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 Chapter 1 
 
    “You know,” Gawain said thoughtfully, “as far as detours go, killing a second demi-goddess isn’t a small extra mission. We ought to be getting paid for all of this extra work.” 
 
    Gawain scratched idly at his mare’s neck, and the horse flicked her ears in contentment. The fire mage was dressed in a neat, high-quality shirt the color of cream, and he also wore a pair of chocolate-brown trousers. His blond hair flowed down past his chiseled cheekbones before it landed on his shoulders, and a hint of rose cologne followed in his wake. The fire mage’s red cloak was looking pretty rough around the edges, though, since we’d cut strips of it to use in a ruse against the demi-goddess, Miralea. 
 
    Gawain’s beady green eyes, pointy chin, and sharp jaw all gave him the look of a noble too proud to look past his own nose, but I knew he’d changed a lot since we first met. 
 
    “Technically,” Nia pointed out, “we’re not getting paid for any of this. We were given a budget, and the Academy provides for our basic needs like it does for all of its students.” 
 
    I turned to look at Nia, and her piercing blue eyes warmed as she glanced back at me. Her long, ash-white hair was in its usual braid down her back, and her full lips curved into a smile as our eyes met. Nia had a delicate nose, plump cheeks, and a musical voice that made her sound just as unearthly and beautiful as she looked. A small scar curved across her jaw and chin, but she somehow made it seem like a purposeful adornment. 
 
    Today, Nia was wearing skin-tight black breeches as well as a snug, sleeveless shirt the color of the blue sky. Her golden elementalist cloak and robes were absent, but she didn’t really need them in the temperate weather of Utun. Besides, we were trying to avoid running into people altogether, so it wouldn’t matter if they could identify her as a mage. 
 
    “See,” Gawain continued, “that’s what I’m talking about! We’re not regular students on a regular mission, so we should get paid for this.” 
 
    “Do you even need more money?” Varleth snorted from the back as he rode his horse past me. “Your father is one of the richest nobles in Mistral.” 
 
    The jungle trees were far less thick here, so we’d been switching between single-file horses and double-file as the terrain varied. The banisher didn’t seem to mind squeezing his mount past a couple trees as he joined Gawain at the head of the line, and I grinned with amusement at the sight. 
 
    Where Gawain was tall and regal, Varleth was short, dark, and gloomy. He hadn’t traded his black banisher outfit for any other colors this whole trip, and even now his cloak flowed behind him in a shadowy wave. Where Gawain was chiseled, Varleth had angular cheekbones, dark eyes, and lips that were always pressed into a thin, severe line. His facial expression always looked a little sharp and unwelcoming, but I knew Varleth was far more kind and caring than his appearance showed him to be. 
 
    “W-Well,” Gawain blustered as embarrassment colored his voice, “I know my father would give me money if I asked for it, but maybe I wanted to make some of my own.” 
 
    “Some of your own?” Varleth repeated, and a rare hint of a smile passed across his face. “Well, I suppose that’s not a terrible idea. You have been working hard, and I even saw you add a twig to the campfire last night.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Gawain asked in mock offense. “I’m the biggest contributor to the campfire. Without me, there wouldn’t be any flame.” 
 
    Gawain made a quick gesture with his hands, and a tiny fire lit up just above his index finger to prove his point. 
 
    Varleth leaned over his horse’s side, and his cheeks puffed out as he blew a gust of air toward Gawain’s tiny flame. The fire went out with a wisp of smoke, and Gawain made a sour face as Varleth began to chuckle. 
 
    The fire mage reached out to try to push Varleth off his horse, and the banisher leaned out of the way as he tried to fight off Gawain’s grabbing hands. It quickly devolved into a series of slaps and messy sleeve-grabs, but both men were laughing too hard to do any real damage. 
 
    “Alright, alright,” I chuckled as I watched them, “settle down.” 
 
    At my words, Gawain rolled his eyes and rode his horse ahead of Varleth to leave the banisher behind. Varleth sighed and shook his head as he let the fire mage go, and he cast Gawain’s back a sardonic smile. 
 
    When did these two get so close? It seemed like ever since they got captured at Miralea’s temple, the two of them had transitioned seamlessly from bickering rivals to fast friends. 
 
    “By the way,” Arwyn pointed out as she rode her horse abreast of my mule, “soon, we won’t be able to light campfires anymore. The villages get more and more dense as we get farther south, and we won’t want to risk discovery when we’re closer to Umo Portana, the capital city.” 
 
    Arwyn Hamner was the oldest member of our team, even though she was fairly young for an Academy professor. She had luscious lips, high cheekbones, a slender jaw, and a statuesque frame that I knew well from our many romantic encounters.  
 
    Today, she was wearing a pair of khaki shorts with a low-cut white blouse that showed off her wide hips, narrow waist, and large breasts. I could see the claw scars above her left knee in this outfit, but it was hard to tear my eyes away from anything but her long, flame-like hair and her amber eyes. Her creamy skin had tanned slightly throughout our journey, but even in the middle of the wilderness, Arwyn smelled delightfully of jasmine perfume. 
 
    “That’s too bad,” Nia added to the conversation. “I’m going to miss having warm water to clean off with.” 
 
    “I’m going to miss warming up my bread rations,” Almasy sighed from behind Arwyn. 
 
    The earth mage had dark gray eyes, a toothy grin, and blond hair he kept in a tight ponytail. Almasy always looked a little roguish with his stubbled jaw and slightly-crooked nose, and he was certainly one of the more confident, calm members of our group. The pilot didn’t talk much, but when he did, he never seemed worried that our battle plans might not work out. 
 
    “I wouldn’t call what you do to your bread ‘warming it up,’” I pointed out. “Maybe more like catching it on fire.” 
 
    The last time Almasy put his bread on a stick to toast it, the entire stick had caught fire and nearly dropped his meal into the flames. 
 
    “It tastes better that way,” Almasy replied with a shrug. “The blackened parts give it an extra depth of flavor.” 
 
    That prompted everybody into laughter, even Varleth. As our chuckles died out, I realized the jungle seemed to be growing sparser permanently this time. 
 
    “Would you look at that,” Almasy commented as he stared out over the landscape. “It’s kind of pretty, huh?” 
 
    Rolling fields of grass stretched out from the edges of the tree line, and far-away mountains peeked above the horizon in the distance. The long, spring-green grasses swayed and rippled in the wind like moving currents of ocean water, and a few purple and white flowers sprouted from the greenery and gave the entire scene an idyllic, peaceful feeling. 
 
    “Good,” Gawain said firmly, “I’m tired of jungle trees.” 
 
    “Not very good for our mission, though,” I pointed out. “It’ll be harder to stay away from villages with all this open land. Somebody could even spot us from miles and miles away.” 
 
    “You think Miralea kept running even after she reached this?” Varleth questioned me. 
 
    She hasn’t stopped moving, Sera replied inside my head. Miralea’s presence hasn’t really gotten any closer to us, so it seems she’s keeping ahead. 
 
    “She’s still on the move,” I answered Varleth, and then I thanked the dark Archon for her quick input. 
 
    My pleasure, Sera purred, and I knew she meant it in more lustful terms than the usual way. 
 
    “I miss Luratamba,” Varleth sighed. “We didn’t need to worry about local people sacrificing us in weird ceremonies, and only Miralea’s followers were nuts.”  
 
    Luratambans did have a custom of sacrificial religious ceremonies, but they didn’t sacrifice those who weren’t willing. Consenting to the sacrifice was a key part of honoring their goddess, so there was no danger of us getting roped into one. 
 
    “Yeah,” Almasy agreed wistfully. “Plus, Queen Lisi’s food was the best.” 
 
    In Lisi City, we were treated as honored guests, and the country’s queen had kept us safe from the Luratambans there. We later helped Queen Lisi kidnap the Utun prince, and even after that hostage plan had failed, we led her army in battle to defeat the invading Utun warriors. In Luratamba, all of our actions meant we were practically heroes, and Lisi had readily given us Miralea’s location. 
 
    “It’s crazy Miralea’s followers would give up all that good food just to go starve in some valley,” Gawain remarked. “I guess they weren’t in their right minds at all.” 
 
    “You can say that again,” I agreed. 
 
    Once we reached Miralea’s valley, it was clear her followers had been corrupted from usual Luratamban practices. They scavenged instead of farmed, they made human sacrifices of the unwilling, and they hounded us at every moment to try to bring us back to their goddess.  
 
    It was only through a ruse where Arwyn pretended to be a vengeful Utuni that we managed to draw Miralea’s worshippers away from her. Phi helped to make the ruse convincing with her shapeshifting powers, and we’d gotten the chance to fight Miralea on her own. 
 
    “Damn cowardly goddess,” Varleth sighed. “I knew she was going to avoid fighting Utuni, but I didn’t expect her to run from us straight to her enemy.” 
 
    We practically had the jaguar-tailed Archon beat, but then she pulled open the temple walls with her plant powers. She made a hasty retreat after that, and we’d been following her trail ever since. 
 
    “I wish I’d expected it, too,” I admitted as I recalled Miralea’s final words to me. “Phi’s information was outdated, so we couldn’t know Utuni and Miralea were making peace the last time they were awake. Once Miralea figured out Utuni hadn’t really declared war on her, she fled instantly.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Arwyn said. “It’s only a matter of time before we track her down, and I doubt her monsters will be much recovered.” 
 
    Arwyn was right. It was a shame our goals were delayed, but I had high hopes for our mission. Archons could summon their three monsters as many times as they wanted, but the monsters would need to recover if they got injured. For instance, Sera’s bre’gura had gotten defeated in the last battle, so it wouldn’t be back to full strength for at least two weeks. 
 
    “Oh,” I realized, “I’m going to let Phi talk now.” 
 
    “That’s probably wise,” Nia agreed from behind me. “It’s better to do it earlier in the day, when things are calm.” 
 
    I reached back into the corners of my mind, and I found the tight bonds that held Phi silent and still. With each passing day, our relationship improved, and those tight bonds seemed more unnecessary. I wasn’t ready to let Phi roam free just yet, though. I only had one of her markings on my chest, so I didn’t have full control over her yet. 
 
    Plus, Phi hadn’t exactly proved herself trustworthy in the past. She was a notoriously annoying Archon to try to pin down and defeat. 
 
    Still, I pulled Phi’s bonds free, and a strange feeling passed through my head as she surged into the forefront of my mind. 
 
    Ahhh, Phi sighed happily. Feels good to stretch out. 
 
    We don’t have physical bodies in here, Sera pointed out. There’s nothing to stretch. 
 
    Whatever, Phi replied flippantly. It’s the thought that counts, isn’t it? 
 
    Hmm, Sera said in a low voice. I suppose it does feel different. 
 
    The Archons’ conversation was a little stilted and cold, but I was still impressed at the progress they were making. When I first started letting Phi speak her mind for an hour or two a day, she and Sera had spent much of that time bickering or snarking at each other. Now, they simply shared a tense coexistence, and neither seemed ready to rise to the argument just for the sake of it. 
 
    We’re not coexisting! Phi protested. 
 
    Certainly not, Sera added in a hiss. We’ll never agree on anything. 
 
    Well, they did just agree on that, but maybe I would let them have their illusion of rivalry. As millenias-old monsters, the Archons had some very specific ideas about their own identities and who they were as people. Contrary to that, Sera and Phi had both changed since I’d taken them in, but I doubted they would ever admit to it. 
 
    A sudden, distant shout from ahead interrupted my thoughts, and I whipped my arm up to gesture for silence. As I glanced around, I noticed we were only a few feet from a small copse of trees, and I knew they could provide us a hiding place from whoever had just yelled. 
 
    “Quick, hide,” I whispered as I directed Char toward the trees. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Varleth hissed, but he and the others followed me obligingly. 
 
    More shouts rang out from the field in front of us, and before we were all the way into cover, several small figures appeared far up ahead. One man on foot burst from over a rolling hill, and he sprinted with desperation as he ran parallel to our position. In a heartbeat, two more men on horses galloped from behind the hill as well, and they swung clubs over their heads as they chased the man down. 
 
    “Should we do something?” Nia asked as her blue eyes followed the pursuit. 
 
    “Too late,” Almasy commented. “We can’t make it in time anyway.” 
 
    The two men on horseback caught up with the running man, and their clubs came down as they raced up to him. The running man stumbled and fell under the blows of their weapons, and the chase was over. I couldn’t see the blood at this distance, but the way the man crumpled as he fell, I knew he was either dead or mortally injured. 
 
    “Keep your horses still,” I advised. “We don’t want to be seen if we can help it.” 
 
    “We can take them easily,” Gawain argued. 
 
    “Gryff is right,” Arwyn warned. “Killing two men is a good way to get more sent out looking for them. Hopefully, they won’t spot us.” 
 
    “Not very likely at this distance,” Varleth observed in a low voice. “I think they’re preoccupied, anyway.” 
 
    One of the riding men got down off his horse, and he grabbed the dead man’s body by the arms. He heaved it up onto the second attacker’s horse, and they worked to tilt the corpse limply over the saddle blanket. With a few brusque movements, both men tied the body into place before they remounted and turned to leave. Then they trotted their steeds back behind the hill and toward whatever distant village they’d emerged from. 
 
    “Should be safe,” I decided after a few tense moments of waiting. “According to my map, we’re still at least a mile out from the closest village, but we should avoid making any loud noises just to be sure.” 
 
    “I have to say,” Nia brought up carefully, “I am a little worried about this new goddess, Utuni. I mean, what was that red aura we saw around the last village? What are her powers? What monsters does she have? We simply don’t have enough information about her.” 
 
    When we snuck up to the last village’s edge, we discovered a red aura that seemed to feed on any spilled blood in sight. We could tell the Utun villagers had been killing each other, but we had scant information about why or in what manner. 
 
    I wondered if other villages had been struck by the same red aura, or if Utuni’s attacks were few and far between. Unlike with Luratamba, we had very little information on the state of Utun, especially since the ruler was somebody we’d already gotten on the wrong side of. I sincerely doubted the king would want to talk to us, since we’d kidnapped his son before Queen Lisi got fed up and killed the young man. 
 
    “Utuni can wait until Miralea is dealt with,” Gawain answered Nia with a shrug. “I’m sure we’ll be better prepared then.” 
 
    “I hope so,” I said as I stared across the rolling plains. “We just have to cross our fingers that the two of them haven’t made some kind of deal to team up against us yet.” 
 
    “Good point,” Arwyn agreed. “I doubt they will become instantaneous allies, at least. The two may have been forging peace when they were last awake, but they’re not exactly best friends.” 
 
    She’s right, Phi agreed in a smug voice. It took me decades to convince the other Archons to help me imprison Sera in the crystal cave. Archons don’t make deals readily. 
 
    Sera let out a low, rumbling growl, and the threatening noise spoke for itself. 
 
    “I think you’re right,” I told Arwyn. “We should have a little time where their alliance isn’t firmly set in stone. We just have to hurry and get there quickly.” 
 
    The rest of my team nodded or grunted in agreement, and I steeled myself mentally against the long journey in front of us. We’d been away from Mistral for so long now, longer than anticipated, but we needed to finish our mission before we went back. 
 
    “Man,” Gawain added, “I hope some good luck will come our way soon, since we’ve had all of these setbacks.” 
 
    “Setbacks are always worth the cost of overcoming them,” Arwyn said firmly as she flashed me a smile, “especially since our mission is important to the survival of humanity as we know it. That said, don’t risk your life unduly like Gryff does.” 
 
    “It’s worth the risk,” I dismissed as I gave Arwyn a wild grin. “Though, I guess I can see where you’re coming from when it comes to anyone else putting themselves in danger.” 
 
    I didn’t really enjoy the thought of Nia, Varleth, or anybody else putting their lives at stake when it came to the riskier battles. A little bit of foolhardiness had worked out for us in the past, but that didn’t mean it always would. 
 
    “Gryff,” Nia laughed, “you have terrible double standards.” 
 
    Suddenly, Arwyn’s horse beside me spooked, and the animal shied nervously sideways as the red-haired professor struggled to get it back under control. She leaned forward and pressed one arm along the horse’s neck to calm it, and it slowly eased to a stop. 
 
    Then Varleth’s horse stopped dead in its tracks as it tossed its head nervously, and Nia’s horse began to try to back up as well. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked as I twisted around to see what the matter was. 
 
    I couldn’t see anything amiss in the nearby plains. A few scarce trees decorated the landscape, but they couldn’t hide much from me. Was another horseman nearby? Were we going to be beset by bloodthirsty Utun villagers? 
 
    It was also possible a wild animal lurked in the trees or in the grasses. Perhaps there was no wild animal at all, and it was just the rippling grasses scaring the horses. Beneath me, my mule, Char, was calm and steady, but his ears flicked to betray his interest in something I couldn’t hear. 
 
    “Agh,” Gawain huffed as his own mare shied away. “Okay, we’re dismounting now. Something isn’t right, and I don’t want anybody getting bucked off.” 
 
    I slid sideways off Char’s back, and the rest of my team started to dismount as well. Then Almasy landed on his ass behind me as his horse pranced backwards in fear. 
 
    “You okay?” I asked the earth mage. 
 
    “Peachy,” Almasy replied as he clambered to his feet, and he snagged his horse’s reins before it could run away. 
 
    “I don’t get it,” Gawain said with frustration. “Are there Utun warriors nearby? If so, I certainly don’t see any.” 
 
    Just then, a ripple of dark red in my peripheral vision caught my attention, and I turned to look at it directly. 
 
    It seemed to be a tear in the sky itself, though it was far enough away that I could barely see what was happening. A red aura glowed around a darker, central line, and then the line began to tear open into a circular shape.  
 
    “It’s a rift, but something’s different about it!” I called to my allies over the fearful whinnies of the horses. 
 
    It’s Utuni’s power, Sera hissed inside my head. She must be opening rifts all over the countryside. 
 
    “Don’t bother tying the mounts,” Nia shouted to Gawain, “if they run, we can spot them from a mile off in these fields!” 
 
    The rift expanded and grew, and a blood-red aura bloomed out from its center. As we organized our weapons, the rift grew further, and then something huge began to step through. 
 
    “Everyone,” I ordered as I drew my twin daggers, “prepare to fight! We’re not riding past these monsters until every last one of them is dead!” 
 
    I left Char behind as I gathered my allies in formation ahead of the panicking horses. Our mounts hadn’t picked a direction to flee in yet, but we had bigger issues on our hands. 
 
    The enormous creature emerged from the blood red aura of the rift, and Arwyn gasped in shock behind me as it crawled forward on six strange, poorly-proportioned limbs. The feet on each of its lower legs were pointed backward, though the front two limbs had hands on the end. A light coating of dark, wiry hair covered the creature’s whole body, but it was shaped more like a man than any animal I’d ever seen. 
 
    It lifted its head, and a grisly smile stretched across its hairy, humanoid face. Its head was wide, and two small ears protruded from the sides of its skull. It seemed to grin at us in bloody anticipation as it crawled in jolting, unnatural movements from the rift. 
 
    A red aura flowed around the creature, and I knew Utuni’s power was fueling its own energy. I had no idea what this creature was or what it was normally like, but I bet it was even more dangerous than usual. 
 
    “Ah, shit,” Gawain swore in a tight voice as he summoned a fire spell between his hands. “Why doesn’t anything surprisingly nice ever happen to us?” 
 
    “To be fair,” Almasy pointed out, “we do keep deliberately chasing danger to all of these places.” 
 
    “Arwyn, do you know anything about this?” I asked as I gestured toward the hairy creature. 
 
    The red-haired professor shook her head and walked up to stand by my side. 
 
    “Not a thing,” she admitted as she gazed at the creature. “Utun’s climate is different from Luratamba’s, and I focused practically all of my study on the northern part of the continent. I expect almost all of the monsters we encounter to be out of my expertise.” 
 
    I blew out an uncertain breath of air as I stared at the thing. It was maybe half the height of my baroquer, but I knew it was big enough to constitute a significant threat if it decided to attack. Right now, it simply swiveled its head left and right as if it were trying to decide where to head off to, but nothing about it gave me a good idea of its powers. 
 
    “Maybe we should try to sneak past,” Varleth suggested. “We’re not exactly allies with Utun, so I don’t see why we have to take care of its monsters.” 
 
    “Varleth,” Nia addressed, “this is less about who’s our ally or not and more about not letting the entire country fall into Utuni’s hands. If monsters begin to rove across the landscape unhindered, we’re going to have a difficult time getting anywhere, much less stopping two Archons.” 
 
    “It’s just one rift,” Varleth suggested. “We could sneak past it, couldn’t we?” 
 
    At that moment, the large monster’s head snapped up, and its pitch-black eyes locked onto us. Then its six limbs worked to turn its body in our direction, and I felt a shiver go down my spine as the creature’s attention focused entirely on our group. 
 
    “Too late,” I called to my teammates. “We’re fighting here, whether we want to or not.” 
 
    The monster began to charge, and the rest of my words were lost under the thundering noise of its feet. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    “Everybody try different elemental attacks,” I commanded as the creature sprinted toward us. “We need to figure out what its weaknesses are!” 
 
    “How about we run first?” Gawain yelped as he stared at the oncoming monster. 
 
    I wished for a moment that Sera’s bre’gura wasn’t out of commission, but it had been terribly injured by Miralea’s monsters just a few days ago, so it would need more recovery time before it would be of any use in battle again. 
 
    “We’ll split into two groups,” I decided as the thing charged. “Arwyn, Gawain, you come with me. Everybody else, you run left.” 
 
    I caught a glimpse of Nia leading Varleth and Almasy in a leftward sprint out of the path of the charging monster. If it swerved and came for them, I had no doubt Almasy and Nia would be able to create an impressive shield to stop it in its tracks. 
 
    “What exactly is our plan?” Gawain shouted as the monster halved its distance to us. 
 
    The hairy thing was picking up speed, that much was clear, and I doubted we had more than a few heartbeats left to decide our path. 
 
    “We’re going over it,” I announced with a grin, and then I pulled my pyrewyrm’s crystal from my bandolier. 
 
    I smashed the crystal down to the ground below, and my pyrewyrm emerged with a flash of light and a swirl of smoke. As the smoke cleared, the black, leathery hide of my monster rippled with its underlying muscles. 
 
    My pyrewyrm had a long, serpentine body, and it ended in a featureless, wormlike head without eyes, ears, or a mouth. Its powerful hind legs ended with taloned feet, and a pair of swirling, shadowy wings sprouted from its back. I rarely had the opportunity to use its ability, but my pyrewyrm could emit a piercing shriek that could damage the ears and the mind of anything that heard it. 
 
    Needless to say, the scream was a difficult power to use when I had allies to protect. So, rather than its scream, the pyrewyrm’s flight afforded me the most options. 
 
    “Everybody on!” I shouted as I helped Arwyn up onto my pyrewyrm’s back. 
 
    The red-haired professor took my hand as I reached down for her, and Gawain sprang up behind both of us as I pulled Arwyn onto the pyrewyrm’s leathery back.  
 
    The ground trembled as the attacking monster sprinted the final distance toward us. I could see saliva dribbling down from the monster’s wide grin as it sprang closer, and the sense of danger sent a thrill of anticipation through me. 
 
    I was eager for a fight, and this monster was unlucky enough to be my opponent. 
 
    Just as the monster leapt forward with its hand-like forefeet outstretched to snatch us, my pyrewyrm leapt from the earth.  
 
    The tips of the creature’s fingers brushed mere inches past us, and wind whistled in my ears as we leapt up and through the grasping arms of our enemy. Gawain tossed his fire spell down as we rose, and the blazing gout of flame hit the monster square in its snub-nosed face. 
 
    The creature made a strange squealing noise as we whipped over its head, and the smell of burning fur rose on the air behind us.  
 
    “Looks like a hit,” I shouted in the air, “so fire’s a good tactic!” 
 
    I grinned as we swept over the creature’s back, and Gawain gestured to create more fire spells. He rained these smaller flames down on the hairy hide of the monster as we flew over it, and we left scorched patches of blackened skin in our wake. 
 
    The creature rounded on Nia, Almasy, and Varleth, but they were well-prepared for this. The instant the creature’s black eyes flickered over to them, both Nia and Almasy released the earth spells they had been preparing. 
 
    Twin walls of rock surged from the ground, and an enormous shield made of dirt and granite grew from the earth below into a curved semicircle around the three mages. Nia and Almasy pulled the wall up to a height of forty to fifty feet in the air, and the monster stopped dead in its tracks as it faced its now-shielded prey. 
 
    The monster let out a low rumble of frustration, and my chest vibrated with the volume of the sound. Then our attacker reared onto its four hind legs before it reached out with its front hands. 
 
    The monster pounded on the surface of the shield with its strange, humanoid fists, and a loud boom split the air as cracks spiderwebbed all over the rock. 
 
    “I don’t like the looks of that,” Arwyn shouted as I turned the pyrewyrm around in a tight circle. 
 
    Suddenly, a cacophony of screeches emanated from behind us, and I twisted in place to look back at the rift. 
 
    A torrent of round, armor-plated creatures rolled out from the rift. They reminded me of my daggerdillos, but instead of having spikes, each was adorned with a single sharp, axe-like crest that dug a deep furrow into the earth as the creatures moved. They were each at least twice the size of a daggerillo, but I wasn’t sure exactly how much danger they could pose to us. 
 
    Then a swarm of long, bright red centipedes slithered from the rift. Their bodies were segmented and many-legged like real insects, though they ended in clusters of metallic spines. The swarm quickly fell into the furrows left behind the rolling monsters, and they slithered along in the wake of their fellow attackers. 
 
    It was a good strategy, but I was stunned to see two kinds of monsters acting in tandem like this. I wondered if the centipedes were merely taking advantage of the rolling monsters’ actions, or if this was planned by both types of monsters. 
 
    “Change of plans,” I shouted to Gawain, “we’re going to take care of the newcomers!” 
 
    “What about Nia and the others?” the fire mage yelled back, and he took a wild-eyed glance toward the hairy giant. 
 
    The enormous creature was still in the midst of pounding on their rock shield, but I could see frost beginning to coat the surface of the wall. 
 
    “Nia’s taking care of it,” I answered loudly. “They’ll be fine, don’t worry.” 
 
    My pyrewyrm dove, and its shadowy wings folded by its sides as we plummeted toward the ground below. Air whistled in my ears, and I gave a mental command at the last moment to pull up. 
 
    The ground rushed mere feet below us as my pyrewyrm leveled out, and Gawain peppered the ground with fireballs while we passed overhead. 
 
    Fire spattered harmlessly off the backs of the armor-plated rolling monsters, and it crashed against the ground more often than it was able to even touch the centipedes in the trenches. However, a few still got caught in the blaze, and they writhed as they died. 
 
    Then a strange, red mist seemed to rise from the corpses of those that were dying, and the wispy aura of red rose up before it began to stream toward the giant monster Nia and the others were fighting. 
 
    I frowned as the mist joined up with the hairy creature’s existing aura, and the entire thing seemed to glow an even brighter red. Then the giant monster raised its fists to strike at our teammates’ shield again, and it brought its hands down with more force and power than ever before. A huge fracture line appeared in the surface of the rock-and-ice shield, and Arwyn gasped behind me. 
 
    “I think it just got stronger,” I realized. “It has something to do with the dying monsters, but I can’t tell exactly what happened.” 
 
    Utuni has a great many powers that deal with blood, Sera explained grimly. 
 
    It’s likely each one you kill will make the others stronger, Phi added. 
 
    If killing monsters made the others stronger, then would it be best to kill the large one first? Or, if we defeated the giant, would the red aura it released be far larger and stronger than the others? 
 
    I didn’t have time to consider all the options. The rolling monsters were halfway across the field toward Nia and the others, and the red centipedes weren’t far behind. 
 
    “One thing at a time,” I muttered under my breath, and I raised my voice as I turned in my seat. “Gawain, let’s take care of these rolling monsters.” 
 
    “How?” he shouted back. “They don’t seem to care about fire at all!” 
 
    “You’ve got that gun, haven’t you?” I yelled. “Use it!” 
 
    Ever since Phi had taken over Gawain’s mind, I noticed the fire mage had been slightly reluctant to use his elemental pistol. I knew why he felt guilty about using the weapon that had injured innocent civilians, and part of his own shame was tied to the revolver. 
 
    “I … “ Gawain hesitated. 
 
    “You’re not your past!” I told the fire mage loudly, and I gave him a fierce, wide smile. “Stop thinking about what you did wrong and start fixing it. You’re going to be the Madox who surpasses everybody else in your family, aren’t you? Act like it, and use your damn gun!” 
 
    Gawain blinked and stared at me for a moment, and then he reached down to pull his gun from the holster on his belt. He thumbed the trigger as he pointed it toward the rolling creatures below, and the revolving barrel of the gun began to spin as it determined the best element to use. 
 
    “Got it!” Gawain shouted as his revolver snapped to a stop on the small, painted icon for water. 
 
    If water was their weakness, then I sure as hell wasn’t letting Gawain take all the glory. 
 
    “Get ready to shoot!” I yelled over the rushing wind as I put my pyrewyrm into another steep dive. 
 
    As my serpentine monster dropped, I pulled a handful of oval, grayish crystals from my hip pouch. They were each partially translucent, and the slightly shiny forms of them were colored more like muddy pond water than anything else. 
 
    My pyrewyrm began to level off at my command, and a series of sharp pops split the air as Gawain began to fire his revolver. Then I launched my own handful of crystals at the ground below, and half a dozen robaguas appeared in puffs of smoke and light. The robaguas were in the path of the oncoming enemies, and I ordered them to prepare their attacks. 
 
    The robaguas were fish of a sort, and I’d originally caught them in the stomach of another monster. Despite being fish, the robaguas had slimy skin instead of scales, and they were also adorned with two vestigial legs to help them toddle around on land. Their blunt faces and beady eyes turned to observe the scene, and then they got to work. 
 
    Water bullets exploded through the thick hides of the rolling monsters, and several of them toppled dead because of Gawain’s quick shooting. Then red auras rose from the corpses and filtered toward the rest of the monsters in streams of vivid mist. As each monster was buffed by their growing blood-red aura, they got faster and stronger by exponential amounts. 
 
    The rolling monsters began to blur as they sped up, and the centipedes behind them went nearly as fast. It seemed like Gawain’s shooting had done more harm than good, but luckily, my robaguas were already waiting in place to do their work. 
 
    The six fish with legs opened their mouths, and a hailstorm of water bullets shot from them toward the oncoming enemies. Streaks of muddy water sliced into the rolling, armor-plated attackers, and several of them skidded out of control as fatal wounds took their toll. 
 
    Scarlet mist rose from the dead, and the surviving got faster still. Several of the red centipedes crawled up to higher ground as they were forced to abandon the trenches of the dead rollers, but their many legs moved in quick blurs as they shot toward my robaguas. 
 
    Water bullets shot toward the centipedes, but the red creatures didn’t seem affected even when they were hit. Splashes of muddy liquid ricocheted off their carapaces, and the centipedes surged onward. 
 
    “Gawain, gun!” I shouted, and the fire mage pointed his weapon toward the insectoid creatures. 
 
    As Gawain waited for his revolver to determine the right element to use, I spun my pyrewyrm in a tight circle to angle for a better shot. I spotted the giant creature in the midst of smashing the ice-and-earth shield, but it still held for now. Lightning crackled from inside the shield as Nia took potshots at the enemy, but I knew they couldn’t hold it off forever. 
 
    We would have to be quick. 
 
    More rollers died to water bullets, but a few surged past my robaguas entirely. One rumbled directly overtop one of my robaguas, and the fishy monster perished. I recalled it to my hand and let the five remaining do their work. 
 
    Gawain’s gun pinged as it settled on an element, and he began to fire off bullets that sparked with magical electricity. Lightning arced and crackled as his bullets impacted a few of the centipedes, and they writhed as they died. 
 
    I cursed as a roller shot past my robaguas, but Arwyn held up her arm to begin fabricating her sword from it. 
 
    “I’ll get it,” she said, and she drew a silvery rapier from the length of her arm. 
 
    Fabrication was a strange ability, and it wasn’t Arwyn’s primary talent, but I was always amazed to watch it in action. She drew the sword from her arm, and my breath caught in my throat as she pointed it toward the escaping rolling monster. 
 
    A thick beam of light energy shot from the tip of her rapier, and Arwyn’s attack blasted across the field before it hit the roller square in its gray, armor-plated body. A searing explosion of bright energy plumed out from the point of impact, and a circle of charred grass was left smoking around the target creature. 
 
    The roller had been practically obliterated by the shot, and only a few scraps of armor plating and gory flesh were all that remained. It simply smoked for a few moments, and then Utuni’s red aura lifted from it just like all of the other dead creatures. 
 
    “About half of these bug things are gonna get through,” Gawain shouted as he popped off a few more gunshots. “It’s just too hard to aim from up above.” 
 
    “That’s fine!” I yelled back. “We can land and clear up the last of these, and then we’ll join with Nia, Almasy, and Varleth to kill the huge one.” 
 
    As the final words left my mouth, the rift pulsed again, and we all turned to stare at it in surprise and horrified anticipation. 
 
    “More?” Arwyn asked worriedly. “Maybe we should get Sera’s snapdarner out and make a getaway after all.” 
 
    Suddenly, the rift exploded with a horde of snapping, flying creatures each the size of my pyrewyrm or larger. 
 
    “Sorry,” I shouted, “no escaping today! We’re going to have to land and clear them all out.” 
 
    “Fucking monsters!” Gawain yelled as he pointed his gun at the approaching horde. “Go ahead and try us!” 
 
    A shrieking torrent of airborne creatures swept toward us, and I hastily told my pyrewyrm to put us down on the ground. 
 
    “What does your gun say?” Arwyn asked as she twisted around toward Gawain. 
 
    “We’re too far away for a reading,” the fire mage responded, and he grunted as he took another three shots at the centipedes below. “Besides, I’m not even sure if my gun can kill things of that size. They might be too tough for mere bullets.” 
 
    The flying monsters were large, but I found them oddly difficult to discern the shape of. Even at this distance, something about them seemed strange. I imagined if a child drew simplified silhouettes of birds, they would look somewhat like the dark, simply-shaped creatures above us. 
 
    “Even if it doesn’t do much damage,” I explained, “I want to know their weaknesses.” 
 
    My pyrewyrm dove, and the wind ripped the rest of our conversation away as we plummeted toward the ground. Behind me, Arwyn clutched at my chest, and her warm body pressed against me as my pyrewyrm began to level off. 
 
    My monster tucked its wings, and it landed with a jarring thud as it stumbled to a stop. It wasn’t very graceful, but it was exactly the kind of speed we needed. As we ground to a halt, I wrapped one arm around Arwyn’s waist and helped her slide off my monster’s back. 
 
    I landed in a crouch, and Arwyn came down easily beside me as I supported most of her weight. After we were both on the ground, Gawain slid in an ungainly tumble off my pyrewyrm’s back. 
 
    “Okay there?” I asked as I watched the fire mage clamber to his feet. 
 
    “I prefer horses,” Gawain grumbled in protest, and his face flushed pink with embarrassment. 
 
    I gave him a wide grin, and then I turned my attention back to the fight at hand. 
 
    My robaguas had taken out all of the rollers, and Gawain had killed nearly all the centipedes, but I had a seriously bad feeling about the flying monsters overhead. They were absorbing a ton of red aura from our defeated opponents, and I knew Utuni’s power could make them devastatingly fast and strong. 
 
    Should we focus on the remaining centipedes, the flying monsters, or the hairy, six-legged thing that continued to pound on the earth shield? 
 
    A crack of breaking rock and ice echoed across the field, and I twisted to see the earth shield as it shattered into dozens of icy, rough shards. 
 
    Looked like my decision was made for me. 
 
    Nia, Varleth, and Almasy sprinted out from their cover as it collapsed, and I gauged the distance between us and them. Even if we ran as hard as we could, that hairy monster would be on top of my teammates before we could get there. I would have to find another way to help them, or I would be doomed to just watch the fight unfold from a distance. 
 
    Nia spun and lobbed a few blasts of magic at the giant monster, but each seemed to slide off it harmlessly. Even the fire spells didn’t work, and I knew Utuni’s red aura must have strengthened its defenses far beyond what they were before. 
 
    I pulled another crystal from my bandolier, and I hurled it toward the enormous hairy monster. It was a good throw, but the crystal still fell short by several yards, so I led Arwyn and Gawain in a headlong sprint to try and catch up. 
 
    The giant monster bellowed and rushed after the three fleeing mages, but my thrown crystal didn’t allow it to get far. The smoke cleared, and my baroquer stretched to his full height as it lunged for the hairy, six-legged beast. 
 
    My fire-variant baroquer was six or seven stories tall, and his body was covered from head to toe in dark metal armor. He carried a sword wreathed in flames, but he was forced to drop it as he surged forward to capture the enemy. 
 
    My baroquer slumped into a crouch while his enormous hand wrapped around one of his enemy’s ankles, and he tugged hard as his metal plated fingers clenched tight.  
 
    My baroquer’s six-legged opponent screeched as it was pulled back away from my fleeing teammates, and it twisted around to bare its teeth at my baroquer. As our enemy shifted its focus, Nia, Varleth, and Almasy turned back to fight. 
 
    Earth bullets and fire spells rained down on the hairy monster’s hide, but they hardly even charred its fur now. Elemental damage looked nearly useless, which meant we would have to come up with a completely different strategy. 
 
    I ordered my baroquer to try and restrain the giant monster, but it was difficult to wrestle a thirty-foot tall creature with six limbs. The beast kicked, flailed, and punched, and my baroquer could just barely restrain it. He caught a few hard blows to his helmed head, but he held on.  
 
    “Some are swarming up from above!” Gawain shouted, and I looked back up to see the flying monsters more clearly as they drew near. 
 
    I’d found the flying monsters’ bodies confusing before, but close range didn’t clear up the oddity of their forms. Each monster seemed little more than a sparse silhouette, and their torsos were oddly two-dimensional. 
 
    Strange creatures, aren’t they? Sera mused inside my head. They’re called coatsin pada, the paper dragons. They’re not really paper, but they certainly are thin. 
 
    Whatever they were, I definitely didn’t like the idea of trying to fight something so unlike a living creature. 
 
    “More from the rift, too!” Arwyn added over the increasing noise of shrieking monsters. 
 
    I twisted around to look back at the rift, and my heart sank as an enormous horde of creatures burst forth from within it. There were a few tall, bipedal jagualars, but the rest were a varied number of beasts and monsters I’d never seen before. There was no telling what sort of powers they had, and my eyes widened when I took in the sight of thundering hooves, gnashing teeth, and rippling muscles as distant creatures began to sprint toward our group. 
 
    “Why’d we have to get stuck in the middle of the fucking invasion?” Gawain hissed as he pivoted his gun toward the flying monsters in the air. 
 
    We were beset on all sides by creatures, and our biggest priority would have to be to take the large, hairy one out. If the thing gained any more red aura, it would be practically unbeatable. It already glowed brightly with blood-red mist, and it hadn’t given up its struggle against my baroquer. 
 
    I would just have to do something about it. 
 
    “Nia,” I bellowed across the field, “freeze it to the ground!” 
 
    The ashen-haired mage turned back to me for a split-second, but then she raised her arms into the air. Without questioning my intentions, Nia began to send out a barrage of blizzard-like ice magic. 
 
    Frost crackled and raced across the hairy limbs of our giant enemy, and the creature’s movements slowed. My baroquer dropped it as it began to stiffen, and he stepped back from the cold blasts as Nia finished off her ice magic. 
 
    An enormous sweeping pillar of ice buried the monster up to its knees on all six limbs. The hind ones were frozen higher up than the two strange forearms, but the creature was stuck for now. 
 
    Once again, I had to marvel at Nia’s magical power. It seemed like she’d experienced an increase in elemental strength ever since we came to the southern continent, and her ice, wind, and lightning were particularly potent. Perhaps someday, she would be a storm mage even more powerful than Headmaster Marangur Sleet himself. 
 
    Nia turned back to me as she threw up her hands in a wordless gesture of consternation. 
 
    I grinned at her impatience, and then I commanded my baroquer to let loose. 
 
    He swung his flaming sword in a devastating arc that bit deep into the hairy monster’s flesh. It may have gotten tougher with Utuni’s aura, but it wasn’t impervious to damage. 
 
    After all, it wasn’t like this was some Archon’s pet monster. This was practically a vacation for us. 
 
    My baroquer drew back, and he slashed once more. I could feel the bond between us flare and strengthen as our depth of feeling powered the flames in my baroquer’s sword. Even though my blades were sheathed at my side, I could feel my rhin dagger warming up. I looked down to see a brilliant red-purple glow trickling out from the sheathe, and I pulled my weapons free. 
 
    As I drew my rhin dagger, the resonance between me and my baroquer strengthened and solidified. His sword’s flames purpled as the connection seemed to thrum with harmonious threads of energy, and the glow of his blade brightened. 
 
    “Let’s do this,” I hissed under my breath, and my baroquer’s sword leapt with a roaring inferno. 
 
    My metal giant cleaved his weapon down once, twice, three times, and blood sprayed as the hairy creature thrashed and screeched in pain. It couldn’t even squirm enough to escape the blows, since Nia had locked its legs to the ground. 
 
    Our enemy’s torso was riddled with short gouges, like the cuts of an axe on a wood-splitting stump. In the center of those marks, a single deep cut was being hacked away by my baroquer’s efforts, and the hide was beginning to gape and reveal the muscles beneath. 
 
    My baroquer pounded down a single powerful strike, and blood sprayed as his sword went through the final tendrils of protective hide and into the soft flesh underneath. His sword swept through muscle, organs, and more muscle before it came to a stop on the hide on the other side of the stomach. 
 
    The six-legged monster wasn’t quite cut in half, but it was done for anyway. Its body swayed, and even as it stood, it began to dissolve into the powdery fragments every monster turned into once dead. Even as its body dissolved, the bright-red aura around it began to wisp upward and stream toward the crowds of monsters above and behind us. 
 
    That was a lot of aura, and I didn’t like the idea of it being infused into so many creatures. Hopefully, the effect would be spread out, since there were hundreds of enemies on the field. 
 
    I ordered my gore-spattered baroquer to back away, and his dissolving enemy collapsed weakly around the vestiges of cracked ice Nia had planted around its legs. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Gawain said weakly beside me as he looked at the dead creature. “Sometimes I forget just how damn scary you are, Gryff.” 
 
    I shrugged, but I couldn’t suppress the proud grin that had fought its way onto my face. 
 
    “I’m just happy to fight something large and normal, for once,” I admitted. “Thank the Maker not everything is a near-immortal sand jaguar or a vine-wielding demi-goddess.” 
 
    Gawain snorted and opened his mouth to reply, but Arwyn spoke first. 
 
    “They’re diving!” Arwyn shouted, and she swept her rapier up to point at the sky as the overhead creatures began to drop down onto us. 
 
    A brilliant beam of light flashed from Arwyn’s rapier, and she panted as the attack drained some of her energy. The bolt of light flashed into the sky with near-instantaneous speed, and it impacted with a monster’s wing. A searing hole flashed straight through its wing and torso, and ash rained down as the paper dragon exploded into fragments of strange, leathery material. 
 
    “Gah!” Gawain yelped as a charred fragment landed on his shoulder, and he brushed it off frantically before he gawked back toward the rift. “We’ve got a ton more coming in, Gryff.” 
 
    “Looks like they timed things to be a simultaneous attack,” I realized as the grounded creatures sprinted the final lengths toward us. “Damn it, I hate when monsters work together.” 
 
    Monsters weren’t very smart in general, but they did occasionally get lucky with instinct. 
 
    Be careful who you’re calling not very smart, Phi snarked. 
 
    I don’t think you’re in any position to disagree, Sera mocked right back at her sister. 
 
    Nia, Varleth, and Almasy raced up to us as the first of the monsters sprinted the final stretch. Gawain fired into the sky with electrical bullets, and another paper dragon dropped as we reunited. 
 
    “You okay?” I asked as I examined the three of them quickly. 
 
    “We’re perfectly fine,” Nia insisted, and she gave me a winning smile before she glanced at the approaching monsters. “Looks like we’re in for a real fight, hmm?” 
 
    At this distance, I could see spittle fly as the slavering monsters sprinted toward us. In just a second or two, we would be overrun. 
 
    I drew my father’s dagger in my left hand, and I looked over at my baroquer expectantly. The purple-red glow in his sword seemed to pulse in time with my racing heart, and I knew he would be able to handle enemies without me giving specific commands. 
 
    That was good, because I would need all my focus. 
 
    I spun to face the monsters, and then we crashed into battle together. 
 
    Something like a small cat launched for my face, and I put my rhin dagger through its furred neck. I pushed the body off my blade just in time to slide aside while something like a monkey lunged past me. Then I turned and sliced it deeply across the back of its neck, and its movements ceased. 
 
    Pops of magic flashed past me as Gawain, Almasy, and Nia sent elemental attacks into the fray. The air swirled red with rising mist and scarlet aura, and all I could see in any direction was tinged the color of fresh blood. 
 
    My knives cut through three more creatures, and I hardly registered what they were as they fell to my pair of daggers. Four-legged creatures, two-legged bird things, slithering, hopping, crawling, and running monsters all threw themselves at me, but my daggers cut each one down. 
 
    Several yards to my right, my baroquer smashed and sliced his way through a veritable army of creatures. Flames sprayed from his sword as he swung, and the bond between us felt solid and material, like I could touch it with my hands because of its strength. 
 
    A leathery creature dove for me, and I rolled out of the way just in time for the paper dragon’s flat talons to sweep past the space where I’d been. 
 
    “Lightning up!” I shouted, and Nia twirled to a halt beside me before she shot up a huge bolt of electricity. 
 
    The bolt seared a path through six paper dragons at once, but there seemed to be dozens or even hundreds more swarming in the sky. 
 
    Meanwhile, the monsters on the ground were quickly surrounding us. Soon, we would be fighting on every side. 
 
    “What do we do?” Nia shouted as she swung her shortsword through a large creature’s snakelike head. 
 
    “Everybody stand back to back,” I called out as loudly as I could muster. “Nia and Gawain take care of the air, while the rest of us get the four other directions!” 
 
    Dark essence swirled as Varleth drained the life force from a dozen small furry monsters at once, and then he leapt back to take a position facing west. I took up position next to him and Arwyn as she closed in tightly with us. Finally, Almasy backed up as he created and shot off earth bullets, and he looked calm as he completed the formation. 
 
    Nia and Gawain launched their long-ranged attacks as we protected them, and monsters closed around us on all sides. 
 
    “The more we cut down,” Arwyn gasped, “the stronger they get. How can we keep up?” 
 
    Suddenly, my baroquer bellowed, and I saw a many-legged creature tear through his helm with sharp rending claws. Its scales flashed as it finished off my baroquer, and a pang of dread went through me. I recalled my baroquer’s crystal, and I tucked the comet-shaped thing into my bandolier once more. 
 
    With one of my most powerful monsters already taken out, how could I hope to last long enough against this horde of creatures? 
 
    I pushed my doubts to the back of my head and shouted out a few more orders to move us to more favorable ground. As I did so, I threw out my roosa as well as my entire squad of axe goblins. 
 
    My roosa was akin to a scorpion, and it had large black eyes that glittered with eager bloodlust as it launched into the fray. Its thick metal pincers slashed at a distance of a dozen feet in front of its body, and its slashing tail was able to poison monsters fatally with a single sting. It broke its larger prey in half as it slashed through the crowd, and it devoured any smaller creatures when it had time to spare. As it fought, it made a screech like a wood saw grinding against metal, and I felt the roosa’s satisfaction as it ripped through our enemies. 
 
    Good boy.  
 
    My axe goblins took out a few monsters quickly as well, but though I knew they wouldn’t last as long. The goblins had green skin and red eyes, and their frames were thin and small with little muscle. Razor-sharp teeth gleamed from their mouths, but their primary weapons were the metal-like bone protrusions on the ends of their hands. These weapons seemed almost like axes, and they cut with devastating power as they swung through the crowd of monsters. 
 
    A lanky, spotted jagualar ripped apart one of my axe goblins, and I recalled its long, simple crystal back to my hand to stuff it into my hip pouch. The axe goblins were fairly powerful fighters in terms of grunts, but they weren’t very quick. As soon as they encountered something faster than they were, I was sure the goblins would all be felled within a few seconds. 
 
    A projectile spike whipped past my face, and I nearly lost an ear as I moved out of the way of its path. That was a close one, and even I had to admit it.  
 
    I looked for the source of the spike, and I found the spine-covered creature just as Arwyn put her rapier through its skull. It died in a limp sprawl of furry legs and spiky carapace before it began to dissolve. 
 
    I thought about the spike that nearly took my head off, and I calculated exactly how much mana I would need for continuing to summon monsters in this fight. I didn’t really want to waste magical power on defense when I needed it so badly for offence, but what choice did I have? 
 
    It was time to accept the energy drain, since I didn’t want to take any chances with the safety of my team. 
 
    “Bullet bass,” I barked out, and I pulled a crystal from my bandolier before I crushed it against the ground below. 
 
    My bullet bass emerged in a puff of light, and I ordered it to stay close to all of us as I activated its coating. The bullet bass itself was a diminutive creature, and it looked much like a simple fish with two rubbery wings that kept it hovering in the air.  
 
    Despite its appearance, my bullet bass was one of my most valuable monsters. As it extended its powers to my team, metal flowed over our skin like water, and we found ourselves coated in protective chrome. 
 
    “Thanks, Gryff,” Nia gasped out as she shot a bolt of lightning into the sky above. 
 
    I felt better with the defense in place even if it did tire me out more quickly. Then I cast a speculative eye over the field as a gap in the fighting opened up, and I noticed a group of monsters that looked like trouble. 
 
    “Hold the line on the left,” I barked as I rammed my dagger through another torso, “it looks like we’ve got runners.” 
 
    Several sprinting creatures with long feathered tails charged for Arwyn, but Varleth pushed in and took care of half of them even as they came. As he swung his banisher sword, dark essence writhed around the blade and sucked the life force from the feathery sprinters. They collapsed in death, and Arwyn stepped in to take care of the rest. 
 
    The red-haired professor finished off another three sprinters with fancy sword work before she blasted the final two with a light beam. Charred flesh and feathers made the air smell acrid, but the result was worth the odor. 
 
    “There are too many of them,” Varleth gasped to me as he retook his place in the four-sided circle. “I don’t know if we can make it, Gryff.” 
 
    “We’re going to make it,” I said firmly, and I gave Varleth a wink. “Besides, you’ve got a woman to write to, don’t you? She wouldn’t like it if you got killed out here.” 
 
    At the mention of Deresa, Varleth’s pen pal from the Bathi Highlands, the banisher flushed and furrowed his brow. 
 
    “Fine,” he grunted, “I’ll try not to die or whatever.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit!” I cheered, and I kicked an insectoid monster in the chest as it flew for me. 
 
    Beetle wings hummed as the monster tried to come back for revenge, but I flicked my father’s dagger end-over-end in a throw that sunk hilt-deep into the beetle’s thorax. Green blood gushed from the wound, and I cut down a scaled monster as I leaped to retrieve my dagger once more. 
 
    I snagged my dagger a moment before another attack came, and I leaped high to avoid the low sweeping tail of a reptilian creature. It hissed at me in challenge, and I sent a quick mental command to my final axe goblin. 
 
    The reptilian monster blinked two yellow eyes at me as its long, forked tongue slid around its maw in anticipatory hunger. It crouched in preparation for killing, and then my goblin’s axe cleaved its torso into two neat sections. 
 
    I grinned as the reptile died with nothing but surprise in its mind, and I let my axe goblin leave once more. It was satisfying to take out monsters with ambush tactics, but it wasn’t the most efficient, so I leapt back into formation with the rest of my five teammates. 
 
    The battleground swarmed with red aura, and I tried to figure out how long we could keep this up for. The monsters I fought were quickly becoming more resilient, stronger, and more impervious to elemental damage. My blades no longer passed easily through most of the creatures, and I knew we were only getting more tired while they got stronger. 
 
    If only we had more people, but what could we do? We were the only fighters Marangur Sleet sent out here.  
 
    I would have to save the battle by myself. 
 
    More monsters came at me, and my world dissolved into a blur of punching, kicking, dodging, slashing, and stabbing.  
 
    A warm blast of heat passed me as Gawain released a fire spell, and then a powerful gust whipped over my head from Nia’s wind magic. The flames were fanned, and fire raged over our enemies, but they were hardly even seared by the attack. The monsters were just getting too strong from the aura, and there was little we could do to push back the overwhelming effect of Utuni’s magic. 
 
    Suddenly, a shadow passed overhead, and I wiped the blood from my brow as I turned to look up. 
 
    Was it an enormous monster come to finish us off? 
 
    As I peered through the flock of swirling paper dragons, I spotted the airship that now loomed overhead. The stark sigil of Mistral stood out on the bottom of its wood-and-metal hull, and its engine groaned as it began to descend. 
 
    Somebody was coming to join us. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    “Are we in less trouble than before,” Gawain yelled, “or more?” 
 
    “I have a good feeling,” Almasy replied calmly as he put an enormous spear of rock through a carnivorous plant’s body. 
 
    The airship shuddered with mechanical effort, but it came down a lot more quickly than I was used to seeing ships move. It descended through the cloud of leathery-winged monsters overhead, and the monsters screeched as they scraped at the hull ineffectually with their talons. 
 
    “Does anybody recognize this airship?” I yelled as I fought off a bearlike monster with six eyes. 
 
    “I don’t think so!” Arwyn shouted back, and she executed a smooth rapier attack that beheaded two canine monsters in a row. 
 
    “Maker,” Varleth hissed as he backed up toward me, “they’re setting down pretty close, aren’t they?” 
 
    I recalled my spent axe goblins as I twisted to see where the airship would land. It seemed like they were going to set it down directly in the middle of the fight, and monsters underfoot be damned. 
 
    Some of the beasts below scrambled out of the way, but others tried to fight the airship as it came down. A few got squeezed rather gruesomely as the weight of the ship settled down, and the heavy bulk of the cargo hold crushed the life from several monsters who remained below. 
 
    The airship was too large to have stilt-like landing gears the way Erin’s usual ship did, and I recognized it as a similar model to the one Almasy flew over the ocean to get us here. Even then, it was a little bigger than Almasy’s ship, and I suspected it held either a lot of people or a lot of supplies. 
 
    Supplies did sound nice, but I preferred the idea of a whole squadron of Mistral soldiers storming out the doors. 
 
    Steam hissed and machinery clanked as the airship went through its final landing operations, and then the doors popped open in tandem. They slammed simultaneously against the walls of the airship, and the landing ramp clattered noisily from inside as it was half-slid, half-dropped to the ground below. 
 
    “The hell are they doing?” Gawain snapped as he fired off revolver rounds into the swarm of monsters. 
 
    I had to agree with Gawain’s confusion, since the ship simply sat there for a few moments. I watched monsters begin to storm unhindered up the ramp toward the ship’s interior, and a worried frown crossed my face. 
 
    Were these really Mistral soldiers? 
 
    If I were leading a soldier platoon, I wouldn’t wait for monsters to come attack me inside. It was a poor strategy to hang back and wait for the enemy to get the advantage. I couldn’t see what was going on, since the airship door was angled away from us, and there were at least a couple-hundred feet between us and our potential saviors. 
 
    “Is it Mistral people or not?” Gawain called out impatiently, and he backpedaled as his gun barked with fire. 
 
    Suddenly, a feminine battle-cry emerged from within the airship, and a full-grown dragon stormed from the entrance in a blaze of fiery rage. 
 
    At least, fire was the first thing that came to mind. Instead of yellow flames, however, the dragon breathed a sparkling haze of silvery-pink that drifted out in slow, thick clouds from its mouth. 
 
    The haze seemed to corrode the skin of any monster caught in its path. One hoofed monster got too close, and the hide bubbled, blistered, and melted away on the tapir-esque creature as it collapsed in death.  
 
    Then the dragon charged through a field of dying enemies as it came straight for us. 
 
    Riding on the dragon’s back was Cyra, but I hardly recognized her and her familiar, Kalon the way they were now. My jaw dropped as I stared at them, and they tore their way through the waves of monsters as they fought their way toward us. 
 
    We were all tired from a half hour of fighting, and the weeks of unending conflict and hard travel before now certainly hadn’t helped matters either. We hadn’t eaten a good meal since we stayed with Queen Lisi in her palace, and we hadn’t had a weekend off since we left in Almasy’s airship. 
 
    In contrast, it was clear Cyra was completely refreshed and ready to fight. Her nest of curly black hair tumbled over her shoulders in shining ringlets, and her mahogany skin was even more flawless than I remembered. 
 
    Then a chirping noise echoed from inside the airship, and suddenly a blur of movement shot from within. 
 
    It was a bat like creature, but it was large enough to carry an entire human woman on its back. The bat’s black wings sparked with electricity as it shot from the ship’s interior, and I grinned at the sight.  
 
    It was Layla’s keichim, and I could only assume the laughing, spear-swinging woman on its back was Layla herself. 
 
    I’d be damned if she didn’t look amazing, and she arrived in just as stunning a fashion as Cyra had on Kalon. Where had she learned to wield a spear like that, anyway? 
 
