overall abilities if we weren’t synergizing our attacks. 
 
    Then Miralea crouched, and she launched herself straight for me. 
 
    Make that three monsters we were fighting simultaneously. 
 
    “Sera!” I shouted, and the inky tattoo flowed down from my back to the ground in front of me. 
 
    Tingles raced along my back, and I watched as Sera’s figure formed out of the swirling, inky shadows.  
 
    Miralea slammed to a halt in front of Sera, and she bared her teeth menacingly at the dark Archon. 
 
    “That’s your quickest yet,” Sera purred to me as her fingertips solidified into existence. 
 
    “Sera,” Miralea spat as she crouched down further. “Always so at ease, even when you’re about to die. You even had that silly confidence all the way up until they locked you inside your crystal. Even Utuni would make fun of you, you know.” 
 
    The thimbletrap and the hissenae stayed still, and I motioned for my team to wait. We could figure out our methods of attack while the Archons got their posturing over with. For now, it was buying us time, and that was good for our survival. 
 
    Sera’s eyes tightened, and she waved a dismissive hand at Miralea. 
 
    “I don’t care what you think,” my dark Archon scoffed. “You can’t even measure up to Utuni, and I’ve always been far above you in power. You’ll lose, just like you would have lost millennia ago.” 
 
    “Things have changed,” Miralea snarled as her jaguar tail lashed behind her in anger, “many things.” 
 
    Then Miralea launched herself at Sera, and I dove aside as I made a beeline for the thimbletrap. Behind me, I could hear both Archons spitting insults as they tussled in close combat. 
 
    “Fend off the hissenae!” I shouted to my team, and they leapt to the task. 
 
    I sent my baroquer and my duvarku over to help with the hissenae, though I recalled my daggerdillos. As I tucked their crystals away, I also snagged the amber, fang-shaped sphordrum crystal from my bandolier. 
 
    My baroquer and my duvarku wouldn’t be nearly as helpful with the hissenae while I wasn’t directly giving them commands, but they were smart enough as monsters to know when to keep their distance and when to attack. I hoped the hissenae wouldn’t be able to gain any hits on my team as long as three people and two monsters were distracting it. 
 
    Then I tossed my sphordrum crystal a few yards from the thimbletrap, and it flashed open to reveal my fungi monster. 
 
    I ordered my new monster to go in for one good infecting bite, and a quick feeling of joy passed from it to me through the bond we shared. It bared the amber fangs in its protruding jaw, and then it went in for the attack against the thimbletrap.  
 
    As my sphordrum approached, the thimbletrap lashed out with part of its writhing mass of roots and stems. Whips of green plant matter lashed at my sphordrum, and my monster just barely dodged backward away from the strike. 
 
    It may have been just a plant, but those roots were as tough as steel, and they probably did a fair bit of damage to anything they struck. The thimbletrap was about twice the size of my sphordrum, and I was glad size wouldn’t mean much as long as my monster got in one good bite. 
 
    My sphordrum came in again, and its four stumpy legs pounded the ground as it tried to evade behind the thimbletrap. The thimbletrap didn’t seem to have much of a front or back, and sure enough, its thimble-shaped heads quickly swiveled over to lunge and snap at my sphordrum. 
 
    One bite glanced off my sphordrum’s shoulder, and bits of fungus scraped off along with a fair amount of wood. My monster reeled backward in surprise and pain, but it wasn’t hindered from doing any more fighting.  
 
    I gritted my teeth and looked for an opening in the thimbletrap’s guard, but it was hard to fight something that didn’t have a central brain. It didn’t telegraph any of its moves, and I couldn’t tell where it was going to be next. 
 
    I needed an edge, and I was willing to sacrifice some mana for it, so I retrieved one of my speed slugs from my bandolier. I’d already used all of my speed slugs today, so it would be costly to resummon them, but I had no other choice. 
 
    I threw out the speed slug crystal, and I wavered on my feet as the mana drain took hold. I could push myself a fair bit more before I passed out, but it was going to be tough. 
 
    The slug’s crystal burst open against my sphordrum’s leg before the slimy creature slithered up toward my fungi monster’s neck. It settled into place, and my sphordrum’s speed increased noticeably. This time, when I asked it to go in for a bite, my sphordrum launched into action with more agility than the thimbletrap could keep up with. 
 
    My sphordrum wove past several grabbing vines, and then it lunged the final few feet to reach the stem of the monster. My sphordrum’s amber teeth connected with its target, and it held there for a moment before it sprang away again. A few vines whipped at it as my sphordrum retreated, and then it was safely out of reach. 
 
    Something was wrong, though. No fungi raced up the thimbletrap’s stem, and I couldn’t even see any punctures from the original bite.  
 
    The thimbletrap’s steel-strong skin had kept it safe from my sphordrum’s bite, which meant that even with the power of my fungi monster, I couldn’t get through the thimbletrap’s impenetrable defence. 
 
    A shout caught my attention, and I looked over at the hissenae to see what was happening with the rest of my team. 
 
    Almasy clutched his arm as he backed away from the fight, and I decided he must have been the one to shout. The rest of my team was engaging with the sandy jaguar, and they exchanged nervous, glancing blows with the large cat. The hissenae was incredibly fast, and it moved with a blurring speed that made my head hurt. It was incredible only one person had been hurt so far, and I was glad my team was so talented. 
 
    Red blood leaked from around where Almasy held his arm, but it didn’t look life-threatening. He would maybe have to resort to earth spells alone, since I didn’t think he could swing his axe with just one good arm. Luckily, gesturing out spells didn’t take too much muscle strength. 
 
    As for Sera, she and Miralea were still locked in furious close combat. Miralea slashed with her thorn-covered palms, and Sera sliced with her long fingernails, but neither landed anything more than the barest of scratches. They sprang away, ducked, weaved around each other, and threw jabs, but barely any contact was made. The two Archons looked extremely evenly-matched, and that worried me. Was Sera really not one of the strongest Archons anymore? 
 
    First things first, though. If I was going to defeat this thimbletrap, I needed to do it quickly, and I needed to do it without help from my teammates. 
 
    What was the sharpest thing I owned? What was strong enough and slim enough to cut through steel? 
 
    My mind raced as I went over various monsters, but I didn’t think any of them would work. My roosa’s metallic pincers had plenty of crushing strength, but I didn’t think they could shear through the thimbletrap’s defence. My baroquer’s sword was big and heavy, but it wasn’t really that sharp compared to a much smaller knife. 
 
    At the thought of smaller weapons, I suddenly found myself considering my rhin dagger. Would it really work if I used it on the thimbletrap? It was certainly no ordinary dagger, and I had seen it glow before with strange, magical power in connection to my monsters or my mental state. The rhin dagger was made from retrieved essence, so it was far from impossible that it might be able to cut through things no ordinary dagger would. 
 
    So, I grasped my rhin dagger firmly in my right hand, and I steeled myself against the adrenaline rush that threatened to make my arms shake. 
 
    Then I rushed the thimbletrap, and everything seemed to slow once again. 
 
    A vine lashed out for my left ankle, but I twisted sideways as I avoided the attack. A root came for my head, and I bent backward to let it soar above me. I planted a hand on the ground as I overbalanced, and I tipped myself back upright to keep running. A tangle of roots came from above to try to smash me flat, but I swept my rhin dagger above me in a desperate slash. 
 
    A spray of roots rained down around me, and I experienced a moment of ecstatic relief as I saw my rhin dagger work against the thimbletrap. It withdrew its roots in shocked pain, but I wasn’t going to let up now. 
 
    The thimbletrap began to move away from me, but I lunged in close with my rhin dagger before me. I executed three deep slashes to its main stem before a gaping thimbletrap mouth reached down to take my hand off. I dodged backward just in time, and then I beat a hasty retreat as the vines and roots tried to capture me. 
 
    One root snared around my left wrist, but I sliced my rhin dagger through it before it could pull me off balance. The weapon’s blade seemed to glow a pale yellow, like the strange energy inside it was overheating.  
 
    Then I backpedaled until I was completely out of range, and I ordered my sphordrum to finish the job. 
 
    My fungi monster was already halfway inside the thimbletrap’s range before Miralea’s monster realized what was happening. It lunged with one of its three heads, and its fleshy teeth scraped a deep wound into my sphordrum’s back. 
 
    I felt a flash of pain go through my monster, but it was determined to finish the job. As the thimbletrap lunged again, my sphordrum reached its main stem, and my monster sunk its amber teeth deep into the wounds I’d made. 
 
    Now that the steel-tough skin had been parted, my sphordrum was able to give a full dose of fungal infection through the open wound. A tangle of thimbletrap roots reached up to strangle and crush my sphordrum, but my monster’s attack was already taking effect. 
 
    Flecks of orange, white, black, and brown raced up the thimbletrap’s stem, and the patches of spores quickly began to blossom into full fungi. Mushrooms burst from the thimbletrap’s tough skin, and patches of color spread as they infected the creature from within. 
 
    The thimbletrap writhed as the fungi began to reach its head, and its roots tried to tear at its own body. There was nothing it could do now, however, and I grinned as fungi began to infect all three of its mouths. Red toadstools and amber, toothlike projections traveled along the three heads, and the thimbletrap’s movements began to slow. 
 
    It was dying, and my sphordrum’s job was done. Then the thimbletrap began to collapse, and I relaxed my guard. Two monsters dead, just one to go. 
 
    My fungi monster was practically torn apart, so I recalled it back to my hand. I would have liked to try to use it on the hissenae, but I doubted fungal infection could really take root in what was essentially just sand. 
 
    I turned toward the rest of my team and gave myself a second to assess the situation. Almasy leaned against the wall as he lobbed quick, simple earth spells at the hissenae, and Nia was alternating between elemental magic and strikes with her sword. Varleth was using his own sword in two hands without any banisher magic, but he had developed a limp. 
 
    As for Sera, she and Miralea were still at a stalemate with their hand-to-hand fight.  
 
    Well, if she wasn’t going to take the initiative, I would just have to ask her to. 
 
    “Sera, your bre’gura!” I called. 
 
    Sera’s yellow eyes flickered briefly over to me, and then she looked back at Miralea just in time to fend off another blow. 
 
    “Fine,” Sera shouted, “but it’s barely going to fit in here!” 
 
    Then she snapped two fingers together, and I blinked away spots from the flash as her bre’gura appeared in the middle of the temple room. 
 
    The bre’gura had gleaming yellow eyes, black hair, and black tusks that ended in sharp points. Its dark hooves left splotches of tar in its path, and the entire creature must have been around thirty-five feet long. It reminded me of a boar or of the strange peccaries they had in northern Luratamba, but the monster practically radiated danger as it pawed at the floor below.  
 
    The bre’gura’s hairy back scraped the remnants of the first floor ceiling that hadn’t caved in, and it couldn’t even turn around since the width of the room was so narrow. The throne room was long, at least sixty feet in length, but it was perhaps shy of twenty feet wide, and that meant the bre’gura couldn’t really move around. 
 
    But it could charge the hissenae in front of it. 
 
    “Nia, Varleth, Almasy!” I shouted. “Step aside!” 
 
    My teammates turned to stare at me with wide eyes, but they quickly got the message. Almasy sprinted down the length of the wall until he had achieved some distance, and Nia pulled Varleth along behind her toward the opposite wall.  
 
    The sandy jaguar made to follow, but it was interrupted by the almost-deafening squeal of the bre’gura’s challenge. The hissenae turned to face Sera’s boarlike monster, and then the bre’gura charged. 
 
    Pieces of rubble broke free from the damaged floor as the boar’s hooves pounded along the ground, and I briefly wished the bre’gura had more room to charge. I imagined it could pick up even more speed if there was some space to move around in, but we didn’t have any better options. 
 
    The hissenae had nowhere to run to, and its hackles rose as it faced Sera’s monster down. The hissenae was slightly bigger than a normal jaguar, but the bre’gura’s aim was dead on its target. The sandy cat hissed as it moved sideways, but the bre’gura tracked it perfectly, and it slammed into the hissenae with its left hoof first. 
 
    Sand sprayed across the room, and the hissenae dissolved into nothing more than a pile of grains on the floor. The bre’gura didn’t stop there, and it squealed again as it slammed its tarry hooves down onto the sand. 
 
    For a moment, I thought that was the end of the hissenae, like all it took was a beating and some tar to hold it down, but then the sand grains began to move. 
 
    The sand shivered and rolled as it recollected into a central pile, and the pile moved away from the bre’gura’s stomping hooves. I watched as tarry substance streaked away from the moving sand, and I realized it was shedding the sticky tar with ease. 
 
    The sand reformed into a jaguar, and I watched as the last drops of black flowed out from its paws as it walked toward Sera’s bre’gura. 
 
    “Charge again!” I shouted to Sera, and she gave the order to her monster. 
 
    The bre’gura lowered its head to begin the attack, but it was too late. The hissenae snarled, and it launched itself directly at the bre’gura’s tusked head. 
 
    It was over a ten-foot jump, but the hissenae cleared it with ease. It hissed as it slammed into the bre’gura’s face, and it began to dig in with sandy claws that left huge gouges in the boar’s head. 
 
    The bre’gura squealed in pain, and it tossed its head to try to throw the hissenae off. When the boar slammed its own face into the wall, sand spattered away before quickly reforming into a jaguar shape perched on the bre’gura’s tusk. 
 
    The hissenae launched itself again, and it landed claws-first directly on the bre’gura’s right eye. It tore in, and agonized squeals filled the air as the jaguar’s sandy attack burrowed deeper into the damaged eye.  
 
    The bre’gura tossed its head in distracted pain, but it couldn’t knock the jaguar free. Blood trailed down its face as the hissenae sliced through skin, fat, and muscle, and even its hind claws were cutting up the soft side of the bre’gura’s nose. 
 
    Suddenly, the hissenae disengaged, and it scrambled up to the top of the bre’gura’s head before it ran between the boar’s ears toward the back of its neck. 
 
    It stopped there, and the hissenae slammed its teeth down into the bre’gura’s tough hide. Its sandy fangs burrowed easily into the flesh and spine below, and bones crunched as the hissenae closed its jaws. Then the jaguar severed the spinal cord with a final tear of its sharp teeth. 
 
    Blood and spinal fluid flowed from the wound, and the bre’gura collapsed with a final squeal. The floor shook when it hit the ground, and I stared in shock at the damage the hissenae had so easily inflicted.  
 
    Just like that, Sera’s second-most powerful monster was dead. 
 
