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 Chapter 1 
 
    The day was hot, and a thick smog of reddish-black smoke hung on the horizon like a dark serpent encircling the world. I led us away from it as the sun rose higher in the sky, and I wiped at the sweat slipping down my temples. 
 
    “Well,” Layla piped up as her hazel eyes brightened, “I think we did a good job back in Umo Portana. Sure, Utuni is going on a murderous rampage, but we took care of King Konu and Miralea pretty handily. That’s two out of three, not a bad score.” 
 
    Layla brushed her short auburn hair out of her eyes as the wind gusted through our group. The hemline of her sleeveless pink shirt billowed above her revealing shorts, and she pushed the fabric down thoughtlessly as she walked.  
 
    The rolling, grassy plains around us were occasionally blown around by a wind from the southeast, and now the breeze brought with it the smell of smoke and destruction. 
 
    In the distance beyond our eyesight, Umo Portana burned with a roaring fire as well as a blood-red aura. Utuni had taken over the capital city, and anybody who didn’t join her cause eagerly was probably subjected to the flames. I was glad we couldn’t see the city anymore, since I was sure the whole area around the capital was teeming with Utuni’s monsters. 
 
    “I was just hoping to find more information about her three personal monsters,” I admitted, but then a smile crept across my face. “Taking care of Konu and Miralea is pretty good, though.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s great,” Varleth drawled, and the banisher’s thin lips pressed into a severe line. “Now, what are we going to do about the most powerful Archon we’ve ever faced? You know, the one who’s killing people and building her army?” 
 
    Varleth’s black cloak billowed around him as he turned a frown toward me, and his angular cheeks made the expression seem even more dire. 
 
    That’s false, Sera protested inside my head. I am the most powerful Archon you will ever face, and Utuni cannot compare! 
 
    The dark angel Archon in my head could make anything sound alluring, but I wasn’t so sure about this one. Frankly, I had good reason to doubt Sera’s claims that she was the most powerful Archon, though I admitted Utuni had also maneuvered quite a bit of extra strength onto her side.  
 
    Her blood-red auras strengthened any monsters she controlled, and she’d gathered enough human support from Utun to be able to manifest herself here quite easily. Basically, she got a huge head start that Miralea and Phi didn’t have, and I didn’t know if we could overcome it. 
 
    If only we had the same support we had in Mistral. An army of soldiers to combat her army of monsters would turn the tides drastically in our favor. 
 
    “We can’t go back to Umo Portana until we’ve gotten some kind of advantage,” I told my team as I led them north. “I think we should disguise ourselves with Phi’s power, and then we can dig for legends about Utuni’s personal monsters in the towns around here.” 
 
    “That sounds good,” Ashla agreed, and the ice mage’s chocolate brown eyes turned south. “Utuni’s seat of power is impenetrable right now, but she has to make a wrong move eventually, and we’ll be waiting for that. Maybe she’ll try to extend her reach northward, which would make her more vulnerable.” 
 
    Ashla’s sharp cheekbones and beaky nose were only just visible behind the course strands of her brown hair. Her thick braids had been pulled at by the wind, and a cloud of strands had pulled free from her braid to whip around her head. 
 
    “I bet she’ll move soon,” Orenn chimed in as he scratched at his strong, stubbled jaw. “We’ve been walking for almost a week, and we’ve finally stopped seeing her scouts.” 
 
    The metallogue was tall, earnest, and gray-eyed, but his optimism often got in the way of his decision-making. 
 
    I also hoped Utuni would move soon, though I doubted it would be happening. She didn’t seem the type to see to things personally unless she had to, and her monsters were scattered far and wide across the country to do her bidding for her. She knew we’d captured Miralea as well, so I didn’t think I could draw her out with a false message from the jaguar goddess.  
 
    Yep, I wouldn’t be pulling the same trick on her that I’d pulled off with Miralea. 
 
    “What do you think happened with General Iun and Madame Goto?” Erin wondered as she pushed aside a few hip-high weeds. The mimic’s orange hair looked like a blossoming flower among all the greenery of the plains, and her amber eyes only heightened the effect. 
 
    “They probably escaped from the capital right before Utuni let loose,” I hypothesized. “That is, if they listened to me at all. I hope General Iun at least saw to it that Madame Goto fled the city before he tried to do anything rash.” 
 
    General Iun was a strange sort of man, so I didn’t have much insight into what he would do. He seemed partial to acting fairly and honorably, but he also had to have some dark side to him in order to claw his way to the top of the pecking order in Utun.  
 
    Well, he was at the top before he lost a duel against me and got sentenced to death. 
 
    Maybe it was fair for him to hold a grudge against northerners, considering what kind of experience he had with us. 
 
    “You’ve got a lot of faith in a guy you only knew for a few days,” Varleth pointed out, and he shrugged. “No skin off our backs if they didn’t make it out.” 
 
    “But we went to so much trouble to make sure they lived.” Orenn frowned, and he adjusted his pack on his shoulders in discomfort. 
 
    “That was just because Madame Goto knew which temple Miralea was in,” Varleth replied in a pragmatic tone. “Now that we don’t need that information anymore, they’re not our problem.” 
 
    “You’re both right,” I agreed, though I wasn’t so sure I would’ve left Madame Goto behind even if she didn’t have what I needed. 
 
    You’re quite empathetic, aren’t you? Sera teased, and then her voice lowered dangerously. It’s probably why you end up growing so close to monsters like me …  
 
    My cheeks grew warm as I thought about what kind of relationship Sera was referring to. Plus, I was fairly sure she didn’t know anything specific about it yet, but Phi and I had fucked a few days ago. The second wing marking on my chest was still strange to look at, but I didn’t regret showing Phi a good time.  
 
    The only downside was Sera would probably freak out when she did learn the truth. I wasn’t sure whether she would target me or Phi with her anger, but either way it wasn’t going to be pretty. 
 
    I quickly stuffed down my thoughts about the subject so Sera wouldn’t notice, and then I tuned back into the conversation as Erin began to speak. 
 
    “Do you think the people here actually support Utuni’s rampage?” the mimic questioned as she squinted across the landscape. 
 
    I followed her gaze to see a small village on the horizon. I was sure only around a hundred people lived there, but the tiny population had likely afforded this place some peace. Puffs of smoke rose from the chimneys, and I could almost imagine the bustling sounds of people making their daily bread. It was odd to see normal life present after we had run from so many monsters. 
 
    “Maybe they support her,” I answered as I thought through the question. “The religion focuses on fearing Utuni as a major part of worship. Still, fearing from a distance and actually seeing a goddess destroy your life are two very different things.” 
 
    People were quick to change their minds when they found their survival was at stake. One could love the idea of a strong thunderstorm, but any sane person would still go inside when the lightning got closer. 
 
    “I think the Southerners are too brainwashed to admit they were wrong about Utuni,” Ashla proposed, and she shrugged before she brushed her ice-blue skirt back down as the wind threatened to lift it. “I’ve seen too many idiots in my line of work. People don’t think the monsters are going to come for them until they’re face to face with them.” 
 
    Ashla’s past as a mercenary definitely gave her plenty of experience with Mistral Wilds residents facing down mortal danger. I wasn’t sure she was totally correct about it, but I had to admit there were a lot of oblivious villagers out there. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Erin disagreed, “I think people will come around. Call me optimistic, but I’m sure there are Utun citizens resisting Utuni at this very moment.” 
 
    “You’re way too optimistic,” Layla chimed in with a wink and a grin. “People are pretty trash, actually. It’s not your fault you don’t know, but Ashla and I both got an up-close view of it.” 
 
    “That’s not fair,” Erin protested, and she drew closer to Layla to try to make her case fairly. “It’s not like I haven’t had any experience with bad people. I just think most of us have the common decency to recognize tyranny and abuse of power.” 
 
    “Recognition doesn’t mean actually doing anything about it,” Ashla retorted as she held up a slender finger. “They’re just going to let Utuni do whatever she wants, mark my words.” 
 
    “That can’t be true,” Orenn joined in with dismay. “All the good people will realize what’s going on and do something to stop Utuni.” 
 
    “Oh, geez,” Varleth groaned as he shoved his hands into the depths of his cloak, “we’ll die of old age first before anybody really tries to stop the goddess.” 
 
    The argument wasn’t too heated yet, but I felt a strange rush of tingling over my skin that pulled me out of the conversation entirely. Something wasn’t right, and I was pretty sure it had nothing to do with philosophizing on human nature. 
 
    “Hush,” I barked, and my teammates fell silent around me. “Something’s happening.” 
 
    You’re sensing it from us, Phi hissed, and the strange tingling grew stronger. There’s rift activity nearby. 
 
    Phi rarely shared her opinion unless it was part of a joke or an insult, so the genuine advice made a flood of adrenaline shoot through my veins. 
 
    “What is it?” Orenn worried as he glanced around. 
 
    “A rift,” I shot back as I spun to face where the feeling was strongest. “There, in the direction of the village.” 
 
    As I spoke, the beginning flickers of red aura began to coalesce around a dark sliver of void in the midst of the field. Even as a mere fragment of its final shape, the rift seemed to swallow all light like a hungry, living thing. 
 
    “Maker,” Varleth ground out, and he whipped around to gesture sideways across the plains. “If we get behind the rise of that hill, we should be safe, and then we can keep heading north once night falls--” 
 
    “Perfect, let’s hurry,” Ashla cut him off, though Erin and Layla hesitated with uncertainty as the other two began to move. 
 
    “Wait,” I requested as I fixed my eyes on the forming rift. “Wait, let me think.” 
 
    “We only have so much time,” Varleth urged. “We need to start running, or they’ll just give us the chase. You know monsters don’t give up once they see prey escaping.” 
 
    Let’s kill them all and bathe in their blood, Sera suggested. They should know the true power of the realm’s rightful ruler, Gryff. 
 
    Are you nuts? Phi hissed back as the light-winged Archon bristled at the suggestion. Even if we don’t get torn to shreds, it’s a huge waste of time and power. We should run away. 
 
    Well, that explained why Phi did so much moving around in Mistral before I captured her. She certainly had a survivalist viewpoint compared to her sister. 
 
    “Let’s go, Gryff,” Layla pressed as her hand wrapped around my arm. “We can keep hiding our presence until we’re further from the capital.” 
 
    Even Orenn and Erin started to look like they wanted me to agree, though they weren’t quite so eager to leave this rift untouched. 
 
    “We’re going to take care of this rift,” I decided as my allies ground to a halt around me. 
 
    “What? No,” Varleth groaned, but he didn’t make a move to escape again. 
 
    “Because of the village?” Erin asked with a knowing glance back at the rift. 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied, but part of me knew that wasn’t really my reason for wanting to stay behind.  
 
    I wanted to destroy these monsters. I wanted to kill something of Utuni’s for good and stop running from her. I wanted to rip out throats and sink my daggers into monsters’ hearts. 
 
    I wanted vengeance. 
 
    As it should be, Sera purred. Rise up and show your true power! 
 
    Something inside me burned for the primal satisfaction of clawing and tearing, and I couldn’t just ignore it. 
 
    “You better have a plan,” Varleth warned as I turned and began to stride toward the opening rift. 
 
    “Oh, I do,” I growled as the eagerness for violence took hold of me. “We’re going to kill every last one of them and make sure not a single scout gets back to Utuni with word of our position. Got it?” 
 
    I didn’t turn back to look at my teammates’ faces. I knew they would follow me, and sure enough, I heard the sound of footsteps behind me as we all sped into a jog. 
 
    “Gryff, don’t get ahead of yourself--” Ashla started between breaths, but I pulled away as I increased my speed, and then her words were lost to the wind. 
 
    The black sliver of the rift spread wider, and it shimmered in odd, muddied colors as its connection between the Shadowscape and the human realm strengthened. With every pulse of color, I could imagine the hordes of monsters that milled just behind the barrier of the portal.  
 
    I wanted to be there when they came out. 
 
    I prepared my essence crystals with a quick series of touches and taps to make sure everything was slotted away where I liked it. Just a few days ago, I’d reorganized to put some of the lesser monsters in my hip pouch instead of my bandolier. Preparedness was everything, as Maelor always said. 
 
    “Wait, don’t rush in!” Erin called after me, but I knew my friends weren’t far behind, so I had nothing to worry about as I charged toward the rift. 
 
    The black pit of the rift swirled as it widened to its final size. It was nearly nine feet tall and nine feet across, though if I walked around the portal, I would find it paper-thin in depth.  
 
    I slipped my vingehund’s crystal from my bandolier, and then I threw it toward the rift as I bared my teeth in anticipation. My pulse thumped through my body like a drumbeat, and tall weeds swept tiny cuts across my arms as I pushed them aside in front of me. I barely even noticed the discomfort as I focused on the explosion of light and smoke that signaled the release of my monster. 
 
    My vingehund rose up from the grass ahead, and I felt her satisfaction through our shared bond. She was eager to be out in the world, and her excitement merged with my bloodlust in a swirl of heady emotion.  
 
    She was a doglike monster in many ways, but I could see her pale blue feathers as they ruffled in the wind, and her twin horns arched above the grass proudly. She kept her wings folded against her back, though, as she crouched low to ready herself for my approach. 
 
    “Gryff!” Orenn yelled over the sound of the rushing wind and swishing grass, but that was all I caught from him. 
 
    In the next instant, I reached my vingehund, and I leapt as she moved underneath me in perfect synchronicity. My heels slid down around her flanks as I lowered myself onto her back, and I gripped the pale blue feathers as I balanced myself perfectly behind her shoulders. 
 
    The second I was seated, she whirled to take off toward the portal. We lurched forward in the loping gait of a predator, but I clung tightly to her neck as we ate up the distance between us and the portal. 
 
    The rift was practically glowing now as the red aura around it strengthened, and the darkness within roiled restlessly. As I watched, the rift glowed brighter, and the first monster stalked forward from the portal. 
 
    It reached nearly to the top of the portal as it hunched through the rift, and its gray skin sagged around it like a too-loose cloth sack around a skeleton. The thing seemed like it had once been much larger, but now it was practically emaciated into nothing more than the barest silhouette. Its forelegs nearly dragged on the ground as it waddled from the rift, and its gait was distressingly awkward. 
 
    It swung its head around to look at me and my vingehund as we neared, and something in me quailed at the sight of that face. 
 
    It was wrinkled and drooping, but it could have been a vaguely cow like skull before the skin had sagged it beyond recognition. Its eyes, if it had any, were covered in folds of gray skin, and its jowls hung low enough to obscure everything about its mouth. Only its nose, a pink, wet-looking thing, seemed untouched by its deformity. 
 
    “Maker, I hate these kinds of monsters,” I ground out under my breath, but I didn’t give my vingehund the order to stop. 
 
    I always preferred to surround myself with the aesthetically pleasing ones, Sera agreed. Best to put it down quickly so we don’t have to look at it anymore. 
 
    Once the sagging monster hunched through the portal completely, it stretched up to a more natural height that added a foot or two to its size. It seemed like a Grade C type monster based on everything my Academy classes had taught me, but I knew better than anybody that size and ability didn’t mean much. 
 
    It was application that mattered, and this sagging creature might have some dangerous tricks hidden away. 
 
    As my vingehund ran, I turned my attention to battle preparation. I drew my bullet bass from my bandolier and a speed slug from my hip pouch, and then I crushed both crystals between my hands to release the creatures within. 
 
    The speed slug was green, slimy, and about the length of my forearm. It was quite agile and quick on its own, though it had no real attacks to speak of. Instead, the speed slug was most valuable as an augment to my vingehund’s speed, so I attached it to the back of her neck. 
 
     The bullet bass currently rested on my vingehund’s back, but it usually didn’t touch the ground unless we were moving at high speeds. Its two rubbery wings laid unused along its fishlike, metallic body, and two odd, stubby arms protruded from its torso, though its real power laid in a particular magical quirk it had. 
 
    At my command, the bullet bass extended a metallic shield to cover me and my vingehund, and a reflective chrome armor washed over both of us like a second skin. The bullet bass’ power wasn’t nearly as strong as a metallogue like Orenn’s power, but it would keep us protected from most projectiles as well as electricity and fire. 
 
    Yeah, it was a pretty invaluable companion. The bullet bass didn’t have much in the way of cognitive power, but I was fond of the old thing for keeping me and my team safe for so long. 
 
    Another two heartbeats flashed by, and then my vingehund and I were a mere few yards from the sagging monster by the portal. Its cow like head waved ponderously as if it were trying to smell us out, and I decided to give it the runaround just in case. 
 
    My vingehund veered aside just as a beam of yellow power blasted from the sagging monster’s face. The beam sank into the ground right where we had been just a moment ago, and I twisted around to see the earth sink inward in an unnatural collapse. Grass twisted and vanished into the hole, and it was like the whole thing had shrunken and sagged down through unnatural forces. The hole finally stopped once it reached about two yards in either direction, and I shuddered to think what that beam would have done to my flesh. 
 
    Well, it probably would’ve looked something like the wrinkly monster itself. 
 
    “Take its ankles,” I hissed to my vingehund, but she didn’t need the words to know my will. 
 
    We swerved again as a second, smaller beam of yellow power blasted from the wrinkly monster’s face. I could hear grass sizzle behind us, and the dirt made a strange sucking sound as it was dragged downward.  
 
    I wasn’t sure if it was using its mouth to fire those beams from under the sagging folds of flesh, but I decided it didn’t matter. 
 
    My vingehund dashed through the tall weeds as she ran a tight semi-circle around the sagging monster. It turned slowly to try to watch us, but it was either too encumbered or too lazy to keep up. 
 
    That was its mistake. 
 
    My vingehund darted in while the monster’s face was still pointed away, and she snapped her jaws around the back of its left heel. Gobbets of fat and skin tore free as she twisted her head sideways, and my vingehund spat a mouthful of bloody flesh to the ground below as I ordered her to dart away again. 
 
    Not deep enough, Sera growled. Too much fat in the way, the tendon is unharmed. 
 
    I swore, but I knew I’d get another chance. Time to make our getaway. 
 
    More yellow blasts pattered against the ground as the monster finished its turn, but we were far away at that point. I led my vingehund in a tight circle that used the rift opening as a makeshift shield, and several more blasts disappeared into the portal’s depths. I wondered if they were hitting any of Utuni’s other creatures on the other side, but I decided it was just wishful thinking. 
 
    I spared a glance to the area I’d left behind, and I could just barely see the forms of my teammates as they struggled to catch up. I could hear their distant shouts as they yelled at me, but I couldn’t make out the words. I was happy to see they were quite far away still, and it comforted me to know I wouldn’t be worrying about them for a while. 
 
    Then we came completely around the side of the portal, and I grinned to see the wrinkled monster was still busy staring at the spot we’d disappeared behind. With the speed slug and my vingehund combined, we were just too fast for it to catch. 
 
    “Ankle again,” I ordered under my breath, and my vingehund sprang around to move to the back of the monster. 
 
    The wrinkled creature turned too slowly again, and we ended up directly behind it as my vingehund lunged for its bloody wound. 
 
    Then a yellow beam shot from the back of our enemy’s head, and it collided directly with my vingehund’s skull. 
 
    Yellow light flashed outward as parts of the beam ricocheted off onto the ground in front of us, but my bullet bass’ coating just wasn’t enough to stop the attack completely. 
 
    I reeled backward to avoid the shot, but my vingehund went down in a tumble of limbs and howling pain as the yellow magic worked through her head and chest. Maybe the bullet bass had kept it from doing the worst of its damage, but it was still too much. My vingehund thrashed and howled as she sank to the ground, and I rolled sideways off her to assess the damage. 
 
    Blood was pouring from her head, and she had lost all control of her front legs. I could tell instantly my vingehund wasn’t going to be getting up again this battle, and I swore as I recalled her and my speed slug to their crystals.  
 
    Beneath me, the blue feathers disappeared and left behind bloodied dry grass. Then her essence crystal and the speed slugs appeared in the palm of my hand, and I shoved it into my bandolier. 
 
    Careful! Phi exclaimed in fear. 
 
    I scrambled away from the wrinkled monster in anticipation of more yellow power beams, but I got lucky since the creature just continued to stare at the spot where my vingehund had gone down.  
 
    This fucking thing was terrifying, but it was also slow as hell in both its mentality and its movements.  
 
    I wasn’t going to make a retreat, not now. 
 
    So, I grabbed my father’s dagger and my rhin dagger from their sheathes while I reversed course, and I reached the sagging monster’s legs as I wound between them from the side. The beast’s head drifted down to try to look at me, but I was already too far underneath it for it to let out a shot safely. 
 
    I plunged my daggers into the bloody wound my vingehund had left the first time, and I wrenched the blades through the messy injury in search of the tendon. Sure enough, I felt something hard and thin beneath my weapon a split-second before my blade cut through it with an audible snap. 
 
    The sagging monster made a wet, pained sound as one of its legs collapsed underneath it, and I dove away to avoid being crushed as it fell to its knees. 
 
    Now it’s sitting instead of standing, Phi hissed in a panic. What are you going to do now? 
 
    I grinned in response to the Archon’s nervous chatter. 
 
    Oh, Phi, Sera purred in triumphant satisfaction. You haven’t learned a thing about Gryff yet, have you? 
 
    I lunged to the side in anticipation of the frontal and backward power beams, and I was rewarded for my foresight by the sight of two yellow blasts uselessly impacting the ground far away from me. The sagging monster didn’t seem capable of twisting around very quickly, so I would be completely safe from those blasts as I launched my own attack. 
 
    My bullet bass fluttered over to me on its rubbery wings as I prepared my counterattack, and I ordered it to cover my new monsters as soon as they were out. 
 
    I dug a hand into my hip pouch before I threw out a careful line of wallerdons.  
 
    Wallerdons were simple monsters with wide, tall bodies vaguely shaped like a building’s wall. They had squat legs and large segmented plates to protect themselves, but they were slow and unwieldy on a battleground. 
 
    My bullet bass’ metal coating covered the wallerdons, and they shifted into a gleaming wall of reflective steel. My creatures formed a solid, impenetrable line just a few yards away from the backward blast range of my enemy, and then I steadied myself as I prepared for the inevitable. 
 
    Met with an obvious target, the wrinkled monster did exactly what I expected it to. It charged up for a second, and a moment later it released an enormous, blindingly bright yellow beam directly at my wallerdons. 
 
    Then my enemy’s beam impacted the wallerdon line and ricocheted back in a huge wave of sun-bright power. 
 