    Right behind the swift flight of the keichim came the pounding of hooves on the ramp, and Erin and Ashla both appeared on the back of Erin’s stagi.  
 
    A trail of celestial dust flowed behind the orange-haired mimic’s stagi, and Ashla wielded a completely new axe-like weapon with a sort of grace and power that left me speechless. Erin commanded her monster with fearless talent, and the deerlike creature pounded toward us through a sea of snapping enemies. 
 
    Erin’s orange hair blazed behind her in a short bob, and Ashla’s dark braid curled over her shoulder as she bent to cleave a monster’s skull with her axe. I thought for sure I wouldn’t be surprised by any more familiar faces, but that was when one last person emerged from the airship’s interior. 
 
    Orenn let out a whoop of eager anticipation as he charged down the ramp and after the women. As he ran, his skin molded over with shiny metal, and his silvered fists flashed as he knocked back several taller monsters with well-placed jabs. 
 
    “Shit, Chrome Dome came, too?” Gawain yelled over the noise of the battle. 
 
    Orenn was around six feet tall with bright gray eyes and a strong, stubbled jaw. Though he was still in his twenties, he already had a receding hairline, and it seemed like Gawain had taken the opportunity to nickname him accordingly.  
 
    “Haha, take that!” Orenn bellowed as he punched a jagualar between the eyes. 
 
    The jagualar flew back into the mob, and it crushed a few ferret-like creatures under its fallen body. 
 
    I would feel bad for Orenn about the nickname, but the man’s unflagging optimism and oblivious cheer meant he really wouldn’t mind Gawain’s words.  
 
    I spared a moment to raise my hand in the air, and I waved frantically at the newly arrived teammates. 
 
    “Over here!” I yelled, and Cyra swerved my way as Kalon carved up a few monsters with her claws. 
 
    Layla’s keichim swerved too, and her monster’s quick flight meant she reached us first. The wingbeats of the keichim stirred the air around us, and my hair swept back from my face as I squinted up at Layla’s creature. 
 
    “What’s all this red stuff?” Layla shouted down to me, and her keichim hovered uncertainly above the fray. 
 
    “A problem!” I answered loudly. “Be careful, it’s making them stronger than usual, so you might have to adjust your expectations.” 
 
    Layla giggled and twirled her long spear in a wide, complex figure-eight. 
 
    “I’ve never seen any of these things in my life!” she called back. “Shouldn’t be a surprise to me!” 
 
    She dove her keichim into the throng of snapping monsters, and she chopped off limbs and heads with several talented thrusts and twirls of her spear. 
 
    Seriously, where did Layla learn to do that? 
 
    I did a quick mental tally and realized we’d increased our fighting force from just six to eleven mages. We’d practically doubled our fighting force, and I no longer worried about the possibility of us running out of magic before we could fight our way free. 
 
    “What are we waiting for?” I shouted as I brandished my daggers at the enemies in front of us. “Let’s do this!” 
 
    Nia and Arwyn let out twin battle cries, and Almasy laughed like he’d heard the funniest joke ever. Varleth and Gawain shot each other competitive glances, and I saw Varleth’s mouth lift in his subtle approximation of a smile. 
 
    Then I leapt into the throng of creatures, and my blades spoke for me. 
 
    Viscera sprayed in my wake as I cut my way into the mob, and I found myself scrubbing blood from my eyes as I fought.  
 
    Something with large fangs tried to sink its teeth into my thigh, and I kicked it away before I slashed a long wound down its furred back. The creature scampered away as it yelped out its pain, and I moved on to the next monster. 
 
    Suddenly, my roosa screeched as it took a wound through its battle-beaten thorax. The sensation of the wound trembled along the connection between us, and I knew my roosa would need to be switched out. 
 
    Whatever hurt my roosa, it was no simple grunt. 
 
    I cut down a couple goblinesque things in my way, and then I looked over to see a spindly, bipedal monster with sharp, bony fingers that nearly dragged on the ground at its side. If the creature was eight feet tall, then its fingers must have been three feet long. It made for a horrifying sight already, but then it made things worse as it withdrew one bloody digit from my roosa’s torso.  
 
    Blood dripped from the finger as it drew the appendage out, but the creature’s human-like skull showed no expression at its successful kill. As it wiped its finger on its ragged clothing, it turned its skull head to look at me with hollow, eyeless sockets. The tatters of its torn clothes wisped around its humanoid, sunken torso, and a shiver went up along my spine. 
 
    I recalled my roosa, but a sense of uneasiness settled in me. Utuni’s aura was powerful, but it didn’t matter too much when it was just enhancing simple grunts like most of these monsters. 
 
    However, not all of them were so weak, and even the slightly more powerful ones were made dangerous by Utuni’s red aura. Despite the arrival of backup, this was going to be difficult. 
 
    I killed another two grunts, and I paused for a moment to wipe the sweat from my brow.  
 
    Varleth nodded to me silently, and the banisher stepped in to help take over the fighting on my side as I caught my breath. 
 
    Suddenly, Erin’s stagi burst through the throng of monsters and stopped just short of trampling me into the dirt. The stagi was a little like a horse or a deer, except it was colored a deep emerald green, and its eyes were the hue of a star-flecked galaxy. The glowing trail of dust it left in its wake looked almost unearthly in nature, and the stagi was a beauty to behold at close range.  
 
    “Hi, Gryff!” Erin chirped as the orange-haired mimic looked down at me. 
 
    The stagi’s hooves worked at the earth as Erin held it under control, and Ashla hopped down off its back with a cheeky grin on her face. 
 
    “Enjoying your staring contest with the local beasts?” Ashla teased me, and she twirled her axe between both of her hands. 
 
    “I just don’t like the look of that one,” I protested with a smile, but I found myself less bothered by the bony creature as I looked at Ashla. “Some of these monsters are downright unsettling, and I can’t ignore my instincts. Hey, is that your new axe?” 
 
    “Well, it sure isn’t my old axe,” Ashla snorted, “not after Phi crushed poor Bessie right in front of me.” 
 
    “I mean,” I corrected, “isn’t this the axe you designed that one time? The one you showed me?” 
 
    “Mostly the same as the drawing you saw,” Ashla agreed, “but that’s a topic for another time. Let’s go take out that monster you dislike, shall we?” 
 
    She gestured over to the far form of the spindly, bony creature that killed my roosa, and I felt my heart leap at the idea of vengeance. 
 
    Ashla’s glib approach to battle was something I admired, but that might have been because it reminded me a little of myself. Her mercenary background made her eager for the fight, even though she’d trained at the Academy with Arwyn several years ago. 
 
    “Let’s take it out,” I said with relish as I gripped my daggers tightly. “We’ll just have to carve ourselves a path over there first.” 
 
     “Sure will,” Ashla agreed, and then we launched into battle. 
 
    The first monsters went down quickly, and I heard roaring in my ears as my own excitement seemed to take over the battle. My daggers were extensions of my body, and my Academy-trained forms flowed over one another to give me the structure for fluid strikes and quick dodges. 
 
    Next to me, Ashla’s two-handed axe flashed as she cleaved it through any creature who dared to get near her. Her past as a mercenary showed up in her amazing fighting instincts gleaned from many years of field experience, but that experience was enhanced with a new weapon that fit her perfectly. 
 
    This axe was larger, and a pointed tip on the end between the two blades allowed her to stab her enemies from a distance as well as slash them. I couldn’t imagine myself wielding an axe of that weight with such ease, but Ashla made it look like child’s play as she twirled the pole around her back and into her next victim. 
 
    Then, when Ashla got a slight gap in the fighting, her strategy was to rest her axe’s haft against her forearms in order to gesture out ice spells.  
 
    If I thought Nia’s ice magic was getting powerful, it was nothing compared to Ashla’s. The ice mage had focused all of her magical training on just the element of ice, and it showed in her fighting. She could release a blizzard of deadly hail with just a hasty spell, and her quick gestures let her imbue her axe’s blades with impossibly cold frost that often left her enemies impaired and slowed them down to a crawl from the cold.  
 
    “Hah!” Ashla cried as she sent out a trio of spear like attacks made of crystalline ice. 
 
    The long projectiles flashed as they buried themselves into her enemies, and they seemed to fly from her hands with unnatural speed and ease. I could hardly keep track of the split-second gestures she used to produce her powerful spells, but in a heartbeat, she gripped her axe again. Then Ashla swung her weapon once, and she finished off one of her flailing opponents with decisive force. 
 
    I dodged aside as a claw swept past my face, and then I slammed my dagger up to the hilt inside my attacker’s wrinkled neck. The taloned, birdlike creature let out a final squawk as it died, and I ripped my dagger free in a spray of blood. Even as the red aura lifted from the dead bird, a few of the more sensible monsters around me backed away with several nervous steps. 
 
    “It’s a good thing they’re afraid,” Ashla panted, and she thrust her axe tip into a large, rodent-like monster as it tried to scamper toward her. “If they were smart, they’d just come for us all at once.” 
 
    “Some of them do,” I admitted as I thought of the packs of runners that had given us trouble, “but most have pretty strong survival instincts, despite their desires to kill and consume.” 
 
    I never would have imagined taking on an army of monsters of this size, but their disorganization meant it was more like taking on four or five monsters at a time continuously. It was difficult, but it wasn’t impossible, and the bullet bass’s metal coating would save us from most projectiles. 
 
    Suddenly, the crowd of monsters seemed to thin, and the tall, bony monster that killed my roosa appeared from the throng. 
 
    It turned its hollow eye sockets toward us, and I got the sense of being examined by something intelligent and malicious. 
 
    “I don’t like that,” Ashla commented, and she kicked back a small, lizardlike creature as it tried to bite her in the leg. 
 
    “Let’s be careful of its fingers,” I warned, “and whatever else it has hidden up its sleeves.” 
 
    First things came first, though, so it was time for me to put my summoning skills to use once more. I slipped a few crystals from my bandolier, and I tossed them in a random spray over the seething crowd of enemies. 
 
    The moment the crystals came down onto the heads and backs of the creatures below, wallerdons and daggerdillos exploded from them in sprays of smoke and light. 
 
    The wallerdons were built like rectangular blocks, and their dark, armor-plated skin gave them an impressive defense. Their squat legs made them slow and ungainly, but their best use was as thrown projectiles. As long as their crystals burst before they hit the ground, they could crush huge swathes of the monster army. 
 
    Each wallerdon squashed the creatures below it with hundreds of pounds of dead weight, and I grinned as red mist rose from the defeated creatures. I kind of enjoyed the visual signal of my success, even though it came with a dangerous side effect. 
 
    As for the daggerdillos, those were just as effective in a totally different way. The daggerdillos’ bodies were pig like in shape and size, but a bristling array of metal spikes jutted from their backs. As they fell from their crystals, they rolled into deadly balls of jutting blades, and the monsters in their paths were left lacerated by the metal spikes. 
 
    Monsters screeched and roared as my attacks sent them scurrying for safety, and a sort of path seemed to clear between us and our target. The bony, lanky creature just stood and stared toward us with no real reaction, so it looked like we would have to bring the fight to it. 
 
    “Let’s go!” I shouted, and Ashla charged in after me as I sprinted toward our opponent. 
 
    As we neared, a long, bony finger raised to point at Ashla, and I knew the ice mage was in trouble. 
 
    Then the finger suddenly extended, and wisps of black magic held together a long chain of finger bones that whipped straight toward Ashla. 
 
    Watch out, Sera hissed inside my head. 
 
    Ashla’s eyes widened, and she tried to dodge out of the way, but her trajectory wasn’t quick enough. Time seemed to slow as she leaned away from the attack, and my vision narrowed to a tunnel of focus. 
 
    I was going to save her. I had to. 
 
    Sera’s power rushed into my limbs, and I swept my hands apart in a pulling motion as the sharp, deadly point of the finger nearly reached Ashla’s chest.  
 
    The Archon power within me twisted as it activated, and a portal slammed open between Ashla and the attack. The tiny rift pulled open like a silent mouth as it reacted to my magic, and it stretched just wide enough to cover a foot-wide space. The swift slice of the enemy’s bony finger pushed on and through the portal, and nothing emerged to cut Ashla. 
 
    The ice mage finished dodging out of the way, but she stopped to stare in awe at the portal I’d pulled open just in time to save her life. Her eyes flickered over to me, and her lips parted in speechless gratitude. 
 
    “Come on!” I called, and Ashla shook herself as she hefted her axe over her shoulder. 
 
    I snapped the portal shut with a grunt of effort, and then we both turned to face the bony creature. 
 
    I jumped in with my daggers, and Ashla sprinted up with her axe brandished simultaneously as we converged on the tall, bony monster. Its humanoid skull froze in place, as if it didn’t know which of us to focus on, but then it raised a finger at me. 
 
    I jumped aside just as the bony finger extended at me, and my eyes widened as the digit whipped a mere hair’s width away from my shoulder. This creature was damn fast when it wanted to be, and it was almost impossible to read its movements in advance quickly enough to escape its attacks. 
 
    Ashla wasn’t slowed down by having to dodge its attack like I had, and she finished her sprint as she swept her axe in a diagonal motion against the creature’s torso. Her enormous blade looked like it would cut the monster in half instantly, but instead her axe barely bit into the thing’s arm before it bounced off entirely. 
 
    “Ah!” Ashla yelped as her weapon was deflected, and I stared at the spot where the wound should have been. 
 
    I saw nothing but some cut clothing and a thin line on the underlying bone. Whatever this monster was, it was tough even before it had been buffed by the red aura, and now it was going to be a serious problem. 
 
    “Try ice to freeze it!” I shouted, and Ashla leapt back to rest her axe against her forearms as she gestured up a spell. 
 
    The spell bloomed from between her fingertips, and a surge of blizzard-like magic exploded from Ashla’s hands. 
 
    Snow pelted the bony monster, and ice swarmed up from the ground to cover its feet. The ice congealed over its hands in whorls of slushy material that hardened to a solid prison, but not all of its disturbingly long fingers were covered. 
 
    The minute Ashla’s spell stopped, I dashed in for the attack. One of the creature’s iced-over hands lifted slightly to point at me, and I dodged aside even as the finger shot wide. 
 
    The other hand struggled to rise, but Ashla’s spell had glued its fingers to its side with ice. The creature struggled to liberate the hand, but it wasted time on a limb that wasn’t going to work. As it tried to free itself, I reached attacking range, and then I swung my rhin dagger in my first blow. 
 
    Instead of attacking with my blade, I went in with my dagger’s hilt as I slammed it into the monster’s bony chest. The blow was blunt instead of cutting, and I knew my rhin dagger was created with strong enough materials that it had no risk of breaking from the impact. 
 
    Still, the blow sent a shock of tingling pain up my arm as it hit home. As I pulled my hand away, I thought I hadn’t really done any damage, but a closer look proved me wrong. 
 
    Right in the center of where I’d struck, a small spiderweb pattern of fracture lines formed a superficial crack pattern in the bone. It looked like my intuition was right, and blunt damage was the right approach. 
 
    Still, what did I have that could create blunt damage powerful enough to crack this monster? 
 
    My mind flashed to my wallerdons, even though I knew dropping a wallerdon on this monster probably wouldn’t crush it into pieces. No, I needed something large that I could use in a similar fashion. 
 
    “Let’s back up,” I called to Ashla, “and you make sure it’s stuck in place!” 
 
    The ice mage nodded, and she sent another gout of slush at the tall, bony creature to stall it in its tracks. Then she stepped back toward me as the two of us backpedaled away. Ashla turned to take care of a few of the grunts that had attacked our backs as we neared them, and I focused on my plan instead. 
 
    I grinned as I pulled a metallic, spiky crystal from the top of my bandolier. The protrusions on the surface of the crystal could have been mistaken for some sort of strange, magnetic experiment gone wrong, but I knew it was all just part of the crystal’s natural makeup. 
 
    “Got your back,” Ashla panted as she warded off a small, three-tailed cat with her axe. 
 
    “Thanks,” I replied, and then I hurled my crystal toward the tall, bony creature. 
 
    My guari kira crystal crashed open against the creature’s shoulder, but it didn’t really matter where it ended up. My guari kira burst from within, and its enormous bulk immediately flattened the long-fingered enemy underneath. I heard bones crunch and crack within seconds, and I knew that was the end of the human-skulled monster. 
 
    The guari kira was thickly furred and grayish in color, and it had a small, primate-like head with dark brown patches of fur curving down across its eyes. Along its spine, a metallic plate stretched from the length of its neck to the back of its torso almost like an underdeveloped turtle shell. That metallic plate was highly magnetic in nature, and it could draw all metal objects to itself if I commanded it to do so, though it wouldn’t do us much good in a fight against monsters like this. 
 
    The guari kira had no discernible tail, but the slow monster did have four limbs that ended in long, curved claws that looked more suitable for digging than attacking. It stood low to the ground on its knuckles, and it scarcely even reacted to the fact it had crushed a dozen small monsters under its bulk. 
 
    There was a momentary pause where every monster on the field seemed to stare up at the guari kira, but my monster just sat there contentedly. It was terribly slow most of the time, so there was something almost comical about how effectively it destroyed the bony monster without any difficulty at all. 
 
    “That’s a new one,” Ashla commented as she shot me an impressed look. 
 
    “Picked it up in a rift in the jungle,” I panted as the energy drain from summoning the guari kira began to sink in. “I’m afraid it’s only got one or two good attacks in it, though.” 
 
    Come to think of it, the guari kira had once moved very quickly when I’d first captured it, though the movement was short-lived. Was there a way for me to activate that now? 
 
    I commanded the guari kira to speed up, but the bond between us wasn’t very well-established yet. Maybe I was asking for something it couldn’t do, or maybe it didn’t understand what I was requesting. Either way, the guari kira simply hunched there and did nothing. 
 
    Ah well, maybe another day. I recalled the guari kira to my hand, and the metallic crystal reappeared in my palm before I tucked it away. 
 
    “Ooh,” Ashla exclaimed as she distractedly kicked away some small, plantlike monsters, “looks like Cyra and Erin have come to pick us up!” 
 
    I turned to look, and I saw Erin’s stagi and Cyra’s dragon come barreling through the swell of monsters side-by-side on the ground.  
 
    Kalon breathed a tiny puff of silver-pink corrosive gas to the side as they passed through the crowd, but it seemed she was running low on that particular power. Still, it was amazing to watch our opponents get taken down by Kalon’s new magic. Dragons were incredible creatures, and Kalon certainly made for a perfect familiar for Cyra. 
 
    I wondered if there was a familiar out there that would suit me just as perfectly as Cyra with her dragon or Layla with her keichim, but I pushed the thought away. Some summoners never found a familiar at all, and it didn’t really have much impact on their abilities. It was best if I focused on the present instead of on vague possibilities for the future. 
 
    “C’mon, let’s finish these things off!” Erin shouted as she rode her stagi up. 
 
    Beside her, Cyra let out a wild, excited laugh as Kalon pushed through the final enemies to stop in front of us. Then the dragon and stagi paused by each other’s side as they waited for us to mount up. 
 
    “I call the stagi,” Ashla declared immediately, and she ran past me toward Erin’s monster. 
 
    “Dragon it is,” I agreed, and I grinned as I took Cyra’s offered hand to get up on Kalon’s back. “To be fair, I could just summon my own monster.” 
 
    “You can save it for the rift,” Cyra defended. “You look tired, after all.” 
 
    “I haven’t even summoned my vingehund once today,” I protested, but I relented as I settled down onto Kalon’s silvery, scale-covered back. 
 
    “Let’s go!” Cyra cried, and Kalon took off in a single enormous leap. 
 
    I had to clutch Cyra for balance as the dragon beat her wings to gain some lift, and then the turbulence of the takeoff faded away. We swept into the air, and then we began to glide as we looked for a good target. 
 
    “Is she bigger than she used to be?” I asked as I stroked a hand along Kalon’s scales. 
 
    “She’s my familiar, silly,” Cyra teased, and she pushed her back against my chest as she spoke. “Kalon’s always changing in size anyway, but she can get bigger now since we’ve gotten closer. It also helps that she’s a bit older.” 
 
    “How fast do dragons grow?” I wondered out loud. 
 
    “Not sure,” Cyra replied with a good-natured shrug. “It could be twenty years before she starts to look more like an adult, or maybe even a hundred. I’m just happy to have her the way she is in the meantime.” 
 
    Cyra scrubbed a hand along Kalon’s scaly head, and the dragon made a pleased trill of enjoyment. 
 
    “Now,” Cyra said as she looked back at me with a glint in her eyes, “are you ready to rain down death on our enemies?” 
 
    “Of course,” I replied as I grinned, and then I began to pull essence crystals from my bandolier and my bag. 
 
    Nia had taken care of most of the remaining paper dragons, but there were still a few on the field. As Kalon glided in a steady circle around the battleground, two of the paper dragons caught on and zipped after us in pursuit. It was a little ironic to see the weaklings come after a real, acid-breathing dragon, but I didn’t even want to give them a chance. 
 
    “I’ll take care of them,” I announced happily, and then I crushed my kalgori crystal between my hands. 
 
    The glowing, green butterfly emerged with a flutter of metal-edged, razor-sharp wings. Though it was just a single creature for now, all it took to change was a single command from me, and then the glowing butterfly split into two. 
 
    “This is going to be such fun,” Cyra laughed as the paper dragons flew unwittingly closer. 
 
    A heartbeat later, I released my cadre of thirty-two butterflies, and each kalgori went zipping out to take care of the oncoming monsters. 
 
    Metal wings flashed and sliced, and the leathery forms of the paper dragons got slashed into ribbons. Fragments of their dissipating bodies drifted down toward the monsters below, and my kalgori continued to multiply once their enemies were dead. 
 
    “Forty-six,” I counted with a quick touch on my bond to the kalgori. “That’s good enough for some mayhem, I’d say.” 
 
    “Now for the really good stuff,” Cyra said, and then she brought Kalon down into a low dive. 
 
    The biting wind made my eyes water as we shot toward the ground, and then Kalon leveled off just a hair’s breadth above the snapping jaws of the creatures below.  
 
    As we flew, the cloud of my kalgori descended onto our enemies, and the screams of monsters filled my ears. Silvery wings made the battle below look like a whirlwind of knives, and hardly any were strong enough to last more than a second against that storm. 
 
    With Cyra concentrating on flying, I was free to let loose with my monsters, and I went all out with throwing crystals down below. My hordes of elemental imps threw fire, zapped with electricity, and attacked with water and ice pellets as they swooped around the field.  
 
    Another paper dragon zipped past to take out my imps, but Kalon intervened quickly. Her cloud of pink and silver breath turned the paper dragon into nothing more than a quickly-dropping mess of corroded hide, and Cyra whooped out her victory happily. 
 
    Layla shot past us on her keichim’s back, and I watched as she left an enormous trail of electrical discharge in her wake. Sparks rained down on the creatures below, and the smell of seared flesh swept past on the wind as they died. 
 
    “Great job!” I shouted to the petite summoner as she stopped to hover close to Kalon. 
 
    “Thanks!” Layla yelled back, and she brandished her spear at the monsters below. “Maker, I was so sick of doing building work in Mistral.” 
 
    That I didn’t doubt, and a chuckle burst from my throat as Layla’s keichim flew away again. 
 
    “I think that’s my cue to get my vingehund out,” I told Cyra with a little regret. “The flying enemies are practically gone, so the more of us on individual monsters, the better.” 
 
    “Have fun, then,” Cyra told me as she gave me a bright smile. “Don’t spend all your power at once, alright? We’ve still got that rift to clear up.” 
 
    “Oh, trust me,” I assured her as I pulled my vingehund’s crystal from my bandolier, “I’m not anywhere close to being done.” 
 
    I tossed the crystal down below, and my vingehund appeared in the mass of creatures with a snarl of canine rage. She lunged for the nearest squirrel-faced monster and ripped its throat out without hesitation. 
 
    “Oof,” Cyra said as her eyes widened. “I’ll leave you to that, then.” 
 
    I laughed, and my vingehund sprang from the ground in a burst of feathered flapping. She launched toward us, and I slid off the edge of Kalon’s back as my vingehund approached. 
 
    I fell freely for a split second before my vingehund caught me, and then I tangled my hands into her pale blue feathers for balance. Her arched horns glinted sharply as she turned her doglike head, and she scanned the ground below for the perfect victim. 
 
    “There,” I told her, and my mental command pointed out exactly what I wanted her to do next. 
 
    My vingehund let out an ear-splitting scream of excitement, and then she dove with her clawed paws ready for the kill. 
 
    These little monsters just didn’t stand a chance. 
 
    My vingehund fell into the fray, and I lost track of everything except the feeling of the battle. I controlled my horde of imps and kalgori with an iron concentration as my vingehund ripped through her enemies, and red aura rose above the battlefield as the death toll began to climb. 
 
    I hopped off my vingehund’s back to join her on the ground, and we fought side-by-side as we ruined countless enemies with our weapons. Her teeth gnashed as my daggers flashed, and my rhin blade began to glow a pale blue in synchronization as our bond resonated. 
 
    I found myself surrounded by a small pack of monsters that looked half like rabbits, half like monkeys. They were an unpleasant sight, but they were also tough to pin down, and I found myself harried by their leaping kicks and taunting screeches. 
 
    My frustration grew, and I gripped my rhin dagger tightly before I slashed it across the air in front of me. 
 
    A huge blast of pale blue energy exploded out from my dagger’s movement, and the rabbit monkeys were thrown back as if they weighed nothing. Necks snapped under the force, and a dozen of their bodies began to disintegrate as death set in. 
 
    I grinned and made a gesture for more of my opponents to come at me, but nobody leapt to the fight. One rabbit monkey even made a terrified shriek as it turned tail and ran off into the throng of monsters. 
 
    Oh well, somebody could kill them all off later.  
 
    It had been too long since I’d been able to really let loose with my daggers against some opponents I could take care of quickly, and it wasn’t often I was able to build up my rhin dagger enough for a percussive blast like that. 
 
    My vingehund and I continued to rip through the creatures around us, but I began to slow down as it became more difficult to find anything to kill. Whenever I looked around, it seemed like somebody else was already taking care of it. Nia was beheading a jagualar, or Layla was electrocuting a long-clawed peccary creature, or Almasy was bludgeoning a bird monster with rock magic. 
 
    Finally, my fighting streak stopped altogether, and I just stood there and panted as I surveyed the field. 
 
    I was surprised to see we’d won. The only things left were friendly monsters and humans. 
 
    “Is everybody alright?” I called out as I began to count the bloodied figures of my friends around me. 
 
    “I think we’re good!” Erin called back, and she began to trot her stagi back toward me. 
 
    I kept tallying up my teammates, and I got to eleven before I stopped with a sigh of happy relief. Everybody was up and standing, and it looked like we’d gotten off without any serious injuries during this fight. 
 
    I recalled my bullet bass, daggerdillos, kalgori, wallerdons, imps, and my vingehund to my hand. Then I began to slot them back into their respective places, and Arwyn and Nia came up to me as I did. 
 
    “I’m sure some of them ran off,” Nia told me, and she pointed a slender finger across the field. “In fact, you can see a few trying to escape. Some of us should be on cleanup duty.” 
 
    The rest of my teammates gathered around me, and I was speechless for a moment as I realized just how many people I was now responsible for. 
 
    “Cleanup duty, definitely,” I agreed belatedly with Nia. “Hm, and the rift needs taking care of, too.” 
 
    What was more important, taking care of straggler monsters out here or going to clear the rift? 
 
    “Pick a few of us to take care of the rift,” Arwyn suggested as she saw me searching for words. 
 
    “That makes sense,” I agreed, and I thought about it for a moment. “Varleth, Gawain, Nia, Almasy, and I can take care of the rift.” 
 
    “I’m going to get the horses,” Gawain protested as he made an imperious gesture toward the direction where we’d left our mounts. “Put somebody else on rift duty.” 
 
    “Okay, then Cyra comes instead of Gawain,” I amended. “Sound good?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Cyra agreed with a grin, and Kalon chirped from her shoulder. 
 
    The little dragon had sized herself down while I wasn’t looking, and she was just as adorable and seemingly-harmless as ever. I made a mental note to congratulate Cyra on the new acid-breath power, since Kalon had never been able to do more than produce smoke before. 
 
    “In that case,” I announced, “let’s go take care of that rift.” 
 
    We all turned to look at the rift. Its dark shape seemed to pull at the eyes and distort the vision if one looked at it for too long, and the red aura around its edges was still a telltale sign of Utuni’s continued influence. 
 
    “It’s a powerful one, isn’t it?” Layla whispered. “Good luck, guys.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I replied. “I hope we don’t need it. Is everybody ready?” 
 
    “Ready as we’re ever going to be,” Cyra told me with a fierce smile. 
 
    I swallowed my trepidation, and then I began to lead my team toward the black mouth of the open rift. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    I adjusted my gas mask as I stared around the Shadowscape, and behind me, Cyra, Nia, Varleth, and Almasy stepped through the rift and paused to take in the scenery as well. We were alone, which wasn’t unheard of for entering the Shadowscape, but it still made me uneasy to not see any clear signs of monsters around. 
 
    The roiling, stormy sky above looked as it usually did in the Shadowscape, and the time of day was forever stuck in a mixture of dusk and dawn. Even through my gas mask, the odors of rotting vegetation, sulfur, and rancid meat reached me from some unknown source. The rocky, cracked ground beneath me was familiar, but that was where the common features of the Shadowscape ended. 
 
    “What’s all of this?” Cyra breathed as she turned in a slow circle to look around. 
 
    “It’s … ” Varleth answered as his brow furrowed, “ … ruins?”  
 
    Around us, the crumbled remains of pink-veined granite buildings made jagged shapes in the dim light of the Shadowscape. Large stone blocks that had once been uniform were now cracked and split, and they were piled over each other in untidy heaps, as if some giant had kicked through the structures to reduce them to rubble. I couldn’t really tell what the granite blocks used to be a part of, but I certainly knew no such buildings existed in the human realm in this spot. 
 
    “There must be at least a hundred separate structures here,” I considered as I looked around us, but then I refocused on the task at hand. “Varleth, are you getting a direction for the catalyst?” 
 
    “Hm, let me try,” Varleth grunted, and then he shut his eyes. “I’m going to locate it, just hold on … “ 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Nia murmured, and her eyes grew wide as she looked around the area. “Who could have built all of this, and who knocked it down?” 
 
    Archons, of course, Sera whispered inside my head. Utuni built hundreds of palaces to worship her might, and Miralea spent her time tearing those temples and palaces down. This is a testament to the destruction us goddesses used to wreak upon both worlds, whenever we could. 
 
    “These were all Utuni’s palaces?” I asked out loud, and my teammates turned to look at me in surprise. 
 
    You must have noticed already, Sera explained. Utuni can create strengthening auras from blood sacrifices, and she would often use that power on her gathered monsters for purposes other than fighting. She sacrificed thousands of humans to fuel her ambitions, and the monsters built these palaces from the power of all that blood sacrifice. 
 
    I was still a little unclear on what kind of person Utuni was. Was she vain? Arrogant? Just enthusiastic about architecture? I couldn’t imagine ending so many lives for the purposes of building in the Shadowscape. I was fairly sure Utuni didn’t have the same environmental obsession as Miralea, but I wanted to know for certain what motivated her. 
 
    I may be biased in this regard, Sera admitted. You would have to ask Phi for more details, since I never got along with Utuni, not even for temporary alliances. Most of what I know is quite vague, and much isn’t firsthand. 
 
    I opened up the connection more fully to Phi in order to ask her, and I felt the younger Archon fill the forefront of my mind. 
 
    Utuni is prideful, Phi explained flippantly. She wanted rock that looked like diluted blood, so she sent monsters and humans to gather it from a distant mountain ridge in the human realm. Then she had it assembled into grand structures here. Pretty excessive, if you ask me. 
 
    I bit my tongue and managed to keep from saying something about how Phi’s black palace was similarly excessive, and I redirected my thoughts to Miralea’s involvement. 
 
    Oh, yeah, Phi giggled. Miralea hates symbols of civilization, so a lot of their rivalry focused on building or tearing down buildings. Even Miralea’s temple in that valley was converted from one of Utuni’s monuments to herself. She wasn’t picky about what realm her temples were built in, and you’ll see some that exist identically in both realms. 
 
    “Gryff?” Nia asked as she frowned at the Shadowscape around us. 
 
    “Just getting some history on Utuni’s temples,” I explained. “Let’s split up in order to close this rift. Varleth and I can go to get the catalyst, and the other three of you can stay to guard the gate.” 
 
    Cyra, Nia, and Almasy nodded obligingly, and Varleth finally opened his eyes once more. 
 
    “Great,” the banisher told me. “I’ve got a direction for the catalyst, so just follow me.” 
 
    I followed Varleth, but I turned to give one last look over my shoulder at the three who we were leaving behind. Nia gazed out at the horizon, Almasy was adjusting his travel pack straps, and Cyra was examining the red aura around the rift entrance with a careful eye. 
 
    I hoped they would be alright. I had the utmost confidence in their abilities, but I didn’t like splitting the team up when Utuni’s influence was wreaking havoc on the usual expectations for a rift. 
 
    “How far do you think the catalyst is?” I asked Varleth, and he paused for a moment to scramble up on top of some of the building debris. 
 
    “Could be ten minutes,” Varleth answered slowly, and he brushed some dirt from his hands as he turned to watch me get up. 
 
    “Could be?” I asked, and I leapt my way up three blocks of stone to reach the same height as the banisher. 
 
    “Could be half an hour,” Varleth answered bluntly. “The resonance I feel from a catalyst depends on the distance it is from us as well as the overall strength of the rift. You can hold a brass coin up to your eye and have it look bigger than the moon, but that doesn’t make it actually bigger.” 
 
    “The moon could be small,” I pointed out. “The Academy is still attempting to determine its overall size.” 
 
    Varleth chuckled, and I joined in with my own laugh. The idea of the moon being smaller than a coin was at least something that could be proven wrong just by walking a mile while watching the sky. 
 
    “It’s odd Utuni was able to gather so many monsters,” Varleth mumbled, “yet there are none here at all.” 
 
    The banisher gestured at the mounded hills of broken granite blocks, and nothing but silence and stillness greeted us. 
 
    “Utuni’s control seems fairly absolute,” I observed. “I wonder how many monsters she has at her beck and call. Phi would usually just open up rifts to let nearby monsters out, but I think Utuni’s attack was more pre-planned than that.” 
 
    We looked around for an uneasy moment, but the Shadowscape was utterly still. Without birds, rodents, and everything else common to the human realm, the land around us seemed unreal, like it was part of some disturbing nightmare. 
 
     “I’ve got the direction better,” Varleth said suddenly. “Let’s keep going.” 
 
    The banisher led me over piles of rubble on the rocky ground that seemed to stretch on for miles. I glanced up at the sky often to see if there were any incoming winged creatures, but all I saw was the hazy glow of the lit sky behind the ever-present, distant storm. 
 
    I judged us to have been walking for about fifteen minutes when Varleth paused once more. 
 
    “We’re close to the catalyst,” he said quietly, but then the banisher frowned. “I don’t have a good feeling about this.” 
 
    “You don’t exactly have a good feeling about most things,” I pointed out, “and sometimes they turn out fine.” 
 
    Varleth’s frown deepened into a scowl, and he gazed off in the direction we’d been heading. A large, half-ruined wall obstructed our view ahead, so there was nothing to see. 
 
    “You feel it too, though,” Varleth accused me. 
 
    “Well,” I admitted, “yes, but I don’t want to put too much stock in pure intuition.” 
 
    “Intuition means something,” Varleth said firmly. “Most banisher magic can only be intuited, not taught. Listening to gut feelings is what allows one to destroy a catalyst or to drain a life.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked curiously. “What sort of classes do banishers get?” 
 
    “Mostly independent practice,” Varleth answered with a shrug. “Most of us have learned to ignore logic and go with the flow, since it’s what gives us the greatest success in magic.” 
 
    Thinking about it, I had to agree with the banisher style of learning to battle. My most successful fighting and summoning always seemed to come from a place of unconscious intuition, and even my plans weren’t based on any sort of real strategies. 
 
    “Alright,” I decided, “we’ll expect an attack, then. If Utuni is smart, she’ll have an ambush prepared around the catalyst.” 
 
    Varleth nodded and led me onward. We slowed and quieted our movements as we approached, and I looked everywhere for hidden enemies. As we passed the half-crumbled wall, I prepared myself to check any dark corners or hidden crevices for unseen monsters. 
 
    Instead, a ring of over a dozen clearly-visible creatures waited for us in a perfect circle.  
 
    We froze as we prepared for a sudden attack, but the creatures did nothing. As we waited tensely, I got a good look at the monsters in front of us. 
 
    The first thing I noticed was the red aura that glowed around the creatures, but it was faint without being backed up by the bloody deaths of other monsters. Each beast had a scrunched, batlike face, and they crouched in the manner of hunched-over cats, though their front legs were much shorter than their hind legs. They had dry, tough hides without fur, feathers, or scales, and a row of spines went down their backs.  
 
    Large, catlike ears and thin, whippy tails gave them an even stranger appearance, and I struggled to reconcile exactly what kinds of creatures these could be. They had out stuck hind claws like dogs and wolves, but there were no visible claws on their front paws. I couldn’t fathom whether these things had the body structure to attack with their hind legs easily, and I wasn’t sure exactly how to counter a thing as strange as these. 
 
    “Gryff, what are these?” Varleth hissed under his breath. 
 
    “I have no idea,” I breathed back. 
 
    I do, Phi answered smugly. Utuni loves these things. They’re called mage-suckers colloquially, though I prefer the term magisugo.  
 
    “Mage suckers?” I gasped. 
 
    Oh, and watch out for their fangs. 
 
    Suddenly, the magisugos came for us with wet, hissing noises as their outstretched fangs flashed out. 
 
    Varleth dodged the first, and it went snarling past him with an enormous leap fueled by its long hind legs. Then the second one nearly crashed into the banisher, but I grabbed him by the back of his shirt to yank him clear of its trajectory. The second magisugo leapt past Varleth before it crashed into the ground and rolled a few feet to a halt. 
 
    The third magisugo emitted a quiet hiss as it came for both of us, but Varleth whipped his banisher sword up and forward the second it leapt. Black smoke raced along his blade, and the magisugo impaled itself neck-first on the point of Varleth’s sword. The creature flailed with its long hind legs and fanged face, but all it managed to do was knock the tips of its fangs into the metal of Varleth’s blade. 
 
    I expected the banisher to pull his weapon free and continue the fight, but instead he gasped and staggered. The magisugo on his blade yanked itself backward with a powerful kick against the ground, and a stream of black banisher magic snaked into its mouth as it pulled its neck off the weapon. 
 
    I watched in horror as the fatal wound through its throat stopped bleeding, and then the injury sealed up completely. In a handful of moments, it was as if no wound had ever existed. 
 
    “Hold on,” I barked as I scrambled at my bandolier, and then I threw my duvarku crystal with a quick toss of my hand. 
 
    The crystal exploded with a flash, and a single, otter-like creature bounded free. 
 
    The duvarku was like a sea otter, except it had blue-green fur that blended into green, shiny scales on its stomach. Its thick tail ended in a two-finned prong like a dolphin’s, and scales covered it as well. Yellow webbing flashed between the duvarku’s clawed toes, and fleshy, catfish-like tendrils sprouted from its face in place of whiskers. Finally, a glowing, greenish-yellow lure bobbed from the duvarku’s head. 
 
    That lure had the power to mesmerize opponents who stared too long, but it was a secondary talent at best. The duvarku’s real skill was in its teamwork with its partnered monster. 
 
    My otter-like creature ran forward, and then it bobbed sideways in a sinuous, graceful motion. Suddenly, there were two duvarkus instead of one, but the transition was so smooth it seemed like it had always been that way. 
 
    My pair of duvarku launched themselves into battle with the magisugos, and it afforded me the distraction I needed to address Varleth’s odd behavior. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked as I dragged the weak banisher back with me. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Varleth slurred. “It was like somebody started to suck the magic from my body, but it never even touched me.” 
 
    I considered the issue for a moment, and I thought I knew what had happened. If the magisugo were known as mage suckers, perhaps they used Varleth’s blade as a conduit to drain his banisher mana. It was an alarming talent, especially if the magisugo could drain a person without ever touching them. 
 
    If my duvarku got hit, would I lose my mana as well? 
 
    Not sure, Phi answered nonchalantly. 
 
    I know almost nothing of these magisugo, Sera added with cautious worry in her tone. 
 
    Then I would just have to finish this fight quickly, and hopefully I wouldn’t find out the hard way if my duvarku were opening me up to danger. 
 
    “Get the catalyst whenever you can,” I urged Varleth. “I’m going to fight these suckers, so just stay safe.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” the banisher assured me, and I eased him back onto his own two feet. 
 
    Then I dashed into combat. 
 
    With the knowledge of how the magisugo drained Varleth in mind, I sprinted in with my rhin dagger and my father’s dagger both drawn, but I didn’t engage the monsters the way I usually would. Instead of chancing a connection between the magisugos’ fangs and my daggers, I played things safe and darted out of harm’s way the instant things looked dicey. 
 
    My duvarku were the perfect monsters to play the quick getaway, and so far they were covering the magisugos in a light smattering of painful, slowing wounds. Four separate magisugos were fairly injured, but there were simply too many of them overall. 
 
    I found myself trying to dodge so often that I didn’t have time to mount my own offense, so I decided another monster summon was inevitable. I ran my hand down my bandolier as I tried to decide what was best, and then the thought struck me. 
 
    My arachness, of course. With a speed slug attached to her, she could outpace these magisugos, and her paralyzing gaze would be able to take down her enemies from a distance. 
 
    I snatched a speed slug crystal as well as the essence crystal for my arachness, and then I slammed both to the ground below. 
 
    The monsters burst out a split second before the speed slug leapt into place on my arachness’ neck, and she flashed into action with enhanced agility. Her spider-like body and beautiful, feminine face made a strange contrast, but her brown-flecked carapace would keep her safe from most glancing attacks as well. 
 
    As for myself, I crushed another speed slug before I slapped it to the back of my neck. The long, green creature was disgusting to look at, but it made a rush of newfound physical energy course through my body. 
 
    This would be over in seconds. 
 
    I decided not to drain my quickly-dwindling mana any more by giving my duvarku speed slugs of their own, but they didn’t need it. I rammed my rhin dagger and my father’s dagger into multiple enemies as I danced and swept through the dozen magisugos, and I began to strike fatal blows. I slid my dagger through one spine, then my arachness froze another enemy into solid stillness before I went past to cut its throat. Blood coated me, but I knew I couldn’t slow down for even a single second. 
 
    Soon enough, we’d harried the enemies down to a mere five opponents, but we were still outnumbered. Varleth had to stay out of the fight due to the drain on his mana, and the red auras surrounding our remaining opponents glowed more brightly now that their brethren were dead. 
 
    Worse, the creature that had gotten Varleth’s magic was in this mixture. I wasn’t sure entirely which one it was, but I was willing to bet it was the one that bristled with an eagerness for the kill. The long, pointed spines along its back rattled as it hunched to pounce at me. 
 
    I prepared to dodge, but another two magisugos took courage and leapt simultaneously. As the three monsters came at me from different angles, I knew I couldn’t dodge them all, so I gave a duvarku the order to intervene. 
 
    At the last second, a long, furred body leapt between me and the flashing fangs of the strengthened magisugo. Its four-inch-long teeth sunk into my duvarku’s flesh, and they landed in a tangle of flailing limbs. 
 
    A strong pull began in my gut as my mana seemed to suck out of me like water through a drainpipe. Time slowed for me as my adrenaline surged, and a heartbeat later, I knew what I needed to do. 
 
    I recalled my duvarkus back into their crystal, and the drain on my mana ceased. The magisugo dropped to the ground without its prey, and it had only stolen a fraction of my magic. 
 
    Still, as the batlike face turned to me with glittering, black eyes, I shivered in anticipation and fear. Our enemy was now even stronger still, and I also had fewer allies to combat it. 
 
    My arachness slammed one of her pointed, spider-like legs through a magisugo that landed badly after it missed me, and it died with my arachness’ spiky leg through its skull. It slumped to the ground, and that meant we had only four magisugos left. 
 
    One magisugo hissed wetly as it sprang for my arachness, and the other three came for me. Without any monsters, I had no real defense. 
 
    None except for my blades and my willpower. 
 
    I kicked out as I fell backward, and one of the magisugos slammed belly-first into my boots as I swept my legs up. It spun away as I kicked it in a long arc over my head, and then I rolled sideways with my rhin dagger brandished. 
 
    Another magisugo missed me as I rolled, and the final one encountered my rhin dagger through its chest as it slammed down on top of me. Blood spurted from the wound as I tried to carve my rhin dagger up through its torso, but my blade got stuck on the hard point of its sternum bone. 
 
    Unfortunately, I was now underneath a terrifying creature fueled by Varleth’s stolen magic. Its muscles bulged to twice the size of any of the others, and its aura glowed bright red. 
 
    “Hold on, Gryff!” the banisher in question shouted, but I had no time to hold on. 
 
    The slavering jaws of the bat faced thing snapped near my face, and its whiplike tail lashed at my legs. The wound around my rhin dagger began to seal up, and I hurriedly ripped my weapon free before it got stuck forever. With my arms and legs, I tried to hold the magisugo off from biting me, but it was so strong with Utuni’s blood aura, it felt like I was trying to hold back a sun giant. 
 
    I clutched my rhin dagger, and I slammed it upward again. 
 
    “Fuck, fuck,” I panted as I stabbed up into the creature’s body repeatedly, and blood poured over me in a rush of red. 
 
    How could a creature lose so much blood and not even start to die? 
 
    Summon me! Sera yelled inside my head, but it was too late.  
 
    The magisugo’s fangs dipped down to just barely graze my shoulder, and then my magic began to drain. The very power I needed to bring out the Archon vanished in a heartbeat, and my mana was sucked out of me. My magical power dwindled, and my arachness recalled back into my empty hand as the mana fueling her disappeared. 
 
    The magisugo snapped downward, and I felt the tips of the fangs draw thin, bloody scratches into my skin. I needed my bullet bass, but there was no magic left to summon up a shield. I needed an Archon, but I didn’t have the mana for that either. 
 
    What could I do that didn’t take up any summoning power? 
 
    Suddenly, I knew exactly what to do. I plunged my dagger-wielding hand into my hip pouch, and I pulled my arm back with a crystal clutched between the tips of two fingers.  
 
    Then I reached out, and I plunged my empty essence crystal into the magisugo’s bloodied chest. 
 
    Perhaps there was some open wound, or maybe the crystal was just sharp enough, because I felt the tip of it burrow beneath the thick hide of the magisugo’s body. The creature above me froze, but I couldn’t tell if it was weakened enough for me to even capture it right now. Maybe it would just rip my throat out and kill me. 
 
    I made to stab it again with my rhin dagger, but before I could, I heard one last loud, pained shout from Varleth. 
 
    The entire Shadowscape twisted around me … and then it disappeared as I was drawn back into the human realm. 
 
    The world swam around me for a few moments, and then it resolved to show rolling fields of grass painted with blood and gore of a dozen different colors. I was standing on a slightly raised section of the field, and the vague curve of the hill gave me a view of the surrounding area. 
 
    Next to me, Varleth laid in the grass as he panted. 
 
    “You … “ I gasped. “You got the catalyst?” 
 
    “I got it,” Varleth groaned, and he gave a thumbs up. 
 
    “You’re fucking amazing,” I told him seriously, and I went to sheathe my daggers. 
 
    To my surprise, I found my hands full of more than just weapons. In my left hand, I clutched my arachness’ essence crystal along with the hilt of my father’s dagger. In my right hand, I held my rhin dagger, but I also palmed a monster essence crystal I’d never seen before. 
 
    It was the same brownish, coppery color as the magisugos had been, and it was about the size and shape of a quail egg. Two incredibly sharp, white protrusions spiked out from the side of the crystal, and I knew those had to symbolize the fangs of the magisugo. 
 
    So, I’d caught it after all. I shook my head with incredulity, and I pocketed the magisugo crystal to examine later. 
 
    There were no bodies visible down below, but I could see the clear marks from where monster corpses had once lain before they dissipated away into dust on the wind. The only visible things other than the grasses and the distant trees were the familiar forms of my teammates either standing or lying down in the grass. 
 
    I lifted an arm, and I waved my hand to see if I could get anybody’s attention. 
 
    “Ugh,” Varleth groaned beside me, and he sat up in the grass. “That was a bad catalyst to drain.” 
 
    “It looked tough,” I agreed, and I thought about it for a moment. “It had that red aura, right? You think Utuni just stuck her spell to it and left?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” Varleth replied with a frown. “I’m sure you know more about Archon powers than I do, honestly. Just because I can drain catalysts doesn’t mean I understand what was done to screw them up in the first place.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I mused. “You also drained the Archon power out of those possessed people in Mistral’s crystal caves, didn’t you?” 
 
    “I suppose,” Varleth agreed reluctantly, “but I couldn’t drain Sera out of your head when she possessed you, remember?” 
 
    I thought about the exception for a moment. Though I admitted it was strange, I knew there had to be some kind of underlying logic to it. 
 
    “It must be different when the Archon is actually inside,” I decided. “If it’s just magical effects, it’s simple for your banisher powers to eat up the magic and end the spell. If it’s an actual monster presence inside a person’s head, you can’t just drain the energy and expect it to go away.” 
 
    Close enough, Sera replied in a seductive purr. You are a clever one, aren’t you? By the way, now that we’ve done all that fighting, it would be a shame to let the heat of the moment pass. You could take a little rest, maybe a small dream of you and me …  
 
    Nope, I wasn’t going to waste my time on a sexual liaison with the demi-goddess inside my head, not right now, anyway. 
 
    “I guess you’re right,” Varleth agreed slowly to my words. 
 
    “Right?” I repeated in confusion for a moment, and then I remembered what we’d been talking about. “Oh, right. Let’s go find the others, I want to make sure everybody is alright.” 
 
    I spotted movement near the trees north of the figures below, and I watched as a tall individual led forth a cluster of horses. Sure enough, all six of them hadn’t gone far, and it looked like Gawain had raced to collect them once the fighting was over. 
 
    “Seems doubtful our allies would’ve gotten hurt,” Varleth pointed out, “we were the only ones facing down new monsters.” 
 
    Still, the banisher heaved himself to his feet with a sigh of agreement, and he began to trod down the hill toward the distant figures of our teammates. They’d begun to gather together, and it looked like everybody was starting to chat. 
 
    I smiled at the thought of so many of us together once more. Sure, some people were still missing from the group. Braden, for instance, didn’t seem to have come from Mistral on this trip. I wondered why everybody else was here anyway, but I doubted they’d come without an official order of some kind.  
 
    Perhaps Sleet thought something had gone wrong with us as his first team, so he sent out backup. Cyra, Erin, and Layla all had enough summoner magic to imprison Archons in crystals, though I didn’t know what the end solution would be if they were forced to use that method. After all, it hadn’t really worked on Phi. 
 
    Would all eleven of us go to defeat Miralea together? The logistics of taking that big of a team through towns made me a little nervous, and I wondered if it was really such a good idea to increase our numbers. 
 
    “Gryff, Varleth!” Layla squeaked across the field as we approached, and she waved an excited hand in our direction. 
 
    “Coming!” I yelled back, but Layla hopped up and down a couple times before she took off at a sprint toward us. 
 
    “Impatient, isn’t she?” Varleth snorted beside me. 
 
    “I’d be just as impatient if I were her,” I admitted. “It’s nerve wracking to let catalyst closers go off on their own, you know. I always hated it when you and Orenn left us behind at the gate with nothing to fight. Can’t help but imagine the worst possibilities.” 
 
    “Huh,” Varleth mused, and he frowned. “That’s ridiculous, I’m always fine.” 
 
    I laughed at the banisher’s blunt response, and then Layla got close enough to throw herself at me. 
 
    “Whoa,” I huffed as I caught the petite girl in my arms. “Your new spear must weigh a ton, since I remember you being lighter than this.” 
 
    Layla pushed me off and wrinkled up her nose as she smacked my arm with a light hand. 
 
    “You ass,” she giggled. “I can’t believe you’d joke about a woman’s weight, Gryff. I thought you were a gentleman!” 
 
    “I thought you were far from being a lady,” I replied with a grin. “Can’t blame me if I don’t act like a gentleman.” 
 
    Layla stuck out her tongue solemnly.  
 
    “Guilty as charged,” she quipped, and she gave me a cute wink that sent my heart pounding. 
 
    Layla looked great, I realized. Her side swept, auburn hair was shiny and healthy like she’d been doing plenty of relaxing in Mistral, and her locks reached a little past her shoulders now. The petite summoner’s golden skin looked just as good, and her hazel eyes danced with allure as her small mouth pursed into a smile.  
 
    She was also dressed in a lightweight crop top that plunged down into a tied knot in the middle, and she wore nothing but a short, emerald miniskirt on the bottom.  
 
    It was the perfect outfit for traipsing around the warm plains of Utun, but it also made me swallow involuntarily once I saw the curves it accentuated. Layla’s breasts were modest, but she was clearly perfectly proportioned for her own petite body. Her toned stomach showed off the muscles she’d gained from training and fighting, and her thighs were taut and strong. 
 
    How long had it been since I’d last seen Layla? I was surprised once I did the math, since I realized it had been a little over a month since we left Mistral. That amount of time sounded longer than I expected, but it also seemed like so much had changed since we left. How could it be that in only a month that we’d met a queen, led an army, and thwarted thousands of followers to attack Miralea? 
 
    “It’s good to see you,” I told the petite summoner warmly, and a light pink flush traveled across her cheeks. 
 
    “Judging by the flirting, I’m guessing nobody died?” Varleth asked dryly. 
 
    “You think I would stop flirting if Gawain died?” Layla quipped back, and it startled a laugh out of me. 
 
    “Fair enough,” Varleth replied, though his eyebrows climbed up his forehead. 
 
    “Come on,” Orenn bellowed from a dozen yards away, and he waved us over. “I’m tired of not getting to greet you two!” 
 
    I grinned, and Varleth followed behind me as the three of us rejoined the large group. The horses whickered softly among themselves as they began to graze, and I was happy to see they were all uninjured and mostly recovered from their scare. 
 
    “What are you guys doing here?” I asked as I approached the group. “I mean, I’m glad as hell, but I’m just a little confused.” 
 
    “Hold on,” Orenn said soberly, and then he rushed in to give me a crushing hug. 
 
    I coughed as the metallogue squeezed the air from my lungs, and he slapped me on the back a few times for good measure. Orenn was around six feet tall, with bright gray eyes and a strong, stubbled jaw that made him look both charming and kind. The metallogue was earnest in all aspects of his life, and apparently that included hugging. 
 
    “What about Varleth?” I wheezed. 
 
    “Oh!” Orenn exclaimed as a huge grin crossed his face, and he released me before he rushed in to do the same to Varleth. 
 
    The banisher glared at me, and he froze into a stiff, uncomfortable pose as Orenn gave him a hug as well. Varleth’s hands formed into tense claws, and he heaved out a sigh of defeat. 
 
    “Didn’t Gawain get one?” Varleth muttered under his breath. 
 
    “I’m still recovering from mine,” Gawain grumbled knowingly. “Just about lost an eye, he squeezed me so hard.” 
 
    I turned to look at the rest of the group, and I smiled as I took in their familiar faces. Now that we were done fighting, I had time to really notice things about the new arrivals I hadn’t seen before.  
 
    Ashla’s new axe bore the words Bessie II inscribed in flowing, etched letters across one blade, and her tunic was made up of an intricate crisscross of blue strips of cotton, so it would cover her body while simultaneously letting air vent through.  
 
    The ice mage’s white skirt was long in the back to protect her legs, but it was slit deeply on both sides to allow her to cool off as well. Even her boots had cut-outs in the leather material, so she wouldn’t be stuck sweating in them. Ashla’s pointed features, sharp cheekbones, beaky nose, and intelligent, chocolate eyes made her look like a fierce mercenary, but it was a look that suited her. 
 
    Then I noticed a string of odd, grisly monster parts that hung from a hook on the ice mage’s belt. 
 
    “Uh, what’s that?” I asked as I jerked my head toward the string of trophies. 
 
    “Oh, do you like them? Fancy a bite?” Ashla teased, but she explained anyway. “I recognized two of the monster species we were fighting. The birds with the long, blue beaks are called toucannings, and the beaks can be ground up and used for treating burns.” 
 
    Ashla touched the beaks she’d strung on her thin rope, and I nodded as my eyebrows raised. 
 
    “What about the feet?” I asked as I gestured to the small, furry paws Ashla had collected. 
 
    “Ah,” she began with a grin, “those are from rabbkeys, like a cross between a monkey and a rabbit. The feet are good luck, they say, but more importantly, they make nice components for mana potions.” 
 
    “Neat,” Gawain piped up. “Better be careful, Gryff, she might start to admire some of your body parts for her collection.” 
 
    “I already admire some of his body parts,” Ashla cut in smoothly, and she smirked at the fire mage. “Too bad you’ll never know the feeling.” 
 
    Gawain coughed and put a hand to his chest as if she’d wounded him. 
 
    “I guess I deserved that,” he admitted with an easy smile. 
 