    Even worse, none of the bre’gura’s attacks had caused any injuries I could see. It had crushed the hissenae, filled it with tar, and smashed it into the wall, but every time the sand monster reformed just as healthy as it had been beforehand. 
 
    The bre’gura vanished as it went back to Sera, and my teammates were stuck staring at the victorious hissenae. Blood dripped from its muzzle, and its tail flicked restlessly as it turned its sandy-eyed stare to us. 
 
    Sera’s snapdarner wasn’t good for much besides flight, and her only other monster was enormous. If she summoned her leviathan in here, it would probably collapse the entire temple. Getting crushed would probably be a death sentence for my entire team, and the only survivor would likely be Miralea herself, since she wasn’t bound to a mortal like Sera and Phi were. 
 
    As we stared, the hissenae licked the blood from its jaws with a pink-stained tongue. Its feet were slightly black with tar still, but otherwise the hissenae looked no different from the perfect beige form from before. 
 
    A low growl rumbled from the sand jaguar’s chest, and its tail flicked with interest as it turned to face me. 
 
    Suddenly, the hissenae began to sprint, and in a heartbeat it was on me. Sandy paws slammed into my chest, and I was knocked backwards as the hissenae lunged for my throat. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    I slammed my elbow up into the hissenae’s face, and sand sprayed from where my arm hit. Thankfully, I bought myself enough time with the blow to reach down and snag my bullet bass crystal from my bandolier. 
 
    I smashed the crystal down onto the stone beside me, and the bullet bass emerged to coat me near-instantly with metal skin. The painful feeling of the hissenae’s claws pricking my skin disappeared, and I planted my boots on the cat’s stomach before I pushed with all my strength. 
 
    Normally, the move would have heaved the monster off me, and I would have been free to land my own counterattacks. To my surprise, however, both of my legs sunk straight through the creature’s sandy body. When I tried to pull my feet out again, I found myself completely stuck, as if my legs had been encased in solid rock. I was buried halfway up my shins in sand, and I needed to get out quickly. 
 
    Then the hissenae’s jaws parted, and it lunged for my throat again. As helpful as my bullet bass was, I knew it wouldn’t make much of a difference against the crushing bite force of those powerful teeth. So, I searched for a large monster on my bandolier, but I wasn’t sure if I could make it in time. 
 
    Suddenly, a blast of icy power slammed into the hissenae’s side, and the monster flew off me.  
 
    “Get the fuck off him,” Nia snapped, and her voice was filled with a cold fury that made my blood sing. 
 
    I sat up to watch the hissenae get slammed into the wall by the huge torrent of cold wind and ice, and a spiderweb of ice expanded out from the point of impact. An enormous coating of ice covered the wall for several feet in all directions, and I watched as the hissenae disappeared beneath it.  
 
    Awe filled me, and I could even feel frost form on my eyelashes from the temperature. I’d never seen a shot like that from Nia before, and my eyes grew wide as I thought of the huge amount of mana that must have taken to create such a powerful spell. 
 
    “That was amazing,” I breathed as gratitude and respect filled me, and I turned to face Nia. 
 
    The ashen-haired mage was breathing heavily, and sweat had beaded on her forehead. Her hair was wild, and her cheeks were flushed, but despite that, I thought she looked more like a goddess than any Archon I’d ever laid eyes on. Nia was tired and angry, but she was beautiful just like that. 
 
    “It’s not going to last long,” Nia warned me. “Almasy and I have tried to trap it inside rock and ice before, but it uses every tiny fracture and crack to start to carve its way free. Even if I cover it completely in ice, it can just wait for the ice to begin to melt, and then it has enough room to dig out again.” 
 
    Even as Nia spoke, a rasping sound came from deep within the ice. I watched in horror as sand grains began to shift inside, and I could barely see movement within the partially-translucent ice. 
 
    “What about water?” I asked. “Can you turn it into mud?” 
 
    “Not really,” Nia replied grimly. “I can slow it down with the mud effect for a little while, but it sheds the liquid like it did with the bre’gura’s tar. It takes about as long as it takes for it to reform normally, so it feels like there’s little point in it.” 
 
    “Do you have a plan?” I asked, and my eyes widened as I watched it scrape its way free. 
 
    “Nope,” Nia said simply. “The hissenae got off a lucky shot on Almasy, and Varleth hurt his ankle dodging another attack, but the truth is it’s not even that powerful. It’s just really good at outlasting everybody else.” 
 
    A crack ran through the hissenae’s icy prison, and I drew my father’s dagger to hold alongside my rhin one.  
 
    “None of the elements work on it?” I asked Nia. 
 
    “Not forever,” she shook her head, “or not at all. I’ve even hit it with electricity, but it’s an expert at parting its particles just in time to let the bolts through. I’ve gotten it with a few errant sparks, but even then they’re not doing any damage.” 
 
    Something about that didn’t sit quite right with me, but I didn’t know what it was.  
 
    “Do you think it’s dodging for a reason, though?” I asked. “If it held still and the temperature was high, could the lightning actually damage it?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Nia replied hesitantly, “but--” 
 
    Suddenly, I heard the sounds of people shouting from beyond the room. 
 
    “Almasy, the doors!” I ordered. 
 
    The earth mage nodded, and he turned with both hands outflung to raise the rock up in front of both doors. He winced as he raised his injured arm to the task, but he powered through the pain anyway. Rock and earth groaned as it stretched upward to cover the entrance, and I began to hear banging as people tried to break through. 
 
    “That’ll keep them out,” he confirmed, “but I can’t guarantee they won’t come from elsewhere.” 
 
    “Like where?” Varleth asked with a frown. 
 
    I heard the familiar sound of a door slamming open above us, and I looked up toward the second floor. Faces appeared around the edges of the broken ceiling as people stared down at us, and angry shouts filled the air. 
 
    “Do you think they can get down?” Almasy wondered. 
 
    The shouting grew louder, and then a rope was thrown over the edge of the hole. 
 
    “Nia, take care of that,” I ordered. 
 
    “Got it,” she agreed, and she sprinted away as a fire spell coursed around her hands. 
 
    Sera and Miralea were too busy beating each other up in hand-to-hand combat to do much of anything right now, so that just left me and the other men with the task of handling the hissenae. 
 
    As if on cue, the sound of breaking ice to my left grew louder as cracks spiderwebbed across the ice that kept the hissenae contained. 
 
    Then a shout came from above as part of the ceiling collapsed under the weight of several men and women. Six of Miralea’s worshippers tumbled down into the room, and most of them didn’t land too badly. 
 
    “Varleth,” I directed, and the banisher gave me a curt nod before he sprinted away to take care of the followers. 
 
    “Just you and me, eh?” Almasy asked cheerily, and he jerked his head toward the hissenae’s icy prison. 
 
    “And your arm is injured,” I added, but the poor odds couldn’t quell the bloodlust that rose in my chest. 
 
    “Ready to kick some ass?” Almasy cackled. 
 
    “More than you know,” I returned, and I drew my kalgori crystal from my bandolier. “Too bad your earth powers don’t cover sand as well.” 
 
    “At least not monster sand,” Almasy agreed with a shrug. “Something makes it out of my jurisdiction, I guess.” 
 
    Then the ice shattered into a thousand tiny shards, and the hissenae leapt free as it reformed into a sand jaguar. 
 
    I smashed my kalgori crystal between my palms, and the butterfly escaped into the air above. Then I told it to multiply, and I leapt away as the hissenae came for me. 
 
    Sandy claws slashed through the air beside me, and I glanced up to see my one butterfly had become eight. 
 
    “Buy us some time,” I requested of Almasy. 
 
    The hissenae switched tracks as it lunged for Almasy, and the earth mage pushed out another spell. A rock wall surged up between him and the jaguar, and the hissenae slammed into the barrier even as it tried to reverse its trajectory. 
 
    Sand sprayed from the collision, but the hissenae recovered quickly. As it shook its head to collect itself, it turned to face me with a snarl, but I was more than ready. 
 
    “Swarm,” I hissed out, and my order sent dozens of kalgori straight for the hissenae. 
 
    Bladed wings swept in from every direction, and the kalgori tore holes in the hissenae’s sides. The storm of knives swirled in an unstoppable torrent, and the hissenae screeched as blades slashed through its body. 
 
    Any physical monster would have been torn apart, but the hissenae began to destabilize instead. Sand wavered and scattered across the floor, and the entire jaguar slumped into a pile of loose material. 
 
    I gave my kalgori the mental command to keep up their assault, and they continued to swarm around the sand pile. Butterflies shot past in every direction, and I wondered how long I could keep this up. What would happen if I scattered the sand grains? Could they still flow back together if they weren’t impeded? 
 
    Suddenly, sand rushed out across the floor from four equal, opposite directions, and the grains slithered below the range of my flying kalgori. They were blown back and forth by the wind produced by my monsters’ wings, but still they flowed away undeterred. 
 
    The four rivers of sand began to reform, and this time they weren’t joining into a single entity. I watched in shock for a heartbeat as four tiny sand jaguars began to form, and then I sent my kalgori against one of the four. 
 
    The other three whipped around to stare at me, and then they launched into action. Three hissenae jaguars the size of large house cats sprinted toward me, and then one veered off to take on Almasy. 
 
    “Ah!” the earth mage yelped, and he slammed out a series of magical pellets as the tiny thing raced toward him. 
 
    The pellets peppered the tiny jaguar with holes, and it began to dissolve into a pile of sand once more just as the other two jaguar clones reached me. 
 
    The first jaguar leaped high to try and hit me in the torso, and I swerved sideways as I reached out with my rhin dagger to punch a hole in its chest. The move worked better than I expected it to, and my dagger sheared a long slash straight down through its torso from front to back. The hissenae fell into two pieces, and those both dissolved into loose grains as they hit the floor. 
 
    The second hissenae went for my legs, and I wasn’t quite quick enough to dodge it as well. Small claws tore through my trousers, and I saw a bright stripe of bullet bass protection get sheared away as the feline raked at my shin. The hissenae’s sand was abrasive enough to do that to metal, so I didn’t want to see its effect on skin. Instead, I twisted to the side and freed one of my legs, and then I slammed my boot into the hissenae’s face with all my strength. 
 
    It exploded into sand particles, and I watched as it shifted away toward the other two piles. All three began to rejoin into one, and Almasy rushed in to stomp on the forming pile. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s going to work forever,” I warned the earth mage as he tried futilely to stop the flow of the particles. 
 
    Sand sprayed as he kicked it, but the hissenae was simply faster than Almasy was. Besides, we couldn’t stand there kicking it forever. Nia and Varleth were taking out followers on one side of the room, and Gawain and Arwyn were counting down the minutes as worshippers raced toward their perch. 
 
    “At least it makes me feel better,” Almasy answered, and he slammed the heels of his boots into the pile again. 
 
    Suddenly, a blur of movement on my left caught my attention, and I turned to see the fourth jaguar had broken free from my kalgori’s swarm. It sprinted toward the earth mage, and I yelled out a warning as I asked my kalgori to intervene. 
 
    Almasy looked up at my shout, and he managed to leap away just as the fourth hissenae launched through the air where he had stood. It landed before it turned to face the earth mage again, and the snarl on its face grew as it stalked toward him. 
 
    “You take care of the little one,” I ordered the earth mage. 
 
    “What’re you going to do?” he asked as he backed away from the small jaguar clone. 
 
    “I’m going to take on the big one,” I answered as I flipped my rhin dagger in my hand. 
 
    The huge pile of sand grew into the hissenae’s chosen form once more, and it created a jaguar only a little smaller than the original one. It was missing a quarter of its body mass, but I suspected it was thinner rather than any shorter in length. 
 
    Then a snarl ripped through the air, and the large hissenae came for me. 
 
    I let it come, and I smashed my roosa crystal as it did. 
 
    The scorpion monster emerged, and it met the hissenae face to face as the jaguar slowed to a halt. They circled each other cautiously, and I considered exactly what it would take to pin the hissenae in place. I couldn’t kill it, but how could I trap it? If Nia had failed with every element she tried, was there even a way? 
 
    Still, her comment about it dodging her lightning was interesting. The hissenae seemed perfectly content to be hit by a variety of attacks, and it didn’t move its particles just to avoid Almasy’s earth magic. Why did the hissenae dodge any electrical attacks Nia sent at it? 
 
    The question rankled at me, and suddenly the jaguar made its move on my roosa. My scorpion’s metal pincers met the cat’s torso, and I watched as my roosa seized the jaguar before it crushed the hissenae into sand particles. 
 
    Sand dropped to the ground, but it reformed once more. This was going to be a long exchange of blows that went nowhere, and I looked up at my teammates to see what they were dealing with. 
 
    Sera and Miralea were still battling each other one-on-one. Sera had a long, red cut across her forehead, and Miralea was sporting a left arm that dripped with blood. They looked beat up, but I still couldn’t say who was winning the hand-to-hand fight. At least I was content to not have to fight Miralea and her monsters simultaneously, even though Sera would have been helpful here. 
 
    I turned to Nia and Varleth, and I saw they were still busy with incoming followers. Several flaming ropes had dropped to smoulder on the ground because of Nia’s magic, and the crowd of worshippers above only dropped down once in a while when somebody got bold or got pushed off the edge. 
 
    Varleth took care of most of these with his sword, since Nia was preoccupied with another task. Broken pieces of wood bows were scattered around the ground near her, and I knew she’d been taking care of every archer before they could threaten us. I was impressed by how well she’d stopped every advance, but it meant she wasn’t available to fight the hissenae. 
 
    So, it was up to me. 
 
    I searched along my bandolier as I tried to think of a monster that would make this work. What did I have that could immobilize this jaguar? What did I have that could stop the hissenae in its tracks, even for a little while? I felt like I could deal with the hissenae fine, but only if I could get it to freeze for a while. 
 
    I searched through my bandolier and my pouch as I tried to think. Cementroll? No, the gray mush it oozed from its pores was useful for construction, but it would hardly hold the jaguar any better than Nia’s ice could. Besides, I doubted I could get it to harden quickly enough before the hissenae simply shed the cement away, just like it had done with the tar and water before. 
 
    I commanded my roosa to sink its stinger into the hissenae, but the blow didn’t appear to have any effect. The wound quickly shifted over as the hissenae reformed, and there wasn’t even a hint of poisoning. 
 