    I scrambled backward and away from the scene as the blast grew uncomfortably hot, and I stared in awe as the grass blistered and wilted in on itself. A huge furrow of earth collapsed in on itself like a magical sinkhole, and the sagging monster was caught directly in the center of its own reflected attack. 
 
    My enemy dissolved into a puddle of gooey flesh and folding skin, and I could scarcely wrap my brain around the sight as it wrinkled up and vanished into the crush of sinking dirt and grass. 
 
    Then the yellow blast ended, and my enemy was no more. 
 
    I crouched there and panted for a moment as I waited to see if the danger had really passed, and then I stood up to take in the aftermath. 
 
    My wallerdons were in bad shape, to put it mildly. They smoked and crunched around as they tried to right themselves again, but their plates were too distorted and damaged. The speed slug I had left behind had been incinerated in the blast as well, and I recalled it with a momentary thought to return its crystal to my hand. I took the wallerdons back as well, and I dropped everything but my bullet bass back into my hip pouch. 
 
    “Holy fuck!” Orenn yelled, and I turned to see the metallogue sprinting up with my teammates behind him. 
 
    “Hey,” I called back as I waved an exhausted hand. 
 
    Everybody came over to me as quickly as they could, and I was glad to see them give the fallen chasm a wide berth as they approached. Orenn got a little too close to the crumbling edge, but Ashla quickly ushered him away. 
 
    “Geez, take all the kills, will you?” Layla teased as she waved at me. 
 
    “Sorry,” I told her with a grin and a wink as she bounded over. 
 
    “You aren’t sorry,” Layla proclaimed, and I had to smile and nod in admission. 
 
    “Not at all,” I told them. “I was feeling a little antsy. Though, now I’m not sure exactly why…” 
 
    My brow furrowed as I trailed off, and I tried to recall what exactly had motivated me to speed on ahead. There wasn’t really any rush to kill this monster on my own, was there? 
 
    Ah, Sera growled, and her voice darkened. I bet I know what happened to you. It seems Miralea’s attitude has been leaking through your bond with her. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Layla asked as she noticed my expression. 
 
    “Shit,” I mumbled. “I think Miralea has been heightening my emotions.” 
 
    More to the point, she’d been heightening my primal desire for violence. I thought I wouldn’t have to deal with any ill effects while she was carefully locked away in my head, but not even the bonds Sera had taught me could keep the jaguar goddess completely subdued. 
 
    “That’s not good,” Erin gasped as she walked up to examine me with a worried frown. “She made you go charging off to fight like that?” 
 
    “Seems so,” I answered. 
 
    “At least you’re safe,” Ashla cut in as she absently tugged Orenn over to stand closer to me. “Can you keep it from happening again?” 
 
    Perhaps, Sera responded without delay, though she seemed irritated. Perhaps not. Miralea’s emotions are quite virulent, and her marking on you means she will always have some sway …  
 
    Damn, so I was saddled with some side effects from keeping Miralea against her will. She’d seemed practically driven mad with the thought of being caged, so it shouldn’t have been surprising the jaguar goddess was affecting me in this way. 
 
    “I’ll keep an eye on it,” I grunted as I gestured to the swirling rift near us. “Now, we’ve got more important things to pay attention to.” 
 
    The rift was conspicuously black and silent, so it seemed no more monsters were going to come through soon. 
 
    “Maybe we should just walk away,” Varleth suggested. “Doesn’t look like we’ll be followed.” 
 
    “I bet that yellow beam you shot back blasted all the other monsters to pieces,” Orenn chuckled as he mimed punching a few enemies with his fists. 
 
    It was possible, but I was more certain the rift was still full of monsters. It wasn’t unusual for Academy mages to encounter rifts with large enemy forces on the inside and none on the outside. 
 
    “Let’s be prepared for anything and everything,” I requested as I turned my attention to the portal. “We’ll have to walk around to the other side to avoid the sinkhole. Now, are we ready?” 
 
    “Ready!” Layla chirped without a pause. 
 
    “Ready,” the others echoed in a disorganized chorus. 
 
    “You’re lucky I trust you so damn much,” Varleth added as he quirked an eyebrow at me. 
 
    Everybody took a moment to put on their gas masks, and I tried to ignore the wild beating of my heart in my chest. I still wanted to rip, tear, destroy, and drink the blood of my enemies … but at least I knew now that those feelings were being heightened by the demi-goddess locked up inside my mind. 
 
    The rift swirled with a silent menace as we turned as one, readied our weapons, and walked through the portal opening. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    We entered the Shadowscape, and the sulfuric smell of rotten flesh and acrid death met us. A ring of rubble and rocks surrounded us that wasn’t present on the human realm side of things, and glowing eyes peeked from behind those rocks. 
 
    “Looks like we’ve got company,” Varleth commented. 
 
    Then the shrieking of several dozen monsters from the rocks around us filled the air, and we all readied ourselves for the fight. 
 
    “At least it seems like a few got unlucky!” Ashla yelled as she swung her axe in a wide gesture at the ground around us. 
 
    Sure enough, a huge field of wrinkled, withered corpses told tale of where the reflected yellow beam had passed through the portal and wreaked havoc on this side. The little monsters were probably ordered to guard the portal while more powerful creatures went off to destroy villages for Utuni, but they had paid the price for sitting around. That was also why the survivors were cowering behind the rocks. 
 
    “Wait, let me get ready,” Erin chirped, and then she leaned over to peck Ashla on the lips briefly. 
 
    The ice mage’s eyes went wide, and she leaned in readily to the kiss, but Erin broke it off with a smile and a wink. 
 
    “Got what I needed,” the mimic explained as she licked her lips, winked, and readied her hands in an ice spell. 
 
    Meanwhile, the collection of little monsters around us seemed completely reluctant to do any fighting. They milled around behind the rocks, but they were too afraid to make the first move. 
 
    “I hate waiting,” Layla sighed with a pout on her face as she twirled her long spear between her hands. 
 
    I thought I knew the perfect way to fix that. 
 
    “Well?” I yelled to the gathering of monsters, and I gestured rudely with my daggers. “Come get us!” 
 
    Much as I expected, the gesture got them going, and the creatures began to flood from the rocks. 
 
    As soon as we readied ourselves in formation, we were accosted by goblins, imps, chatteroshi, and every manner of large or small grunt ever listed in the monsterpedia books. Layla’s silver spear flashed, ice magic gushed from Ashla’s hands, and Orenn laughed as he took metal form and beat his way through the crowd. Varleth carved through some with his banisher sword, though he didn’t use any of his dark magic, and I decided to conserve my power as well as I cut through the horde. 
 
    It took us a few minutes to slaughter every last one of them, but without the threat of more powerful creatures, there wasn’t much real danger. Soon, we found ourselves standing in a field of the dead and the dying with nothing more to fight. 
 
    “Huh,” Layla commented as a look of disappointment crossed her face. “I’m not saying I wanted to nearly die while fighting, but this was a little lackluster.” 
 
    “Lackluster is good,” I told the group, though I felt the same way as Layla. “Alright, Varleth, Orenn and Ashla, you’re going to find the catalyst. The rest of us are going to stay here and guard the gate. We’ve got new flares from when the teams changed, so don’t hesitate to use them if you need them.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure these two don’t insist they can handle everything,” Ashla reassured me with a knowing smile. “Just make sure you take your own advice if you three are having trouble.” 
 
    With that, Orenn, Ashla, and Varleth split off to find the catalyst while the rest of us guarded the portal gate. 
 
    The Shadowscape was silent, suspiciously so, and I examined it for any hints of impending monster attacks just to be sure. The sky was empty save for the roiling, ever-present storm that seemed to threaten the world here, and the dusky, reddened light above didn’t reveal any silhouettes of flying monsters or gleaming rows of skittering enemies, so I was forced to admit we were completely alone. 
 
    “Why do you think this rift is so dull?” Layla asked in tune with my thoughts. 
 
    “Not sure,” I murmured, and I cast a suspicious eye at the portal behind us. “That first monster I fought was pretty strong, but now there’s just nothing.” 
 
    “I have a theory,” Erin decided as she frowned at the surrounding corpses. “Utuni probably knows what sort of reception each of her rifts are going to get, yeah?” 
 
    “Sounds about right,” I agreed, since I was sure Utuni had human informants to tell her everything she needed to know about present-day Utun. 
 
    “I’d bet that’s why,” Erin continued. “One strong monster to take out any initially resistant villagers, and a bunch of weak ones to raze buildings to the ground and take out civilians.” 
 
    The methods were calculating and cruel, but I knew Erin was probably right. Utuni wanted to cement her rule through terror, and this sort of attack on the little people was exactly in line with that plan. 
 
    Utuni is a real bitch, Sera agreed with relish. 
 
    Takes one to know one, Phi snarked back right on time. 
 
    Sera let out a wordless growl of frustration and irritation at her sister, and the sound made the hairs on my neck rise up. 
 
    Yeah, it seemed like Sera had a substantial grudge against Utuni for a while. The serpent goddess had helped to lock Sera away in the crystal caves for countless centuries, and that wasn’t easily forgotten. 
 
    I emerged from my thoughts as a tiny spot of movement on the horizon caught my attention. I looked over to see what it was, but it had disappeared like it never existed at all. Was I just seeing things? 
 
    I frowned as I stared at the spot, and I nearly decided I was just going crazy, but then another twitch of movement caught my attention. Beyond the rocky ruins around us, somewhere in the gray muddle of the landscape, something was moving. 
 
    “Looks like we’ve got company coming in,” I warned the two women at my sides, and then I pointed at the distant movement. 
 
    “Huh?” Layla questioned as she peered in that direction. 
 
    “Oh, I see it,” Erin gasped, and her eyes flew wide as she stared. “Looks like a lot of them.” 
 
    The closer the moving creatures got, the more I realized just how many we were looking at. Even if they were just more grunts, there were hundreds, maybe even thousands of them. 
 
    “This would be the second wave,” I realized. “These are the backup forces that the rest of the little guys were waiting for.” 
 
    The monsters poured over the rocks like an unstoppable wave, and I knew we had only minutes until they reached us 
 
    “So, this is the downside of having an Archon in charge of a whole army,” Erin breathed. “It’s terrifyingly organized.” 
 
    I could have done better if I had these resources, Phi murmured in an awed, small voice. 
 
    Could Phi have done better? The Southern continent was rife with large numbers of powerful monsters, but Utuni’s willingness to sit back and play the board was just as impressive. She didn’t waste time with smaller issues, so her big-picture strategy was nigh-unbeatable. 
 
    That was why countless numbers of ravenous monsters were currently hurtling toward us, ready to rip our throats out. 
 
    “Any sight of the flares?” I asked the two women beside me. 
 
    “None,” Layla answered in a light tone. “Hopefully, they’re not already dead.” 
 
    “Varleth would never die without making a huge deal about it,” I replied as I quirked a smile at the petite summoner. 
 
    Layla and Erin both giggled, and it seemed to assuage their nerves a little. 
 
    The monsters on the horizon continued to charge across the landscape as they leapt over piles of rubble to hone in on us, and I’d give it less than a minute before they were here. 
 
    You should be more concerned about yourself, Phi worried, not those silly friends of yours. We should be running back through that portal right now! 
 
    We should be destroying our enemies, Sera corrected with haughty confidence, and we will be soon. 
 
    “Gryff?” Erin asked with a nervous smile. “Should we maybe set off our flare?” 
 
    “Maybe,” I conceded, “but I’m not sure what three more of us could do against this.” 
 
    The swarm of creatures was drawing near enough to be heard clearly now, and the chattering and growling of hundreds of monsters rose in a cacophony that threatened to drown us out. 
 
    “I’m getting ready!” Layla called over the noise, and I nodded as I did the same. 
 
    Layla pulled two crystals from her hip pouch before she tossed them to the ground. One burst open to reveal her familiar, a monster called a keichim. It was a bat-like creature that quickly faded to be mostly invisible, though a faint silvery outline gave away its position, and it prepared itself for the battle as purple and yellow electricity gathered around its wings. 
 
    The second of Layla’s crystals flashed open to reveal her hyppocrans. The hyppocrans had a large body like an elephant with massive, muscled front legs ending in fists as wide as a horse’s torso. Its skin was dark blue and rough, dotted with yellow markings to warn of the hyppocrans’ danger. It hunched on folded back legs as its snake-like head roved to observe the enemies in front of us, and its orange eyes held a predatory hunger. 
 
    On my part, I threw out two crystals as well. The first was my baroquer, an enormous creature on two legs covered in plate armor. Red flames licked along its metallic armor, and it held a sword in one hand that burned with the same fire.  
 
    My baroquer was fantastic for tearing through large crowds of enemies, though I had to admit the sea of monsters in front of us was more than I’d ever taken on before with my armored creature. 
 
    The second crystal I threw out was my newest creature, something called a magisugo. It had a scrunched, bat-like face, and its front legs were much shorter than its hind legs. It hunched over in a crouch as it prepared to intercept the hordes of enemies in front of it, and the spines down its back bristled in preparation. The magisugo had a thin, whippy tail and catlike ears, along with a dry, tough hide reminiscent of a lizard’s. More importantly than its physical form, though, was the magisugo’s ability to drain mana from its enemies to strengthen itself. 
 
    “I forgot how scary that thing was when you used it in the king’s palace,” Erin shivered, but she turned her attention to building an ice spell for the oncoming battle. 
 
    The first of the monsters were nearing, and I could see the spittle flying from their slavering jaws. 
 
    “Ready to fight in fifteen seconds,” I warned my companions as I stared down the fastest of the creatures. 
 
    I could see four-legged, doglike things with green skin that were called curachua, but many of the others were much scarier and much less familiar. The South was full of monsters our Academy bestiaries just didn’t cover, and I could see everything from double-headed insectoid attackers to sentient oozes. 
 
    This battle was gonna hurt. 
 
    “Ready!” Layla shouted above the din as she twirled her spear. “Fighting in five!” 
 
    Time seemed to slow, and five seconds stretched on with agonizing clarity. Erin began to release a series of spiked ice spells that took out a whole row of running monsters, and that left the second wave for us to fight physically. Frost crunched underfoot as they passed over their fallen comrades, and then they leapt for us with hungry brutality. 
 
    I yelled out a challenge to them as I swept my daggers forward to catch a small, birdlike thing in its neck. It squawked and died, and its blood spattered over me as I ordered my baroquer to swing downward with his sword. 
 
    He brought his flaming weapon down in a shockingly quick arc that slammed into the ground and took out half a dozen creatures at once. The ground shook as his weapon left a noticeable divot in the earth, and then he drew back his weapon for another strike. 
 
    Layla’s spear flashed past me as she beheaded a jagualar, and her hyppocrans sprang with devastating speed to take out most of the front line. Electricity sparked as her invisible keichim did its part to fry the attackers, and ice bullets popped from Erin’s hands as she peppered the field with her own attacks. 
 
    Then a swarm of primate monsters leapt on my baroquer’s legs, and they began to clamber up his shins as they clawed and bit ferociously. I saw one primate spit a chunk of metal to the ground below as it ripped my monster’s armor free, and my baroquer bellowed as it tried to sweep the invaders off his body. 
 
    A few monkeys made it to the baroquer’s head, and he flailed and began to fall as they ripped away his helm piece by piece. Their teeth had to be terrifyingly sharp to do that sort of damage, but I had just the thing in mind to salvage this. 
 
    I cut my way through two curachuas that made it through the line, and then I ordered my magisugo to take out my baroquer. 
 
    My bat-faced monster finished off the creature in front of it and then leapt to do my bidding as it ran at my baroquer. In a flash, it released its two white fangs and sunk them between the plates of metal along my baroquer’s ankle. 
 
    My baroquer was vanquished, but his mana wouldn’t go to waste. My magisugo began to swell, and its muscles bulged even as its entire frame bulked up to a new size. It nearly vanished from my sight entirely as it took off with newfound speed, and another seven monsters died as it swept between them with enough velocity to just look like a blur on the battlefield. 
 
    I took the opportunity to recall my baroquer before I slotted it into my bandolier. 
 
    “Be careful!” I commanded my companions as I cast a discerning eye over the landscape. “Next wave is part of the main force, and we won’t be able to keep them back!” 
 
    “Got it!” Layla called back as her spear twirled elegantly before her. 
 
    “Alright,” Erin shouted as well, and more ice spells flashed from her hands to paint a slick of slippery ground between us and the incoming creatures. 
 
    I felt a flash of pride for my two women even as desperation rose inside of me. Once the main force hit, it would just be a matter of time before all was lost for us. We were just three people against an army, and there was no way we could keep them from overwhelming us. A lucky hit could take us out, or we could run out of stamina, or we could just be too busy fighting to keep up our defense. 
 
    The main force charged toward us, and the ground rumbled under my feet as my magisugo took out stragglers alongside Layla’s hyppocrans. Her monster faced down a bipedal golem of sorts, and the hyppocrans released its coiled tongue to fork around the golem’s neck. The hyppocrans reeled its enemy toward it, and then it delivered a crushing stomp with its thick forelegs to end the golem’s life. 
 
    We were good, but it just took too long to fight like this. 
 
    The main force was seconds away, and we braced ourselves for the onslaught. Erin bumped shoulders with me to comfort herself, and Layla wrapped one small hand over my dagger-wielding one. 
 
    Damn, but they had grown so much. 
 
    “Try to preserve your mana,” I warned them, “we don’t want to--” 
 
    Suddenly, my words were ripped away from me as the world swirled and wavered. We seemed to move sideways for an instant, and then the Shadowscape vanished. 
 
    The human realm took its place, and I gasped as fresh air surrounded us. 
 
    “We made it?” Layla gasped in a breathless voice. 
 
    “Varleth and the others got us out!” Erin celebrated, and she clung to me as she delivered a kiss on my cheek. 
 
    I pulled my gas mask off as I blinked in light from the too-bright sun. Around us, the beautiful fields of Utun swayed in a light breeze, and the portal was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    I turned around with a grin on my face just to be sure, and I came face to face with an entire village’s worth of Utun people. The chasm I’d accidentally made earlier stood between us, but that was scarcely a few feet wide, and I could see the whites of their eyes. 
 
    It was way too late for me to try to disguise us with Phi’s power now. 
 
    There were about forty people in total, mostly younger men, and they were just staring at us. Most of them held spears, swords, or farm implements in their hands, but they made no move to attack yet. 
 
    I stared back at them as I waited for their first move, and I nudged the two women beside me in a silent call to attention. 
 
    “Uh,” Erin realized as she turned around. 
 
    Layla yelped and raised her spear up. Behind us, our magisugo, keichim, and hyppocrans were waiting for our commands, but something made me hold back.  
 
    What are you doing? Sera asked in a suggestive purr. Kill them, it’s a good opportunity. 
 
    These people weren’t really warriors, they were just random villagers. At least five of them held pitchforks, for crying out loud. They had clearly run here ready to fight the portal, and instead they found us and the huge hole in the ground. 
 
    “Hi,” I tried out in the Mistral language, and then I repeated it in the Southern dialect. 
 
    The villagers murmured amongst themselves, and I tried to gauge their next moves from their expressions. Many of them seemed more worried and shocked than angry, and their uncertainty meant I had an opportunity to make my case. 
 
    Fine, Sera admitted with affection in her voice, I do love when you sway people to your side. I’ll tell you what to say to them …  
 
    “We’re trying to keep the people of this country safe,” I informed the villagers in the Southern language. “We don’t want to fight you. We may be foreign, but we have a stake in seeing that monsters don’t destroy this country.” 
 
    There was more worried mumbling by the villagers as they tried to figure out what to do about my proclamation. To their credit, they were lowering their weapons more and more without realizing. 
 
    I just hoped Varleth, Ashla, and Orenn wouldn’t come running back at the wrong time. They were probably out in the field, and I wasn’t sure they would wait to see what was going on before they launched an attack at the villagers. 
 
    “Recall your monsters,” I murmured under my breath to Layla, and she nodded quickly as she did what I asked. 
 
    I withdrew my magisugo, and I heard a muttering of relief from the villagers as our terrifying monsters disappeared. Clearly, these people had experience with summoner mages, but I knew it was still not fun to face down seemingly peaceful monsters in person. I was just glad they hadn’t freaked out at the mere presence of our creatures. 
 
    The villagers seemed to come to some decision, and one of the few middle-aged women in the group stepped forward. 
 
    “We would have died if you had not closed the rift,” the woman said in Southern. “We understand that, so there’s no grief between us. You may be on your way, since we know you aren’t aligned with Utuni’s Reign of Blood.” 
 
    Interesting, so they were openly against Utuni and her mission? Maybe there was more to this story. 
 
    “May I ask if we can purchase some food from you?” I questioned in the calmest tone I could muster. “We’d also like to hear any legends of Utuni you know. We want to put a stop to her, but we need information first.” 
 
    “Food, you may certainly buy,” the woman replied with an uncertain glance at the village behind them. “We need the money badly, here. I can’t promise you’ll get any real reward for saving us, however. As for stories of Utuni, I know none of substance. Our village elder might have information that’s better than children’s tales.” 
 
    Children’s tales didn’t sound too bad in the first place, but it was promising if they had something better. 
 
    “We have three companions,” I warned the villagers in the Southern language. “They took care of the catalyst, so don’t worry when they come running up.” 
 
    “Ah, I see,” the middle-aged woman replied with a regretful frown. “I’m sorry for the life you expended to help us.” 
 
    At first, I was confused, but then I remembered how rifts were closed in the South. A human sacrifice was performed, always willingly in Luratamba, but probably unwillingly in Utun. Either way, this woman felt like we had used up a precious resource to close the rift. 
 
    “It was fine,” I reassured her, “we have a banisher mage. No lives were lost.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed, and she seemed perplexed by the idea we hadn’t actually lost anybody. Still, she brushed the thought away and turned to her companions. 
 
    “Olis, Maratuda,” she began in a quiet command, “send word to the village elder about our company. Everybody who left kids at home, you should go back as well. It’s not good to keep children worrying about their parents.” 
 
    I tried to pretend I hadn’t been openly eavesdropping as most of the warrior group peeled off and turned back toward their village to go home. Only a scant eight people remained, and I was glad we’d intervened for this rift. There would have been a lot of families torn apart if we had done nothing. 
 
    I turned my back to them as I put my emotions aside. I was anxious to get Ashla, Varleth, and Orenn safely back with our group, and I hoped they hadn’t been hurt. 
 