    Suddenly, I noticed Arwyn and Cyra hanging back as they talked quietly over something. Normally, I would have thought nothing of it, but they seemed to be acting a little suspicious. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked the two of the women as I stepped over with a frown. “Are you two okay?” 
 
    Arwyn and Cyra shot each other glances, but then Cyra turned toward me. Kalon peeked out from the hair over her shoulder, and the chocolate-skinned summoner gave me a chagrined look. 
 
    “Well,” Cyra admitted, “I mentioned how excited Maelor was going to be to see you back in Mistral, but Arwyn thinks you’re going to stay here until Utuni and Miralea are both taken care of. Is that true?” 
 
    “Actually… “ I began as a frown crossed my face. 
 
    “You can’t possibly be thinking of staying here,” Cyra asked with rising suspicion, “can you?” 
 
    I blinked in surprise, and then I looked around at the new arrivals. How could I tell them everything that had happened? How could I explain I needed to capture all the Archons personally, because nobody but me could hold them in my mind? 
 
    I decided to try a different line of questioning first. 
 
    “Why exactly did you come here?” I asked. “Did Sleet give you orders?”  
 
    “Sure did,” Layla chirped. “All of Kenefick’s spies and stuff found out Utuni had risen here in Utun. Sleet said you guys had been out here for a while, so we got sent to replace you.” 
 
    “Replace us?” I repeated, and then I frowned. “But we’re not going home, I mean … well, I’m not going home.” 
 
    I realized halfway through my sentence that it actually made a lot of sense for some of us to go back. Arwyn had been away from her job as a professor and a healer for so long, and Gawain and Nia both had important family matters to go back to. Their parents were all playing vital roles in rebuilding Mistral, and Nia was incredibly involved in politics before we left. 
 
    “But you’ve been out here for a month,” Cyra protested. “Maelor misses you, Gryff.” 
 
    “I miss him too,” I agreed, “but it’s far more important for me to be here, where I can catch the Archons.” 
 
    “Anybody can catch Archons,” Cyra debated. “After all, we just have to put them in little crystals before we take them to the crystal cave. It worked well enough for Phi, so why not the other two?” 
 
    “Well,” I hesitated, “to be honest, the crystal cave didn’t work so well for Phi.” 
 
    “Didn’t … “ Cyra started, and then she frowned. 
 
    “Whaddya mean?” Layla exclaimed, and her hazel eyes widened. “Is Phi still in the little crystal? No, did she escape?” 
 
    “No, no,” I reassured Layla. “She’s in my head, actually, since I took control of her.” 
 
    “In your head?” Layla yelped. “What about Sera? Where did she go?” 
 
    “She didn’t go anywhere,” I corrected quickly. “She’s still there, too.” 
 
    “You’ve got two entire Archons in your head?” Cyra burst out as her voice rose in volume and pitch.  
 
    “Geez, Gryff,” Ashla added, and she winced in sympathy. “So, what, you want to stay behind and add more Archons to your collection?” 
 
    “Ideally, yes,” I admitted. “We don’t have any other way of capturing them in a stable manner. When we tried to transfer Phi to the large crystal, she nearly escaped and tore the whole cave down.” 
 
    For a moment, there was nothing but uncomfortable silence. Ashla and Cyra exchanged worried glances, and Layla’s eyes shone with a silent plea for me to change my mind. Orenn just gawked with an open mouth, and Erin was frowning at the ground near her feet in disapproval. 
 
    “I agree with Gryff,” Gawain put in, and he put his hands on his waist as he leveled a stare at the rest of the group. “I’ve had Phi inside my head, and I know it’s dangerous to trust Archons to the crystal caves. After all, Sera got out of hers. Even if we collapse the caves behind the three Archons we put in, who’s to say they’ll be the last ones that awaken? Who is to say somebody won’t dig into the caves in two-hundred years and start this whole thing over again?” 
 
    “It’s not fair to Gryff,” Erin said quietly as she glowered at her feet. “He deserves to go back home with everybody else.” 
 
    “Yeah!” Cyra agreed fervently. “Arwyn told us you guys almost beat Miralea, right? Just let us finish her off. You deserve to rest.” 
 
    Varleth sighed, and he made a vague gesture at the field around us before he spoke. 
 
    “Gryff’s not the only one who’s staying,” the banisher grated out. “It’s too dangerous to go after Utuni without anybody who can close rifts. Monsters would still be swarming the entire countryside if I hadn’t been here. Utun isn’t our ally, but I don’t think letting all the humans die to create more blood aura would serve our purpose very well.” 
 
    Cyra and Layla didn’t seem too happy about that, but Cyra let out a sigh of reluctant agreement. 
 
    “Yes, I suppose,” she admitted, “but I’m still not letting Gryff stay. What about Maelor? He needs somebody younger to look after him. Plus, Headmaster Sleet is counting on another summoner to help rebuild Mistral. We’re tackling Hartmire Enclave, you know. It’s going to be a real city again.” 
 
    That was impressive news to me, but it didn’t change my decision. Still, Cyra had a point about our country needing its summoners. 
 
    “You should go back to Mistral,” I told Cyra firmly. “You and Kalon are amazing fighters, but nobody makes a better building summoner than you. If Maelor needs somebody, I’m sure he’ll be just as happy with you to take care of him.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Cyra argued, and she waved a hand to dismiss my argument. “I’m not some incredible engineer. I’m just a regular summoner, like anybody else.” 
 
    “Cyra,” I said seriously as my eyebrows rose, “you’re better than I am at pretty much every single type of repair, and I’ve been doing it for years. Maelor didn’t take to you so quickly because you were a subpar mage.” 
 
    “I,” Cyra began, but she flushed and couldn’t finish the sentence. Instead, she turned to Arwyn. “Professor, I need you to settle this, and your decision can be final. Do you think Gryff should stay in the South, or should he come back to Mistral?” 
 
    “Me?” Arwyn asked, and she made a thoughtful humming noise. “Yes, I am a rather unbiased party. I want what’s best for Gryff, of course, and I’m not liable to rush into things headlong like some younger students.” 
 
    I held my breath as I waited for Arwyn’s verdict, but she only furrowed her brow in silent thought. 
 
    “Well?” I asked finally when I could stand it no longer. “What do you think I should do?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    The tension nearly split the air, but the professor sighed as she made up her mind. 
 
    “Gryff can stay,” Arwyn decided slowly. “I’m trying to think of better ways for us to handle this than by letting him capture the Archons, but I can’t. Although it’s not a terrible idea to take Archons in crystals back to Mistral, the logistics of moving them into Gryff’s mind is a dangerous game. When we tried to move Phi, we almost lost everything we worked so hard for.” 
 
    Cyra visibly slumped a little with disappointment, and Layla huffed out a puff of air. 
 
    “Seems silly, but if you’re sure,” the petite summoner agreed with a shrug, “then Gryff can stay.” 
 
    “That still doesn’t exclude the rest of you,” Cyra warned as she shot a narrow gaze at Gawain and Nia. “You need to go home.” 
 
    I knew immediately Cyra wasn’t going to convince Nia so easily, and sure enough, the ashen-haired mage stepped forward as she addressed Cyra. 
 
    “I think I should stay as well.” Nia cleared her throat, and she pointed a slender finger to her own chest. “Multi-elemental power is quite valuable, especially in uncertain circumstances like this.” 
 
    “Your father needs your help with politics,” Cyra disagreed. “Your family is worn thin, believe me, and it’s a challenge to keep Mistral happy when they’re still reeling from Phi’s destruction.” 
 
    “That may be,” Nia agreed diplomatically, “but if I leave, the Southern team won’t have any water element.” 
 
    “I’ll have the robaguas,” I pointed out. “They’re water element.” 
 
    “What about fire?” Nia challenged. “Gawain and I will both be gone.” 
 
    “My baroquer has fire,” I answered easily. 
 
    “Wind?” the ashen-haired mage demanded. 
 
    “In a pinch, my pyrewyrm’s wings can stir up a decent wind,” I countered. “My vingehund as well.” 
 
    “Earth,” Nia grated out, and her eyes flashed the stern color of an icy lake. 
 
    “Well … “ I thought for a moment. “My drillmoles might serve, but yes, I suppose we’ll lack earth. Don’t worry so much, Nia. Every problem has more than one solution, and I’m sure I can work around the missing earth element. Look, if your dad needs you, I don’t want to be the guy who drives a wedge between the two of you, he’s just starting to like me.” 
 
    Nia looked frustrated enough to tear my arms off, but she gave a single stiff nod in concession. The ashen-haired mage was incredibly stubborn, but she was also logical, clever, and wise. When she heard a compelling argument, Nia wasn’t too unbending to change her mind. 
 
    “I’ll go,” the ashen-haired mage sighed. “I hate leaving you without a voice of reason, though.” 
 
    “I might have Arwyn,” I suggested, and then I turned to the professor curiously. “Are you staying or going?” 
 
    “She’s going,” Ashla cut in with an apologetic shrug. “Sorry, orders from the headmaster himself. The scholars researching the ciphers have had some kind of breakthrough, but they got stuck in a dead-end right after that. Whatever happened, Arwyn is needed to help with the translation.” 
 
    Arwyn blinked, and her eyes met mine for a moment. Something unsaid passed between us, and I could see her accept I was going to be fine without her. Arwyn was worried, but the professor was just as good at letting me grow as she was at protecting me in the past. 
 
    “I suppose I’m going, then,” Arwyn agreed. “Headmaster Sleet usually knows what’s best. So, who is staying and who is going back to Mistral?” 
 
    “Gawain, Nia, Almasy, Cyra, and Arwyn are going back,” I said, and then I hesitated for a moment. “Almasy, you’re going back, right?” 
 
    The earth mage looked up at me with a slight air of distraction. 
 
    “Huh? Oh, yeah,” he agreed. “After all, nobody can get back without a pilot, and Erin’s all fresh and ready to fight.” 
 
    “Yep,” Erin confirmed, and the mimic gave a wide grin. “Almasy is definitely free to go back.” 
 
    “It’s settled, then,” I decided, and I nodded to my new teammates in turn. “Me, Varleth, Layla, Ashla, Orenn, and Erin are going to stay. That’s four new members, so they’ll be full up on mana and regular energy, too.” 
 
    “Nice,” Orenn said with an infectious grin. “We’re super ready.” 
 
    “Is it really a good idea to stick to six teammates?” Erin piped up. 
 
    “I think so,” I answered. “Actually, I have some good ideas for how we can continue to move south toward the capital, since that’s where we think Miralea and Utuni both are. I think it’ll be tough to pull off with a larger team, and we’re also going to have to sell our horses.” 
 
    Gawain’s head snapped around, and the fire mage’s green eyes blazed as he focused on me. 
 
    “You’re selling the horses?” he breathed. “Not all of them, you’re fucking not. I was promised that I could take two mounts.” 
 
    “Calm down,” I laughed. “You can take two, sure. What do you think, your mare and one of the stallions?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m not leaving without that damn mule of yours,” Gawain swore fervently.  
 
    “Uhh, really?” I asked.  
 
    “Yes!” Gawain blurted. “That is undoubtedly the best mule I’ve ever met in my life. I thought it was fucking ridiculous when I picked it for you, but I swear the Maker-blessed thing is practically psychic when it comes to navigating the jungle. It has so much loyalty for you, it’s almost creepy, and besides, the damn creature hardly got winded even when it climbed up entire mountains.” 
 
    Gawain ended his monologue with a huge gulp of air, and then he jabbed a finger at Char to make his point stick home. 
 
    The mule was listening to us with his ears pricked up, even though the rest of the horses were busy chewing on grass and ignoring the rest of the world. I had to admit, Char’s dark-eyed gaze was especially clever and attentive as he watched me. 
 
    “Sure, take Char,” I laughed. “But I’d love to be able to see him when I get back to Mistral, honestly. He really is a great mule, but how do you plan to do your whole horse breeding thing with a mare and a mule? I mean, he’s sterile … ” 
 
    I gave an apologetic smile to Char just in case he could understand me. 
 
    “I’ll find a way,” Gawain said darkly. “I’m not giving up on this, and I have my father’s researchers at my disposal. Biology is a simple thing to overcome.” 
 
    “Scary,” Varleth muttered. 
 
    “If you insist,” I told the fire mage, and I turned a happy smile on Char. “Hear that, boy? You’re going on vacation.” 
 
    The mule flicked his ears and chewed thoughtfully at a bit of leftover grass in his mouth. 
 
    “Well, he’s relocating,” Ashla corrected cheerily. “It’s nice to see you getting along with animals, Gryff.” 
 
    “It’s not my fault I haven’t managed to in the past,” I protested. “Char is the only mount who doesn’t hate the smell of essence crystals. Animals are tricky, I guess.” 
 
    “Ugh, tell me about it,” Layla bemoaned. “I used to be friends with all the alley cats in Varle, and now they just give me the stink-eye. It’s such a bummer.” 
 
    “Even birds avoid me,” Cyra added with a shrug. “Once I started carrying around my petripede crystal, it was like I had a big sign on my forehead saying to keep away.” 
 
    Layla giggled at the mental image of that, and I smiled at how easily the petite summoner was amused. Then her laughter was interrupted as her stomach let out a tremendous growl that made everybody stop and stare. 
 
    “Ooh,” Layla suddenly realized, “I’m starving, can we eat now?” 
 
    “You’re a saint,” Orenn sighed as he clutched his stomach. “I thought I was the only one!” 
 
    “Far from it,” Erin sighed. “I think most of us have been dying for a bite to eat.” 
 
    I didn’t relish the idea of digging into more tasteless rations and stale bread, but I did feel the gnawing edge of hunger. 
 
    “Wait,” Gawain said suddenly, and he looked serious. “You guys must have brought fresh food, right?” 
 
    The six of us original teammates focused all of our attention on the others, and our expressions grew sharp and wolfish with anticipation. 
 
    “Of course we did!” Layla announced as she gave back a shit-eating grin. “Who’s up for cheesy potatoes, apples, and chocolate truffles? We bought the truffles in Luratamba, but I swear they’re life-changing.” 
 
    We all began to chatter excitedly about the meal ahead of us, and my teammates quickly put thoughts of rationing out of their heads. Once the clamor died down, we walked the short ways back to the airship, and Cyra went in with Erin to get the food supplies.  
 
    Morale soared as my team began to stack up firewood for a campfire, and Cyra brought out an enormous mound of potatoes which she revealed from a canvas bag. Then Erin arrived with the fresh, crisp apples from Mistral’s late fall crop, and we fell on them with ravenous excitement. 
 
    “Ahh,” Almasy sighed in contentment as he munched on his apple.  
 
    I was sure he was happy for the opportunity to keep his blood sugar up, since he didn’t have a flask of fruit juice to sustain himself with anymore. 
 
    I bit into the juicy, red apple that was handed to me, and I nearly fell over myself thanking the Maker as the sweet crunch of the first bite filled my mouth. 
 
    That Maker of yours sure gets credit for a lot, Sera pointed out, but she sounded more amused than accusatory. 
 
    As we ate and cooked the potatoes, Orenn, Layla, and Ashla explained everything from the start. Just a few days ago, Headmaster Sleet had gotten word of Utuni’s rising, and he’d sent out the new team first thing in the morning. That meant Utuni had been around for at least five days, and we’d been stuck in the middle of nowhere fighting Miralea when she awakened. 
 
    “I wish I knew what made them wake up,” Arwyn mused as she prodded the hot embers of the fire. 
 
    “Don’t sweat it,” Layla advised. “We just have to beat ‘em up and take ‘em down. Sleet can do all the hard thinking.” 
 
    “Arwyn’s a major scholar,” I pointed out. “I’m sure she’s part of the team that helps Sleet with all the hard thinking anyway.” 
 
    “Oof,” Layla winced. “I don’t envy you.” 
 
    “I like to figure things out,” Arwyn assured her with a soft, warm smile. “I’m happy to go back and help the scholars.” 
 
    “Anyway,” Cyra interrupted, and she pointed a pair of metal tongs at me. “Gryff, you and your team certainly seem to have had an interesting journey so far. Can you tell us everything from the beginning?” 
 
    “Of course,” I agreed, and I started in on the long story of our time here in the South. 
 
    The others helped me recite everything, of course. Nia and Arwyn helped to keep the story on track, and Gawain and Almasy provided colorful description to help set the tone. Varleth stayed helpfully silent, since Gawain was adding more than enough unnecessary details to the story. 
 
    There were a ton of questions when I got to the part of the story about capturing Phi, and I didn’t really blame them. Phi had been our most feared and hated enemy for so long, and she had a personal hand in the deaths of Petyr, some of Nia’s family, and countless other friends in our lives. 
 
    I was uneasy about the way I accepted Phi so easily into my mind, and it didn’t help that our relationship was improving even more. Why didn’t I feel more guilty about it? Why could I understand Phi’s murderous nature even as I had friendly conversations with her? 
 
    You’re not like them, Gryff, Sera explained smugly. That’s all. You’re something special, something better. 
 
    I shook off my own musings along with Sera’s words, and I took up the mantle of storyteller once more to drown out my doubts. Only Nia knew some of the deeper details of my relationships with the Archons, and I wasn’t eager to tell everybody just how easily I was cozying up to the beautiful dark angel goddesses. 
 
    I moved the story onward quickly without too many questions, and then Gawain took over when it came to ranting about Lisi City. 
 
    The rest of the story came easily. There were gasps when they heard about the betrayal of Lisi’s right hand man, and there were more gasps when they listened to how Queen Lisi killed the Utun prince. Ashla and Cyra also seemed quite interested when I told them about Phi’s power to cast illusions on people and monsters, and I admitted I had an idea for how to use it to head further south. 
 
    “It will be tough,” I explained, “but I might be able to disguise us all as Utun citizens. It won’t last long enough for us to stay that way the whole time we’re there, but I might be able to get us into an inn so I can sell the horses and get some information.” 
 
    “Oh,” Cyra realized, “but what are you going to do about speaking? Arwyn’s the only one who knows the language here. Sleet didn’t expect us to be doing any diplomacy in Utun.” 
 
    “Actually,” I corrected, “Sera and Phi both know the Southern language. I think I can fake things well enough.” 
 
    Arwyn raised her eyebrows, but she nodded thoughtfully, so I decided my accent wasn’t too terrible. 
 
    “Seems like a good idea,” Ashla agreed readily, “but what if it drains your mana to disguise us all?” 
 
    I had considered that, but I didn’t have a real solution. If I found my magic running out by using Phi’s powers, I would just have to improvise a solution. 
 
    “It’ll be fine,” I told Ashla with confidence. “I’ll come up with a backup plan.” 
 
    “Let’s finish the story,” Orenn said eagerly, “I want to hear about Miralea some more.” 
 
    Nia took up the helm to finish off our tale, and we ended with a quick explanation of our journey this far South until the moment the airship arrived. 
 
    “How did you find us, anyway?” Gawain questioned. 
 
    “Got lucky, basically,” Layla answered with a grin. “We were going to fly further South, but it was kind of impossible to not see the enormous, glowing red fight just past the border. Cyra and Erin wanted to just move on, but me and Ashla convinced them to check it out.” 
 
    “That’s when we saw you,” Orenn chipped in. “Man, we were pretty amazed once we recognized Nia’s elemental magic. It’s pretty unmistakable, so we decided to land right away.” 
 
    Almasy made an impressed whistle, and then the earth mage swallowed the rest of his apple. 
 
    “In other words,” he pointed out, “we would’ve passed right by each other unseen if there wasn’t a monster rift. Damn, somebody here has pretty good luck.” 
 
    Nia and Layla both gave me pointed looks, which I took to mean I was the lucky one in question. I just shrugged at their raised eyebrows, since I didn’t really think it had anything to do with me. 
 
    Utuni is waging her war across the countryside, I suspect, Sera dismissed. I would give it fifty-fifty odds for this happening. Never fear, Gryff, you’re just an extraordinary man with an uncanny knack for summoning and capturing demi-goddesses. 
 
    I wasn’t really sure if that made me feel better or worse.  
 
    “Your story’s kinda incredible,” Orenn pointed out thoughtfully. “I can’t believe how close you guys got to finishing off Miralea, and then she got away by the skin of her teeth.” 
 
    Arwyn nodded as she tested the potatoes in the middle of the fire with a pointed stick. 
 
    “It was certainly a close one,” she answered. “We’re taking it as a success, even though it’s a delayed one. If we capture Miralea before she recovers, our hard work will surely be worth it.” 
 
    “We’ve got a lot to live up to,” Erin mused quietly. “We’ll try our best, though.” 
 
    “I’m gonna kick Miralea’s sorry ass into the next century,” Layla cackled. 
 
    Well, they certainly had different approaches. 
 
    “Oh, Gryff!” Cyra exclaimed suddenly, and she began to rifle around in her shirt top. 
 
    Cyra was dressed in a yellow sleeveless shirt with brilliant orange and red detailing in the style of the west. Her bottoms were a pair of loose-fitting black pants that cinched at the ankles, and her arms were adorned with stunning, beaded bracelets. It was an attractive outfit, for certain, and it was hard to look away when Cyra dove a hand down her form-fitting yellow top. 
 
    As the chocolate-skinned mage rummaged around in her shirt, Gawain coughed, and Varleth looked away pointedly. Almasy already wasn’t paying attention, but Orenn stared with wide eyes until Layla jabbed him with her elbow. He looked away with an embarrassed chuckle, but I definitely didn’t blame him for not thinking of looking away immediately. 
 
    “Ah, got it,” Cyra announced with satisfaction, and she withdrew her hand with a folded envelope clutched between her fingers. “It’s a letter for you, Gryff.” 
 
    She handed it over to me, and I took it gingerly. The paper was warm from being pressed against her body, and I caught a faint scent of her delicious body in the air as I raised the envelope up to examine it.  
 
    “Who’s it from?” I asked curiously, and a hint of trepidation entered my voice. 
 
    “Maelor, silly,“ Cyra teased. “Well, keep in mind that he thought you’d be coming back soon, so it’s not entirely up to date anymore. Still, you should read it and write him a response. I’m sure he’d love getting one, since you’re not going to be there in person to talk to him for a while.” 
 
    I blinked in surprise, and I immediately began to unfold the envelope. 
 
    “Thank you so much,” I managed to say as I read Maelor’s handwriting on the front. 
 
    To Gryff, the envelope began, and I pulled out the folded letter inside. 
 
    It was a little crumpled, but nothing major, and the carefully inked letters of Maelor’s handwriting made me grin, since I could clearly see the spots where he had messed up and scribbled out the mistake before continuing. 
 
    Excitement coursed through me, and I began to read. 
 
    Hey Gryff, 
 
    It’s pretty boring now that you aren’t here, but maybe that’s just because Phi is gone too, eh? Anyway, this old man is definitely enjoying the opportunity to relax, now that things have calmed down. Varle hasn’t had any excitement in three weeks, and I’m starting to realize Enclave life isn’t so absurd after all. Take your time getting back, since I’m certainly in no hurry to get my life upended again, hah. 
 
    Anyway, I’ve been staying at that Rocking Sailor inn near the Academy, since Meridan likes to lay eyes on me at least once a day. I was going to stay at the Retching Goblin, but she likes the Sailor better. Maker knows how you manage so many women, since I can hardly wrap my head around just the one. She’s a dream, though, I’ll say that. 
 
    Oh yeah, the newest project Kenefick and Sleet are taking on is rebuilding Hartmire Enclave. Pretty ambitious, huh? I was thinking you and I could head over and help some, since we’ve done so much building over our years together. I’m worried about Cyra going off to fight in the South, but she’ll be fine without us. She’s a tough girl, ya know? 
 
    Stay safe, kid. I’ll give you a real earful if you come back without any fingers, you hear? The trip might be a little long, but it’ll be over quicker than a cyclops can eat a cow, and then we can go out drinking together. 
 
    See you soon or whatever, 
 
    Maelor 
 
    I felt myself getting a little misty-eyed at the notion of Maelor waiting for me to come back sometime next week, but I consoled myself with the knowledge that Cyra would go back to him instead. They could go help out Hartmire Enclave together, and I wouldn’t have to worry about Maelor getting lonely or running out of money. 
 
    Still, I really missed my cranky adoptive father.  
 
    “Good letter?” Nia asked curiously. 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied with a smile, and I tucked the piece of paper back into its envelope. “Are the potatoes done?” 
 
    “Let me see,” Cyra offered, and she prodded the potatoes with her pair of tongs. “Well, they might still be a little crunchy in the center, but I’m not sure.” 
 
    “I say we eat!” Layla cheered on excitedly, and Cyra relented with a laugh as she began to pull the potatoes from the campfire. 
 
    I was given a wooden bowl and a metal spoon, since we didn’t have enough forks for everybody. Gawain, Varleth, and Almasy had lost a lot of their everyday supplies when they got taken prisoner at Miralea’s temple, so Cyra was going to leave Varleth her own materials for the journey ahead. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” I said as I considered our supply situation. “Erin can mimic Arwyn’s healing skill a little, but we’ll lose that as soon as she needs to use something else. You guys didn’t happen to bring any healing potions, did you?” 
 
    “Only a fuck-ton,” Layla snickered. “Seriously, Meridan must have crafted a dozen potions just for us. Her ingredient stores aren’t fully recovered, but we’re getting there since there’s hardly any monster attacks anymore.” 
 
    That was definitely great news, since just a single sip of one potion could heal a lot of minor wounds. 
 
    “It’s good to hear the situation improved after Phi left,” Arwyn said. “The scholars weren’t positive about their hypothesis.” 
 
    “Yep, it’s been just fine,” Orenn explained happily. 
 
    We finished dinner by burning our tongues more than once, but it was amazingly delicious after so many days of rations and poor foraging.  
 
    Erin brought out the cheese block of creamy yellow cheddar, and she shaved slices from it to top off our potatoes. Almasy grossed us out by crumbling a piece of tough jerky on top of his potato in place of bacon, though I was certain it didn’t taste right at all.  
 
    Layla slathered on an alarming amount of butter on top of her meal, since it turned out the new airship even brought a few spoilable products with them. Normally, the thought of butter sounded amazing, but Layla’s application left something to be desired. 
 
    “What?” the petite summoner asked me through a mouthful as she saw me eyeing her lake of melted butter. “It’s just going to go bad if we don’t use it up in the next couple days. I’m actually doing the team a favor, y’know?” 
 
    Nia looked over at Layla’s plate and burst out into musical giggles, and that set off almost all of us into laughter. 
 
    We finished our potatoes, and the last element of the meal was the promised chocolate truffles. Orenn went to fetch them, and he nearly tripped over himself with excitement as he brought the wrapped confectionaries back to us. 
 
    At my first bite of the chocolate, my mouth watered, and I closed my eyes to savor the taste. It was rich and perfect, and I couldn’t think of anything I would rather have right then. I was sure it must have been the best chocolate I’d ever tasted, and I couldn’t believe the South had been keeping this kind of dessert from us for so long. 
 
    There were enough of them that we could each eat two, but that left two leftover truffles nobody could eat because they were the odd number out. 
 
    “I’ll challenge you all to arm wrestling,” Layla declared proudly. “Whoever wins the first game gets a truffle, and the second winner of a game gets the last one.” 
 
    “What if you lose both?” Varleth asked with a frown. “I’m not sure arm wrestling is your strength, Layla.” 
 
    The petite summoner threw back her head and laughed in delight. 
 
    “If nobody will challenge me,” she warned, “I’ll eat them both by myself, alright?” 
 
    “I’ll take you on,” Gawain answered immediately, since he couldn’t resist rising to the bait. 
 
    I was sure he didn’t really want the truffle that badly, but the fire mage still was a slight hothead when it came to competition. 
 
    Layla and Gawain laid down in the grass facing each other, and Almasy helpfully used his pocket knife to cut away the weeds in a small circle. Once he cleared the battle area, Almasy quickly stepped away and let Layla and Gawain get to it. 
 
    “I’m going to break your little wrist, Bethel,” Gawain egged her on. 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” Layla shot back. “Not if I break your mind first. I’m going to win this through psychological warfare, I’ll have you know.” 
 
    “Go ahead and try,” Gawain sneered. 
 
    Varleth hummed thoughtfully to himself as he observed the two arm wrestlers. 
 
    “Layla really knows how to bring back the old Gawain, doesn’t she?” the banisher mused. 
 
    “She does seem to drive him a little nuts,” I agreed, while I watched the insults continue to play out between the two competitors. 
 
    “Alright, settle down,” Arwyn stepped in to intervene, and she lifted her hands in a request for peace. “Layla, Gawain, just get to the arm wrestling.” 
 
    “Fine,” Layla sighed, and she gave Gawain a steely-eyed smirk. “Ready, rich boy?” 
 
    “Ready to beat you, street mouse,” he replied smartly, and he narrowed his eyes in turn. 
 
    “Street mouse?” Layla gasped.  
 
    “Yeah,” Gawain chuckled. “You are too tiny to be a rat.” 
 
    “He does have a point,” Nia laughed.  
 
    “Okay,” Layla snickered as she scrunched up her cute nose, “point to the spoiled brat, but too bad the point doesn’t matter, since I’m about to trounce you.” 
 
    “On three,” Arwyn announced. “One, two, three!” 
 
    The moment Arwyn said the last word, both Layla and Gawain began to struggle against each other. Layla seemed to be exhausting her entire might just to keep Gawain’s hand from coming down, and Gawain simply held on like he could do this all day. 
 
    “See?” Gawain grunted. “I’m giving you a fair shot first.” 
 
    To Layla’s credit, the fire mage’s arm began to tremble a little, but then he got tired of waiting and used his full strength. In a second, Gawain slammed Layla’s hand down to the earth on his side, and he won the match. 
 
    “Aww,” Layla pouted. “My psychological warfare, though … “ 
 
    “Fair is fair,” Gawain declared. “I’d like my truffle, now.” 
 
    Layla looked at the ground mopily as Orenn handed over the second-to-last truffle, and Gawain popped it into his mouth with a satisfied smile. 
 
    “Tell you what,” he offered Layla. “Do you want to arm wrestle again for the last one?” 
 
    She perked up immediately, and the fire returned to her eyes. 
 
    “Absolutely,” Layla answered breathlessly, and she stuck out her arm for the second time. 
 
    “Maybe it would be better if somebody with less arm strength wrestled Layla for the second round?” Arwyn suggested politely, but both competitors ignored the professor. 
 
    “One, two, three,” Gawain counted slowly, and then they launched into the second round. 
 
    This time, Gawain’s arm immediately began to creep toward Layla’s side, and the petite summoner flushed with effort as she bore him down, but then Gawain gave up on the last three inches, and Layla slammed his fist onto the ground in victory. 
 
    “I won!” she shouted happily, and the petite summoner leapt to her feet as she pumped her fist. “Truffle me, Orenn!” 
 
    “I let you win, you ridiculous woman,” Gawain snorted as he got up and brushed off his pants. 
 
    “I know,” Layla laughed maniacally, and she gave him a devilish grin. “That was my psychological warfare at work. You fell for it, Rich Boy.” 
 
    “You’re insufferable,” Gawain moaned. 
 
    Orenn came over with the last truffle held in both hands like a royal presentation of a crown, and Layla gave the metallogue man a polite curtsy before she plucked the truffle free and popped it into her mouth. 
 
    “Mmm,” the petite summoner hummed as she chewed with relish. 
 
    Layla was quite clever when she was motivated, and I wondered how well she would have done on school exams if she cared a bit more. In any case, not trying very hard seemed to suit Layla just fine, and I liked her the way she was. 
 
    We talked for a long time around the campfire, and the sun began to dim to dusk. A brilliant, magenta sunset lit the sky with streaks of vivid colors, and our conversation began to grow mellow and thoughtful. 
 
    “When did Kalon learn to do that acid breath thing?” I asked curiously as I turned to Cyra. 
 
    The dark-skinned summoner’s face was lit with the warm glow from the fireplace, and her eyes were half-lidded with tired contentment. 
 
    “Oh, that?” she asked as if it were nothing. “Well, to be honest, I may have lost my temper.” 
 
    Layla snickered, and I looked over to the petite summoner with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “She reamed out a first-year student, that’s what,” Layla explained with a grin. “Some ridiculous nobles decided to call Cyra a poser for having a fake dragon on her shoulder all the time. It was in the middle of our lunch, too! I guess they thought it was a wyvern or a drake or something, but they sure regretted it when Cyra brought Kalon out and had her breathe in their faces.” 
 
    “Did Kalon get them with acid?” I asked with fascinated horror.  
 
    I couldn’t imagine the consequences for maiming another student with a monster attack, even by accident. Luckily, the chocolate-skinned summoner shook her head quickly and vigorously. 
 
    “No, no,” Cyra protested. “It was just smoke. Then the guy made fun of that, even while he was coughing up a storm, and that’s when Kalon did her corrosive breath on the stone wall next to us. I sort of wanted her to show them once and for all, and she did it without me even asking.” 
 
    “They sure didn’t laugh after that,” Layla explained with malicious glee. “It nearly melted through the stones. Pretty sure one of the assholes crapped his pants.” 
 
    On Cyra’s shoulder, the silver dragon chirruped and swished her tail, as if to say the nobles deserved what she did to them. 
 
    I had to approve of Kalon’s actions. Just hearing about the story made my blood boil, and I wished I was there to knock some sense into that arrogant first-year and his cronies. Part of me was glad Cyra had been alone, so she could take care of it herself and get the satisfaction of victory, but another part of me just wanted revenge. 
 
    As it should be, Sera purred. I would destroy any who dared look at you wrong, Gryff.  
 
    Well, I definitely believed her. 
 
    “Maker, I was so mortified,” Cyra admitted shamefully. “I even had to go to Sleet’s office for intimidating a student, since the noble stirred up a royal storm.” 
 
    “He didn’t take very well to being scared shitless,” Layla clarified, “and he insisted Cyra be expelled and banned from using magic.” 
 
    “Luckily, Headmaster Sleet was on my side,” Cyra finished with a nervous shudder. “All the punishments were dismissed, except a little gardening duty to help with the clinic’s herb stores. I can’t imagine having my monsters taken from me.” 
 
    “I doubt you were in any real danger of that,” Arwyn joined in helpfully. “It’s a very rare punishment, and I haven’t heard of anybody being banned from magic in quite a while. That’s not to say there aren’t people out there who misuse their powers, but they’re usually arrested and jailed because of their crimes.” 
 
    “I wish I’d known that,” Cyra sighed heavily. “Gryff and I are totally new to this sort of regimented magic thing, so I didn’t realize what was standard procedure. I nearly had a heart attack when I stepped into Sleet’s office!” 
 
    “Ah, I’m sorry,” Nia sympathized, and she patted the chocolate-skinned summoner on her shoulder. “Perhaps this is a good indication of the reason I need to return to Mistral, however. If sons and daughters of noble families are getting more outspoken with their discontent at school, I may be able to use that information to see which families are on my father’s side or not.” 
 
    “Isn’t it a little manipulative to be spying and reporting like that?” Ashla asked curiously. “I thought your father was more of the hack-and-slash type, like me.” 
 
    “My father is a wonderful, just-hearted man,” Nia agreed easily, “and that’s why he needs somebody to do the less savory side of politics for him.” 
 
    “That does make sense,” I admitted, and I felt myself let go of some of the regret I had about Nia leaving. 
 
    “You should definitely go back to Mistral,” Layla reassured Nia, and she pumped one small fist like she was revving up for a fight. “Us hack-and-slash types are gonna take care of the Archons, no sweat.” 
 
    Nia laughed, and Layla’s expression grew even more proud as she puffed out her chest. 
 
    “What about you, Layla?” I asked curiously. “You have that spear now. Last I remember, you hardly ever used melee weapons in battle.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Layla drew out slowly, “but then Mrs. Gerelda got on my case about it. She insisted I needed to pick a weapon and commit my life to it, or I had no chance of ever being a serious fighter.” 
 
    Layla gave a sullen sniff at that idea, but it was clear Mrs. Gerelda’s comments had some effect on her. 
 
    “How come you didn’t learn the rifle or the bow, then?” Gawain pointed out. “Mrs. Gerelda is in charge of ranged training, not melee.” 
 
    “She made me pick a weapon, and then she had one of the fourth-year women teach me in it,” Layla answered with a shrug. “I liked using the spear in drills with Jareck last year, so I chose that. My arms have so much less reach than everybody else’s, so I didn’t want some stupid shortsword. No offense, Nia.” 
 
    “None taken,” the ashen-haired mage answered with an amused smile.  
 
    “Yep,” Layla finished with a pop of her lips, and she leaned back to snag her spear from the grass behind her. “So, I learned how to use the spear, and I think it’s pretty alright now. The fourth-year who taught me was Ammaya Shenwick, by the way. She’s that pretty water mage with the green eyes, if you remember.” 
 
    “The tall one?” I asked as I remembered the student Layla was talking about. She was quite beautiful, and a bit taller than Nia, which made Ammaya striking since Nia was mostly made of long legs.  
 
    “That’s her,” the petite summoner confirmed. “Anyway, it’s not a very cool story. I just got forced into private tutoring, that’s all.” 
 
    “It’s still quite the success,” Cyra pointed out, and she scrunched up her face in self-directed distaste. “I still haven’t really learned much about weaponry. Doesn’t help that all of us are stalled from entering the second-year, but I just don’t know how to use any weapons very well.” 
 
    “Well,” I suggested, “is there anything you really enjoy using? Something that calls to you?” 
 
    “I guess … “ Cyra mumbled, but she shook her head. “Well, it’s silly, but I don’t like being so close to monsters when I’m fighting. Plus, the rifles are so loud and startling, so I don’t want one of those either. I think the bows are quite fun, actually.” 
 
    Cyra’s admission surprised me, but the longer I thought about it, the more sense it seemed to make. 
 
    “That’s not a bad fit,” I agreed with her. “You didn’t do some of the fighting Maelor and I got involved in, but you’ve done hunting before, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Well,” Cyra answered in surprise, “I suppose that’s true. Maybe it’s not such a bad idea after all.” 
 
    “You should talk to Mrs. Gerelda,” Layla advised, and she smiled excitedly. “I think you’d have a lot of fun learning the bow from her. It’s much nicer when there’s not a whole class for her to bother with, and it’s just you.” 
 
    “Then I’ll ask,” Cyra decided happily. “Thank you for helping me decide what to do. I’ll have time to practice while I’m waiting for you to come back.” 
 
    Suddenly, Arwyn let out a long yawn, and then she stood to stretch out her arms in front of her. 
 
    “Speaking of parting ways,” the professor said, “I think it’s time we get to sleep. The team that’s going back to Mistral will be off early tomorrow morning, and I’m sure Gryff is eager to be back on Miralea’s trail.” 
 
    I gave Arwyn a rueful smile, since I thought I was hiding my impatience fairly successfully before now. 
 
    “It’s important to relax and rest after a big battle like this one,” I admitted. “I don’t want to rush you all too much, but we should leave at first light. I half-hoped Utuni or Miralea would show up here to check on this rift, but it doesn’t seem likely. We’re just going to have to keep going south.” 
 
    “That’s okay, Gryff,” Ashla reassured me. “We’re more than rested and ready for this.” 
 
    “We can all leave first thing in the morning,” Erin offered, and Orenn nodded vigorously in agreement. 
 
    “Then we should head off to sleep,” I said, and I got to my feet as I brushed some dirt from my trousers. 
 
    I realized they were a lost cause once I looked down and realized some of the dirt was dried blood, so I shrugged and grabbed my pack for a change of clothes instead. 
 
    “Are we sleeping out here in a tent?” Gawain asked with a weary voice. 
 
    “I think we can use the airship for tonight,” I decided. “Might as well take advantage of it while it’s here, right?” 
 
    “Maker, yes,” Gawain breathed in relief. “I am so ready to not have to fight every rock and root in existence under my bedroll.” 
 
    “Just think about when you can sleep in a real bed, too,” Ashla suggested. 
 
    “Don’t get me too excited,” Gawain warned with fervent anticipation. 
 
    We laid out our bedrolls in neat rows so all eleven of us could fit in the airship’s interior. It was quite roomy inside, so the setup didn’t even feel crowded. 
 
    “Is this your ship?” I asked Erin.  
 
    “Nope,” she replied with a shake of her head. “I had to learn a whole new airship type just to take us on this journey. It’s a spare Mistral cargo ship for long distance trips, usually for trading and stuff like that.” 
 
    “That explains the size,” I observed as I looked at the worn interior of the cabin. “Yeah, I think you’ll definitely be able to fit two horses in here.” 
 
    “Just so long as Gawain does the mucking, it should be fine,” Almasy replied with a shrug. “I’m sorry to leave my original airship back on the coast, but you six will need a way to return, anyways. You remember where we left it, right?” 
 
    “I think so,” I told him as I recalled our first landing on Luratamba. It seemed like forever ago, but the ship was guarded against being stolen, so it had to still be there. “Can Erin get into it?” 
 
    “Yep,” Almasy replied, “just about any Academy pilot can. I am kinda glad Gawain won’t be taking care of horses on my ship, I will say that.” 
 
    “I wish I was going to see him try to muck it,” Varleth sighed. “Gawain getting blasted by wind as he tries to hurl horse dung off the side of a flying vessel.” 
 
    “It’ll be fine,” Gawain murmured like he was trying to reassure himself. 
 
    “Alright, alright,” I decided, “now we really have to go to sleep. We’re going to be dead tired in the morning.” 
 
    “Sore, too,” Layla commented, and she wriggled under her blanket further. “I’m glad we don’t have to do any riding. I’d die if I had to get on a huge horse like that.” 
 
    I couldn’t really disagree, since the horses hated summoners with such a passion. 
 
    “Goodnight,” I told the rest of my friends, and a chorus of replies echoed back at me. 
 
    It brought a smile to my face, and I closed my eyes against the dim glow of the single lit lantern in the corner. For now, we were reunited, regardless of what the morning would bring. 
 
    I fell asleep to the sound of Orenn snoring, and I had a dreamless night of sleep. 
 
    In the morning, I woke to the feeling of being prodded awake by a gentle hand. 
 
    I yawned and cracked open my eyes to look blearily up at Layla, and then she stopped shaking me awake. 
 
    “Rise and shine,” the petite summoner told me with a smile. “We’re getting kicked off this ride.” 
 
    “You’re not getting kicked off,” Cyra stated from behind me. “It’s time for you to leave, anyways.” 
 
    “Sunrise is happening or whatever,” Layla commented with a shrug. “They’re gonna take Gawain’s horse and yours and go.” 
 
    “Excellent,” I replied as I stifled a yawn. “I’ll get packed up, then. Sorry for oversleeping.” 
 
    “You were dead tired.” Layla frowned. “You and everybody else who’s been out here for a month, that is. Not your fault.” 
 
    “Still, thanks,” I amended. 
 
    “That’s more like it,” Layla told me with a grin. “I’m going to get you some breakfast.” 
 
    I sat up and began to pack away my bedroll as a feeling of finality drifted over me. It was strange to think that Cyra could come back into my life just as easily as she left it once more. She’d been here less than twenty-four hours, and I would have to say goodbye to her, as well as to so many other people I’d been traveling next to for weeks. 
 
    At least Varleth was still here, and I knew my new team would be spectacular, so I pushed away any feelings of loss as I focused on what was really important. 
 
    When we put away these Archons, the world would find peace once again. I could stay with all my friends and not have to leave Maelor on missions. I could enjoy the company of everybody I’d met and befriended, and maybe I would finish school as well. We could focus on rebuilding Mistral, and my town of Njordenfalls could recover once again. 
 
    Now, that was something worth fighting for. 
 
    I went down the airship ramp into the newly-brightening day, and my new teammates greeted me there.  
 
    “Hey, Gryff,” Erin said as she gave me a happy wave. 
 
    Varleth, Ashla, Orenn, and Erin were all helping each other fix their packs onto the horses, though Char and Gawain’s mare were separated from the rest. 
 
    “I’ll be right there,” I told them. “First, I have to say goodbye to my mule.” 
 
    Erin and Ashla looked completely delighted at the notion of me talking to my pack animal, but they stuffed their excitement down and didn’t say a word about how attached I’d gotten to the mule. 
 
    I walked over to Char and gave him a nice, long scratch along his neck and chin, just the way he liked it. 
 
    “You be good, alright?” I told him conspiratorially. “Even if Gawain annoys you, try not to bite him. I want him to pamper you once you get to Mistral, so stay on his good side, yeah?” 
 
    Char snorted and nosed at my trouser pocket with a wet mouth. 
 
    “Eugh,” I told him, but I fished obligingly in my pocket until I pulled out half a bread crust. “Well, it’s not horse food, but I suppose you can have it.” 
 
    I handed over the crust, and Char took it politely from my open palm before he chewed it up. 
 
    “Good mule,” I told him happily. 
 
    “Hey, Gryff!” Gawain called from behind me, and I turned to see him at the top of the airship ramp. “We’re ready for the horses now, so go ahead and lead him up.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” I shouted back, and I gave a gentle tug on Char’s lead. 
 
    The mule followed obligingly, and I walked both of us up the ramp and into the airship interior. 
 
    “Over here is good,” Gawain directed as he pointed at the wall opposite the safety seats, and I brought Char there as directed. 
 
    “Is he going to be okay when this thing takes off?” I asked. 
 
    “Probably,” Gawain answered as he looked thoughtfully at my mule. “There’s the advantage of having four legs, and a horse’s balance is much better than ours as well. If he’s nervous about falling over, he’ll probably just lay down.” 
 
    “That’s good,” I agreed, and I gave Char one last wistful smile. “Take care of him, alright?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t dream of doing anything else,” Gawain reassured me, and he gave me a firm pat on the shoulder. “He’ll have the finest stable in Mistral, if I have anything to say about it.” 
 
    I definitely trusted Gawain when he made a promise like that, so I left the airship and rejoined the team outside while the fire mage loaded up his own mare. Once I stepped outside, Layla rushed up to me with a paper-wrapped item in her hands. 
 
    “You’re letting your honey granola get stale,” the petite summoner told me dramatically. “Just look at it!” 
 
    “It’s not going to get stale in ten minutes,” I reassured her. “Here, I’m sure I’ll enjoy it.” 
 
    I took the wrapped ball of oats, seeds, and honey from Layla and bit into it eagerly. Sure enough, the taste of Mistral homemade granola ball flooded my mouth. It reminded me of home, since Maelor and I often used to eat something similar while we traveled. 
 
    “That’s it, then,” I realized out loud as I chewed. “I guess we’re all leaving, huh?” 
 
    “That’s it,” Arwyn confirmed from a distance, and I looked up to see the red-haired professor framed in the open door of the airship. “Ready to say your goodbyes?” 
 
    “I hate goodbyes,” Varleth mumbled from behind me. 
 
    “Ready as ever,” I answered Arwyn, and she came out to give us each hugs. 
 
    When she got to me, the professor held me tightly and whispered into my ear. 
 
    “You’ve got this,” she told me quietly. “Don’t doubt yourself.” 
 
    “I won’t,” I promised, and we broke apart once more. 
 
    Arwyn gave me a long, examining look, and then a warm smile crossed her face. She must have liked what she saw, because she moved on to finish giving out her hugs. 
 
    Nia said goodbye to me as well, though her method was a little less subtle than Arwyn’s. When Nia came over to talk to me, I initially thought she was going to just tell me good luck. Her expression was casual, and she was carrying a canvas bag full of rations under one arm. 
 
    “Don’t be an idiot, alright?” the ashen-haired mage asked me fondly, and then she leaned forward to kiss me full on the mouth. 
 
    My eyes widened at the unexpected kiss, but I soon relaxed into it as Nia’s warm, sweet lips met mine. Then Nia dropped the canvas bag at our feet to lean in for a closer kiss, and her arms curled around my shoulders to press against the back of my neck. 
 
    Somewhere unseen, Layla let out a wolf whistle, and Almasy began to chuckle openly. I heard feminine giggles as Erin joined in, and then Nia broke apart from me. 
 
    Nia licked her lips, and then she picked up the canvas bag as if nothing had even happened. 
 
    “You nearly forgot these,” the ashen-haired mage said matter-of-factly, and she pushed the canvas bag into my arms. “Honestly, I imagine you’d starve to death without my help.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t dream of it,” I promised her, and a smile grew across my face without my permission. 
 
    Nia raised her eyebrows silently, but it seemed that was the end of her lecture. Almasy and Gawain both came forward to give me hugs, but the fire mage scowled through the entire thing. Then Cyra kissed me on the lips just quick enough to slide her tongue into my mouth, and she gave a characteristic wave as she backed up the ramp and went up into the airship. 
 
    We all shouted our goodbyes as the ramp lifted up, and the airship began to clank and growl as its engine started up. The hull of the large ship wobbled, and then it lifted straight up from the ground in a dazzling display of magic-fueled technology. 
 
    The airship drifted upwards, and it grew smaller and smaller as the distance between us increased. Then it changed course, and it began to fly north once more. 
 
    Just like that, our friends were gone. 
 
    “Well,” I said, and I clapped my hands together. “Are you ready to get started?” 
 
    A resounding cheer went up around the group, and I looked into all of their eyes as my grin grew. Erin, Layla, Ashla, Varleth, and Orenn looked back at me with eager, determined expressions. 
 
    Adventure awaited us, and we were ready to seize it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    “It’s better than no mounts,” Layla commented from the back of Arwyn’s old horse. “I would hate to not have these horses before we got to the populated part of Utun.” 
 
    “Oh, of course,” Varleth commented dryly. “Your appreciation certainly doesn’t have anything to do with the fact you’re riding one.” 
 
    Layla smiled widely as she patted the horse on the neck. 
 
    “We all get equal turns,” she said smugly. “Isn’t that right, Mrs. Trotters?” 
 
    “Mrs. Trotters?” Erin asked with a furrowed brow. 
 
    “It’s the horse’s name,” Layla replied simply. 
 
    “Wow,” Orenn said with genuine awe. “How’d you find out the horse’s name?” 
 
    “She made it up,” Cyra laughed. “Orenn, I hate to say it, but you might be a little gullible.” 
 
    The metallogue squinted thoughtfully into the distance, and he fiddled with the reins of his borrowed horse. 
 
    “It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve heard that,” Orenn concluded slowly. 
 
    “Oh, Orenn,” Ashla sighed. “You shouldn’t let them get away with teasing you like that.” 
 
    “I don’t mind,” Orenn replied cheerily. 
 
    “That’s the problem,” Ashla murmured, but she let the issue slide. 
 
    I hadn’t seen Orenn and Ashla ever talk much before, so it was fascinating to see the sort of motherly approach she took to him. She leapt to his defense as if it were second nature, and she took a parental tone with all of their conversations.  
 
    I’d seen Ashla as a warrior, a friend, and a lover, but it was fascinating to glimpse this new side of her. It was really sweet to watch her look after anybody who needed it, and it made me start to think about how each of my lovers would raise our children. 
 
    There is only one woman, no, goddess you should think of impregnating, Sera purred, but I didn’t bother replying to her.  
 
    Varleth and I were taking the second shift of walking, since Orenn and Ashla had taken the first shift. That meant Layla and Erin had been riding the horses for hours on end now, but I didn’t mind being on my own two feet. I nearly got dumped from the horse’s back a dozen times because of my monster crystals, and I wasn’t going to be offering to try again any time soon. 
 
    “Thank you for holding my essence crystals, Gryff,” Erin told me with sweet sincerity. “Scully is behaving much better now.” 
 
    “Two crystals aren’t a burden,” I told her with a shrug. “It’s Layla’s collection that takes up more space.” 
 
    I now had to carry two extra hip satchels and a leg holster I’d resolved to tying to my travel pack. Each was full of crystals, some familiar, and some not. 
 
    “Sorry,” Layla said mischievously, but she seemed not at all apologetic. 
 
    Unlike me, Layla and Erin were both willing to part with their monster essence crystals temporarily in order to ride the horses. Without the crystals on hand, the steeds almost acted normal with both women.  
 
    I wasn’t willing to go to the same lengths, though. Sometimes my friends liked to crack jokes about how attached I was to my bandolier and my hip pouch, but having my monsters on hand had saved my ass more than once. In my mind, a summoner was only a mage so long as he was actually carrying things to summon. If I started leaving my monsters behind, I would be just as defenseless as a common citizen. 
 
    Apart from the inseparable demi-goddesses, that is, Sera commented with amusement. One might even say your daggers are enough to make you a significant threat on your own. 
 
    Sure, sure. That was only as long as nobody stuck an arrow through my neck. I relied on my bullet bass almost entirely to save me from dangerous projectiles like that. 
 
    Fair enough, Sera accepted as her voice dropped to a purr. Just know I would take a hundred arrows if it meant protecting you, Gryff. After all, we’re two lovers locked into a shared destiny as king and consort of all realms. 
 
    That was a flattering thing to hear, if I ignored how uncomfortable it also made me feel. 
 
    I’m afraid you’ll just have to get used to it, Sera breathed in a seductive voice that seemed to echo around my skull, and then she retreated into the further reaches of my mind. 
 
    Every time I thought I might be getting through to Sera about how I wasn’t interested in ruling the world with her, she went back to her old assumptions. Archons sometimes seemed quite human, but they weren’t the same at all. 
 
    “What’s the next town like?” Erin asked as she interrupted my thoughts. 
 
    I reached into my pocket to pull out the map once more, and I unfolded it quickly to see what information I could give Erin. 
 
    “It’s fairly small,” I explained as I traced the circle drawn on the map, “but if it’s large enough to actually be marked on here, that means it’s not just a village. The town is called Xaru, with a zee sound.” 
 
     “Huh,” Ashla remarked with a frown, and she tested out the name. “Xaru. What do they do there?” 
 
    “Not a clue,” I answered easily. “There’s a large forested area nearby, so maybe they do lumbering. This map was really meant for Luratamba, so we’ll be going in a little blindly.” 
 
    “Surprises are always fun,” Orenn said optimistically. “My first roommate liked to leave surprise stuff in my bed, like dirt and fake spiders. It was super nice of him.” 
 
    “Oh, Orenn … “ Ashla sighed. 
 
    It definitely didn’t sound nice to leave dirt in anybody’s bed, but I wasn’t about to break it to Orenn that his old roommate was an asshole.  
 
    “Oh, Gryff,” Erin asked suddenly, “can you tell us about what’s going on with Phi and Sera? I’m sure we’re all curious to hear how that’s actually working out.” 
 
    “Sure, of course,” I agreed as I drew closer to her horse and walked beside her. “Sera and I get along pretty perfectly, since she has to listen to me. As for Phi, I just have a single tattoo marking from her. She’s not as ornery as she used to be, but I certainly don’t trust her to always have my best interests at heart. I give her an hour or two a day to talk, and then I lock her up so she can’t interrupt.” 
 
    I tapped my chest to indicate the wing marking Phi had left there. I hoped someday I could get the opposite wing mark to appear as well, but that would mean I’d have to wrest total control from Phi. Right now, she was technically possessing me, but I had all the power I needed to make her a passive passenger only. 
 
    “That’s so weird,” Erin commented with wide eyes as she shook her head. “I’m totally used to thinking of Phi as an enemy, but you’ve got her practically tamed and trained.” 
 
    “A lot has changed,” I agreed, and I wondered where I might be in a year’s time at this rate. 
 
    The time to change horse riders came around again, and I opted to remain walking. I’d decided Char was the only mount I could comfortably ride, so I would prefer to just keep walking instead of getting onto a horse that hated my essence crystals. 
 
    Noon began to turn into late afternoon, and I checked my map once more. 
 
    “We’re coming up on the town, if I’m right,” I told my team. “If you see anybody, tell me, and I’ll start the illusion on us.” 
 
    “Understood,” Ashla said, and she cast a careful glance over the territory in front of us. 
 
    We continued to walk the horses, and I began to worry the town was further than expected, or that we had somehow passed it. We had all the camping gear to sleep through the night, but I wanted to separate us from our horses sooner rather than later. Stealth and subterfuge would quickly become important as we traveled south, and several thousand pounds of animal wouldn’t help our case there. 
 
    Finally, I spotted a pale building as it emerged from the bright light of the day. Then several more grew visible behind it, and I knew we’d found our town. 
 
    “Yes!” Layla exclaimed as she pointed at it. “Aw, man, I am so glad we don’t have to sleep on the ground tonight.” 
 
    “Just don’t get used to it,” Varleth advised. “I’m sure we’ll be back to getting bitten by insects soon enough.” 
 
    “The tent doesn’t get bugs in it,” I pointed out. 
 
    “No,” Varleth said fervently, “but I still get a dozen bites every morning and evening when we put the campsite together.” 
 
    As we got closer to the town, the white buildings resolved into detailed shapes, and I was happy to realize we would have another two or so hours of daylight before we wanted to go to sleep. Maybe we could even pick up on some news and gossip about the Archons. 
 
    “Alright,” I decided, “I think it’s time for the disguises. Everybody get down off the horses so I can fix you up. Also, I’ll need to touch you all on the skin every half hour to make sure it doesn’t wear away, so don’t wander off once we’re in town.” 
 
    Everybody nodded, and Layla shot me a particularly excited look. 
 
    “I love a good makeover,” Layla quipped with a broad grin. “Ooh, make me taller.” 
 
    “I can’t really change your size that much,” I admitted. “Also, I love your size.” 
 