    Perhaps my arachness? No, her power relied on meeting gazes with a monster. Despite the sandy eyes formed in the hissenae’s face, I knew it didn’t actually rely on those, and they were more for show than anything else. Maybe I would try to summon my arachness as a last resort, but I’d already used her once, and I didn’t want to waste so much mana on a technique that wouldn’t work. 
 
    As I scraped my hand along the bottom of my pouch, I suddenly encountered a tiny essence crystal smaller than my thumbnail. My heart leapt in my throat as I grasped it, and I pulled it out to look. 
 
    The crystal was small, blue, and shaped like four interconnected spheres. It was a familiar shape to me, though I’d lost my monster for over a year before I recently bought a replacement before coming to Luratamba. In fact, the last time I used this kind of monster in real combat was the day Headmaster Sleet had witnessed me defeat a fire-eye cyclops. 
 
    It was my ice willow. 
 
    It felt like ages since I’d sparred with Braden before our journey to the South, but I still recalled just how effectively my ice willow had worked against him then.  
 
    Would it work now, on a powerful creature like the hissenae? 
 
    Suddenly, the jaguar launched itself on top of my roosa. Long, sandy claws dug into its abdomen, and my roosa thrashed as the hissenae wore through my scorpion monster’s metal carapace. The jaguar’s claws sheared through metal into vital flesh beneath, and I felt the connection with my roosa light up in pain as it tried to shake the hissenae off. 
 
    The jaguar didn’t relent, but I knew just how to stop it. 
 
    In fact, I knew how to stop the hissenae for good. 
 
    I gave my kalgori the mental command to circle us, but I told them to keep far enough away that the blades wouldn’t hurt us. 
 
    Then I ran a hand along my bandolier until I located my sprucebore. I threw its crystal out alongside my ice willow crystal, and I focused on the hissenae with bated breath as I waited for my plan to come into action. 
 
    The ice willow was a simple creature, and it looked like a floating ball of pale blue light. Its gaseous nature allowed it to hover in mid-air as it waited for my command. 
 
    The sprucebore looked like a beetle overall, though a metal, treelike structure grew from the carapace on its back. Its body was red, and it had two sets of wings hidden beneath its shell-like back. Even more important than any of that, the sprucebore could use the tree-like structure on its back as a lightning rod to gather and enhance electricity. The only issue was it needed to gather the electricity from an outside source. 
 
    I had just the solution, though.  
 
    All of my monsters were ready, but now I needed the hissenae to be all in one place. 
 
    “Almasy!” I shouted. “Lead your cat over here!” 
 
    I turned to see the earth mage was busy as he stomped on a small pile of sand. My eyebrows climbed at the sight, but I wasn’t really too surprised. 
 
    Almasy looked up, and he gave me a slow, confident salute. 
 
    “Coming!” the earth mage called, and he stepped off his hissenae before he began to stroll over to me. 
 
    The sandy cat started to reform, and a screech behind me alerted me to my roosa once more. 
 
    My roosa was quickly dying as the hissenae tore into its metal carapace, and I gritted my teeth as I recalled my monster. I just needed to strike one more set of blows, and for that I could use almost anything, but I didn’t want to waste too much mana. 
 
    I decided on my axe goblins, and I threw out a pair of them close to the hissenae. I stuffed my roosa back into my bandolier as the two axe goblins leapt toward the hissenae, and I directed my green-skinned monsters carefully. 
 
    The hissenae tore into one axe goblin with its fangs, but that gave the other goblin an opening to attack. I commanded it to chop down with its axes, and it delivered a series of blows to the hissenae that tore large swathes of sand from its hide. A thrill of victory went through me as I watched the hissenae destabilize, and then it collapsed into sand. 
 
    I recalled my axe goblins back to my hand, and I shoved them quickly into the pouch on my hip. 
 
    I got them put away just in time for the second, much smaller jaguar to charge me, and I stepped aside as I delivered a powerful kick to the cat’s back. It flew a few feet toward the first hissenae before it hit the ground and dissolved into sand particles as well. 
 
    I could feel my breath catch in my chest as I waited to see what would happen. Would they do as I expected, or would my whole plan be at risk? 
 
    As I watched, the two close piles of sand began to move toward each other. A wild grin spread across my face as both hissenae merged into one, and I thanked the Maker it had worked out just as I expected it to. 
 
    The hissenae reformed into a single monster, and its cat tail flicked behind it as it turned to face me and Almasy. 
 
    “Uh, what’s the plan?” Almasy asked nervously, but I was ahead of him there. 
 
    I gave my ice willow a mental command, and my blue monster split into four separate, smaller orbs. Then the four glowing balls of gas shot off toward the hissenae, and I grinned as they descended onto the oblivious jaguar. 
 
    The hissenae began to pick up into a sprint toward us, but it was far too late. It never had the chance to gain speed before the ice willow was on it. 
 
    Each glowing ball flew to a separate limb, and the four of them attached cleanly to the jaguar’s body. In an instant, the hissenae froze all motion, and its body began to glow a slight, pale blue as the ice willow’s effect took hold. It was paralyzed by magic, not by anything physical like ice or rock, and I smiled to see my plan working. 
 
    Then I gave another mental command to my kalgori, and the butterflies began to surround us in a six-by-six bubble of swirling bladed attackers. I made sure they didn’t move any closer, though, so we wouldn’t be cut by their knives.  
 
    The kalgori continued to whirl around us, and the sights of our team around us were cut off completely. Nia and Varleth disappeared, Miralea’s worshippers left my view, and the battling Archons vanished. All of it would have to wait until I was finished with the hissenae, and I didn’t intend to take long. 
 
    I glanced at Almasy as my kalgori picked up speed, and I noticed he was looking a little shaky on his feet. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked the earth mage as I frowned at the wound on his arm. 
 
    The injury didn’t look bad, and he’d stopped bleeding while our fight with the hissenae continued. 
 
    “Low blood sugar,” he chuckled as he shook his head. “Well, that and the fact I’ve been using up a lot of earth magic. I’m not out of mana yet, but I might be getting close. I wouldn’t be surprised if Nia was getting really tired as well.” 
 
    “I’ll make this quick,” I promised fervently. 
 
    All around us, the whirling kalgori began to spark with electricity. My sprucebore shifted in anticipation as it waited to follow my commands, and then I ordered it to begin gathering electricity. 
 
    The sparking of the kalgori’s static whirlwind began to coalesce, and I tensed up as electricity began to wind its way down to my sprucebore. I needed to move quickly, but there was just no way to speed up the process. 
 
    Lightning crackled along my sprucebore’s metal tree, and then the beetle monster began to glow from within with a yellow light. Power built in the air, and the hairs on my arms stood up. 
 
    The hissenae began to move, though it was subtle at first. Its tail twitched, and the claws on its paws flexed to dig into the stone floor below. The lights of my ice willows wavered slightly, and I could feel them struggling to hold onto the hissenae. 
 
    Just a little bit longer, and I would be able to do it. Just a moment longer …  
 
    “Gryff!” Almasy yelped as he pointed to the sand jaguar. 
 
    The hissenae lunged forward half a step, and then my ice willows caught it again. My heart pounded in my chest, but the willows’ grips held, and the hissenae was still barely restrained. I feared it would break free completely, but then I felt my sprucebore’s resolve firm up. 
 
    I turned to look at it more fully, but my eyes watered at the brightness of the light that filled my creature. My sprucebore glowed like a miniature sun, and I knew it could hold no more. 
 
    “Go,” I gasped out as the mental command rang within my head, and my sprucebore released its lightning. 
 
    The bolt cracked so loudly, my ears began to ring the instant it struck. Then I watched in awe as the lightning zigzagged through the air before it connected with the hissenae’s chest. 
 
    Stray lightning destroyed my ice willows almost instantly, but they had done exactly what I needed them to do. I stared as the lightning turned the entire sand jaguar a brilliant, white-hot color. The white color persisted for a few heartbeats, and I blinked furiously as I stared despite the brightness of it. Then the still hissenae began to dim, and crackles of red, orange, and yellow bled through it as its body started to cool.  
 
    I recalled my ice willow and my sprucebore, and I tucked both of them back into their proper places. I kept expecting the hissenae to explode out from its statuesque state, but nothing happened. 
 
    My kalgori slowed their whirlwind, and the crackling static around us died down as Almasy and I watched the hissenae for signs of life. 
 
    “Is it … “ Almasy whispered like he was afraid to wake the jaguar monster up. “Did you really turn it into glass?” 
 
    As the hissenae cooled, I could tell Almasy was right. The pale, sandy color of its body had fused into a cream-colored lump of glass that preserved the shape of the jaguar perfectly.  
 
    I drew close to examine it, and Almasy followed me with wide, amazed eyes. His axe hung loosely from his one good arm, despite the fact I didn’t think he could swing it with his injuries. 
 
    I reached forward to touch the hissenae on its shoulder, and a few clumps of half melted sand came loose in my grasp. Below the loose sand, the body of the creature was shiny and solid. It was melted glass, and I knew the hissenae had finally been dealt with once and for all. 
 
    Suddenly, a crazed shrieking broke the air, and my head snapped up as I looked for the source. 
 
    Gryff! Sera shouted within my head. What did you do to her? Miralea’s gone wild. 
 
    My gaze landed on Sera and Miralea over by the opposite wall, and I saw the Archons were still locked in combat. Miralea began to scream and claw at Sera with no regard for her own safety, though, and I saw her land a deep cut across Sera’s neck even as my dark Archon returned the blow by digging her fingernails into Miralea’s stomach. 
 
    I glanced over toward Varleth and Nia, and I tried to assess their situation quickly. They looked tired and worn-down, but neither of them were injured, Still, there was only so long people could fight against a steady flow of enemies, even if the fights were only occasional. 
 
    “Almasy, go help the others,” I ordered. “I’ll take care of Miralea.” 
 
    The earth mage nodded resolutely, and he took off to meet Nia and Varleth. 
 
    Then I turned and sprinted for the Archons, and I drew my rhin dagger as I ran. In my other hand, I palmed an empty essence crystal from my hip pouch. I didn’t know what I would need to do to capture Miralea, but I knew something had to work. With Sera, I’d forced her to submit before I drew her into my body directly. With Phi, I’d used the empty essence crystal first, but it led to problems later that I might be better off to avoid. 
 
    “About time!” Sera shouted as she noticed me coming in to help, and she struggled under another flurry of wild, crazed blows from Miralea 
 
    “You’re the one who couldn’t finish off your opponent,” I called back as I slowed. 
 
    Miralea suddenly stopped her onslaught, and then she backed away from Sera. Her orange eyes flicked from one of us to the other, and anger showed in the tense lines of her jaw. She was clearly enraged, but her hesitation meant she was uncertain about something as well. 
 
    “Miralea,” I tested as I slowed to a stop at a safe distance, “you’ve lost, you know. You have to admit that, at least. Please, just come quietly. I’m not going to kill you, I’m only going to take you away, so you won’t keep hurting all of these people.” 
 
    “Take me away?” Miralea spat. “You mean you’re going to imprison me in your mind, just like you did with Sera. You smell like Archons, little man. How many more have you stolen their freedoms from?” 
 
    Just Phi, but I didn’t really want to give her any ground with this line of thought. 
 
    “I’m not locking you away and throwing the key out,” I argued. “Sera even likes being with me. I’m fighting for the survival of my race, and I’m choosing the most peaceful option I know of. Please, just think about it? You have nowhere else to turn to.” 
 
    “I won’t be caged!” Miralea raged, and she threw herself at me.  
 
    Thorned palms flew toward me, but I drew on my bullet bass’s power, and metallic skin covered me once more. Her thorns grazed against my chest, but they merely ripped through my shirt without putting a scratch on my skin itself. 
 
    The bullet bass was one of the monsters I’d decided not to dismiss, and I was glad for that decision. I was low on mana right now, but protection was vital in a situation like this. 
 
    “Fine,” I growled, “we’ll do this the hard way.” 
 
    “Don’t be so cocky, mortal,” Miralea snarled. “I nearly killed you when we last met in hand-to-hand combat.” 
 
    “That was a dream,” I answered as a confident grin spread across my face, “and this time, I’m the one who came ready to strike first.” 
 
    I drew my father’s dagger and lunged at her with it in one motion, and I took Miralea off guard. Her eyes widened as she realized her mistake, but she couldn’t dodge away in time. She moved just far enough that my rhin dagger cut a long, jagged cut down her left side from shoulder to hip bone, but it was only a surface wound.  
 
    Miralea growled, and she jumped back to avoid any further strikes. 
 
    I let her retreat as I planned my next move. I’d slashed through several of her vines in the process, but the strands of the cut ends began to grow and twine once more. The vines sealed up the sliced sections like nothing had ever happened, and it reminded me of the similar persistence of the hissenae. 
 
    I wondered how long it would take for her sand monster to heal after I’d dealt a blow like that. Days? Months? It was hard to tell, since monsters were so different from anything in the human realm. 
 
    Coordinated attack? Sera asked inside my head. 
 
    I gave a slight nod, and I glanced at her. The moment our eyes met, we charged at Miralea in tandem. 
 
    Sera slashed her fingernails toward Miralea’s face, and I went low as I sliced my rhin dagger into her thigh. I carved a long, bloody streak, and the orange-eyed Archon snarled as she backed away once more. 
 
    She avoided any more damage, but now she had two bleeding cuts. How much did I need to damage her before I could capture her? Did she have to be unconscious? A frown crossed my face, and Sera glanced over to me. 
 
    Just a few more wounds will do it, my dark Archon said inside my head, and I found it funny she’d learned to read me so well. 
 
    Then I dove back in, and both of my daggers slashed out a complex flurry of feints, parries, and attacks. 
 
    Miralea and I danced through the fight like we were hearing the same familiar song, but the only sounds were of shouting worshippers and our own panting breaths. She dodged when I struck, and I deflected her thorns with ease. Then I pulled a series of quick fake-outs with my father’s dagger, and I managed to score a solid kick directly into Miralea’s right knee. 
 
    Her kneecap crunched, and the Archon collapsed to her knees. I made another darting move in, and I landed a long cut across her right arm even as she tried to cut me with her thorns. Blood ran freely from her wounds, but it didn’t seem to bother her very much. 
 
    She climbed to her feet once more, and thorns burst from every inch of the vines that twined around her body. She was pulling out her last tricks to try and stop me, but I knew I had the upper hand. Some kind of deep, unflinching power filled me, and I charged her once more with my pair of daggers. 
 