    Soon enough, I spotted three familiar figures on the horizon, and I waved a hand to beckon them over. None of them looked hurt, but they must have jogged quite a ways to get to the catalyst since it was taking so long to get back. 
 
    “Everything good?” Varleth shouted as they drew closer. 
 
    “Good!” I responded shortly, and I gave a thumbs up to encourage him. 
 
    Our three missing teammates approached cautiously, but none of them pulled out their weapons. I was grateful for their intuition, since it would’ve made things very awkward if ice spells started flying. 
 
    Ashla’s hair was a mess, and Varleth’s sword was bloodied, but it looked like all three of them hadn’t had much trouble in the Shadowscape. Finally, my teammates slowed to a stop as they joined us on our side of the chasm. 
 
    “Hey, Gryff,” Varleth began cautiously, and he gave a suspicious glance to the Utun villagers on the other side of the pit. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Are you being held hostage?” Orenn whispered as he leaned in closer to me. 
 
    “What? No,” I answered with a chuckle. “We’re getting thanked, actually. I think we’re going to their village to buy some food and look for information on Utuni.” 
 
    “Going willingly?” Orenn repeated in his stage whisper, and Ashla elbowed him with a roll of her eyes. 
 
    “That sounds good,” the ice mage said with a slight edge of surprise in her tone. “They don’t approve of the serpent goddess?” 
 
    “Not when she sends an army to kill them, apparently,” I commented with a knowing nod to the people across the chasm. “They’re not warriors, they’re just people.” 
 
    “Ah,” Ashla noted as she glanced over the villagers. “That explains why that young man chose to use a wheat reaping scythe as his weapon.” 
 
    “They don’t have a lot going for them,” I agreed. “Do you think it’s a good idea to go with these folks or not?” 
 
    The ice mage smiled and nodded as her chocolate brown eyes sparked with excitement. 
 
    “I think it’s a great idea,” she told me with an honest grin. “It’s the perfect time to stop wandering around and start getting some real answers. I want progress, so I can’t see why we shouldn’t go with them.” 
 
    Ashla was always happier to be on the edge of the action, which was probably why she didn’t stay at the Academy after she graduated. Despite her keen scholarly past, she was all action at heart. 
 
    I raised my voice as I turned to the eight villagers, and Sera helped me translate my words. 
 
    “We’d be delighted to visit,” I told them with my most polite and solemn expression. “We just want a peaceful break from traveling and fighting monsters, that’s all.” 
 
    A few villagers exchanged glances, but none of them looked overly mad about the prospect.  
 
    Maybe this wouldn’t be a disaster. 
 
    “Then you’re welcome to follow us,” the middle-aged woman replied with a subdued nod. “I think you should speak to our village’s elder first, just in case.” 
 
    “Of course,” I agreed, and then I led my team carefully around the outer rim of the ten-foot chasm to join the Utun villagers. 
 
    Without a word, they turned and began to walk back home. 
 
    “Tense,” Layla whispered as we followed in their footsteps, and I nodded stiffly back to her. 
 
    Now that we were side by side, I could tell the Utun villagers were awfully uncomfortable with us being so close to them. From a distance, it was much easier to ignore the looming threat of us being total foreigners. Still, despite the nerves, the eight Utun people did a good job of keeping their cool, and we tried to emulate them as best as possible. 
 
    After a high-stress saunter through the grass plains, we arrived at the edge of the village these people belonged to. The path through the main village consisted of messy dirt and rocks embedded in the ground that were certainly large enough to overturn a cart, so I figured they didn’t get a lot of cart traffic here. The houses themselves were mud-and-stone affairs, since there was so little timber to go around in the midst of the grassland. 
 
    It was a humble place, but I did get the impression it had standards. I’d seen many poor places in Mistral where the streets were full of drunkards and thieves, so in many ways this was fairly idyllic for a small town.  
 
    As the eight villagers escorted us through, I caught many glimpses of people on the streets as they hurried along on some unknown errands. The men and women seemed reluctant to stare openly, but I noticed more than a few moving curtains in the windows. I was sure everybody was talking about us, the foreign mages who had kept them from certain doom. 
 
    “So,” I began carefully in Southern as I edged closer to the middle-aged woman in charge, “what’s your name?” 
 
    She gave me a stern glance, and I got to take her in for the first time up close. She had a wrinkled brow, a small nose, and an even smaller chin, but her dark eyes were full of piercing calculation. She seemed like the kind of person who’d call you eighteen kinds of insults for being an idiot, then throw you a birthday party the same day. Stern, but fair. 
 
    “I’m Pola,” she replied with a stiff expression, like I was ripping her teeth out. 
 
    “I’m Gryff of Njordenfalls,” I told her as I pretended she wasn’t totally opposed to talking. “We’ve been out of the loop for a week. What’s the latest news on this conflict?” 
 
    “This conflict,” Pola repeated with a grimace of distaste, “is splitting the people down the middle and sapping our country dry. Utuni is asking humans to leave their homes and flock to Umo Portana, and some of them are doing as she asks.” 
 
    “What about the rest of you?” I questioned. 
 
    “She’s declared the rest of us unfaithful,” Pola muttered, “so we’re subject to sacrificial execution by the hands of her monsters.” 
 
    The idea of every human in Utun going to the capital city was absolutely ludicrous, so of course Utuni was punishing refusal by death. Never mind the elderly who couldn’t travel or the people whose livelihoods depended on the farming season. 
 
    “It doesn’t look like many of you left,” I noted as we made our way through the streets. 
 
    When I tallied up the houses with the people I’d seen, I didn’t really notice any discrepancy. Of course, it was hard to count when people kept hurrying away nervously. 
 
    “We lost a few,” Pola grunted, “not many. Our elder is one of the wisest men I know, and when he spoke against Utuni, we listened.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to meet him,” I commented in my most polite, noble voice. “We obviously don’t belong to this country, so we haven’t gotten the opportunity to speak to many of Utun’s best leaders.” 
 
    This was a bit of a white lie, since we’d literally feasted in the king’s palace before we killed him, but I didn’t think telling the truth about our activities would help us out much here. 
 
    Four of the eight villagers split off to go take care of their own problems, and Pola and the remaining three led us to one of the humble mud-and-stone houses on the street. It just looked like a random home to my eyes, but the gravitas with which Pola knocked on the wood door let me know it belonged to the man in charge. 
 
    “Come in,” a quavering, elderly voice requested. 
 
    Pola opened the door, and she ushered us inside a small room occupied by four people. 
 
    Three of them were suspicious-looking young warriors with heavy frowns and nervous hands, but the fourth was an elderly man sitting in a large rocking chair that dwarfed him. His frame was thin and fragile, and he wore a thick blue robe over his traditional Utun shirt and pants. A short white beard covered the lower half of his face, and his knobby hands held the arms of his rocking chair. 
 
    “Welcome,” the elderly man surprisingly said in the Mistral language, and then he switched to Southern with an apologetic smile. “Sorry, I know very few words of your language.” 
 
    “That’s completely fine,” I asserted, and I was sure I looked just as surprised as I felt. “I’m always shocked when people here know anything of our language.” 
 
    The elder’s face wrinkled even further as he smiled and nodded at me. 
 
    “Your Academy produces some of the best research in the realm,” the old man asserted as his milky eyes roved across my companions. “Those with an education in scholarly pursuits often learn it. Tell me, why did you six come to Utun? How long have you been here, and what is your goal?” 
 
    He sure didn’t beat around the bush, did he? His expression was kindly and simple, but I was beginning to realize he’d been put in charge of this village for his wits more than just his advanced age. 
 
    “We came here in pursuit of information,” I hedged like I was revealing information I didn’t want to spread. “We were to discover if the goddesses Miralea and Utuni were actually goddesses, or whether they were actually powerful monsters known as Archons. We haven’t been here long, since we’re mostly forced to travel without contacting towns.” 
 
    Research really wasn’t what had motivated our journey to the South, but the real story was too convoluted to recite here. I didn’t want our intentions to seem muddied, not in an important conversation like this. 
 
    “I see,” the elder mused, and he ran a hand over his cropped white beard. “And yet, for researchers, you seem remarkably ready and capable of disabling entire rifts, seemingly without injury? One might say that’s more akin to the work of soldiers.” 
 
    Whelp, he got us there. 
 
    “We’re multi-talented,” I offered without further explanation. 
 
    “Right,” the elder hummed as he leaned further back into his chair, and it was clear he wasn’t accepting my answer at face value. “Well, be that as it may, you multi-talented researchers decided to stop here and take care of the rift that threatened our village. We may not have asked for your help, but we would have certainly perished without it, so you have our protection while you’re here.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I told him as I held myself back from blurting out my other questions. 
 
    “Pola also mentioned you need food,” the elder continued, and his bushy brows raised. “I can give you three days’ worth of food for free, as a show of thanks, but after that, no more. It’s a sad fact we’re running low on money and goods this year, so we can’t afford to be more generous.” 
 
    Harsh, but understandable, and I respected that this guy didn’t care about offending a few foreigners if it meant his people would starve otherwise. 
 
    “That’s fine,” I brushed off, since I had substantial money left over from selling our horses. 
 
    Part of that had to do with how I got Panlo Ganta executed instead of paying him, so we hadn’t really spent anything in ages. 
 
    “Good,” the elder sighed, and his shoulders slumped as he seemed to relax. 
 
    Maybe he thought I was going to ask for something he couldn’t afford. The fear was understandable, since there wasn’t much he could do to fend off six mages without also getting his village burned down. 
 
    “Actually,” I admitted to the old man, “we do have a request. We’ve been searching for old legends on Utuni, yet most of the myths are conflicting or vague. We think hearing some informal stories about the goddess would help us.” 
 
    “Help you …” the old man murmured, and then his gaze sharpened. “Help you see if our goddess is just a monster, as you say? No, you’re here in our country to do more than research, aren’t you?” 
 
    Fuck. We were obviously more than researchers, but I was really hoping he wouldn’t grill us on it. 
 
    You should kill him, Sera suggested in a languid manner. 
 
    Should I admit we were here to seal Utuni away? Did this elder have loyalty to the goddess he’d grown up worshipping, or was he more concerned with his villagers? Was it one thing to stop a bunch of random monsters, but sacrilege to do the same to the woman who controlled them? 
 
    “We’ve determined,” I began in a hesitant tone, “that whether Utuni is a goddess or a monster has been made clear by her violent actions. Our secondary mission is to stop her from taking over Utun, so that’s what we’re going to do.” 
 
    That was the nicest way I could put it, and the elder’s expression was calculating for a moment, but the other people around the room looked caught between alarm and excitement. 
 
    “I see,” the old man declared, “then we have a common enemy.” 
 
    Relief washed through me, and I couldn’t help but grin at the elder. 
 
    All at once, the other people in the room seemed to come alive. 
 
    “Stop Utuni?” one of the younger villagers gasped, and his eyes brightened. “You’re actually going to do something about her?” 
 
    “Can I help?” the shorter guy beside him piped up. 
 
    “We can fight!” the first villager insisted with a series of quick, excited gestures as he mimed slashing monsters with an imaginary sword. 
 
    “We’ll put Utuni down like a dog,” a third youth in a tattered shirt growled as he clutched his wheat scythe. 
 
    Ah, geez.  
 
    Young revolutionaries with nothing but bravery and a penchant for getting themselves killed, Sera noted. They remind me of you, Gryff. 
 
    I was never this dumb, but I was also never this desperate, since I joined the Academy before I started seeing Phi’s attacks affect Mistral. 
 
    “What did those kids say?” Layla muttered.  
 
    “They want to help us destroy Utuni,” I explained to my teammates in our native tongue.  
 
    “With what?” Varleth scoffed. “That wheat scythe?” 
 
    “Turn them down nicely,” Ashla suggested in a whisper as she leaned closer to me. 
 
    Right, I would have to not crush the kids’ egos too much. They were young and hopeful, and that attitude was good for this village. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I told the excited villagers in Southern as I held up a hand, “but we can’t let you help. Our group is purposefully small so we can avoid unnecessary fighting, and…” 
 
    To my surprise, I found myself at a loss for words as I searched for a good excuse to tell them. Utuni knew we were in her country anyway, so the subterfuge wasn’t so purposeful anymore. Plus, wasn’t I just wishing we had some kind of backup like we had in Mistral? Wouldn’t more fighters help to solve the whole issue of Utuni’s impenetrable hold on the capital city? 
 
    Wasn’t this exactly what I’d been hoping for? 
 
    “See, there’s no good reason to not let us join,” the first villager insisted once again with a grin. “I promise we’ll do whatever you tell us. Oh, and you can train us how to fight monsters, and, and--” 
 
    “You’re too young,” I blurted out as I looked over the insistent villagers, and I started to point at the offenders. “The four of you can’t be over eighteen, and I’d be shocked if those two are over twenty.” 
 
    “So?” Pola challenged as she spoke up for the first time during this whole meeting, and her eyes narrowed in challenge. “You can’t be any older than they are. What are you, twenty-two? Twenty-three? Age shouldn’t really matter in a conflict like this. You can’t afford to be picky. I’m past my prime, but I’m not too old to fight either. Nobody is.” 
 
    I wanted to point at the elder and tell her the old guy sitting in the chair was definitely too old to fight, but my gut agreed with Pola. I could make protests and disagree, but it would be hypocritical of me after I’d requested Maelor and Sleet to treat me as an adult in this war. 
 
    More to the point, we couldn’t afford to not take the help. Soon, Utuni would solidify her hold on this country, and she would start to move north to take on Luratamba and Mistral.  
 
    Archons were never satisfied with just a little power, after all. 
 
    “Elder, what do you think?” I deflected as I looked at the old man in his chair. “Should they stay where it’s safe, or take their chances in war?” 
 
    The old man’s mouth crinkled as he smiled, and he shook his head sadly. 
 
    “We used to lose quite a few people to sacrifices in the city,” he explained with regret, “but soon we’ll be losing more to Utuni than we can sustain. Our village will disappear off the map at this rate. We have neither the population of Umo Portana nor the riches of the Rolesse mining company to the west. For our survival, I must allow any volunteers to join you.” 
 
    Damn it, I was hoping he would say the opposite. 
 
    Once the elder stopped talking, several pairs of bright, eager eyes rested on me like I held all the answers.  
 
    I sighed and gave them a tight smile, and then I glanced at my teammates and quickly explained in the Mistral language what had transpired. 
 
    Varleth immediately shook his head, Layla and Erin nodded, Ashla frowned, and Orenn grinned. Inconclusive results, really. 
 
    “Fine, you can fight,” I sighed, and I had to raise my voice to avoid being drowned out by the cheering. “However, you can’t just walk onto a battlefield as you are! You’ll need training first, or you’ll be worse than useless.” 
 
    “Of course,” breathed one of the young men in front as he looked up at me with awe. “We’ll do anything, just teach us how.” 
 
    And that was that.  
 
    We were going to tear Utuni’s army down, and the people of Utun were going to help us to do it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    The first thing I learned about training soldiers is that it really sucks if not all of your recruits love the idea of fighting. 
 
    “Iso, you have to stop shying away,” I commanded several days after we had arrived as I watched two young men spar each other with wooden sticks. “If you’re constantly wincing every time your opponent moves, you’re much more likely to get hurt.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of!” Iso whimpered as he cringed away from his opponent’s stick. 
 
    His opponent was Gur, an enormous hulk of a young man who looked classically Utun in his height and his weight. In fact, I was convinced Gur was part bear, though he seemed to have a kind heart. 
 
    “Uh,” Gur grunted as he hesitated with his stick clutched in a meaty hand, “should I stop?” 
 
    “You can keep going,” I told the hulking man, “just back off for a few seconds if you hit successfully.” 
 
    That should stop Iso from getting rolled over so easily. 
 
    “He’s going to hit me s-successfully?” Iso quivered as he shied away from the larger man. 
 
    “Not if you open your eyes, follow the forms I taught you, and react calmly,” I commanded. “A soldier who’s watching carefully cannot be hit.” 
 
    I didn’t really want to imply that Iso had to be paranoid in order to avoid wounds, but I didn’t have any better advice for him right now. The only thing to cure fear like that was exposure to life-threatening events, but I wouldn’t be able to protect him if he freaked out on the battlefield, and he certainly wouldn’t learn his lesson if he was dead. 
 
    I could come back to the problem later, and I gave Gur and Iso a few more comments before I wandered over to look at the others. 
 
    Layla was demonstrating spear movements to a small group, though their weapons consisted of crudely forged versions and long pitchforks with some of the tines removed. The petite mage was a surprisingly good teacher, and she used her light-hearted humor to teach people where they had gone wrong without discouraging them. 
 
    Ashla and Erin were handling a group together as they explained how to avoid monster attacks. There were plenty of dodging and parrying demonstrations, but there were even more discussions on when it was smart to stand your ground, run away, or call for help. A perfectly manageable situation could turn dire if soldiers began to panic, and likewise, getting slaughtered by a powerful creature was a terrible waste if they could’ve just asked one of us mages to step in. 
 
    I shook my head as I contemplated the fact we were actually going to be fighting together. How odd was it that I would be fighting among the ranks of soldiers once again? 
 
    The beginning of your great empire, surely, Sera purred. I knew you would eventually understand what a great leader you can become with me at your side. 
 
    Well, this was hardly an empire in the making. We were just teaching some over-eager villagers how to stand up for themselves without getting killed.  
 
    Soon you’ll see … Sera hummed with contentment as she settled into the back of my mind. 
 
    I shook my head as I wandered over to see how Orenn and Varleth were doing. They were handling some basic notes about taking care of armor and weaponry, and Varleth looked positively incensed compared to Orenn, who seemed as jovial as an innkeeper on tax returns day.  
 
    “Hah!” Orenn bellowed as he wrapped an arm around Varleth’s shoulders. “Don’t listen to him, he’s just kidding about the possibility we’ll run out of food. We’ve never gone hungry on the road, and neither will you!” 
 
    “Actually,” Varleth muttered, but Orenn just rode overtop him again with lots of enthusiastic optimism. 
 
    I smiled a little, and then I turned to go back to my own group of soldiers.  
 
    Before I could, though, a loud, nasal voice rang out across the training grounds. 
 
    “Skinny little Mistral idiots think they’re better than us, huh?” whined the voice, and I looked over to see a group of sneering, skeptical villagers just outside the dirt patch we were using to train. “Any stupid person who follows them is just as goblin-brained.” 
 
    Several of our soldiers-in-training glanced up even as they tried to ignore the insults. 
 
    “What,” one of the insulters jeered, “did these foreigners turn you into wimps that quickly?” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes as I examined the group of rabble-rousers. There were nine of them, consisting mostly of men in their thirties and a few women as well. They all looked lean and hungry for attention, and I knew instantly they weren’t going to be satisfied with any rational explanation I gave. They were mad and hopeless, and they were just looking to take it out on anybody who actually bothered to try to help themselves. 
 
    “Do you have something to say to me?” I asked in a raised voice as I walked over to the jeering group. 
 
    Several of them paused for a moment in surprise, but they quickly rallied again. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve got something to fuckin’ say,” a large-nosed man in front growled. “You’re just some arrogant crook, takin’ credit for being our fuckin’ savior when you didn’t do nothin’.” 
 
    “We’re not trying to take credit for anything we didn’t do,” I told him with icy calm, “and if you want to question that, go talk to everybody who witnessed us come out of that rift.” 
 
    The big-nosed man spat on the ground, and then he called me a variety of colorful names even Sera didn’t know how to translate completely. 
 
    “Well,” I proposed with a wide smile, “if you’re still not convinced, why don’t you come fight me yourself? It seems like that’s what you’re after.” 
 
    The big-nosed man sputtered for a second, and he glanced at his compatriots before his willpower hardened. 
 
    “Yeah, I think I fuckin’ will, foreigner,” he snarled. “Once I beat the shit out of you, you have to leave. We don’t want your kind here, got it?” 
 
    “Understood perfectly,” I agreed in the most infuriatingly polite tone I could muster. 
 
    The guy’s eyes nearly bulged out of his head with frustration, but he held his tongue and stomped over through the dirt field with me. 
 
    I led us to a halt in an open spot before I turned to face him again. His hands were clenched into fists by his sides, and he tugged at the collar of his beige shirt as he stared me down. 
 
    “What?” he grunted as his beady eyes narrowed at me. 
 
    “What kind of rules do you want to follow for this fight?” I asked the man. 
 
    By now, people all around the training field were turning to stare at us. Ashla, Erin, Layla, Orenn, and Varleth had given up on keeping their soldiers on-task, and now it seemed they were giving calm instructions to stay back and watch.  
 
    Perfect, I didn’t want any interference in this contest. 
 
    Normally, I would ask for a referee, but I didn’t think I would need one. I was going to make sure this outcome was obvious to anybody with eyes. 
 
    “No rules,” my opponent spat, and then he sniffed as he seemed to amend his decision. “No strangling or nut shots.” 
 
    Very eloquent, Sera sighed in my head.  
 
    At least the guy didn’t want to use weapons. I watched as he put up his hands in a standard boxing position, and I took a step back before I let my knees loosen into my own fighting stance. Then I raised my arms slightly, but I didn’t pretend we were in a bar brawl by emulating his position. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked as I eyed his stiff fighting form. 
 
    “Of course,” he snarled. “Let’s fight, fucker.” 
 
    I needed no further invitation, but I decided to let him have the first swing anyway. I waited for what seemed like an eternity as he inched forward on nervous feet, and then he came in with a wide, swinging right-hook. 
 
    It was the most obvious move in the world, so I threw up my left arm to block the swing while I came forward with a right jab to his solar plexus. My fist hit home before he even realized what was happening, and then he stumbled backward as he started to wheeze. 
 
    My opponent stuttered some sort of outraged expletive, but he could hardly get it out since he was still trying to regain his breath. I waited for him to recover, and then I watched as he crouched low. 
 
    He charged at me like an enraged bull, and I watched in mild confusion as he attempted to tackle me off my feet. At the last moment, I stepped away while I grabbed his shoulder, and then I spun the man around as he found himself completely off-balance. 
 
    I took control of his inertia before I slammed him into the ground below. Then I stood over his groaning form as he rolled back and forth on the ground, and I cast an expectant eye over the people watching on both sides. 
 
    “I’m not any better than the rest of you,” I called out in the Southern language as I tried to appeal to the dissenters. “I came from a small village just like this one, in fact. The difference is I was lucky enough to be trained to fight, and that means I can stand up to monsters now. You can do the same if you let us give you the opportunity to prove yourselves.” 
 