    “Aww,” Layla cooed. “Well, I guess I do like being all small when you grab my hips and bounce me on your coc—“ 
 
    “Uhh, the mission?” Varleth groaned. “Do we need to talk about Gryff’s sexual ability right now?” 
 
    “I’m fine with it,” Erin giggled.  
 
    “We can talk about the mission and his dick.” Ashla shrugged.  
 
     “Anyway,” I cleared my throat, “we just need to look like proper Utun citizens instead of Mistral people. For instance, Varleth’s features are far too sharp, and most of us are too pale.” 
 
    “I probably couldn’t pass even if I got a darker tan,” Ashla sighed as she ran a hand over her face. “My nose is too big.” 
 
    “You’re lovely the way you are,” Erin reassured Ashla before the mimic turned to me. “Gryff, what do we do about the language? None of us can speak it except for you.” 
 
    “Just let me speak,” I requested. “Though, if you get into a situation where somebody’s asking you something or telling you something, you should reply like this.” 
 
    I recited a short phrase according to the words Sera had provided me with, and then I had my team practice repeating it. They all memorized it quickly enough, but Orenn’s accent was pretty bad, so I hoped nobody would approach him. 
 
    “What’s that mean, anyway?” Layla asked curiously. 
 
    “It translates to you just telling them to go talk to me,” I explained. “It’s not the best solution, but asking you to learn more might get difficult quickly.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Ashla agreed. 
 
    “Alright, and now the disguises,” I mused as I reached for Phi’s power. “Varleth, you’re first.” 
 
    Oh, Phi hummed, you want to use it again? Well …  
 
    I suppressed a sigh and looked up at the afternoon sky. What was I going to have to do to make it happen? 
 
    Sera let you open portals whenever you wanted, Phi considered. I’m not a pushover like her, but it might be fun to watch you mess up … perhaps I’ll let you use my power for free. 
 
    So? Was it going to be a yes? 
 
    Fine, sure, Phi agreed with a giggle. You’re not going to be able to keep it up forever, and I’m looking forward to the explosive fallout. Just remember, I’m only doing this for my own benefit. 
 
    Of course, that was fine with me. 
 
    Suddenly, new power surged into my grasp, and I clutched it tightly. It was Phi’s ability to create bodily illusions, and I wrapped my own power around it carefully as I prepared to change my teammates. 
 
    “Should I just stand here?” Varleth murmured. 
 
    “Just stand there,” I confirmed, but there was a slight strain in my voice as I wrestled with the illusory power. 
 
    I hadn’t remembered it being this hard when I transformed Arwyn. 
 
    I practically did it for you when you transformed the redheaded woman, Phi answered. I was in a helpful mood then, I suppose. Now, I like the idea of watching you struggle to figure this out. 
 
    I gritted my teeth as I pulled on Phi’s power, and it stretched like invisible taffy in my mind. It seemed like the sort of thing I could work into shape around Varleth, but it was so difficult to manipulate, I felt like it would take ages. Maybe this plan wasn’t going to work after all. 
 
    You can do it, Sera cut in suddenly. Remember how difficult it was for you to use my portal power at first? Don’t let my idiotic sister cow you into giving up. You’re a thousand times more talented and quick-witted than she is. 
 
    I didn’t really expect Sera to become my morale coach, but apparently that was what demi-goddesses did these days. 
 
    Shut up, Sera said in a low voice, but she didn’t sound too mad. 
 
    Phi just giggled, but I shoved her voice from my thoughts and concentrated on the power instead. Then I reached out to put my hand on Varleth’s shoulder, and I began to push the power from me. My eyes squeezed shut as I tried to concentrate on exactly what I wanted, and I felt the magic begin to drain from me. 
 
    “Are you okay, Gryff?” Layla whispered, and then she gasped as my power burst from me in a rush. 
 
    It felt like trying to push a boulder uphill, but the moment the rock reached the peak, it burst from my hands and tumbled down the other side. Just like the imaginary rock, my magic rushed out and took shape quickly. Then my eyes snapped open, and I found myself staring at a perfect copy of the Utun man from my imagination. 
 
    “Uh, is it working?” Varleth asked, and his voice was the same as it had been before. 
 
    I didn’t want to change their voices, since there wasn’t any real point, and it would take a lot of extra concentration and magic. 
 
    “Sure fucking looks like it’s working,” Ashla said with complete awe, and she stepped up to examine the banisher. “Wow, even your clothes are different!” 
 
    Varleth had been in his black banisher outfit, but now he was dressed in something similar to the plain clothing I’d seen Utun soldiers wearing before. The fashion here was to have wide, loose shoulders with draping sleeves, and it suited Varleth’s new body perfectly. Tanned skin and full cheeks helped to round out his look into a more Utun-like one, and even his eyes were larger and softer.  
 
    “This is strange,” the banisher managed to say as he looked down at his feet, and then he brought one hand up to his face. “It really is convincing.” 
 
    “Do me next!” Layla requested excitedly as she dropped her horse’s reins and bounced over. 
 
    “Let me catch my breath first,” I requested through my own panting. 
 
    Layla peered at my face, and she pursed her lips in thought. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re going to be able to do this for all of us through a whole town?” the petite summoner asked cautiously. 
 
    “It’s happening,” I ground out before I put on a smile, and then I set a careful hand on Layla’s shoulder to get to work on the next transformation. 
 
    This illusion came more easily, since I now knew how to direct the magic through Phi’s ability to create the end result. However, I definitely still felt a large drain on my mana the instant the power rushed out. 
 
    “Ooh!” Layla gasped as the illusion settled over her. 
 
    I opened my eyes to see a beautiful, young woman with chocolate-brown hair and dark eyes to go with her caramel skin. She was breathtaking, and surprisingly, she did look quite a bit like Layla still. 
 
    “You’re not too different from the Utun look already,” Ashla observed thoughtfully. “Maybe you’ve got Southern blood in you, Layla.” 
 
    “Who knows,” the petite summoner replied with a shrug. “My family doesn’t have any fancy history books on us, so we could’ve come from anywhere. I only know what my great-grandpa told my mom, and that wasn’t much.” 
 
    A frown crossed Layla’s face, and I knew she was thinking about her troubled family relationships. From when I had met her mom, Harra Bethel, the woman seemed more than a little emotionally disturbed, so it was doubtful Layla would be getting any more information on the family’s history from her. 
 
    “Anyway,” Layla said brightly, and she shook off her pensive expression, “you should do Ashla next!” 
 
    I nodded as I put my hands on Ashla’s arm. Creating illusions seemed to be impossible without physical contact, so I wouldn’t be throwing fake appearances onto enemies anytime soon. It was an unfortunate limitation, but Phi’s talent still opened up a lot of options, so it wasn’t too bad of a loss. 
 
    I let out a long, hard exhale as the rush of power left me to create Ashla’s illusion. Then I opened my eyes, and there stood the woman I’d imagined. 
 
    “Is it good?” the ice mage asked with a grin. 
 
    Her beaky nose had softened, and her coarse hair had smoothed into a straighter ensemble that fell down her back and around her shoulders. Ashla’s easygoing smile hadn’t changed, but she was completely unrecognizable otherwise. 
 
    “She looks a little bit like Queen Lisi,” Varleth observed as he examined Ashla’s new appearance. 
 
    “I had to pull inspiration from somewhere,” I answered truthfully. “Queen Lisi is the only Southern woman I’ve really talked to during our journey, unless you count Miralea.” 
 
    “Probably best not to count her,” Varleth agreed. 
 
    “My turn?” Erin asked as she bounced eagerly on her toes. 
 
    “Yep,” I agreed, and I beckoned her over. 
 
    I gave Erin a convincing disguise with few changes to her facial structure, but I was sad to see her brilliant orange hair turn to dark brown.  
 
    “I like it,” Erin decided as she looked down at her long, flowing hair. “Black might not be my color in real life, though.” 
 
    Then I turned my attention to Orenn. I really understood how to pull out Phi’s power now, and his disguise flowed from me in just a few seconds of concentration. 
 
    “Well, seems fine to me,” Varleth commented as he looked Orenn up and down. “Though, he does look a little like Nacigo.” 
 
    “Oh, Queen Lisi’s ex right hand man?” Erin asked. “The one who turned traitor on you guys?” 
 
    “That’s the one,” Varleth replied with a dour expression.  
 
    “Sorry,” I apologized to Orenn. “I didn’t mean to make you look so much like him.” 
 
    Orenn shrugged and smiled as he itched at his seemingly-full head of hair. 
 
    “Nobody’s ever given me a makeover,” the metallogue said cheerily, “so I think it’s great.” 
 
    “So easily impressed,” Ashla sighed. 
 
    Now that everybody else had their disguises, I concentrated for a moment to put my own illusion on. As the magic activated, it felt as easy as slipping into a different set of clothes. Apparently, Phi’s power was much less draining to use on myself than it was on other people.  
 
    “Huh,” Layla commented as she peered at me. “Much more average in every way. Not a bad disguise at all, people will just look right past you.” 
 
    “That’s the idea,” I replied with a grin. 
 
    With all of our illusions in place, I led us onward toward the town. I worried a little the horses would look clearly Luratamban, but there was nothing to be done for it. I couldn’t handle any more disguise spells, so their current appearances would have to pass. 
 
     I was glad I’d taken the opportunity to set up Phi’s illusory spells on my teammates early, since a group of rowdy children came racing toward us the second we got within earshot of the town’s bustle. 
 
    “Tuo evasuna!” a short child yelled as she came bounding up to us. 
 
    You’re strangers, Sera translated nearly simultaneously. Reply with ‘somino eu uma restuarte nela ota,’ alright? 
 
    I repeated Sera word for word, since a brief thought from her let me know the translation was asking where a stable and an inn could be found.  
 
    The moment I finished speaking, the kids lit up with excitement. They replied that they would lead me there, and then I gestured for my disguised teammates to follow. 
 
    First, the kids brought us toward a stable on the outskirts of town. I could recognize the paddock outside easily, since it housed a collection of mules and horses already. 
 
    “You can room your horses there!” one of the young girls squeaked in the Southern language, and she fiddled with her long, dark braids. 
 
    I walked up to the stable office entrance, but the door opened before I could even knock. In the opening, a portly, middle-aged woman stood with her hand on the handle. She looked like a fisherman’s wife more than a stablewoman, and I frowned as I tried to figure out if she worked here or not. 
 
    “Eh?” the portly woman barked in the Southern dialect. “What is it, what’dya want?” 
 
    Reply like this, Sera told me, and she recited a phrase. 
 
    “We’d like to sell you our horses,” I told the woman in her own language. 
 
    “Sell your horses?” she repeated, and she frowned over my shoulder at the four steeds my teammates led. “Well, I’m in a rush. Can it wait until tomorrow morning?” 
 
    “Oh, ah, hm,” I fumbled as Sera translated. “Yes, but we don’t have anywhere to put them in the meantime.” 
 
    “They can stay here free of charge for one night,” the woman barked, “since you’ll be selling them anyway. You sure you want me getting such a good look at the goods before you try to make me pay for them?” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I replied. “They’re good horses.” 
 
    I gestured for Layla and Erin to hand over the reins, and the two women seemed to catch my meaning, since they led the horses forward obligingly. 
 
    “Hmph,” the stablewoman grunted, but she took their reins quickly. “Good enough. Come back in the morning, I won’t be so busy then.” 
 
    Then she shut the door and led the horses around toward the paddock, and I watched her go with an uncertain feeling in my gut. 
 
    “She’s good, don’t worry,” the little girl at my side said. “You wanna go to the inn now?” 
 
    “That would be fantastic,” I told her seriously, and I let her and the other children lead us onward. 
 
    As we walked, I could feel as sweat beaded on my forehead from the effort of keeping up the disguises. It was easy to keep up one illusion, but with so many overlapping magical spells to create all six disguises, it seemed exponentially harder. Even two disguises would probably cost me four times as much concentration and mana as just one. 
 
    Erin cast me a sympathetic, worried look as we followed the kids, but she stayed true to our plan and didn’t say a word. A group of Utun people who spoke in the Mistral language would raise too many questions with no easy answers, so my team had to stay absolutely silent unless they used the phrases I’d taught them. 
 
    The streets of Xaru were rough and meandering, and I suspected they hadn’t even been planned out beforehand, despite the large size of the town. The buildings themselves were simple in shape, and they were almost entirely unadorned for the most part. Each was made of white stucco and underlying timbers, and the effect was rustic, if crude.  
 
    Immediately, it was clear Utun had none of the artistic vision Luratamba seemed to cling to in every aspect of its culture. Instead of the carved doors and delicate cobblestone streets of Lisi City, the general theme of this town seemed to be spaciousness and size. The houses were large, the windows were large, and even the doors were large. 
 
    When I looked around at the people filling the streets, I had a feeling I knew why everything was oversized. The women were tall, and many of even the youngest men seemed like carnival bodybuilders with their enormous muscles and wide shoulders. Mistral’s rifle-wielding soldiers were nothing to sniff at, but the common folk here certainly outsized them. 
 
    “Bread-fried steak, get your bread-fried steak here!” a cart merchant man shouted in the Southern dialect, but Sera translated so quickly it seemed as if I were hearing the words from him in real-time. 
 
    Then I saw somebody turn away from the merchant with a thick fold of wax paper cupped in his hands, and an enormous, grease-covered meal glistened from within his purchase. It was golden like fresh-baked bread, and I wondered how they got the covering to stick so well to the steak within. 
 
    Humans are far more gruesome than they admit, Sera laughed. You balk at the idea of bloody warfare, and then you create things like that. 
 
    Well, she wasn’t wrong. Now, how much further away was the inn? 
 
    Sera gave me the line to say, and I repeated it to the children in front of us. 
 
    “Just a little further, mister,” a skinny, red-cheeked boy replied in the Southern language. 
 
    I thanked him, and my teammates clustered closer to me as the crowds around us thickened. We were nearing the main street, and I assumed that was where the inn was located, along with most of the other foot-traffic. 
 
    At least the enormous street could accommodate two carts and four pedestrians in a row at once with plenty of room to spare, so there was no real danger of getting lost in the throngs of bustling people. The children made a slow procession with lots of giggling and looking back to make sure we were still there, and I hadn’t lost any of my team yet. 
 
    The street opened up into a plaza, and I laid my eyes on the first piece of public artwork I’d seen so far in Utun. It was a fountain, if it could be called such a thing in comparison to all the other fountains I’d ever seen. 
 
    A blocky, white, squarish base rose like a tapered monolith above the gravel street, and a second, taller pedestal towered above the base. On top of that pedestal was a chunky statue shaped like a coiled snake. The sculpture was sharp in its angles and simple in its shape, and I was hard-pressed to say if it were a stylistic choice or simply a lack of talent. 
 
    “Impressive,” I told the children in their language, and they giggled and nodded. 
 
    A few of them went to run around the fountain, and our progress stalled while they played. 
 
    Then a man carrying a barrel bumped into me, and my concentration wavered for a split second. I nearly dropped my hold on all the different illusions I was keeping up, and only a last-minute burst of adrenaline saved me from making that mistake. Sweat collected on my back as I fought to reassert my strength over the spells, and I managed to bring them under control once more. 
 
    “Uma zescusi,” I muttered to the man by way of apology, but he was already hustling off with the barrel held high. 
 
    Yeah, I definitely didn’t ever want to disguise this many people any longer than I had to this time. Even now, I was just asking for trouble. Every second the children dallied, it put me a second closer to blowing our cover and plunging us into certain danger. 
 
    No pressure, Sera provided helpfully. 
 
    “This way, c’mon!” a child yelled in the Southern language, and the kids around the fountain gathered themselves into a loose clump once more. 
 
    Then we were led in a sharp left to go up the main street, and the children wove between the packed crowd as we struggled to keep up. I managed to get through without bumping into anybody, and a quick glance showed me my teammates were staying fairly close. 
 
    Suddenly, the kids in front stopped, and they pointed up to a large building covered in the same plain, white stucco and timber supports as every other building. 
 
    “Inn’s there,” the red-cheeked boy said as Sera translated in my mind. “That’s the bouncer, so just ask to come in. He’s there to throw the drunk people out.” 
 
    “Oh, thank you,” I replied in the same language, and I slung my pack down so I could dig through its contents. “Wait just a moment.” 
 
    In a few seconds, I came out with two honey-oat cakes, and I handed them over to the red-cheeked boy and the girl standing next to him. 
 
    “Ooh!” the girl exclaimed as she unwrapped the treat. 
 
    “You have to share,” I told them both, and I gestured at the rest of the kids still around. 
 
    There were only six remaining of the original cadre, and I assumed the others had gotten bored and gone to play. The honey cakes would split into three generous portions rather nicely, and the children gave us a chorus of thanks as they ran off with their prizes. 
 
    Then I glanced up at the bouncer they had indicated, and my heart leapt in my throat. 
 
    The man was massive, that was easy to say. He was built like two grizzly bears stacked on top of each other, and his eyes were narrow above his thin scowl. He looked like he could rip a person limb from limb as a warmup for the day. His sweaty, sleeveless top barely stayed on him, and it revealed a portion of rock-hard abs and bulging biceps where it was cropped small. 
 
    Layla made a worried, uncertain noise in the back of her throat. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Erin added in a squeaking voice. 
 
    What was this place, and what the hell were we getting ourselves into? 
 
    Luratamba and Utun are not merely different countries, Sera whispered in my mind. For thousands of years, they have held themselves apart, molded themselves in different images, and refused to contact each other except in war. The Utun people got taller and stronger, while the Luratambans favored beauty and longevity. 
 
    Was Sera saying they actually changed themselves physically through sticking to such specific values? 
 
    Perhaps, Sera mused elusively, or perhaps it is merely the present culture which forms the children into the adults you see. Who can say if the differences between Luratambans and the Utun people are anything more than superficial? 
 
    It bothered me not to know which answer was the true one, but I decided I preferred the idea that Luratamba and Utun were functionally identical, except for the environments they were raised in. 
 
    Frankly, I didn’t like the thought of people being bred to be a certain way like cattle or dogs. Was I the way I was because of how I was born, or was it the choices I made along the way that mattered? 
 
    A philosophical crisis in the middle of the street, Sera observed with amusement. How charming. 
 
    Well, it mattered to me, especially considering I might be … part of the prophecy we’d been studying. I didn’t like to think about it more closely than that. 
 
    If you’re done, this is how you say hello … Sera explained, and she gave me the right phrases to recite. 
 
    Then I led my team up the steps and turned to the bouncer with my most confident smile. 
 
    “Greetings,” I told him, “I was wondering if you might have spare rooms for the night?” 
 
    “Why d’ya talk like that?” the bouncer boomed, and his scowl deepened. “What’re ye, fancy?” 
 
    He sounded completely different from the graceful, measured words Sera gave me, and I wondered just how different her ancient knowledge of the language was from how it was used today. 
 
    “Sorry,” I told the bouncer from Sera’s translation, “my mother was a mad harpy of a woman, and she taught me to talk like this. It has stuck around, unfortunately.” 
 
    Really, a mad harpy mother? That was some weird explanation. 
 
    “It’s a’right,” the bouncer huffed, and he reached forward with a meaty hand to yank the door open. “In ye go.” 
 
    I wasn’t waiting around for a second longer, and I led my teammates through in a rush. 
 
    The door closed behind us, and we all stopped to take in the room. Rough-hewn wooden chairs and battered tables filled the dining area, and a worn bar counter separated the drinks from the patrons. Behind the counter, a young man with a swollen black eye was busy pouring a beer. Around the tables, a half dozen quiet, lonely people sipped at drinks and ate food. 
 
    “Hmm,” Ashla hummed, but she didn’t say anything that would indicate the Mistral language. 
 
    I gestured for my team to follow me to a table, and we all took our seats a little stiffly. It felt strange as anything to be welcomed into a town like this as if we belonged to it. Despite who we were, we looked like Utun citizens, and that was good enough for the children and the bouncer. 
 
    The young man at the bar finished pouring the drink, and he came out from behind the bar to set it down at somebody’s table. Then he turned our way and strode over to see us. 
 
    “Welcome,” he said in the Southern language, and my teammates looked at me expectantly. 
 
    “Thanks,” I replied calmly according to Sera’s direction. “I have a strange request, but do you accept Luratamban currency?” 
 
    The bartender frowned, and he glanced around furtively. 
 
    “That’s a very strange request,” he hissed at me, but he didn’t seem offended, merely worried. 
 
    “We’ve been following after Prince Kecha’s army,” I told the man, and I gave him a sly, knowing smile. “We found some straggler Luratambans that didn’t need their funds anymore, if you understand my meaning.” 
 
    “Ah,” the bartender realized, and he relaxed once more. “Well, those coins aren’t as useful here as it would be in their country, but I’ll accept them. I’ve got some people who can exchange one kind of coin for the other, and I’ll only be out a small percentage. You alright with not getting the full value of your coins?” 
 
    “Completely,” I answered, and I dug in my pocket for the Luratamban coins before I set them on the table. “We just want food, drink, and lodgings for one night.” 
 
    “One night?” the bartender mused, and he pawed through the coins with one hand while he rubbed his black eye with the other. “Yeah, I can do one night with this. All the best trappings for six people. How many rooms do y’want?” 
 
    “Three rooms should do us,” I replied, and the bartender squinted at us before he nodded. 
 
    “Three is cheaper than this,” he told me, and he pushed back a silver coin in my direction. “There, that’s better. Pleasure doing business with you, sir. I’ll be right out with your food soon. Any preferences?” 
 
    “None,” I answered, since I didn’t know what kind of food they even ate in Utun. “We’ll take whatever your kitchen’s got that’s warm and filling.” 
 
    “Excellent,” the barkeeper replied, and he collected the coins in a furtive palm before he slipped them somewhere unseen in his clothing. “Have a good night, ladies and gentlemen.” 
 
    Then the bartender turned and strode back to his counter before he disappeared through a door into the back room. 
 
    “What the hell just happened?” Varleth hissed in the quietest whisper he could manage. 
 
    “A shifty exchange,” I replied in the Mistral language, and I tried to see if anybody was listening in. “Try to keep your talking to a minimum.” 
 
    Varleth looked like he was going to explode with questions, but he knew we couldn’t risk discovery, so he quieted down. Orenn patted him comfortingly on the shoulder, and Layla began to busy herself by making funny faces at me. 
 
    Do you want to say her face will freeze like that in Southern? Sera queried. 
 
    No, it wasn’t worth saying if Layla couldn’t understand it. 
 
    While we waited for the food, I considered how well Sera’s translation efforts had been going so far. She was almost instantaneous when it came to translating other peoples’ words, and I only had to think a vague idea at her for her to know what I wanted to say back. It hardly slowed down my speech at all, so I thought it was pretty convincing. The only issue was Sera definitely had some oddities in her manner of speaking, since she was mostly using what she learned thousands of years ago. 
 
    I’ll get better, Sera dismissed. I’m learning the slang while we’re here. By the time we reach the far south, you may as well be fluent. 
 
    That was pretty good to hear, as long as we didn’t get found out before then. 
 
    Our food arrived, and I thanked the bartender and the barmaid as they set six steaming plates down on the table. Varleth and Ashla copied my words to thank them as well, and I thought we made a pretty convincing group of Utun people. 
 
    Once the bartender and the barmaid left, then we got to work on the food. 
 
    “Huh,” Orenn commented, and he dropped his voice into a whisper. “This is nothing like the Luratamban food we got in the port city.” 
 
    “We definitely don’t have to guess about what it’s made of,” Varleth agreed quietly. “Xaru is a simple town, it seems.” 
 
    In front of me was a plate full of rich, mixed brown rice, a large steak, and two short corn cobs dripping with butter. It looked fantastic, even though rice and corn weren’t too common in small towns in Mistral. 
 
    “Dig in,” I whispered. “I don’t want to rush you too much, but it’s getting difficult to keep the disguises up.” 
 
    It must have been an hour since I’d started, and I was feeling my tenuous grasp on the illusions beginning to wear thin. I probably only had half an hour left in me before things started to slip.  
 
    My teammates looked hard at my face, and I must have appeared strained, because they quickly began to gobble their food down at top speed. It helped that we’d been walking and riding all day, and we’d worked up a proper appetite after only light rationed meals. Then the barmaid came back with mugs of beer for our table, and that also helped smooth the passage of the food. 
 
    It was pretty good tasting, actually. The meat was simply seasoned with red pepper and salt, but it was cooked well, and the brown rice was both buttery and nutty in flavor. The corn was sweet and soft, and we quickly gnawed through our cobs. 
 
    Once the meal was nearing its end, the bartender dropped off three room keys, and I thanked him in the Southern language again. It paid to be polite, especially since we’d come to him with some suspicious requests in the first place. 
 
    Actually, I had a few more suspicious things to talk about. 
 
    “I was curious,” I began, and the barkeep paused beside our table, “have there been any rumors of Utuni and Miralea in the country?” 
 
    “You really have been away, haven’t you?” the barkeeper questioned, but he shook his head. “Sure, there have been more than rumors. It’s practically common knowledge the king is hosting Utuni in Umo Portana, though I don’t know about Miralea. Frankly, I think that ridiculous Luratamban goddess is a hoax.” 
 
    “I see,” I told him in Southern, “thank you for your time.” 
 
    The barkeeper shrugged and gave me an odd look, but he left without saying anything else. 
 
    Then I switched to Mistral as I turned to my teammates. 
 
    “Not here,” I requested in a whisper. “Room, first.” 
 
    I got back several nods of silent understanding, and we got up from our table before we trudged toward the back hallway in single file. This inn only had one story, as seemed to be the standard in Utun. 
 
    I found the three rooms that were supposed to be ours, and then I used the numbered key on the lock to unlock all three. 
 
    “Alright,” I told them once the door was closed once more, and I let out an exhausted sigh. “I need to take your disguises off, so we should figure out room arrangements immediately.” 
 
    “Me and Varleth can room together,” Orenn proposed happily. 
 
    “Gryff and one of the other women should be together,” Ashla offered. “I’m so tired, I could fall asleep standing up.” 
 
    “Ohh,” Layla said wistfully. “I kinda want to room with Gryff, but I think Erin has been looking forward to it for a long time … “ 
 
    Layla waggled her eyebrows suggestively as she turned to the disguised mimic. 
 
    “Oh, um, yes, well,” Erin stumbled as her eyes lit up with excitement. 
 
    “Then it’s settled,” Ashla decided with a smile. “Alright, I’m going to sleep.” 
 
    The ice mage plucked the key from my hand, and she turned to go into her room. Layla quickly hurried after her, and the door shut behind them. 
 
    As soon as they were out of sight, I released the illusions I was holding on them. The disguises required occasional physical contact to keep them going for over a half hour, but it was incredibly easy to take them away again without much effort. 
 
    Then Varleth turned to go, and he snagged Orenn by his shoulder before pulling the metallogue after him. Orenn yelped and stumbled along, and the two vanished behind their own door.  
 
    I went ahead and cut the illusions on those two as well, and more energy flowed back into me. Luckily, each room had an adjoining private bathroom space, or I would have to keep going back with more illusions every time somebody needed to go somewhere. 
 
    “Alone at last,” I observed, and Erin smiled. 
 
    “Come on,” she told me, “we should get inside. I’m sure you’re tired of keeping the disguises up.” 
 
    “Of course,” I agreed, and I turned the key in the lock to let us in. 
 
    The dim room greeted us, and I realized sunset was beginning, since the room was cast in a warm glow from the partly-covered window. The light cast red shadows on the floor and walls, and the whole room looked like it had been created from an artist’s paint palette. 
 
    “You know … “ Erin said slowly, and she began to fiddle anxiously with her hands. “If you want to, you can keep the illusion on. I mean, if it would be preferable … well … “ 
 
    The mimic trailed off as a flush passed over her face, and I frowned at her. 
 
    “What do you mean, preferable?” I asked.  
 
    “Just, I mean,” she explained with uncertainty, “I know I’m not the prettiest woman, or the most feminine, or the curviest. Maybe if you used Phi’s illusions on me, I could look nicer for you.” 
 
    I gawked at Erin, and the disguise dropped away from both of us as my grasp on the magic failed. Beautiful, orange strands of hair framed Erin’s freckled cheeks, and her amber eyes glistened with unshed tears. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I asked breathlessly as I watched her. “Maker, Erin, I wouldn’t change a thing about you. Your skin, your body, your voice, your personality … well, I love all of it just the way it is.” 
 
    “You’re just saying that,” Erin replied as she averted her gaze. “That’s okay, Gryff. It really is.” 
 
    “No, it’s not okay,” I said firmly, “and that’s not at all how I feel. You’re perfect the way you are, and that’s just how it is.” 
 
    “But--” Erin began. 
 
    “I’m serious,” I said, and I gestured around helplessly. “I don’t know how to make it clear to you, but you’re special to me, Erin. There’s nobody quite like you, and that’s about more than looks, too.” 
 
    “Well, sure,” Erin hedged, “but even if we’re talking about personality, then Layla is more fun than I am. Nia is stronger, Ashla is more mature, Cyra is smarter … “ 
 
    “And you’re charming in ways they’ll never capture,” I told her. “The way you seem to understand flight like nobody else can. The way your body moves when you hear a good song. The way you fidget with that one strand of hair on the right side, since it always gets curled up and falls into your eyes.” 
 
    Erin lifted a distracted hand up to the lock of hair in question, and her eyes widened. 
 
    “Well,” she said slowly, “those are only small things.” 
 
    “Small things,” I pointed out, “but they’re just details from huge parts of your personality. You have an unashamed, pure love for dance and music, even though you never talk about it. You fidget with your hair when you’re listening to people argue, since you don’t like to hear disagreement. In fact, more often than not, you’re the one who’s soothing people down before they can get into a fight. Besides, if we’re talking about intellect, you know machinery better than anybody else in Mistral.” 
 
    Erin flushed bright red as she shook her head. 
 
    “That’s not true,” she objected. “Now, you’re just trying to flatter me.” 
 
    “I am,” I agreed, “and part of the reason I am is because I love the pure, abashed way you respond to so many things. For instance, you might not be a virgin anymore, but you still act like romance is new to you. It’s charming, Erin, and you’ll just have to take my word for it. You are carefree, gentle, and always have a positive outlook. You make everyone around you happy, and I adore you.”  
 
    “Ah, well,” Erin said with a flustered smile. 
 
    The mimic turned her face away from me as more pink flush colored her ears, and I smiled as I watched her. She was gorgeous, as always, and I took a few slow steps toward her as I watched the emotions play across her face. 
 
    “When I was growing up,” she mumbled, “my parents thought I was doing a bad job of acting ladylike. It’s hard when your family is middle-class, y’know? The noble women can act how they want because of their education and their power, and the lower class women can act how they want because nobody expects them to be refined anyway.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” I agreed thoughtfully. 
 
    “I mean,” Erin amended, “I shouldn’t act like I have it worse. Those are generalizations, anyway, but it was just difficult for me when I was growing up.” 
 
    “What did your parents think of you entering the Academy and becoming a pilot?” I asked curiously. 
 
    “They didn’t get a say,” Erin answered with an uncertain shrug. “They don’t really know I’m a pilot, actually. They just know I had to be recruited to the Academy after my powers showed up.” 
 
    “How did your powers show up, anyway?” I questioned with a tilt of my head, and I took a step closer to the mimic. 
 
    “Took a while,” Erin answered, and she gave me a sheepish grin. “I’d like to say it was after a first kiss or something, but the reality is that I punched a boy in the mouth. My mother forced me to go on a date with him, and he was getting so pushy, I just socked him in the face.” 
 
    “The boy was a mage?” I guessed with a chuckle. 
 
    “Sure was,” Erin replied. “A young augmentor who hadn’t shown his power yet either. But Maker, I sure felt it when that magic blew up in my veins.” 
 
    “What happened?” I asked. 
 
    “He fell off the bench, first thing,” Erin said with a slightly ashamed laugh. “Then the boy called me all sorts of names, and I stormed off back home. It was just a silly incident, but it didn’t end there of course. It took me days to figure out why I kept having weird bursts of strength, and that’s when my father had the Academy called in.” 
 
    “That’s not the most pleasant way to discover you have magical power,” I stated. “Nor is it the best way to be introduced to dating and relationships.” 
 
    “You can say that again,” Erin snorted, and then she looked at me with wonder in her eyes. “You think that’s why this sort of romantic thing makes me overthink things so much?” 
 
    “I’d bet my left arm on it,” I told the mimic seriously. “You’re a beautiful woman, and I think you took entirely the wrong messages from all the problems your parents caused you.” 
 
    “I suppose I did,” Erin said in awe, and she faced me with simmering passion just below the surface of her hazel eyes. “Maybe I should have more good experiences so I can change it.” 
 
    She gave me a look that spelled out her desire plainly and clearly, and I felt an answering thrum deep inside my body.  
 
    “I can help you with that,” I told her, and then I moved in for a sweet, soft kiss. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    “I suppose we’re both like mimics now,” Erin said softly as she traced my collarbone. “I can do it with powers, and you can do it with appearances.” 
 
    “I suppose we are,” I replied as I moved in, and Erin pressed her lips to mine once more. 
 
    When we kissed, I felt the pull of magic between us deepen, and Erin took my summoner power for her own. It was intoxicating, and I could hardly think straight after the strength of that connection. 
 
    “Planning on using summoner powers soon?” I asked after we broke apart. 
 
    “It seems more important than Arwyn’s healing magic, which I can hardly use,” Erin sighed in response. “I’m no better than a bandage, honestly. You’re going to be off at the stables tomorrow, and at least with summoner powers, I can help fight when things inevitably go south.” 
 
    I laughed as I kissed her again, and she responded enthusiastically. 
 
    “Makes sense,” I mumbled against her lips. “I trust you to know what’s best.” 
 
    As we embraced, I maneuvered us over to the bed, and then I dropped us down carelessly onto the sheets and pillows below. Distantly, I registered the bedspread was the color of a dark pine forest. It looked beautiful against Erin’s pale skin and orange hair, and she melted beneath my touch as I rested a hand against her cheek. 
 
    Then I began to work on her buttons, and Erin sighed with contentment as I revealed her skin to the dimming light. I molded my hands around her breasts, and I thumbed the nubs until she gasped and squirmed. 
 
    “So good,” she whispered quietly, and then I bent down to take her breast in my mouth. 
 
    Erin made a series of delicious noises as she struggled to contain her enjoyment, and then she let out a single loud moan. Her eyes shot wide, and she clapped her right hand over her mouth like she could take the noise back just by wishing it badly enough. 
 
    “You want to stay quiet, hm?” I asked her, and I moved down to pull off her skirt. “You don’t want anybody to hear us?” 
 
    “Exactly,” Erin said, and she flushed along her chest. “I know they’ll tease us later if they hear.” 
 
    “You’ll just have to be quiet, then,” I told her with a remorseless grin. “I’m not going to go slow and easy, consequences be damned.” 
 
    Erin’s eyes widened, and her mouth popped open in surprise. 
 
    “I have to try to stay quiet?” she asked, and a spark of fierce determination lit within her eyes. “I’ll do it. I won’t make a single sound.” 
 
    “Good,” I told her, and then I lifted her back to strip her shirt off entirely. “Not a single noise, right?” 
 
    “Right,” she repeated, and then she winced. “Well, none after this.” 
 
    The mimic grinned, and she made a motion with her hand like she was locking her lips shut. She tossed away the imaginary key, and then she began to tug at my shirt as well. 
 
    I helped her pull off my top, and I tossed it off the side of the bed. The floors could be covered in dirt, but I didn’t care. All that mattered to me right now was the spiced scent of Erin’s skin, the softness of her hair, and the red flush on her chest. 
 
    Erin fumbled with my belt, and I took it off for her as well. Before I could do anything with my pants, she undid the buttons and pulled all the fabric down to expose my cock. 
 
    It sprang free, and Erin didn’t even bother to take my pants off fully. Instead, the mimic lowered her head and began to suck at the head of my cock. 
 
    “How does it taste?” I asked her quietly, but she just looked up at me with dark passion in her hazel eyes. 
 
    She didn’t say a word, and I smiled. Erin was taking her bet to be quiet very seriously. 
 
    The mimic was still new to most aspects of sex, but she went at it with the careful observation and curiosity of an impassioned scholar. When my cock twitched under her efforts, she took note and incorporated more suction into her routine. When a flick of her tongue made me hum in appreciation, she took up a more complex rhythm against the head as she sucked it deeper and deeper. 
 
    I breathed in a sudden gasp as she plunged her mouth down almost my entire length, and I could feel my tip touch the back of her throat. I wasn’t exactly small, and it was practically impossible to take all of me like that, but that didn’t stop Erin from trying. 
 
    She made a tiny noise like a restrained cough, and then she pulled off with a smile. I decided not to count the sound, since it wasn’t even close to loud enough to be heard in the next room. 
 
    “You’re still winning,” I whispered to her. 
 
    She licked her reddened lips, and her expression turned seductive as she gave me a wink. Then Erin began to pull my pants off, and her hot breath warmed my cock as she bent to slide the fabric off my hips. 
 
    The mimic pressed her mouth to my stomach just above the head of my cock, and her lips sealed over my skin as she began to suck at my bare flesh. 
 
    She released with a wet pop, and I looked down to see a perfectly circular hickey left in place. Erin gave me a mischievous smile as I examined the mark, and I pushed her back as I stripped the final clothing from her body. Her panties went on the floor to join her skirt, and I flung her bra over the headboard of the bed before I pressed her down. 
 
    “Two can play that game,” I warned Erin with a smile, and I lowered my mouth to the inside of her thigh. 
 
    Erin was already wet and excited, but I wasn’t nearly ready to move on. Instead, I pressed my mouth to her soft skin as I began to suck a hickey onto her thigh. 
 
    Erin reached down to card her fingers through my hair, and I pulled off to reveal the mark I left. It was red at the center surrounded by light pink, and I knew it would be there for days to come 
 
    I moved slowly over as if I were about to start on her clit, but I passed over it and moved on to the other thigh. Erin began to squirm with anticipation, but I ignored her impatience as I lowered my mouth to her soft skin on the opposite side. 
 
    A second later, I pulled off to reveal another hickey. She had matching marks now, and I liked the feeling of seeing my work in such a hidden spot. Nobody would know they were there except for Erin and me, and it would be our little secret. 
 
    “There,” I said with finality as I rubbed my hands over the marks. Then I moved my palms up and outward, and I cupped her hips as I pulled her toward me.  
 
    I sank down as I put my tongue over her clit, and I began to suck the sensitive spot with careful pressure. Erin made a soft sound deep in her throat, and she put her hand over her mouth as her eyes fluttered shut with pleasure. 
 
    “Good?” I asked her, and the vibration from my voice made her shiver. 
 
    Erin nodded hurriedly, and her lips parted as I crooked my fingers inside her. I teased slowly at first, and then I began to pick up speed. Erin gasped and nearly moaned, but she bit her knuckle instead to keep from making more noise. 
 
    I began to pick up speed with my fingers, and the mimic’s hazel eyes darkened as her pupils expanded with pleasure. Her head twitched to the side when I hit a good spot, and I remained there as I moved back and forth across the sensitive area. 
 
    It was fascinating to read all of Erin’s reactions just from her body language, since she was trying so hard to stay quiet. Her legs wrapped around me as she struggled to suppress her vocalizations, and her fingers twitched as she covered her mouth.  
 
    She was gorgeous, and I was the one almost making her come undone without a sound. 
 
    I moved forward as I picked her hips up off the bed effortlessly, and I slipped my cock across her clit. I didn’t enter her yet, but I merely glided across the surface so we could both feel the friction of being together. We slid together for a few thrusts, and she threw her head back with the feeling before she tapped me with one impatient hand. 
 
    “You’re ready, are you?” I teased, and then I moved my member to her wet entrance. 
 
    She was tight, incredibly so, and I could only get the tip in at first. Erin pulled at my wrist impatiently for more, and I thrust a little deeper inside of her. 
 
    Every time I moved, I slid a little deeper, and Erin was completely overcome with bliss. She pushed her hips into mine as I thrust, and her eyes fluttered open and shut repeatedly as her enjoyment rendered her languid and relaxed.  
 
    She looked good like this, but I wasn’t done yet. The mimic was having far too easy of a time keeping quiet, and I wanted to give her a proper challenge. 
 
    So, I flipped Erin over, and she gasped as she rolled. It was a quiet sound, but I wanted more, and I made sure to give it to her. 
 
    I held her hips and ass up as I pounded into her, and our flesh slapped together as we established a rhythm. The angle was far more overwhelming for her now, and she began to pant as her body twitched with the sensation of my shaft impaling her.  
 
    I moved one hand forward to cup her breasts as I pounded into her, and Erin tilted her body up subtly so I could get even deeper. Her pants became more ragged and less restrained, and I knew she was close to losing it. 
 
    I moved my hand back from her breasts down to her wet clit, and I began to rub in quick, teasing motions back and forth as I slammed my cock deep inside her. 
 
    Her muscles began to spasm as she wrapped her legs around me, and her stomach tensed as well. She threw back her head with complete bliss, and a loud moan broke from her throat as Erin began to come. 
 
    Her climax was hard and long, and her moan turned into a shout that reverberated around the room. 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” the mimic moaned, “fuck, fuck me.” 
 
    “Want me to stop?” I asked with a smile as I watched her come undone. 
 
    “No!” she shouted, and her spine arched as another wave of pleasure went through her. 
 
    I pulled my fingers away from her too-sensitive clit, and I clutched Erin’s ass as I continued to fuck her. She came again right away, and her moans were loud and completely unfettered as she twisted in my arms. 
 
    “I’m going to cum deep inside of you, Erin,” I growled.  
 
    “Ohh, please,” she moaned.  
 
    I sped up for a few extra strokes, and then I went deep for the final one as I released. My eyes closed as my seed pulsed into Erin’s tight and accepting body, and she let out another loud moan when my climax lasted for a dozen seconds.  
 
    She was soon filled to the brim with me, and I began to lower her onto the bed as we both let out long exhales of relief.  
 
    My cock slipped out of her, but the tightness of her tunnel caused me to have a small tremor of another orgasm, and a few more spurts of seed painted white streaks across her entrance and her clit up to her stomach. It shone as Erin panted heavily, and her eyes opened halfway to gaze dazedly up at me. 
 
    Then she reached down and dragged her fingers through the cum on her stomach. As I watched with wide eyes, the mimic lifted her fingers to her mouth and sucked my seed from them. 
 
    I could hardly breathe, let alone comment on it. Erin smiled when she saw me looking, and she nudged me with her knee. 
 
    “Mm,” she hummed as she reached down to rub some more of my seed from between her pussy lips. “Do you think anybody heard?” 
 
    “I think the whole inn might know,” I told her honestly, and I grinned at the chagrined look on her face. 
 
    “I really thought I could be quiet,” she sighed as she licked her fingers again. “I can be quiet when I, you know, do it alone … “ 
 
    I grinned, and Erin blushed with embarrassment as she finished licking her finger clean. 
 
    “Oh, really?” I teased. 
 
    “I suppose it’s not really the same at all, is it?” Erin admitted, and a smile crossed her face. “It’s so much better when it’s with you. You just … fill me up so good. It’s hard to describe, but I feel complete when you climax inside of me. Like I should always be filled with you. I really, really, like it. Uhhh. I told Layla about how I feel when you and I make love.” 
 
    “Oh?” I asked.  
 
    “She thought it was cute,” Erin giggled. “But she told me to save some for her. I’m glad she let me go first. I know she loves you, but I… I’m just really happy right now to be with you.” 
 
    “I love making love to you too,” I told her, and I laid down next to her on the bed sheets. “Don’t worry, the others will only tease us a little.” 
 
    “Mm,” Erin agreed sleepily. “I think I might not care so much anymore.” 
 
    “I feel the same way,” I told her as I pulled her closer, and Erin rested her head on my chest as she snuggled up to me. 
 
    “I hope we get more chances for this sort of thing,” Erin murmured with a yawn. “The Archons can’t possibly kill us if we’ve been having so much fun.” 
 
    “You think?” I asked as I smiled down at her fondly. 
 
    “I’m sure of it,” she said as she moved her head in a small nod, and then she fell silent as her eyes closed. 
 
    She didn’t fall asleep immediately, but I couldn’t bear the thought of moving her when she looked as cute as this. If we woke up in the middle of the night, I could fix the sheets then. For now, this was perfect. 
 
    My eyes drifted shut as the sounds of Erin’s sleepy breathing lulled me into unconsciousness. 
 
    I woke in the late hours of the morning, and noon sunbeams pierced through the curtains as they lit a patch of bright light on the floor. I could tell I’d overslept past the time I wanted to, but the stablewoman would probably still be ready to conduct business, so maybe it was fine. 
 
    Then I turned my head to the left, and I nearly jumped out of my skin at the sight of Erin staring back. 
 
    “Hiya, sleepyhead,” the mimic said, and then she let out a yawn that cracked her jaw. 
 
    “Looks like you slept in, too,” I noted, and my eyes drifted down to her exposed breasts. 
 
    “Ah, ah,” she chided. “Keep your eyes up, mister. You’ve got places to be.” 
 
    “True enough,” I accepted, and I reined in my libido as I sat up and began to stretch. 
 
    My muscles protested a little, but it didn’t feel like anything major, not even after all of yesterday’s walking. Maybe I was just used to hard exercise at this point, and I could thank Miralea for that. 
 
    I quickly retrieved my clothes from where they fell beside the bed, and I started to tug my trousers on. 
 
    “Mm, I could get used to this view,” Erin admitted with an admiring glance at my bare chest. 
 
     “Don’t get too used to it,” I returned with a grin, and then I tugged my black shirt on over my head. “Do you want me to leave you with Ashla and Layla?” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Erin agreed, and she tilted her head curiously. “You’re going to sell the horses alone?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I answered. “Sorry to say it, but it just takes too much mana and concentration to keep disguises on everybody. Besides, it’ll be nice for you all to relax before I lead you on an unrelenting journey through half the continent.” 
 
    “Then I’ll get dressed,” Erin agreed, and she leapt to her feet to do just that. 
 
    I got a little distracted by staring at her getting ready, but I tamed my wandering eyes once she stopped bending over to put her skirt on. 
 
    “Ready?” she asked, and she picked up her travel pack. 
 
    “Of course,” I replied, and then I slung my own bag over my shoulder. “This way, ma’am.” 
 
    I took her by the elbow as if to lead her away, but I pulled on Phi’s power as I did so. The illusion draped over Erin’s form with perfect realism, and once more I was staring at a stranger. Then I did the same with myself, and I turned into the same Utun man as before.  
 
    As I used Phi’s power, though, she roused from her restraints. 
 
    You better thank me later, Phi grumbled faintly in the distant corner of my mind. 
 
    Maybe I could offer her free speaking for the whole day? Would that be good? 
 
    Yes! That would be very good, Phi exclaimed, and her voice nearly climbed to a shout with excitement at the idea. 
 
    Well, I’d let her out then. I reached back into my head and loosened the bonds on Phi, so now she could speak as often and as freely as she wanted. I hadn’t been restraining her nearly as completely as I used to, since I trusted the Archon to not try to get me killed on purpose. 
 
    Maybe we can have another nice one-on-one conversation in a dream, Phi suggested. Without my sister, we could do some fun things …  
 
    Over my dead body, Sera growled back at Phi. Gryff is mine, and he’ll have dreams with me, not you. 
 
    I didn’t want to get embroiled in this sister-on-sister war right now, since I had goals to attend to. 
 
    “Come on,” I told Erin as I shook off my distraction, and I opened the door for her. 
 
    “Thanks,” Erin told me as I led her into the hallway, and she knocked on the other women’s door.  
 
    “I should be thanking you,” I corrected, “for such a wonderful, splendid, perfect, amazing, impossibly good night.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of adjectives,” Erin said as she blushed. 
 
    Just by hearing Erin, I could tell she’d gained a little more self-confidence she hadn’t had before. Pretty soon, she would be making leaps and bounds on her own, and she would learn to view herself the way her friends did. 
 
    Suddenly, the door opened, and a wild-haired ice mage stood in the opening. 
 
    “Gryff, Erin!” Ashla exclaimed, and she put a hand over her mouth like she was cramming the rest of the words back in. 
 
    Then she made a gesture with her head to ask Erin to come in, and she turned expectantly to me. 
 
    I just waved goodbye, and Ashla gave me a quick smile and a wave back. No words needed to be said for her to understand I had other things to do. 
 
    I’m surprised, Sera observed as Ashla closed the door behind Erin. She does not seem troubled by her past, and yet she is. 
 
    Yeah, well, humans were great at suppressing that sort of thing. We couldn’t all go nuts like Archons and turn to violence just to get out our feelings. 
 
    Humans are inferior, Sera murmured. They lie to themselves just as often as they lie to others. 
 
    Maybe, but that was a trait I was willing to live with. 
 
    Now, I had things to take care of, and hopefully I could remember the way back to the stables. 
 
    The journey back was easier than I’d anticipated, and it seemed the huge crowds from yesterday afternoon had died down a little. Utun had a rush hour, apparently, and right now the farmers and tradesmen were off doing their jobs. 
 
    A few merchants in the street tried to goad me into coming to try their wares, but there weren’t many. I did consider making a quick stop to try the breakfast pancakes loaded with egg, mango, and bananas, but they could wait until I was finished with the stables. 
 
    I reached the building without any problem remembering where it was, and I gazed at the stucco structure for a moment. Was it alright to sell our horses here? Was I making the right decision to put us back on foot? 
 
    You overthink things, Sera told me with a purr of amusement.  
 
    Yeah, Phi agreed. Just sell them and be done with the smelly animals. 
 
    Fine, fine, I would go ahead and sell them. 
 
    I went through the door into the stable office, and the familiar face of the woman from yesterday greeted me. Well, she scowled at her clipboard and scribbled furious numbers without even looking up, but she was there, and I was relieved I hadn’t been too late to catch her in the office. 
 
    “You’re late,” she growled in the Southern language as her eyes snapped up to me. “You were supposed to be here in the morning.” 
 
    Her chin waggled as she spoke, and her eyes narrowed shrewdly. 
 
    “It’s still morning,” I offered. 
 
    “It’s eleven,” she gritted out. “You’re playing technicalities, and I don’t like it.” 
 
    Ooh, I have the perfect saying for this, Sera chimed in. Tell her ‘esi pastera im ano portu im asto coneda,’ that should do it. 
 
    I repeated Sera’s phrase, and the stablewoman frowned suspiciously. 
 
    “Did your brain just catch on fire?” she asked as she shook her head. “Son, you’re damn late, and don’t pretend otherwise.” 
 
    In my head, Phi snorted with childlike laughter. 
 
    Sera doesn’t know the first thing about modern Southern, she giggled. Nobody uses that saying with the rabbit and the tree trunk anymore. 
 
    Maybe I should just ignore this argument and move on. 
 
    “So,” I started, “what do you think of the horses? Are they any good?” 
 
    “Are they any good,” she rumbled, “are they any good! Why, I can’t believe your audacity.” 
 
    “Um, okay,” I hedged. 
 
    “These are the best damn horses I’ve seen in this town in months,” she ground out. “These things are gorgeous, loyal, fit, healthy, perfectly proportioned, and dirty as hell. What have you been doing with these poor creatures?” 
 
    “Just bringing them south, that’s all,” I told her honestly. “We bought them near the border from a man who couldn’t be burdened with them anymore, so we decided to get them to the nearest town to sell.” 
 
    She frowned suspiciously, and a tremor of nerves went through me. Had she figured out there was something incredibly odd about my story? I didn’t know how to make it more believable. 
 
    “You walked away with fantastic luck,” the woman snarled, like she was angry about it. “Damn, I would’ve given anything to know where these came from originally.” 
 
    I wanted to tell her they were from Desacino, the port town at the northernmost part of Luratamba, but I had no feasible way to explain that without sounding like a spy, a traitor, or a dangerous liar. I was pretty sure visitors from Luratamba were never welcome in Utun, and I suspected Luratambans would be met with jail time or something worse … like getting sacrificed. 
 
    “So, you’ll buy them?” I asked.  
 
    “Yeah, I’ll fucking buy them,” the woman grumbled, and she rested the clipboard on her belly. “Don’t know where I’ll find a buyer rich enough to take them from me, but that’s a problem for another day. Right now, I just want to own four horses as fine as these. Here, take a look at my numbers and see if I’m on the right track.” 
 
    The woman handed her clipboard over to me, and I scanned the foreign writing. I had no idea what Utun gold was worth compared to Luratamban gold, and I definitely didn’t know what price I should be asking for these horses. 
 
    Looks fine, Sera hummed. I think you might be making money, actually. Just in case, ask for a little more. Here’s how you say it …  
 
    “Do you think you could give a bit more?” I repeated after Sera. “The saddles and reins are all included, and we had a hell of a time getting them this far south just to sell.” 
 
    “Gah, I knew you’d want more,” the woman grumbled, and she snatched back the clipboard before she made a few changes. “Fair enough, you know the horses are good. Here, how about this?” 
 
    She thrust the clipboard back at me, and I scanned the new marks like I knew what they meant. 
 
    Tell her ‘uma esquisito a une ladra esturada,’ okay? Sera instructed. 
 
    Don’t say that! Phi jumped in suddenly. Sera’s wording is idiotic. You should use ‘perfiniso’ instead of ‘esquisito.’ You’ll sound stupid if you do it Sera’s way. 
 
    No, Phi’s way is wrong, Sera growled. 
 
    What the hell, I’d stick with Sera’s way. 
 
    “Looks exquisite,” I said out loud. “It’s a deal, I’ll sell them for this.” 
 
    The woman paused for a moment, and she blinked at me in confusion. 
 
    “You have quite an odd way of phrasing things, young man,” she observed, but she shook her confusion off. “Anyway, you agree to the terms?” 
 
    “Sorry, yes,” I agreed, and I tried to keep it simple so Sera wouldn’t use any odd phrases. 
 
    “Then I’ll buy them,” the woman decided, and she surged upright to shake my hand. “I’ll get your money.” 
 
    I dropped her hand as she turned away, and she bustled out through a side door into an unseen room to retrieve the coins. 
 
    Suddenly, the door opened behind me, and I turned to see an enormous man framed in the entrance. He was wearing a red soldier’s outfit painted with white and black warpaint, and he had enough scars to designate himself as a military veteran. A feathered helmet topped his misshapen skull, and the adornments in it waggled as he walked. 
 
    The soldier’s nose was crooked in every direction at once, like it had been broken and rebroken in a series of unfortunate bar fights. A spiked club hung at his side in an obvious threat, even though we were in the middle of a populated town. Then he strode inside, and his heavy boots clunked on the floor in ominous, measured footsteps. 
 
    “The fuck are you looking at,” the soldier grunted, and I smoothed my expression into politeness. 
 
    “Nothing, excuse my behavior,” I told him, and he frowned. 
 
    “You got a weird way of talking, little man,” he growled at me. “You sound like some fuckin’ fancy queen.” 
 
    Not too far off, considering Sera’s speech patterns. 
 
    See, Phi mocked, she’s got no clue how to talk convincingly. 
 
    You sound ridiculous as well, Sera warned Phi. 
 
    Well, if this soldier wanted to start a fight, I could end it, but I wasn’t looking for any trouble. I would just keep my head low and pretend to be meek and subservient. 
 
    “What, you not gonna respond?” the soldier bellowed at me. “Maybe I’ll just have to pound you so you notice I’m still here.” 
 
    “I notice you’re here,” I told him as I tried to keep the anger out of my voice. “I just don’t know what you want me to say. Are you trying to be deliberately antagonistic? You really want a fight before lunch?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he growled slowly, “I think I do.” 
 
    Then the man stepped aside from the entrance, and he revealed a second man behind him. A heartbeat later, six more soldiers clunked inside the tiny stable office. 
 
    One soldier cracked his neck as he rolled his head to the side, and he gave me a grin like a troll preparing to eat a man. His eyes gleamed with desire for violence, and his hands twitched into fists.  
 
    He was scarred up and beat-to-hell with all manner of old wounds, and most of them seemed more like the products of roadside muggings than actual battles. I’d seen better-looking goblins than him, but he seemed happy to try to pick more fights anyway. 
 
    “So, little man,” the original soldier boomed. “Which of us do you want to hit you first?” 
 
    I heard a gasp from behind me, and I turned to see the stablewoman peering from behind the door. Her eyes were wide with terror, and she covered her mouth with one hand as she quickly pulled the door shut again. 
 
    Well, that was interesting. It seemed the people of Utun didn’t trust their soldiers not to terrorize them, much less to keep them safe. 
 
    I turned back to the seven men with a calm, warning expression on my face.  
 
    “I don’t think you want to do this,” I told the soldiers seriously. “Really, it wouldn’t be a good day for any of us.” 
 
    The second man snorted, and he jabbed a meaty thumb at me with a roll of his eyes. 
 
    “Look at this skinny little twig,” he growled. “Changes his tune as soon as he sees the rest of us, huh?” 
 
    Maybe I’d made my Utun man illusion a little too average and unassuming. He was much thinner and droopier than I was, though I couldn’t change his height. He looked more like a gangly bookseller than a warrior, and that made him much less threatening than I was used to. 
 
    To be fair, I hadn’t expected a whole troupe of assholes to pick me for their daily target. 
 
    “The nice woman who owns this place wouldn’t be so happy about us starting a fight in here,” I told them. “How about you lay off?” 
 