    She dodged the first two strikes, but her injured knee failed her, and she stumbled on her third dodge. My rhin dagger sunk deep into her shoulder, and I felt my blade scrape bone as I pulled it out quickly. Blood ran like a river from the wound, and it was enough to weaken her even though it wouldn’t kill her. 
 
    I didn’t let up, though, and I delivered a series of light slashes to Miralea’s abdomen as I drove her backwards. She stumbled again, and this time, she went down to her knees. 
 
    I had bested her, and she knew it. Her eyes shone with anger and defeat, and her face contorted with shame. 
 
    “Humans have defeated me?” she whispered to herself. “That can’t be. No, Utuni is the only one who could possibly best me. Are you working with her? Do you belong to her?” 
 
    “No,” I replied simply. 
 
    I hid my reaction perfectly, but Miralea’s mind continued to race over the possibilities. 
 
    “Is Utuni even here?” the Archon spat, and her eyes narrowed with paranoid suspicion. “She hasn’t come to face me. This makes no sense, not at all. Is she injured? Did you capture her, as well?” 
 
    Maybe the truth would get her to settle down, or maybe it wouldn’t. At the very least, it wasn’t like Miralea was going anywhere now. 
 
    “Utuni isn’t even really here,” I told her. “It was an illusion. As far as I know, she’s still asleep.” 
 
    “Utuni isn’t here?” Miralea repeated, and her eyes widened. “No, of course she isn’t. It falls into place now. When I last saw her, we were beginning to make amends. Why would she attack me now? If anything, she would want to join me against mortals like you … “ 
 
    Miralea trailed off, and her vague babblings stopped. 
 
    “You’re out of monsters,” I warned Miralea. “You figured out the truth now, so just give it up.” 
 
    The Archon’s orange eyes narrowed slyly, and she bared her teeth at me in an animal snarl. 
 
    “Never,” she hissed, and then the walls of the temple exploded. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    Plantlife swarmed out from the walls, and I pulled Sera backward as the bleached blocks of stone threatened to crush us. A cloud of dust burst from the crumbling wall, and a tangle of vines reached for my arms and legs as I backed away. 
 
    “Damn it,” I swore, and I shielded my eyes against the dust as I tried to spot Miralea. 
 
    “She’s getting away,” Sera hissed, and she lunged back into the rubble. 
 
    A horde of vines seized the dark Archon, and she struggled against them with futile effort. For every plant she sliced through with her sharp nails, two more replaced it to ensnare her. 
 
    I couldn’t get her out on my own, and Nia was busy. I backed away to try to see where Miralea had gone, but the whole temple seemed to be crumbling in over the space where she’d been standing. 
 
    Had she gone out through the hole she made? Was she in another temple room, or had it led her directly outside? 
 
    “Gryff, there are too many worshippers!” Nia shouted, and I turned to see what the situation was like with the rest of my team. 
 
    Instantly, I knew Nia was right. A swarm of bow-wielding men and women had entered the room, and after them came a horde of people bearing at least half a dozen ladders. Unlike rope, there was no way Nia could burn the ladders down so quickly. 
 
    “We have to get out of here!” Varleth called back to me with grim determination. 
 
    “No, we have to get Miralea!” Sera snarled, and she struggled in the grasp of the plants that held her. “This is our chance, our one chance!” 
 
    “It will definitely be our last chance if we die here,” I answered firmly, and I drew on the connection between Sera and me. 
 
    Sera struggled against my order, but she couldn’t resist it. So, her figure transformed into inky shadows, and the vines clutched nothing but empty air now. Black, swirling smoke ran along the ground before it climbed up my legs and onto my back. Then my skin tingled as Sera’s tattoo settled into place, and I turned to gather the rest of my team. 
 
    “Everybody,” I barked, “we’re going through here!” 
 
    I pointed at the pile of rubble Miralea had disappeared through, even though it was still swarming with vines, ferns, and other jungle plants. 
 
    My team gave a few nervous glances to the worshippers above, and then they sprinted toward me. 
 
    “I hope you know what you’re doing!” Varleth shouted, and confusion passed over his face. “Where’s Miralea?” 
 
    “That’s what I would like to know,” I said quickly. “Okay, Nia has to burn these plants, and Almasy needs to clear the rubble. I can protect us with the bullet bass for now, but we need to get out of here before those ladders come down.” 
 
    “Got it,” Nia agreed with perfect calmness, and she turned to start her fire spells. 
 
    Flames burst from Nia’s hands, and the ashen-haired mage was illuminated by a bright orange glow as she directed a torrent of fire into the plants. They stopped moving as they burned, and I assumed Miralea’s influence over them had ended.  
 
    “There,” Nia gasped before she turned to Almasy next to her. 
 
    The earth mage stepped forward, and his hands moved in the round shape of a spell as he began to lift the rubble. Rocks trembled and cracked as they moved apart, and sweat began to bead on Almasy’s forehead. 
 
    Two arrows clattered off the stones near me, and I was thankful for the bullet bass protection. It would hurt to be hit with an arrow, but it wouldn’t kill us if it happened. 
 
    Almasy didn’t flinch as the chaos above us grew, and more shattered rock parted before his willpower. The final few blocks moved aside, and a small hole formed in the temple wall.  
 
    The dim glow of a torchlit room greeted us through the hole, and Almasy gasped in relief as he finished his work. 
 
    “It’s not large, but we’ll fit,” he said. 
 
    “Good job, it’ll do,” I agreed, and I led my team toward the opening. 
 
    We had to scramble to get over the rocks and through the small hole, but the shouts of Miralea’s worshippers behind us spurred me onward.  
 
    “What’s this room for?” Almasy asked he clambered out from the rubble. 
 
    It was a small sort of storage room, as far as I could tell, though there was a human-sized hole torn in the opposite wall. Vines dangled from the fringes of the opening, and beyond the hole, I could see the darkness of night outside. 
 
    “Miralea must have torn her way outside,” I observed. “We have to follow.” 
 
    I started to dash for the opening, but Nia caught me by the arm. 
 
    “Look,” she said excitedly, and she pointed to a table against the wall. 
 
    “Wait,” Varleth gasped, and his dark eyes widened. “Is that what I think it is?” 
 
    A familiar gun lay on the table, and its silver surface shone with red and gold accents. 
 
    “That’s Gawain’s,” I realized out loud, and my eyes landed on the sword next to the gun. “I don’t see his rapier, but your banisher sword is here too, Varleth.” 
 
    “I thought I’d never see it again!” Varleth said, and his voice filled with uncharacteristic emotion as he approached the table. 
 
    From behind us, I could hear the noises of men and women beginning to climb over the rubble. In just a few moments, they would come through the hole to fight us. 
 
    “Just grab everything quickly,” I ordered, “we don’t have time for much else. Come on!” 
 
    Then I started to lead Nia and Almasy through the second hole Miralea had made. Varleth scooped up the gun, the sword, and a few other items nearby, and he shoved them into his cloak pockets as he ran after us. 
 
    We emerged into the cool night air, and we were met by black night in every direction. 
 
    “Which way did she go?” Nia asked as she frowned into the dark jungle ahead. 
 
    We have to track her down, Sera urged me, and frustration filled her voice. Miralea is a coward when it comes down to it. We can take her out, and she knows it. 
 
    “I don’t know where she went,” I answered, but determination settled within me, “but wherever Miralea is going, she can’t run forever. Her monsters are out of commission, and she won’t be able to stay in the human world without her worshippers boosting her power.” 
 
    “We’ll catch her,” Nia agreed. 
 
    The shouts of worshippers echoed from the storage room behind us, and Varleth glanced back nervously to see if they were chasing after our group.  
 
    “Maybe we should go,” the banisher suggested. “Like, now.” 
 
    “On it,” I declared as I pulled my vingehund and my pyrewyrm crystals from my bandolier. 
 
    I let out a huff of exertion as my two monsters emerged, and I realized I was getting close to the dregs of my mana supply. I wouldn’t be able to fly us very far on my monsters’ backs, but we could at least get back to Arwyn and Gawain, plus perhaps a little further. If I tried to do anything else tonight, I was likely to collapse. 
 
    I had my bullet bass fly up to my pyrewyrm on rubbery wings to settle in on my creature’s back. I figured we hadn’t seen the last of today’s bow-wielders, and I didn’t want to take any chances with lucky arrows. 
 
     A sudden crumbling noise drew my attention, and I looked over my shoulder as the first of the worshippers began to crawl through the hole after us. 
 
    “Get on, quick!” I ordered as I hopped up onto my vingehund’s back. 
 
    My doglike monster mantled her wings in preparation, but I didn’t let her take off until Nia, Varleth, and Almasy were safely on my pyrewyrm’s back. They clambered into position, and my serpentine monster spread its shadowy wings just as a man wielding a scimitar emerged from the tunnel. 
 
    I gave my mental command, and both of my monsters took off in tandem. Wind swept from their wings, and the man on the ground fell over as we rose into the air. 
 
    His shocked, angry shouts faded away as we gained distance, and I looked out over the dark jungle as I searched for our heading. Which way were we facing right now?  
 
    I did some quick mental calculations before I turned my vingehund in the right direction, and my pyrewyrm followed after. The night air was cool, and I could feel the breeze brushing against my bare skin where the hissenae had cut through my shirt and trousers. 
 
    Soon, I caught a glimpse of distant fire, and I knew we were heading in the right direction. I heard a muffled whoop of joy float across the wind from Almasy’s direction, and I grinned as relief flooded me. 
 
    Miralea had evaded us for now, but our team would all be back together soon. After that, I knew we could take on the task of tracking the Archon down and capturing her for good. 
 
    I waved a hand as we drew closer to the glowing flame of Gawain’s magic, but I knew my gesture probably went unseen. Then I ordered my monsters into a dive, and I activated my bullet bass’ metallic coating to keep us safe as we got closer to the ground once again. 
 
    It was a good thing I took precautions, because an arrow pinged off my vingehund’s shoulder in a lucky strike. A ripple of discomfort went through our bond, and I pressed my hand to the wound. A small streak of blood came away on my fingers, but it was merely surface damage. Without my bullet bass, my vingehund probably would have fallen from the sky. 
 
    The wind whistled in my ears as we rushed down toward my teammates, and I could see the dark shapes of more arrows as they rushed toward us. The moon was waning gibbous, and it seemingly cast enough light to see my monsters. The worshippers below were hungry for blood, and they were ready to kill us without questioning our arrival. 
 
    The vast majority of the arrows went wide, but a few did ping off my pyrewyrm’s metal-coated hide.  
 
    The treetops rushed up to meet us, and my vingehund leaned back as she came in for a landing. I gripped her feathers in my hands for balance, and she perched lightly on a thick tree branch within the glow of Gawain’s flame. 
 
    “You’re alright!” I shouted as my eyes landed on Gawain and Arwyn. 
 
    They were both hunched up and huddled near the center of the tree, and I suspected it was so the trunk could protect them from any flying arrows. Arwyn looked flawless and calm, but Gawain stared at me with wide eyes as he held his flame aloft. 
 
    My pyrewyrm landed before either of them could respond, and the wind from its shadowy wings rustled the leaves back and forth as it slowed to an unsteady hover. My pyrewyrm put down its hind talons, and it clutched at another thick branch as it jerked to a halt. 
 
    Nia, Almasy, and Varleth clambered down from my pyrewyrm’s back, and Gawain leapt to his feet to greet us. 
 
    “You came back!” the fire mage exclaimed earnestly. “It’s been at least fifty minutes, you know.” 
 
    Arwyn smiled as she rose to her feet, and her warm eyes landed on me. I realized her disguise as Utuni had worn off, so it must have been a little over half an hour after all. 
 
    “I’m sure it’s only been around half an hour,” the professor reassured us. “It only feels longer to Gawain because we’ve been getting shot at for the last ten minutes.” 
 
    An arrow thunked into a branch near the outer edges of the tree canopy, and Gawain gave me a pointed look. 
 
    “I definitely understand being on edge,” I told him honestly. 
 
    “Well?” the fire mage asked. “So you have Miralea in your head now, too? What’s she like?” 
 
    “Actually” Nia answered steadily, and she exchanged a glance with me, “Miralea has made a temporary escape.” 
 
    “She pulled down half the room to get away from us,” Almasy clarified. “Gryff did all these amazing moves to kill her monsters, you should’ve seen it. Anyway, we have her on the ropes.” 
 
    “We just have to figure out which way she’s running,” Varleth interjected, “and we’ll capture her without any further issues. Oh, but there is some good news.” 
 
    Varleth pulled Gawain’s silver gun from inside one of his cloak’s pockets, and he presented it to the fire mage with a flourish. 
 
    “No way,” Gawain breathed as he took the gun from Varleth. “I thought for sure it was gone forever. How did you get it back?” 
 
    “Pure luck,” I answered, “and we found Varleth’s banisher sword too, but your rapier wasn’t there.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” the fire mage muttered as he turned his gun over in his hands. “I can always get another rapier.” 
 
    I smiled at the look on Gawain’s face. “Alright, don’t spend too long gawking at that thing. We have to go soon.” 
 
    The fire mage tucked his gun back into the empty holster at his side, and he looked out across the dark jungle expectantly. 
 
    “Maker, there’s always more work to be done,” Gawain exclaimed, but then his face brightened with eager bloodlust. “This means I still get my chance to fight Miralea, though. C’mon, what are we waiting for?” 
 
    “We’d better not stick around for them to try to burn our tree down,” Arwyn agreed with an amused smile. “Gryff?” 
 
    “Of course,” I agreed, and I summoned Sera with a simple thought. 
 
    Inky shadow flowed down my arms to the tree canopy in front of us, and Sera slowly formed in pieces as she turned to regard us all. 
 
    “You humans just don’t give up, do you?” the dark Archon asked, and she sounded a little impressed. 
 
    “Not for anything,” I replied with a knowing smile. “Not even for a charming demi-goddess like yourself. Could you summon your snapdarner so we can get out of this valley once and for all?” 
 
    “It would be my pleasure,” Sera told me smartly as she snapped her fingers. 
 
    Sera’s snapdarner appeared on the tree canopy behind her, and I quickly extended my bullet bass coverage to it as well. I was getting more tired with every passing moment, but I knew I would have to try to hold on as long as possible before we got far enough away from Miralea’s worshippers. 
 
    “Saddle up,” I directed. 
 
    I let Almasy take my vingehund, and I climbed onto my pyrewyrm with Nia and Gawain. 
 