    There. Now, if anybody actually hated Utuni more than they hated the idea of learning from foreigners, that should put to rest their indecision. 
 
    I left my groaning opponent rolling in the dirt as I shrugged and walked away, and everybody just stared in silence as I went back to the group of soldiers I’d been training. When I arrived, I quietly began to ask them to show me their drills again, and the tense atmosphere started to break up. 
 
    “Whoa,” Iso breathed as he looked at me with shining eyes. “Harzo is bigger than you by like a foot, and you still took him down like that.” 
 
    I shrugged as I pointedly avoided looking back at my opponent. 
 
    “Size doesn’t mean much compared to trained reflexes,” I informed Iso. “More to the point, I wouldn’t have been able to do that if I’d been scared of Harzo’s size.” 
 
    In fact, I’d hardly registered the guy’s height, but I guess he was nearly as big as Gur. I was pretty tall, but I wasn’t a hulking brute either. Part of me was used to training against Braden back at the Academy, so it wasn’t strange for me to be pitted against somebody much bigger than myself. 
 
    “Sorry I wasn’t getting it earlier,” Iso asserted as he stared up at me with shining eyes. “Can you teach me how to counter Gur again?” 
 
    “Of course,” I told Iso with relief. “Here, let me demonstrate.” 
 
    Finally, I was going to make some progress with these two. I wanted Iso up to speed so Gur could have a fast opponent to spar with, since neither of them were being properly challenged right now. 
 
    I showed the pair what to do, and then I moved on to fix other mistakes and give praise to the rest of my soldiers. 
 
    Hm, Sera purred with delight. Now you’re calling them ‘your’ soldiers. Enjoying your position of leadership? 
 
    I was, but it was none of her business. I didn’t want to take over the continent, I just wanted Utuni taken care of, for crying out loud. I never asked for an army either, they just fell into my lap. 
 
    Sera laughed like she was personally enjoying the funniest joke in the world, but I ignored her, and she said no more. 
 
    We’d been training for five days so far, and there had been no sign of repercussions for slaughtering part of Utuni’s army. I knew she didn’t have omnipotent power over her creatures, and I also didn’t know if they were smart enough to be able to report back the presence of six Mistral mages. Still, I hoped we could get our new group trained and out of here before the goddess found us first. We needed to be strong enough to confront her face-to-face, and getting crushed by a fraction of her forces before that happened wouldn’t be great for our overall goal. 
 
    Plus, I had some unfinished business here. The elder had some stories about Utuni I was dying to hear, but we hadn’t managed to make time for it yet. I wasn’t sure if he was purposefully stretching out our stay here or not, but the crafty old man had managed to be busy every time I was free. 
 
    Reminds me of that old codger, Phi snickered. Master Slush, or whatever he was called. 
 
    Yeah, Headmaster Marangur Sleet was just as sneaky and clever as the elder was. I definitely saw the resemblance between them. 
 
    Ah, well, maybe I would get some answers from the elder tomorrow. His excuse today was that he had a bunch of ledgers to figure out so the village wouldn’t go bankrupt, so of course we wouldn’t be speaking today. 
 
    “Oh, looks like some of them had a change of heart,” Iso spoke up suddenly, and I turned around in surprise to see what he was looking at. 
 
    Several of the people who had been in the skeptical group were now approaching Varleth and Orenn to see if they could join. A grin spread across my face as I saw them awkwardly join in, and I quickly turned back so they wouldn’t see me watching. 
 
    Sure, they were too embarrassed and intimidated to come up to me after I’d grounded their leader, but I was just as happy they were going to Orenn and Varleth. Now, they could actually channel their feelings into fighting instead of just being assholes. 
 
    The day of training ended on a positive note, since we’d gotten no less than six new recruits, and they were assimilating pretty well into what we already had. That brought us up to a total of forty-one fighters, which was fairly impressive for such a small village. Not all of them were strong or young, but they were determined. Better yet, Pola had come over to join Layla’s training session today, and it looked like she was going to come with us. People respected her, and I knew she would be cool in any situation that required it. 
 
    “Alright, training is over,” I told my group of ten once the sun got close to the horizon. “You’ve all done great today, and you should be proud, so have some drinks and relax.” 
 
    My trainees smiled and bumped shoulders with each other, and then a few even thanked me for teaching them.  
 
    I watched with satisfaction as they peeled off to go back home, and as I watched them leave, Layla came over to stand near me. 
 
    “Huh,” she noted. “You’re a pretty good leader, Gryff. Why didn’t I know that?” 
 
    I shrugged as I turned to smile at her. I could say the same about her, if I hadn’t already given the petite summoner my praises this morning.  
 
    “Well, I did order around Queen Lisi’s army that one time,” I realized. “I guess that might count as on-the-job experience.” 
 
    I was half-joking, but Layla nodded sagely as she took my comment into consideration. 
 
    “That’s true,” the petite summoner mused. “You really have ordered around an army before, and a huge one at that. This time is different, though.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s a lot smaller,” I chuckled as I gestured after the dozens of soldiers wandering away. 
 
    “And this time, they’re yours,” Layla continued, and she gave me a serious glance. “You’re the one who tells them to go to battle in the first place. You’re the one who’s recruiting them and training them to survive.” 
 
    “They recruited themselves,” I protested. 
 
    “But you agreed to it,” Layla stipulated as she leaned into me. “It might get rough, but just know you’re doing a better job than the rest of us could ever do.” 
 
    “Sure,” I answered with only a light tone of skepticism to my reply. 
 
    Layla giggled before she tried to shove me over. 
 
    “I’m serious,” she laughed as I balanced us both once more. “You’re gonna be great, no doubt about it. I’ll even bet you all the money in my bank account.” 
 
    “I thought you didn’t trust banks?” I pointed out. “Last you told me, you entrusted your roommate to keep it hidden in your room back in Mistral.” 
 
    “What? No!” Layla denied with a huge grin, but it was clear she’d been making a bet with no real money involved. 
 
    We both laughed, and then I gave her a quick wave as I began to make my way toward the home we’d all been staying in.  
 
    “Alright, see you for dinner,” I told her as I began to walk away. 
 
    The village had given us an abandoned house to set up camp in, since the owner had gone to Umo Portana to serve Utuni. The six of us mages had been told we could stay there however long we liked, so we usually ate meals and slept there as a group. 
 
    “Wait,” Layla called after me with a clever glint in her eyes, and I paused in my tracks as she caught up with me. “How about we go to an inn tonight, instead?” 
 
    “You want to go to an inn,” I repeated as my eyebrows raised. “I’m assuming it’s not for the freshly ironed towels.” 
 
    “Maybe I have other motives,” she teased, “or maybe I just really love nice, fluffy towels?” 
 
    Her hazel eyes sparkled with mischief, and she leaned in like she was going to give me a kiss. I grinned as I waited for her to stretch up to me, and her lips parted enticingly. 
 
    At the last moment, though, she laughed and winked as she pulled away again. 
 
    “Hey,” I rasped as I gave her a smile. “No fair.” 
 
    “It can wait for the inn,” Layla told me with a cheeky stare up and down my body. “You’ll have to live in anticipation a little longer. I’m going to go over and get some things set up, so you should spend a little while wandering around and being useful.” 
 
    “How long is a little while?” I asked as intrigue rose within me. 
 
    I was dying to know what Layla had planned for our night at the inn together, but she wasn’t giving up any secrets. 
 
    “A half an hour should do it,” the petite summoner purred as she gave me one last, lingering glance from under her lashes. 
 
    Then Layla turned and sauntered away with her tiny hips swaying, and my eyes stayed glued to her tight ass until she turned the corner and disappeared into the street. 
 
    Finally, I shook myself free of my enraptured daze to go wander the streets. There was only one formal inn to stay at in this whole village, and it was a place called Um Esato Ona, which translated roughly to The Sour Root.  
 
    I wasn’t sure if there was some backstory for the inn’s name, but I knew it would be easy to find. It was near the tallest building in the entire village, which was a three-story granary that had seen better days. The outside of the granary looked fairly broken down, even though it seemed the townspeople kept their food in it without any issue. 
 
    I did as Layla suggested, and I spent the next twenty to thirty minutes wandering the streets of the village as I tried not to look too much like I was up to no good. I had asked for the name of this town, but it wasn’t officially designated anywhere, and most people just called it “the elder’s village” whenever they were talking about their home. I wasn’t sure how long the elder had been around, but I suspected he had similarly wise and important predecessors who caused the village’s name to stick around. 
 
    The elder had no official government position, since King Konu had never bothered to appoint anybody to this little village, but he seemed well-adjusted. Part of me felt strange about a random old man holding the leadership over these people, but then again, wasn’t I doing the same thing with the soldiers I was taking in? 
 
    My thoughts drifted in circles as I wandered the streets, and by the time I came out of my musings, I realized I was standing in front of the humble, little house we’d first been shown to when we arrived here. Presumably, the elder lived here. Presumably, he was busy filling out ledgers and balancing budgets. 
 
    Yeah, I was totally going in there. 
 
    I contemplated busting down the door and demanding he tell me all his fairytales, but that seemed a little extreme, even for me. Instead, I knocked on the door with a few polite raps before I stood back. 
 
    An agonizing few eons passed by as I waited for a response. 
 
    Set the house on fire, Sera insisted, then he’ll come out. 
 
    Then the door creaked open, and a familiar wizened face looked back at me.  
 
    “Ah,” he greeted me without a hint of surprise. “You want to hear the myths of Utuni, yes?” 
 
    “Yes,” I shot back before I could cool down my tone a little. “Yes, please. If you’re not too busy.” 
 
    I had to admit it wasn’t my most convincing attempt to veil my impatience. 
 
    “I’m quite busy,” the old man quavered as he turned and led me into his house. “That said, you deserve some answers for your questions, and I have spent enough time recalling old memories to sort out my thoughts.” 
 
    I shut the door behind us as I followed the old guy inside. The little house didn’t seem so cramped and unwelcoming as it did the first time, probably because it wasn’t crammed full of tense people anymore. 
 
    The old man tottered over to his kitchen, and he took a tall pot from the counter before he filled it with water and placed it over a smoldering flame in the hearth. 
 
    I noticed the rocking chair was set before a small table now, and the table was covered in sheaves of rough paper and an ink pot. A feather pen sat inside the ink pot, and its brilliant green hue let me know it came from a tropical parrot of some kind. 
 
    “Sit down,” the old man indicated as he nodded to one of the two wooden chairs opposite the table. 
 
    I sat myself into the chair further from the door, and I turned it so I could keep an eye on everything. The elder watched me with amusement, but hey, I preferred taking the time to be careful in a foreign country like this. 
 
    “How’s the business going?” I asked as I nodded my head to the papers on the table. 
 
    “Poorly,” the elder answered without a trace of disappointment. “Several food shipments were lost to bandits or monsters last week, and a significant portion of the earnings that were going to support some families are now completely gone. There are more goods to sell, but with the possibility of them being lost so great, I’ve advised the families not to risk it. There are too many missing parents and too many children who need our support, but I won’t be able to keep it up for long. That’s why I’m placing my greater hopes on the possibility that Utuni can be overthrown.” 
 
    I blinked in surprise at the end of his response.  
 
    “So, that’s why you’re so supportive of people leaving to fight the goddess?” I asked. 
 
    “I can’t be anything but supportive,” the elder sighed. “I look at the long picture, and I know most of those young trainees will be dead or conscripted into Utuni’s army in a few years. You seem to have more than a vague plan of how to stop her, so of course I’m giving you my support.” 
 
    “And the myths?” I asked. 
 
    “You can hear them now,” the elder shrugged, “if you think it will really help.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I told him. “I think it will, even if you only have the ability to verify some of what I’ve read.” 
 
    The elder smiled, and he leaned back into his chair as he adjusted his blue robe and cleared his throat. 
 
    “When I was a child,” he began, “my parents would tell me stories of the goddess. I was never very enchanted by these stories, not as much as my father would have liked, so he gathered up some tales in his travels. He was a musician, you see, and he brought back further details he thought a child would enjoy. Back in those days, the country was going through a more peaceful period, and people had more interest in the finer details of worshipping the goddess.” 
 
    The elder paused for a moment as he went to the hearth to fetch the tall pot of hot water. Then he brought it into his kitchen and began to mix various powders in it. 
 
    “That makes sense,” I agreed as I thought back to the time under Phi’s threat. “Churches in our country stopped talking about the finer points of the Maker’s story when they had to give more sermons just to comfort people in trouble.” 
 
    “Precisely,” the elder hummed, and he turned back around with two cups of steaming, spicy-smelling liquid. “So, here are some of the stories my father would tell me. First, drink our manti and see if you like it.” 
 
    The elder put the two cups on the table, and I sipped at the one in front of me. 
 
    It had a fascinating taste, almost like standard green tea mixed with something spicy and toasted. It was bitter, yes, but I found myself enjoying the strength of the flavor. 
 
    “It’s good,” I encouraged before I took another sip. “Did your father tell stories of Utuni’s three monsters?” 
 
    “He did,” the elder answered as his eyebrows rose. “Hm, I suppose there may be some truth in them. There was her shining lizard of many colors, a gecko that could harness the light of anything but the sun. The sun was too hot, you see, so if the gecko used that light, it would burn.” 
 
    “The light of anything?” I asked as I stuffed down my startlement. “I heard it could only use moonlight.” 
 
    “Hm,” the elder mused. “The stories I heard had it stealing the light from torches, stars, the moon, anything like that. The world around it would grow darker, and it would grow brighter as it stole even more light.” 
 
    “So, the moonlight thing was really just about how it couldn’t take from the sun,” I decided. “That would mean it could fight in the daytime, if there was sufficient firelight.” 
 
    “It seemed to make sense to me as a child, and I liked that story,” the elder admitted before he moved on. “My least favorite monster in the stories was the consumer.” 
 
    “The consumer,” I repeated in the Southern language. 
 
    It was a simple name, but it would line up with what I knew. Utuni had some kind of monster that tore up the earth and ate trees. 
 
    “It was metallic,” the elder described, “and it roared inside with a flame that always needed feeding. It would consume the trees, the grass, the animals, and any of Utuni’s enemies as well. No amount of eating could satisfy it.” 
 
    “Was it ever damaged or disabled in the stories?” I asked. “Could you pour water on the fire to extinguish it?” 
 
    “I imagine a huge amount of water would be needed.” The elder frowned. “The consumer was described as a multitude of sizes, sometimes as small as a tree, and other times as big as a mountain.” 
 
    Maybe the discrepancy had something to do with some kind of growing and shrinking power it held. Or, maybe people were just bad at consistently describing size through the millennia. 
 
    “Hopefully a small mountain,” I muttered. 
 
    The elder chuckled, but his laughter faded as he leaned forward in his chair again. 
 
    “The final monster is her hydra,” the elder warned me, “and that one is more famous than the others by far. When a head is cut off, two new ones grow in its place. When a limb is removed, it grows back just as easily, too. I’ve heard stories that a poison cloud follows it, and anything living withers in its wake. Other stories say its footprints are toxic, or that it breathes acid, or that touching its skin will kill a person instantly. Maybe all of those are true, or maybe just one, but you can bet on it being dangerous to fight.” 
 
    I nodded as I reconciled the elder’s knowledge with what I’d heard in Mistral and in the libraries here. The hydra was one of the most feared creatures in history, and I knew it was going to be a tough fight regardless of which venom system it had. 
 
    “Thank you,” I told the elder with a grateful smile. “That helps a lot, and I’m sure you’re eager to get back to your calculations.” 
 
    “Not eager,” the elder assured me with a wink, “but I should get back to them, that’s for certain. Enjoy your day, and if you have any more questions, come by. I may be able to dredge up some more old memories if you have need.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” I told him before I tipped my cup back and drained the drink inside. “Good luck with your ledgers.” 
 
    “And good luck with the soldier training,” the old man wished me as I headed for the door. 
 
    I waved to him before I shut it, and then I took a moment to compose myself outside the door. I’d gotten a lot of useful tips about Utuni’s monsters, and I thought about them briefly. 
 
    To fight the gecko, it would help to give it no available light except the sun. Could be tough, but certainly easier during midday. 
 
    To fight the consumer, I was latched onto the idea of the fire in its core. Monsters rarely did anything without reason, so the fact it fed its fire constantly made me think it would either kill it or take away its powers if we extinguished it. 
 
    Finally, the hydra was just something we would have to figure out later. It had never been defeated in any of the stories I heard and cutting off heads was just a good way to make it stronger. Maybe elemental damage would be the way to go, but it would take some experimenting. 
 
    I shook off my thoughts as I realized there was one last thing for me to do today. A little over a half-hour must have passed by now, and I’d been given specific instructions by a certain petite woman with a cunning smile. 
 
    So, I turned down the street and made my way to The Sour Root inn. 
 
    And Layla.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    As soon as I stepped through the inn door, the bartender looked up at me expectantly. Then a knowing smile spread across his face, and he made his way over as he pushed through the tables and chairs. 
 
    “I bet you’re looking for a little lady with pale skin, aren’t you?” the bartender asked me with a wink as he drew close. 
 
    His breath smelled like cheap beer, but he was in a jovial mood, so I didn’t mind. 
 
    “I might be,” I admitted as I glanced to the hallway on the right. “Did she get a room?” 
 
    “Sure did,” the bartender chortled in Southern. “She came in here gesturing up a storm and handing over her coin, so the message got through without any translation required. I thought you foreigners were uptight, but I admit she has her charm. As you probably know, eh?” 
 
    “Layla’s a special woman,” I admitted with a fond smile. “Which room is she in?” 
 
    “Last one on the end,” the bartender told me. “The number fell off, but it used to be nine.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I told the bartender, “I’m guessing we’ll just be the one night, but I’ll come ask if we need anything.” 
 
    The man chortled again with another wave of cheap-beer-smell, but he nodded and gestured for me to be on my way. 
 
    I took his instructions as I stepped into the hallway and made my way down to the end. The two closest rooms were labeled seven and eight, so this was likely nine. 
 
    I lifted my hand up and gave the door a casual knock. 
 
    “Coming!” an excited voice said from within, and I waited as footsteps jogged up to the door. 
 
    There was a pause, probably as Layla peeked through the keyhole, and then the door swung wide open to reveal her.  
 
    She was in an outfit I’d never seen before, and my eyes widened as I took in the sight. 
 
    A brilliant yellow skirt hung around her waist, but the sides were slit all the way to her waist, and the sheer fabric revealed just enough to make me stare. It was a design completely unlike anything Mistral would have, and the top was even more interesting.  
 
    Criss-crossed strips of fabric wound over her arms and her midriff, and the barest strip of fabric went across her nipples with wide swathes of pale, creamy skin revealed above and below. 
 
    “You like what you see?” Layla teased. “To tell the truth, this isn’t the only new outfit I picked up here. One of the soldiers, Ela, took us shopping. All of us women got something nice to wear when it’s particularly hot … but you don’t get to see those until the weather is right.” 
 
    Damn, I was too lucky.  
 
    Well, I would be luckier if another heatwave came through. 
 
    “I’m enjoying this outfit quite a bit,” I confessed as I drew closer. 
 
    Layla made enough room for me to step through the doorway, and then she closed the door behind us with a soft click. Our mouths met in a heated kiss that sent tingles running through me, and then we parted to stare at each other for a panting moment. 
 
    I stepped forward, and something soft under my foot drew my attention down to the floor. 
 
    There were flower petals scattered all around our feet, and a trail of them led along the wooden floorboards toward the bed at the other end of the room. The windows were all shaded, but the dim light of the fading day revealed bright whites and darker reds in the colors of the flower petals. 
 
    “This is why you needed so much time,” I chuckled as I examined Layla’s handiwork. “Wanted to make things romantic, hm?” 
 
    “Of course.” Layla smiled. “I thought it would be nice to just have a moment to ourselves, some luxury and comfort … and there’s this old lady who kept glaring at me on the street, so I raided her garden. Bitch deserved it.” 
 
    I started to laugh despite myself, and Layla grinned until my chuckles died down once more.  
 
    Then Layla pulled me toward the bed with a seductive look in her eyes, and she flipped up the white sheets to reveal a bed full of delicate flower petals in white and red. 
 
    I laid her down onto the bed, and the petite woman giggled as the mattress bounced underneath her. In a moment of inspiration, I picked up a handful of petals from the bed before I slowly sprinkled them over her stomach. 
 
    With every breath Layla took, the petals rose and fell atop her smooth skin. Some of them tumbled across the strips of fabric of her shirt to land in the low space above her hip bones, and her eyes captured mine in the fading light. 
 
    “I deserve to see some skin, don’t you think?” Layla asked with a half-quirked smile. 
 
    “Perhaps you’ve earned it,” I agreed as I began to strip off my shirt. 
 
    Next to go were my shoes, trousers, and everything else until I was even more naked than Layla was in that tantalizing outfit of hers. 
 
    “Mmm,” Layla hummed with appreciation as her gaze ran down my body and lingered on my cock. “This is always a fun surprise, since I can never really remember all the details.” 
 
    “Same goes for you,” I murmured as I leaned forward to trail my hands down her bare legs. 
 
    I smoothed my hands upward, and I could see my fingers on her thighs beneath the sheer skirt. Her legs twitched as I reached further up, and then her lips parted in a gasp of pleasure as I stroked between her legs.  
 
    “No panties?” I murmured.  
 
    “Nope,” Layla moaned as I circled her clit, and I began to move more quickly as her hips thrust into my touch. 
 
    I flipped her skirt up to see more clearly, and my breath caught in my chest at the beauty of her moving under my touch. Layla’s eyes fluttered open to look at me, and a smile curved across her face before she let out another moan of pleasure. 
 
    She smelled sweet, and the floral scent of the plucked flowers around us mixed to create an intoxicating scent. I moved in closer as I let my hot breath blow across her clit, and Layla squirmed under the press of my hands. I blew again, and her petite body jerked as her eyes flew open in surprise and delight. 
 
    “Maker,” she breathed, “that’s good.” 
 
    “Don’t get ahead of yourself,” I warned her with a teasing smile, and then I lowered my mouth to her rosy clit. 
 
    I began to swirl my tongue up and down her slit, and Layla moaned and shuddered under every movement. Her slender fingers reached down to twine through my hair, and I felt a slight tug as I hit a good spot. 
 