    “Naw,” grunted a third soldier, and he shook a scarred fist at me. “I don’t think we will.” 
 
    Then two of them began to lunge at once, and the rest followed close behind. 
 
    I dodged the first fist before I seized the man’s elbow and yanked him forward. He came unbalanced, and my foot shot out to kick him in the shins for good measure. The man toppled like a length of lumber, and he hit the floor hard enough to make me wince in sympathy. 
 
    The second attacker tried to grab my shirt instead of punching me, and I made him pay for the decision. I dodged away as he clutched thin air, and then I brought my arm inside his guard with a quick jab to his side. 
 
    My fist connected with the soft flesh that covered his vital organs, and the man let out a sound like the bleating of a sheep as he went down. He would have a nice bruise on his kidneys or his liver, but he’d live to complain about it at least. 
 
    A third and a fourth soldier came at me from opposite sides, and I resisted the urge to pull out my daggers. If I killed these men, I had a feeling it would reflect very badly on the stablewoman, and she’d been nothing but fair to me so far. 
 
    Instead, I crouched low as I darted left, and then I pivoted out with a kick toward the soldier there. My boot caught him directly in his crotch, and he sank unceremoniously to the floor as he howled with pain. 
 
    The next soldier was now too far away to grab me, so he surged forward as he drew his club. The wood was adorned with sharp spikes meant for killing, but he didn’t seem to think of the consequences for murdering a man as he swung it straight toward my skull. 
 
    I leapt back over the body of the third soldier, and I snagged his feathered helmet as I moved. He looked silly with it anyway, so I was really doing him a favor. 
 
    The fourth soldier’s club came down in the space I had vacated, and I whipped out my wrist as I threw the helmet at him. It flew straight and true, and it made a tremendous clanging sound as it connected with his exposed face. The fourth soldier moaned, and blood began to pour from his nose as the helmet skittered away across the floor. 
 
    “You’re gonna die now!” he garbled through his plugged nose. 
 
    He was hurt, but he wasn’t down yet, and he let out a roar of anger as he lunged for me.  
 
    I think you should tear his eyeballs out and feed them to the horses, Phi suggested. 
 
    I think you should let me do it instead, Sera purred in a dangerous tone. 
 
    I was beginning to feel a little wistful about the idea of murdering him, but I set the violent thoughts aside. This wasn’t the wilderness, this was the middle of a town, and I couldn’t just kill a bunch of soldiers without consequences. 
 
    The bloody-nosed soldier came at me with his spiked club again, and he whipped it wildly from side to side as he charged me. It was a messy attack with little control over it, so I stepped in while he swung wide before I brought my hand up to catch him by the wrist. 
 
    The soldier’s eyes bugged out in surprise as he found himself caught mid-swing, and he twisted his wrist to try and free himself. I let him focus on his trapped hand while I took my other fist and drove it straight into his neck. 
 
    The soldier coughed out a wheezing, wordless sound, and then he dropped to his knees as he curled into the fetal position. His face was purple and his veins were bulging from his neck, but he wouldn’t suffocate to death.  
 
    Four soldiers down, three to go. 
 
    The three in question lunged for me with their swords and clubs out the instant my last opponent fell, and I turned to face them with my knees bent and both hands up. Then I had a flash of inspiration before I grabbed my rhin dagger from my belt, and I brandished it at the three as they approached. 
 
    Two of them stopped as they had second thoughts about taking on an equally-armed man instead of a weaponless one, but the third man charged in with his shortsword out. Maybe he was talented, or maybe he was just dumb, but either way he wasn’t prepared for what I could do. 
 
    As he approached, I flipped my knife around so the hilt faced outward, and then I slammed it toward his torso. Predictably, the soldier focused all of his attention on my deadly weapon, so he didn’t even bother to give my free hand a second glance.  
 
    While he was distracted, I slammed my left foot down as I simultaneously made a chopping motion into his throat with my other hand. His leathery skin felt tough under my attack, but he was still human, and my blow struck him hard. 
 
    The man made a hoarse noise similar to the last one, but he couldn’t speak. He stumbled away still standing, but at the rate his face was turning red, I didn’t expect him to be up for much longer. 
 
    The remaining two soldiers glanced at each other, and I beckoned them forward with an open hand. 
 
    “C’mon,” I requested impatiently, but I forgot to ask Sera for the translation, so they just stared at me with fearful eyes. 
 
    At least they didn’t clock it as the Mistral language, so I cleared my throat and tried again. 
 
    “Come here, please,” I told them. 
 
    Why did you use ‘please’? Phi wailed. That’s so accommodating. 
 
    It was the first thing that came to mind, Sera snapped. 
 
    One soldier surged at me in a killing rage, but the other turned tail and shot out the door as quick as a rabbit. I grunted with frustration, but I couldn’t do anything about it while I had one man still coming at me. 
 
    He pulled his club from his belt and threw it at me, but I dodged the toss easily, so the club clattered to the floor noisily behind me. 
 
    “That’s pretty foolish of you,” I told him in the Southern language. “Now, you don’t have a weapon.” 
 
    “You’re a dead man,” the soldier roared, and he came at me in plodding, slow steps like he was trying to intimidate me through sheer anticipation. 
 
    Not very creative, is he? Sera remarked. 
 
    I got tired of waiting for him to reach me, so I feinted forward to make him swing. Then I snatched his arm as I pulled him off balance, and I kneed him in the gut for good measure. He went down with a squeak of pain, and he landed heavily on his face with a rumble that seemed to shake the whole floor. 
 
    Suddenly, the side door flew open, and the stablewoman came out with a chair raised over her head. She yelled bloody murder as she charged into the room, but then she stopped and stared around when she realized there was nobody left to fight. 
 
    There was just me, and I stood in the middle of the room surrounded by wheezing, writhing enemies who wouldn’t be getting up any time soon. Streaks of red were painted across the floorboards from where the bloody-nosed one had crawled, and there were scratches from the weapons that fell, but at least the furniture wasn’t destroyed. 
 
    “You took care of them all … ?” the stablewoman asked in total confusion, and she began to lower the chair slowly. “Just you?” 
 
    “Excuse my impertinence,” I repeated from Sera’s translation. “I didn’t mean to get your floors bloody.” 
 
    Nobody says ‘impetenenta’ anymore, Phi growled at her sister. 
 
    Silence, I’m in charge, Sera hissed back. Besides, I heard a passing miner say it not two-hundred years ago. 
 
    Sera definitely had a distorted sense of time from all her centuries spent in the crystal cave. 
 
    “Oh, hell,” the stablewoman sighed, and she set the chair on the floor before she slouched into its seat. “You downed them all, just like that?” 
 
    “Well,” I admitted, “one of them ran away.” 
 
    “Ran away?” the stablewoman repeated, and she fixated on that as her gaze grew sharp. “Horseshit, the guard will be here soon. I’m sorry to do this to you, but I’m going to have to set them on your trail. The soldiers steal enough from me as it is, and I don’t want them any angrier.” 
 
    One of the soldiers moaned as he began to come to a little, but I wasn’t worried about it. 
 
    “That’s fine,” I told her honestly. “I wasn’t sticking around in town anyway.” 
 
    The stablewoman sighed as she reached in her pocket, and she pulled out a leather bag that jingled as she raised it. Then she tossed the bag to me, and I caught it with my left hand. 
 
    “You damn thief, stealing from me with threats of violence,” the stablewoman said loudly, and she gave me an exaggerated wink. “I wish you’d never come into my office.” 
 
    I blinked as my eyebrows rose in surprise, but I nodded quickly as I caught her drift. We were still surrounded by soldiers who were quickly regaining consciousness, and she had to keep up appearances at least a little. 
 
    “It’s bad these noble guards tried to interrupt my nefarious scheme,” I declared loudly and slowly as I looked around the small room. “I was going to steal everything, but I’ll have to settle for your pocket money.” 
 
    The stablewoman grinned widely, and she gave me a furtive little wave as she nodded her head toward the door. 
 
    I took the signal, and I burst through the entrance back into daylight. The normal bustle and traffic of the street outside calmed me a little, and I focused on acting natural as I began to turn and walk away from the stable office. 
 
    The noon sun hit my face, and I sighed as I thought about the trouble I’d just raised. We would have to leave quickly and subtly, or I’d find myself facing down every guard and soldier in the whole town of Xaru. 
 
    Suddenly, a man began to shout and point at me from across the street, and I whipped around to look at him. He yelled louder, and I knew I was recognized. 
 
    As the alarm went up across the street, I turned and began to run. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    “Everybody get packed!” I urged as I burst into the women’s room. “We’ve got Utun soldiers coming to question us, and we need to get out of town quickly.” 
 
    The three women were in the midst of a card game, and they looked up at me with shocked expressions as they slowly lowered their cards. 
 
    “Gryff, is that you?” Ashla asked with pure confusion on her face. “Why do you look like that?” 
 
    “Oh, sorry,” I replied as I realized my mistake, and I gestured at myself with a hand. “I had to get them off my trail when I was coming here. I think if I give us all different disguises before we go, we can slip out.” 
 
    “Sure,” Erin agreed with wide eyes. “We’ll pack up.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m going to tell the guys,” I said, and I shut their door before I moved on to the next one. 
 
    If somebody came into the hallway right now, would it be better if we looked like strangers or like the disguises we came in with? What was the best way to fool the Utun soldiers? If they asked the children or the stablewoman for my description, they would know what I looked like from yesterday, and connect it to my other friends. Then again, if the inn workers saw a group of strangers come down from the bedrooms, that might raise suspicions all on its own. 
 
    I opened the men’s door and poked my head in. Orenn was asleep on his bed with his mouth open, and Varleth was sorting through his travel pack on the floor. 
 
    “It’s me,” I told them quickly, “we’ve got Utun soldiers on our trail. Time to pack up and leave immediately.” 
 
    “It’s always fun hanging around with you, Gryff,” Varleth sighed from the floor. “I’ll wake Orenn up and get him moving.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “Open the door when you’re ready, and I’ll put your disguises on.” 
 
    I shut the door after me, and then I used my key to go into the third room. My travel pack awaited me on the floor, and I pulled it on after a quick check that Erin and I weren’t leaving anything behind. Then I went back into the hallway as I pulled the door shut behind me. 
 
    The barkeeper hadn’t stopped me when I tottered in here in my old man disguise, but I wasn’t sure that would work for six entire people. Was there any way I could make us inconspicuous for all circumstances? 
 
    The women’s door opened, and Layla peeked out. 
 
    “We’re ready for the illusions,” she whispered. 
 
    “Alright,” I agreed. “We’re going to leave in new disguises, so bear with me.” 
 
    I stepped up to the door and put my hand over Layla’s wrist. Then I closed my eyes as I began to channel Phi’s magic, and I pushed on a new disguise for Layla. 
 
    It was practically the same as her old disguise, but I made her look younger than before. Perhaps the soldiers would mistake her for a young teenager who couldn’t possibly be wrapped up in all of this. 
 
    Layla stepped out into the hallway, and Erin came up behind her to get her illusion put on as well. I did the same for Erin as I did for Layla, and the two of them pressed their backs against the hallway wall as Ashla came forward. 
 
    I did the opposite for Ashla, and I turned her into an old woman with liver-spotted hands and a wrinkled face. 
 
    “Very funny, Gryff,” she said dryly. “I know I’m a few years older than you, but there’s no reason to turn me into your grandmother.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I told her with an apologetic grin. “I’m trying to make the group as a whole not fit the description they might have of us. If we’re all just the same but younger, I don’t think anybody will fall for it.” 
 
    “I hate when you’re right,” the ice mage sighed, and she sidled out through the door and into the hall. 
 
    Then the men’s door clicked open, and Orenn stuck his face out uncertainly. 
 
    “We’re ready?” the metallogue said, but he made it sound like a question. 
 
    “Good,” I replied as I walked over and laid my hand on Orenn’s arm. 
 
    With a few moments of sweaty concentration, I managed to turn Orenn into a lovely young lady. I had to make his hair short because it was too challenging to create long hair from nothing, but at least I succeeded in changing him from being bald. 
 
    “Aw, he’s so pretty,” Layla whispered with obvious glee in her voice, “and you made his clothes so cute, too.” 
 
    Orenn gawked down at himself, and he reached a hand up toward his chest. He did appear much shapelier than before, but it was going to create problems if he stuck his hand straight through the disguise. 
 
    “No touching what isn’t there,” I whispered at him as I smacked his hand back down. “It’ll make the illusion really hard to sustain.” 
 
    Orenn made a disappointed face, but he walked over to join the women without trying to touch his chest again. 
 
    Varleth loomed in the doorway, and he glowered at me silently in an effort to convince me not to make him a woman as well. His efforts were in vain, since I needed another lovely maiden in order to divert any suspicions. 
 
    I put my hand on Varleth’s arm, and I channeled Phi’s power as I gasped with the effort of putting the final illusion into place. Varleth’s angular, harsh face smoothed out into something approaching soft and feminine, and his body changed slightly as well. 
 
    “Oh, Maker,” Erin whispered with slight horror in her voice. 
 
    I had to agree. Orenn made a fairly convincing Southern woman with very few changes, but I hadn’t managed to do the same to Varleth. Something about his posture or his face resisted any efforts to inject femininity into it, and he looked like the world’s most angry, sullen, crude lady. The banisher seemed to have been poured into his body like too little liquid into a large water skin, so he appeared more feverish and shriveled than anything that could be called healthy. 
 
    “He’s … um … “ Layla whispered as she struggled to find something nice to say. 
 
    Well, it was going to have to do. 
 
    I thought briefly about changing myself from the old man into a woman as well, but I didn’t think my concentration could take that much strain. It was incredibly hard to keep up the illusions on six people, and making two of them into women didn’t help matters much. If I tried to do myself, the whole thing might fall apart. 
 
    The further an illusion is from the truth, Phi agreed, the more difficult it is to maintain. 
 
    “Come on,” I urged everybody in a hushed voice, and I gestured them to follow me out the hallway and through the main bar room. 
 
    As we walked through the dining area, I glanced briefly at the bartender to see his reaction. I hoped he wouldn’t have noticed us, but of course he was staring directly at my entire team. A frown settled onto his face as he stopped wiping his mug, and he set it down on the counter as he began to come out from around the bar.  
 
    I picked up my pace as I hurriedly led my teammates over to the door. I got my hand on the handle while the bartender was still yards away, and I figured we could slip out into the crowd with none the wiser. 
 
    Then I yanked the door open, and the large form of a town guard blocked my path. His scarred face glowered down at me with the gravitas of an executioner walking his victim to the hanging tree. A red uniform covered his muscled frame tightly, and a series of black and white patches were sewn to the front of his shirt. I guessed they were probably accolades to show off his accomplishments. 
 
    I raised my head to look at him eye-to-eye, and I gave him the most quivering, elderly smile I could manage. 
 
    “Oh, hello there,” I told him in the Southern language. “My, what a strapping young man you are.” 
 
    “Sir … “ the guard grunted with no small amount of confusion, and he frowned at me before he looked over my shoulder. “Sir, could I ask you to step out of the way? I’m looking for a group of six with three men and three women … “ 
 
    He stared straight at my teammates, but he didn’t seem convinced these were the people he was looking for either. Still, his suspicions were high. 
 
    I chortled good-naturedly as I patted the guard on the chest. 
 
    “Looking for your buddies, are you?” I asked him pleasantly. “Sorry, I haven’t seen any guards around here.” 
 
    “No, not guards,” he said with frustration. “Thieves and scoundrels, actually. If you’ve seen a group of six young people, or a skinny man with a messy haircut, I need to know.” 
 
    “Skinny man … “ I repeated as my mind raced, and I tried to look thoughtful. “Oh, yes! I saw them leave just a few minutes ago. No clue where they went, since I was busy eating and drinking, hah.” 
 
    “Actually,” interrupted a familiar voice behind me, “I didn’t see them leave. I don’t know who these people are either.” 
 
    I turned to see the bartender looming over Erin and Layla at the back of the group. I wasn’t sure if he would have defended us any better if we looked how we did before, but it was starting to feel like we’d been trapped in a no-win situation from the beginning. 
 
    “Oh, we just got here today,” I quavered. “The nice barmaid gave us our rooms.” 
 
    The bartender’s face hardened, and his eyes narrowed.  
 
    “That’s funny,” he said dangerously, “because renting rooms is not part of her job, and she hasn’t gone behind my back to do that before.” 
 
    Layla turned and gave a nervous, young-looking smile to the bartender, but it didn’t help at all. She may have looked like somebody’s kid sister, but she couldn’t speak a single word of the Southern language to defend herself. 
 
    “You’re all coming with me for questioning,” the guard barked out. “If you’re innocent, we can clear it up later, but I need to know if you’re affiliated with the thieves.” 
 
    The guard put one meaty hand on my shoulder, and I struggled to keep my illusion on as the disguise warred with the contact. 
 
    “Sorry, old man,” the guard apologized brusquely, “but I’ll have to search you. We’re looking for a leather bag of gold with the words Quickhoof Stables inscribed on the bottom.” 
 
    Well, shit. I was willing to bet my left leg that the bag in my pocket had those very same words on it. I hadn’t thought to give it a second glance since I’d been so busy running and coming up with plans this whole time. 
 
    The guard patted at my shirt pocket first, and then he reached down to check my pants pockets. In a split second, he would find the bag, and we would be busted for sure anyway. 
 
    So, why not make use of our element of surprise? 
 
    “Everybody run south!” I bellowed in the Mistral language, and then I slammed my elbow into the guard’s face. 
 
    I felt something crack, and I suspected I’d broken the man’s nose. He hadn’t seemed too bad thus far, and I wasn’t sure he deserved the injury, but we had no time to waste. As the guard stumbled backwards, I pushed him away from the door and rushed out with my teammates close by on my heels. 
 
    Layla drove her knee into the bartender’s gut as he tried to grab her, and then all six of us were off like a shot as we darted out the door and into the street. 
 
    Instantly, the hustle and bustle of the traffic filled streets partially subsumed us. A few people gave us irritated or suspicious glances as they had to swerve around our panicked group, but none tried to intervene. 
 
    “Get them!” the guard behind us bellowed in the Southern language, but nobody was really listening to him. 
 
    Blood flowed from his nose and mouth, so he was having trouble yelling very loudly anyway. 
 
    He continued to shout for help as he gestured wildly at our team, and then our luck ran out.  
 
    I froze as I spotted two female guards just as they emerged from the street ahead. 
 
    “We’ve got company,” I warned in a harsh whisper, and I looked around for an escape route. “They haven’t seen us yet, let me think.” 
 
    “Better think fucking fast,” Varleth hissed. 
 
    “Take your time, make sure it’s a good plan!” Ashla urged with the complete opposite advice. 
 
    “I don’t want to go to Utun jail,” Orenn yelped as he looked back at the guard behind us. “They’ll sacrifice us for sure!” 
 
    Well, he had a point, but it wasn’t helping me think. We needed to blend in, we needed to disappear, but if we got separated, we would be in serious trouble. 
 
    But why was I assuming we had to disappear? Before I got Phi’s power, I’d never worried about blending in. In fact, I often found a large, chaotic scene to be where I worked best. 
 
    So, let there be chaos. 
 
    “Layla, Erin, I want you to summon your monsters,” I ordered. “Don’t kill anybody, just cause panic. We’re going to walk out while they’re busy dealing with that!” 
 
    “What!” Layla squeaked, but we didn’t have any more time to think. 
 
    The guard I’d hit was still yelling, and he’d caught the attention of the two female guards up the street. As he pointed to us, they began to look around in search of who he was so worked up about. 
 
    I grabbed a handful of crystals from my bandolier, and then I hurled them into the crowd around me. 
 
    For a moment, everything continued as usual.  
 
    Then the first woman noticed the axe goblin leering at her from mere inches away, and she let out a blood-curdling scream of fear. More screams quickly joined in, and the howling of several-dozen terrified citizens filled the air. 
 
    Chaos erupted throughout the streets, and people howled and rampaged as they tried to avoid the violent, murderous monsters around them. Kalgori zipped dizzying circles around the innocent passersby, my pyrewyrm growled and snapped at any who got too close to him, and my axe goblins made a show of shaking their weaponlike arms as they pretended to be outrun by the fleeing crowds before them. 
 
    Then my pyrewyrm soared above it all, and it looked like a symbol of death itself as it spread its shadowy wings. It emitted a short shriek that had little real power put into it, but it was just enough to make people clutch their ears and stare up at the sky in horror. 
 
    The female guards drew their weapons and stared around with gaping mouths as they tried to figure out what to attack first, and the bloody-nosed guard I punched earlier lost his focus as well. I almost didn’t expect my distraction to work so well, but to be fair, this sort of thing far-outweighed the threat of a common thievery. 
 
    Layla let out a mad, excited cackle as she began to toss her own crystals. Then her batlike keichim burst out, and it began to spark with electricity as it swarmed around the crowded street. 
 
    Erin caught on too, and she crushed her volascura’s crystal between her hands. A small, red-colored monster that looked like a flying squirrel burst out, and it raced up to perch on Erin’s shoulder. The creature was covered in feathers instead of fur, and it held a thin, whiplike tail out behind it for balance. The volascura seemed cute, but the two sharp fangs that curved down from its mouth said otherwise. 
 
    Erin released her squirrel, and it leapt from her shoulder onto a man’s head before it terrorized him with a series of enraged chitters and screeches. The man screamed in mortal terror, and then the volascura leapt to its next victim. 
 
    “Nicely going!” I praised my teammates. “Okay, now let’s get out of here.” 
 
    Then my illusions shuddered at the strain of using so much magic at once, and all five of my companions lost their disguises. 
 
    I managed to keep mine up, but I quickly dropped it once I realized there was no reason for it anymore. If my team was exposed, I might as well be, too. 
 
    “Shit,” Orenn exclaimed as he looked down at his pale, familiar hands. “Uh, what should we do?” 
 
    We were six obvious northerners standing in the middle of a town in a country that would sacrifice us because we were from Mistral.  
 
    Yeah, this wasn’t a good place to stick around. 
 
    “Run!” I ordered, and I took off at a steady jog through the chaotic streets. 
 
    My team moved in behind me, and I ordered my monsters to stay within a short distance of me as I ran. I would lose control of them if I got too far away, and besides, their presence definitely helped to clear a path through the increasingly-panicked crowds. 
 
    I was forced to recall my axe goblins because they couldn’t keep up, and I stuffed their crystals into my hip pouch as the town population began to thin.  
 
    “Look, we’re almost there,” Ashla panted as the narrow streets parted, and the buildings grew sparse and far apart. 
 
    Just then, four guards emerged into the street in front of us. Two of them noticed and began to point at us, and the other two quickly caught on as well. They didn’t move yet, since they seemed frozen with surprise at the sight of six Mistral men and women charging down the road in the middle of the day. 
 
    “Veer left!” I commanded, and we took the next turn. 
 
    “Shit, they totally saw us,” Layla gasped. 
 
    “That’s fine,” Varleth pointed out, “since they have way bigger issues to deal with right now.” 
 
    My pyrewyrm shrieked and dove menacingly over the town, and I grinned. 
 
    “I think you may be right,” I told Varleth. 
 
    “I always am,” the banisher panted back. 
 
    We passed another street, and I noticed a good opening where the forest nearly came all the way up to the buildings at the edge of town. If we could make it into the woods, we stood a very good chance of not being hunted down on horseback or shot at from a distance. 
 
    “That way,” I decided, and I swerved to lead my team south again and toward the edge of town. 
 
    This time, not a single guard stepped out to stop us. Maybe they weren’t very fast runners, or they lost our trail, or they were far more concerned about the monsters swooping threateningly over the town. In any case, I was happy to seize the opportunity. 
 
    We raced through the opening between the buildings, and then we burst into the open field between the trees and the houses. There were several hundred yards until the start of the forest, so we would just have to make it until then. 
 
    My heart thundered in my ears, and my legs began to burn as I went into an all-out sprint toward the tree line. Behind me, I could still hear the fading screams of the terrified townsfolk, and I recalled my duvarku and my vingehund as they fell too far behind. 
 
    Erin did the same with her volascura, and then we reached the forest. Relief flooded me as we ran between the thick-trunked trees, and I took back my pyrewyrm as we got a little too far away. I tucked the crystal into my bandolier, and the town behind us began to disappear as the underbrush crowded out any view of the buildings. 
 
    “Okay,” I gasped, “we can slow down.”  
 
    I slowed my jog down to a walk, and my teammates panted with obvious relief as they slowed down as well. None of us were out of shape, but it seemed like everybody except for me and Varleth hadn’t gotten very much athletics training over the past month. 
 
    Finally, Layla recalled her keichim, and she clutched the crystal to her chest happily before she put it into her hip pouch. 
 
    “Now that,” Ashla breathed with a wild grin, “was some way to leave a town.” 
 
    “No kidding,” Varleth agreed, and he shot me a look of exasperation. “What the hell happened? You said you’d be fine to sell the horses alone!” 
 
    “Believe me,” I chuckled, “I don’t think bringing anybody else would have stopped this. Wait until you hear about these soldiers … “ 
 
    I began to recite the story of how I got in trouble as we walked. My friends’ faces changed from confused and alarmed to understanding as I revealed the series of events that had caused today’s chase, and they all nodded as I finished off narrating the run back to the inn. 
 
    “Totally unavoidable,” Varleth sighed. “It’s too bad, but it’s not our fault the soldiers in Xaru are power-hungry bastards.”  
 
    “It all ended well,” Orenn said with a happy smile. “After all, we got what we came for.” 
 
    “We should still be careful,” I warned. “Those guards saw us, and I don’t think six northerners in the heart of Utun will be brushed off as a small matter to them.” 
 
    “You think they’ll look for us?” Ashla asked, and she glanced back toward the town like she could spot them. 
 
    “I think we should prepare for it,” I said. “Tonight, I’m going to take first watch just in case.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Erin agreed. “At least we have a few hours of daylight left to put some distance between us and them.” 
 
    “Definitely,” I said, and I set my mind to the long day ahead. 
 
    We walked for hours, but the time seemed to pass quickly. The forest here was not the coniferous woods I was used to in Mistral, but it wasn’t really jungle either. The tropical plants that populated Luratamba further north were no longer present as we got further from the equator, but ferns and moss were plentiful. 
 
     Sometimes, a squirrel would zip through the treetops or a bird would take flight, and I couldn’t help but check behind us when I heard noises from animals. I couldn’t shake the feeling the Xaru guards wouldn’t let us just walk away, and I knew they could recover lost ground to catch up to us on horseback. 
 
    “Just relax,” Ashla advised me when she caught me looking back. “We can’t do much except keep moving. Once camp is set up, then we can worry about it.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I agreed, and I tried to settle my nerves as I turned forward once more. “Maybe I’m just eager for another fight.” 
 
    “That sounds like you,” Ashla admitted as she gave me a grin, and then she patted at her string of monster parts. “To be fair, I wouldn’t mind adding some more to my collection, but human parts are no good.” 
 
    “That’s probably true,” Layla teased. “I’m not sure I could be friends with you if you had a string of human ears on your belt.” 
 
    “That’s cruel,” Ashla replied soberly. “You shouldn’t stop being friends with people over fashion differences.” 
 
    Layla and Ashla both began to laugh like partners in crime, and Orenn and I chuckled along. 
 
    “Oh, look,” Erin cut in as she pointed up to the sky on our right. “The sunset looks like it’s going to be good.” 
 
    Through the thick trees, the barest hints of pink and orange began to show. I had to admit, the sunsets in Utun had been incredibly beautiful so far. 
 
    “We should start to set up camp,” I realized out loud. “If anybody spots a good place where we can conceal our tent, let me know.” 
 
    Everybody agreed, and we spent a couple more minutes walking before Erin stopped and pointed ahead toward a drooping tree. 
 
    “What about that?” she asked. “We could let the lower branches hang down to cover the tent, and maybe we could shift one of the boulders over to hide the lower part.” 
 
    “And the hammock could go up there,” Varleth added as he gestured toward two thin, dense trees nearby. 
 
    “Looks perfect,” I decided. “We’re not likely to find a better spot, so let’s start setting up camp.” 
 
    Since it was most peoples’ first time setting up the camp, I had to do a fair bit of oversight, but things started moving along soon enough. Varleth helped with staking down the tent, and I hung up the hammock myself so it would be ready quickly. 
 
    “So, what’s for dinner?” Layla chirped as she passed by me with a flat rock to hammer in the tent stakes. 
 
    “Rations,” I answered with a grin. 
 
    “Just rations?” Layla asked, and her face fell as I began to nod. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I told her, and I put a comforting hand on her shoulder. “You’ll get used to it soon. 
 
    “I suppose … “ Layla murmured dejectedly, and then she left me behind to give the rock to Varleth. 
 
    I was sure she’d cheer up soon, but I made a mental note to get us some good food when we reached Umo Portana. We weren’t actually very far away from the capital city, and the last stretch of walking was going to be mostly farmland and smaller, rural communities. 
 
    Keep in mind how you’re going to actually reach Utuni, Phi said with an amused giggle. I’m not saying your plan in Xaru blew up in your face, but it totally blew up in your face. 
 
    As much as Phi enjoyed making fun of me, she was kind of right. However we decided to integrate ourselves into Umo Portana, we would have to be very careful not to mess things up. We couldn’t escape from the capital so easily, especially since it seemed at least twenty times the size of Xaru according to my map. 
 
    “Gryff, come get your honey cake before Layla eats it,” Erin called out to me with a smile and a wave, and I quickly obliged. 
 
    “Thanks,” I told her as I rescued my meal out from under Layla’s hungry gaze.  
 
    I bit in, and the sweet honey coated my mouth quickly. The oats were chewy and tough, but I didn’t mind, and I quickly finished it off to start on my beef jerky and my bread. 
 
    After I finished eating, I said goodnight to everybody, and then I took my place in my hammock above the trees. It gave me a good view of the tent, and I admired my team’s handiwork for a few minutes.  
 
    It wasn’t easy to hide a tent even in the best of circumstances, but the shifted boulders and the drooping trees did a fantastic job. In the light of the moon, it was just barely visible to my adjusted eyes, but that was because I knew where it was. I doubted anybody would find us unless they stumbled directly on our camp. 
 
    With my worries reassured, I settled down into the hammock as I let my mind wander. Maybe after a few hours, I would feel comfortable enough to fall asleep. 
 
    For a while, my mind wandered, and I became half-convinced I was just paranoid about us being followed. Why would the Xaru guards care? We obviously left their town, so we weren’t their problem anymore. 
 
    Suddenly, a glowing light began to resolve itself through the trees, and I sat up and stared raptly as I waited to see what it was. 
 
    It turned out to be a well-fueled torch held by some stranger, but another dozen people followed closely behind him. All of them wore Utun soldier uniforms, and all of them searched the trees ahead with calculating eyes. 
 
    If they kept walking, they would certainly run straight into our tent. 
 
    Should I drop out of the hammock and face them head on? Should I try to warn my teammates first? Whatever I did, I would be noticed instantly, and I wasn’t sure what the best course of action would be. My pulse thundered in my ears as I considered the situation. Normally, a dozen men and women wouldn’t have given us trouble, but one wrong move here could easily mean a fatal injury for my oblivious friends below.  
 
    In addition, if we killed a dozen soldiers today, that would only draw more attention to us. We would be hunted down by vengeance-hungry Utun people, and there was no way that could end well. 
 
    No, I had another plan. I steeled myself as I carefully drew my kalgori crystal from my bandolier, and then I crushed it between my hands. 
 
    A single, fluttering green creature appeared before me, and I gave it a quick mental order. The kalgori shot away eagerly, and I watched as it disappeared into the brush far to the left. 
 
    My monster made a loud rustling noise in the bushes, and the dozen soldiers froze. 
 
    “Over there,” one hissed in the Southern language, and they veered left to see what had made the sound. 
 
    I watched their shadowy figures, and my chest pounded with anticipation. I wanted to leap down and end the waiting with a bloody battle, but I knew waiting was the most rational option.  
 
    After a few more moments of their search, one of the men sighed and shrugged.  
 
    “I guess it was just an animal,” he dismissed, and he gestured ahead. “Alright, let’s keep moving.” 
 
    I watched with bated breath as the dozen soldiers continued forward, and they passed by our tent completely. Soon, the torchlight passed out of sight, and the entire group was swallowed by the dark night. 
 
    For hours and hours, I watched and waited for more to return, but none did. So, with just a few hours left until morning, I finally relaxed enough to fall asleep. 
 
    In the morning, Ashla woke me up with a frown and a worried expression, but I was quickly able to convince my team the guard duty had been worth it. They were amazed to hear we’d nearly been discovered in the middle of the night, and Layla vowed to never doubt me ever again in her life. 
 
    Layla’s dramatic declaration made me laugh, since it didn’t seem like something she would stick to for long. After the explanations were over, we ate a hurried breakfast and packed up the campsite to start our journey once more. 
 
    “This must be the end of the forest,” Layla sighed happily as the daylight in front of us grew stronger. “I’m glad to stop tripping over stupid roots and rocks.” 
 
    “There are always more rocks where those came from,” Varleth warned. “Mark my words, the plains aren’t going to be much better, and now you don’t have a horse to ride on.” 
 
    “Actually,” I told them, “we’ll be traveling along a dirt road toward Umo Portana for the next two days. It’s not highly populated, so we should be able to see people coming and put on our disguises if necessary.” 
 
    “You mean we’ll be on flat ground made for travel?” Orenn asked with a huge grin. “Phew, things are gonna be super easy from here on out.” 
 
    “Oh, Orenn,” Ashla sighed in pity, and I chuckled as she tried to explain to him that fighting demi-goddesses would not, in fact, be easier than walking. 
 
    Sure enough, my map was right, and we soon spotted the dirt road at an angle to our path. I consulted my map once more as we veered onto the road, and I did some quick planning.  
 
    It looked like we were exiting the areas populated by folk from smaller towns, and I was grateful to be away from it. After the chaos we unleashed in Xaru, I felt positive every trader and traveling entertainer for miles would soon be hearing the tale of monsters being unleashed on the town. Soon, people would probably figure out it was the work of summoners, seeing as the monsters killed nobody and disappeared just as quickly as they had appeared. 
 
    As we walked, the natural grass plains and the copses of trees gave way to structured farms with rectangular plots. Small farmhouses and white-painted barns perched among the dirt fields, and weathervanes spun on top of the various roofs of the buildings. 
 
    Around the dirt road, men and women alike toiled at farming the land. They dug at the earth with their tools, plowed with their oxen, and sowed seeds in the churned dirt left behind. Perhaps we got here just in time to see the spring planting begin, or perhaps people were always in the midst of planting new crops here. The climate was tropical enough that I didn’t think they had much issue with frost except for in the very dead of their mild winter. 
 
    “Pull your hood down further,” Ashla chided, and Orenn gave her a sheepish smile as he fixed his outfit. 
 
    It was important we weren’t spotted on the way to the capital, even though I doubted these farmers even cared to notice us. They were far too busy attending to their livelihoods, and this was a marked road on my map, so people did come through with some frequency. 
 
    The people worked hard, and the shirts on their backs were soaked with sweat and dirt. They were the backbone of the capital city, and it was their farms that grew the food for people like us to eat. Even when I was working simple summoning jobs at Maelor’s side in my youth, I’d always admired farmers. Farmers, innkeepers, and the rest of these simple workers kept the human world running even while monsters and goddesses threatened its very existence. 
 
    As we walked among the farmland of the Utun people, I thought about everything we’d seen and done while we were in this country. Sure, the soldiers and guards seemed nasty, brutish, and corrupt. Sure, we saw whole villages full of slaughter and blood sacrifice. 
 
    However, we also saw people like these. We saw hard-working folks just trying to make it in a world that didn’t seem to care about them. The children who led us to the inn for a few snacks in Xaru were just as Utun as the bloodthirsty berserkers I’d killed on the battlefield. The stablewoman who gave me the go-ahead to run was just as Utun as the soldiers who had terrorized her. 
 
    At times, I was tempted to ignore the plight of the people in the South. Sleet had sent us here with so little support from the very countries we were trying to save, but I knew he was right. Even if Utun and Luratamba didn’t really want our help, we had a duty to humanity to stop the threat before it could grow too big. 
 
    We had to take Utuni and Miralea down. 
 
    The King of Utun could fall off a cliff for all I cared, but I wasn’t going to let his people down.  
 
    As we walked toward Umo Portana, I began to see the distant, grayish shapes resolve into buildings. 
 
    “They’re massive,” Erin breathed as she stared into the distance. “Are those palaces?” 
 
    “Not palaces, no,” Ashla remarked while she squinted in the same direction. “I think those are temple complexes.” 
 
    “You’re joking,” Orenn exclaimed as he gawked openly at the distant complexes. “They’re enormous!” 
 
    They take Utuni’s worship very seriously here, Phi explained in my head. If they don’t, she’s liable to punish them. 
 
    That was nuts. Utuni hadn’t been in the human realm for a thousand years or more, and the Utun people still feared her like this? I understood the recent unrest because of her return, but these sacrificial temples had been used for centuries without Utuni’s presence at all. 
 
    She terrorized them for generations, Phi said simply. That doesn’t wear off easily. Respect and fear for Utuni has been ingrained into the religion, yes, but also into the culture, and into the daily aspects of these peoples’ lives. It will take monumental events to change their steadfast devotion to her. 
 
    I frowned as I thought about that. If it would take a monumental event to upset the cycle of death and violence here, would my capture of Utuni be enough? Would anybody even know why she’d disappeared? 
 
    “We have to change things here,” I said out loud, and my teammates turned to look at me. “We have to make sure Utuni’s legacy doesn’t last another millenia before it fades.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” Varleth questioned. “We can’t just hypnotize a whole country into not killing anymore.” 
 
    “We can’t,” I agreed, “but Utuni and her image hold a deep sway over them. I think however we end up taking care of the demi-goddesses, we should also make sure this country is headed in the right direction before we abandon it.” 
 
    “I agree,” Ashla said quickly, and she held firm even when Varleth frowned at her. “It’s not just for the Utun people, either. I loved walking around Desacino up north, and I would hate to see it destroyed. If Utun is allowed to continue on the same path, they’ll keep attacking, and Luratamba will suffer.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I agreed with a firm nod. “This isn’t an isolated issue. We should take care of it at the root, just like we’re taking care of the goddesses themselves.” 
 
    “Well, alright then,” Varleth sighed, and he shrugged in baffled agreement. “You’re the leader, and I wouldn’t stop you anyway. Your argument does make sense, but if you want us to fix the country, you’d better come up with a good plan to actually get it done.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said as I looked at the distant temples, “I will.” 
 
    I clenched my fists at my sides as I led my team toward the capital city, and my plan began to formulate in my mind. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    “I’ve got it,” I said suddenly, and five pairs of eyes snapped over to stare at me. 
 
    “You know how we’re going to get into Umo Portana?” Erin asked with a smile. 
 
    “Well, it’s a rough plan,” I hedged. 
 
    “Oh, dear,” Varleth sighed. 
 
    “Well,” I began, “we know I can’t disguise six people reliably for long enough to reach the heart of the city.” 
 
    “Yep,” Erin agreed. “If you can only hold it for about two hours, we’d run out a third of the way there.” 
 
    “I don’t know about you,” I told them all, “but I would prefer to not spend four days traveling through the city while Miralea recovers and Utuni gets stronger.” 
 
    “And if you take us one by one?” Ashla asked. “I don’t remember us discussing that option.” 
 
    “It takes at least six hours of walking to reach the temple complex district of Umo Portana,” I calculated, “so I could get myself and one other person there easily, but it would be another six hours to get back … coming to a total of four and a half days of travel.” 
 
    “Oh,” Ashla sighed. “Even if you pushed it and took two at a time, it would still be two and a half days.” 
 
    “Additionally,” I added, “wherever I dropped people off at, they would have to stay in hiding for that many days and hope the innkeeper or a maid doesn’t see them without the disguises. It’s not ideal.” 
 
    “Fine, fine,” Varleth cut in, and he inclined his head toward me. “What’s your crazy plan?” 
 
    “Here it is,” I began, and I unfolded the map while everybody crowded in to look. “You see how the river goes right through the edge of the city, here?” 
 
    I pointed at the squiggly blue line that cut through the eastern third of Umo Portana. The name of the capital meant “our port” for a good reason, and it butted up to the ocean on one side with the nearby river for fresh water. The edges of that side of the city were dedicated to the river and sea trade, and large sprawling harbors took up part of my marked map. 
 
    “I see it,” Orenn said. 
 
    “If we ask somebody to take us by boat,” I replied, “we could row all the way to this part of the river harbor. From there, we can get off and be in the temple district in half an hour. I would only have to make the disguises last long enough for us to burst into Miralea’s secret temple and take her on.” 
 
    “You think she’ll definitely be in a temple?” Orenn questioned me. 
 
    “I think the odds are incredibly good,” I explained. “Utuni and Miralea both rely on human worship to stay in this realm, or they lose power and get sent back to the Shadowscape. If they’re not in temples most of the time to receive worship, it makes it really difficult for them to stay here.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Ashla agreed. 
 
    “Do we know which temple she’ll be in?” Erin asked, and she gestured to the massive shapes on the horizon. “After all, there’s a lot of big ones.” 
 
    “And she could be hiding away, too,” Ashla pointed out as she bit her lip. “It’s not foolproof … “ 
 
    “If we don’t find her quickly, then we can pick an inn and stay the night,” I proposed. “Half an hour of looking, then we give up and pick an inn. Sounds good?” 
 
    My teammates glanced at each other uncertainly, but they didn’t disagree right away, and a few glimmers of excitement crossed over Layla’s and Orenn’s faces. 
 
    “What about the boat?” Varleth asked as he crossed his arms over his chest. “It might sound easy to just get a boat to take us, but we would have to be out of disguise for the trip. Who’s going to take northerners into the city secretly?” 
 
    “That’s where we start to count more on human nature … “ I admitted. “That is, the less principled side of human nature.” 
 
    “Oh,” Erin realized. “We’re going to bribe a boatman?” 
 
    “Only the seediest kind of person would agree to that,” Ashla told me with a frown. “It’s not a good idea to bribe somebody.” 
 
    “It’s more reliable than stealing a boat,” I explained, “and there aren’t any other options. I realize the odds of betrayal are quite high, but I think we can use that to our advantage.” 
 
    “How?” Varleth asked as he shook his head. “I’d say getting turned in to the city guards will end very poorly for us. We’ll get sacrificed for sure.” 
 
    “That’s where the element of disguise comes in,” I told the banisher with a wink. “We make our request, and then we keep an eye on our sailor. If the boatman tries to get us arrested immediately after we approach him, then we tie him up and leave him where he won’t be found for a few hours. If the boatman agrees, but then tries to get us arrested when we dock, I have a plan for that. There’s one person who the city guards would never arrest, not in a million years.” 
 
    “Well … “ Layla wondered, and she frowned as she thought about it. “Who wouldn’t they arrest?” 
 
    “Prince Kecha himself,” I explained as I grinned broadly. “I’ve seen him before, and it’s not like he’s going to turn up, since we know he’s dead. As soon as I turn into Prince Kecha and tell the guards to stand down, we’ll be untouchable.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s brilliant!” Orenn exclaimed with a broad grin. 
 
    “It’s--” Varleth huffed, but then he paused for a moment. “Well, it’s not awful. There’s still so many ways it could go wrong, though.” 
 
    “Same with any plan,” I pointed out. “Somebody could bump into me in the street, and I could accidentally drop the illusions on everybody. That’s just a risk we’re going to have to take. We’re Academy mages, c’mon!” 
 
    Orenn let out a wild whoop, and Layla cheered as well. Erin grinned and clapped, and Ashla just laughed as she shook her head. 
 
    “I’m the only sane one here,” Varleth bemoaned. 
 
    I gave the banisher a comforting pat on the shoulder, and he ran his hands through his hair in despair. 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” I told him with a confident smirk. “You’ll see. Now, come on, we’ve got a river to scan for shifty boat owners.” 
 
    I turned away to lead my team southwest, and the smile on my face faltered. This was one of the riskiest strategies I’d ever proposed, but we had to choose one, and it was the best I could come up with. Miralea and Utuni were getting stronger every day, and we needed to take them out soon. 
 
    “Should we disguise ourselves to flag down the boat?” Erin questioned as she jogged closer to me. “After all, a group of poor Southerners would draw a lot less suspicion than a group of pale, heavily-armed Mistral strangers.” 
 
    “I’ve considered it,” I allowed, “but there’s a good chance it would backfire on us. If we have to sit with the crew for more than an hour and a half, my disguises are going to start to get weak. Two hours, and they fail entirely. Plus, what if I can’t reach you guys to keep the illusions up?” 
 
    “Oof,” Orenn commented as he shook his head. “That’d get bad quickly.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ashla agreed. “At worst, they could lock us up or kill us themselves. At best, we kill them, and then we’re left with a ship we can’t sail.” 
 
    “Better to be up front,” Varleth agreed. 
 
    Another half hour of walking saw us on the shore of the river. We hid in the shaded, bushy area near the bank as we watched fishing and trade boats pass by lazily, and each of us debated the likelihood that each ship would turn us in. 
 
    “That one wouldn’t say anything,” Layla said as she pointed to a fishing trawler with a tattered, dirty sail. “They don’t have enough money to replace the cloth.” 
 
    “No good,” Ashla disagreed as she examined the boat in question. “The sail must be sentimental, that’s why they’re keeping it. Or maybe they’re getting one custom-made right now, and it’s delayed.” 
 
    “How do you figure?” Layla asked with a tilt of her head. 
 
    “Look at the shiny new handrail,” Ashla explained. “The deck is really clean, too. Naw, they’re way too upstanding to let us on their ship.” 
 
    Layla sighed, but she conceded her defeat. Minutes passed as we waited for the next boat to come along, and then a large one appeared as it drifted slowly downriver. 
 
    “That one might be a good bet,” Erin considered. “You can tell the rudder is slightly off by the way it’s drifting, and their dingy is missing. The ropes are tangled, too, so they’re not taking good care of what they have.” 
 
    “You’re not just good with airships,” I said with surprise, “you’re good with regular boats, too.” 
 
    “It’s not like I know anything about sailing,” Erin shrugged as she watched the ship, “I just know a little about vehicle craftsmanship. So, should we flag it down?” 
 
    “No,” I decided after a moment’s pause. “It’s a good choice for a ship, but it’s too large. I’m sure there are at least half a dozen crewmembers, and one of them will rat on us even if the captain doesn’t.” 
 
    “Oh, good point,” Erin agreed, and we went back to waiting. 
 
    The next ship came down the river, and instantly all six of us released one simultaneous breath. 
 
    “Well, there’s our ship,” I stated as I raised my brows. 
 
    It was a truly terrible vessel to behold, and that was putting it mildly. The deck was filthy, the upper hull was half-rotten, the sails were gray with dirt, and the boat moved through the water like a drunken whale with no fins. A lone, wild-bearded man lounged on the deck as he sat on a rickety stool bolted to the floor. The entire boat was probably only big enough to carry a dozen people without sinking or tipping over. 
 
    “Is he alone?” Orenn asked as he squinted toward the boat. 
 
    “Gotta be,” Ashla answered, “unless there’s somebody hiding behind his cargo.” 
 
    An untidy pile of crates were stacked at both ends of the boat, and I got the idea all he did for a living was minor ferrying jobs. Either it didn’t pay well, or he didn’t put much stock in good equipment, but either way, I got the impression the man was the perfect match for us. 
 
    “I’ll go call him over,” I decided, and I started to stand, but Varleth caught me by my forearm. 
 
    “One of the women should flag him down,” the banisher insisted. “If this guy is anything like how he looks, he’ll definitely be more inclined if he sees Ashla, Erin, or Layla.” 
 
    I twisted my mouth to the side at the thought of using one of the women like bait, but Varleth was right, and they didn’t seem to hate the idea either. 
 
    “Maybe Layla should do it,” Ashla suggested. “She’s the smallest, so she’ll look vulnerable and in need of assistance.” 
 
    “What if he thinks I’m a kid just messing around?” Layla argued. “Besides, you’re all curvy and tantalizing, so you should do it!” 
 
    “Please decide before he drifts away,” Varleth drawled. 
 
    “I’m taller, so I’m more threatening,” Ashla debated with her attention solely on Layla. “He won’t come over if he thinks I can beat him up.” 
 
    “Look at him,” Layla declared. “He’s too arrogant to ever think you’ll beat him up.” 
 
    “Well--” Ashla started. 
 
    Before the two could continue, Erin surged upright and strode from the shadows as she waved energetically at the man. 
 
    “Mea asiti!” the mimic shouted, and her orange hair blazed like a beacon in the sunlight as she waved. “Mea asiti, asiti!” 
 
    In his boat, the sailor frowned as he looked over, and then he began to sit slowly upright as he stared at Erin blankly. 
 
    “Where did she learn to say help?” I murmured as I blinked in amazement. 
 
    “It’s one of the things Arwyn grilled us on over that dinner we all had together,” Ashla explained, and her eyes widened as she watched Erin. “Look, he’s coming over.” 
 
    Sure enough, the sailor surged to his feet, and he began to turn his rudder toward the shore. The rickety boat slowly creaked sideways as he changed its trajectory, and Erin waved her hands wildly to try and gesture her thanks. 
 
    “Should we all rush out to greet him right away?” Layla asked, and she tried to peer over the bushes without showing her face. 
 
    “Just you and me at first,” I told Layla. “I don’t want him to get scared, so we’ll come out a little at a time. We should stay here until he’s on solid ground, though.” 
 
    Erin bounced up and down as the sketchy sailor came near, and then she stepped forward to clasp his hands like a swooning maiden. She looked over to our shady bushes, and I took that as the signal to come forward. 
 
    I tapped Layla on the shoulder, and then I stood and approached slowly. It felt incredibly wrong to be approaching without any disguises on, but that was what we needed to do if we were going to make a deal with this man. 
 
    The sailor’s eyes widened as we came closer, and I called out in Southern language as I raised my hands. 
 
    “We have a deal for you,” I told the man as I followed Sera’s translations. “You can make a lot of money with almost no effort. What do you say?” 
 
    “A deal?” he asked with a baffled expression. “How did you northerners get inside Utun? What the hell is going on?” 
 
    “There are six of us,” I said slowly. “We want a simple ride toward the temple complexes, and we’re willing to pay big for it.” 
 
    “But how are you even here?” the sailor nearly wailed, and I thought for a moment that was the end of our conversation. 
 
    “We just got lost,” I explained. “You don’t need to worry about it.” 
 
    Layla smiled sweetly and waved at the man, and his panic seemed to lessen a little as he stared at her. 
 
    “You’re just some random people from, what, Mistral?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied, “we’re from Mistral.” 
 
    The sailor frowned as he stared at us, and he scratched at his unkempt beard. 
 
    “You don’t seem like you’re going to cause trouble …” he said as he looked at Layla. 
 
    He seemed to be taking Layla’s presence as a signal we weren’t assassins or warriors. Little did he know, Layla had grown into one of the fiercest fighters in the entire Academy, but it wouldn’t hurt to perpetuate the lie. 
 
    “We’re just scholars,” I explained, “and we’re researching the religion in your country. We’ve gotten so near to your capital because of our unbiased mission for knowledge, and many Utun people were willing to escort us closer to help us.” 
 
    “Huh,” the sailor grunted. “That must be why you talk so fancy. So, what’s the deal with flagging me down?” 
 
    “We’ve been welcomed by many people,” I told him, “but we don’t want to cause chaos by walking through the streets of Umo Portana. We only want a boat ride into the temple district, and we’re willing to pay big to keep ourselves safely out of sight.” 
 
    The sailor’s gaze sharpened at the mention of money, and I could practically see him salivating over the idea of a big payout. 
 
    “How much you got?” he asked. 
 
    “Six-hundred,” I replied. “One-hundred for each of us you’ll be taking.” 
 
    The sailor’s eyes bugged out a little, and he eyed my pockets with longing. 
 
    “Can I see it?” he asked. 
 
    “Only when we’ve reached our destination,” I countered. “Just know we definitely have large funds to fuel our mission, so there’s no chance of you not getting your payment.” 
 
    We did have the money since we sold the horses for a hefty sum, but I didn’t want him to notice where I was keeping it. If he really delivered us to the temple complex and didn’t turn us in, then I’d pay him, but I preferred it if the man waited to turn us in until we reached our destination. 
 
    “Fine,” the sailor said, and his eyes narrowed as he offered his hand. “Deal?” 
 
    “Deal,” I agreed in the Southern language. “Six-hundred for safe passage to the temple complex.” 
 
    I took his hand to shake it, and I tried not cringe at the leathery, scabby texture of his hands. Hopefully I wouldn’t get any infections just from touching this seedy character. 
 
    “Excellent!” the sailor cackled, and he gave me a yellow-toothed grin. “I love a good deal. Now, you’ll have to wait for nightfall, since I don’t want to be seen unloading a bunch of northerners. It’s far too crowded during the day. Let’s wait, hm, two hours? Then it will be close enough to nightfall.” 
 
    “Sure,” I shrugged, “whatever you want. By the way, here are our other three party members.” 
 
    I turned back to the bushes, and then I motioned them to come out. After a hesitant pause, Varleth, Orenn, and Ashla emerged. 
 
    “So many lovely ladies!” the sailor laughed as he leered at Ashla. “What a fine trip this will be.” 
 
    I experienced a brief, powerful desire to tie him up and drop him into the ocean where he would never be found, but I tamped down on that wish. The man was a means to an end, and I would enjoy foiling his plans if he really did decide to betray us. 
 
    “How do you plan on hiding us?” I asked as I looked over at the dirty boat he had half-grounded on shore. 
 
    “I take cargo from Umo Portana up to Yalle,” he explained briefly, and he gestured at the crates he had on deck. “I could easily hide you all inside these, but I’ll have to prepare first.” 
 
    “That sounds good,” I agreed. “We’re happy to wait two hours.” 
 
    “Are we?” Varleth muttered under his breath, but it was in the Mistral language, so the sailor didn’t notice. 
 
    “Excellent,” the sailor praised with a too-wide smile, and then he turned to go back to his boat so he could get things ready. 
 
    As soon as he was a decent distance away, Varleth turned on me accusingly. 
 
    “He’s absolutely going to betray us,” the banisher warned. 
 
    “I think so,” I agreed, “but I don’t think he’s going to give us to the city guards, since he’s such a scumbag.” 
 
    “True,” Ashla nodded, “there’s no way he’ll give us to the guards. He’ll probably get some criminals to try to off us, and we can kill them and be done with it.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I replied. “I’ll get the disguises ready just in case, come up with a good plan of attack, and whatever criminal friends of his we face, we can take care of them.” 
 
    I had a feeling things wouldn’t end up being so simple, but at least we would have a good head-start on the temple district. If we ended up hiding a bunch of criminals’ bodies in a hurry, maybe that was just the way it had to be. 
 
    Dark, Sera commented with a pleased purr in her voice. I like it. You’ve got a very casual approach to killing people, Gryff. 
 
    No, no, I didn’t need this now. I was being practical and rational, that was all. 
 
    If you hadn’t quieted Phi, Sera proposed seriously, I’m sure she would agree with me. You are starting to learn humans are disposable ... 
 
    I pushed her words away, and then I focused on my teammates once more. 
 
    “See,” Layla told Erin and Ashla, “if he opens the crate, and it’s full of pickles, I say we boycott. I mean, there are three of us, so we can at least tie with the others.” 
 
    “I’ll support the anti-pickles campaign,” Orenn chimed in. “There, now you can’t lose.” 
 
    “You’re a saint,” Layla told Orenn with a sweet smile. “Okay, what if it’s fish?” 
 
    “Guys, guys,” I interrupted, “we’re stopping a demi-goddess, not attending a party. If it’s full of fish, I think we still have to get in.” 
 
    “Ah,” Layla let out a big sigh, ”Gryff the dictator has spoken. I see where you stand, now.” 
 
    The petite summoner gave me an accusing glare, and I shrugged helplessly as I turned to Varleth for support. 
 
    “Listen to Gryff or whatever, I don’t care.” The banisher shrugged. “Let’s talk about what we’re going to do when we find Miralea or Utuni.” 
 
    Varleth had a point. We didn’t know which Archon we would find, if any, and we had no real plan of action for once we ran into them. 
 
    “If they’re together,” I said slowly, “I think we should focus on taking care of Miralea quickly, and we leave Utuni for another day. If we run into Utuni alone, we should see if we can defeat her, and if we run into Miralea alone, we should definitely try to capture her.” 
 
    “That’s reasonable,” Ashla agreed. “What do we know about Utuni’s powers and monsters?” 
 
    “We know she can create the strengthening blood aura,” I began, “and …” 
 
    “We don’t know anything about Utuni’s monsters,” Varleth admitted. “We can assume she has three personal monsters like the other Archons, but we haven’t heard anything about what they might be.” 
 
    Actually, Sera put in, I do know about one of them. As for the others, I know nothing. She’s very secretive with them, so I haven’t laid eyes on the other two. 
 
    Did Phi know the other monsters? 
 
    She says no, Sera answered succinctly. 
 
    “We know about one of them from Sera,” I told the group, and they leaned forward with eager anticipation. 
 