    “We’re going to get the horses, right?” Gawain asked urgently. 
 
    “Actually,” I considered, “that’s probably the best idea. It might take us a little out of our way, but it’s not too far off course.” 
 
    “Out of the way?” Nia asked as she took my hand to mount the pyrewyrm. 
 
    “Well,” I hedged, “I’m not positive, but I think I know where Miralea is going.” 
 
    “You do?” the ashen-haired mage exclaimed, and she settled into place between me and Gawain. “Why didn’t you say so! This is fantastic news, Gryff.” 
 
    “The only issue is,” I replied with a rueful grin, “I think she’s going to Utun.” 
 
    Gawain sucked in a breath of air through his teeth, and Nia’s eyebrows rose. 
 
    I didn’t give them a chance to respond as I ordered my monsters into the air, and Sera’s snapdarner followed suit a half-second later. The jungle canopy rushed away from us as night air whipped over our skin, and the worshippers below loosed a few arrows with wild aim. None of their projectiles came close to hitting us, and I had my pyrewyrm put on a burst of extra speed as I turned it to face the mountain where we’d left our horses. 
 
    The rush of acceleration decreased, and Nia relaxed behind me. 
 
    “Anyway, why is Miralea going to Utun?” Nia asked in my ear. “What about … well, I suppose she must know Utuni hasn’t risen yet. That was bound to happen once Utuni never pursued her.” 
 
    “Still, why would she go to her enemy’s country?” Gawain questioned over the sound of the wind. 
 
    “Turns out they might not be as big of enemies as we thought,” I replied. “When Miralea started to figure out why Utuni wasn’t coming, she ended up saying something about how Utuni wouldn’t have attacked her anyway. Apparently, they were making amends before they fell asleep.” 
 
    I reached forward to scratch an itch on my pyrewyrm’s flank, and my monster let out a low, pleased trill as my fingers moved over its leathery hide. 
 
    “If Miralea and Utuni are friends, that’s not good news for us,” Gawain noted, but then he shrugged. “Well, I guess Utuni is asleep anyway. It shouldn’t matter.” 
 
    “I hope it won’t,” I agreed cautiously, though I was worried Utuni wouldn’t be asleep for long. 
 
    “We should hope whatever has been waking up the Archons doesn’t reach Utuni before we can catch Miralea,” Nia said in a grave tone. 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” Gawain dismissed. “Miralea has no monsters and no followers. We can just follow her until we meet up in whatever tiny little village she’s planning on converting to her services.” 
 
    “You’re probably right,” I hedged. “With Sera’s help, I should be able to feel if Miralea is close. We can use that to track her fairly well.” 
 
    I decided we were far enough away from danger, so I recalled my bullet bass before I put its crystal away. I sighed as that drain on my attention and mana finally went away, though it didn’t stop the deep weariness of draining myself for Sera and my two flying monsters. 
 
    “Speaking of followers,” Nia began as she hooked her chin over my shoulder, “do we know what will become of Miralea’s followers here? We know she can’t stay around for them, and they’ll have witnessed their goddess flee right in front of their eyes.” 
 
    “I suppose they’ll begin to leave,” I said slowly. “Without anybody to worship, the costs of staying are too high. There’s no food, no shelter except for the temple, and now there isn’t any leadership. Some might go back to their hometowns, I think.” 
 
    I thought of those empty villages filling up again, and my heart lifted a little. It would be hard for these cult members to go back to their old lives, but that didn’t mean it was impossible. Even though we hadn’t captured Miralea yet, the mere act of chasing her out was worth its weight in gold. 
 
    I stifled a huge yawn as I directed my pyrewyrm toward the mountain range, and I shook off my weariness. It would be good to sleep, once we were decently far away from potential trouble. 
 
    “You know, Gryff,” Gawain called as he interrupted my thoughts, “you’re pretty damn good with your plans, even though you change them a dozen times partway through just to make them work.” 
 
    “One might say it’s more like your intuition and quick-thinking are excellent,” Nia teased as she wrapped her arms around my waist and squeezed. “Most of history’s great planners didn’t veer very far from the path they had strategized.” 
 
    “Their loss,” I said with a grin, “but thank you for the confidence in me. I couldn’t have done it without either of you. Everybody on our team is a close friend of mine, and I’m grateful to have you.” 
 
    I gave a warm smile as I twisted around to regard both of them. Gawain acted flustered as his ears turned pink, and I knew such declarations of friendship were pretty new to him in the course of his life.  
 
    Nia, on the other hand, was smiling with unabashed agreement. Her eyes shone like twinkling stars in the moonlight, and her pale skin seemed to glow. 
 
    “Oh, look,” Gawain rushed out to cover his embarrassment. “That must be the mountain we climbed up. We should be close to the waterfall and our horses, right?” 
 
    I peered into the night to discern the familiar shape of the mountain we’d climbed, and relief flooded through me. 
 
    “That’s certainly it,” I replied. “I’m going to set us down on the mountain ridge, and we can walk down the rest of the way. I wouldn’t want to spook the horses too badly, even though they should still be tied on their long leads.” 
 
    “Definitely,” Gawain agreed with fervent approval. 
 
    The world began to rush past as I brought us in at a slight declining angle, and I turned to see my vingehund and Sera’s snapdarner follow my lead. I suspected Sera was more tired than she let on from being manifested off my power for so long, but she hid it well. She was always confident and competent in the face of hard circumstances, so I wasn’t surprised at her fortitude. 
 
    “Hold on,” I advised as I steepened our descent, and Nia pressed closer to my back as we rushed toward the ground below. 
 
    At what seemed like the last moment, my pyrewyrm changed the angle of its beating wings, and we didn’t crash into the rocky cliffside. Instead, we glided to a comfortable, smooth landing, and my pyrewyrm took several running steps before it settled down to a stop. 
 
    My vingehund landed gracefully beside us, and Sera’s snapdarner simply hovered in place as it lowered all the way down. Once all three of our monsters were on the ground, I hopped off my pyrewyrm’s back. 
 
    I helped Nia down while Gawain simply slid awkwardly to the ground, and I struggled not to laugh. Despite how much he had grown, Gawain still refused to accept help that he perceived would damage his noble dignity in some way. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Almasy asked as he wandered over from my vingehund. 
 
    I recalled both of my monsters, and I sighed as the large drain on my mana faded. Then I waved the earth mage over in an indication to follow me. 
 
    Arwyn dismounted the snapdarner just as I reached Sera, and the dark Archon gave me a low bow with a flourish of her hand. 
 
    “I’ve guarded them perfectly, as you can see,” Sera announced. “I didn’t even throw the glum one off when he started grumbling.” 
 
    “Oh, Varleth?” I asked. “Thanks for sparing him.” 
 
    “She doesn’t know my name …” Varleth mumbled in a low tone. 
 
    “Why would I?” Sera snickered, and she stretched her arms in an exaggerated motion. “Now, I think I’m ready for a nice, long nap away from the physical world. It’s so very tiring, you know.” 
 
    “I definitely know,” I agreed, “but thank you for all your help anyway.” 
 
    “Anything for you, Gryff,” Sera purred with a glint in her eyes, and then I pulled on the connection between us. 
 
    Sera turned back into inky shadows before she flowed up into my back marking. I wondered for a moment if Phi’s marking on my chest would flow and reform in a similar manner, but I shook the thought off. Phi’s marking was only half-complete, and I didn’t feel close enough to her to warrant that sort of trust. 
 
    “Great job, Gryff,” Arwyn complimented me as she walked closer. “Almasy and Varleth were telling me all about what happened in the temple. It sounds like you pulled off quite a feat of combat ability.” 
 
    “It wasn’t that impressive,” I deflected, “though I’m hopeful Miralea won’t have any monsters recovered by the time we chase her down.” 
 
    My poor bre’gura will be healing for days, Sera sighed in my head. 
 
    “Oh, about chasing Miralea down,” Arwyn mused, “do you have a plan for figuring out where she’s going?” 
 
    “With luck, I already know,” I replied. “Based on what Miralea said to me, I think she’s headed to Utun.” 
 
    I explained to Varleth, Almasy, and Arwyn about what Miralea talked about before her escape, and they agreed it seemed likely she was going south to Utun. 
 
    “I figured a detour for the horses was in order,” I finished. “I definitely need to rest up my mana before we do more flying.” 
 
    “Sounds perfect,” Arwyn agreed. “Let’s go.” 
 
    We turned to head down the mountain, and we began our slow progress down the slope. The trail was precarious in the daytime, but at night it became twice as hard to navigate. Most of us ended up sitting down and crawling or sliding part of the way, just so we didn’t risk having a bad fall. 
 
    “Is it this bend?” I wondered as we came to a switchback turn. 
 
    “It’s this one,” Gawain confirmed. “I made sure to memorize what it looked like, since I couldn’t bear the thought of losing the horses.” 
 
    We continued straight at the bend, and my muscles ached as we walked toward the waterfall. It was never easy on the body to fight so hard for so long, even though the aches and pains were worth it to gain victory over Miralea. 
 
    “Yes!” Gawain exclaimed as he laid eyes on the shadowy shape of a sleeping horse, and he rushed up to meet his mare near the stream’s edge. 
 
    I looked around for Char near the tree where he had been left, but all I found was the dangling strap of his leather lead. I picked it up, and I found the end was frayed and chewed. 
 
    “Char?” I said out loud, and my worry threatened to overwhelm me. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Nia asked as she came over with her own horse close behind. 
 
    “Char is gone,” I explained urgently. “Something must have taken him, or he must have been scared and ran away. What am I going to do? I can’t keep up with the horses on foot, and I don’t have enough mana for my vingehund even, and--” 
 
    “Oh, look!” Nia told me as she pointed to something behind me. 
 
    From the woods, the familiar shape of a large-eared mule emerged at a casual pace. Char walked toward me as I stared wordlessly, and his ears swiveled with curiosity as he approached. 
 
    When Char reached me, he nuzzled at Nia’s hair first before he did the same to me to breathe in my scent. 
 
    “You’re such an ass,” I told the mule fondly. “I wasn’t even worried, you know. I was glad to see you gone. Your little vanishing trick didn’t bother me for a second.” 
 
    Nia began to giggle, and I joined her with a chuckle of my own. It felt great to let the day’s tension melt into calmer, more everyday problems. 
 
    “Come on,” Nia told me, “let’s go see where Gawain put the saddles and harnesses.” 
 
    All of our horses looked to be in good health, despite being neglected for several days. Horses were fairly good at taking care of themselves, but it was never a certain thing to leave them for so long. 
 
    “Here’s your gear, Gryff,” Gawain said to me as he gestured at a pile of horse supplies on the ground. “I think your saddlebag is there, too.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I replied, and then I gathered my things off the ground. 
 
    I’d carried a lot of my supplies with me in my travel pack, but it was a relief to see the rest of them hadn’t been stolen or lost either. There were lots of provisions and extra materials that would make our journey much easier, especially since we were going all the way to Utun. 
 
    “How many days ride is it to Utun?” I asked Arwyn as I passed her with my gear piled in my arms. 
 
    “It’s hard to say without seeing the territory between here and there,” Arwyn mused. “Four days? Less? We’ve been moving mostly parallel to the border, so it’s probably not much different than the distance from Lisi City to Utun.” 
 
    That was definitely good to know, though I hated to waste days traveling on a whim. 
 
    I’ll be able to tell if Miralea is near, remember? Sera told me. Right now, she’s still at the edges of my perception. If she got any further away, I would lose my sense of her. When we go south to Utun, we should make sure I sense her still before we go too far. 
 
    That would have to be good enough for guidance. It was frustrating to not have a definite destination, but at least there were fewer options for Miralea than there had been for Phi in Mistral. When Phi had Gawain possessed, she was liable to turn up just about anywhere on short notice. 
 
    “Okay,” I decided as I projected my voice to the rest of the team. 
“We’re going to ride for three hours, and then we’ll stop for the night. I want us to be well-rested in case we catch up with Miralea sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “What if we lose her?” Varleth asked with a frown. 
 
    “Better to lose her than to lose our lives trying to beat her without any magic,” Arwyn answered. “Don’t worry, Varleth. If we go the wrong way, we can ask some of the Utun locals if they’ve heard rumors of where she is.” 
 
    “Well … ” Varleth hummed doubtfully, but he gave in a moment later with a shrug. “Sure, why not ask the local cannibals where she’s gone? We’ve done more difficult things.” 
 
    “They’re not cannibals,” Arwyn corrected promptly. “They may try to ritually sacrifice us if we don’t approach in the right way, however. Alright, I’m ready to go.” 
 
    Gawain let out a disbelieving laugh at the casual way in which Arwyn discussed religious sacrifice, but he tossed up his hands and mounted his horse in one smooth motion. 
 
    “Why not?” he agreed. “Let’s get this show on the road.” 
 
    I grinned as I levered myself up onto Char’s sturdy back, and I felt a flash of gratitude for how great my team was. Where any regular soldier or student might balk at the danger, my friends rushed in ready to act. They really did want to help people and save the world, and they weren’t afraid to take risks to do it. 
 
    Our first course of action was the task of getting our horses down the mountain in the dark. Gawain took the lead with a flame to light the way, and I followed closely behind him. Then came Varleth, Arwyn, Nia with a second flame, and finally Almasy. 
 
    It wasn’t an easy trip downward, but our mounts were well-rested and eager to get on the move after so many days of rest. The horses picked up the slack where their bleary-eyed, exhausted riders couldn’t, and we made it down within an hour and a half. 
 
    “Level ground!” Gawain declared as he pointed ahead. “I’ve never been so happy to see it.” 
 
    “Me too,” I agreed fervently. “I’d rather face down a cyclops than climb another mountain right now.” 
 
    “Gah,” Varleth gasped. “Don’t say things like that, Gryff. You risk the Maker taking you seriously and throwing another rift at us right now.” 
 
    “Nothing’s going to happen,” I promised, but that just made Varleth widen his eyes and shake his head more vigorously. 
 
    Once we were down the mountain, I pulled out my map and asked for Gawain to brighten his flame. 
 
    “Sure thing,” the fire mage said as he brightened the orb that hovered above his head. 
 
    I shook open the paper map, and then I consulted it for our next heading. 
 
    “Okay, another ninety degrees counter-clockwise,” I directed him. “It doesn’t look like there are any river crossings, luckily.” 
 
    “That’s probably for the best,” Arwyn agreed. “We have a week’s worth of water from the waterfall, anyway.” 
 