    Ah, so that’s where it felt best. I took it into account as I swirled my tongue over her clit again and again, and then I closed my mouth to give more pressure and suction to my motions. 
 
    “Don’t stop, don’t stop,” Layla chanted as I hit the good spot again, and her legs trembled as I kept up my work on her entrance and her clit. 
 
    I sped up as fast as I could go, and Layla writhed around my touch as she panted and mumbled my name with needy, wanton desire. Her hips jerked around my head, and then her back arched as she climaxed. 
 
    She nearly yelled with the force of it, but I didn’t stop there. I kept going until her twisting and moaning began to slow, and only then did I pull away. 
 
    I suspected Layla would appreciate the continued attention throughout her climax, and there was no doubt I’d been right. Her eyes were half-lidded as she looked up at me, and a sultry, spent smile crossed her face. A rosy flush was painted across her cheeks and all the way down her stomach to her pussy below, and her chest heaved with overtaxed breath. 
 
    “Good?” I asked her as I trailed a hand across her dripping entrance and then over her stomach. 
 
    “I want you in me,” she blurted out with an eager expression, and I chuckled as I wrapped my hands around her hips. 
 
    “That can be arranged,” I murmured back at her, and then I picked Layla up by the small of her back. 
 
    She squeaked and clutched at my neck, and then an expression of wicked delight crossed her face as she realized what I was going to do. She helped angle her hips up and over to expose her glistening entrance, and I felt her breasts press against my chest as I lowered her down. 
 
    My stiff cock pressed against her tight entrance, and even after my ministrations, Layla gasped as my cock’s head began to penetrate her. 
 
    “So big,” she moaned, and then I carefully let her tight tunnel slide down onto my length. 
 
    Layla’s eyes flew wide, and she let out a strangled noise as she pressed her head to my shoulder. Her legs wrapped tightly around my waist, and for a moment I feared I’d hurt her. 
 
    “Maker, that is the most amazing feeling,” she moaned, and I had no doubts anymore. 
 
    Her pussy slid over my cock slowly, and I clutched Layla’s ass as I moved her down. My petite lover hummed in appreciation as she pressed her mouth to my neck, and I felt her trail several kisses down to the curve of my collarbone. 
 
    Her pussy was tight, unbelievably so, and I could feel my cock press against the very end of it as Layla gasped and pumped her hips. Her ass moved in my hands as she lifted her legs up to allow me better access, and the petite woman nearly seemed to fold in half as I pumped into her. 
 
    Her back arched as she rose and fell on my cock, and then she took over by wrapping her arms around my neck more tightly before she wriggled up and down. I could feel her muscles clench around me as she worked her way along my cock. It seemed like nothing could be tighter, warmer, and better than the feeling of Layla around me at that moment, and I slapped her ass just to feel her react around me. 
 
    “Faster?” I murmured to the petite summoner with a daring smile, and she grinned back before she captured my mouth in another full, deep kiss. 
 
    “Faster,” she begged against my lips, and I wasted no time picking up the pace. 
 
    Layla moaned and panted as I slammed into her, and then she took in a final sharp inhale before her second climax arrived. Her tight pussy sucked at my cock, and I came at almost the same instant she did. 
 
    My climax sent tingles running through my body as I pumped my seed into her small body, and the crest of my pleasure nearly overwhelmed me when her tunnel milked every last drop out of my balls.  
 
    Once we had descended from our peaks, I dropped us both onto the bed before either of us could fall, and Layla kissed me hungrily as we relaxed onto the sheets. My cock pumped seed into her before I slipped out, and Layla crossed her legs around me as we continued to kiss. 
 
    “You should sleep,” she murmured eventually. “You’re always working with the trainees, and you need your rest.” 
 
    “Only if you fall asleep in my arms,” I compromised, and Layla immediately agreed as she twisted her tiny body around to let me spoon her from behind. 
 
    As I held the petite summoner, I couldn’t help but think there was no place I would rather be. I drifted off to sleep slowly, and my worries bled away as I felt Layla right next to me. Sleep claimed me, and for a while, I dreamed of her skin and her smell. 
 
    Then I was woken from sleep by the blaring of an alarm, and I jolted upright as Layla rolled over beside me. 
 
    “What’s going on?” she mumbled as she rubbed her eyes. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I considered as I tried to still my racing heart. “Something must be wrong.” 
 
    The alarm sounded like a mixture of a blown horn and a rung bell, but as I tried to parse the sounds, the horn stopped. Then, outside the door, I could hear the bumps and stomps of people rushing around as they got their bearings. 
 
    “Are we going?” Layla asked as she sat up, and the sheet spilled around her waist. 
 
    “We have to make sure it’s nothing dire,” I told her as I leapt out of bed, and then I began to clothe myself. “It could be a fire or something.” 
 
    Fires in the grasslands were all too common, and the soldiers had just been talking the other day about not having enough rain around here. I had my robaguas, though, and Layla and I could both use monsters to help in all kinds of ways. 
 
    The two of us got dressed as quickly as possible, and we left the room just seconds before the bartender nearly ran into us. 
 
    “Good, you’re here,” he panted in the Southern language. “Something bad is on the horizon. You might need to get your soldiers together.” 
 
    “Monsters?” I asked as Layla stared at us to try to parse out the conversation. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” the bartender confessed, “but you’d better get out there.” 
 
    He rushed away again, and I gave Layla the short, translated version of what the bartender had told me. 
 
    “Shit,” the petite summoner quipped, “we’d better go. I’ll get my spear from the house and let everybody else know what’s going on, and then I’ll find you again. It’ll be fun to fight in this outfit, at least.” 
 
    She gave me a quick wink and stretched onto her tip-toes to give me a peck on the cheek, and then Layla scurried down the hallway and out the inn’s front door. 
 
    I strode through after her, but I kept myself slow and steady. If there were monsters coming at our village, I would need to order my troops into the proper formation. 
 
    As soon as I went outside, I realized it was barely after sunrise. People were shouting and hurrying around on the street, and two of my trainees were standing beyond the houses as they stared into the distance. 
 
    I jogged over to them with questions readied, but one of the soldiers turned around just in time to spot me. It was a man named Cenu, if I wasn’t mistaken. 
 
    “Thank the goddess,” Cenu breathed before he coughed and amended his statement. “Sorry, old habit, I meant to say thank goodness. We’ve got a huge line of monsters coming our way. Do you think Utuni realized her first attack didn’t work?” 
 
    “She may have,” I murmured back as I squinted into the distance. “Damn, they’re too far to see.” 
 
    There was clearly something moving around out there, but the sun was hardly even bright yet, and I couldn’t distinguish what type of monsters they were. Maybe the line held a hundred creatures, but maybe there were nine-hundred more behind the ones I could distinguish. 
 
    My mind split into fragments as I ran through each of my options as quickly as possible. We could take the whole village and evacuate to go west, further from the capital city and Utuni’s armies. We could get the children and the sick or old villagers out, and then maybe just the able fighters could stall the rest of them …  
 
    And then what? Sera questioned. You want to make a last stand for one little village? What is the point? They are just humans. You are far more important, so you and your underlings should make a run for it now.  
 
    My underlings, as Sera called them, would definitely not accept running away as an option now that we had invested ourselves in this village. 
 
    “Where’s the elder?” I asked Cenu, and the man fingered the machete at his side with nervous hands. 
 
    “He wasn’t at his house,” the soldier answered, “and Tei said he went to take a better look at the situation? I’m not sure what that means, but at least Tei and Pola ran after him. 
 
    “A better look,” I mumbled to myself as I stared at the oncoming monsters. 
 
    I might have been the man in charge of these trainee soldiers, but I had no business trying to order around the whole village. If we needed to start an evacuation, I would have to talk to the elder first. 
 
    “He better not be getting himself killed doing something stupid,” I muttered as I stared at the oncoming monsters. 
 
    Where could the elder have gone to get a better look? This place was flat, and there were no hills around where you could stand on top to look at monsters. 
 
    However, there was one building in this village with a better view than anywhere else. 
 
    I turned my attention to the granary just a couple blocks away, and I knew I had to be right. If the dilapidated place had an internal structure to get to the top, one could look through the broken tiles to get a good view of the monsters on the horizon. A telescope or a pair of binoculars would help even more, and perhaps some specific strategies could be formed against the incoming threat. 
 
    I needed to be at the top of that tower. 
 
    I thanked Cenu and the soldier beside him with an absent goodbye, and then I started into a sprint as I raced toward the granary. Those monsters were a long way off, but time was of the essence. How long would it take to organize the trainees? How long would it take to evacuate, if we needed to? How long did we have to set traps to help us turn the tide in our favor? 
 
    I stumbled to a halt outside the granary building before I examined it for an entrance. A small, obvious door made of worn wooden planks was set into the stone-and-mud structure of the granary, so I pulled at the brass handle in a rush to get inside. 
 
    The whole door made a cracking noise as I yanked it open, and I sent a silent apology to whoever would need to repair it. The door listed and drooped from its broken hinges as I dropped the handle, and then I raced inside. 
 
    Large burlap bags filled with lumpy potatoes and other, more grain like foods were stacked high around the entrance, but beyond them, I could see piles of wheat, brown rice, and other grains. The dry, clean interior of the granary was important to keeping the food unspoiled, and despite the dilapidated exterior, the place looked fine inside. 
 
    Then I spotted a wooden ladder heading up to the second floor, and I jogged over to start climbing. 
 
    The ladder was squeaky, and it shook whenever I took a step, but I got to the top safely. I barely spared the stored vegetables a glance before I found the next ladder just on the other side of the granary’s support columns. I started climbing that one, and as I went up the shuddering ladder, I began to hear the telltale murmur of voices at the top. 
 
    My head cleared the planking of the next floor level, and I caught a glimpse of a hunched, elderly figure lit by a shaft of sunlight against the far wall. Beside him were two other figures, presumably Tei and Pola. There wasn’t any perishable food stored on this level, just spices like salt, and I jogged past the marked bags as I joined the three people by the sunlit opening. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I panted as Pola glanced back at me without surprise. 
 
    “Good, you found us,” she ignored me with a brusque wave of her hand. “Have you told the troops to organize in front of the village?” 
 
    “No, should I?” I questioned as my gaze settled on the opening in the granary roof. 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Pola huffed. “It would be a waste of time.” 
 
    “So, we’re all evacuating,” I assumed. “Good, I can go back down and start things moving now that I have approval.” 
 
    “Good guess,” Pola remarked, “but actually, this village isn’t getting attacked at all. Come over and have a look.” 
 
    I approached quickly, and the elder sighed as he held out a gleaming object. It was a telescoping spyglass with worn wood and brass bands, and I took it gingerly from the elder’s hands. It was a good piece, but it had clearly been around for a while, and I wouldn’t be surprised if it was just as old as the old man was. 
 
    I raised the spyglass to my eye, and then I squinted through the jagged hole in the roof toward the horizon. 
 
    A line of monsters greeted my sight, and I quickly started doing estimated tallies of how many there were. Perhaps three-hundred, maybe even four-hundred. It certainly didn’t look good for a small village like this, so why the hell did Pola think we didn’t have to organize our soldiers? 
 
    “You might have to tell me what I’m looking at,” I grunted as I peered through the spyglass, but then, all at once, I realized what was going on. 
 
    The hundreds of monsters, terrifying as they were, actually weren’t facing us. They were skewed at too far of an angle, and that meant they were pointing more westerly than they needed to.  
 
    I did some quick examination of their direction as I realized what was going on. 
 
    “They’re not coming for this village,” I realized. “They have their sights on somebody else.” 
 
    “Precisely,” the elder murmured with grave concern in his voice. “The nearest town to us is one to the west that we call Small Bend. It would seem this army came out through a rift too far away for us to see, and their next destination is Small Bend.” 
 
    I sucked in a breath through my teeth as I considered the implications. 
 
    “What’s the population of Small Bend?” I queried as I handed the spyglass to Tei. 
 
    “Probably about five-hundred,” Pola answered as she frowned out the opening. “Larger than the elder’s village, for certain, but not many times our size.” 
 
    “They’re closer to four-hundred and fifty, now,” the elder amended. “Too many casualties and converts after Utuni came to power. Of course, even with the best-case scenario, only half that population can fight, and hardly any will be experienced already. It will be a slaughter.” 
 
    “Such a shame,” Tei sighed wistfully, and she shook her head as she lowered the spyglass and handed it back to the elder. 
 
    “Actually,” I proposed in careful, measured words, “I don’t think it has to be a shame. We have a trained force here, and those monsters are still very far off.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me what you’re suggesting,” Pola deadpanned. 
 
    “I want to go save Small Bend,” I declared in a voice that brokered no argument. 
 
    “There are hundreds of monsters out there,” Pola argued as she flung a hand at the open crack in the granary roof. “I don’t think you heard me when I told you there are less than five-hundred total people in Small Bend. We don’t have nearly that many able-bodied fighters.” 
 
    “I know,” I pressed. “I’ve also been in operations that were outnumbered by far, and yet we still won.” 
 
    “We’re not talking about half a dozen mages against several dozen monsters,” Pola grated out. “These people are untrained, and they don’t have magic. You can’t count on them each to kill several monsters without taking any injuries.” 
 
    “I can count on them to hold back the tide without getting killed,” I argued. “With soldiers holding the line, they don’t need to deal final blows. Us mages can handle that.” 
 
    “You’re arrogant,” Pola sighed with barely restrained irritation. “I realize you have a very high opinion of yourself, researcher, but--” 
 
    “I was sent here by Marangur Sleet himself,” I pushed back, and her mouth snapped shut. “Yes, that Marangur Sleet, the famous storm mage, and one of the most powerful mages in the world. Trust me when I say we’re equipped to handle situations like this. It’s not arrogance, it’s a fact.” 
 
    Pola stared at me as she heaved in a few breaths to calm herself, and then she held up a defeated hand. 
 
    “Fine,” she sighed. “So help me, I believe you. I have no idea why.” 
 
    “Um,” Tei spoke up in a hesitant, quiet voice. “If it helps to know, a lot of those monsters out there are something called peretóns.” 
 
    “Peretóns?” I repeated, and Tei nodded. 
 
    Sera didn’t have any idea what the word meant, so it must have just been a name. 
 
    “They are akin to a rodent,” the elder spoke up in a gravelly voice. “If a rodent had long legs, shootable quills tipped in electrical paralytic poison, and some of the best acrobatics you’ve ever witnessed. They could leap a line of soldiers in seconds and wreak havoc on anything behind them.” 
 
    In other words, the very thing I had suggested about our trainees keeping the monsters back wouldn’t work. 
 
    At least not without some modification. 
 
    “You say electrical paralytic poison,” I focused in on. “You’re sure there’s electricity involved? Also, when does it activate?” 
 
    “It’s been so long since I’ve seen any,” the elder murmured, and he stroked his beard as he thought. “They only begin to spark once the quills have been released.” 
 
    Not ideal, but I could take advantage of that. I just had to be clever. 
 
    “What else is out there?” I grilled the three villagers. 
 
    “Viners,” Pola spoke up with a grim expression, though I wasn’t sure if Sera had translated correctly. 
 
    “Like, vines?” I guessed. “Are they plant-like creatures?” 
 
    “They’re parasitic,” the elder quavered. “Viners twine from host to host, wrapping around them and increasing their stamina. It may seem like a subtle effect, but highly effective. Sometimes the viners will latch onto a human and drain them of their stamina. Being wrapped up in one can kill the victim if the viner isn’t hacked apart quickly.” 
 
    And that would be difficult to do in the middle of a battle. I imagined viners could take lives quite easily if your soldiers weren’t careful, but I had a good plan for them already. 
 
    “Anything else?” I asked as I nodded to the elder. 
 
    He held the spyglass back up to his face, and his brow wrinkled as he peered through it. 
 
    “Perhaps keltals,” he murmured, though he sounded uncertain. “There’s a flock of birds overhead, and they may be vultures, or they may be flying monsters.” 
 
    “What do keltals do?” I asked. 
 
    “They’re not very dangerous,” the elder replied, “not until they pick you up and start to go skyward.” 
 
    “Then what?” Tei wondered out loud. 
 
    “They drop you,” the elder answered as he lowered the spyglass again. “My eyes aren’t as good as they once were. There may be more monsters I would recognize, but they simply aren’t close enough.” 
 
    “Let me take a look,” I requested as I held out my hand, and then the elder dropped it into my palm. 
 
    I lifted the spyglass again, and this time I focused on the individual creatures. I noticed some jagualars near the back of the group, but I didn’t need to know about those, since I was well acquainted with the bipedal creatures and their deadly claws. 
 
    “Alright,” I murmured as I clutched the spyglass more tightly. “I’m going to keep this, if that’s alright with you.” 
 
    “I have a feeling you may find a better use for it than I would,” the elder replied with a small chortle. “However, are you sure you want to take the trainees to fight?” 
 
    “They’re ready,” I claimed, but I wasn’t as certain as I sounded. 
 
    We’d been training for only five days, though those days were packed with little else than meals and sleep. Unlike traditional soldier programs, we hadn’t wasted any time with endurance and strength training. These people were tough from a life in the countryside, and their bodies were hardened by tasks like hauling water and splitting firewood. All we had done was teach them technique and theory for hours at a time. 
 
    Would it be enough? 
 
    No, I couldn’t worry about it now. If we were going to take Utuni down, there were going to be battles far harder than this one. There was going to be danger unlike anything these people had ever seen, so we couldn’t flinch away now. 
 
    When I stopped to think about it, I found myself impatient and eager to get to the fight. I wanted to kill some damn monsters, and this would be a great opportunity to test our strengths against.  
 
    I could leave the worrying to the elder. My job was to wreck our enemies. 
 
    “May I have permission to lead out the army?” I asked the elder formally. 
 
    “It’s not my permission to give,” he replied with a kind smile. “Go ahead, Gryff of Njordenfalls.” 
 
    I was impressed he remembered my name from when I mentioned it earlier, but I gave him a grin before I whirled away. 
 
    I swore to myself I wouldn’t come back to this village without a victory for us all to be proud of.  
 
    Then I dashed down the ladder, through the granary, and back into the outside world. 
 
    The streets of the small village had been thrown into a state of havoc, but I found my companions easily enough. Varleth, Erin, and Ashla were standing still at the edge of the village to try to catch a glimpse of the oncoming monsters, while Layla and Orenn had taken up pacing and shadowboxing nearby. It was simple to spot the glow of Erin’s orange hair through the crowd, and all of them were paler in comparison to the Utun natives. 
 
    I shouldered my way through the crowd as I approached them, and Orenn spotted me first. Then his eyes lit up with relief as he shoved Varleth and pointed at me in excitement. 
 
    “Guys, guys!” I called as I ran up, and I worked to calm my breathing as I gestured for them to get in closer. “Those monsters aren’t coming here, they’re going to the neighboring village.” 
 
    “They’re awfully close,” Layla admitted as she cast a worried glance at the oncoming horde. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter either way,” I told them with a grin. “Listen, we’re going to stop that monster army and save the other village.” 
 
    “But there’s so many of them,” Varleth protested, though he didn’t turn away yet, and his expression grew dreading as he watched me grin wider. 
 
    “I’ve got a plan,” I told them in a rush.  
 
    Several minutes of explanation and a lot of shouting in the middle of the village later, six mages and forty-odd Utun trainees were marching through the grassland toward Small Bend. We’d been as quick as possible, but monsters moved more quickly than humans, and it wasn’t a sure thing that we would make it before the attack started. 
 
    I took the front with Orenn, Erin, and Varleth, while Layla and Ashla took the back of the line to make sure nothing went terribly wrong. The flying keltals were probably capable of ambushing us suddenly from the crowd cover above, and I didn’t want to go chasing after any soldiers dropped from great heights. 
 
    We marched at a slightly rising angle away from the sun, almost directly westward. For a long time, I thought the city wouldn’t appear, but then the slope of the hill levelled out, and we came to the top of the rise. 
 
    In front of us, Small Bend was preparing for a last stand. 
 
    I quickly examined the moving horde of monsters and their speed, and I came to the conclusion Small Bend had maybe twenty minutes until they were beset by hundreds of enemies. Despite the obvious chaos in the village below, I didn’t see any sign of organized barricades or soldier lines. Some people seemed to be fleeing, while most were organizing with makeshift weapons. I could also hear shouting from the rise of our hill, but I couldn’t discern any words. 
 
    Pola drew near to my side, and she swore as she looked down at the village below. 
 
    “Chaos,” Pola grunted. “That mayor of theirs is utter shit. I’m positive he wouldn’t have come to our defense if the situation were reversed, by the way.” 
 
    “I’m fine with rising above that very low standard,” I admitted as I cast an eye to the sky. 
 
    The silhouettes of flying creatures overhead were looking more like monsters by the second, so we would have to deal with those keltals after all. I was glad they were holding back to attack with the main force, even though it would mean trouble later. 
 
    Later, as in nineteen minutes later. 
 
    “Are we going to make it in time?” Erin wondered as her brow furrowed. 
 
    “I’m worried about that, too,” I admitted as we began to march down the hill toward Small Bend. “You know what, we should warn them in advance.” 
 
    “Warn them in advance?” Varleth asked with a suspicious glance at me. “Surely you don’t mean flying over there, do you?” 
 
    I smiled and said nothing. 
 
    “Oh, Maker,” Varleth grumbled, but he cleared his throat and did some quick calculations. “It should be you, Erin, and that woman with the angry eyes, uh, Pola.” 
 
    “Sounds fine, but why?” I questioned as I pulled out my pyrewyrm’s crystal.  
 
    “Pola’s smart and from Utun, and Erin is too peppy to kill,” Varleth grunted. “You should be fine as long as you shield as you come down.” 
 
    “Got it,” I said, and then I tossed out my pyrewyrm’s essence crystal. 
 
    In a flash of smoke, the sleek, black body of my pyrewyrm appeared. Its serpentine neck raised up, and its featureless head swayed from side to side in thought. The spines along its back and its flowing, shadowy wings gave it a terrifying visage that was only accentuated by the soft, alien trill it gave from deep in its chest. 
 
    Immediately, the trainees reeled back in startlement, and several of them drew their swords. Then shouts of fear rang out as our tight formation loosened. 
 
    “It’s just one of my monsters!” I yelled in Southern to calm them down, and I had my pyrewyrm lower itself into a less threatening pose. “Gather yourselves. You have to think of monsters as mortals just like you and me, no matter how terrifying they may seem.” 
 