    It’s a snake, of sorts, Sera explained. Fairly large, lots of teeth. We call it a hydra. 
 
    “Hydra,” I breathed in shock. 
 
    “What!” Layla squeaked. 
 
    “No way,” Orenn breathed as he gawked at me. 
 
    “I thought hydras weren’t even real,” Erin wondered with wide eyes. “After all, the stories of it must be from a thousand years ago, and nobody has seen any since then … “ 
 
    The mimic trailed off as she realized exactly what that meant, and we all shifted nervously as we considered the ramifications. 
 
    “If all the stories about hydra are from Utuni,” Ashla proposed slowly, “then we can probably assume the powers are similar to the legend.” 
 
    “Multiple heads,” Erin recited, “and if you cut one off, two grow in its place.” 
 
    “Venomous aura,” Varleth added, “and its blood is corrosive.” 
 
    “Incredibly tough hide,” Ashla finished, “and it can only be cut by the sharpest of weapons and the strongest of magic.” 
 
    “We’re screwed,” Layla sighed. 
 
    “Let’s not jump to assumptions yet,” I told them all. “Hydras are the stuff of legends, but we’ve beat the stuff of legends before. If worse comes to worse, I think Sera’s leviathan can put up a mean fight against the hydra.” 
 
    There, you are correct, Sera said smugly. 
 
    “That’s true,” Orenn agreed with a good-natured grin. “I think we’ll be just fine.” 
 
    Suddenly, an ominous cracking noise split the air like a thunderbolt, and we all looked up to see the sailor on his boat. He’d split away one of the crate’s panels, and he leaned back and gave us a wave of reassurance. After we stared at him for a moment, we turned back to our conversation. 
 
    “Sure,” I agreed as I tamped down on my jumpy nerves. “We’ll be just fine. Besides, we’re going to fight Miralea first, and her powers are going to be at least half-crippled from the last battle.” 
 
    My teammates nodded in agreement, and I smiled to see them reassured by my words. Sometimes, I felt like I was floundering without Arwyn’s backup, but I also seemed to be doing fine without the extra help. 
 
    The sun continued to fall, and our conversation turned to lighter things. I asked about Braden, and Layla explained about how well he’d been doing recently. It turned out Braden had proved himself and gained a lot of confidence while he worked on repairs in Mistral, and now he was in charge of his own construction unit. 
 
    “Braden’s leading a team?” I asked with wide eyes, and I tried to picture the young, stuttering man I’d first met doing any sort of leading. 
 
    “Yep,” Layla answered as she popped her lips on the word. “It’s pretty amazing. He’s still humble and kind and quiet, but he’s got a really incredible mind for improving the defenses around the smaller towns. I think he really feels for the people who don’t have the Enclave’s walls, and he’s come up with some good ways they can protect themselves until mages arrive.” 
 
    It was almost unbelievable to hear Braden was commanding a team, but the explanation Layla gave did fit him well. Braden always had an empathetic heart, and I knew he was determined to look after Mistral while we were gone. 
 
    Our conversation continued, and before I knew it, the sun was beginning to set. Just as I glanced over to the sailor to see if he was finished, he called out to us in Southern. 
 
    “Ready for the scholar troupe,” he yelled, and I began to stand up. 
 
    “Alright, looks like it’s ready,” I told my team, and I tried to look calm and collected as I walked up to the man who would almost certainly betray us. 
 
    We approached the dirty boat, and it looked even worse close up, but I tried to think of that as a good sign the man needed the money from us more than he wanted us in jail. 
 
    “I have prepared three crates for you all to fit inside,” the sailor told us as he led us up beside the hull. “One will fit three people, one will fit two people, and one can fit a single person.” 
 
    “Three different crates?” I asked as I examined the large, wooden boxes. “Can’t you fit all of us into one?” 
 
    “No, no,” the sailor insisted, and his too-wide smile broadened. “I do have goods to deliver, and I won’t be dumping an entire crate overboard just for your sakes. Trust me, three is best.” 
 
    “Fine,” I agreed as I tamped down on my frustration. “Alright, should we board now or help get the boat in the river again?” 
 
    “Hm,” the sailor hummed. “Actually, sir, I’d rather see you have the money to pay for this trip upfront. Perhaps half in advance? After all, I can’t exactly do anything if we get there and you don’t have the funds. I’ll just be out of luck.” 
 
    The sailor gave me a slimy smile as he finished his wheedling, and I clenched my jaw as I considered the options. He’d waited until now to request this, since he knew wasting our time was going to keep us from asking anybody else. 
 
    “Sure, half,” I relented, and I reached down to pull my leather bag of money from my left boot. 
 
    The sailor watched with greedy eyes as I counted out thirty ten worth coins, and I put them in his waiting hands. 
 
    “There’s three-hundred,” I told him. “The other half, you can have when we arrive.” 
 
    I tucked the leather pouch back into my boot, and I could feel his eyes on me the entire time. He was certainly calculating how he could get the rest of that money from me even if he got us arrested. 
 
    “Wonderful,” the sailor crooned, and then he held out one hand toward Ashla. “May I offer the ladies help aboard?” 
 
    Ashla didn’t understand Southern, but she didn’t need to in order to get the gist of the sailor’s request. She stared at him for a moment, and then the ice mage put two hands on the deck and lifted herself up in a smooth leap.  
 
    Layla and Erin hopped up behind her, and neither of them so much as glanced at the sailor. 
 
    The boatman’s smile grew more withered, and he withdrew his hand. 
 
    “Welcome aboard the vessel of Panlo Ganta,” he said in a nasally tone, and then he heaved himself up onto the deck as well. “I’ll show you to your quarters.” 
 
    Oh, so that was his name. 
 
    I levered myself up as the sailor led the three women to one of the crates, and he held aside the rickety wooden panel so they could enter. 
 
    “Oh, potatoes,” Layla remarked from inside the crate, and I came around to take a look. 
 
    It was definitely a tight squeeze in there, and I thought maybe four people could fit, but certainly not six. That put a wrench in my plan for sure. If I wanted to give my friends disguises, I needed physical contact, and being stuck in different crates wouldn’t help with that. 
 
    “You’re not going to seal them shut, are you?” I asked the sailor. 
 
    “No, no, of course not,” Panlo Ganta reassured me, and he let out an uproarious bout of laughter. “You’re not prisoners, after all!” 
 
    Well, that was kind of an unnerving declaration. 
 
    Varleth and Orenn got on too, but before I could hop onto the deck, Panlo Ganta stopped me for a favor. 
 
    “Help me push the boat off?” he requested with a seedy grin. “The others will find their spots in the crates, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Fine,” I agreed, and I stood with the sailor in the muck as we both heaved against the side of the boat. 
 
    I couldn’t help but feel he was separating me on purpose, and I figured he was fixing to get his greedy hands on the pouch of money in my boot. He probably even realized I had more money than just what I’d promised to him, since I expected to have to pay for at least one day’s stay at an inn. 
 
    The boat shoved off, and Panlo and I hurried to clamber on the deck. I watched him carefully to see if he was going to try and drown me or something equally ridiculous, but instead he turned and began to help the others into their crates. 
 
    Varleth and Orenn ended up inside a crate with animal pelts, and I got put into one with wooden logs. The crate smelled pleasant, but I couldn’t help but wish the sailor hadn’t separated me from my companions so completely. 
 
    “There, there,” Panlo Ganta said as he shut me away. “We’ll be there in no time, you’ll see.” 
 
    It was a three-hour journey even by boat, so I wasn’t sure I appreciated the sailor’s reassurance. 
 
    For a long time, I leaned against the wooden logs and had nothing but my own thoughts and Sera’s comments to entertain me. Night began to fall, and the crack of daylight outside my crate slowly disappeared with the sun. 
 
    You should just kill him, Sera told me, and she showed me a mental picture of me slitting Panlo’s throat and dumping him overboard. You know he’ll betray you. 
 
    Killing people based on assumptions was a terrible idea. If I started now, I wouldn’t have any real line to draw for myself later. 
 
    Lines are silly anyway, Sera insisted, but if you’re that opposed to it, you could just tie him up and gag him.  
 
    “I can’t sail a boat,” I whispered to her, “much less one that functions as poorly as this one. Even Erin doesn’t know anything about steering and docking, and we don’t even know where we’re supposed to stop. Trust me, the plan where I disguise myself as the prince is the best one.” 
 
    Hmm, Sera purred, I still think you should kill him. 
 
    I ignored Sera’s tantalizing offers of murder in favor of considering what we should actually do when we got there.  
 
    I could summon my bullet bass before the boat even stopped, since my crate was close enough to the others. If I protected everybody from errant projectiles, then we could spring out and take care of whatever criminal scum came to rob us.  
 
    I let the rocking of the boat soothe me into more peaceful thoughts as we traveled downriver. If my sense of time was any good, we should be arriving soon, and it was important to take advantage of the calm now. 
 
    Then the sound of the water outside my crate began to change, and I knew we were likely nearing the docks, since I could hear the sloshing, splattering sound of the river hitting the pylons as it moved downstream. 
 
    We were close, but we had to wait a little longer just to make sure. If Panlo Ganta saw me as the prince now, he wouldn’t dock the boat, but the guards were the key to getting us out of here. 
 
    Suddenly, the boat jolted to a halt against the dock, and I heard the telltale stomping of Panlo Ganta’s boots on wood as he tied up the ship. Now, it was time to wait to see if he would call more criminals or call the authorities. 
 
    I turned my attention to my bandolier to pass the time, but then a new sound made me pause. It was the noise of dozens of organized feet drumming across the wooden planks of the dock, and the jangling of weapons and armor accompanied it. 
 
    I grinned. Panlo had called the guards on us after all, and now our perfect escape was arriving. I couldn’t fathom how the shifty sailor had gotten word to them in advance, much less why he felt he needed to uphold his country duty by turning us in. 
 
    “Guns, lowered!” one of the guards barked in the Southern language, and I heard the telltale cocking of several rifles. “Prepare to fire!” 
 
    Shit. Here was my time to shine. 
 
    “Wait, we’re Utun!” I yelled back at them in their language, and I prepared myself to burst from the crate. “Don’t shoot, you’ll regret it. Just see who we are first!” 
 
    “We have it on good authority you’re northern invaders,” a militant voice barked back at me. 
 
    I needed Phi’s power, and I needed it in full force. 
 
    Take it, Phi breathed, I don’t want to die! 
 
    In an instant, the power was mine. 
 
    I thought back to the first impression I ever had of Kecha in his battle tent. He was huge, strong, heavy-browed, and tall, more like an ox than a man. On anybody else, I would have never been able to pull of this complex illusion, but on myself …  
 
    Personal monsters and one’s own body always come easiest, Phi pointed out, and then her voice grew nervous. Now, try not to get us all killed, alright? 
 
    Phi had a consistent streak of strong self-preservation in her, and it was interesting to see how quickly she folded to the threat of death. Sera’s motivations were quite different, so I was glad Phi wanted to save her own skin so badly. 
 
    Magic rushed out of me in a wave, and my skin tingled as a disguise rushed over me. I gave myself a new voice as well, and I took on the identity of the one person they would listen to, the very first person to come to mind. My bandolier vanished as I hid the signs I was a summoner mage, and then the disguise was complete. 
 
    I was Prince Kecha now, and they’d better be fucking sorry they’d spoken to me like that. 
 
    I shoved open the crate panel in one smooth motion as I strolled onto the deck. In front of me, several platoons of heavily-armed guards skidded to a halt and stared in surprise at the sight of a southerner. Their gleaming rifles clicked and jangled as they stopped, and their red uniforms looked impressive in a huge group like this.  
 
    Several of the guards reeled back, and they gawked in total shock as they realized exactly who I was. 
 
    “I’m the prince of Utun, son of King Konu,” I bellowed in Kecha’s voice as I strode onto the deck, “and these other northerners are my prisoners. I’ve escorted them to the heart of our great country, and I demand to be released!” 
 
    All at once, the footsteps froze, and a single, quavering voice spoke up. 
 
    “Prince Kecha?” a guard in front asked. “Is that really you?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    I examined the people closest to me as they stared back in complete amazement.  
 
    One of them was Panlo Ganta, but his expression was far less lackadaisical than it had ever been before. His narrowed eyes roved over me with wild suspicion, and his mouth worked soundlessly as he tried to object , but he didn’t hold himself like a seedy sailor at all any more. 
 
    The other person closest to me was the guard who’d been giving the orders, and I could immediately tell he was a man of high standing. His red uniform was marked up with a dozen different honors, but instead of metal badges or embroidered stripes, his accomplishments were marked with rows of small, multicolored feathers. 
 
    This guy was a big deal. Besides his accolades, all his men wielded rifles of a similar caliber to the ones our Mistral infantry used. I’d seen practically no guns whatsoever in the whole of the South so far, so I knew they were particularly prized weapons. 
 
    “He’s no prince!” Panlo Ganta blubbered as he jabbed a finger at me. “He’s lying, I swear! He must be some great impressionist, that’s all. Just take a closer look, and, and--” 
 
    “Silence,” the guard in front commanded as he made a harsh motion with his hand. “Everybody, put your weapons down. Prince Kecha, step into the light.” 
 
    I took several imperious steps forward, and the gas lights from the dock shone on my face. It was clear I could be none other than Prince Kecha himself, and a few of the assembled guards gasped as they hurriedly shoved their weapons back in their holsters. 
 
    “Well,” I bellowed in the Southern language, “what the hell are you waiting for? Take me and my northern prisoners to the palace.” 
 
    The guards shuffled forward and exchanged nervous glances, but none of them were obeying me quite yet. 
 
    “But-but they must be mages, imposters,” Panlo Ganta stuttered. “Don’t bring him to the palace! He could kill the king himself, I swear, he’s not who he says he is. He’s a mage, a demon!” 
 
    All at once, the man with the honors on his shirt rounded on the sailor. 
 
    “I’m a mage, too,” the guard in charge barked at Panlo. “I’ll not be taken out by cheap tricks. I’ve known Prince Kecha for years, and there’s no imitator in the world who could fake being him.” 
 
    “But I work for the king!” Panlo Ganta wailed. “I was appointed by Konu himself as a spy, you know that. You have to believe me!” 
 
    Panlo Ganta took several steps forward like he was going to restrain me himself, but one of the guards lashed out at him with the butt of his rifle. It struck Ganta in the gut and knocked him to the ground, but the man continued to choke out warnings about us. 
 
    Just who was this sailor we asked to take us here? Was anything about his character real? 
 
    “Shut the hell up,” the guard in charge barked at Ganta’s writhing form. “Settle down, or I’ll put an ice shard through your heart faster than you can blink.” 
 
    Ah, so he was an ice mage. Whoever this guy was, he was a big shot. 
 
    Then the decorated guard turned back to me, and his expression became contrite and apologetic. 
 
    “Prince Kecha,” the guard greeted formally, and he dropped instantly to one knee. “Please forgive me. I can’t believe … how have you come to be here, in this situation? I feared you were gone forever, from what we heard.” 
 
    Apparently, this guy was also high enough up the chain of command to know Prince Kecha personally. I wondered what he had heard of Kecha’s death at Queen Lisi’s hands, and I knew it was important to obfuscate the truth as much as possible. 
 
    “It’s a very long story,” I drawled like it was a small thing, and I flicked my hand in dismissal. “I’ll tell you later.” 
 
    “But, but--” Panlo Ganta stuttered from the ground. “You were some northern idiot before. You weren’t Prince Kecha! You can’t be him! Please, General Iun, I swear--” 
 
    “Speak again, and lose your tongue,” General Iun threatened as his hand went to his rifle, and he shot a look of pure malice at Panlo Ganta. “I don’t know what kind of game you’re playing, worm, but I intend to see you fired and sacrificed for trying to destroy part of the monarchy. As you pointed out, King Konu put you on the spy council himself, and now you’ll pay for betraying his trust.“ 
 
    Panlo Ganta paled, and I concealed my surprise at hearing he really was a spy for the king. I’d have to figure out later just how we got unlucky enough to request transportation from one of Utun’s most loyal. 
 
    “Never mind that,” I said in an irritated tone as I copied Sera’s dictation. “Let me bring out my northern prisoners now, and we can go back to the palace. I like making my slaves run around like rats, so I’ll be very angry if you even threaten to hurt them, hear me?” 
 
    I let my true rage show as I spoke, since I didn’t want a finger laid on my friends. My blood thundered in my ears as I took a step forward, and Panlo flinched away as he paled even further. He looked like he was about to break down at any minute, but I didn’t really have time for him. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” General Iun agreed in a smooth manner, and he beckoned me forward as he stepped aside. “They’ll all be safe and well, I assure you.” 
 
    I cast a cold gaze over the soldiers, and I raised my voice as I spoke in Mistral for the first time. 
 
    “Slaves, come here!” I barked, and I tried not to look worried.  
 
    Layla, Ashla, Erin, Varleth, and Orenn all filed out of their respective cargo crates as they tried to look submissive and beaten-down. Despite my fears about Orenn’s acting abilities, they all did a terrific job of it, and Layla gave me a quick, hidden wink as she turned back for a moment. 
 
    “Good,” I grunted in Southern again. “I’m glad they can come along. They were a pain to bring here, and I hate to waste effort.” 
 
    “Prince Kecha,” General Iun asked with a pained, forced smile, “why did you not come into the city directly? We could have welcomed your miraculous return with all the proper celebrations.” 
 
    “And risk being assassinated, after Queen Lisi nearly murdered me?” I growled while I bared my teeth. “Bah, you must think I’m an idiot. King Konu has enemies, as you well know, and I’m not taking any chances.” 
 
    “Of course, of course, “General Iun agreed with a relieved nod. “That makes complete sense. Oh, I’m so happy you’ve returned. Your father will be overcome with joy, I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “Speaking of my father,” I boomed, and I cast a scathing glance over the city behind me, “I’m tired of all this delay. I want to see him now, and then I can settle the confusion around my return once and for all.” 
 
    “Very smart, my prince,” General Iun replied as he bowed his head. “Come, my men will escort you and your …” 
 
    He frowned at the ragtag group of haggard northerners I’d named my prisoners. 
 
    “Consorts and personal slaves,” I supplied. “Don’t worry, they’ll cooperate. I’ve had them beaten into submission.” 
 
    It was a lofty declaration, even though it made no sense. How could a single prince beat five other people into submission without them turning on him? If I’d had help, where did my help go? 
 
    It didn’t matter, though. General Iun wasn’t willing to question me, and I had to assume it was related to Prince Kecha’s infamously bloodthirsty nature. For all I knew, Kecha executed Iun’s predecessor, so this general didn’t want to risk his life by doing something similar. 
 
    I decided not to wait for Iun to lead me, and instead I strode up onto the deck past the rest of the guards. They crowded to either side of the dock and eyed me nervously as I thumped past them, but they seemed convinced I was really Kecha. 
 
    “Here, my prince,” General Iun hurried to say as he trotted up behind me, “let me lead you. Should I have my men restrain your prisoners?” 
 
    “They’ll follow,” I dismissed, “but if you think it would be better for peace in the city, go ahead and surround them.” 
 
    “Right,” General Iun said, and he bowed before he rushed in front of the group to escort us. 
 
    Thank the Maker he did, since I had no clue where to go to find the king and his palace. This was going to be a very risky bout of acting if I wanted to seem exactly like Kecha, since I didn’t know much about him in the first place. 
 
    Iun led us through the dark, sparse streets of Umo Portana. Unlike Xaru, the roads here were paved with rectangular bricks of gray stone, and the buildings were either stone, stucco, or brick. The people hurried past us with wide, alarmed stares, but they quickly turned away before they could get scolded for looking. 
 
    General Iun continued to lead us through the streets away from the docks, and I wondered at the fact we’d been deemed important enough to get faced down with such an elite group of guards. Our presence in Xaru had somehow been tied to the monster attack we staged, and now we were considered dangerous mages who needed to be executed. 
 
    The buildings we passed grew larger and larger as we walked, and each time I wondered if it might be the palace. 
 
    Suddenly, though, a behemoth of a building loomed from within an enormous courtyard, and I knew that was our destination. The walls were made of pink granite, and no other architecture touched it on any side. Sprawling gardens of flowers and novelty plants spread out across the courtyard, and narrow spires rose up to dizzying heights from the corners of the palace. It wasn’t a stepped pyramid design like they had in Luratamba, yet it looked just as impressive, ancient, and powerful as Queen Lisi’s palace. 
 
    Behind me, I could hear my friends speaking in Mistral, but I couldn’t quite catch what they were saying. I was supposed to be Prince Kecha, the man who didn’t care about anything except dominance and violence, so I faced forward and glowered at everything. 
 
    “Welcome home, my prince,” General Iun told me with a low dip of his head, and he turned to lead us up the front path. 
 
    The four guards at the outer gate gawked at me like they’d seen a ghost, and then they rushed to open the path up to us. I scowled at the gate like I was impatient until it was wide enough open for the general to take us through. 
 
    We went down the perfectly-lined stone path, and I struggled not to stare with curiosity at any of the plants around the gardens. It was fascinating, but I was supposed to have seen all of this before. 
 
    The moment we stepped into the palace, I had to wrestle my amazement under control once more. High, thirty-foot ceilings arched over my head, and grand pillars lined the hall. A red carpet stretched the length of the place, and a pair of ornately carved double-doors stood out at the end of the room. 
 
    I heard a yelp as two guards seized Panlo Ganta, and then they led him away through a side door. I didn’t expect to ever see the man again, but I couldn’t bring myself to feel bad after his actions had put my team in danger. 
 
    “His highness was not expecting to see anyone today,” General Iun explained in a mincing, careful manner, “much less you, my prince, so we’ll do the reunion in the royal dining room, if that pleases you.” 
 
    “Fine,” I grunted. “I’m hungry anyway.” 
 
    General Iun bowed low, and then he gestured two of his guards away. I assumed they were responsible for letting the king know I’d wandered back into the palace so he would be prepared when I came into the dining room. 
 
    We waited for a few uncomfortable minutes, and I stared at the wall with put-upon boredom. 
 
    Suddenly, the noise of dozens of whispering voices and heavy shoes on stone began to approach. It sounded like a whole crowd of people were just outside the room, and I steeled myself for whatever was going to come next. 
 
    Then the door burst open, and a flood of noble-looking people entered in a nervous huddle close behind one large, tall man. The man wore an embroidered red shirt, dark pants, and a long, red cape that trailed on the ground behind him. On his head, a crown of pure rose gold shone like a star, and his dark eyes roiled with emotion. 
 
    “My son!” the man boomed, and his arms flew open in an expression of enormous feeling. “My son is alive, and he has returned!” 
 
    King Konu stormed up to me at an alarming pace, and I held my arms open in turn. 
 
    “Father,” I greeted in a loud, calm voice, and then I braced for his approach. 
 
    I expected King Konu to hug me or pat me on the shoulders, but instead he stopped two paces away. Then his arms dropped as quickly as a striking snake, and he seized the handle of the sheathed, gilded sword at his side. 
 
    I reacted instinctively as I whipped out my rhin dagger, and then King Konu struck with a flash of whistling metal. 
 
    The sword whipped toward my temple, and I held up my rhin dagger just in time to catch the blade on the hilt of my weapon. A shock of pain reverberated down my arm, but I gritted my teeth and calmed my reaction. 
 
    “Good!” King Konu barked, and he lowered his sword. “But you’re lucky you expected it, or you might never have reacted in time. I will find other ways to test you, I think.” 
 
    “Yes, Father,” I responded, though I wondered what kinds of life-threatening tests this man had lined up for his son. 
 
    Suddenly, Konu dropped his voice into a whisper, and he murmured something unintelligible to himself. His whispers were harsh and strange, and he seemed like a madman for a moment. Konu stared at the floor as he shook his head to himself, and he seemed to have forgotten we were there at all. 
 
    I glanced at General Iun out of the corner of my eye, and I saw the man’s mouth purse into a thin, worried line. He didn’t seem surprised by the king’s behavior, but it clearly bothered him, and I wondered how long this had been going on. Should I seem surprised? Did Konu only start rambling after his son left for war? 
 
    Suddenly, Konu’s head shot up again, and he stared at me once more. 
 
    “My son,” he breathed, and then he frowned at the people behind me. “You have much to explain. We have been hunting these northern vagrants for their many crimes, including their suspected kidnapping of you. Tell me, how is it you are alive and here?” 
 
    “It’s a long story, Father,” I answered as I gave a grand wave of my hand, but I knew that explanation wouldn’t be sufficient. “It’s true these people kidnapped me, but I overcame them and slayed several of their number. The rest, the ones you see here, I tied up and forced to be my prisoners.” 
 
    “I see,” the king contemplated, and he nodded for me to continue. 
 
    “By the time I returned to rejoin my army,” I added, “they were foolishly defeated, though I found two stragglers who escaped death. We traveled south for a while, and the stragglers helped me retrain my northern prisoners into the perfect retinue of slaves and concubines. I enjoy nothing more than to watch them suffer under my command, and this is their punishment for thinking they could control me.” 
 
    King Konu shook his head in amazement, and his eyes roved over my entourage. 
 
    “A satisfactory choice, my son,” the king said, “but where are these two Utun stragglers who helped you bring them south?” 
 
    Maker, was I going too far? This didn’t seem even half-believable. 
 
    “I learned the secret of why they did not die with the rest of my army,” I told him, and I gave him a bloodthirsty grin. “Apparently, they turned tail like cowards and ran instead of dying like warriors. For this, I slew them where they stood.” 
 
    “Ah,” the king sighed, and a pleased expression crossed his face. “Also a satisfying choice. You are as good a son as ever, Kecha.” 
 
    I thought I’d been going a little overboard with my supposed violent tendencies, but apparently it was right on brand. 
 
    “As for the rumors of my death,” I said with a shrug, “I have no idea where those come from. I have little news of anything, actually. I have stayed away from civilization for the most part, since I did not feel I could trust just anyone in these uncertain times.” 
 
    After my words, King Konu’s face distorted into an enraged grimace. 
 
    “You and Lisi were seen,” he spat, “on the bitch’s balcony. She threatened to kill you if my army attacked, but Utun does not make deals. The army attacked anyway, and she slit your throat. At least, we were sure she did.” 
 
    King Konu’s intense rage faded, and he frowned distantly at me. 
 
    “A look-alike, I assume,” I explained, and I shook my head harshly. “A cheap trick. I would expect nothing less from Luratamba. However, if our army had hesitated instead of throwing their lives away in that pointless attack, perhaps we would be closer to stamping Luratamba out.” 
 
    King Konu sighed and frowned, and then he gave me an appraising look. 
 
    “You’ve changed some, haven’t you?” the king accused, and his brow furrowed in concern. “You speak differently, and you act differently. The son I knew would have slain these northerners instead of enslaving them. The son I knew would be gladder to hear the army perished, since it failed to protect you in the first place.” 
 
    Shit, he noticed I wasn’t the same as usual. There wasn’t anything I could do to act more like Kecha, since I simply didn’t know what was expected of the man. 
 
    “Perhaps I’m just weary from traveling,” I grunted.  
 
    “Perhaps,” the king muttered, but he did not seem convinced. “You may have grown soft in your time away from war.” 
 
    Behind him, the crowd of nobles whispered nervously as they tried to figure out what the king meant by that. 
 
    I’d have to spin this well to get what I wanted. 
 
    “Truthfully,” I spoke up in a raised voice, “I did hear one rumor as I was coming here, and it was something that disturbed me. I heard Miralea had moved south, and that she might be seeking asylum in Umo Portana. If you want me to prove I am not soft, then provide for me the supposed goddess known as Miralea, and I will cut off her head.” 
 
    I made a slicing motion with my hand and bared my teeth eagerly. My anger was close to the truth, and I found I barely had to act at all to put on a convincing show for all the people here. 
 
    “My son … “ King Konu said, and for once he looked reluctant, “I agree, I have as much hatred for the false goddess Miralea as you do. However, Utuni has made Miralea her personal servant, much as you made those northerners your slaves. If we harm Miralea, it will only anger our beloved goddess, Utuni.” 
 
    “Her servant?” I spat, and I threw up my hands. “Are they not mortal enemies? I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Calm,” General Iun requested as he bowed low. “The will of the goddess is not to be questioned. We revere and fear her, as is appropriate.” 
 
    I pretended to try and calm myself down while I considered what this meant for our mission. Miralea had joined up with Utuni after all, even though the people here seemed to be under the impression it was an unequal relationship.  
 
    Were they always beside each other? Was it merely a tense alliance, and we still had a chance to take Miralea on alone? 
 
    “I understand, Father,” I said after a long pause, and I gritted my teeth as I looked up at him once more. “In that case, I should pay my respects to both of them. It’s incredible we have a chance to worship the goddesses directly in our lifetime.” 
 
    “That it is,” King Konu agreed, but his mouth thinned into a severe line. “Perhaps I’ll let you pay your respects to them later, though I won’t consider it if you can’t keep your temper in line. For now, let us feast and celebrate! I’m sure you’re hungry, are you not?” 
 
    “You know me,” I chuckled, “I’m always hungry. Let’s eat, and my slaves can have their fill as well. I hate when they start losing their effectiveness.” 
 
    “Bah,” King Konu laughed, “let them starve for one more night. It will be fun to watch them sit on the floor and salivate over what they cannot have.” 
 
    Shit, I couldn’t have my teammates starving just because I was busy playing the prince. 
 
    “I grow bored of watching them drool,” I said with a nonchalant shrug. “I like my women fuller anyway, it’s better to have something to grab when I am pumping my seed into their exotic bodies.” 
 
    Well, didn’t that just make me shiver with disgust inside. I would have to apologize to Layla, Ashla, and Erin later. 
 
    “Fine,” King Konu said in disappointment, and he frowned at me once more like he was trying to unravel a tangled puzzle of a knot. “They can eat.” 
 
    The king clapped his hands together, and at once the palace leapt into motion. Servants rushed out of nowhere, and the guards behind us disappeared to go fulfill some unseen duties. General Iun remained, though, and so did the group of richly-dressed nobles the king had brought in with him.  
 
    “To the dining room,” King Konu suggested, and I nodded like it was the most natural thing in the world to eat a meal with a murderous dictator. 
 
    From what I knew of Utun’s culture, they elected their kings based on combat prowess. It was customary to hold a duel every few years so other nobles could challenge the king in combat, and the winner would become the new king. The loser, naturally, would be sacrificed to Utuni right then and there as a display of the goddess’s will, though it also handily prevented the existence of competing leaders. 
 
    It meant Konu was an extremely competent warrior, but his qualifications to lead an entire country were shaky at best. I wasn’t sure if he was insane, intellectual, or dumb as a rock, since nothing would’ve disqualified him from leading Utun after he won his duel many years ago. 
 
    In other words, Sera said in a low, dangerous voice, we don’t know if we’re playing a deadly game against a fool or a genius. 
 
    Yep, things were getting dicey, but I wasn’t going to give up. This was the closest I’d ever gotten to real information about Miralea and Utuni, and I knew my best bet to finding either of the goddesses was to stay around the people in charge. 
 
    I followed King Konu as he began to lead the way to the dining room, and General Iun followed closely beside me. As I walked, several of the nobles came up to me with simpering smiles on their faces. 
 
    “It’s so good to see you’ve returned, my prince,” said one man, and another woman kept bowing so low I thought she would trip over her own arms. 
 
    I resisted the urge to tell them off or ignore them, even though I badly wanted to talk to my teammates. They couldn’t understand any of what was being said, but I simply couldn’t talk to them frankly right now. Konu was already suspicious of me, and showing anything but derision to my slaves wouldn’t help my case. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, my prince,” one tall, purple-outfitted noble said in my ear as I walked. “I’m afraid the food will not be perfectly suited to your tastes, since we didn’t know you were coming. If we had only gotten word of your arrival in advance … “ 
 
    The man trailed off as we pushed through the double doors into the royal dining room, and my heart nearly stopped as I stared at the opulent decor all around the room. 
 
    Lavish tapestries made of multicolored bird feathers were hung around the walls, and stuffed heads of taxidermied tropical animals stared back with blank, glassy eyes. The table was a massive thing made of pink granite etched with blocky, stylized scenes of sacrifice, and the chairs were made of wrought iron pulled into spiky, harsh shapes. 
 
    An enormous chandelier made of sharp glass shards hung from the ceiling, and gas-powered lights cast a strange blue glow over the entire room. Apart from the dining table, a large raised platform was inlaid partially into the far wall, and I could only assume it was a stage designed for entertainment. 
 
    Maker, how had I ever gone from cutting trees in podunk Wilds towns to dining in a foreign king’s palace magically disguised as his son? 
 
    I tried to hide my surprise and awe, but I guess I couldn’t conceal it entirely. One of the shorter, fatter nobles leaned in to speak to me, and his voice was low and knowing. 
 
    “Different, isn’t it?” he asked with a chuckle. “The king had the entire thing redesigned to fit the new stage. I know the room feels more cramped because of it, but trust me, the entertainment is worth it.” 
 
    There was something the portly noble wasn’t telling me, and he laughed like a man with a delicious surprise in store. I wasn’t sure I liked hearing that tone of voice from one of these people, but I just raised my eyebrows and acted like it was no big deal. 
 
    The meal started normally enough. We all took our seats, though my “slaves” were instructed to sit on the floor against the wall like animals. I soothed my guilt by knowing at least I’d gotten them something to eat, but I wasn’t sure if it would be the same quality as what we got. 
 
    General Iun helpfully took the seat to the left of the king, so I figured I was supposed to take the right hand one. We all stood and waited by our chairs until King Konu dropped into his, and then we followed suit as well. 
 
    At least some standards of royalty were the same here as they were in Luratamba, so I wasn’t completely lost. 
 
    The food arrived with shocking speed, but then I remembered Konu and the nobles had been about to eat right before we arrived. The cooks must have just reheated what was already prepared, I supposed. Once the dozens of dishes were set on the table, I reached out and began to spoon things onto my plate just like everybody else. 
 
    Partway through my act of filling my plate, King Konu looked at me with abject surprise, and his eyebrows climbed up his forehead. 
 
    “You’re eating the insellas,” he commented. “You used to hate those.” 
 
    I shrugged and made a face as I kept spooning the green pea mixture onto my plate. 
 
    “I still don’t like them,” I grunted. “I just didn’t have much chance to be picky during my travels, so I got used to food like this.” 
 
    It wasn’t my best explanation, but it was the only thing I could brainstorm and have Sera translate quickly enough to not be suspicious.  
 
    The king seemed to accept my answer, and he chuckled and shook his head as he turned to take an enormous turkey thigh from the main platter. 
 
    “Maybe it’s a good thing you’re more flexible, now,” the king rumbled with amusement. 
 
    We tore into our meals for a while, and I kept having to answer the king’s questions in the middle of chewing. It was natural for him to be curious about his son’s long absence and miracle-like return, and I didn’t think I was doing too bad of a job giving him answers. 
 
    Then a black-clothed waiter swept by on silent feet, and he leaned down to speak softly in the king’s ear.  
 
    Konu’s expression brightened, and he clapped his hands together happily. 
 
    “Ah, the entertainment is ready,” he chuckled, and he gave me a wink. “Are you ready to see some fine justice served? Usually a sacrifice would only be performed in the temples, but we’ve arranged things here to suit our needs.” 
 
    My stomach sank at his words, but I gave Konu a weak smile. 
 
    “That sounds incredible,” I told him, and I turned to watch the stage as several guards marched out onto it. 
 
    What is with these irritating rulers and their sacrifices? Sera sighed. It’s so boring when there’s no fight in it. 
 
    I watched with alarm as a shouting, struggling Panlo Ganta was brought onto the stage, and two guards forced him down on the ground. Then a priest wearing long, red robes strode onto the scene, and he wielded a long, obsidian dagger much like the ones used in Luratamba for sacrifice. 
 
    “You can’t do this!” Ganta shrieked as he struggled to free himself. “He’s not who he looks like! He isn’t a prince, he’s an illusionist mage from the north!” 
 
    The guards forced Panlo down onto his knees, and they pressed his head to the floor to keep him from thrashing and biting. The priest approached with a stately, unassuming calm, and he held the knife casually in a relaxed grip. 
 
    “Illusionist mage?” King Konu scoffed from beside me. “No such thing exists. Even the most talented light magicker couldn’t make himself look like another person entirely.” 
 
    Apparently, he was more willing to believe his own eyes instead of the man he once employed as a personal spy.  
 
    “It’s just ridiculous,” I chuckled, but my heart was jumping in my chest. 
 
    I risked a glance behind me while everybody else was focused on the stage, and my eyes met Ashla’s. The five of my companions were kneeling on the floor to eat their dinner, but the food wasn’t getting touched anymore. Instead, they were staring at the scene onstage. 
 
    Ashla gave me a slight jerk of her head, and I knew she was telling me to focus on the scene at hand. I nodded quickly and turned back around just in time for the ceremony to move to the next step. 
 
    I watched as the priest lowered the knife calmly, and then he sunk it deep into Panlo’s neck. It wasn’t a fast motion, not even a violent one, but the priest steadily pushed it inside the flesh. His dark eyes were rapt on the man he was killing, but his expression was pleased, almost serene. 
 
    The nobles erupted into polite clapping and energetic nods, and King Konu began to laugh uproariously. He turned and slapped me on the back like we were having a great time, but he calmed down a little when he realized I was just staring with no real reaction. 
 
    “What?” Konu asked as he turned his grin on me. “It’s all in service to the goddess, that’s all.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I replied. “It’s hard for me to focus, since the news about the goddesses here in our city is so … “ 
 
    Panlo Ganta collapsed, and my voice died in my throat. His head tilted sideways, and he pressed a weak hand against his throat where the blood spurted heavily out. 
 
    “It’s a lot of change, isn’t it?” Konu chuckled, and he laid a heavy hand on my shoulder. “Don’t worry, my boy. Just relax and have some fun.” 
 
    I turned back to the stage with a nod, and I watched as Panlo Ganta’s glazed eyes met mine. We stared at each other, him accusing, me passive, as his blood drained from his body, and he died a few moments later. 
 
    Well, I couldn’t say I was sad that the asshole was dead. He deserved it for trying to betray us.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    I stepped into the prince’s quarters, and I let out a shaky sigh as I leaned my back against the door behind me. The rest of dinner had been an enormous exercise in acting I didn’t know I had in me, but the memory of Panlo Ganta’s public execution stuck in my mind like a thorn.  
 
    At least I got my allies in the quarters right near mine. I requested they be able to serve me on hand and foot, and that meant the men and women were given two rooms of the servants’ quarters directly across the hall. 
 
    I released the illusion over myself, and the tension in my spine drained away slowly. It certainly wasn’t impossible to hold Phi’s disguise on my own body all day, but it wasn’t comfortable either. 
 
    How do you think I feel? Phi sniffed, and her voice grew even sulkier. I just didn’t want to die in your stupid mortal body, and now I’ve been roped into giving you the power to keep your illusions up whenever you want. 
 
    Well, that was the price of rent-free space in my head. 
 
    I didn’t ask to be here! Phi gasped in offense. This is blackmail, and it’s driving me mad. 
 
    She’s already mad, Sera drawled, and I could practically hear her rolling her eyes as she spoke. 
 
    Sera was quite a mature woman, but Phi really brought out the worst in her. They weren’t too different from human sisters in that sense. 
 
    Suddenly, a knock sounded at the door, and I flinched as I scrambled to put my Prince Kecha disguise back on. 
 
    “Relax, it’s just me,” Ashla’s voice called through the wood, and the sound of the familiar Mistral language was music to my ears. 
 
    “Oh,” I breathed in relief. “Come on in.” 
 
    Ashla cracked the door open, and then she slipped inside without revealing me to the hallway outside. The ice-mage closed the door quietly behind her, and then she turned to me with an easy smile. 
 
    “Hm,” she hummed as she appraised me. “You look better this way. It’s nice to see your true form again.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I told her with honest relief, “I’m not going to change permanently.” 
 
    “Of course not,” Ashla chuckled, and she walked into the room before she sat down on one side of the enormous, king-sized bed. 
 
    “You seem to be taking this all in stride,” I noted as I winced at the memory of dinner. “I’m not going to be forgetting that sacrifice any time soon.” 
 
    “It’s not our fault Panlo died,” Ashla said in a tone that brokered no arguments, and she patted the bed beside her. 
 
    I went over to sit down, and I dropped heavily onto the soft surface of the mattress. 
 
    “I’m responsible, though,” I frowned, “at least in part. The priest may have killed Panlo, but it was the king and General Iun who ordered it done. In that same frame, the king and Iun wouldn’t have killed him if I didn’t directly contradict Panlo’s words. It’s weird though, I just don’t feel guilty about it.” 
 
    Ashla paused for a moment, and then she nodded thoughtfully. 
 
    “That’s true, yes,” she told me as her eyes met mine. “You’re responsible for killing him. You’ve killed many enemies in battle, and this one is partially your fault as well. Can you live with that?” 
 
    I stared back at the ice mage, and I found my answer without even having to look. 
 
    “I can,” I said, and my voice grew fervent as I answered. “I would do it again, a dozen times over if I had to. A hundred times over, even. I care too much to risk losing any of you.” 
 
    I realized my fists were clenched so tightly, my knuckles were turning white. Ashla stared at me with a wide-eyed, surprised gaze, but she didn’t flinch or turn away. 
 
    “You’re not a monster because you participate in violence, Gryff,” Ashla assured me with a frank stare. “If that were true, me and the Wild Reds mercenaries would’ve all been branded as terrible people just for closing rifts and turning in criminals for money. Did some of those criminals experience violence as part of their punishments after we turned them in? Yeah, I can’t discredit the possibility. Small towns sometimes mete out harsh justice, but that’s just an example of the way life is.”  
 
    “Wilds life is harsh,” I agreed, and I jerked my head toward the covered window on the wall. “Out there, you can’t afford to be picky about your standards.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Ashla persuaded. “As a mercenary, I’m always dealing with thoughts like these. I might look carefree, but I have to think about these things when I lay down to go to sleep at night. Sometimes, they keep me up, and I have insomnia. Sometimes, I go to visit a certain summoner mage to keep myself from thinking too much.” 
 
    I turned to her in surprise, and I could tell by her face she was being real and honest. I never pegged Ashla as anything but confident and carefree in all her decisions, but maybe I just wasn’t looking hard enough. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I sympathized, but Ashla cut me off before I could get any further. 
 
    “No, no,” she protested, “pitying me is not the point. The point is this: unlike me, you aren’t usually the insomniac type. So, what’s changed?” 
 
    “Well, yeah,” I admitted, and my frustration faded as I began to take stock of the real issue at hand, “I didn’t used to have so much of a problem accepting the deaths I caused.” 
 
    “You sure didn’t,” Ashla encouraged, and she gave me a quick smile as she leaned her shoulder toward mine. “What’s the real issue?” 
 
    I bit my cheek as I considered the puzzle, and then it came to me. 
 
    “I’m worried Sera and Phi will begin to influence me,” I decided. “In fact, I’m worried they’ve already begun to. I just didn’t care that he died, and they don’t care about killing humans either.” 
 
    The ice mage pursed her lips, and she tilted her head to the side as she considered the issue. 
 
    “Yep, your fear is fair,” Ashla agreed, and she pressed her shoulder more firmly against mine. “I’ll tell you what, though. If any of us notice you going off the rails, we’ll let you know. We’ll be the first people to tell you you’re getting out of control, so you don’t need to worry about it.” 
 
    It was simple, but what the hell? Maybe Ashla was on to something. 
 
    “Well, alright,” I confirmed with a quirk of a smile. “I should just stop thinking about it entirely?” 
 
    “Exactly,” Ashla insisted. “Go wild, do whatever you want, pretend it’s your last day alive and you’re taking no prisoners. That’s the Gryff we need if we’re all going to get out of this batshit situation alive.” 
 
    I grinned, and then I leaned in to kiss Ashla on the cheek. 
 
    “You must be magic,” I told her as I leaned back. “I have no idea how else you managed to boost my spirits so quickly.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m magic,” Ashla purred as she moved in, and she planted a matching kiss on my own cheek. 
 
    Her lips were soft and warm, and they parted slightly as she moved from my cheek down to my neck. Then she pulled back slightly to meet my gaze, and her chocolate brown orbs were wide and alluring. 
 
    “Gorgeous,” I breathed, and I ran my hand along her neck. 
 
    “Let me make you feel even better,” she whispered, and then the ice mage began to claw at the buttons on my shirt. 
 
    I let her work as I turned my attention to Ashla’s shorts. The cloth was thin and flexible, and I dipped my hands under the back to feel the curves of her ass. Then I withdrew, and I began to pull her shorts off. 
 
    Ashla smiled as she pointedly ignored my attempts to unclothe her, and I decided to take matters into my own hands. I interrupted the ice mage by picking her up behind her legs and her back, and then I carried her bridal-style around the bed. 
 
    “Hey,” the ice mage complained, but she grinned as she wrapped her arms around my neck. 
 
    I set her down on the pillows at the head of the bed, and then I took the opportunity to pull her shorts completely off. Ashla let her arms fall away from my neck, and she held her legs up as I unclothed her. 
 
    I threw the shorts to the floor, and then I held up Ashla’s limber legs so I could get a perfect view of her panties from this angle. Pale, icy-blue fabric wrapped perfectly around her form, and I ran my hand up her leg and across her thighs before I pressed gently to the fabric. 
 
    “Mm,” Ashla hummed as she spread her legs slightly to allow me better access. 
 
    I ran my fingers under the hemline of her panties, and then I began to pull them off. The fabric slid smoothly over her tanned skin, and I moved one hand to run it along Ashla’s muscled thighs as I dropped her panties to the floor. 
 
    “What’re you going to do about my shirt?” she teased as she lifted her legs to place them over my shoulders. 
 
    I leaned in closer, and Ashla crossed her ankles behind my neck. I pressed myself toward her face, and then I began to raise the hem of her cotton, sleeveless shirt. Underneath it, I found a pale, ice-blue bra that matched her panties exactly. 
 
    “Why am I not surprised?” I remarked as I ran my fingers along the band of her bra. 
 
    “You know I’m thorough,” Ashla replied as she put her hands over mine, “and I’m certainly not shy.” 
 
    The ice mage gave me a sly grin, and then she moved my hands around to the back of her bra as she arched up off the bed. I parted the clasp on her bra, and the fabric fell away from her breasts before I pulled the straps from her shoulders. 
 
    Ashla’s breasts heaved with each breath she took, and I ran my hand along her chest in a gentle circle that ended with my palm over her left nipple. Her chocolate eyes glinted with daring invitation, and I squeezed and flicked at the nub until she bit her lips in satisfaction. 
 
    Suddenly, Ashla sat up and pulled my shoulders so I fell beside her. I smiled as I let myself fall to the bed, and then the ice mage rolled over so she was on top of me. 
 
    “Too much clothing on you,” she clarified as she ran her hands along my chest and down to my hips. 
 
    Then she began to strip me, and my eyes flew wide with surprise. The ice mage was anything but gentle or patient as she roughly pulled my pants and shirt free before she tossed them to the ground. 
 
    The pile of clothes grew as Ashla bared my skin to the world, and then I was naked with her bare thighs on mine. The ice mage didn’t wait for me to regain control, however, and she dipped low as she lifted her ass and brought her mouth to my cock. 
 
    I gasped as she sucked me deep and hard immediately, and then she bobbed her head a few times before she pulled off. She brought her hands forward, and she gestured out a quick spell before she produced two small cubes of ice. 
 
    The ice mage made lingering eye contact with me as she popped the two icy cubes into her mouth, and then she dropped back down to suck me again.  
 
    “Damn!” I hissed with both pleasure and pain as cool, icy water ran down the length of my cock.  
 
    “Hmmm,” Ashla hummed as she hollowed her cheeks and bobbed her head over me. I could feel the two ice cubes in her mouth as they brushed cool trails of bliss along my length, and Ashla’s tongue pushed out patterns along my cock that kept me hot and hard even though I would have thought that a frozen mouth would have turned me off. 
 
    Slowly, the ice cubes began to melt, but Ashla wasn’t done yet. She suddenly picked up speed and pumped up and down along my member, and the ice cubes vanished in a trickle of cold water the ice mage quickly lapped up. 
 
    Ashla popped free from my cock, and she gave me a red-lipped smile as she brushed her dark hair away from her face. 
 
    “It’s your turn to quit being in charge for once,” Ashla purred, and she pulled herself closer to my face. 
 
    Before I could recover from the ecstasy of the new temperature sensations she showed me, Ashla moved forward and lowered her entrance to my rock-hard shaft. She ran her slit along my length, and I felt myself twitch in anticipation for what was to come. 
 
    She was slick, wet, and ready, and her warmth enveloped me as she slid down my cock. Then my tip hit the end of her tunnel, and then Ashla threw back her head as she began to bounce on my member. 
 
    I thrust in time with her bounces, and a groan ran through me as Ashla’s pussy squeezed me. She pushed herself back and forth, and a tantalizing thrill of delicious pleasure sparked through my cock. 
 
    Then I reached forward as I began to finger her clit, and the ice mage nearly howled with ecstasy. She leaned back to give me easier access, and her perfect warmth only got tighter as her pussy squeezed me from the new angle. 
 
    I rubbed the sensitive spot just to see the ice mage squirm, and her mouth dropped open wide as she gasped and moaned in response. Her pleasure became too great to sustain, and her movements slowed as I picked up the slack. 
 
    I jerked my hips into Ashla in time with my fingering, and the ice mage’s eyes fluttered shut as she took in the full feeling of it. Suddenly, her back arched, and she cried out as her pussy began to squeeze me with contractions. Her orgasm was quick and fast, but it left her breathless for more, and I obliged as I increased the speed of my fingering. 
 
    Ashla orgasmed again moments later, and this time, my own body shuddered as my climax neared. Ashla relaxed, and I pushed deep inside of her just in time to release. 
 
    “Ohhh, your seed is so warm. It spreads through my whole body like a fever. ” The ice mage sighed as she bent down to kiss me, and then we both gasped as her tunnel spasmed a few more times to milk the last bit of my cum from my cock.  
 
    Our bodies were still together as our mouths met, and Ashla smelled like fresh wind and spiced wood as she pressed her lips to mine. When she finally pulled away, she also raised her body, and a few dribbles of my seed fell to the bed below. 
 
    “Ahh, you didn’t take all of it,” I teased as squeezed Ashla’s thigh. “I must have given you too much.” 
 
    “You did,” Ashla sighed with a teasing smile. “I’m dripping everywhere. You never disappoint.” 
 
    She flicked my hand away with one finger, and then she went to douse the lamp in the corner of the room. I watched her hips move as she turned the light off, and then we were cast into the blue shadows of night. 
 
    “Come join me in bed,” I requested with a smile as I patted the spot beside me, and Ashla sauntered back over before she stretched out beside me. 
 
    “Goodnight, Gryff,” the ice mage murmured, and she kissed me one more time before she settled down with her head on my chest. 
 
    I stroked her hair as we both closed our eyes, and then dreams took me away.  
 
    I slept deeply for a long time, and not even the strangeness of my surroundings could disturb me while I had Ashla by my side. 
 
    The following morning, I awoke with the ice mage half-draped over me, and she shifted with sleepy discontent as I began to extract myself. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Ashla yawned, and she wrapped her arms around my midsection like she could hold me down by force. 
 
    “I’m going to brag to everybody about how lovely and beautiful my concubine is,” I teased, and then Ashla wrinkled her nose in distaste. 
 
    “You ass,” the ice mage grumbled. “I’ll spread rumors about a weird tattoo on your butt if you do.” 
 
    “I already have weird tattoos,” I dismissed as I tapped on the wing marking on my chest. “Anyway, I’m actually going to gather some information about Utuni and Miralea. I figure even a bloodthirsty kingdom like this has to have some libraries, right?” 
 
    “What should the rest of us do while you’re gone?” Ashla asked as she rubbed her face against my chest. 
 
    “You could probably look around, too,” I told her. “It’s difficult, though, since you five can’t read or speak Southern.” 
 
    Ashla thought about it for a moment, and then she pushed herself upright to look at my face. 
 
    “We’ll see what we can do,” she said decidedly, and a glint of challenge entered her chocolate brown eyes. 
 
    “Alright,” I agreed as I began to extract myself out from under her. “You should all stay in the palace, though. I made a decree as Prince Kecha that nobody is to touch you here, but that protection might not extend to those outside this building. I don’t want you in any danger, and you might meet mob justice for being foreign if you go outside.” 
 
    “Probably true,” Ashla sighed, and then she rolled over onto her back so I could get up. “We’ll figure out something to do here.” 
 
    The ice mage’s gaze lingered on me as I began to pull on fresh clothing from my travel pack, and I grinned down at her as I started to pull my pants on. 
 
    “The castle servants are going to talk,” I told Ashla as I buckled my belt on. “I’m sure somebody is going to notice you going back to your rooms.” 
 
    “I’m a concubine of the prince, it’s just strengthening the ruse,” Ashla replied as she gave me a quick wink. “Anyway, why even bother putting on new clothes? You could just magic some up out of thin air.” 
 
    “It’s a waste of mana,” I chuckled, “and I think people would start to notice I smelled like week-old clothing.” 
 
    “Possibly,” Ashla laughed, and her smile turned fond. “Go get ‘em, Gryff. The sooner we know where Utuni and Miralea are, the sooner we can capture them, and the sooner we can leave for home.” 
 
    I took a moment to focus, and Phi’s power surged to the surface within me. Then I forced it into shape, and the disguise of Prince Kecha settled over my body and my voice. 
 
    “I’ll hurry,” I promised as I put my hand on the doorknob, and then I left the ice mage behind me as I strode outside. 
 
    I shut the door after me, and I stood in the hallway for a moment as I decided which way to go. How could I ask after the library, when as a prince, I should probably know where it was?  
 
    You think Kecha made a habit of spending time in the library? Sera asked in amusement. 
 
    Well, maybe Kecha wasn’t really a reader. In that case, how could I ask for a library when I was supposed to be some brutish warrior? 
 
    Then a passing maid turned the corner into my hallway, and I smiled encouragingly at her. 
 
    “Hello,” I greeted in Southern, “could you do me a favor?” 
 
    The maid froze, and a few strands of her dark hair slipped free from her ponytail to brush against her face. 
 
    “Whatever Your Highness wishes,” she whispered as her eyes darted back and forth from me to the open hallway behind me. 
 
    “I’m looking for a book for one of my concubines,” I lied as I waved an exasperated hand. “She wants to know more about Utuni so she can worship the goddess properly, and she thinks she’ll find her answers in old tomes. Help me out?” 
 
    The maid stared at me for a moment longer, and then her expression cleared. 
 
    “Y-Yes, of course,” she promised as she bowed her head, “follow me this way.” 
 
    I felt bad about it, but it seemed the maid wasn’t going to think my request was odd, since she was just relieved I didn’t have something worse in mind for her. Despite the fact this nation worshipped a goddess, I got the impression women were not treated well in the palace. 
 
    The maid led me through a complex series of hallways that twined through the sumptuous palace. The primary decorations seemed to be in the form of dead animal heads, especially those of jaguars and smaller jungle cats like margays and ocelots.  
 
    The differences between the two rival Southern countries were clear. Luratamba had enjoyed beauty and craftsmanship that paid homage to the forest, but Utun preferred signs of dominance over the natural world. If Miralea wasn’t so extreme in her worship of the environment, I would probably have been on her side. 
 
    The maid stopped in front of a wood door, and she bowed low as she pushed the heavy thing open for me. A rough B was carved into the door for the Southern word for library, but that was the only indication of what the room contained. 
 
    “Thanks,” I grunted, and I tamped down my urges to be more polite to the poor woman. 
 
    Her eyes widened, but she just bowed again as she let the door close between us without another word spoken. 
 
    I turned my attention to the contents within the room. It was certainly a library, though it wasn’t very impressive. Rows of old, tattered books lined the rough-hewn shelves, and two gas lamps sputtered on the wooden tables at the center of the room. There wasn’t a desk for a librarian, and I suspected nobody really worked here at all. In fact, the whole place was completely empty. 
 
    At least I didn’t have anything to lose by sitting down to read a few books here, since nobody was here to notice Prince Kecha acting oddly. 
 
    I spent the next two hours paging through various books on Utuni as I tried to figure out what made her dangerous. I did see more than a few mentions of her famous hydra, but it was hard to separate fact from fiction. 
 
    “It says here the hydra can fly faster than a falcon and swim faster than a dolphin?” I recited as Sera provided the translation of the written words for me. 
 
    Yes, that doesn’t seem likely, does it? the dark archon laughed. I doubt the hydra can fly at all, since I’ve never seen it come close to lifting off the ground. 
 
    “Who came up with this?” I muttered as I flipped through the next few pages of the book. “Oh, here it mentions another monster. Something lizard-like that shines in many colors like a rainbow, and it can harness moonlight for its attacks … ” 
 
    How likely was that? Most monsters were wiped away by moonlight, not fueled by it, and normal rifts didn’t open anytime except during the day. If this rainbow lizard came through a rift during the daytime, it would never even get to use its power. 
 
    Personal summons can stay around regardless of the time of day, Sera pointed out, so you and I can use our own monsters whenever we want. However, I’m not sure about the likelihood of such a creature. 
 