    “So,” Varleth asked suspiciously, “what kind of harrowing dangers are we facing this time?” 
 
    “Um, well,” I hedged, “there’s something called the Chasm of the Damned … “ 
 
    “Wait, seriously?” Varleth asked as he gawked at me. 
 
    I laughed and shook my head as I turned the map toward him. 
 
    “No, of course not,” I answered honestly this time. “You thought a name like that could be real?” 
 
    “I don’t know!” Varleth protested hotly. “The Bells of Blood were crazy enough. I can’t tell what kind of insane danger this continent is going to throw at us next.” 
 
    “The gypsy has a point,” Gawain agreed without turning around. 
 
    “The most dangerous thing on this journey is Miralea,” I reassured him, “and she’s our goal, anyway. Don’t worry so much.” 
 
    “You make it sound easy,” Varleth sighed, but he did seem to relax a little into his saddle despite his protests. 
 
    Our conversation continued in small bursts, but mostly we tended toward silence during our journey. It was difficult to focus on much after such a long night, and our day wasn’t even over yet. Gawain seemed fairly well rested, since he hadn’t done much flame magic while he was keeping Arwyn lit up in the tree canopy. I suspected Arwyn was doing fine too, but she was too far back in the line for me to know for sure. 
 
    We kept our horses walking for another couple hours, but eventually I began to fall asleep in my saddle. I jerked back awake two or three times before I looked behind me to see if anybody was having similar troubles. 
 
    Varleth was doing fine, but Nia looked exhausted. I suspected Almasy had used up a lot of mana as well, and between that and the surface injury on his arm, he would sleep deeply tonight. 
 
    I tried to shake my head from side to side to keep myself awake, but it was a losing battle. Besides, I didn’t want anybody else falling off their horses. 
 
    “We’re stopping for the night,” I announced. “Let’s find a spot to put our tent.” 
 
    I heard a few sighs of happy relief behind me, and I was glad to have made the right decision. 
 
    “Sure thing,” Gawain said, “I’ll keep my eyes peeled for a good place.” 
 
    A few minutes later, Gawain pulled his mare to a halt and twisted around in his saddle to take a long look at the area. 
 
    “I think this is good,” I told him as I scanned the small clearing between the trees. “I don’t think we have to worry about hiding our tracks tonight, so we should set up camp as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “Hm?” Nia asked in a sleepy, curious voice. “Are we stopping?” 
 
    “We sure are,” I answered. “Come on, let’s get everybody to sleep. 
 
    Nia dismounted before she yawned and stretched, and I did the same with considerably less grace. I was still getting the hang of riding horses, but at least I was getting better every time. 
 
    The rest of my team dismounted and began going through the tired, well-practiced motions of setting up camp. 
 
    “Should someone keep watch?” Varleth asked as he rubbed tiredly at his face. 
 
    “Naw,” I answered as I restrained myself from yawning. “Somehow, I doubt any of Miralea’s followers are going to make it all the way up and back down that mountain in one night.” 
 
    “Fair assumption,” Varleth agreed, and then he wandered over to speak to Arwyn. 
 
    I grabbed a heel of bread from my travel pack, and I began to wolf it down as I observed the rest of my teammates around camp. 
 
    Arwyn was busy healing Almasy’s arm at the moment, and I watched for an awed moment as the white glow around his wound knit his injury back together. Now that I got to see the injury up close, I could tell the jaguar had landed it with a lucky swipe of its claws. Three long, shallow red marks carved a path across Almasy’s skin, and smears of dried blood surrounded them. Luckily, the wound had stopped bleeding hours ago, so as Arwyn worked her magic, the injury sealed into three pale, pinkish scars that seemed to have been healing for a year, not just a few minutes. 
 
    “Thanks,” Almasy said gratefully as Arwyn opened her eyes. “You saved my ass, here.” 
 
    “I only recall saving your arm, but you’re welcome,” Arwyn answered with a touch of amusement in her expression. “Try not to use a slow, heavy axe against a magical jaguar again.” 
 
    “It was the only weapon I had!” Almasy explained. “Some nutty woman broke my halberd.” 
 
    “Of course she did,” Arwyn soothed him. “Now, go away, I have to tend to Varleth.” 
 
    Almasy left to go scavenge some jerky from someone’s pack as the banisher stepped up to talk to Arwyn. 
 
    “I twisted my ankle,” he explained with a long-suffering sigh. “Dumb injury, I know.” 
 
    “No injury is dumb,” Arwyn replied, “that is, as long as you get it looked at. Now, let me see it.” 
 
    Varleth sat on a fallen log nearby while Arwyn rolled up his pant leg to take a look at the injury. She assessed it within a matter of seconds, and then she pressed her hands over it as her eyes closed. 
 
    “Well?” Varleth asked. “Is it sprained, or bruised, or whatever other medical terms exist?” 
 
    Arwyn didn’t answer, since her mind was far away as she used her healing magic. Her focus was absolute, and a few minutes passed in silence as Varleth’s expression grew more worried. 
 
    Suddenly, the banisher gasped, and Arwyn took her hands away. 
 
    “All fixed up!” she declared. “It wasn’t quite bad enough to be a sprain, but it certainly must’ve been distracting in combat.” 
 
    “Oh, not even a sprain?” Varleth asked, and he burst out in a chuckle at his own expense. “You could have told me I was worried about nothing.” 
 
    “Now I don’t have to tell you,” Arwyn replied with a smile. “You can feel it for yourself.” 
 
    Varleth stood, and he tested out his weight on both feet by hopping a bit from one side to the other. 
 
    “Just like new,” he complimented the red-haired healer. “Go look at Gryff next, since he’s going to try to weasel out of it.” 
 
    I startled guiltily as both of them looked over at me. I’d finished my heel of bread a minute ago without realizing it, which meant I just seemed to be openly eavesdropping on the healing session instead of doing anything productive. 
 
    “Come on over, Gryff,” Arwyn ordered as a grin spread across her face. “I know you didn’t come away from an Archon battle without at least a few scratches.” 
 
    I got up and brushed off my pants before I went over to the healer. 
 
    “It really is just a few scratches,” I protested as I took a seat on the fallen log. “I had the bullet bass for protection.” 
 
    “Show me where,” Arwyn commanded, and her tone brokered no arguments despite the smile on her face. 
 
    I pulled my shirt aside to point out the small claw marks on my shoulders, and I showed her a few injuries on my legs as well. I didn’t remember getting most of the scratches and cuts, but none of them were serious, so it wasn’t much of an issue. They would’ve healed without Arwyn’s help, but I appreciated her healing touch all the same. 
 
    Arwyn finished up healing a long scratch on my left arm, and she looked me in the eyes as she pulled my shirt sleeve back down. 
 
    “I really was worried about you, you know,” she told me seriously. “At least with Phi, I didn’t realize you were going up against an Archon until you had already won. With Miralea, I kept thinking I should have done something to stop you from going. I believed in your plan, but I couldn’t help but worry that you might not come back.” 
 
    “Worrying is natural,” I told her as I ran my hand along her forearm. “Believe me, I was just as worried about you as you were about me.” 
 
    Arwyn laughed and patted my hand with warm fingers. 
 
    “We’re quite the pair, aren’t we?” she asked. “Well, everybody on the team is the same way, I suppose.” 
 
    “Sure are,” I told her happily. “They wouldn’t be such a great team if they didn’t care. 
 
    “That’s for certain,” she agreed, and then a yawn interrupted her next words. “Goodness, I suppose we should sleep.” 
 
    “I couldn’t stay awake for anything,” I admitted. “Let’s go.” 
 
    We went inside the tent together, and everybody else was already there. Nia was sitting up as she munched on a lump of honey mixed with oats, but everybody else looked knocked out already. 
 
    “Goodnight,” the ashen-haired mage whispered as she gave us a small wave. “Gryff, don’t worry about waking up early, alright? Gawain or Varleth will probably be the first one to be up.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I whispered back. “Goodnight, Nia.” 
 
    “Goodnight,” Arwyn added warmly. 
 
    We clambered into bed, and Nia dimmed the hanging oil lantern until the flame went out entirely. We were plunged into darkness, and I rested my head on my pillow as I pulled the blankets up with a happy sigh. 
 
    Before I knew it, I was already asleep. I couldn’t remember falling unconscious, but I certainly knew I was in a dream now. 
 
    White mist wreathed around me, and I recognized it as the familiar backdrop of an encounter with an Archon. Maybe Sera wanted to talk and unwind after a long, hard day. 
 
    A figure moved through the mist, and I recognized the bird-winged silhouette easily. I expected the dark Archon was going to want to talk about our next moves concerning Miralea. 
 
    However, when the figure drew closer, Sera wasn’t the person who emerged through the fog. 
 
    “Phi?” I asked in surprise. “I’m glad to see you. I wanted to thank you for your help with the Utuni ruse.” 
 
    Phi stopped a few feet away and tilted her head curiously. 
 
    “You weren’t expecting me?” the blue-skinned Archon asked, and then she rolled her eyes. “You must have forgotten to lock me out fully.” 
 
    “I’m happy I did,” I told her with a wide smile. “You deserve a little more trust, after you helped us out today. You didn’t have to do that, so it’s really appreciated.” 
 
    A touch of uncertainty passed over the blue-skinned Archon’s face, but she quickly covered it with her usual insolent scoff. 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” Phi sniffed, and she turned away from me. “I was just bored of watching you idiots struggle to accomplish a single thing. You’re pretty pathetic, Gryff, even if you are easy on the eyes.” 
 
    My brows rose at the backhanded compliment, and I wondered if Phi really was softening to the idea of being my Archon. 
 
    “Whatever you insist,” I told her, “I’m still grateful, you know.” 
 
    Phi’s red eyes flickered over to me, and a coy smile graced her lips. 
 
    “Maybe you could show your gratitude?” she asked slyly. “A kiss, perhaps?” 
 
    She wove her way up to me, and her hips swayed as she came close enough to trail a hand down the length of my shirt. 
 
    “Uh, well … “ I was momentarily mesmerized by the movement of Phi’s hips, but I shook it off. “Maybe we should wait.” 
 
    Wait until never, that was. Phi was crazy even if she wasn’t fully evil, and she really wasn’t somebody I could see myself with yet.  
 
    “Why not?” Phi asked, and her pale lashes fluttered as she looked up at me. 
 
    “You’re just not … “ 
 
    “Not what? A nice person?” Phi asked, and she giggled. “You’re funny, Gryff. Why hold onto these preconceptions of what is good and what is bad? The world works in shades of gray, and you know it.” 
 
    “You nearly killed my friends a dozen times,” I insisted. “You were responsible for the deaths of loved ones. You destroyed an entire enclave, for Maker’s sake.” 
 
    “Hm, and you think Sera hasn’t done similar things?” Phi asked, and she frowned. “Sera spent thousands of years being a more ruthless killer than I’ve ever been. Are you the type of person to ignore whatever injustices you don’t see happen right in front of your eyes?” 
 
    “No, no,” I protested, and I tried to find the thread of my argument again. “Listen, Sera has changed. She’s not human, so I can’t hold her to human standards, but she really is trying.” 
 
    “I’m trying too,” Phi insisted, and she trailed her hands around my waist to pull me closer. “Can’t you tell I’m changing?” 
 
    Suddenly, a strong breeze swept out of the fog, and Sera appeared behind Phi. 
 
    “If it isn’t my thieving little sister,” Sera snapped, and Phi leapt back like she was caught in the midst of a murder. 
 
    Sera stormed up to Phi, and she pulled her sister away from me by the wrist. 
 
    “I just was seeing how Gryff felt,” Phi insisted. “That’s all, Sera.” 
 
    She’d certainly gone past just seeing how I felt, and we all knew it. 
 
    “You were climbing him like a cat up a tree,” Sera purred, but her sultry voice held nothing but veiled danger. “I’ll warn you this time, but you know I’m not much of a fan of threats without any follow through, Phi. He’s mine. Don’t try that again, because I won’t be so lenient next time.” 
 
    Phi opened her mouth with an indignant comeback on her tongue, but Sera made a dismissive motion with her hand. I felt a wave of power ripple from the gesture, and Phi vanished in the next instant. 
 
    “I’m not sure Phi is really one to listen to warnings,” I told Sera honestly. “Sending her away might just escalate her sense of injustice, too.” 
 
    “Hmph,” Sera replied with an elegant shrug. “I don’t particularly care what she thinks. She needs to learn I’m the one you love most.” 
 
    Sera took a step closer to me, and her eyes were dark and seductive.  
 
    “You seem to be in a good mood, hm?” she asked. “Shall we … finish what Phi started?” 
 
    “Oh, you want to discuss Miralea?” I asked teasingly. “Sure, we could spend our time doing that.” 
 
    Sera let out a low, smooth laugh that made a tingle run down my spine, and she stepped in the final few feet before she placed a long, sensual kiss on my lips. 
 
    Our bodies molded together, and I slipped the small triangles of black cloth away from her breasts. My hands caressed her perfect, voluptuous curves, and her tongue teased its way into my mouth as our kiss deepened. 
 
    Sera pulled away, and her full lips curved into a smile against mine. 
 
    “Phi was making the wrong argument, anyway,” she murmured. “You don’t have to think somebody is of moral character just to enjoy time with them.” 
 
    “That’s not--” I began, but Sera cut me off. 
 
    “You can’t deny it, Gryff,” she purred. “You’re not a normal human. There’s a darkness deep inside you that yearns for this. For me. Tell me you don’t feel it.” 
 
    Sera placed one finger on the collar of my shirt, and then she dragged her sharp fingernail down the length of the white fabric. Threads peeled apart under her touch, and my shirt fell open under her talented hands. 
 
    Sera had drawn a thin, razor-sharp scratch down from my collarbone to my navel, and a line of blood began to well up in its wake. 
 
    “Pleasure is nothing without a little danger, Gryff,” Serra told me, and a fire lit in my gut. 
 
    The dark Archon moved in, and she knelt at my feet before she cast me a sultry stare loaded with implication. 
 
    Then she began to drag her nails down my trousers, and the last barriers between our bodies started to come down. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    Sera stripped her own panties off and dropped them in the pile of torn fabric around my feet. Then she spread her wings, and she curved the black feathers forward to brush against my thighs with tantalizing softness. 
 
    The dark Archon pressed forward, and she moved her breasts along my legs as she slid up against me. 
 
    “Do you feel that?” Sera purred. “Do you feel how much I want you?” 
 