    Well, that only applied to things that weren’t Archons, since the goddesses didn’t seem capable of dying permanently.  
 
    My soldiers calmed down a little, and I took the time to swing myself onto my pyrewyrm’s back before I reached down to help Pola and Erin up. The mimic settled onto my monster’s back directly behind me, and her slender fingers rested on my hips as she adjusted herself. 
 
    “Ready,” she whispered in my ear, and her warm breath sent a flush over my neck. 
 
    “Varleth,” I called down to the ground, “you’re in charge of them until we meet up again.” 
 
    “I can’t speak Southern!” he yelled back with a confused frown. 
 
    “Use gestures,” I suggested in a raised voice, and then I gave my pyrewyrm the mental command to lift off. 
 
    A strangled yell erupted from behind me, and then it was whipped away by the air as my pyrewyrm shot into the sky.  
 
    Whoops, I forgot to warn Pola what she was getting into.  
 
    I glanced back, and I caught a glimpse of her clinging with a stranglehold onto my pyrewyrm’s spines. Her face was red, and her eyes were huge, but she was going to be fine. 
 
    Wind whistled around us as we soared through the air, and I took a moment to pull out my bullet bass. The rubbery-winged fish settled onto my pyrewyrm’s back, and then its metallic coating covered us all. 
 
    “Hopefully, Small Bend will have seen us come straight from the trainee group,” Erin proposed as she leaned in to talk in my ear. “If anybody has good sense, they won’t shoot us.” 
 
    At that moment, an arrow zipped wide past us and into the open sky. 
 
    “Well, it was a good wish,” I reassured Erin as more arrows flashed past. 
 
    I wasn’t surprised none of the villagers below had a good enough bow-arm to hit my pyrewyrm from up here, but I wanted to come down quickly so we didn’t risk getting hit by something more substantial than a flimsy arrow. 
 
    Once we were over the town, I directed my pyrewyrm to land fast. It made a soft trill in agreement, and then we began to plummet. 
 
    Even Erin made a quiet squeak of surprise as she clutched more tightly to my waist, and Pola began to shriek in earnest. I felt bad, but not bad enough to slow down and risk our lives. 
 
    The village rushed up closer to us, and the faces of the people below came into sharp relief as details became clear. Then my pyrewyrm’s shadowy wings snapped out just in time to keep us from slamming into the ground, and we shuddered to a slower speed as the gravel street below came into focus. 
 
    My whole body jolted with pain as my pyrewyrm set down, but my neck didn’t snap or anything, so I decided I was fine. I took a split second to catch my breath, and then I threw up my arms in the worldwide gesture for mercy. 
 
    “We’re from the elder’s village!” I shouted in Southern to the people of Small Bend. “Don’t shoot, we’re here to help!” 
 
    Of course, several arrows pinged off my pyrewyrm’s hide immediately after I finished, and the two women behind me tried to duck down reflexively. Erin popped up quickly again, and the mimic looked around with wide eyes to see how she could help the situation. 
 
    “Not good!” Erin pointed out as she gestured toward several machete-wielding villagers running at us. 
 
    “Pola, tell them we’re here to help!” I shouted to the middle-aged woman in the back. 
 
    Pola swept a frenzied hand through her untidy black hair, and then she straightened out of her clutching pose as she collected herself. 
 
    “Everybody fucking stop, for crying out loud!” she yelled at the surrounding people. “You, with the sword, can you quit it and use your damn ears?” 
 
    The man she pointed at frowned before he looked down at his sword with a sheepish expression. Then he looked back up, and his expression grew more confused. 
 
    “Pola?” he asked in a hesitant tenor of a voice. “What’re you doing on a monster?” 
 
    Oh, of course people here knew who Pola was. These two villages were small and decently close to each other, and I couldn’t imagine anybody walking through the elder’s village without ever meeting the two people who ran it. 
 
    For that reason, as Pola continued to shout, utter confusion reigned for only a few seconds before there started to be some progress in the right direction.  
 
    Once things were clearing up, I slid down from my pyrewyrm and began to ask questions and give orders to the people there. Erin stuck close by my side as I explained everything, and hopefully people’s panic would subside once they looked at her kind smile. 
 
    First, I deactivated my bullet bass’s protection. We weren’t getting shot at anymore, and I wanted people to be able to look at us more clearly. 
 
    “Where’s the mayor?” I asked as I glanced around the assembled villagers. “I need to tell him what to do.” 
 
    “The mayor left on his fucking horse,” one man spat out with clear rage as he jabbed a finger westward. 
 
    Ah. Well, maybe that made my job easier. 
 
    “Listen up!” I shouted. “We have help arriving, but I need every able-bodied person here to prepare to fight before that. One of the most important things about facing down monsters is forming a united front to keep them from surrounding us. Use your longer weapons to keep them off you, and Erin and I can do some serious damage using our magic.” 
 
    Well, Erin was using Ashla’s ice magic, but the technicalities didn’t matter. As I spoke, people began to calm down and listen, and it only took a few specific gestures to get them jogging over to line up on one side of the village. 
 
    I ran through to correct the line and encourage people, but the monsters had to be just a few minutes away by now. I used the buildings at the edge of the stopgaps to extend the line of people further, and I did some quick estimates in my head of how many I had here. Perhaps a hundred and fifty, maybe more.  
 
    I saw a middle-aged woman holding a wooden broom backwards with a knife tied to the end, and I saw a boy of maybe sixteen wielding a dulled and chipped dagger as long as his forearm, but they were ready to fight all the same. 
 
    “Set up any of the less able and have them wield bows,” I bellowed as I strode behind the line of fighters. “Accuracy is not important, only the ability to draw the string back. I want you all tilted up so there’s no danger of hitting the melee line. You’re going to be focusing on the creatures still coming in and don’t try to get fancy by targeting things in flight.” 
 
    “Um, why not?” asked a trembling, young man in a nervous voice. 
 
    “It’s just too difficult to hit them,” I explained, “and you’ll usually waste time by doing it. Better to hit ten monsters on the ground in the time you would spend attempting to kill one in the air. Besides, I’ll be taking care of the ones up there.” 
 
    I cracked my knuckles as I glanced over at my pyrewyrm, and I felt a warm glow of satisfaction go through it as it trilled in its throat. It really liked killing stuff and ferrying people around had gotten it impatient to start the bloodbath. 
 
    Me too, honestly. 
 
    By the time I got everybody organized, I was beginning to be drowned out by the cries of the oncoming monsters. Snarls, rumbles, and roars echoed throughout the grassland, and the beating of their feet on the ground made the gravel underfoot seem to tremble. 
 
    “Be strong,” I bellowed, and then I motioned for Erin to join me on my pyrewyrm. 
 
    The mimic cast a last glance at the front line, but I shook my head, and then she ran over. We both hopped up onto my monster’s black, leathery back, and then I had it take off. 
 
    This time, I kept us low before I had my pyrewyrm sink down to cling to the roof of a nearby house. Roof tiles clattered away as my monster landed, but I wanted the vantage point before we started flying above the monsters. 
 
    “I want you to do some serious ice magic while we’re flying,” I told Erin. “Don’t focus on what I’m doing, just focus on how many monsters you can wreck at once.” 
 
    “Got it,” the mimic answered with a wide, pink-lipped smile. “Are you nervous?” 
 
    “What? No,” I answered before I could think about it, but then I had to amend my statement. “Well, maybe, but not for myself.” 
 
    “I feel the same way,” Erin told me, and her amber eyes softened as she looked across the field. “Still, I know you helped to train them, and I know they’ll do a good job because of it.” 
 
    I blinked at Erin in surprise, and then I examined the battlefield again. Our trainees were still a few minutes away as well, and it looked like they would reach Small Bend at the same time the monsters did. I hoped they stuck to their training to join the line smoothly, but as Erin’s words sunk in, I found myself not too worried either. 
 
    “We’ll support them, no matter how well they do,” I murmured, and Erin nodded with an eager gleam in her eyes. 
 
    “We’ll just focus on killing monsters and saving lives,” Erin spoke up, and her smile returned. “You’re lucky I’m here to help you pilot this lovely monster. We’ll be unstoppable.” 
 
    My pyrewyrm let out a rumble of proud agreement, and I had to roll my eyes at my monster. It had been unusually fond of impressing Erin ever since she flew with us the first time. 
 
    The mimic’s confidence was infectious, though, and as the monsters drew within a few seconds away, I didn’t have a trace of nerves in my whole body. So, I activated my bullet bass’s power once more, and metallic magic coated our skin. 
 
    Then I launched us from the roof, and everything happened very quickly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    Ice blasted from Erin’s fingertips as we swept over the monsters in a straight shot from one end of the soldier line to the other. Below, my trainees were joining the desperate people of Small Bend to bolster the line, and orders were being shouted from a dozen different mouths as two-hundred people went to war against a force of monsters over twice their number. 
 
    At this close distance, the faint pink glow of Utuni’s blood aura around the creatures became clear, and I reminded myself not to celebrate too early. As more died, the red aura would grow brighter, and the remaining monsters would become exponentially tougher to beat. 
 
    My pyrewyrm dipped low to rake at the enemies below with its claws, and I got a good look at what monsters were coming up next. It was mostly expendable, weak grunts like curachua now, though jagualars and the rodent-like peretón I’d heard about were close behind. 
 
    Before I could think about preparing for the peretóns, a dark shape swooped through the air, and a scream sounded from the fighting line of villagers. 
 
    I wheeled my pyrewyrm just in time to see a winged, multicolored bird monster raise into the sky with a victim clutched in its talons. It had a long, unwieldy orange beak like one of those toucans I’d caught glimpses of in the Luratamban jungles, but despite its lack of fighting power, all it needed to kill somebody was to drop that villager from high up. 
 
    I wasn’t going to let that happen. 
 
    So, I gave my pyrewyrm the command, and my black, serpentine monster shot after the keltal and its victim. 
 
    “Cover your ears!” I shouted to Erin a split second before I gave my pyrewyrm its command, and the mimic slapped her hands over the sides of her head without question. 
 
    Then my pyrewyrm screamed, and the sound cracked through the sky like a bolt of pure force.  
 
    Below, monsters howled in response, and some of the villagers flinched, but it looked like they got away without too much damage. The keltal in front of us, on the other hand, let out a terrified squawk as it dropped its victim and tried to flee the pain in its ears. 
 
    The dropped villager hurtled toward the ground with his arms flailing in pure terror, but I was already on the move. My pyrewyrm dove into position just under the dropping victim, and then it slowly opened its shadowy wings to catch more lift. 
 
    As a result, the flailing man slowly descended onto my pyrewyrm’s back with an unrestrained shriek of terror. Erin reached up to help cushion his landing as he flailed to a stop on my pyrewyrm’s back, and then she settled him into place behind her. 
 
    “Shit, fuck me, shit,” the man swore repeatedly, and his eyes were huge as he rocked back and forth. 
 
    As much as I wanted to just continue fighting, I knew this guy would probably fall off the instant Erin and I tried a more complex maneuver, so I told my pyrewyrm to land for long enough to put him down. 
 
    My creature rumbled softly in displeasure, but it turned on a dime to head back toward the line of fighting villagers. We landed gracefully behind them, and then Erin unceremoniously pushed the trembling man off my pyrewyrm’s back to the gravel below. 
 
    “Ouch,” I commented as the man landed face-first into the street. 
 
    “He’ll be fine,” Erin dismissed with a smile as my pyrewyrm lifted its wings. 
 
    Then we took off again, and the battle resumed. 
 
    My first order of business was to take care of the keltals before any more time-wasting rescue operations had to be carried out. The multicolored birds were circling all around the battlefield in high, lazy patterns, but I knew they could move very quickly when they wanted to.  
 
    Sure, I could chase them all down one-by-one, but while I was busy doing that, countless people would get cut down by monsters below. I had a good idea brewing, though, and it involved the agile, rodent-like peretóns that were just now bounding toward our fighter line. 
 
    They were like dog-sized rats on stilts, in many ways, but their faces were blunter, and their backs were covered with a thick layer of black-and-yellow banded quills. From what the elder told me, they would shoot off those quills as electrical paralytic weapons to try to take out their enemies. 
 
    And I was going to be there to stop it. 
 
    I pulled a small, branching-structured crystal from my hip pouch, and the metallic coating of it gleamed as I crushed it between my hands. A heartbeat later, my sprucebore settled onto my pyrewyrm’s back in front of me. 
 
    The sprucebore was bright red and beetle-like in shape, though a strange metallic structure grew from its back to form a faux tree of sorts. The branching tree structure could generate no power of its own, but it could absorb electrical energy from the environment around it. 
 
    As we swooped toward the ground, Erin guided our flight with careful adjustments as she clung to my back. I copied her movements as closely I could, and we glided at a low height over the battlefield just as the peretóns began their assault. 
 
    Yellow and black quills flung from rodent-like bodies as peretóns flipped and twisted over the line of villagers, and I saw several people go down as they jerked and shuddered with the telltale sparks of the electrical attack. The quills were perhaps four inches long and hadn’t buried themselves deeply, but there were a lot of them, and the battlefield began to course with an electrical discharge. 
 
    Then I gave my sprucebore its order, and the beetle fluttered its wings as it began to draw the electricity toward it. 
 
    Sparks shot from the ground before they began to arc toward my sprucebore’s metallic lightning rod. Below us, people clambered to their feet as the quills were rendered just as inert as sewing needles, but my sprucebore still drew more power with every peretón that tried to activate its quills. 
 
    Then a huge swathe of peretóns got frozen solid by a massive gout of ice from Ashla, and four more got taken out by the metallic swirl of Varleth’s banisher sword. I heard Orenn laugh as a figure cloaked in steel bashed through more peretóns than I could count, and Layla’s hyppocrans blew through a dozen more as it charged by on heavy, wide feet. 
 
    My sprucebore began to glow yellow from within as it absorbed nearly too much power to hold, and I could feel it vibrating with the sheer force of the power it held. Then I ordered it to do its thing, and its wings snapped out just as I let my pyrewyrm drop away. 
 
    We hurtled groundward as I tried to get us away from the blast, but I hoped my bullet bass covering would keep us safe from a lot of the electrical discharge. 
 
    Then the sprucebore activated its power, and the sky positively exploded. 
 
    A bolt of lightning shot up to the clouds, and a vast network of spiderwebbing electricity carved across the sky like the white-hot fingers of some giant’s hand. Keltals lit up with white fire as they were each hit by the blast, and they dropped from the sky en masse as they were instantly charred to a crisp. 
 
    Then fifty-odd keltal corpses began to rain down toward me. 
 
    I only spent a moment regretting my decision before Erin’s arms wrapped around me from behind, and she tucked her hand against my hips as she leaned me gently toward the left. 
 
    My pyrewyrm knew the drill, and it swerved just in time for two smoking corpses to shoot past us. Erin made a series of small, seemingly inconsequential adjustments, and we twirled and rolled. Then another four bodies rained down as they narrowly missed my pyrewyrm’s wings. 
 
    We zipped low along the length of the battleground, and Erin let fly more blasts of ice. Some kind of monster spat a fireball at us, but it dissipated off the belly of my pyrewyrm as my bullet bass protected us. Erin leaned again, and some kind of earthen projectile shot past us harmlessly as my pyrewyrm moved to follow the mimic’s motions. 
 
    “You’re fucking fantastic at this,” I praised Erin as we swept through the now-cleared skies. 
 
    “I try!” Erin shouted back over the wind. “Alright, now what’s your plan for those viners? They’re coming up quick!” 
 
    I glanced down at the battlefield, and I realized Erin was right. I hadn’t gotten a good description of the viners, but many monsters were twined up with a black, leafy rope that pulsed with golden light. It was certainly plantlike, but no plant from the human realm would ever look like that. 
 
    I could see the viners wrapped around the forms of several jagualars and raccoon-type monsters, and a few trolls were outfitted in the viners as well. These grunts weren’t necessarily that dangerous, but with added stamina, they could probably overpower far more of our people than usual.  
 
    And I just couldn’t take that. Luckily, I had just the thing for it. 
 
    I pulled a long, amber-colored fang from my bandolier, and I gave the essence crystal a quick glance before I tossed it off the edge of my pyrewyrm. The crystal plummeted to the ground, and I gave a mental order to my pyrewyrm to stay near to this spot. If we strayed too far away in flight, I wouldn’t be able to control my monster anymore. 
 
    Then the crystal hit the ground among the viner-buffed monsters, and my sphordrum emerged in a puff of smoke. 
 
    It came out on all fours, though it quickly reared onto its hind legs as it bashed the monsters near it. Amber fangs protruded from my sphordrum’s jaw, and it balanced on stumpy, bark-covered legs as it knocked away enemies. The large, red mushroom cap on its head made it stand out among the crowd of enemy monsters, and I watched carefully as it fought the creatures near it. 
 
    I noticed its fangs and feet had no special effects when it attacked monsters that were simply animalistic in nature. When my sphordrum went after a viner, however, the entire plant seemed to wither and explode with fungus. The monsters the viners covered also were covered with amber fungi, and their advantage in stamina quickly turned against them as my sphordrum felled several dozen in quick succession. 
 
    “Whoa,” Erin spoke up over the noise of the wind around us. “So that’s your new fungus monster?” 
 
    “Sure is,” I replied with a fierce grin, but I tempered my expectations. “I just wish its power worked on non-plant monsters. Look, now it’s running out of enemies to infect.” 
 
    The amazing numbers my sphordrum had killed initially laid dead around it, and now there were hardly any viners left at all. That meant my fungus monster was left fighting tooth and foot against its enemies the old-fashioned way. 
 
    Then some sort of fire-breathing toad hopped past and spewed gouts of flames at my sphordrum, and my monster was instantly lit ablaze. I sighed as I prepared to recall it, but before I could, an enormous explosion lit up the battlefield. 
 
    My sphordrum burst into a cloud of flaming fungal material, and I watched in stunned awe as the cloud settled onto a wide swathe of choking, burning enemies.  
 
    My ears were ringing slightly from the sound of the shockwave, but I could still hear Erin swearing from behind me. 
 
    “That was amazing!” she shouted as she finally gathered her thoughts. “Great planning, Gryff!” 
 
    “Sure, I totally planned that!” I joked back as I stared at the carnage below. 
 
    I had no idea my sphordrum could be used as a toxic type of bomb like that. I recalled it and tucked away the sphordrum’s crystal as I spent a moment scanning the ground below. Already, I was excited by the implications of lighting my sphordrum on fire in any manner of situations, but I quelled my racing mind and focused on the battle at hand. 
 
    The keltals were gone, the viners were all but taken care of, and the rest of my allies were making quick work of the peretóns. Now, when I looked at the field, I could see the red aura had strengthened considerably, and I estimated that we’d felled nearly half of the four-hundred-plus monster force. 
 
    Still, I was using up my bag of tricks, and the remaining monsters were more powerful than ever now due to Utuni’s blood aura. 
 
    So, it was time to buckle down and kick some ass. 
 
    I did one more fly-by sweep with my pyrewyrm, and Erin left a rain of knife-sharp hail in our wake as she hastily completed ice spells. Monsters got lacerated by the hail, and I whooped as I took my pyrewyrm in for a landing just behind the soldier lines. 
 
    To my amazement, I saw injured villagers being carted off in perfect, orderly fashion as the elderly and the infirm helped whisk them to safety where they could be treated. Orders were shouted above the chaos of the battle, and I realized my trainees had done much of the organization work necessary to keep this line in perfect formation. 
 
    Of course, Varleth and Ashla were doing a huge chunk of the larger strategizing, and Layla had no small part to play in giving orders either. Orenn had joined the front line too, and he was doing his best job of leading by example as he laughed and punched out any monster that got close enough. 
 
    “That metallogue is one hell of a morale-booster,” I realized as I watched him. 
 
    “Sure is,” Erin replied, and then she leaned forward to kiss me on my cheek before she pulled away again. “I assume we’re splitting off, now?” 
 
    “We are,” I confirmed, “but don’t get hurt, alright? In fact, you might be smart to copy Orenn’s metallogue abilities.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Erin agreed, and then she slid from my pyrewyrm’s back before I could help her down. “You be careful too, yeah?” 
 
    “Of course,” I answered with a wide grin, but Erin shook her head knowingly before she raced off to find Orenn. 
 
    Yeah, I was never great at playing it safe. 
 
    I caught a glimpse of Erin taking Orenn’s powers by simply running past and brushing her hand across his face. The mimic took on new magical abilities through contact with her target’s mouths, but she had long led me to believe she could only do it through kisses before telling me the truth. 
 
    Cheeky girl.  
 
    I shook my thoughts off as I dismounted my pyrewyrm, and then I commanded my monster to stay fairly close as it continued to fight. I let the bullet bass drift over to me, and then I watched my pyrewyrm launch back into the battle. 
 
    Alright, time to bring out the big boy, and by the big boy, of course I meant one of my favorite monsters, my baroquer. 
 
    As I drew out the shooting star-shaped crystal that contained my baroquer, I saw Ashla run past the back of the line as she moved to another part of the battlefield. 
 
    “Ashla, wait!” I called, and the ice mage came to a confused halt for a moment before her eyes found me. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked in a breathless voice as we jogged over to each other. 
 
    “Once there are more injured, the line will start to falter,” I told her with a nod to one of the sparsely-manned spots near us. “I want you to create ice barriers so we can tighten up and bolster our defenses once more. Can you keep monsters back with ice?” 
 
    “It would be my pleasure to,” Ashla answered with a wild grin, and she twirled her axe in a small circle as she faced back toward the battlefield. “Great idea, Gryff. See you later!” 
 
    I watched as Ashla sprinted back into the fray, and she cut down a jagualar with one powerful swipe before she got started on an ice spell to make the walls. 
 
    Then I tossed out my baroquer crystal, and my enormous monster reared to his feet in the middle of the gravel street. 
 
    My baroquer was enormous, and even though he didn’t quite reach the size of a sun giant, he was one of the biggest monsters in my arsenal. Sera’s leviathan and Phi’s giant form were probably larger, sure, but the baroquer was actually mine. 
 
    Several soldiers startled and yelled in fear as they noticed the several-stories-tall, flaming, armor-clad creature behind them, but they quickly turned back to their fight once they realized the baroquer was just standing there and looking at me, the summoner mage everybody knew about. Then I had my baroquer pick me up, and I enjoyed the swaying, smooth ride as an enormous metal glove raised me to the top of the baroquer’s helm. 
 