    “I guess we’ll see if any other books back it up,” I contemplated, and then I reached for the next dusty tome in the stack. 
 
    This one spoke a lot about the hydra, and it seemed less fanciful than the last book’s account. However, it didn’t mention anything about the rainbow lizard, and it didn’t even seem to recognize Utuni had other monsters. 
 
    “Are we sure she has three?” I asked while I ran my finger across the page. “I mean, she could’ve just stopped at the hydra and considered it good … “ 
 
    It’s possible, Sera admitted, but Archons aren’t usually content with just a little power, and Utuni is even more obsessive than most. 
 
    I thought back to the acres of old rubble in the Shadowscape, and I knew Sera was right. If Utuni saw a chance for more power, she wouldn’t ignore it. 
 
    I skimmed through a dozen more books, but I only found mention of one possible third monster. It was described as a metallic creature with jaws that could crush anything, and it left torn earth and fallen trees in its wake. It was hard to say what that really indicated, but I decided it was the best information I was going to get out of this meagre library. 
 
    Good, I was getting bored, Sera yawned, and she flashed me a mental image of me shaking a nobleman with my hands around his throat. Time to question some people about where the Archons are, I think. 
 
    “Yeah,” I snorted, “but I don’t think I’ll be choking them out. Seems like a good way to get myself kicked out of the palace before we’ve even figured out where Utuni and Miralea are.” 
 
    Suit yourself, Sera mused, even though you are a prince. 
 
    I left the library and retraced my steps back toward my quarters, but I didn’t run into a soul on the way there. If I was going to grill people on Miralea’s whereabouts, I would have to go in search of them myself. 
 
    I followed the corridors back toward the entrance hall where we originally stepped into the palace, and I opened the door just in time for General Iun to almost run into me. 
 
    “Prince Kecha!” Iun exclaimed, and he stepped back in a hurry to let me through. “I was just coming to find you, Your Highness. I know you must have a lot of questions, seeing as I was only a lieutenant when you left, and, well … “ 
 
    “So?” I asked, and I moved back as I gestured for Iun to move into the hallway with me. “People get promotions, it happens.” 
 
    “These aren’t regular circumstances,” Iun insisted, and his lips pressed into a thin line. “To some extent, I took your job.“ 
 
    Oh, so that was the real problem here. I realized I was just staring at him with my eyebrows raised, and I cleared my throat. 
 
    “Circumstances weren’t regular,” I agreed, and I tried to look reluctant about it. “I’m not exactly happy, but I can’t blame my father for filling the role of a dead man. I’m sure we’ll have plenty of time to sort out the issue of titles later.” 
 
    Later as in never, because I didn’t care to stay part of this empire for any longer than I had to. 
 
    General Iun’s brow wrinkled, and he stared at me in perplexment. 
 
    “You really have changed,” he wondered, and he gave me a tentative smile. “Maybe we should all go on journeys north, eh?” 
 
    “I haven’t changed,” I growled at the man, but he just laughed and scratched at his stubbled chin. 
 
    “See you around, Your Highness,” Iun offered with a bow, and then he started to return to the main hall. 
 
    “Wait,” I urged him, and he paused with his hand on the doorknob. “Do you know where I could go to pay my respects to Utuni? I still feel strange about Miralea being in this city, and I think it would help if I could see the situation with my own eyes.” 
 
    “I don’t know where either of them are,” General Iun admitted. “Only a select few royal priests and the king himself are privy to that information, and I’ve been led to believe she moves around a lot … “ 
 
    “In other words,” I confirmed, “she could be switching temples every few days?” 
 
    “I would expect so,” General Iun agreed, and then he shrugged. “The nobleman who told me said--oh, never mind. Forget I mentioned anything.” 
 
    “Who’s the nobleman?” I questioned, but Iun just shook his head in regret, and then he bowed again before he fled out through the door to the main hall. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes as I stared at the closed door, and I considered what this might mean. There was somebody out there with information who probably wasn’t supposed to have it, and he was willing to talk to Iun at least. If I could find that guy, I would gain access to Miralea and Utuni. 
 
    Are you sure we shouldn’t just go around to check all the temples on foot? Sera suggested. That was the original plan, why change your mind now? 
 
    Now that I’d done some reading on Utuni and Miralea’s religion, I realized the temples were much better guarded than I originally thought. I also realized they were incredibly large, even larger and more complex than they looked from a distance. Maybe I could use Shadowscape portals to check out two or three subtly, but I would eventually get caught, and the rest of the temples would be on total lockdown. Maybe Utuni and Miralea would come to fight us, but they would bring a thousand Utun fighters with them, and we simply couldn’t handle that. 
 
    I see, Sera admitted, you were thinking more about the risks than I was. A portal to the Shadowscape could help you escape, but Utuni and Miralea could follow if they wished. 
 
    Exactly. However, Sera brought up some good points, and maybe it would be better if I got my team’s input. I could also see what they had found out, and maybe they could help me look for the mystery nobleman later. 
 
    I made my way back to my quarters, and then I knocked on one of the servant room doors. 
 
    “Hello?” Ashla replied in a tentative voice from within.  
 
    “It’s me,” I replied in the Mistral language. 
 
    “Oh!” Ashla responded, and then I heard footsteps approach the door. 
 
    Ashla opened it, and I caught a glimpse of the room behind her. The white bedsheets and white walls made it look a little sterile, but there was a window to the inner courtyard with a nice view of the gardens. The room was modest, sure, but it was certainly better than a lot of inns I’d stayed in. Erin and Layla sat on one of the beds together as they compared notes from their journals. 
 
    “Hey, this isn’t too bad considering you’re slaves,” I remarked with a smile. 
 
    “They’re servants’ quarters, not slave quarters,” Ashla explained, and she shot me a significant look. “There aren’t any slave quarters close to the prince’s personal rooms, so they just had to make do. Speaking of that, should you be openly conversing with your slaves in a foreign language in the hallway?” 
 
    “Ah,” I uttered as I restrained my words, and then I jerked my thumb back at my own room door. “Meeting. Tell guys, too.” 
 
    Layla giggled from inside the room, and Erin offered me a smile and a wave as I turned away. Kecha had known some Mistral, though he hadn’t exactly been fluent, but I figured we were safe from any speculation by watching eyes. 
 
    I secluded myself away in my princely chambers once more, and a few minutes later, my group of fake slaves entered to serve me. 
 
    “We better make this quick,” Varleth muttered, and he eyed the door behind us with a suspicious squint. “Not a lot of good reasons to chat with slaves, and I don’t think everybody in this palace likes Prince Kecha enough to not rat on him.” 
 
    “Good point,” I noted. “I just wanted to see if you guys found anything, since I got a few good leads.” 
 
    “Erin and I did,” Layla offered as she flipped her notebook around so we could see. “One of the maids here speaks Mistral, since she used to work for Queen Lisi before she got stolen and enslaved. Her job was to clean the rooms for ambassadors and the like, y’know?” 
 
    “Let’s speed things up,” Varleth suggested. 
 
    “Anyway,” Erin joined in, “she knows all these stories about Utuni and Miralea from her youth. Her grandma used to say Miralea had a jaguar that shifted like the jungle sand, and Utuni had a gecko that glowed like the moon.” 
 
    “A gecko?” I repeated as my eyes widened. “I found something similar about a colorful lizard that harnesses moonlight to fight. I thought it was ridiculous, but perhaps not. Was there anything about a metallic creature?” 
 
    “Not metallic, necessarily,” Layla recounted. “Apart from the hydra, there’s a rolling monster that eats trees and crushes everything else underfoot. It clanks and whirs really loudly, so that’s how you know it’s coming.” 
 
    “Sounds familiar, at least,” I decided. “I wonder if it might be vulnerable to electricity, since it seems mechanical.” 
 
    “Seems like we still don’t know enough,” Orenn sighed, and he crossed his arms in thought. “Should we just, y’know, run away from Utuni until we’re properly prepared?” 
 
    “Probably,” I admitted. “First, we deal with Miralea, then we can worry about planning for Utuni. Alright, we’ve been in here too long, let’s get back before--” 
 
    Suddenly, a knock came at the door, and we all fell silent.  
 
    “What is it?” I barked in the Southern language as I tried to seem too intimidating to meet face to face. 
 
    No such luck. The door opened a crack, and a bowing young boy stood there. He was completely oblivious to the fact I hadn’t asked him to come in, but there was nothing to be done for it now. 
 
    “Sorry, Prince Kecha,” he squeaked in the Southern language. “I came to, uh …” 
 
    He stopped and stared at me, and then his eyes traveled to the myriad of northerner slaves standing around the room. He seemed confused and a little alarmed by the sight. 
 
    “Well?” I badgered. “Speak up, boy. Why are you here?” 
 
    He jumped a little, and his brown eyes snapped back to focus on me. 
 
    “Um, your dad, I mean the king,” the boy struggled, and then he recollected himself. “His Highness heard you were asking some questions of General Iun and other residents of the palace, so he wants you to join him for a meeting and a walk. Please meet him in the entrance hall.” 
 
    The boy bowed once more, and his hands fidgeted in front of him. Then he turned to race off at a dead run, and we could only watch him leave. 
 
    “Cute kid,” Erin cooed after the door shut in his wake. 
 
    “He’s going to tell everybody in the world what he saw,” Varleth groaned. “That insane king is going to suspect something for sure. If he’s not going to have Gryff sacrificed now, he will after he learns about this.” 
 
    “You worry too much,” Orenn piped up. 
 
    Well, that was true, but maybe not in this case. 
 
    “Do you want us to go with you?” Ashla offered as she pursed her lips. “I don’t like the sound of this meeting, and I think we should be ready to take him down just in case.” 
 
    “It doesn’t sound like an execution,” I concurred, “and I don’t think he’s one to be subtle. Trust me, it’ll be stranger if I bring my slaves to a private father-son meeting.” 
 
    “Suit yourself,” Varleth warned, “but remember we’re dead if you get executed.” 
 
    “I’ll see you all later,” I promised as I went to the door. “Try to lay low, and make sure they feed you.” 
 
    I swept out the door before they could say any more, and then I hurried back to the entrance hall. 
 
    Was this my execution? My interrogation? Maybe just a stern, fatherly warning? I wasn’t sure what the consequences were for a prince asking too many questions. I just didn’t have enough experience with the noble class here to be able to guess. 
 
    When I got to the entrance hall, King Konu was waiting, and he was also flanked by two royal priests in red robes. 
 
    I nearly turned around and went back through the door, but the calm expression on Konu’s face didn’t fit with what I would’ve expected for an execution. At the very least, he would be laughing his crazy ass off. 
 
    “Father,” I greeted as I forced my legs to be still. “I heard you wanted to see me?” 
 
    “Yes, my boy,” the king crooned, and I relaxed as he looked at me with fatherly satisfaction. “Take a walk with me, will you? We’re going to visit one of the temples.” 
 
    “Of course,” I agreed, but I was panicking inside. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Was he going to expect me to pray? I could speak Southern, but I didn’t have any real knowledge of its cultural traditions, and I would completely fail if I had to perform any of them. 
 
    Still, I strode over to walk beside the king as he moved out of the entrance hall door and into the courtyard gardens outside.  
 
    The smell of sweet flowers and fresh spring air greeted me, but I couldn’t imagine why we were visiting a temple. The uncertainty of it unnerved me, and I couldn’t shake the feeling I was making a huge mistake by voluntarily leaving my team behind. 
 
    We reached the front gates, and two squadrons of guards peeled off to surround us in our escort. At least, I assumed they were protecting us from the people of Utun instead of making sure I could be killed swiftly and easily. 
 
    We walked through the streets of Umo Portana, and I was shocked at how much busier it was now than before. I couldn’t get a real look at the people and the buildings around us because of the guard retinue, but I could hear the clamor of thousands of voices trading, talking, and making deals on the streets around us. 
 
    This was the heart of Utun, the real face of this country. Sacrifices happened side by side with regular purchases of clothes and food. Bloodthirsty kings walked through crowds of commoners just trying to hawk their wares. It was a startling contrast, and at any moment I expected somebody to jump up and yell at the king for being a murderer, but nothing happened. 
 
    Then I realized we were approaching a temple, and all thoughts fled from my mind. 
 
    The structure was huge, completely, bafflingly large, and I figured at least two-hundred families could room inside it comfortably. The temple we were nearing was built like a stepped pyramid, but every side of it was painted in the most brilliant green imaginable. 
 
    Then we passed by it, and I refocused on the next temple. This one was pink granite, but it was built in the shape of many small domes all rising to a singular, large curve. It was a completely different style from the last, and it too could probably house hundreds of families. 
 
    “How many temples does our city have at the moment?” I questioned in a gruff tone. 
 
    “Who knows,” Konu shrugged, “there’s so damn many anyway. Priest Yilas, how many temples do we have?” 
 
    “One-hundred and forty-three,” the red-robed priest replied in a solemn tone. “Thirty-eight large temples are included in that number, along with the ones of more modest size.” 
 
    Almost a hundred and fifty temples in one city, and I was supposed to find two Archons in all this chaos? I expected to check a dozen at most, but nothing like this. Even if I only checked the large temples, it would take at least two days to visit them all, and that was without any of the inevitable complications. So, Utuni and Miralea were out of reach until I had real information as to their whereabouts. 
 
    We passed by several more enormous temples, each more dramatic than the last, and then we finally turned as we reached a small, yellow one with red banners outside the walls. 
 
    “The Temple of the Coiled Serpent,” Priest Yilas announced while we walked toward it. “An indication of the goddess’s divine patience and supreme instinct.” 
 
    The cobblestone road thinned as we approached, and I wondered why we could be stopping at this one instead of any of the others. It was less decorated than others, and it wasn’t large either, so I examined it for clues.  
 
    The Temple of the Coiled Serpent was taller than it was wide, and the top of it ended in a long spike that jutted into the sky. Pointed spires rose from the corners of the rising temple, and the entrance was adorned with a spiked arch over two engraved metal doors. As we drew near, I noticed the blocky, rough style that was becoming familiar to me as Utun art, and I quickly scanned the engravings. 
 
    The scene depicted a row of small humans on the top level, and they danced with wild abandon in various poses above the grass beneath them. Under the grass, an enormous snake dominated the majority of the piece, and it had its head raised up and its mouth open like it was about to consume the humans. The message was clear, since it seemed Utuni was willing to destroy the oblivious ones who didn’t worship her properly. 
 
    “Come,” King Konu told me, “I think this will answer your questions.” 
 
    The two red-robed priests stepped forward to peel open the doors, and the soldiers around us parted and reformed to stand on either side. As the doors opened, King Konu led me inside, and the priests followed before the doors shut again. 
 
    Well, at least the soldiers couldn’t come in. That would help if I had to fight off attacks. 
 
    I was grateful for my ability to make my bandolier seemingly disappear, though I could still feel its weight on my shoulders. I could carry all these monsters around without anybody being wise to the fact that I was a heavily armed mage.  
 
    I glanced around the room we’d entered, but there wasn’t much to see. Two sputtering, red-flamed torches were mounted on the wall near us, but the end of the hallway was cast in shadow. The room was entirely without decoration, but the yellow stones were worn smooth where generations of people had trodden back and forth down the hallway. 
 
    “Welcome,” Priest Yilas intoned, and then both red-clothed priests dropped to their knees and bowed their heads. 
 
    “We’ll approach the altar alone,” King Konu suggested to me, and then he began to stride forward. 
 
    I followed, and the darkness at the end of the temple hallway began to resolve into a shadowy figure upon a stone platform. My gut squirmed, and my blood pumped harder as my heart rate began to speed up. 
 
    It’s her! Sera gasped inside my head. Quick, hide our presences! 
 
    The shadows cleared as the figure stood, and the goddess Utuni gave me a gleaming, wolfish smile as she walked toward us. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    “My goddess,” I heard myself intone in a hollow voice. 
 
    On the inside, I followed a frenzy of directions as Sera told me how to tamp down on the signs of her and Phi’s presence. I crushed the Archons’ energy down into a tiny, flattened part of my mind, and I cast it to the back of my brain as I tried to think calm thoughts. If I didn’t dwell on the Archons in my mind, maybe Utuni wouldn’t see them. 
 
    “King Konu,” the goddess greeted as she nodded at the king beside me, and then she frowned in my direction. “This is your son?” 
 
    “This is him,” King Konu emphasized. 
 
    Slowly, I began to process the details of the goddess I was staring at. She was beautiful, staggeringly so, but the look in her eyes was filled with such cruelty, contempt, and malice I could hardly picture the rest of her as anything but twisted. 
 
    Still, her skin was almost literally golden. She was paler than Miralea, and the yellow undertones of her complexion made her seem to glow with the color of a perfect spring flower. Her hair was dark, but it was cropped short to just barely curl around her ears, and I could only see the strands that weren’t covered by her headdress.  
 
    Her body was barely clothed, and red strips of fabric were wrapped down over her shoulders and across her breasts before they dangled to her thighs. More fabric wrapped around her waist just enough to cover what laid beneath, and her legs were entirely bare apart from brilliant red paint along her feet and up her calves. A collection of golden bracelets and baubles hung from her arms, and they cast shiny reflections on her skin. 
 
    Golden circlets in the shapes of a coiled snake covered Utuni’s forehead, and they seemed to curl around and down the back of her head before its faces emerged near her other ear. Above that snake-crown, the plumage of a dozen birds shone with white, gray, green, and red hues as the torchlight reflected off them. Large, golden earrings dangled from Utuni’s earlobes, and a single golden piercing gleamed from the tip of her tongue as she spoke. 
 
    “Young man,” she appealed in the Southern tongue, and her expression grew sly. “You are surprised to see me, yes?” 
 
    “Yes,” I choked out, and sweat beaded on the back of my neck as I suppressed any sign of the Archons within me. 
 
    Utuni’s eyes narrowed, and her full lips stretched into another gleaming smile. Behind her, a snakelike tail waved back and forth in small twitches of motion.  
 
    “You interest me, mortal,” she cooed, but then her expression grew troubled. “I’m not sure why, but something about you …” 
 
    Utuni stepped forward, and she came dangerously close as she drew a slender finger along my jaw and down my neck. Behind her, the snake tail began to wrap around my legs until it brushed against my left ankle. 
 
    Inside, my nerves screamed with panic. She could sense the Archons within me, even though she didn’t quite know what she was feeling.  
 
    “There’s nothing about him,” King Konu growled, and he cast me an irritated, jealous glance. “My son takes his best qualities from me, but he is really of no concern to you.” 
 
    “I will be the one to determine what concerns me, mortal,” Utuni snapped, and she shot the king a look of pure venom. “Until I speak to you, you will remain silent.” 
 
    At the hiss of her last word, the king paled, and he shut his mouth like a bee was trapped inside it. His eyes rolled to glare at me, but he didn’t say a thing. 
 
    “Where were we?” Utuni mumbled as she looked back to me, and then she smiled again. “Ah yes, I wish to know more about you, Prince Kecha. You have the most interesting aura, you know. Have you ever heard a prophecy about a man whose soul is connected to the goddess?” 
 
    Shit, was she talking about the Beastmaker prophecy? 
 
    I shrugged and scrunched up my nose as I tried to seem convincingly idiotic. 
 
    “No, I don’t think so,” I sniffed. 
 
    “Hmmm,” Utuni mused, and then she leaned in to whisper in my ear. “I’ve always had a theory I would feel a telltale resonance if such a man were ever to appear.”  
 
    I shivered as her whisper sent thrills down my spine, and then Utuni chuckled deeply as she leaned away once more. 
 
    “If this man’s soul is connected to the goddess,” I asked dumbly, “then is he special or whatever because of it?” 
 
    “Very special,” Utuni purred, and I felt her snake tail brush my legs as she circled around me. “The prophecy indicates he wields immense power, perhaps power even stronger than mine. So strange for a human, yes? So, tell me, man, when were you born?” 
 
    Shit, I didn’t know when Kecha was born. Was I supposed to know? 
 
    “What kind of a date are you looking for?” I hedged as I gave her a noncommittal shrug. 
 
    “Perhaps if there were mysterious circumstances … “ Utuni drawled, and she walked her fingers across my shoulder in a toying manner. “Well, it’s said this powerful man in the prophecy was born centuries ago, perhaps more than a thousand years ago.” 
 
    “Nope, I’m a normal human prince,” I bluffed as my mind raced for ways to change the topic. “Do I look like an old guy to you? Really, though, I’m so grateful you let me meet with you, Utuni, because I have some questions.” 
 
    “I love a question from a handsome young man,” Utuni murmured as she circled around to face me from the front. “Go ahead.” 
 
    “Why did you side with Miralea recently?” I asked. “I thought the two of you were enemies.” 
 
    “Miralea isn’t qualified to even call herself my enemy,” Utuni dismissed, and she made a flicking motion with one hand. “She came to me in a hurry after some northerner mages nearly killed her, and I decided to have mercy on the poor little thing.” 
 
    King Konu frowned at the mention of northerner mages, and I saw him glance at me out of the corner of my eye. I decided to pretend not to notice, since I didn’t know a good way to field the inevitable suspicion. 
 
    “So, you have her held prisoner?” I questioned. 
 
    “Not prisoner,” Utuni corrected, and she held up her hands to either side of herself. “She is a servant, and one who is indebted to help me. I could order her here with a simple magical signal, in fact. I understand your distaste for the jaguar goddess, but she is also a decent ally to have for the growth of my empire--no, our empire, for you are one of my primary servants. Does it please you to know I value you?” 
 
    “Of course,” I assured her. “You’re in my thoughts always, as my one true goddess. Whatever you think is best with Miralea, I will agree.” 
 
    Utuni inhaled suddenly as a delighted expression took hold of her face.  
 
    “I find your faith in me intoxicating,” she whispered, and she stared at me with sanguine glee. “Such a beautiful, powerful man … There is just… something about you… it’s alluring.” 
 
    My skin crawled, but I held back my reaction. I wanted nothing more than to summon my monsters and attack her right there, but I knew I would lose if I tried it alone. I needed the information I had come for, and she was one of the few people who could give it to me. 
 
    “If Miralea is your servant, why isn’t she waiting on you hand and foot?” I asked as I put on a dull, curious expression. 
 
    “She annoys me,” Utuni remarked as she flipped a hand toward the sky. “I kept her with me for a while, but her incessant worrying and nagging made me feel ill, so I’ve sent her away to her own temple. Some servants are better where they’re not heard.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s definitely true,” I approved, and I forced out a chuckle from the churning pit of my stomach. 
 
    I did get the impression Miralea wouldn’t have let up for a moment when it came to complaining about Utuni’s treatment of the forests and the animals in this country. Miralea and Utuni were content to fight against humans together for now, but I had no doubt when humanity was suppressed, they would be at each other’s throats once again in no time. 
 
    “Enough about that weasel,” Utuni dismissed, and she refocused on me. “You and I, Kecha… hmmm. We need to spend more time together. I need to feel your worship. I need you closer to me. Oh, and blood. We need to both bathe in it. Together. How does a Reign of Blood sound to you? Across this continent, we could bring the people to their knees. Doesn’t it sound wonderful? Doesn’t it awaken anything in you?” 
 
    Maker, I’d suppressed Sera and Phi inside me completely, but I couldn’t do anything about the way all Archons were inexplicably drawn to me. 
 
    “Maybe … “ I murmured, and I let my gaze grow distant like I was picturing it. “Describe it to me?” 
 
    “Sacrifices from the south tundra all the way to the northern border near Luratamba,” Utuni cooed. “My aura will stretch hundreds of miles, thousands of miles, and it will encircle this world inch by inch until there are none who do not cry out my name in adoration and fear … and your name as well, if you wish.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” I hesitated, and I pretended to be conflicted about it. “I’ll think about it, yeah?” 
 
    “There is nothing to consider,” Utuni purred, and she pressed her hands to my shoulders. “Mortals need time to realize their destinies are larger than themselves. I understand that.” 
 
    It felt like she was a second away from strangling me, but I smiled and pretended not to notice. Beside me, King Konu trembled and fumed in silence, and I was shocked he hadn’t had another outburst by now. 
 
    “My father and I live to serve you,” I reassured Utuni. “We’ll be excellent choices for your primary servants, trust me.” 
 
    “Oh,” Utuni praised, “I trust you completely.” 
 
    She said it in response to my statement, but she only had eyes for me. The king’s rage seemed no more or less potent than before, but I couldn’t do anything else to change it. 
 
    So, I bowed low, and King Konu did the same before we turned and left the way we came. The two red-robed priests were still kneeling on the floor where they’d been in the beginning, and they stood simultaneously as we passed. Then they filed in behind us, and we went out the door into the sunlight. 
 
    “Let’s go home,” I suggested to King Konu, and I gave him an apologetic smile. “Sorry I was so overwhelmed by the goddess, father.” 
 
    “It seemed she was more overwhelmed by you,” Konu replied as he kept his frosty gaze straight ahead of him, and he sped up to walk past me. 
 
    I gasped as I let out a rush of tension, and Sera emerged back into the forefront of my mind. I was half-sick from suppressing her for so long, and I could hardly believe Utuni didn’t catch on. 
 
    That was far too close, Sera agreed, and her voice shivered with nervousness. You’re pretty good at controlling your own mind, Gryff, but I do have something to warn you about. 
 
    Something other than Utuni’s terrifying fascination with me?  
 
    Yes, other than Utuni, Sera drawled, but her tone grew serious again. If you capture Miralea, you will have two Archons inside you that are only half-controlled. Phi and Miralea could join together to defeat you, if they were determined to work together. 
 
    I tried to picture Phi and Miralea working together, and the thought concerned me. On the one hand, Phi and Miralea had never been allies in the past, but on the other hand, Phi would do almost anything for her own self-gain. 
 
    It’s just something to consider, Sera advised. I’ll help you push them down if I can, but it would be best to master Phi sooner rather than later. 
 
    I would do my best. Luckily, mastering Phi didn’t seem nearly as insane as it used to, and we’d been working together fairly well recently. 
 
    Speaking of relationships, now I had to worry about King Konu as well. The soldiers rushed to catch up with the king, and I frowned as I did the same.  
 
    I’d been on King Konu’s good side so far, but he wouldn’t be so happy to overlook my odd behavior if he was jealous of the way Utuni acted toward me. I’d gotten some extremely good information out of the snake goddess, but was it worth the cost?  
 
    Half of the soldiers hung back to surround me as the king got further and further away. I was in deep trouble if this was the sort of reaction I could expect from Konu’s jealousy, and I made a mental note to find General Iun’s informant sooner rather than later. If he knew which temple Utuni got Miralea sent to, then we could go straight there and take care of the jaguar goddess before her strength returned. 
 
    By the time I reached the palace, King Konu was nowhere in sight. As I entered the garden courtyard, my retinue of guards split off to go back to their regular duties, and I entered the main hall alone. 
 
    There were a few nobles hanging around the main hall, but none of them looked at me with anything approaching invitation in their glances. Prince Kecha was not a popular converser before he left, and now I had to deal with the fallout from that. 
 
    Well, it was time to tell my team what happened with Utuni anyway, so I spun and went through the side door to track my way back toward my quarters. 
 
    When I came to the hallway, the sound of hushed arguing reached my ears from the women’s’ servant room, and I paused for a moment. I’d planned to gather everybody for another meeting, but it seemed like one was already taking place. 
 
    I glanced around the hallway, and then I rapped quickly on the door. 
 
    “It’s me,” I announced in the Mistral language, and it felt good to use the familiar tongue once more. 
 
    “Come in,” Layla squeaked from behind the door, and I quickly let myself in. 
 
    I stopped when I saw all five of my team members already huddled in a circle on the floor, and my eyebrows raised as I took in the scene.  
 
    “You scared the shit out of us,” Orenn breathed as he put a hand to his chest.  
 
    “We were just talking about whether we should go save you,” Varleth grumbled, but his dark brown eyes shone with relief. “Maker, don’t disappear like that again, Gryff.” 
 
    “He was beside himself,” Layla teased. “Kept saying he was responsible for you, that Arwyn would murder him, stuff like that.” 
 
    “I did not,” Varleth hissed, and his regular severe persona came back into place. “Gryff can take care of himself. It was the mission I was worried about.” 
 
    “Uh-huh, right,” Layla grinned. 
 
    “Have you guys been okay?” I asked as I examined them all for any signs of poor treatment. 
 
    I felt safe leaving them alone before, but now that Konu was pissed at me, I didn’t think I would be so quick to do the same again. 
 
    “We keep expecting to be asked to do things,” Ashla explained, “since we’re slaves, but nobody has come around to order us at all.” 
 
    “So, spill the news,” Layla urged, and she bounced in place. “What did the king want with you? 
 
    “He wanted me to meet Utuni,” I explained as I shook my head in amazement, “so I did.” 
 
    Around the room, everybody’s jaws dropped in shock. 
 
    “You saw her?” Erin burst out. 
 
    “You’re still alive?” Orenn gasped. 
 
    “Should we go kill her right now?” Layla guessed as her hazel eyes went wide. 
 
    “No, no,” I hushed, and I got down on the floor to get closer to them. “Listen, Utuni didn’t figure out who I am, and it seems like she moves from temple to temple often enough that even if we went back tomorrow, she wouldn’t be there.” 
 
    “Should we go now, then?” Varleth grilled. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” I disagreed as I shook my head. “I know there’s somebody in the palace who can tell me where Miralea is, and I think we should take her out first. Listen, they’re in different temples, and I don’t think Miralea moves around the way Utuni does. In addition, Utuni told me she can summon Miralea with a simple magical signal, but I don’t think Utuni would come running if Miralea sent out a signal of her own. If we attack Utuni, she’ll have backup in an instant.” 
 
    “But if we attack Miralea,” Ashla finished, “you think we’ll be able to capture her before Utuni arrives to help.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I agreed. “I say we should wait another full day to see if we can uncover Miralea’s location. If we can’t, then we can start making backup plans for what to do if we don’t know where she is.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Orenn cheered with a broad grin, “this is great news! We’ve only been here less than a day, and we’re making so much progress already.” 
 
    “Well, yes,” I admitted to the metallogue, “but--” 
 
    Suddenly, a knock at the door interrupted me. 
 
    “Slaves,” a voice barked from outside, “tell me where the errant Prince Kecha is. I have an urgent message for him of the greatest importance, yet he’s somehow wandered off.” 
 
    I flew to my feet before I stormed over to the door, and I flung it wide open as I growled in the messenger’s face. 
 
    “I was just disciplining my slaves,” I snarled, “but you interrupted. Now, what the bloody hell is your message?” 
 
    The messenger paled, and he stammered before he got started on his job. 
 
    “Your father,” he wheezed as he tried to recover his composure, “has asked you to attend a welcome-home party tonight. He stipulates that you may attend alone or bring your slaves to wait on the party guests, and he’ll be sending over proper attire shortly. A maid will knock on your door with the outfit.” 
 
    “Great,” I sighed, and I let my temper cool. “Tell him I’ll be ready, and for the love of the goddess, don’t almost fuck up your job like you did here. It might be your heart on the sacrificial stage someday.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness,” the messenger avowed as fear made his voice quaver. 
 
    The messenger nearly scraped his nose on the floor as he bowed as deeply as possible, and then he hurried off to relay my message to King Konu.  
 
    For a moment, there was silence as I huffed and stared after him. 
 
    “Um,” Layla piped up behind me, “that was pretty convincing. Good job being Prince Kecha?” 
 
    “Sorry,” I sighed as I walked back to them with a regretful smile. Then I folded myself to sit on the floor again with them. “I’ve been trying to play him more convincingly ever since I got on the king’s bad side, but it’s not a good look, is it?” 
 
    “We get it,” Ashla spoke as she nodded encouragingly. “I’m all for you letting your demons out once in a while. Anyway, why are you on King Konu’s bad side?” 
 
    “I suppressed the Archon presence inside me,” I explained, “but Utuni still seemed to think something was up with Prince Kecha. She got really interested, and she basically sidelined the king badly enough that he’s in a jealous rage, now.” 
 
    “Oh, Maker,” Erin sighed, and she put a worried hand to her face. “You were doing so well, too.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed, but I forced my face into an expression of determination. “Don’t worry about it, I’ll make it up to him at this party. If he wants me to socialize and kiss his rings, I’ll do just that.” 
 
    I pushed myself to my feet before I started to make my way toward the door. 
 
    “Just so long as you don’t find yourself in too deep,” Varleth intoned with dark humor. “After all, you don’t know anybody’s name at this thing … “ 
 
    “Shush, don’t scare him,” Layla chirped as she pushed at Varleth’s shoulder. 
 
    “Hah hah, very funny,” I warned the banisher, and I gave them all a short wave goodbye. “Alright, I’m going to wait in my room for the outfit to arrive. As long as you want to, I’m going to bring all of you with me, but you might have to be waiters or something. Are all of you okay with that?” 
 
    “I’d serve a hundred drinks to be by your side,” Layla swooned, and then she gave me a wink to show she was just joking. 
 
    “We’ll be ready to act like slaves,” Varleth confirmed. “Go get dressed in your ridiculous prince outfit.” 
 
    “See you soon,” I told them, and I left to return to my own rooms. 
 
     Maker, but I didn’t want to go to this damn welcome-home party. 
 
    I spent a while lying on my king-sized bed as I tried to focus on princely behaviors, but I didn’t have much insight into how nobles acted during parties. Nia and Gawain might have had some clever tips for me to use, but neither of them was here. 
 
    Finally, a knock sounded at the door, and I bolted upright as I tried to fix my hair. 
 
    Your hair is an illusion, anyway, Sera purred in amusement. Go answer the door. 
 
    Oh, right. 
 
    I answered the door, and the unfamiliar maid in the entryway bowed as she handed over a stack of clothing. 
 
    “Where are we supposed to go to attend the party?” I asked in Southern. 
 
    “It is in the rec room, which is adjacent to the dining room,” she answered tentatively. “I’m sure you’ll see people heading there, Your Highness.” 
 
    I wondered if something had changed about this rec room recently, since she felt the need to give me directions. That, or maybe servants always gave nobles excessive information just for kicks. 
 
    “Thank you,” I told her, and then I shut the door to get dressed. 
 
    Ten minutes later, I was in my new clothing, and I went to fetch my team so we could go to the party together. The moment I opened the women’s room door, the three mages inside turned to stare at me with wide eyes and open mouths. 
 
    “Maker,” Ashla breathed. 
 
    “Mmhm,” Layla emphasized, “you should take off the illusion so we can see it for real.” 
 
    “Is it that bad?” I asked as I twisted to frown at the sides of my new outfit. “I admit, the color does make me look a little severe.” 
 
    “Severe?” Erin gasped. “Take off the illusion, just for a minute.” 
 
    “If you insist,” I sighed, and then I pulled away Phi’s disguise as I braced myself for the ridicule. 
 
    Erin sucked in a breath, and her hands flew to her chest like her heart couldn’t take the sight. Simultaneously, Layla let out a loud cheer, and Ashla grinned widely enough I thought her face would break. 
 
    “It’s stunning,” Erin insisted, and her face lit up with delight. “I’ve never seen you in anything close to a formal suit before, Gryff.” 
 
    I frowned as I looked down at the burgundy jacket and crisp black button-down shirt underneath. The trousers were black as well, and combined with the polished leather shoes, I looked more like a crime lord than a prince. 
 
    “Isn’t the color scheme a little off?” I questioned as I pinched at the red fabric. 
 
    “It suits you,” Ashla proclaimed, and then she leapt to her feet. “Change back to your illusion, and let’s go get the boys. It’s never good to be late to a party.” 
 
    “Let alone one for yourself,” Erin confirmed with a satisfied grin as she gave me one last look-over. 
 
    I found their reactions baffling, but if Maelor were here, he would advise me that when three women tell you the same thing, you’d be insane to argue with them. I decided that was a good life lesson, so I concentrated for a moment to drape Phi’s disguise over me once more before I went to fetch Varleth and Orenn. 
 
    The guys were ready and waiting, so it only took us a moment to assemble in the hallway. 
 
    “Isn’t it weird to take five slaves to a party as your escorts?” Varleth murmured under his breath. 
 
    “It’s a power move,” Ashla whispered back. 
 
    I wasn’t so certain about that, but I sure as hell wasn’t leaving them behind. 
 
    Besides, it was time to get this party started. 
 
    A few minutes later, we found ourselves in the dining room, but it was empty apart from a bland-faced guard beside a door at the far end. Beyond that door, the sound of live drums and guitar-like strumming painted an intimidating picture of a raucous party scene. 
 
    “Blink twice if you want us to save you now,” Orenn joked to me in the Mistral language. 
 
    “Shh,” Varleth urged with a stern look, “we don’t know who might be listening. That guard might speak a dozen languages, and we’d never suspect a thing.” 
 
    The six of us all glanced over at the guard, but he just stared straight ahead with a stony expression. 
 
    As much as I wanted to just plead sickness and back out of this party, I was acting as Prince Kecha right now. I suspected I needed to show my face, or else I would be in even bigger trouble with the king. 
 
    So, I gave my teammates a significant, loaded glance, and then I pushed my way through the dining room door. 
 
    Instantly, I emerged into a scene far different from what I’d expected. Instead of drunken revelers, the room was populated by nobles quietly chatting amongst themselves, and they seemed more calculating than cheerful. Instead of a stage with entertainment like topless dancers or violent sacrifices, there was a simple platform dominated by a lone table. Some kind of game board sat on the table, and two wooden chairs were placed on opposite sides. 
 
    I searched for a moment to see if I could spot General Iun or King Konu, but the king found me first. 
 
    “My son!” the king’s voice boomed, and the room suddenly quieted to a dead hush. “So, Kecha, you’ve arrived.” 
 
    Even the two musicians stopped, and they had been the only indication of a party at all. What was this, an intervention? My execution? What was with this tense atmosphere?  
 
    Beside me, my teammates inched through the doorway and filed along the wall meekly as they tried to act slave-like. 
 
    “Sure, father,” I answered as I frowned in uncertainty, “but what sort of a welcome-home occasion is this, again?” 
 
    “Hah!” the king barked as if in amusement, but his eyes narrowed in warning. “You’re right, Kecha. This is no party. Recently, it has come to my attention that you’ve been acting strangely. One minute, I’m getting reports that you spent hours in the library, and the next minute a messenger boy tells me you’re chatting it up with your slaves in the royal bedroom. Frankly, Kecha, it’s uncharacteristic, and I think I know what’s going on.” 
 
    Oh, Maker. Did he know I wasn’t who I said I was? Should I kill him before I made a run for it, or should I open a portal right away? 
 
    “What’s going on?” I prodded, and I cast a warm glance over the unfamiliar faces of the gathered nobles. “What, this wasn’t just to get drunk and relax? Come on, let’s not get too serious.” 
 
    Some of the nobles let out nervous chuckles, but others just coughed or stared without a sound.  
 
    Whatever this was, it was going to be serious whether I liked it or not. 
 
    “You’ve softened,” King Konu accused, and he thrust a hand out in a slashing motion. “You went north, and you liked some of the easy life you saw. First, soldiers waited on you hand and foot, and then the lazy ways of those damn slaves of yours rubbed off on you. You’ve been corrupted, my son!” 
 
    “Look,” I fielded carefully, “I’m in a little bit of a funk, that’s all. I’ll be back to my old ways soon, and trust me, I did not have an easy time up north. I’m not soft, Father.” 
 
    “Hmph,” King Konu grunted, and he muttered under his breath for an alarming few moments. 
 
    “Well?” I asked, and I raised my arms at my sides with my palms up. “I wanted to kill Miralea, but that possibility was denied to me. I wanted to go back to being a general, but Iun took that opportunity from me. If I’m acting like a dead man, it’s only because that’s the one path this palace left open.” 
 
    It was a bluff off the top of my head, but it sounded okay even to my ears, and some of the nobles around the room nodded in agreement. They turned to the king to see what his response would be, but he had one ready. 
 
    “That may well be,” King Konu bellowed loud enough to make a nearby maid flinch, and then he quieted into a simmering anger. “That may well be. You’re from my own flesh and blood, Kecha, so I’m going to give you the chance to prove yourself. What do you say to the opportunity of three trials to prove you’re still worthy to be Prince of Utun?” 
 
    Three trials? Was I supposed to know what the trials were already? Was this a traditional thing I just had no knowledge of? Still, it wasn’t like I could say no. I had the sinking feeling losing or denying the trials would result in exile at the least, straight up sacrificial execution at the worst. However, I needed to get to Miralea before she recovered, and for that, I needed to stay in this palace. 
 
    “I agree to three trials,” I announced, and then the room swelled with excited murmurs from the gathered nobles. 
 
    The king smirked like I’d made a major misstep, and then he gestured with a gracious wave at the table on the platform. 
 
    “The first trial is one of logic,” the king crooned, and he gave me a goblin-like smile. “A good heir to the throne must be rational and intellectual, well-versed in the stratagems of war. To prove your worth, you will battle Madame Goto in a game of chen-board.” 
 
    A gasp of shock went around the room, and I wondered if Madame Goto was some kind of genius at chen-board. Not that she would have to be a genius to beat me, since I’d never heard of chen-board in my life. 
 
    She might be a genius, I don’t know, Sera hissed, but that’s not why they’re reacting this way. The group of nobles near you is talking about how much of a slight it is to pit a prince against a low-class woman in a game of logic. If you win, it’s an unimpressive win, and if you lose, your whole reputation is destroyed. 
 
    In other words, I had nothing to gain from this and everything to lose. I turned slightly, and I caught a glimpse of Varleth shaking his head out of the corner of my eye, but I didn’t respond to him. 
 
    I couldn’t give up. I was going to do this. 
 
    “Repeat for me the rules of this logic game,” I demanded as I stalked up to the platform. “Don’t leave anything out, I haven’t played recently.” 
 
    Was Kecha supposed to be good at this sort of thing? Judging by the smirk on Konu’s face, I would guess not. I was looking forward to surprising him and wiping the smile off his face, but first I actually had to win. 
 
    “Chen-board is played by two opponents, one with green pieces, one with red pieces,” a thin nobleman intoned in a nasally voice, and then he started to approach the stage. “I will be your referee for this game. Each piece can move one, two, or three spaces at a time, but the pieces may not move backward. If you leap a piece, that piece is flipped over. If you leap a flipped piece, that piece is taken off the board. Only enemy pieces taken off the board count as points for your team. Once all pieces reach the far side, they turn, and round two is started in the opposite direction. After the opposite direction is completed, the score is tallied, and the winner is decided.” 
 
    Okay, the rules were simple, but I knew the execution would be much harder. If I flipped many of my opponents’ pieces but didn’t remove them from the board, then I would probably lose. If I focused too hard on removing pieces during the first turn but didn’t flip any in preparation for the second turn, then it would be difficult to keep my lead. 
 
    Is there a way to cheat? Sera wondered as she looked at the chen-board through my eyes. 
 
    Not with the referee, Madame Goto, and possibly a dozen nobles watching me like hawks. To put Phi’s illusions in place, I would have to touch the pieces, and that was just as suspicious as yelling out I was cheating.  
 
    No, I couldn’t take any shortcuts to win this one.  
 
    Madame Goto approached from the crowd, and her solemn appearance gave me pause. The woman was dressed in nice clothing, but she was skinny as a rake and had dark circles under her eyes like she hadn’t slept in days. She was perhaps forty or fifty years old, and her face was drawn into a somber, penetrating gaze that weighed heavily on me as I met her stare.  
 
    She seemed to have a depth and humility the other nobles here didn’t have, and I felt a little bad about having her as my opponent. I couldn’t get properly worked up into a fight with a calm woman like her as my challenger. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Madame Goto apologized out of the blue as she approached her chair, and then she sat lightly on the edge of it. 
 
    I took my seat as well, and we faced each other as the tension climbed and the room hushed to bare whispers. 
 
    “Madame Goto challenges Prince Kecha,” the referee droned, “and therefore Prince Kecha goes first. Begin.” 
 
    I examined the board spaces, and then I made my first move confidently as I trotted out a piece three spaces forward. 
 
    I just had to be smart about this, that was all. If I was careful and planned ahead, I couldn’t lose. 
 
    “So,” I began as I made casual conversation, “Madame Goto, are you married?” 
 
    “I am,” she replied quietly as she examined the board. “My husband is the head of religious finance.” 
 
    “Religious finance,” I repeated as I made my move. “What’s that like?” 
 
    “He decides where the funds and resources go,” Madame Goto murmured, and she made her move as well. 
 
    “Really?” I asked, and I tried to quell the jumping of my heart inside my chest. “So, he would know which temples are asking for provisions for the goddesses staying there.” 
 
    “He would,” Madame Goto confirmed, but she said no more. 
 
    If she was married to the nobleman who knew where the goddesses were, could she tell me where to find Miralea? I just had to focus on the game for now, and then maybe I could get the information out of her. 
 
    Eight or nine moves later, I was in deep trouble.  
 
    Madame Goto played expressionlessly, and her game was smooth and practiced. I only recognized her tricks and strategies when it was too late, and then I was another point behind. At this rate, it looked like I would be losing as we reached the end of the first turn. 
 
    Sure enough, I was thoroughly behind as the first turn finished out. Madame Goto flipped almost twice as many of my pieces as I did of hers, and I’d claimed only two points against her three points. I was technically not far behind in terms of pieces claimed, but things were looking very grim for the next turn. 
 
    “I think you’re better at this than I am,” I confided to my somber opponent, but she just gave me a worried half-smile in return. 
 
    She looked more concerned about my well-being than she was about winning. I was grateful for her thoughtfulness, but the reality was she didn’t have to worry. 
 
    I’d picked up on her tricks and moves, and now I was ready to face her for real. 
 
    The second turn started, our piece directions reversed, and my strategy changed immediately. I saw Madame Goto’s eyebrows raise in surprise as she watched me flip two of her pieces and claim another one, and her face grew more animated with every move I made. 
 
    “If you had to make an educated guess,” I muttered in a hushed voice, “as to where the goddess Miralea is staying right now, where would you guess?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have to guess,” Madame Goto admitted without expression. “I know where she is because my husband knows.” 
 
    “And where is she?” I pressed, and I made another move. 
 
    Madame Goto said nothing, she just pressed her lips together as she focused on the game. It seemed the conversation was done for now, but I knew I could get her to open up later if I just had the time. 
 
    Slowly but surely, I was winning now. 
 
    I did have a slightly unfair advantage. Sometimes, I would almost make a move, and then Sera would chime in with advice. With two minds working on the same problem, we spotted strategies and traps that one mind could not have managed without hundreds of hours of experience. 
 
    As we neared the end, the game grew close and tight. Everybody seemed to hold their breath while it came down to the last few moves, and my heart pounded like a drum in my chest as I tried to ensure I wouldn’t make a mistake. 
 
    Madame Goto tried to ensnare me in one last trap, but I activated the pincer attack I’d prepared for this very purpose. She claimed one of my pieces, but I claimed three of hers in a row, and that put me a single point ahead. 
 
    As we stared at the board, I realized there were no more point-winning moves left to be made. All that could be done now was to bring the final pieces home to the ends of the board, and then the game was over. 
 
    “Match decided,” the nasally referee announced, and he waved his hand toward me. “Prince Kecha wins the game.” 
 
    The crowd erupted into chatter, and I looked up just in time to catch King Konu’s deadly glare in my direction. He hadn’t expected me to even come close to winning, and now his other two trials would have to do the trick instead. I gave him a confident, shit-eating grin in response, and he scoffed as he turned away. 
 
    “For the next trial,” King Konu bellowed over the whispering crowd, “a duel, and first to third touch wins! Any heir to the throne must prove their combat prowess, for that is how a king stays a king in this great country. I declare Prince Konu will face General Iun in sword-to-sword combat!” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    The crowd worked itself into an outcry, and I stared in disbelief at the king as a cruel grin worked its way over his face. 
 
    Out of all the people here, I wanted to face General Iun least. I hadn’t laid eyes on a single soldier with half as many feathered badges on his chest as Iun, and worst of all, the general had been congenial whenever I saw him. We’d already made peace with the fact Iun took Kecha’s old title, and now the king was pitting us directly against each other.  
 
    If the rumors were true, Iun’s ice magic was incredibly quick and powerful. Luckily, this was a sword-on-sword contest, so his magic wouldn’t give him too big of an advantage, and I figured I could probably win. Still, I would hate to defeat Iun in combat, since I was sure he would lose his job over this.  
 
    There was nothing to be done, though, so I would finish him quickly. 
 
    “I’ll need a sword,” I barked out as I looked around the room. 
 
    Several maids came forward to take the table, the chairs, and the chen-board away, and I examined the stage thoughtfully. 
 
    “Here, one of the nobles has donated his sword to you,” the thin, nasally referee announced, and he came up to me with a rapier held gingerly in both hands. 
 
    Huh, so they used rapiers for duels here as well. Probably wise, since anything closer to a cutlass or a shortsword would kill the opponent more easily. 
 
    I took the weapon from the referee, and I weighed it carefully in my hands. Its design was fanciful, with a garnet-encrusted swirl of steel for a guard, but the sword itself was well-balanced. I took the end of the blade and bent it from side to side, and it sprung back nicely, so it was a good temper job as well. 
 
    I was satisfied with how good design was backed up with good craftsmanship, so I nodded to the referee and took my place at one end of the stage.  
 
    Within moments, General Iun appeared from the crowd and took his place at the other end of the stage. His expression was pinched and worried, and he itched at the stubble on his jaw with one hand as he looked over to me. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Prince Kecha,” Iun apologized. “I know the rapier isn’t your weapon of choice, so this duel seems a little questionable.” 
 
    General Iun glanced over at King Konu, but he bit his lip without saying anything directly against the man. 
 
    “It’s fine,” I reassured the general as I gave him a calm smile. “In the real world, sometimes we don’t get to choose our weapons.” 
 
    I was pretty good with the sword, even though daggers felt more comfortable in my hands. In a duel to the third touch with standard rules, the daggers would just be hindrances, since I wasn’t allowed to throw one into my opponent’s heart. 
 
    General Iun held up his sword in his right hand, and his left hand gestured out a quick spell before he swept his fingers over the blade. Thin, clear ice crackled into existence over the shaft of the rapier, and I wondered what the purpose of it was. 
 
    “Ready,” the referee intoned in a long drawl, “bow, then begin.” 
 
    We both bowed low, and then we came upright into our dueling stances. General Iun’s rapier flashed with its icy coating, and the garnets in my sword hilt glittered. 
 
    We stepped smoothly toward each other, and I kept myself loose and relaxed as I examined Iun’s approach. He was good, I could tell that much. 
 
    We got to two paces from each other, and Iun suddenly lashed out as he lunged. His icy blade skittered along mine as I brought my rapier up to block, but Iun kept sliding his weapon as he twisted.  
 
    Shards of ice sprayed out as Iun twisted, and I fought to keep control of the situation. The icy coating made it too slick for me to catch his weapon on my guard, and I jumped backward even as Iun’s rapier flicked open a single scratch on my right shoulder. 
 
    “Touch, General Iun,” the referee droned. 
 
    Damn, I didn’t think about how much harder it would be to trap a weapon that was essentially an ice slick. 
 
    General Iun gave me a tight smile, and we reset to our original positions. 
 
    The referee waved a hand downward, and we came together once more. This time, I knew his trick, and I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of getting close to me. 
 
    I tried to look uncertain as we closed in on each other, and Iun seemed to take the bait. Then, at the last moment, I sprang forward as I circled my blade around his and pushed my weapon through and into his guard. Iun’s rapier skewed aside as I pushed it off course, and then the tip of my rapier connected with the right side of his chest. 
 
    “Touch, Prince Kecha,” the referee announced. “Score is one to one.” 
 
    “Damn,” Iun swore, and then he gave me a gracious nod to acknowledge my ability. “You’re better than I remember, Kecha.” 
 
    “I’ve been practicing,” I lied. 
 
    We set up again, and once more we advanced on each other. This time, Iun was wise to my real ability, and I was aware of his trick. We exchanged a few glancing contacts between our rapiers, but neither one of us moved in for a real attack. 
 
    Then General Iun came at me with the force and speed of a blizzard. His sword shot toward my leg in an uncommon downward attack, but I leapt sideways as I brought my rapier down to deflect his blade away. 
 
    Iun’s eyes widened at my speed, and instead of regaining my distance, I came closer as I rushed him. His sword was still low, and his body was unguarded. So, I slid up and toward his hip, and I scored a touch before he could even react to my movement. 
 
    “Touch, Prince Kecha,” the referee announced as he swallowed thickly. “Score, two to one.” 
 
    We reset, and General Iun watched me with wide eyes and an uncertain expression. I smiled and nodded at him, and he relaxed slightly, but he still seemed tense. 
 
    I was right, this was definitely going to cost him his job. 
 
    The referee waved once more, and I moved in for my final attack. Iun went on the defensive right away, but that was fine by me. 
 
    I struck several testing blows, but Iun warded them all off. Then I let him watch me focus on his left side, like I was trying to get through some sort of spotted weakness. 
 
    Iun shifted to guarding his left side, and his brow knitted in concentration. My attacks were all easy to deflect, since I wasn’t committing very hard to any of them. 
 
    The moment Iun began to move his sword stance over to the left slightly, I had my chance. I changed direction entirely, and I flicked my rapier up into his sword hand as I left my guard wide open. 
 
    The tip of my rapier scored a line across the top of his wrist, and Iun faltered as he nearly dropped his sword. His eyes flew open wide, and then the referee gestured one more time. 
 
    The nobles erupted into loud discussion, and I stepped back toward my end of the stage. 
 
    “Touch, Prince Kecha,” the referee concluded over the noise. “Three to one, Prince Kecha wins.” 
 
    General Iun stared at me in shock, and he panted hard and fast. A complicated expression of dread and worry passed over his face, and he gripped his rapier like it was his last tether to sanity. 
 
    “Wonderful,” King Konu seethed over the din, and I looked over to see his dark face contorting in rage. “Now, are you ready for your third trial, my dear son?” 
 
    He spat the words out like they were bullets, and the nobles quieted in fear. 
 
    “I’m ready,” I confirmed loudly. 
 
    “Your third trial,” Konu growled as his eyes twitched and rolled madly, “is one of meting out justice. An heir to the throne must always be willing to sacrifice, since sacrifice is vital to serving the goddess and the kingdom. So, I want you to kill both of the opponents you bested here today.” 
 
    I blinked in shock as his words washed over me.  
 
    Wait, what?


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    The referee pushed an obsidian knife into my hand, and I clutched the terrible, cold weapon as I watched the two people I was supposed to kill. 
 
    Meanwhile, a guard pulled Madame Goto from the crowd, and he shoved the terrified noblewoman up onto the stage. Four guards moved in to make sure General Iun didn’t try to escape, but the man just stared at me in resignation. 
 
    This wasn’t a surprise to him. He knew if he lost, he would be killed, and for that matter, so did Madame Goto. Her eyes were huge with terror, but she didn’t scream or struggle.  
 
    She’d known this was coming, and so did all the nobles in the room. They scarcely even discussed the third trial the moment King Konu announced it, and I realized this must have been a tradition of sorts. It was possible Prince Kecha had even killed his opponents before and never felt a moment of mercy or hesitation. 
 
    Basically, I was the only one who was surprised here. 
 
    I glanced back toward my teammates against the back wall, but half of them weren’t there anymore. Only Varleth and Orenn remained, and Varleth jerked his head sideways when I gave him a worried look. I followed the direction of his motion, and I caught a glimpse of Layla with a platter as she offered some nobles more wine. Ah, so they’d been conscripted into slave duties while I was busy completing trials. 
 
    But what should I do? If I killed them, I could stay in my Prince Kecha guise and get some information on Miralea and Utuni. On the other hand, if I killed them, I would be murdering two people who had done me no wrong, and Madame Goto might be one of my only shots at getting the information I needed. 
 
    Kill them, Sera suggested. If you don’t, King Konu will try to have you sacrificed or exiled, and neither of those is beneficial. 
 
    No, no, that wasn’t the right path. I knew what I was going to do, and it wasn’t based on any rational choice. 
 
    When I looked at the faces of Goto and Iun, I knew I couldn’t kill them. They just didn’t deserve this. 
 
    I stalked closer to the two of them, and I clutched the knife in my hand. Once I was in striking range, the guards around my victims backed off to allow me some space. General Iun had been disarmed, so there was no threat to me if I decided to kill them. 
 
    As I loomed over General Iun and Madame Goto, I leaned in closer to her with a snarl on my face. 
 
    “I’m going to spare you, but I have to think of a way out of here first,” I murmured in a quiet rush. “Keep acting frightened, but stick close to me.” 
 
    General Iun was the only other person within the distance to hear, and his eyes flicked over to the king before he went back to staring at me. He seemed to be urging me to do something without saying it out loud, but I couldn’t tell what.  
 
    Now, how was I going to do this? Open a portal and hope my allies got inside without a dozen guards following us? Summon monsters and try to fight our way out? I wasn’t sure if the Shadowscape was more or less dangerous than this palace. 
 
    “Wait,” Madame Goto rushed out, and she stepped closer to me as her voice dropped to a whisper. “Please, I don’t know why you want this information so badly, but I don’t want to be executed. Miralea is in the Temple of the Bared Fang, and Utuni is now in the Temple of the White Sun. Please take us with you when you escape.” 
 
    “Okay,” I agreed without a moment of hesitation. 
 