    She rose slowly, and her hips ground against mine as she reached her full height. Sera jerked her waist forward, and my cock stiffened even more at the barest hint of friction. 
 
    I cupped my hands against Sera’s ass, and suddenly the scenery transformed around us.  
 
    White mist turned into an elegant room adorned in wine-red accents. Patterned wallpaper, dark wooden trim, and a smooth, dark red floor covered the room, and a large, four-poster bed dominated the space. Sheer red cloth draped down from the top of the bed, and the room was lit only by a series of flickering candles atop two nightstands on either side of the mattress. 
 
    “What exactly is this?” I asked Sera as I teased my fingers along her lower back. 
 
    “Not bad, hm?” she asked me as she broke away from my embrace. “I think you’ll enjoy it, it’s silk.” 
 
    Sera let herself fall onto the bed, and she smoothed her hands along the white sheets. Then she patted invitingly at the surface of the mattress next to her, and I laid down next to her. 
 
    “Not bad,” I agreed as my eyes traveled down Sera’s naked body. 
 
    Her black hair was fanned out around her head, and I twined a smooth strand of it through my fingers as I watched the Archon. 
 
    “There’s no limit to how we can enjoy ourselves,” she purred, and then she rolled over to be on top of me. “Why bother with human constraints? There are none of those here.” 
 
    Sera snapped her fingers, and a glass bowl appeared in her other hand. It was filled with something clear and liquid, and Sera dipped her fingers into it without pause. 
 
    Her hand came away shiny and wet with clear oil, and she smoothed her fingers against my chest. The oil was warm, and I felt my muscles relax under her touch. 
 
    “It’s certainly a tantalizing idea,” I murmured as Sera drew patterns along my chest with the oil, “to be able to have anything within imagination at our fingertips.” 
 
    I let my eyes drift shut, and I focused on the sensation of Sera’s hands on my skin. It seemed silly to even consider not taking her up on her offer for sex. Did I have any real reason to refuse, or was I just making excuses for myself all these weeks?  
 
    “I’m glad you’re coming around to the idea of real pleasure,” Sera murmured in a sultry tone. “You shouldn’t resist your urges to make me yours. I could carry your seed, and you could watch as I made a child fit for a god.” 
 
    I opened my eyes as I took the bowl of oil from Sera’s hand, and then I pulled her down to the bed again while I rolled on top of her. 
 
    “I’m not going to get you pregnant,” I told her as I dipped my hands into the oil. “You’ll have to make do with the simple pleasures, or there’ll be no more of this.” 
 
    To make my point, I put both of my oil-covered hands over her breasts, and I moved in slow, precise circles as I painted her flesh with shining oil. Her curves glimmered under the light of the candles, and she melted under my touch. 
 
    I dipped my hands into the bowl again before I ran my palms down her taut stomach and over her wide hips. I left smooth, shining skin in my path, and I dragged my fingers across her thighs before I painted each of her perfect legs in oil. 
 
    Finally, I moved back up, and I ran my oil-covered hand along her inner thighs before I moved toward the folds of her entrance.  
 
    Sera’s eyes grew dark, and she tilted her hips toward me in invitation. 
 
    I moved a finger into her, and then I curled it up against the spot she loved best. Sera’s hips twitched, and she let out a breathy moan that filled me with the hot need for more. 
 
    I flipped her over with two hands on her hips, and she hummed happily as I laid her face down on the bed. I dipped my hands in the oil again, and then I spread the liquid across her round ass before I did the same to my hard cock. 
 
    “Take me, Gryff,” Sera purred, and she looked over her shoulder at me with an inviting gaze. “Make my body yours. I need you inside of me. I need you to fill me. I need you to claim my womb with your seed.” 
 
    I couldn’t deny her for a second longer. So, I lifted Sera’s hips to position myself at her entrance, and then I slowly thrust into her. 
 
    “Ohhh,” we both groaned as our bodies were joined, and my head began to spin with the sensation of her.  
 
    Immediately, I thought she felt different from anyone else I had ever been inside. She was tighter, hotter, wetter, and she gripped my cock with more slick friction than I’d ever felt before. At first, I merely teased my cock just inside of Sera’s entrance, but then I began to lengthen my strokes. 
 
    I reached deeper and deeper inside her, yet I didn’t reach the usual constraints of the human form. Her ass rippled as I slammed my cock fully into her, and it felt like her tunnel massaged my tip and shaft during the entire motion. 
 
    I went deep and thrust in small movements just to feel that massaging sensation, and then I transitioned into nearly fully pulling out between strokes so that her tunnel only grasped at my tip.  
 
    As I slammed into Sera, I moved my hands over the perfect, pale flesh of her ass and thighs. My legs were on either side of hers, and the position squeezed her entrance even tighter as I moved my feet closer to each other. 
 
    Sera moaned and pushed back against me, and her muscles suddenly contracted around my erection. She shuddered as an orgasm moved through her, and I gasped as she squeezed my cock with talented precision. It felt amazing, and I could barely control my urge to speed up. 
 
    “Don’t stop,” she moaned, and I followed her words obligingly. 
 
    Even as Sera came, I pushed into her with deeper and faster strokes. Then I leaned forward and curled an arm under her to lift her up into me, and she tilted back for easier access. 
 
    My cock slid in and out as Sera rode out her climax, and it began to calm down. I kept pounding, and right as the first climax faded, a second one began. 
 
    Perhaps Archons didn’t have a refractory period, or maybe Sera was just special. She was tight and hot around me as she came for a second time, and then a third followed up close behind. A wave of pleasure rushed through me, and I felt myself getting close. As the feeling grew, I jerked my hips to slam into her twice more. 
 
    “Come inside me,” Sera moaned, but I drew away. 
 
    “No,” I growled as I pulled my cock out of her just in time for the first white spurt of seed to paint across her ass and lower back. My eyes closed as a rush of bliss overtook me, and I pumped out more seed before the wave of bliss broke and dissipated. 
 
    I watched Sera as heady satisfaction flooded my head, and my eyebrows rose as she twisted to see her lower back. 
 
    To my surprise, Sera reached to run a finger through the seed I’d left on her back. She looked back at me as she licked her finger clean, and my cock throbbed at the sight.  
 
    Her perfect cheeks hollowed as she sucked at her finger, and I couldn’t stop myself from wondering what we might do next time. There were so many options, and we hadn’t explored nearly all of them yet. 
 
    “Not bad for a first time, mortal,” Sera purred after she pulled her finger out of her mouth. “I could have sworn you’ve fucked goddesses before.” 
 
    “I’ve been learning from the best,” I explained as I thought of all the beautiful, talented women I’d been with over the past year and more. 
 
    They’d all taught me a thing or two, even though I’d shown them just as much. 
 
    “So you have,” Sera told me thoughtfully, and she pulled herself forward on the bed before she kicked her feet into the air. “I didn’t expect you to start off in that position, but I must say, I liked it.” 
 
    “We’ll have time for more traditional ones later,” I answered as I laid back on the soft bed. 
 
    “Or maybe,” Sera suggested, “we can try some more traditional ones now? You didn’t fill my womb. I hope you don’t think we are done. I need your child growing inside of me. Don’t you want to give me one?” 
 
    The offer went straight to my cock, and I felt blood rush through my ears as I watched Sera. In seconds, I was achingly hard again, and Sera slunk over to straddle me with her perfect legs. She moved her hips against my hard cock, and I reached up-- 
 
    Suddenly, the dream vanished, and the bedroom scene faded away. 
 
    I woke up with a sudden jerk, and I stared up into Arwyn’s cautious expression. 
 
    “Time to go,” she told me, and a smile crossed her lips. “You seem a little on edge.” 
 
    “Sorry, not your fault,” I told her honestly. “I’ll feel better once we’ve caught Miralea once and for all.” 
 
    It was true, even though the transition from my dream to reality was what had surprised me.  
 
    I adjusted my pants as I considered what had happened between me and Sera. Now that I was awake, the entire experience seemed odd and vague, like I was trying to remember something from months ago instead of just minutes ago. I was glad I hadn’t come inside her, though I didn’t know what to make of my complex feelings about the Archon. 
 
    Perhaps we can do it in the human realm someday, Sera teased. Too bad you’ll have to wait for more. 
 
    Hot desire traveled the length of my body at the thought of that, but I brushed it away. Life wasn’t all about sex, and I had plenty of things to take care of before I even considered more experimentation with Sera. 
 
    Good motivation for us to catch Miralea quickly, then, Sera purred. 
 
    I gulped as I thought about what might lay in store for me, but then I shook off my last thoughts of sex and naked demi-goddesses. It was time to pack up the tent, and I was supposed to be leading the whole team in the proceedings. 
 
    So, I got up, packed my bedroll, and organized the final preparations. The sun had risen fully, but the day was still young. Apparently, the first to wake up had been Varleth, and the banisher looked ready to get on the move as he finished adjusting his horse’s harness. 
 
    I helped to fold up the tent and pack the bedrolls, and then I turned my attention to Char. The mule looked content, and he hadn’t chewed through his lead to go wandering around in the night. I was happy to see he hadn’t made a habit of it, at least. 
 
    After everything was packed up and ready to go, we got back on our mounts and settled into the journey once again. Arwyn took the lead position on her horse, and I followed up in second on Char. Nia, Gawain, Varleth, and Almasy finished up the line in that order. 
 
    “I can’t believe we really flushed Miralea out,” Arwyn commented as she kneed her horse into a steady walk. “Just six of us against an entire thousand-person army of fanatical worshippers.” 
 
    “It would have been completely impossible without a brilliant plan,” Nia added, and a hint of pride entered her voice. “It’s a good thing our team leader knows exactly what he’s doing.” 
 
    “I hardly ever know what I’m doing,” I laughed as I turned around to look at Nia. 
 
    “Don’t you try to wiggle your way out of a good compliment,” Nia warned. “The only reason you don’t think your talent for strategy is special is because it comes to you so easily.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to make a snappy comeback, but all of my sharp wit seemed to have fled me. 
 
    “Hey,” I mumbled in a subdued protest, “I don’t have to take that, you know.” 
 
    “Of course you do,” Nia dismissed. “You ought to know that by now.” 
 
    Her face broke into a wide, pleased grin, and I laughed as she broke into musical giggles. Somehow, Nia even made giggling seem elegant and sophisticated. 
 
    “Do you think Miralea’s followers are going to try and catch up to us?” Gawain asked curiously. 
 
    “Maybe,” I answered as I pushed a vine out of Char’s way. “It’s safe to assume they’ll continue to follow their goddess’ wishes at first. They might charge up the mountain, but then they’ll find themselves at a loss for what to do afterwards.” 
 
    “I hope they go back home,” Arwyn said decidedly. “Once they’re out of the valley, I think it will be easier for some of them to put their fanaticism into perspective.“ 
 
    I hoped Arwyn was right. Miralea’s worshippers couldn’t stay there forever, since there simply wasn’t enough food. If some went to the trouble of hiking away to find better hunting and foraging, perhaps they would realize their old lives were better. 
 
    “Do you still sense Miralea, Gryff?” Varleth asked. 
 
    She’s not too far away, Sera answered. I think we’re going in the right direction. 
 
    That was definitely what I wanted to hear. 
 
    “It seems I was right,” I answered. “Sera still thinks Miralea is relatively close by, so she’s probably heading to Utun like us.” 
 
    “What are you going to do once we find her?” Gawain asked, and a frown crossed his face. “Will you stick her in a crystal like Phi? I’m not really looking forward to her opening rifts and causing chaos if she’s stuck in that kind of flimsy container.” 
 
    “I’ll use an essence crystal if I have to,” I replied, “but I think I’ll try to capture her in the way I have Sera and Phi right now. If I bring her into my mind, there won’t be any risks of escape or magic leaks.” 
 
    “Sure,” Varleth said skeptically. “No risks except for the risk to your brain.” 
 
    I shot Varleth an amused look, but he didn’t sway from his deadpan expression. 
 
    “It’ll be fine, honestly,” I told the banisher. “I can keep her totally silent and unseen if I have to. My control is getting much better, so I don’t even need Sera’s help with it much anymore.” 
 
    I hadn’t spent a lot of time thinking about what I would do with Miralea in my head. Would I ignore her, bargain with her, or befriend her? If she loaned me her power, would I be able to blend in with the shadows like she did? Would I be able to manipulate plants? Would she ever warm up to me like Phi and Sera were doing? 
 
    It was no use obsessing over results now, though. The first order of things was to catch her, and that meant tracking her down. 
 
    The jungle seemed monotonously the same in every direction I looked. We were heading toward Utun according to my compass and my map, but the terrain was indistinguishable from what we’d seen on the way to Miralea’s temple. No poisonous plants or venomous snakes hazarded us, and the vibrant green of the trees harbored nothing but the brilliant colors of feathered tropical birds. 
 
    “I’m going to get my daily chat with Phi done with,” I announced to my teammates. “Sorry if I seem distracted.” 
 
    “We’ll make sure you don’t run Char into any trees,” Gawain promised with a chuckle. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Arwyn agreed. “Better now than when we’re in Utun territory.” 
 
    I nodded and released the constraints that held Phi still and silent, and she surged to the forefront of my mind. 
 
    Long time no see, Phi quipped, but her voice held unspoken tension. 
 
    I was sorry about Sera’s harshness, and I let Phi know it quickly. I hadn’t meant for a swift punishment to happen, even though I wasn’t ever going to accept Phi’s advances. 
 
    It’s fine, I suppose, Phi told me with a long-suffering sigh. You’re lucky you don’t have any siblings, Gryff. They’re nightmares, no doubt about it. 
 
    For a while, we talked about simple things, and we exchanged jokes as the horses plodded onward. Phi was actually rather fun to talk to, when she wasn’t being purposefully obstinate, childish, and rude. 
 
    Or trying to destroy the human world, but that was neither here nor there.  
 
    I let her talk for two hours or so as our conversation dwindled, and then I told her I was going to put her back into her usual position in my mind. 
 
    Fine by me, Phi agreed. Gryff, well … thank you for listening. 
 
    Phi’s thanks were awkward and stiff, but she really did mean them. A rush of goodwill went through me, and I tucked her carefully into the silent, contained part of my head. She went pretty willingly, and I felt like our relationship was improving with every passing day. 
 