    I felt satisfaction echo through our bond as my baroquer turned to march into battle. He liked seeing me safe, and in his opinion, the safest place in the world was right on top of his head. 
 
    “Yeah, buddy, you’re pretty great,” I reassured him as I patted my baroquer on his cold, metal helm. 
 
    A rumble of agreement met my words. Then, with one massive hop, my baroquer soared over the soldier line and slammed into the monster forces on the other side. 
 
    The ground shook as his enormous feet crushed enemies into nothing more than blood and mush. 
 
    “Good boy,” I praised. “Very deadly. Let's show them your sword.” 
 
    My baroquer raised its sword according to my command, and then he began to level it in huge sweeps through the oncoming army. Monsters died by the dozen as my baroquer stomped, slashed, and kicked his way through the field, and I gave him instructions so no monsters could get close. The bullet bass hovered near me as we wrought chaos, though, and nothing could touch me up here. 
 
    A whiz of electrical energy zipped past my ear, and I waved to Layla’s near-invisible keichim as it flew alone across the battlefield. It released an enormous burst of electricity, and many of the monsters below were paralyzed or fried by the blast. 
 
    Because Layla’s keichim was her familiar, it could go much further away from her without becoming uncontrollable. The bat-like monster was doing a fantastic job of weakening our enemies, and I was starting to feel like this battle was turning solidly in our favor. 
 
    We just had to be careful of the growing red aura all around us, and we could actually pull this crazy thing off. 
 
    Primate monsters tried to clamber up my baroquer’s legs to shred him, but I pulled out the green crystal of my kalgori before I crushed it between my hands. One glowing butterfly zipped free, and it quickly split into two as I commanded it to multiply. Two became four, and four became eight as the kalgori started to swirl in a defensive circle around my baroquer. 
 
    Primates got cut to pieces by the sharp-edged wings of my kalgori, and I grinned as I sent my butterflies to swarm along the ground below.  
 
    I’m getting so lonely, Sera sighed inside my head. Won’t you let me in on the action, my wonderful consort? 
 
    No, not unless we started getting way more desperate than we were now. As much as I knew I could shorten this battle by bringing my Archons into the mix, I also had a few valid fears in mind. Goddesses were hard to hide once you were using them to slaughter your enemies, and I really didn’t want the villagers here to think I was up to something shady, like capturing Utuni to rule the world or something. Besides, I was also worried about summoning Sera and Phi while Miralea was so clearly trying to take over my mind. If two of her prison guards were off fighting, could the jaguar goddess start to influence me into doing something unforgivable?  
 
    Oh, indeed, Sera realized. You might want to be worried about that, yes. 
 
    Miralea’s not powerful enough to influence you that much, Phi sulked. She’s a total weakling, and it’s just not possible. Probably. 
 
    Yeah, I wasn’t taking chances. So, no Archons for me, just lots of bloody, old-fashioned monster battling. 
 
    I let my kalgori branch out to chop up some of the monsters in a wider space before I brought them back into their tight, defensive circle around my baroquer. I remembered when my kalgori used to be dangerously difficult to keep under control, but now our bond was strong enough to let me order them around with ease. The bloodthirsty nature of these butterflies hadn’t faded, but now they were more eager to listen to who I wanted to kill instead of just targeting indiscriminate victims. 
 
    As we fought, I noticed my baroquer was beginning to take tougher and tougher blows. One goblin variant dealt a crushing blow to his shin, and a troll of some sort cut off the tip of my baroquer’s right boot. These kinds of monsters were usually too weak to deal anything but scratches to a monster of my baroquer’s caliber, but the blood aura of the three-hundred-odd dead monsters around them was fueling their power exponentially. If things kept up like this, I’d soon be fighting against curachuas that could bite through titanium and peretóns that could electrocute villagers with a single quill strike. 
 
    I had to end this battle quickly, and in one fell blow. 
 
    As I fought, a plan formed in my mind, and I recalled my kalgori in order to conserve strength for this final blow. It would be a really tough one, but I thought I could pull it off. 
 
    First, I pulled out a crystal from my bandolier that I had gotten here in the South. The metal, spiky essence crystal looked like it had been formed from a million jagged pieces of steel, but I tossed it to the ground a few dozen feet away, and it exploded easily to reveal one of my other enormous monsters. 
 
    The guari kira smashed onto the scene as it trampled several unlucky jagualars underfoot, and then it turned its lazy gaze toward me as it waited for orders. Muddy-colored fur covered the guari kira’s torso, and its fists were large and armored. It walked on its knuckles rather than on its feet like most animals, and the guari kira was awfully slow even with a speed slug attached to it. Instead, what I really wanted to take advantage of was the ridged plate of metal that was embedded into the guari kira’s back a bit like a turtle’s shell. 
 
    I commanded my guari kira to prepare its power for my command, and then I turned my attention to the bullet bass at my side. 
 
    The bullet bass had an impressive range, and I’d often been able to protect many allies at once with little drain on my mana. However, I’d never really tried to push the bullet bass’s ability beyond small groups. I suspected it might make me pass out if I tried to do too much, and it might even kill me to overtax my bass’ power like that. 
 
    However, what if I only needed to cover a number of targets for just a split second? Could I pull it off without passing out? 
 
    Only one way to find out.  
 
    I told the bullet bass to push past its natural limits, and then I braced myself for the result. 
 
    Suddenly, the gleaming of several dozen monsters lit up the battlefield as every single one of our enemies was coated in metal at once. I felt something in my brain seem to short-circuit as it happened, but I continued ordering my monsters around in a daze. I was compelled to finish my plan, even though I could feel myself fading into oblivion already. 
 
    My bullet bass dropped from the air like it had been struck by a giant fist, but it was only felled by exertion. In that instant, I commanded my guari kira to activate its metal-drawing power, and I simultaneously told my baroquer to set me down. 
 
    Then almost a hundred enemy monsters shot across the ground and the air, roaring all the way, as they found themselves pulled like a shot toward my guari kira’s metal plate. 
 
    Underneath me, my baroquer began to disintegrate into a pile of untidy armor and flames as the magnetism pulled him apart. He’d gotten halfway through setting me on the ground before he shuddered into nothing more than pieces, and I quickly leapt from the collapsing pile as my baroquer came undone. I thanked my lucky stars I’d remembered to do everything in the right order, or I would’ve had more than a collection of bruises to remember my fall by. 
 
    My brain felt like it was on fire, and my heart felt like it would explode out of my chest, but I spared a glance to the guari kira just as I ordered it to roll over. 
 
    Its back was plastered with nearly a hundred screaming, struggling creatures that all fought to free themselves from the metal bullet bass coating that bound them to my guari kira’s back. That metal coating began to falter quickly, but it was too late for them. 
 
    My enormous guari kira leaned sideways, and then it flopped onto its side as it completed a full roll onto its back. Its furry, awkward legs pistoned in the air as it smashed its enemies to death underneath it, and the screaming monsters died with a squelch. 
 
    What the actual fuck was I thinking when I came up with this plan? 
 
    Well, at least it worked.  
 
    That was the last thought I had before my vision blurred, and I quickly recalled everything I owned before I could pass out. 
 
    Then my vision went dark and gray for a very brief moment as I slouched to the side. 
 
    I woke up seconds later, though, with a collection of crystals pressing into my palms, and I jolted upright once more. My legs were folded awkwardly underneath me, my eyeballs hurt, and I was beginning to develop a killer migraine. 
 
    “What happened?” I mumbled as I squinted against the splitting headache growing behind my eyes. 
 
    You nearly passed out from mana drain, Sera informed me in a helpful tone. Luckily, you took your monsters back, so it didn’t drain you all the way to unconsciousness.  
 
    Maybe you’re getting used to this sort of thing from all the crazy crap you pull, Phi suggested with a giggle of amusement. 
 
    Huh. Good for me. 
 
    I heard shouting behind me, and I twisted around to see a whole crowd of people rushing toward me. It was a little alarming, especially considering that most of them looked to be armed Utun villagers wielding makeshift weapons. 
 
    Then again, a lot of them were dropping their weapons as they ran, so maybe this was a good sign. 
 
    “Gryff, you’re alright!” Layla yelled as she sprinted out at the forefront of the group. 
 
    I waved to her, and then she was quickly overtaken by several people with longer legs. Among them were Orenn, Varleth, and Ashla, though Erin and Pola were close behind with Layla. 
 
    I grinned as the familiar faces of many of my trainees from the elder’s village came into view as well. I’d known I’d killed a bunch of monsters, but I hadn’t had time to do head-counts on my villagers. To my relief, it looked like most of my men had survived this conflict. 
 
    “We did it!” Ashla called out to me as she sprang forward to pick me off the ground, but Orenn got there first. 
 
    The metallogue lifted me like a ragdoll as he spun us around with pure excitement. 
 
    “Ouch.” I winced as he jostled my bruised ribs, and Orenn set me down with a litany of apologies. 
 
    “Whoops, sorry, oh shit, sorry,” the metallogue chanted, and then I burst out laughing. 
 
    Maybe it was the mana exhaustion, maybe it was the insane maneuvers I’d pulled, or maybe it was just the sheer excitement of beating hundreds of monsters with an army we’d crafted from nothing. 
 
    In any case, I felt fucking fantastic. 
 
    I embraced anybody who came near me, and that included a bunch of people I barely even knew. I hugged somebody who I guessed may have been the man I saved from falling to his death, but I wasn’t totally sure. I noticed some missing faces, though, but I hoped they had just been carted off with the rest of the injured for emergency treatment. 
 
    At any rate, I was more than happy to celebrate this victory for the monumental achievement it was. 
 
    I noticed some of the crowd around me was looking more terrified, wary, and distrustful of me than they were looking awed and grateful, though. I knew it must have been strange as hell for Small Bend suddenly to receive an army led by foreign mages, so I really didn’t blame them for being weirded out. Hopefully, they would come around to liking me enough to not try to sacrifice me to Utuni. 
 
    And hopefully nobody sane was doing much sacrificing anymore. I sure knew that if I lived in one of these villages, I would definitely change my tune on execution-by-sacrifice. 
 
    My experience got hazy as exhaustion took over, but I went along with the momentum of things as we went back to the center of Small Bend. I wandered around the injured encampment thanking people for a while, and during my walk-around, I got handed several glasses of beer, which I happily imbibed. 
 
    As the day progressed into later afternoon, I noticed myself doing more stumbling than walking and more slurring than actual talking, but I wasn’t sure if it was the beer or the massive migraine that I still had from doing so much ill-advised magic. Hell, I wouldn’t even be surprised if the beer was what was keeping me on my feet. 
 
    Eventually, Layla and Erin guided me to an empty house, and I kept up a steady stream of protests as they tried to push me into one of the bedrooms. 
 
    “No, no,” I insisted as they tugged me toward the cot at one end of the room. “I’m totally fine, y’know?” 
 
    “Sure, so fine your Wilds accent has come back in full force,” Layla teased. “C’mon, we wanted the alcohol to put you to sleep, not to keep you wandering around being a good leader. You need to rest, Gryff.” 
 
    “I’ll rest when Utuni is captured,” I bargained with a wink. 
 
    “You’ll rest when we tell you to,” Erin responded as she placed her hands on her hips, but the stern facade was ruined when a smile twitched across her mouth. “Look, I’ll even sit with you until you’re asleep. Does that work?” 
 
    I hesitated for a moment, but then the allure of sitting with Erin made me slump onto the cot in defeat. 
 
    “There, now was that so hard?” Layla teased before she turned to Erin. “Alright, you get him out of his clothes. I’m going to go handle stuff out there.” 
 
    The petite summoner blew me a gentle kiss, and then she skipped out the bedroom door to vanish outside once more. I wanted to protest the injustice of losing one of my gorgeous women like that, but then Erin was pulling my shoes off, and my complaints died before I could say them. 
 
    Erin sat on the bed as she helped me with my shirt buttons, and I laid back in exhaustion to let her do the work. Man, I really was tired, now that I thought about it. 
 
    Before I could start on my next thought, my eyes drifted closed, and sleep claimed me entirely. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    I floated weightlessly through a black oblivion, but then I slowly became aware of the mist surrounding me. It felt like a cold blanket brushing against my skin, and a shiver wracked my body as I opened my eyes. 
 
    Dark trees stretched up into an ebony sky overhead, and the shadowy boughs reached down through the mists for me like grasping fingers. 
 
    Wait … the branches really were stretching out toward me. Then the creak and groan of wood filled my ears, and a vine started to wrap around my ankle. 
 
    “Shit,” I gasped as I bolted upright, and I scrambled back on my hands while I tried to get my bearings. 
 
    Cold and damp blades of grass slid against my palms, and I struggled to gain traction as I tried to stand to my feet. All the while, the dark forest continued to close in around me, and a foreboding growl started to echo from the deep and perpetual shadows. 
 
    Where the hell was I? The last thing I remembered was falling asleep in some random house in Small Bend after we defeated the monster army… 
 
    “Wait a minute,” I muttered as tree limbs and vines continued to reach out for me. “This isn’t real. I’m dreaming.” 
 
    And if this was my dream, then I was in control. 
 
    So, I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and focused on turning this nightmare into something a little more pleasant, but before I could, a familiar enraged snarl cut through the air. 
 
    I snapped open my eyes and dropped into a partial fighting stance a split second before someone tackled me, and then I used my assailant’s momentum to vault them over my head and roll back to my feet. 
 
    “Miralea,” I greeted, “how nice of you to drop by.” 
 
    The jaguar goddess growled in fury as she crouched several feet away, and I paused a moment to take her in. Vines twined around the Archon’s lithe body, and the green wrappings covered her pert breasts and the apex between her thighs. Sharp claws dug into the dirt beneath her, and a spotted cat tail lashed back and forth in agitation over her shoulder. Before, Miralea had worn a twisted crown of thorns and yellow flowers upon her brow, but now, her black hair was in a wild disarray, and only a few golden petals were tangled in the ebony strands. 
 
    It seemed the goddess had lost her crown when I captured her. 
 
    Miralea’s orange eyes narrowed in hatred, and she bared her sharpened canines with a hiss. 
 
    “Release me, you pathetic mortal,” she growled, “or I will cut your throat and decorate my jungle with your entrails.” 
 
     “Yeah, I don’t think you’re in any position to make demands,” I said, “and I don’t think it’s your jungle anymore, is it? Because the real world is out there and you … you’re in here, in my head, where I am in charge.” 
 
    To prove my point, I snapped my fingers, and the darkness, mist, and creepy trees disappeared in a flash, replaced by the sunlit fields outside the elder’s village. 
 
    Miralea snarled and made to lunge at me, but I held up my hand to stop her. The motion seemed to confuse the goddess, since she hesitated and scowled at me. 
 
    “Listen,” I sighed, “I’ve spent the entire day battling monsters, and I don’t really want to spend my dreams doing the same. So, what do you say about calling a truce?” 
 
    “Never,” the jaguar Archon spat with venom, and then she lunged at me once more. 
 
    Unfortunately for her, I wasn’t exactly alone. 
 
    With a simple mental command, I called forth my back up, and I felt a rush of power explode out of me as both Sera and Phi appeared at my sides. 
 
    Miralea’s orange eyes went wide in midair, but she didn’t have time to alter her trajectory, and Sera spun in a tight circle to deliver a roundhouse kick straight to the wild Archon’s chest. 
 
    The jaguar goddess yowled and tumbled across the dry grass for several feet before she came to a stop in a tangled heap of limbs. 
 
    “I thought I told you, Miralea,” Sera growled as she stepped in front of me, “Gryff is mine.” 
 
    “You’ve always been selfish, sister,” Phi scoffed. The white winged Archon rolled her red eyes before her gaze fell to me, and a seductive smile spread across her full mouth. “Hello, Gryff. It’s so nice to see you again. Though, I must say, I like you more without the clothes.” 
 
    “What?” Sera growled as her eyes snapped away from Miralea and darted between Phi and me. “What is she talking about, Gryff?” 
 
    “Aww, didn’t he tell you?” Phi smirked and mantled her white wings around her like a strutting peacock. “He claimed me after we caught Little Miss Nature over there.” 
 
    “Claimed?” Sera snarled and narrowed her yellow eyes. 
 
    “Yup,” Phi grinned, “I can see why you defected to his side so early. That cock definitely shouldn’t belong to a mortal. It pounded me into submission like nothing I’ve ever experienced before.” 
 
    Sera’s nostrils flared in fury, but I stepped between the sisters before the situation could escalate any further. 
 
    “As much as I love listening to you bicker,” I drawled sarcastically, “can we focus on the problem at hand?” 
 
    “Oh, I intend to,” Sera snarled and clenched her fists, but when she tried to lunge at Phi, I shoved her back. 
 
    “Enough!” I growled, and my voice rang out across the fields like a clap of thunder. 
 
    Both Phi and Sera were cowed by the authority lacing my tone, and the two-toned sisters settled for glaring at each other with their arms crossed. 
 
    “Good,” I huffed, “now--” 
 
    Before I could finish my sentence, the ground suddenly undulated beneath me, and the field cracked open with the sound of a snapping branch. Then roots and vines rocketed out of the chasm, and they slammed into my body and lifted me high into the air. 
 
    “Gryff!” Sera and Phi called out in unison. 
 
    Behind them, Miralea cackled with glee as her orange eyes flashed, and when she raised and clenched her fist, the vines around my chest tightened like a boa constrictor. Thorns dug into my clothes and flesh as my plant prison closed in around me, and I bared my teeth in pain and exertion. 
 
    Miralea was surprisingly powerful, given that this was my dreamscape, but I deduced it was probably because she wasn’t fully under my control. I might have captured her, but the jaguar Archon hadn’t submitted to me, so her power remained her own. For now, at least. 
 
    Still, I wasn’t without my own abilities.   
 
    I gritted my teeth as the vines lifted me higher into the sky, but I stopped fighting the thick green tendrils. Instead, I focused my gaze and all of my attention on Miralea below me, and I worked to counter her magic. 
 
    The jaguar Archon bared her fangs at me, and her thorns sliced into the skin on my chest, but I ignored the pain and bared down with all my will and might. 
 
    “Let. Me. Go,” I commanded, and Miralea’s vines faltered around me as I countered her energy with my own. 
 
    “How—” the jungle goddess started to growl, but then the tendrils holding me snapped apart like brittle sticks, and Sera and Phi converged on Miralea at the same time. 
 
    I plummeted toward the ground as the vines across my torso vanished, and Miralea yowled in fury as my own two Archons pinned her to the dirt. 
 
    I tucked and rolled when I landed on the dry grass, and the impact was so jarring I was surprised I didn’t wake up. The dreamscape still stretched endlessly around me, though, so I pushed myself to my feet and stalked toward the three Archons tussling in the field. 
 
    “Release me!” Miralea screamed as she bucked and thrashed, but Sera had her legs pinned to the ground, and Phi held the jaguar goddess’ legs in an iron grip. 
 
    “You’re not going anywhere, Miralea,” I said when I came to stand over her furious form. “You’re mine now, just like Phi and Sera, and things would go a lot smoother for all of us if you just accepted this.” 
 
    “I will never belong to a mortal,” the jungle goddess seethed up at me. 
 
    “You talk a lot of game for someone who’s already lost,” I pointed out. 
 
    “I have not lost,” Miralea bit out and snapped her fangs, “I will escape this prison if I have to tear my way out of your fleshy corpse.” 
 
    “Good luck,” I snorted, “ask Phi how that went for her.” 
 
    “I could have escaped if I wanted to,” the white winged Archon sniffed haughtily, but then she bared down on Miralea’s legs when the jaguar goddess tried to kick her in the face. 
 
    “Sure you could have,” I lied to appease Phi. 
 
    “I am worlds stronger than these bickering, blathering sisters,” Miralea spat, and her orange eyes bored into me with a wild hatred before a smirk came to her face. “But you already know this, don’t you, boy?” 
 
    “Oh, do I?” I cocked an eyebrow and crossed my arms over my chest. 
 
    “Yesss,” Miralea hissed, and her smirk transformed into a savage grin, “have you not already felt my bloodlust course through your veins?” 
 
    I frowned as I recalled how bloodthirsty I’d been when I battled that sagging skin monster alone. I’d barreled into battle without a strategy or a second thought, and it wasn’t until later that I realized my fury hadn’t been all my own. Miralea’s emotions had managed to leak out and affect me, even though she was trapped deep in my mind. Sera and Phi hadn’t influenced me like this, so I wondered if there was some truth to what the jaguar goddess was saying. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” I decided after some thought. “You might be powerful, Miralea, but you aren’t invincible. If you were, we wouldn’t be here.” 
 
    Miralea scowled and redoubled her efforts against Phi and Sera. 
 
    “Quit it!” Phi snapped as her red eyes glowered down at her fellow Archon. “Or I’ll snap your legs off.” 
 
    “And I’ll tear your arms from their sockets and beat you into submission with them,” Sera added with a fierce growl. 
 
    Well, it was nice to see the sisters working together on something. 
 
    “The three of you can’t hold me forever,” Miralea hissed as she slumped back to the ground. “You are just a mortal, a petulant child, and an enemy I’ve already defeated and locked up once. I will escape eventually, it is only a matter of time, and the eons have taught me to be ever so patient.” 
 
    Sera bared her teeth at the mention of her imprisonment, and her claws dug bloody furrows into Miralea’s forearms. 
 
    “Just give the word, Gryff,” the dark Archon swore, “and I’ll flay this bitch until she’s whimpering for mercy.” 
 
    “Oh, how the mighty have fallen, Sera,” Miralea taunted with a sneer. “You tout yourself to be the most powerful Archon, and yet here you are, submitting to a mortal man. You are pathetic. Pitiful.” 
 
    “Gryff is more powerful than you could ever dream of,” Sera snarled, “and when he takes over this world, I will be on the throne beside him as his queen.” 
 
    Well, I didn’t know about that. 
 
    “As if,” Phi muttered under her breath, but I was getting tired of all this bickering. 
 
    So, I stooped down, wrapped my fist in Miralea’s dark hair, and yanked her up until she was inches away from my face. 
 
    “You will submit to me,” I murmured as the jaguar goddess’ warm breath fanned across my face, “but until then, you will need to learn some manners like Phi did. So, goodbye, Miralea. Once you’ve learned to play nicely, maybe I’ll consider giving you a bit of freedom. Maybe.” 
 