    I shoved Goto away from me, and then I spat on the floor in front of her. 
 
    “Plead all you like,” I snarled, “there’s no escape for you. You lost, and this will be your punishment.” 
 
    I stared around the room as I tried to figure out where my teammates had gotten to. I caught a glimpse of Erin at the edge of the crowd, and she made a quick gesture with her hands as she asked me to get on with it. 
 
    If they were ready, I wasn’t going to draw this out any longer. 
 
    “Get ready,” I murmured to Madame Goto. 
 
    “I’ll fight with you,” General Iun whispered suddenly, and I grinned at him as I dropped my charade. 
 
    “I won’t do it,” I announced in Southern, and I raised my hand before I let the obsidian knife clatter to the ground at my feet. 
 
    “This is a slight to the goddess,” the king hissed as his face contorted in rage, “and you do not deserve to be a prince of this country. To think, my own son could betray my wishes like this! Guards, seize him.” 
 
    Red-clothed soldiers started to rush in, but they hesitated when I whipped out my borrowed rapier and pointed it at the oncoming men. 
 
    “Utuni seemed to think I’d be a fine prince,” I remarked as the soldiers inched toward me, and then I dropped the illusion over my voice and my body. “However, I’m not your damn son, Konu.” 
 
    My disguise was peeled away entirely, and now everybody could see that not only was I not the prince, I wasn’t even a Southerner.  
 
    My bandolier and its crystals appeared in the same instant, and the guards across the room yelled out confused orders as they noticed the telltale weapons of a summoner mage. 
 
    Nobles everywhere gasped and shrieked in surprise, and the king himself roared in outrage. 
 
    “I’ll have your head!” he bellowed as he stormed toward me, and a swarm of guards followed in his wake. “I’ll have your heart beating in my hand, northerner!” 
 
    “Frankly, fuck off,” I suggested, and then I pulled on Sera’s power to open a portal into the Shadowscape. 
 
    The rift burst open, and nobles began to scream and run from the room in desperation to get away. I was sure many of them had never even seen a rift in person, much less up close.  
 
    Madame Goto gasped and took a step back, but I took her by the arm and pulled her in closer to me. 
 
    “Relax,” I promised in Southern, “we’re getting out of here as soon as my team is through this portal.” 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” General Iun asked as his mouth dropped open in shock, but then he shook his head to clear his surprise. “Never mind, could I have that rapier?” 
 
    “Sure thing,” I told him, and I tossed over the garnet-encrusted sword as I exchanged it for my daggers. 
 
    Ah, it was comforting to hold my daggers again. 
 
    General Iun turned to face the oncoming guards, and he slashed his rapier at one who got too close. The guard responded by throwing a splash of water magic that hit Iun in the shoulder and nearly knocked him off his feet, but he regained his balance quickly. 
 
    “Damn it, I really don’t want to be on the side of some northerner,” General Iun yelled at me as he slashed at the guards in front of him. “I hope you have a plan, at least.” 
 
    “I always have a plan,” I shot back as I snatched my magisugo crystal from my hip pouch, and then I tossed it into the crowd. 
 
    My bat-faced creature exploded from its crystal in a flashing of teeth and claws, and I instructed it to drain any mages in sight. It obeyed right away, and I watched in awe as it leapt onto the water mage who was giving Iun so much trouble. In a heartbeat, the magisugo had its fangs in the mage’s neck, and it dragged the guard to the ground as it drained the man dry of magic and blood alike. 
 
    Grisly, but effective. 
 
    “Coming!” Erin’s voice yelled in Mistral from somewhere unseen, and then her stagi burst through the crowd. 
 
    On the green, horse-like creature’s back, Layla whooped and cheered as she cut through the enemies around her. Thank the Maker I had convinced Konu my slaves needed weapons to protect me, or we would have a hard time fighting our way out of this place now. 
 
    Close behind Erin, Varleth and Orenn battled their way through the crowd, and Ashla brought up the tail end of the group as she swung her icy battleaxe in wide, destructive circles. I was happy to see my teammates were avoiding killing anybody who wasn’t actively trying to fight us, since there was really only one person who deserved to be punished for this whole gory occasion. 
 
    I spun around to search for the man in question, and then my eyes locked onto Konu’s elite guard. There were at least ten men clustered closely around him as they tried to escort him safely from the room, but I wasn’t having that. 
 
    I grabbed my vingehund crystal from my bandolier, and I hurled it hard toward Konu’s group. One of the guards around him swatted it down with an upraised cutlass, but the crystal burst open against his blade, and my vingehund snarled forth. 
 
    Her claws flashed, and she beat her wings hard as she tore through the guards below her. She continued her forward momentum as she vaulted toward the king, and I felt our bond resonate like a plucked string as our thoughts fell perfectly in sync. 
 
    Her teeth plunged down, and King Konu raised up a powerful arm as he fought to protect himself. He rained blows down on my vingehund’s chest and neck, but she didn’t care. 
 
    She had one goal, and she was going to see it through. 
 
    Her fangs sunk into King Konu’s neck as she ripped through muscles and arteries. Blood sprayed out in perfect arcs of brilliant red, and I grinned as I thought of all the people he had ordered sacrificed in the same exact way.  
 
    Now, this was justice I could get behind, not the senseless act of killing my competitors. 
 
    My vingehund and I were so closely linked, I could practically feel Konu’s pulse myself as it slowed and began to falter. Around the vingehund, guards leapt into action, and their swords bit deep into her feathered skin as they tried to save their doomed king. 
 
    After a moment, I recalled my vingehund and my magisugo, and then I stuffed their crystals in my bandolier. 
 
    “Are we going or not?” Varleth bellowed as his banisher sword flicked out to slash a guard across the face. “We can’t keep them off us forever!” 
 
    “Ready!” I called in Southern, and then again in Mistral as I turned toward the dark hole of my rift. “Everybody in!” 
 
    My teammates and my two new allies dashed toward the portal, and I cast a quick glance over the teeming hordes of guards and soldiers. Then I leapt into my portal as well. 
 
    I came out in the Shadowscape, and then I snapped the rift shut behind me. We were standing in the mist of an enormous pile of broken rubble the size of the palace, but that was exactly what I was expecting. 
 
    “Phew,” Layla gasped as she saw I made it, and she rushed forward to check me for injuries. 
 
    “I’m fine, I’m fine,” I reassured her through my panting. “Looks like no fighters followed us, either. Is everybody here?” 
 
    My breath came hard and fast as I fought to regain my drained power from the fight, and the Shadowscape’s awful smell didn’t make it any easier, but it was a temporary setback. I had plenty of mana left to burn, and I was planning on using it to get rid of Miralea once and for all. 
 
    I counted up Varleth, Orenn, Erin, Layla, Ashla, and the two newcomers, Madame Goto and Iun. How exactly I’d made life-and-death allies with an Utun general and the wife of a religious funds manager, I had no idea. 
 
    “Care to explain what the fuck is going on?” Iun demanded in Southern, and he shook his head in consternation. “Who are you? Who are your slaves? Why are you all speaking the Mistral language, and how the bloody hell were you pretending to be Prince Kecha for days on end? Oh hell, we even executed Panlo Ganta just because we thought there was no way you were lying …” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Varleth muttered to me in Mistral language. 
 
    “He’s talking about how we got Panlo Ganta killed,” I replied in my native tongue. 
 
    “To be fair,” Orenn piped up, “Panlo Ganta was kind of a dick, y’know?” 
 
    “What did he say?” Iun asked in confusion as he gave Orenn a severe, suspicious look. 
 
    “Nothing,” I dismissed as I turned to look around us. “Give me a minute, I’ll explain later.” 
 
    I glanced around the Shadowscape, and I was surprised by the fact there wasn’t a single monster in sight. Even in the far reaches of the sky, there were nothing but dark clouds and roiling winds. 
 
    “We’re alone, huh,” Layla noted at the same time. “Where are all the monsters?” 
 
    “There are usually some hanging around,” Varleth puzzled, “especially on the other side of a populated city like this.” 
 
    It’s not a good sign, Sera admitted. Utuni may have gathered her monsters elsewhere, and we don’t want to run into them. 
 
    “Right,” I decided, “let’s get out of this palace area and back into the human realm as soon as possible.” Then I switched to Southern as I turned to my new allies. “Madame Goto, where is the Temple of the Bared Fang? You said Miralea was there, right?” 
 
    Madame Goto startled, and her head snapped around toward me. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” she whispered, and then she cleared her throat. “I can lead us there, I think. I heard the goddess’s world was frightening, but this … “ 
 
    Madame Goto stared around with wide eyes, and she shuddered. I figured she was no huge supporter of Miralea, just like most Utun people, but maybe she was starting to have second thoughts about Utuni as well. 
 
    “Show us the way,” I suggested in Southern, and I held out my arm to help her clamber over the rubble. 
 
    We made slow progress with Madame Goto in the lead, but I would rather get there slowly than not at all. General Iun seemed fairly well-acquainted with the Shadowscape compared to her, but I still had to wonder how much actual monster fighting the man had done. 
 
    “You know,” I told him in Southern as I pointed to Ashla, “she’s an ice mage, too. Us northerners aren’t so different from Utun people. If you had the same information we did, I bet you wouldn’t be so keen on keeping the Archons around either.” 
 
    General Iun shot me an unconvinced frown, but he shook his head and didn’t argue. I had a feeling he wouldn’t be joining us in our raid on the temple. 
 
    Finally, Madame Goto stopped and panted as she looked at the rubble around us. She wiped her hands on her black dress, then decided it was useless and dropped them again. 
 
    “I believe the Temple of the Bared Fang is around here,” she mused, but her brow furrowed as she looked around. “It’s so difficult to tell, all the buildings are destroyed … why is it like this?” 
 
    “That’s how it always is,” General Iun replied, and he crossed his arms over his chest. “Now, how the hell do you plan to get us out of the Shadowscape here, northerner?” 
 
    “Same way I came in,” I told him with a wink, “with the help of a goddess.” 
 
    I activated Sera’s power, and I ripped open a portal in mid-air. It widened enough to allow two people to step through at once, and then I gestured for our two guests to go through first. 
 
    “That power … “ Iun breathed with wide eyes. “Were you serious? Do you really have a goddess on your side?” 
 
    “Sorry, no time for questions,” I apologized to him, and then I gestured for Varleth and Orenn to usher him through. 
 
    Orenn grinned as he shoved General Iun through the portal, and then Varleth politely took Madame Goto’s arm to take her in as well. After them, the three women went, and I pulled up the rear. 
 
    We stepped into an alleyway adjacent to the teeming streets of Umo Portana, and I quickly snapped the portal shut behind me. 
 
    “Did anybody see?” I asked my team in Mistral as I looked out onto the street. 
 
    “You kidding?” Varleth snorted as he waved a hand at the crowd. “Not a single person even blinked. If they did notice, nobody will believe them.” 
 
    “Good,” I said, and then I switched to Southern as I addressed General Iun and Madame Goto. “You two will want to leave the city permanently, since you’re now implicated in the murder of the king. I suggest going all the way north to Luratamba. It’s really a lovely place to live, and you can ask Mr. Goto to join you there. Madame Goto, what does the Temple of the Bared Fang look like?” 
 
    “It-it has a crescent shape on top, like a moon,” Madame Goto stuttered in surprise, and she gestured east of us. “The building is white with red accents, you can’t miss it. It should be just a couple blocks away.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I told her gratefully, and I touched Layla and Ashla on their arms as I laid their illusions in place. 
 
    General Iun and Madame Goto stared as the two women were transformed into Southerner girls, and then I started doing my other three teammates. It was a relief to know these disguises just had to be passable for a few minutes of street travel, so they didn’t take too long to put on. 
 
    “So, what,” General Iun barked as he watched, and he ran his hands through his cropped hair, “you’re just leaving us here?” 
 
    “We sure are,” I chuckled as I finished Orenn’s disguise, “and I don’t expect to meet you again. Please have a good life, and I’m sorry we’ve upset things.” 
 
    Then I slipped on my own illusion, and I assumed the comfortable anonymity of the appearance of a random Southerner. 
 
    “Wait--” General Iun croaked, but I nodded to my teammates, and we burst out from the alleyway as we joined the crowd. 
 
    In moments, we were swept away from Goto and Iun, and they vanished from sight entirely. I knew it wouldn’t be hard for them to slip away from Umo Portana quickly, and I hoped they would have an easy journey north. 
 
    Now, we had more important things to do. 
 
    My team shoved through the crowd to keep up with me, and we weaved in and out as I led us east. Within a few minutes, a telltale, white crescent shape rose above the other buildings, and I knew we had our temple. 
 
    “That’s it!” I yelled in Mistral as I pointed, since I doubted anybody would be able to peg us as dangerous foreigners over all this noise. “Good thing it’s not one of the huge ones!” 
 
    “Fuck, yeah!” Layla cheered, and we bored onwards toward our destination. 
 
    The Temple of the Bared Fang wasn’t small, either, but at least we wouldn’t have to fight an army of hundreds just to get through it. I thought briefly about portaling our way inside, but I decided the advantages were too few and far between to risk an encounter with a veritable army of Shadowscape monsters. 
 
    Finally, the crowd spat us out on the short side street leading up to the temple, and we relaxed for a moment as we got our bearings. 
 
    “Good, everybody made it,” I noted as I finished tallying my team members. “It’s too bad we can’t do this during the night when monster rifts won’t open, but we’ll make this work.” 
 
    It was also too bad I didn’t have Phi’s tattoo mastered yet. Sera had said there was a slight chance Phi and Miralea could overpower me if they worked together, but I felt like I was on the verge of making a breakthrough with Phi. 
 
    Hopefully, it would be fine. 
 
    The Temple of the Bared Fang loomed in startling white and blood-red colors in front of us, and I swallowed in anticipation as I checked my bandolier briefly. 
 
    “Are we good to go?” I asked as I glanced around at my teammates. 
 
    “Ready,” Layla confirmed, and she swished her spear in a confident circle. 
 
    Good thing Utun was used to violence, or people would’ve been far more freaked out by seeing a young woman wielding a deadly weapon on a public street. 
 
    “Let’s get inside,” I ordered, and we headed for the doors. 
 
    These doors had another engraving of a snake threatening to eat people, but I didn’t have time to look at the art. I pushed through the double-doors to find myself in a large, open room, and I dashed inside as my teammates followed in hot pursuit. 
 
    Around the room, two-dozen priests in red robes surged to their feet. We’d seemingly interrupted them in the middle of a prayer of some kind, and there was an enormous bowl of blood in the middle of the room. Some of the priests had painted their feet and their faces with blood in a grisly imitation of Utuni’s appearance, and they looked a bit like monsters.  
 
    “Intruders!” one of the priests bellowed in the Southern language. “Brothers and sisters, destroy them with your holy gifts!” 
 
    One of the priests closer to the door made a quick series of gestures, and a bolt of lightning arced toward me. 
 
    I ducked even as the bolt went wide, and it scattered a plume of dust from the wall above my head as it struck the stone. 
 
    “Shit,” I swore, “we’ve got enemy mages, here!” 
 
    My allies fanned out as we faced our enemies, and Orenn activated his metallogue powers to make himself impenetrable against fire and electricity. I did the same for the rest of us as I tossed my bullet bass to the floor, and the shiny fish emerged as I activated its chrome coating over us. 
 
    “I’ve got that fire mage!” Ashla cackled as she twirled her double-bladed axe between her hands, and then she charged in for the attack. 
 
    “I’ll get the earth one,” I called over the noise as magic spells began to collide, and then I stepped aside as a gush of high-pressure water blasted into the wall behind me. 
 
    The bullet bass was great for fire and lightning, but ice, water, and earth could still prove troublesome. For that, though, I had just the thing. 
 
    I pulled out the magisugo crystal again, and I felt the extra drain of energy from summoning it twice in one day. Since I’d caught the magisugo myself, it wasn’t nearly as costly as summoning something like my kalgori, but it wasn’t a cheap grunt either. 
 
    My magisugo crouched like a cat, and then it sprang at the nearest earth mage as she tried to defend herself. The magisugo batted her arms aside as it sank its fangs into its victim, and its hind claws tore at her belly. I could see my creature bulk up as it sucked up the woman’s mana, and when it was satisfied, it sprang on to the next. 
 
    One ice mage sent a shockwave of hail directly into my magisugo’s legs, but even as blood spattered on the floor, my creature began to heal. It channeled its stolen magic into keeping itself alive as it killed its second victim and moved on to a third. 
 
    A door slammed open to my right, and I turned to see three red-robed priests sprint from the entrance. Each of them wielded long staves tipped with sharp blades, and they came at me with shouts of vengeance as I turned to face them. 
 
    I ducked the first strike even as I grabbed the second man’s staff, and then I turned aside the third blow by pushing the partly-stolen weapon forward. The second man regained his grip and pulled his staff against my chest as he sought to pin me to himself, but I just pulled myself up by the haft of it as I swung my legs out to kick at the oncomers.  
 
    One of my boots caught an attacker in the gut, and he doubled over as he clutched at his abdomen. The other priest dodged away just in time to avoid getting kicked, but that was when the man behind me changed his strategy. 
 
    He pulled his staff upward to catch me in the chin, and then he tried to choke me out through a contest of strength alone.  
 
    I decided not to play that game, though, and I grabbed my rhin dagger from its sheath before I plunged it behind me into the priest’s side. 
 
    The priest choked out a prayer to Utuni as he collapsed, and I yanked my rhin dagger back out as he fell. As I turned back to my remaining enemies, I saw the kicked man begin to rise again. 
 
    He’d dropped his staff once I’d downed him, but he didn’t pick it up again. Instead, he raised his hands as a powerful fire spell churned between them. 
 
    He released the spell too quickly for me to react, and an enormous gout of flame burst forth from between his hands. The light was incredible and blinding, and I knew it would have turned anybody normal to char. 
 
    Instead, his fire attack danced harmlessly off my metal skin, and the flames peeled away as I stepped through them. 
 
    The priest’s eyes widened as he breathed a prayer to Utuni, but I ignored him as I drew my father’s dagger and rammed it through his throat. I was sure he’d sacrificed dozens if not hundreds of innocents in the name of his goddess, and I had no merciful thoughts to spare for a priest like that. He began to die quickly, and I pulled my father’s dagger out before he even collapsed. 
 
    The final man sent a wind spell howling toward me before I could recover, and I grabbed my dying enemy just in time to spin his corpse in front of me. The wind spell hit hard, and I heard the priest’s red clothing rip as it flayed the surface of his flesh. Small scratches flecked across my hands as the wind spell tore at them, but my bullet bass and my human shield kept me from losing any fingers. 
 
    Then the wind spell ended, and I dropped the dead man before I moved onto my third and final target. 
 
    The remaining priest’s eyes bugged out, and he looked at me like I was a ghost as he stumbled back and away. He lifted the staff like a javelin to throw at me, and I easily stepped aside as it went soaring past. 
 
    Fear had made him dumb, and that was his final mistake.  
 
    I sprinted up the final few steps, and the priest’s back hit the wall as he tried fruitlessly to escape. I sank my rhin dagger into his neck quickly, and then I pulled it free as I turned to see what was left of our enemies. 
 
    The priests were mostly dead, and the vast majority of them had gone down by the fangs of my magisugo. I started toward one of the stragglers, but Varleth nicked him with his banisher sword, and the guy crumpled as his life force drained away. 
 
    “That’s all of them,” Layla panted as she flicked blood from her spear’s blade. “Where do you think Miralea is?” 
 
    Hopefully, she hadn’t heard the commotion and decided to run. We’d have to be quick if we wanted to make sure to get her. 
 
    “Follow me,” I commanded, and then I dashed toward the door at the far end of the huge room. 
 
    If Miralea was anything like Utuni, she would be in the room with the altar, and this wasn’t that room. 
 
    We burst through the doors into the next room, and it turned out to be an undecorated hallway with a sacrificial altar at the end. 
 
    And yet, there was nobody to be seen. 
 
    “Where is she?” Orenn panted as he glanced around. 
 
    No, no. There had to be more, she had to be here. I didn’t think Madame Goto would lie, and what were the odds of her being wrong? 
 
    “We’ll try the next room,” I decided, and I took a sharp right through the door there. 
 
    We moved into yet another empty room, but I didn’t give up. I took a hard left into the door at the far end, and my team followed on my heels as I burst through the entryway. 
 
    In this room, Miralea lounged on a soft selection of cushions and blankets. Her dark hair shone in neat, straight lines from being brushed, and she was clothed in red robes over the familiar vine ensemble across her skin. Plants twined over the walls and the floors, and a table held a selection of luxurious foods that had gone untouched. 
 
    As we entered, Miralea’s eyes went huge, and she tried to leap to her feet. Instead, she got stopped short as a chain against the wall rattled and clanged noisily behind her. 
 
    “She’s chained up?” Layla gasped in surprise, and I felt a similar thrill of surprise at the discovery. 
 
    A silvery, shining cuff wound around the goddess’s wrist, and a fine metal chain connected her to a ring embedded in the temple wall. I knew Miralea could use her plants to break the wall and burst free from the handcuff on her wrist, but it seemed she hadn’t cared to before now. Maybe Utuni had just been making a point by commanding her ex-rival to be chained up, or maybe Miralea was actually hindered by the handcuff in some way. 
 
    “You!” she hissed in a combination of shock and fear, and her jaguar tail flicked behind her. “You have come to kill me, finally.” 
 
    “No, Miralea,” I growled, and I took a menacing step forward. “I have come to make you mine.” 
 
    “I’d rather die, northerner,” she growled as she shook her head vehemently, and the crown of plants on her brow twined tightly through her hair in an echo of her distress.  
 
    Then she held out her hand, and she snapped her fingers together. 
 
    In front of her, the verden reaver appeared. Its five eyes snapped toward us in a predatory stare, and it fluttered its colorful, insectoid wings behind it. Its conical head twitched in movement as it watched us, and its green, scythelike arms rubbed against each other like it was imagining plunging them through our hearts.   
 
    Praying mantises had never seemed frightening to me before I met one nearly three times my height, but thankfully, it looked like it still retained some injuries from our last encounter. 
 
    “Get the mantis!” I ordered my teammates as I dashed forward. “I’ve got Miralea!” 
 
    My five allies launched into action, and I ducked under the verden reaver’s scythelike arms as it tried to separate my head from my body. I slid to the floor as I passed under the blow, and then I jumped to my feet as I reached Miralea once more. 
 
    The goddess cringed back away from me, and the wall began to fracture as she worked to free herself with her plant power. The chain jangled as she pulled at the handcuff with desperate fingers, but she couldn’t escape its cold, metal grip. 
 
    “It’s too late,” I called as I leapt forward. “There’s only one way you’re getting out of here, Miralea!” 
 
    “Die, mortal,” she hissed as she slashed out at me with a thorn-covered hand. 
 
    The thorns scored a fine line of blood across my arm even through the bullet bass protection, but I ignored the wound as I darted forward. 
 
    Miralea bared her teeth at me in an animalistic growl, but I slapped my hands onto her bare neck. She writhed and slashed out with thorns to try and push me away, but I clung tightly and refused to let go. No matter how much pain she gave me, I would keep her here. 
 
    Then I closed my eyes, and I began my attempt to capture the demi-goddess. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    Our minds clashed, and I felt Miralea’s presence as a hot, primal thing that fought to be free with an animalistic determination. I clutched her to me as our willpowers twisted around each other, and I wasn’t sure if it would be enough. 
 
    Behind me, I heard the sounds of fighting as my allies struggled to control the verden reaver. Monstrous screeches echoed throughout the room as Layla’s keichim clashed with the mantis, but I couldn’t turn around to look. 
 
    My whole attention was focused on the fight against the unruly demi-goddess in front of me. 
 
    You cannot have me, she roared in my mind, I will never be caged! 
 
    Think again, bitch, Sera snapped back, and I felt the dark Archon’s efforts join my own. 
 
    Together, we wrestled against Miralea’s mind. Spurts of energy burst from under our pressing hands, and Miralea was as fierce as a wildcat as she fought back. She clawed with mental attacks at anybody who came near, and her power left white-hot scars of pain on my psyche.  
 
    Then I felt Phi stir within me. 
 
    Careful! Sera shrieked over Miralea’s growls and snarls. They could push Phi free! 
 
    Phi’s presence rose, and I was overcome with panic at the idea of her getting free. If we lost the blue-skinned Archon once more, how could I ever expect to keep her captured permanently? 
 
    Honestly, Phi whined, you two always think the worst of me. I’ve actually started growing somewhat attached to you, Gryff. I’ll help, too. 
 
    Then Phi added her own power to ours, and the three of us began to work together. 
 
    Phi’s and Sera’s powers twined in perfect synchronicity as black and pale blue magic melded together into a single wave of force. My own power was smaller but sharper, and I used it to wrap Miralea in a barbed constraint that tightened even as she struggled. 
 
    Miralea faltered, and the back of my left hand seared as she bonded to my mind. 
 
    I gasped and cried out as mind-blowing pain tore white-hot through my mental defenses, but I knew I’d won. Miralea didn’t go down easily, but finally, she fell into place in the back of my mind. 
 
    I had won. She was mine now.  
 
    My eyes flew open, and I turned around to see my friends panting over the fallen verden reaver. Its defeat must have been the final straw for capturing Miralea, and I smiled in relief to see my teammates were all okay. 
 
    “Gryff,” Erin gasped as she noticed me watching. “Did you do it? Did you really capture her?” 
 
    “I got her!” I panted as I swayed on my feet, and my team erupted into cheers of celebration. 
 
    The verden reaver began to fade out as it returned to Miralea, and I had the strange sensation of carrying not one, not two, but three extra presences inside me. I wondered why Phi had chosen to help us, but I decided the question could wait until later. 
 
    My left hand burned, and I glanced down at it to see a black marking had formed across the back of it. It was shaped like a stylized cat’s paw print, and each clawed toe was positioned as if my fingers were an extension of the marking.  
 
    Of course, this tattoo made perfect sense for the jaguar goddess. It also looked really stylish.  
 
    “You’re amazing,” Layla breathed, and she ran up to me to squeeze me tightly around my chest. “I know you said you could do it, but I was so worried!” 
 
    “Me too,” Ashla admitted with a chuckle from across the room, and she began to clean multicolored mantis blood from her axe blades. 
 
    I wheezed a laugh and patted Layla on the back as she tried to knock me off balance, and finally the petite summoner released me again. 
 
    “Alright,” I gave my teammates a wide grin as I steadied myself, “let’s get out of here. Do you want to chance the Shadowscape, or do you think we should--” 
 
    Suddenly, a rift blasted open in the center of the room, and we all stumbled on our feet. The rift stretched wide quickly, and its dark colors fizzled with a telltale red aura. 
 
    “Uh, Gryff,” Orenn yelped with bulging eyes, “tell me that’s one of yours!” 
 
    “Run!” I bellowed, and I grabbed Layla by the wrist as we sprinted for the nearest side door. 
 
    We burst through and came into a room that hummed with an enormous rift already, and monsters were beginning to pour through it.  
 
    “Shit, left!” I ordered, and Layla sprinted after me as we darted aside to the next door. 
 
    “Our team got cut off,” the petite summoner panted behind me, “I don’t see them behind us!” 
 
    “We can catch up to them in the next room,” I decided, and then we barged through the next doorway. 
 
    We found ourselves in the huge expanse of the first room that we’d slaughtered all those priests in, but we weren’t alone. 
 
    Utuni herself stood in the middle of the room, and red aura billowed from her in dangerous waves as she pulled open a rift to the Shadowscape. 
 
    “Well, well!” she boomed in the Mistral language as she lifted her arms. “I heard tell dear Prince Kecha wasn’t who he said he was. And look, here I’ve found the imposter himself.” 
 
    Her face twisted in irritation, and she glared directly at me. Her red garments flowed in the wind created by her red aura, and her red-painted feet left bloody marks on the stone behind her as she stepped toward us. 
 
    “Shit, we’ve gotta get out of here now,” I hissed, “where are the others?” 
 
    “We’ll just have to wait for them,” Layla gasped as she stared at the goddess with a horrified expression. “Gryff, you didn’t say she was terrifying.” 
 
    Utuni’s smile spread into a toothy, unholy expression, and her snake tail swished behind her in menacing twitches. 
 
    “Of course she’s terrifying!” I confirmed as I stared at the Archon. “She’s the goddess of snakes and blood sacrifice, what else would she possibly be?” 
 
    “I can truly sense you now,” Utuni gloated in Mistral as she strode toward me. “Not a mere regular mortal, not even close. I can sense you’ve stolen Miralea from me, and Phi and Sera are there as well, if I’m not mistaken. It explains what I felt about you … ” 
 
    “Well,” I called out, “do you want to join them?” 
 
    “Hah!” Utuni roared, and her feathered headdress swayed as she shook her head. “When you appeared as Prince Kecha, I considered placing you at my side, but now I see your power is too dangerous to let remain be. No, you will die, and your Archons will die with you … and then there will be none to stop my glorious Reign of Blood.” 
 
    I don’t want to die! Phi exclaimed, and I felt her power rise within me. Sera, we have to get out of here, Gryff isn’t strong enough! 
 
    Utuni cackled as she came to a stop half a dozen yards away, and as she raised her arms, monsters began to pour from the rift behind her. The room filled with grunts, growls, and shrieks as hundreds of monsters jostled to be the first ones out. The red aura coursed over them all, and I knew this power would be impossible to defeat. 
 
    Well, let’s do it, Sera hissed. Gryff, summon us both! 
 
    I gasped as power flooded through me, and then I activated the markings on my back and my chest at once. 
 
    Black ink swarmed down my arms to the floor below, and Phi and Sera appeared beside each other. White wings spread next to black wings, and Utuni stopped in her tracks as Phi and Sera formed before her. 
 
    “You,” the snake goddess hissed. “So, you want to resist? You want to fight for his sake, of all things?” 
 
    “He is mine,” Sera snarled as her wings mantled, “and you can’t have him.” 
 
    Sera’s ivory white skin made an impressive contrast against the black hair that swept down her back, but it was her musical voice that sent chills down my spine. It was easy to forget just how incredible Sera was until she was in her physical form and manifested in the human realm. 
 
    Phi was breathtaking as well, and the golden chains that wrapped around her pale blue skin gleamed in the light of the altar room. Her white hair and ivory wings made her look like an angel, though I knew she was anything but. 
 
    “And I’m not dying here,” Phi added as she bared her teeth, and then both Archons snapped their fingers in tandem as they summoned their monsters. 
 
    A bre’gura and an azure hopprog formed simultaneously as their masters called them out, and beside me, Layla’s mouth dropped open in amazement at the sight. 
 
    The hopprog was neon blue and feathered, and a long tail stretched behind it. Its ears were tufted, and the whole creature was about the size of a large cow. I knew its skin was highly poisonous to the touch, and one brush would kill most monsters almost instantly. The hopprog was fragile, but its offensive power was incomparable up close. 
 
    The bre’gura had gleaming yellow eyes, black tusks, and wiry black hair that covered its entire body. It also still had some injuries from our last battle, but it looked in better condition than the reaver. It made a piglike grunt as it pawed one hoof at the floor below, and its back nearly scraped the ceiling. The bre’gura was large, maybe thirty or forty feet long, and patches of corrosive tar formed in its footprints as it stamped and tossed its head. 
 
    They were a devastating pair of monsters, but I knew they wouldn’t be able to beat Utuni’s endless army of enhanced creatures. 
 
    Utuni knew it as well, because her sharklike smile widened, and she laughed harshly as she faced down Sera and Phi. 
 
    “That’s all you plan to bring to this fight?” she mocked as her golden jewelry jangled against her wrists. “I don’t even have to bother summoning my pets. Destroy them!” 
 
    At her sudden command, the hordes of monsters turned as one and threw themselves on Phi’s and Sera’s creatures. The hopprog went down under a flood of snapping creatures, but they died by the droves even as they cut deep slashes in the hopprog’s feathered flesh. The bodies of poisoned monsters fell frothing to the floor, and their corpses stacked on each other as even more died. 
 
    Sera’s bre’gura squealed as it charged across the room, and it trampled dozens of creatures underfoot. I could feel the stones underneath me shake as the boar monster’s hooves pummeled the earth, and I grabbed onto Layla so neither of us lost our footing. 
 
    Suddenly, a swarm of flying, reptilian monsters veered aside, and then they began to divebomb the bre’gura’s back. They laid open gashes in its thick hide, and they darted out of the way as the boar tossed its sharp tusks around. 
 
    Layla’s keichim shot past me as it joined the fray, and I snagged my arachness crystal from my bandolier before I tossed her into the hordes of fighting creatures. 
 
    My woman-faced-spider emerged, and she started to take out creatures with slashes of her sharp legs. 
 
    Suddenly, a monkey-like creature leapt at me, and I rammed my daggers through its chest as I pushed it off me. Nearby, Layla’s spear flashed as she swept it through an oncoming monster. 
 
    “It’s not going to be enough!” Layla shouted over the noise. “Where’s the rest of the team?” 
 
    “They’ll find us soon, I know it!” I yelled back. “Just hold them off for now!” 
 
    Layla was right, though, and my strength was fading fast. My mental fight with Miralea had taken a lot out of me, and I already felt like I’d been fighting half the day with how much energy capturing her had drained from me. My mana was running low, and I had to spare some for keeping Phi and Sera in action. 
 
    The bre’gura let out a piercing squeal, and I saw it go down under a pack of huge-mouthed creatures. Its hooves kicked out, and it crushed several monsters under it when it fell, but I knew the bre’gura’s time was limited. 
 
    On the other side of the room, the hopprog collapsed too as monsters hacked and bit at its flesh. Those with tough weapons were lasting long enough to do serious damage, and the hopprog was quickly dying under the onslaught. It had killed an impressive number of grunts, but the deaths it caused had only made the remaining enemies stronger. 
 
    A horde of hissing snakelike monsters wound their way toward me, and I jumped back as I tossed a daggerdillo crystal from my bandolier. My spiky monster rolled across the snakes in a flash of metal, and most of them were slashed to ribbons, but a few slithered free and kept coming for me. 
 
    Suddenly, the door behind me burst open, and four familiar figures leapt through the entrance. 
 
    “Holy fuck!” Orenn yelped as he nearly stepped on a snake, and then he slammed two metal-coated fists into the nearest serpent. 
 
    Ashla followed up by beheading the next one with a cleaving strike of her axe, and Erin sprayed a gout of ice magic at the remaining two to freeze them solid. Apparently, the orange-haired mimic had borrowed Ashla’s magical abilities while they were in the other room. 
 
    “You better have an escape plan!” Varleth shouted as the banisher swept his sword through the final snake’s stomach. 
 
    “Yeah,” I called back as Layla fended off a monkey-like creature with her spear, “we’re gonna fly out!” 
 
    “How can we fly out when the ceiling is here?” Orenn gasped, and he gawked openly at Utuni’s cackling form. 
 
    “Easy,” I answered as I pulled on the connection between me and Sera, “we fly out on the side where there’s no roof!” 
 
    I slammed open a portal, and Phi vanished into black smoke along with her hopprog as I recalled her. The inky shadow raced toward me, and it seared at my skin when Phi’s marking returned. 
 
    Sera vaulted through the crowds of creatures as she returned to me as well, and her unearthly speed let her catch up in a matter of seconds. 
 
    “Go, go!” the Archon urged as she sprinted the final few feet. 
 
    My black rift yawned just wide enough to admit two people at a time, and my teammates dove through as the swarm of monsters came for us. Sera and I leapt through the rift just as a jagualar launched itself at me, and all three of us soared through the opening. 
 
    We came out on the Shadowscape side, and then I snapped the portal shut as quickly as possible. The jagualar’s hindquarters were sliced off as the closing portal cut it into two pieces, and the monster gushed blood as it rolled to a stop at my feet. 
 
    “Hurry, hurry!” Erin yelled, and I looked up to see swarms of monsters all across the landscape. They were beginning to notice our presence quickly, and it was only a matter of time before we were subsumed by gnashing teeth and claws. 
 
    “So many,” I gasped, and my mind grew dizzy at the sight. 
 
    “Get us that flight out of here, quick!” Varleth barked as he flicked his banisher sword through several goblins. 
 
    Sera summoned her snapdarner as I tossed out my pyrewyrm crystal, and I sagged as my mana drained out of me. Sera’s snapdarner had a segmented, insectoid body with black and white patterns that dazzled the eye, and its translucent wings fluttered slightly in the breeze as it crouched low to the ground. 
 
    In front of me, my enormous black pyrewyrm whipped around to glare at the sea of enemies around us, and it let out a challenging shriek that made my allies wince. 
 
    I told my pyrewyrm to focus on escape rather than fighting the impossible army in front of us, and it grumbled reluctantly as it crouched lower to the ground.  
 
    “Steady, there,” Ashla told me as she took me by the arm, and she helped me leap onto my pyrewyrm’s back. 
 
    My pyrewyrm’s shadowy wings began to beat even as Orenn clambered on behind us, and I glanced over at Sera to see Layla, Erin, and Varleth secure with her. 
 
    Around us, the army of creatures swarmed in our direction, and my pyrewyrm reared back as it kicked at the enemies below. 
 
    “Go, go!” I ordered as I clutched my pyrewyrm’s spiny back, and then it launched from the earth. 
 
    Sera’s snapdarner lifted off as well, and we both soared into the sky. Below, the ground seethed with disappointed monsters as they watched us escape, but we weren’t out of the woods quite yet.  
 
    A flock of flying monsters swerved toward us as we took to the air, and I turned my pyrewyrm north-west. Then I urged it to fly as fast as it possibly could, and its wings pumped as it picked up speed. 
 
    Sera’s snapdarner stayed close behind, and the wind tore our words away as we fought to outpace the swarm behind us. Flashes of lightning and fire arced across the sky as the creatures behind attacked, but I extended my bullet bass to cover our flying mounts, and the shots skittered harmlessly away from us. 
 
    “They’re catching up!” Ashla warned in my ear, and I glanced back at the flocks behind us. 
 
    They certainly were, but we couldn’t afford to turn around and fight them. An aerial battle was too risky when I was so low on mana, and we had to get far enough away from Utuni that she couldn’t follow us. 
 
    “Human realm it is,” I gasped, and then I pulled on Sera’s power as I commanded her to help me open a rift. 
 
    We yanked open a huge portal in front of our monsters, and my pyrewyrm tucked in its wings as it shot through. Half a second later, Sera’s snapdarner came through as well, and then I shut the portal in a crack of noise behind us. 
 
    Blue sky and clouds greeted us in the human realm, and I breathed out in relief. Soon, I could take us down to earth, and we could relax for once. 
 
    Sure, we’d killed a king, upset an entire city, and gotten an angry goddess on our trail, but I was going to enjoy sleeping tonight. Miralea was mine, and our first mission was finally fulfilled. 
 
    “Do you think we’re far enough away?” I called back to Ashla over the sound of the rushing wind. 
 
     I was starting to get exhausted by the sustained summoning effort, and we would have to set down soon anyway. The cold temperatures this high up made us all shiver, and the air seemed thin and was hard to breathe. 
 
    “I think we can stop now,” Ashla answered as she leaned forward to speak in my ear. 
 
    I asked my pyrewyrm to bank down, and Sera followed my thoughts as she brought her snapdarner to the ground simultaneously. The blue sky grew warmer as we lowered, and the terrain below gained detail. 
 
    “Looks like we’re not very close to any villages,” Ashla noted as she leaned forward. “Do you think Utuni will be able to find us here?” 
 
    “I think she’ll try,” I answered as I cast a glance behind us. 
 
    Utuni could probably get some information out of her army of monsters when it came to the direction we’d left in, but they hadn’t been able to follow us into the human realm. There were miles upon miles of featureless plains to search in this direction, and we could possibly escape detection for weeks on end if we were lucky. 
 
    If we were unlucky, I’d have to come up with a good plan, and fast. 
 
    My pyrewyrm slowed its descent as we neared the ground, and it leveled off with steady beats of its shadowy wings as it brought us down. Sera’s snapdarner darted and hovered in a much less natural way as it did the same, but we landed nearly simultaneously. 
 
    We jolted uncomfortably as my pyrewyrm came to a halt, and then I took the opportunity to glance around. To our right, a small forest could give us shelter for the night from prying eyes above. On our right and in front of us, there was nothing but rolling, grassy plains and empty fields. 
 
    Behind us, like a distant mirage, the hazy shapes of Umo Portana and its temple district rose up into the sky. 
 
    We all dismounted in slow, tired movements as we tried not to give in to our exhaustion. Only Sera seemed unaffected by the battle as she hopped down off her snapdarner with alien grace. 
 
    “Probably wise to recall everything,” Sera purred as she approached me. “You look exhausted, Gryff, and you’ll need your strength if you’re to keep Miralea under your thumb. Besides, dreams are always better when you have the energy to participate in them.” 
 
    Sera’s gaze flicked up and down my body, and her mouth curved into a sultry smile. 
 
    “Thanks for your help,” I told her, and her smile grew as I brought her back into my body. 
 
    Her form dissipated, and black shadows raced up my arms and onto my back like living ink. I felt my skin sear as her marking returned, and I shifted my shoulders as I got used to the feeling. 
 
    Then I recalled my pyrewyrm back to its crystal, and I tucked the stone away into my bandolier. My crystals were all out of order, so I would have to reorganize them later. 
 
    “Phew,” Layla breathed as she checked over her spear. “I thought I might have chipped the blade on a monster’s spine, but it looks fine.” 
 
    I chuckled as a smile came over my face, and I basked in the warm feeling of a successful day. 
 
    “Good job, everybody,” I praised as I turned to look at them all. 
 
    Erin and Ashla were leaning on each other, and Orenn was yawning widely enough to crack his jaw. Layla was running her hands over her spear’s haft, and then Varleth stepped forward to look at the capital city as he shook his head. 
 
    “Yeah, I never want to go back to that hellhole again,” he remarked. 
 
    Everybody nodded in fervent agreement. 
 
    “You and me both,” I laughed, “but I don’t know if we’ll be so lucky.” 
 
    Tired giggles and exhausted chuckles rose up at that comment, and we were all still flying high on the feeling of success. 
 
    “Oh, Gryff!” Ashla realized as she turned to look at me. “You don’t have your travel pack, do you?” 
 
    “Just a few things I tucked in my pockets,” I divulged with a regretful shake of my head. “I was focused on looking nice for the party, so I didn’t expect to have to make a getaway.” 
 
    “Good thing they don’t care about the way slaves are dressed,” Erin remarked as she shouldered her small travel pack. 
 
    It looked like all of my teammates had managed to bring along their bags, so my missing bag wouldn’t hinder us too much. The loss of my pack meant a few things were missing, though, like tent stakes and our strongest rope. I would have to borrow clothing from Orenn, since he was closest in build to me, but at least I still had my pocket knife and some fire starting tools. 
 
    “I’d rather lose my pack than lose Miralea again,” I admitted with a grin. “Feels good to have captured her.” 
 
    “Feels good to have escaped Utuni with all our limbs, also,” Varleth pointed out.  
 
    “She seemed a little worked up, huh?” Orenn commented. 
 
    It was the understatement of the century, and I chuckled as the others broke out into laughter. It was good to have the catharsis of laughing at a demi-goddess after she tried to murder your whole group with an army of enormous proportions. 
 
    “Come on,” I directed as I turned and started toward the small forest. “We should get out of sight, in case any monsters are getting sent after us.” 
 
    Sunset was nearing, and we began to set up the tent in the first decent spot we found. It didn’t look like we would be able to hide our campsite as nicely as we had near Xaru, but the chances of a scouting party coming through on foot tonight were slim. 
 
    We got our tent put up between two trees, and then we settled in for sleep quickly. There was no hammock tonight, since we all needed the rest more than we needed to watch for scouts out here in the middle of nowhere. 
 
    I closed my eyes as I settled into my bedroll, and for a while, I was whisked away to dark sleep. 
 
    Then I began to dream. 
 
    White mist surrounded me, and I braced myself for Sera’s appearance. Perhaps we were having some trouble with Miralea, and I needed to tie her more tightly in the corner of my mind. 
 
    Instead, Phi stepped out of the fog in front of me. 
 
    “Phi,” I greeted in surprise, and I noted the pleased expression on her face. “You’re not having second thoughts about joining up with Miralea and possessing me, are you?” 
 
    “Hardly,” Phi sniffed, and then she winked at me. “Actually, I’m having second thoughts about staying your enemy …” 
 
    Phi trailed off, and she glanced to the side like she was a little embarrassed by her own words.  
 
    “Oh, really?” I asked with a smirk. “Well, I wouldn’t blame you for growing attached to me. I may be feeling the same way about you.” 
 
    “Well, maybe it’s fine, then,” Phi hummed as she looked back up, and her expression was coy and lustful.  
 
    She sauntered closer with slow, tantalizing steps, and before I knew it, she was running a hand along my shoulder. She drew her fingers down to undo the first two buttons on my shirt, and then she flattened her palm against the black wing tattoo on my chest. 
 
    “You’re thinking of changing one mark into two?” I confirmed. 
 
    “Maybe if you ask me nicely,” she purred, and her red eyes flicked back up to meet mine. 
 
    I briefly wondered where Sera was and what she was thinking, but I quickly banished the thought when Phi bit her lip and looked up at me through lowered lashes.  
 
    “Please?” I joked as I ran my hand along the black cloth around her waist. 
 
    “Not with words,” Phi whispered, and she leaned close to breathe in my ear. “With all of you.” 
 
    Her hand pressed down against my crotch, and I melted against her. Her fingers were small and delicate, and she teased me with experienced, light touches that teased more than they satisfied. I tried to press my hips closer, but her hand fluttered away. 
 
    “You’re terrible,” I accused with a smile on my face. 
 
    “I’m a monster,” Phi agreed, and her eyes locked with mine in a challenge. “I mean that quite literally. A goddess of monsters.” 
 
    “You’re sure about that?” I asked as I grasped her wrists. “From what I’ve seen, you have a soft side to you as well.” 
 
    Phi’s eyes flew wide in denial, and then I pushed her to the ground in one quick motion. The moment she hit the floor, a pile of soft, silk pillows appeared beneath us. Her white wings spread out like those of an angel on either side of her, and I kept her wrists pinned to those soft feathers as we stared at each other 
 
    “Blue fabric,” Phi noted as she teased the edge of one pillow beneath her fingers. “Fitting.” 
 
    “I thought it would go nicely with your skin,” I explained as I settled my weight onto her. “I’ve been practicing how to do this sort of dream manipulation in my head, and I think the results have been satisfying.” 
 
    “Mm,” Phi agreed, and then she reached up to kiss me quickly on my exposed chest before she pulled away. “If you think this is good, wait until I try to satisfy you.” 
 
    The double-entendre was clear, and the white-winged Archon glanced down at my pants to make it even more obvious. All of a sudden, I was painfully aware of the smooth, warm feeling of her wrists under my palms, the sultry timbre of her voice, and the perfect curves of her breasts under the black leotard she wore. 
 
    “Are you trying to satisfy me?” I asked with faux innocence. “If you are, I haven’t noticed it yet.” 
 
    “I haven’t started yet,” she shot back, and then she leaned forward expectantly to give me a real kiss this time. 
 
    She sat in my lap as she approached with slow, steady confidence. Our breath mingled as our mouths neared, and I could smell strange, impossible scents from her. Phi smelled like newly-sharpened weapons, distant mountains, gold from ancient millennia, black marble, buried secrets, and standing on the edge of precipes. 
 
    Her perfume was that of danger, mystery, and strange times. She was somehow both the opposite of Sera and almost exactly the same, and I found myself caught in the overarching comprehension of a goddess who had lived hundreds of times longer than I had. 
 
    Then our lips collided, and my whole world narrowed to just that moment, that single kiss. It was just as earth shattering as my first kiss with Sera had been, and I found myself gasping like a drowning sailor almost as soon as it began. Sera’s kiss had been searingly hot, but this burned with the iciest cold I could imagine.  
 
    “And now you’re satisfied,” Phi teased as she finally broke away. 
 
    “Perhaps,” I admitted through gasps for air. 
 
    “Oh, you want more?” she challenged as she pressed her breasts against my chest. 
 
    Suddenly, I pushed her flat to the pillows below, and she laughed as I began to try to peel her leotard off. 
 
    “I love a determined man,” Phi grinned, “but can’t you just will my clothing away? It’s your dream, after all.” 
 
    I gave it a moment of thought as I continued my ministrations against her strappy, black garment. 
 
    “Maybe part of the fun is in the undressing,” I told her while I busied myself peeling her leotard down. “I also like the way it makes you look when it’s only halfway gone.” 
 
    I peeled the upper half of Phi’s leotard down in one smooth motion, and her breasts sprang free. 
 
    For the first time, I drank in the sight of her chest completely naked. Her skin was creamy and blue wherever I looked, including the dusty cerulean blue color of her nipples. She was unmarked by scars or anything else that could remotely humanize her, and she looked like a perfect piece of art constructed by some sort of divine inspiration. 
 
    “What about your clothes?” she breathed as she arched her back. 
 
    She enjoyed my eyes on her body, that was for certain. 
 
    I concentrated for a moment, and I suddenly found myself without any clothing at all. My cock rested against her lower stomach, and her eyes went wide as she examined me. 
 
    “Passable?” I tested as I ground my hips against hers. “I’m no Archon.” 
 
    “The Archons are all women, anyway,” Phi answered, and then her eyes dropped to my cock again. “Can you say for sure you’re even mortal? I mean, look at that.” 
 
    The white-winged Archon licked her lips, and she twined one leg along the back of mine. 
 
    “I think I’d know if I wasn’t mortal,” I answered as I brushed my cock along her body. “For all you know, though, it doesn’t feel good at all … “ 
 
    “Maybe you should try it and see, idiot,” Phi rose to the bait with an eager expression. “Or are you all talk, no action?” 
 
    I grinned at her as I yanked her leotard down and off her body entirely, and it crumpled around her thighs in a pool of black, otherworldly fabric as it exposed her. 
 
    She was perfect in the way only Archons could be, with smooth skin unmarked by time or the effects of a mortal body. Every inch of her was the color of a pale blue sky, and she seemed unreal in her absolute beauty. 
 
    With a thought, I made the leotard vanish into the dreamscape. 
 
    It felt strange to act with no preparation, but I knew from my experience with Sera that Archons were a very different kind of woman indeed. As I lowered my cock to her waiting entrance, I could feel how extraordinarily wet Phi was already. She was slick and warm, and I penetrated her easily, but she felt perfectly tight as I thrust inside of her for the first time. 
 
    Phi gasped, and her body heaved under mine as pleasure filled her. 
 
    I pushed in and out again as I watched our bodies meet, and then my eyes traveled up to Phi’s face.  
 
    Her red eyes were half-lidded with bliss, and her white hair was fanned out behind her head like the halo of an angel. Despite the horrors she wreaked on Mistral, she looked more innocent than anybody I’d ever met. 
 
    She’d done horrible things to my kind, and I should hate her, but here I was, making love to her.  
 
    “Why do you have to be this way?” I gasped as she took my thrusts. 
 
    “You’re mad because of what I’ve done?” Phi laughed with breathless enjoyment. “I don’t care. I don’t regret it for a single moment.” 
 
    Anger filled me, and I pounded into her more strongly than before. Her breasts shook and bounced with each thrust, and Phi bared her teeth with a mixture of challenge and excitement. 
 
    “Yesss,” she hissed. “That’s what I want. Lose yourself in your anger and fill me with your seed.” 
 
    “How could you do what you did to us?” I growled as I pounded into her. “How could you do it and then change like nothing happened?” 
 
    “You’re pissed?” she whispered as she leaned up to wrap her arms around my neck. “Then actually fuck me, Gryff.” 
 
    I didn’t need to be told twice. 
 
    I slammed my cock to the back of her pussy, and she arched and moaned with delight at the feeling. She tried to reach up to touch my chest, but I grabbed her by the wrists as I pinned her down. Under us, her wings shuddered and spread in reaction to the pleasure she felt. 
 
    I didn’t relent as I shifted our positions, and I dropped her wrists as I picked her legs up to heave them on top of my shoulders. My cock went deeper now as I pounded into her. 
 
    “Yes, fuck me harder,” Phi commanded even as she came undone, and her moans turned into shrieks of pleasure. 
 
    Around my cock, her pussy pulsed and seemed to drag me deeper. She was coming, but I didn’t give her any reprieve as she moaned and twisted around me.  
 
    We fucked like enemies, and a searing pain began to burn its way onto my chest. I ignored it at first, but then I looked down to see the beginning of a black mark as it carved its path through my skin. 
 
    It was Phi’s marking. She was mine, once and for all, and she couldn’t resist me any longer. 
 
    Victory thrilled through me as I reached the crest of my own climax, and I thrust into her the final few times. 
 
    “Now, spray your seed into me and claim my womb,” she panted. “Give me a child, Gryff.” 
 
    At the last moment, I pulled out, and my cock painted white seed over her breasts and stomach. It glistened as she heaved in panting breaths, and her red eyes flicked up to meet mine as we hung there in the pleasure of that moment. 
 
    “I’m yours,” Phi moaned, and she reached up to press her hand over the marking. 
 
    In a final burst of pain, I felt the moment the mark completed itself, and the bond between us was put into place forever. 
 
    “You’re mine,” I growled in confirmation as I looked at how my seed marked her skin too, and a smile curved over Phi’s face as I said the words. 
 
    “Climax inside me next time,” she begged. “Please, I want your child, it will give us--” 
 
    Suddenly, the dreamscape vanished in a swirl of hazy white. 
 
    Then I woke up to the feeling of somebody shaking me by the shoulder. 
 
    “It’s me,” Orenn whispered. “I think something’s going on outside.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked, but as I sat up, I caught a glimpse of exactly what Orenn meant. 
 
    Through the canvas walls of the tent, a scarlet light shone faintly, somewhat like the first red light of the dawn. This light, however, was unnatural in its intensity and color, and it seemed more like the color of blood than of a true sunrise. 
 
    “Wake everybody up,” I urged as I tossed my blanket off. “I’m going to go take a look.” 
 
    I went to the tent flap and unhooked it so I could go outside, and then I sprinted around to the side of the tent. Through the dark silhouettes of the trees, the red light pierced through in an unearthly glow that stretched across the horizon.  
 
    It was coming from the capital. 
 
    Varleth and Erin ran around the corner of the tent, and Varleth paused as he caught sight of the red glow. It cast strange, vermilion shadows on their faces as they watched it, and the effect was unsettling. 
 
    I heard the sound of feet on dried leaves as Ashla, Orenn, and Layla raced up to us. The three newcomers all stared as they came to a slow halt, and I could see the wonder and fear written across their faces. 
 
    We stared as the red light seethed and twisted around the capital city, and the shapes of the distant temples lit up a ruby red as the aura coalesced around them. The whole of Umo Portana seemed to be devoured by the light, and the sight made a chill go down my spine. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Layla murmured as her eyes widened. 
 
    “Well, it’s not good,” I responded, and I stared as the aura seethed in complex patterns across the city. 
 
    “This has to be Utuni,” Ashla realized. “That army of monsters we saw, it was to take over Umo Portana entirely. She must be releasing them on the city’s residents.” 
 
    “She’s taking over,” I agreed, “and I doubt they’ll ever have another king. Now that the old one is dead, Utuni has the perfect chance to declare herself as the country’s rightful ruler. It’s not like anybody could beat her in combat anyway, but I doubt they’ll even try.” 
 
    For a moment, there was silence as we observed Umo Portana. All of those people bustling through the streets had been completely unaware of the disaster about to befall on them. Utuni had been more than ready for her Reign of Blood, and she seized the opportunity when it arose early. Nobody but the royal priests would have seen it coming, and I was sure they didn’t care for the common folk. 
 
    “She’s not undefeatable,” Erin insisted, but her eyebrows knitted together as she stared at the red aura on the horizon. 
 
    “Exactly,” I agreed as I gave my team a fierce grin, “she’s certainly not undefeatable. We’re going to be the ones to beat her, and we’ll free the people of Utun from her influence forever.” 
 
    Erin’s expression cleared, and she turned to look at me with a smile as the others nodded in agreement. 
 
    “We can do it,” Erin insisted, and she bumped shoulders with me. 
 
    “She won’t even know what hit her!” Layla agreed as she bounced on her toes. 
 
    “I can’t wait to see the look on her face when she’s frozen into a block of ice,” Ashla laughed as she touched a hand to her axe handle. 
 
    Or when my nails run through her heart, Sera purred. 
 
    Hush, Phi sniffed, I’ll be the one who impresses Gryff this time, not you. Then he’ll give me the baby I want.  
 
    He promised me one first! Sera hissed. 
 
    “I’ll punch a hole right through that hydra of hers,” Orenn chortled, and he shadowboxed at the air in front of him. 
 
    “Wonderful,” Varleth drawled, and then he shrugged to himself. “I’ll enjoy keeping the rest of you idiots alive while you go after her.” 
 
    Everybody laughed at that, and Orenn scrubbed his knuckles across Varleth’s head while the banisher tried to swat him away. 
 
    “Good,” I went on with a grin, “then we’re all in agreement. Utuni doesn’t stand a chance, not when we’re around.” 
 
    We watched the red aura spread across the city, and despite the chill of the night, I felt warm inside. 
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