    That feeling proved to be true, after today ended uneventfully and tomorrow began with another nice conversation with Phi. Sometimes, Sera would converse with her sister when Phi was out, and her words weren’t actually very harsh. I expected the two of them to fight, but they seemed more inclined toward icy silence or careful, understated conversation. It wasn’t perfect, but I knew it was better than explosive anger, so I was grateful for how their relationship was evolving. 
 
    “Arwyn,” I asked, “can you tell us a little about Utun? Their culture, language, organization, anything like that. We’ve focused on Luratamba so much, I feel like I don’t have a good idea about how Utun works as a country.” 
 
    “Of course,” the red-haired professor answered, and she turned to look at me with a proud smile on her face. “I’m glad you’re showing so much interest in who they are. A good fighter should always try to understand his enemies, even if he doesn’t like them.” 
 
    “Certainly tell us about their history,” Nia added. “I’d like to hear more about it.” 
 
    Without any further convincing needed, Arwyn launched into an interesting lecture about the circumstances of Utun’s rise, as well as plenty of information about its current culture. 
 
    “Utun is a bad country to get into a fight with,” Arwyn explained. “Originally, the Southern continent was home to a myriad of tribes, just as Mistral once was. Unlike Mistral, the Southern continent supposedly was organized by a trio of goddesses, and so it has been considered civilized for longer than Mistral has. It was at least a thousand years ago that the continents encountered the goddesses, and that was when the three countries formed accordingly. Utun for Utuni, Luratamba for Miralea, and Vay for Veopa.” 
 
    That was odd to think about, considering how much Mistral embraced government, technology, and large-scale city operation. It felt like Mistral had always been this way, though I supposed our country was merely very quick to adopt new practices. 
 
    “Seems like nobody talks about Vay,” Gawain noted. “It’s a small country, right?” 
 
    “Quite small,” Arwyn answered as she nodded. “Perhaps an eighth of the size of Mistral, and a fair bit less if you don’t count the uninhabitable mountain ranges or the bitter cold tundras.” 
 
    “Cold?” Varleth repeated. “I don’t know about you, but this doesn’t feel like we’re close to a place that can get cold.” 
 
    Arwyn nodded with a smile. 
 
    “The climate gets much more extreme toward the southern end of Utun,” the red-haired professor explained, “and that transitions into Vay. The cape of the continent is practically uninhabitable, and the rocky countryside where Vay’s people live isn’t much better.” 
 
    I wondered why Vay had ended up in such a poor territory. Maybe they had simply been pushed out by the more formidable strengths of Luratamba and Utun. 
 
    “Huh,” Varleth mused, “I wonder what the goddess Veopa was like.” 
 
    “Probably a crazy bitch,” Gawain muttered, “if we’re going off our experiences with the other Archons.” 
 
    We all laughed a little at that, though my chuckle was more of a reaction to the honest truth than real amusement. 
 
    “Anyway,” Arwyn continued, “Utun is what’s important right now. Like Luratamba, their country revolves around a central capital, though theirs is far larger, and their people are much more numerous as well. Utun is much better for farmland than Luratamba is, but we can’t be sure if it was always that way.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Nia questioned. 
 
    “Well,” Arwyn explained, “legend has it Utuni the goddess asked for the jungles across the world to be razed to the ground in revenge against Miralea. Obviously, the jungles haven’t all been destroyed, but the Utun people may have gotten rid of most of their own trees.” 
 
    I pondered this, but I couldn’t imagine being able to deforest that much land. Utun was an enormous country, bigger than Mistral or Luratamba, and it held more people as well. 
 
    “What about the capital?” I asked. “What’s it like?” 
 
    “Far more spread out than Lisi City,” Arwyn answered, and she gestured to illustrate her words as she spoke. “They call the capital Umo Portana, which roughly translates to Our Port. The city covers a vast stretch from the ocean, where the harbors are, to inland against the river’s delta, where the farmlands begin. The central city is dedicated to the worship of Utuni, so it’s a rather hyper-religious and bloodthirsty area, full of temples dedicated to sacrifice.” 
 
    “Sounds dangerous,” Varleth commented. “Let’s never go there.” 
 
    “We can try not to,” I laughed, “but I can make no guarantees about where Miralea ends up.” 
 
    “Can you believe this?” Gawain asked as he gestured toward me. “Arwyn, our wonderful leader is avoiding giving a definite answer on our trajectory.” 
 
    “Kind of like how you avoid styling your hair in a way that doesn’t make you look ridiculous,” Varleth snarked back. 
 
    Our conversation devolved into a series of joking insults, and we lost the thread of Arwyn’s lecture soon after. Still, what she said about Utun stuck in my mind.  
 
    If Miralea didn’t stop running until she reached Umo Portana, what would we do then? 
 
    The second day ended, and we camped again. Varleth started to complain about how sore his ass was, and the rest of us agreed wholeheartedly, even Gawain and Nia. Not even the best riders among us could be on a horse for the first time in days and adjust perfectly to fourteen hours in the saddle. 
 
    On the morning of the third day, I began to check my map with the sort of frequency that came purely from boredom.  
 
    “Just more jungle until we reach Utun, it seems,” I told my team. “I’m hoping Miralea still won’t have any monsters to use when we reach her.” 
 
    “Maybe the mantis will be available again,” Gawain suggested, “but I highly doubt anything else is going to recover so fast.” 
 
    The mantis was a problem, since I really didn’t want Miralea to use it as an escape once we caught up to her. I supposed there weren’t really any solutions to that other than to be ready for escape attempts once we found the goddess. If Nia blasted her verden reaver out of the air with elemental magic, we might catch her even if she did get lucky enough to summon her mantis. 
 
    “I think we’re approaching the Utun border in the next half an hour,” I announced to my team. “Everybody be on the lookout for warriors or bandits. We don’t want to be caught unaware by the people out here, since they’re far more bloodthirsty than the Luratambans.” 
 
    A wrong move might end up with us all getting sacrificed in a long, bloody religious ceremony, and that definitely wasn’t the way I wanted to go. 
 
    It was difficult to tell precisely where the border between Utun and Luratamba lay, so I didn’t know exactly when we crossed over from one to the other. Still, I was filled with tension as I imagined encountering the Utun people unexpectedly. Would they kill us simply because we were outsiders? Would they show us in and treat us nicely, despite their long history of murders in the name of Utuni? 
 
    “I think we should be quiet, seeing as how we don’t want to risk an encounter,” Arwyn murmured as she twisted around to talk to me. “Pass it on to the rest of the team.” 
 
    I repeated Arwyn’s message to Nia behind me, and she repeated it to Gawain behind her. We grew hushed and careful, and the only noise that could be heard was the rustling of our horses’ hooves as they walked through fallen leaves and underbrush. 
 
    For a while, nothing happened, and the tension seemed likely to eat us alive. How long would we have to travel in silence? Hours? Days? 
 
    Suddenly, I heard female voices distantly through the trees. I held up my hand sharply, and I pulled Char to a sudden stop. 
 
    Everybody else fumbled to halt their horses, and we gathered to a complete halt. 
 
    The female voices grew louder, and it felt like every move we made was louder than a pyrewyrm’s scream. I grew nervous as the tiny sounds of our presence seemed magnified a hundred times. Gawain’s mare shuffled her hoof through the leaves, Nia’s horse swatted its tail at a fly, and Almasy made a single, half-restrained cough. 
 
    Every second seemed like the one in which we would be discovered. 
 
    Slowly, the womens’ voices grew more distant, and I relaxed as their volume faded away. 
 
    “I think we’re safe,” I whispered, and I waved my hand to gesture us onward. “We must be near a village.” 
 
    “Do you think Miralea might be there?” Varleth asked me. 
 
    I still sense Miralea, Sera said thoughtfully, but she’s not much closer than she ever was before. She hasn’t stopped yet, though I don’t know where she could be going. She’ll eventually be forced to retreat to the Shadowscape when her power dwindles, but it seems clear she has some kind of motivation for remaining in the human realm. 
 
    “I doubt she’s at this village,” I mused, “but it might be a good idea to take a look at it from a distance anyway. If they’re acting strangely, maybe we can tell if Miralea has been through here or not.” 
 
    “A few of us could sneak up on foot,” Nia suggested. “We just have to check things out, after all. No need to risk being spotted on our horses.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I agreed. “Gawain, Arwyn, and Almasy can stay here with the horses. Nia, Varleth, and I will go to see what’s going on with this village. Sound good?” 
 
    “Fine with me,” Gawain agreed as he shrugged. “I wanted to give the horses some water anyway.” 
 
    Nia, Varleth, and I dismounted, and we handed the reins over to each of the three team members who were staying behind. I trusted Varleth to be stealthy, quick, and subtle, plus Nia had some of the sharpest eyes I knew of. When we went up to the village’s edge, the pair of them would be able to see what I couldn’t. 
 
    “Good luck,” Arwyn wished us in a hushed tone as we walked away.  
 
    The three of us snuck through the jungle for a couple minutes as we searched for signs of a village ahead. As we walked, the distant sounds of livestock and peoples’ voices rang out through the jungle. 
 
    “Small village,” Nia whispered. “Something doesn’t sound quite right, though.” 
 
    If something sounded wrong, I certainly wasn’t hearing it. I trusted Nia’s intuition, though, so I slowed us down even further as we snuck through the trees. 
 
    Suddenly, the jungle opened up into a clearing, and the small village lay just beyond it. To some extent, it was exactly what I expected. The town was full of simple, thatched-roof buildings with wooden walls and unadorned doors. Utun didn’t have nearly the same craftsmanship as Luratumba, so the style here was quite rough and choppy in comparison. 
 
    What I didn’t expect was the blood-red aura that churned over the entire town. I also didn’t expect to see the dozens of bodies that lay bleeding in the streets. 
 
    “A massacre,” I whispered. “Something is very wrong here.” 
 
    “What the fuck is that red aura?” Varleth hissed as we stared ahead in shock. 
 
    “It reminds me of the blue aura Phi would put on monsters she was controlling,” Nia whispered. 
 
    My stomach sank, and I knew this wasn’t the work of any Archon we had met before. Sera and Phi were with me, and Miralea had never displayed an ability like this before. Beyond those facts, I got a deep, twisted feeling in my gut, and my intuition told me this aura held an unfamiliar flavor of power. 
 
    It’s Utuni, Sera said in a hollow, shocked tone. You can sense her through me. She’s … she’s back. 
 
    “Utuni has risen,” I whispered. “Miralea doesn’t have to wake her up. She’s already here.” 
 
    “Oh, Maker … “ Nia breathed. 
 
    “Is she here?” Varleth asked. “Close by?” 
 
    I shook my head as I stared at the blood red aura. It seemed to churn and pulse, and it acted alive as it swept over the streets. I could hear people chanting and moving around toward the center of the village, but my view of it was obstructed.  
 
    The aura lingered over the bloody bodies in the streets, and I wondered if it was feeding on their sacrifice. 
 
    “She’s not here,” I answered. “It’s her magic, certainly, but she’s not around. I don’t know how she’s influenced this village from so far away.” 
 
    “Let’s get back to the others,” Nia urged. “I don’t want to hang around like this while we’re vulnerable, especially not with an unknown threat around.” 
 
    I nodded, and we turned to go back to the others. Our feet seemed to fly as we snuck back through the jungle, and I led us onward with newfound urgency. 
 
    I spotted our horses through the jungle, and relief swept through me. As we got closer, I saw Arwyn, Gawain, and Almasy were all unharmed. 
 
    “Thank the Maker,” Arwyn sighed, and then her expression grew troubled. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Something happened to the village,” Varleth answered grimly as his dark eyes narrowed, “but it wasn’t Miralea.” 
 
    Arwyn glanced toward each of us with worried eyes, but she waited for an explanation. 
 
    “Utuni has risen,” I finished. “She’s not near here, but she’s already causing death and destruction. We have two Archons to take care of now.” 
 
    Arwyn and Gawain both looked shocked, and Almasy blew out a long, uncertain breath of air. 
 
    “You’re sure?” Arwyn asked. 
 
    “Absolutely sure,” I told her. “Sera confirmed it.” 
 
    For a few moments, there was silence as everybody absorbed this news. 
 
    “What do we do now?” Gawain asked. 
 
    “We pursue Miralea,” I replied. “She’s still weak, so she’s our first target. We can’t let her regain her strength, not when we worked so hard to fight her the first time. After she’s dealt with, then we can worry about Utuni.” 
 
    “So, we’re chasing Miralea,” Varleth mused. “I hope we figure out where she’s going soon.” 
 
    Unfortunately, I felt like I had a fairly good idea of where Miralea might be going. If she was looking for Utuni, she would probably have to track the other goddess down in the heart of Utun.  
 
    From what Arwyn told me, that meant the capital city. Umo Portana would be where I would run to if I were Miralea, and I suspected Utuni might be there as well. 
 
    “This doesn’t change anything,” I told my team firmly, and a confident smile spread across my face. “We’re more than capable of handling this, aren’t we? We’ve beat both Phi and Miralea before, even though Miralea ended up escaping. We’ve done this before, and we’ll do it again.” 
 
    “Right,” Nia agreed, and she gave me an excited grin. “With Gryff as our leader, there’s no reason to worry. In fact, I’m in favor of taking on both Archons at once, if we must.” 
 
    “Gryff can do it,” Gawain agreed, and he stepped forward to slap me on the back. “He’s damn crazy, but he would never lose a fight like this.” 
 
    “Let’s do it, then,” I proposed. “We’ll beat them both, even if it takes all of our strength to do it. Who’s with me?” 
 
    “I am,” Arwyn said, and her eyes shone with pride. 
 
    “Fuck, of course I am,” Gawain agreed, and he jabbed a thumb at his chest. “I’ve still got to show Miralea she shouldn’t mess with this fire mage.” 
 
    “I’m in,” Almasy added as he shrugged. “What’s the worst that can happen?” 
 
    “I’ll come too,” Varleth sighed. “Somebody has to keep you all from charging into battle like martyrs.” 
 
    “I’m in,” Nia finished, and she gave me a warm, fierce smile that fueled the fire within me. 
 
    “Then we’ll do it,” I decided, and I turned toward the jungle ahead. “We’ll beat both Archons, and we’ll win back the human realm.” 
 
    Determination flared within me, and I knew I could do this. It would be the most dangerous mission yet, but saving humanity was exactly what we had been training for. 
 
    With my team beside me, nothing was out of reach. 
 
      
 
    End of Book 10 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 End Notes 
 
    Thank you for reading Summoner 10! I’ll start writing Summoner 11 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. 
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