    “Why, you insolent—” Miralea snarled, but then I snapped my fingers with the hand not tangled in her hair, and the dream dissipated around us. 
 
    A moment later, I opened my eyes to see the ceiling of a random hut in the town of Small Bend. My heartbeat thrummed loud and steady in my ears, and I sighed as I sat up on the cot. 
 
    The room was still dark around me, but I could see a bright light peek through the thick curtains over the window, so I estimated it was some time after dawn. My vivid dream lingered over my senses, though, and I could practically feel Miralea’s hair between my fingers. 
 
    I opened my fists to stretch out my hands, but then I started when something tumbled from my grasp and onto my lap. 
 
    “What the—?” I muttered as I squinted through the gloom. 
 
    A yellow flower sat on the cot’s threadbare blanket, and it almost seemed to glow in the low light of early morning. Dozens of small, jagged golden petals fanned out from a blood orange center, and the color reminded me of Miralea’s piercing eyes. The flower itself was impossibly perfect too, with not a petal out of place or crumpled, despite the fact that it had been clenched in my fist moments ago. All of this evidence pointed to the flower being the jaguar goddess’, and I frowned at the implication of me bringing this back. 
 
    Did this mean Miralea was still leaking out of me and affecting the world? I quickly searched through my mind, but I found the jungle Archon locked away in a deep, dark corner of my thoughts. She screamed and yowled and beat at the walls of her prison, but the bonds that held her remained strong. 
 
    For now. 
 
    Do not worry, Gryff, Sera promised suddenly, I will keep an eye on her and ensure she does not escape. 
 
    And when Sera screws up, Phi added, I’ll be here to help you, Gryff. 
 
    He doesn’t need your help, Sera snapped, he has me, and I am all he’ll ever need. 
 
    Evidently not, sister, Phi sneered smugly. 
 
    I wasn’t in the mood to listen to the winged Archons bicker any longer, so I banished them to the back of my mind and reveled in some peace and quiet. 
 
    “Finally,” I sighed to no one in particular. 
 
    Of course, that was when my door burst open. 
 
    “Gryffieeeeee,” Layla sang as she skipped into the room, but then she stopped short when she saw me sitting up. “Oh, you’re already awake.” 
 
    “Yup,” I grinned, “good morning.” 
 
    “Morning,” the petite summoner pouted, “I was going to wake you up so nicely, though.” 
 
    “Don’t listen to her,” Erin snorted as she slipped through the open doorway, “she was going to come in here and jump on you.” 
 
    “Sounds about right,” I chuckled and swung my legs over the side of the cot. 
 
    “Okay, but I was going to do really nice things after I pounced on you,” Layla giggled and waggled her eyebrows suggestively. 
 
    “I can lay back down and close my eyes if you want,” I teased. 
 
    Layla’s hazel eyes sparkled brightly, but before she could respond, Erin stepped closer to me. 
 
    “What’s that in your hand, Gryff?” the mimic asked with a frown. 
 
    “Huh?” I looked down at my hand and realized I was still holding Miralea’s golden flower. “Oh, it’s nothing. Just a gift from Miralea.” 
 
    The two women’s eyes went wide. 
 
    “She gave you a gift?” Layla asked. 
 
    “You spoke with her?” Erin demanded at the same time. 
 
    “It’s alright,” I chuckled as I caught sight of my bag propped up against the far wall, “nothing happened, we just had a … chat.” 
 
    “What do you chat about with a goddess?” Layla questioned with wide eyes. 
 
    “Three goddesses, actually,” I corrected while I walked over to my bag and stowed the flower away, “and it was less of a chat and more of a shouting match, if I’m being honest. Miralea isn’t exactly happy with her new accommodations.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” Erin asked, and her pale brow creased with concern. 
 
    “I’m fine, it’s nothing Sera, Phi, and I can’t handle,” I assured the mimic as I turned around. “Thanks for bringing my bag from the elder’s village, by the way.” 
 
    “Ashla thought you’d appreciate a change of clothes,” Layla chirped, and she wrinkled her nose at me. 
 
    “Are you saying I stink?” I gasped in mock offense. 
 
    “We’re saying that you took out a monster army yesterday,” Erin said, but then she smirked, “and you smell like it, too.” 
 
    “Okay,” I laughed, “I can take a hint. Just point me to the nearest shower.” 
 
    “We can show you instead,” Layla offered with a wink. 
 
    “Are you offering to join?” I asked the petite summoner. 
 
    “As much as we’d like to,” Erin chuckled, “you have some people waiting to speak with you. Besides, the showers here aren’t really conducive to … group bathing.” 
 
    I frowned. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “It’s better if you just see for yourself,” Layla giggled, skipped to my side, and looped her arm through mine. “Come on, let’s go!” 
 
    “Okayyy,” I said hesitantly as I shouldered my bag and let my fellow summoner drag me from the room. 
 
    “Brace yourself,” Erin muttered behind me, but I didn’t get a chance to respond before my eyes were assaulted by the bright, noonday sun. 
 
    “Geez,” I hissed and shielded my face, “what time is it?” 
 
    “Nearly lunch,” Layla chirped as she skipped at my side and continued to tug me along. “We thought you could use the extra rest after yesterday.” 
 
    “Well, you weren’t wrong,” I chuckled right before we came to an abrupt halt. 
 
    “Tada!” Layla sang and gestured dramatically in front of her. 
 
    “I see what you mean now,” I muttered to Erin as she came to stand beside me. 
 
    “Yeah,” the mimic laughed, “sorry.” 
 
    A “shower” in this town apparently amounted to a bucket of cold water, a hunk of handmade soap, and a surprisingly pristine wash rag. A curtain of brown fabric was nailed to the back wall of the hut and mostly blocked the shower stall from view, but the wind would flutter the sheet every so often, so I was glad we were in what looked like a back alley that didn’t face any windows. 
 
    Well, beggars can’t be choosers. 
 
    “Do you ladies mind standing watch while I rinse off?” I asked as I shed my shirt and tossed it to the ground. 
 
    “Never,” Layla sighed while her eyes traced over my exposed torso. 
 
    “What she said,” Erin muttered, but her gaze drifted a little lower. 
 
    “Thanks.” I smirked and undid my pants, and when I pushed them down my legs, the women poorly stifled their moans. 
 
    I quickly stepped into the shower stall, but I left the curtain open behind me as I reached for the bucket and wash rag. 
 
    “So,” I said as I dunked the rag into the water and started to lather the hunk of homemade soap, “how have things been in Small Bend since I passed out?” 
 
    Silence met my question, and I glanced over my shoulder to see both the mimic and summoner staring unashamedly at my ass with hooded eyes. 
 
    “Guys?” I snickered. 
 
    “Huh?” Erin blinked, and her amber eyes snapped to my face. “Did you say something, Gryff?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled, “how are things going with the villagers after the battle?” 
 
    “Oh,” Erin shook her head to clear her thoughts, and her short orange hair fanned out around her, “things are great, everyone’s great.” 
 
    “Really?” I arched an eyebrow and started lathering my chest. 
 
    “Yup,” Layla chirped as she came out of her lust filled musings too, “both Small Bend and the elder’s village suffered very little casualties. In fact, we didn’t lose a single soldier from the men we trained.” 
 
    “You’re kidding,” I said in disbelief while I worked the wash rag across my torso and abdomen. 
 
    I knew we’d won yesterday, and I knew our strategy of bolstering our fighters with magical back up seemed to work, but I didn’t expect our margin of winning to be so big. I anticipated a few deaths at the least, but to not lose a single soldier? That was crazy. 
 
    Or perhaps you are a more competent leader than you give yourself credit for, Gryff, Sera purred in my head. Imagine what we could do with legions at our command. 
 
    I thought I told the dark Archon I’d had enough of her commentary today. 
 
    Fine, she sighed, but I’ll always be here when you need me. Me, not Phi. 
 
    Then Sera faded back into the corners of my mind, and I tried not to roll my eyes.  
 
    “Gryff?” Erin’s voice suddenly drew me back to the present. 
 
    “Huh?” I shook my head and stooped down to pick up the bucket of water. “Sorry, what were you saying?” 
 
    “I was saying some men wanted to speak to you when you’re done here,” Erin repeated with a smirk. 
 
    “Got it.” I nodded before I took a deep breath, lifted the bucket over my head, and dumped the contents onto me. 
 
    I gasped as the ice-cold water sluiced down my hair and back, and goosebumps immediately rose up across my skin. A shiver raced down my spine, but I was definitely more awake now, and I shook my head like a wet dog. 
 
    “Hey!” Layla cried out as she jumped back from the icy droplets. 
 
    “Sorry,” I chuckled, “watch out.” 
 
    The petite summoner pouted and danced away another few steps, but Erin held out a set of dry clothes with a smile. 
 
    “A little wet never hurt anyone,” she said and shrugged. 
 
    “Oh, really?” I grinned and reached out to hug the mimic, but she gasped and threw my clothes at my face. I burst out laughing as I caught the fabric, and when I pulled it from my eyes, I found both women standing a good distance away. 
 
    Their eyes became hooded once more, though, as they ogled my bare chest, and I could have sworn Layla licked her lips as she traced a water droplet that slid down my torso.  
 
    “Didn’t I have somewhere to be?” I teased as I stepped into my trousers. 
 
    “I guess,” Layla sighed dramatically. 
 
    “We can try to scrounge up some lunch, too,” I offered. 
 
    Layla’s hazel eyes went wide, and she lunged forward to take my shirt from me and try to tug it down over my head. 
 
    “Well, come on, slowpoke,” she urged. “What are we waiting for?” 
 
    I laughed as my head popped out through the collar of my shirt. Food never failed to motivate the petite summoner. 
 
    With Layla’s “help,” I dressed quickly, and then we strolled out from behind the hut and into the center of Small Bend. 
 
    The sun was high overhead by now, and in the bright light of midday, the damage from yesterday’s battle was stark and clear. Deep furrows were dug into the dirt packed streets, and the villager’s huts were in various states of disarray. Some bore merely superficial damage, like shattered windows or scorched walls, but other structures had collapsed entirely, and a select few smoldered with smoke. Villagers walked to and fro as they assessed the damage and carted away debris, and I saw more than a few blood-stained bandages even if none of the wounds looked mortal. 
 
    Small Bend had really taken a beating. 
 
    “Wow,” I muttered as we walked through the damaged streets. “This is Utuni’s Reign of Blood, huh?” 
 
    “Actually, it looks worse than it is,” Layla piped up, “and there’s really very little blood to speak of. There are a few dozen injured in the healer’s hut, but given the size of that monster army yesterday, I’d say this is a resounding win.” 
 
    “And it wouldn’t have happened without you, Gryff,” Erin added with a smile. “These people owe you their lives.” 
 
    “No, these people fought for their own lives,” I argued and shook my head. 
 
    “Sure,” the mimic shrugged, “they had the gumption, but without the help of the soldiers you trained in the elder’s village, and without your awesome command of monsters, both of these villages would have been wiped off the map. Don’t sell yourself short, Gryff.” 
 
    “Fine, fine,” I chuckled, “it was a group effort, how about that?” 
 
    The two women sighed and shook their heads at me, but before they could say anything else, a voice cut through the afternoon air. 
 
    “Gryff!” 
 
    I started to turn toward the voice, but I didn’t even get to complete the motion before massive, strong arms wrapped around me in a crushing embrace and lifted me off my feet. 
 
    “Good to see ya, Orenn,” I gasped as the air was squeezed from my lungs. “Could you set me down, though? I just woke up, and I don’t want to pass out again.” 
 
    “Sorry!” the metallogue apologized and set me back on my feet. “I’m just happy to see you up and about. Varleth and I were really worried.” 
 
    “Not really,” the banisher sighed as he joined us, “I knew Gryff was too stubborn to stay down for long.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I chuckled and clapped him on the shoulder, “you know me so well.” 
 
    “Did you sleep okay, Gryff?” Orenn asked with an earnest smile. 
 
    “Well enough,” I shrugged, “but I would kill for some breakfast right about now.” 
 
    As if on cue, my stomach gurgled hungrily, and I rubbed at my abdomen to soothe it. 
 
    “Did someone just order some food?” a voice asked behind me, and I turned to find Ashla smirking with a plate of food in her hands. 
 
    “Wow,” I laughed, “what great service! What should I ask for next?” 
 
    The ice mage rolled her eyes and handed me the platter, and I tried not to salivate at the sight. Some kind of dark roasted meat took up most of the plate, but there were also scrambled eggs, a wedge of cheese, and a hunk of bread. 
 
    “It’s sooooooo good, Gryff,” Layla moaned as she suddenly appeared beside me with her own plate. Her cheeks were stuffed full like a chipmunk’s, and I laughed at the ridiculous image the petite summoner made. 
 
    “Well, with a glowing review like that,” I snickered before I scooped up some meat and cheese on the bread and took a bite. It might have been because I was ravenous after the battle yesterday, but the food practically melted on my tongue, and I groaned with delight. 
 
    “Told you,” Layla mumbled around a mouthful and nudged me with her shoulder. 
 
    “Thanks, Ashla,” I said through my own bite of food. “This is delicious.” 
 
    “Thank the villagers of Small Bend,” the ice mage shrugged, “they’ve been plying us with food and praise all day. Well, I’m pretty sure it was praise, since none of us speak Southern after all.” 
 
    “I think I’m actually starting to pick up a few words,” Orenn chimed in. 
 
    “Really?” Varleth deadpanned as he crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
    “I know how to say hello, goodbye, thank you, and food. Oh, and attack!” The metallogue grinned and was undeterred by the banisher’s constant cynicism. 
 
    “Good job,” I chuckled as I polished off my plate, “you’ll be fluent yet. I can even give you some lessons, if you want.” 
 
    “Aw, thanks, Gryff!” Orenn pulled me into another bone-crushing hug, and I wheezed and patted him on his broad back. 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” I rasped. 
 
    “Alright,” Varleth sighed, “now that you’re conscious and fed, Pola, the elder from the other village, and some men here from Small Bend want to speak to you, Gryff.” 
 
    “Okay,” I replied as I wiped off my mouth and chugged some water from my canteen. “I’m ready, lead the way.” 
 
    The banisher nodded and set off down the road, and my team and I followed behind him. Villagers stared at us as we went by, and they pointed and muttered together in the Southern language. I caught a few words here and there, like “monsters” and “shamans,” which was the Southern word for mages, but nothing else really stood out to me. 
 
    We wound through the few small streets of Small Bend until we finally came to what looked like the center of town. A small dirt plaza stretched between a circle of huts, and it looked like a well was set up in the very center. 
 
    It was hard to tell, though, with the dozens upon dozens of people standing before us. 
 
    “Woah,” I muttered as I took in the crowd. 
 
    It seemed all of Small Bend stood before me now, save for the few dozen injured Layla had mentioned. My eyes skipped over the rows of people, and I estimated there were probably a little less than four hundred in the town square right now. The demographics ranged from young children, to women, to able-bodied men, and then the elderly, but nearly half of them stared at our group with a healthy dose of suspicion and wariness. 
 
    The other half, however, looked awe struck, and after a long moment of silence, a single cheer went up. 
 
    I tried to pinpoint where the noise was coming from, but before I could find the source, more people began to take up the cheer, and within moments, it seemed like the whole crowd was roaring with approval and jubilation. 
 
    “Savior!” they shouted in the Southern language. “Hero!” 
 
    My favorite, though, was “Utuni’s Bane!” 
 
    “What are they saying?” Orenn asked as he leaned over to speak into my ear. 
 
    “They’re thanking us,” I grinned, “they’re calling us saviors.” 
 
    Us? Sera scoffed in my head, but with one quick thought, I banished her to the back of my brain once again. 
 
    I wasn’t going to let the Archon rain on our parade, and it was “our” parade, because without my talented team, I knew we wouldn’t have won yesterday. 
 
    My friends stared at the rejoicing crowd with a mixture of emotions. Layla and Erin seemed to enjoy the attention, and they smiled and waved at the villagers of Small Bend like this really was a parade. Orenn was similarly basking in the praise, and his broad face looked like it was going to split in half he was grinning so much. 
 
    Ashla was a little more reserved, since mercenaries weren’t often regarded as “heroes,” but when a young boy ran up and presented the ice mage a red flower and a gap-toothed grin, her stoic expression melted into a warm smile as she accepted the token. 
 
    Varleth, though, unsurprisingly studied the scene with his patented dour expression, but as I looked closer, even his lips twitched like he was fighting a smile. 
 
    “You can be happy for once,” I teased the banisher with a nudge, “I promise your face won’t be stuck in a grin forever.” 
 
    Varleth immediately schooled his expression back into neutral, and he rolled his eyes. 
 
    “I’ll be happy when Utuni is taken care of,” he drawled before he jerked his head to the right. “Look, there’s Pola. Let’s go see what she wanted to talk to you about.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” I laughed and snapped a mock salute, and then I gestured for my friends to follow me. 
 
    The six of us moved toward the crowd, but I quickly discovered this was a mistake. The celebrating masses immediately swarmed us, and we couldn’t pivot an inch as the cheering people pressed in and tried to get their two seconds with the mages who had saved their village. 
 
    I smiled cordially and accepted tokens of food and even some bolts of cloth, but I turned down anyone who tried to offer us money. These people were already hard up as it was, and now they needed to rebuild a good portion of Small Bend, so I couldn’t in good conscience take the little coin they had to offer. 
 
    “Maker,” Varleth grunted as he stumbled into me when more villagers tried to surround him, “can you tell your adoring fans to back off, Gryff?” 
 
    “They’re your fans, too,” I chuckled, but I did notice that more people were coming directly to me rather than my other friends. 
 
    “Alright, enough!” a voice suddenly roared in Southern above the din of the crowd. “Back up, let them through! We have pressing matters to attend to, so get out of the way!” 
 
    Even though Pola wasn’t from Small Bend, she was known well enough that the people listened to her, and a moment later, the masses parted to let us through. 
 
    I immediately took advantage of the gap, and I tripped out of the crowd with my arms laden with breads, fruits, handkerchiefs from some lovely young women, and various other tokens of gratitude. 
 
    “Thanks,” I gasped in Southern when I reached Pola, “I thought we might be stuck there for the rest of the day.” 
 
    “You would have,” the middle-aged woman grunted and glared at the crowd still pressing in around us, “these people are like lemmings. You have to beat them off with a stick before they can take you down.” 
 
    “Noted,” I chuckled as my friends were finally released from the masses and stumbled up to my side. “I was told you wanted to speak to me, though?” 
 
    Pola nodded, but then she winced and clutched her side. 
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked with a frown. 
 
    The middle-aged woman seemed to have bathed and changed since I’d last seen her, since her clothes weren’t covered in blood, but I realized she was favoring her left side. Her face was also covered in a myriad of scratches and shallow abrasions, and she clutched at the ribs with her bandaged right hand. 
 
    “Bah, just a scratch.” Pola waved me off with her free, uninjured hand. “It would have been much worse without you and your shamans.” 
 
    “We were happy to help,” I assured her. 
 
    “You did more than help,” a raspy voice corrected me, and the village elder stepped out from behind Pola as he supported himself on a gnarled cane. “You saved us.” 
 
    “All of us,” another voice added, and I looked over to see a man I hadn’t met before. 
 
    He was a little shorter than I was, with dark caramel skin and whisky colored eyes. A full beard of dark hair covered his square jaw and similarly colored curls framed the rest of his face. 
 
    “I don’t believe we’ve been introduced,” I said to the man in Southern and offered my hand. “I’m Gryff of Njordenfalls.” 
 
    “Utuni’s Bane,” the man replied as he shook my hand with a savage grin, “it is good to meet you. I am called Baldu. Small Bend is my home, and I am the new mayor.” 
 
    I vaguely recalled being told the former mayor fled west on a horse before the battle yesterday, and I was surprised at how fast this village moved on. To be fair, though, I wouldn’t be waiting around for a coward either. 
 
    “Well,” I chuckled, “congratulations on the new promotion, I guess.” 
 
    “It is a lot of responsibility,” Baldu intoned, “but I take it happily if it will ensure the survival of Small Bend.” 
 
    “You’re off to a good start,” I assured the man. “Your men fought bravely yesterday, and without you all holding the line, the village would have been lost.” 
 
    “The village would have been lost without you and your shamans,” Baldu corrected with an arched bushy eyebrow. “Utuni will not be satisfied until all of Utun is bathed in the blood of its people.” 
 
    “I’m not going to let that happen,” I swore and pursed my lips in determination. 
 
    “After witnessing you fight yesterday,” Baldu nodded, “I believe you, Gryff of Njordenfalls. This is why we want to join you.” 
 
    “We?” I furrowed my brow. “And what do you mean by join me?” 
 
    Baldu grinned, stepped back, and motioned behind him, and the crowd parted like butter once again. 
 
    A moment later, my jaw fell slack. 
 
    Over a hundred men stood behind the new mayor of Small Bend, and each one wielded some kind of melee weapon, be it a spear, scythe, or crude sword. Every man wore a fierce scowl of determination, though, and when Baldu raised his arms, the men began to chant in their native tongue. 
 
    “Utuni’s Bane! Utuni’s Bane! Utuni’s Bane!” 
 
    “Maker,” I breathed with wide eyes. 
 
    “What are they saying?” Layla stage-whispered beside me. 
 
    “They call Gryff ‘Utuni’s Bane,’” the old elder translated in halting Mistral for my team, since I was still busy staring in shock at the roaring platoon of men. 
 
    “Wow, Gryff,” Orenn said with wide eyes, “that is an awesome nickname!” 
 
    “Hell yeah, it is!” Layla grinned and jumped up and down. “Ooh, I want one next!” 
 
    Finally, with another wave from Baldu, the crowd quieted once more. 
 
    “We may not be shamans,” the new mayor said as he turned back to me, “but we are strong men, and Utun is our home. We thought the goddess’ return would bring an age of prosperity for our nation, but it has only brought blood, tears, and suffering. I do not know if we can stand against the goddess’ might, but I believe you might be able to, Gryff of Njordenfalls. So, these men have pledged themselves to you, in the hopes that we can stop the goddess and save Utun from drowning in blood. We will join your army.” 
 
    “My … army?” I repeated through numb lips. 
 
    The words sounded ridiculous. Who was I to lead an army? A rag-tag group of forty men was different from an army of hundreds. I was still only a second-year student at the Academy, and I was just getting used to being the leader of my small team. Now, I was supposed to lead an entire army? Granted, it was a force of less than two hundred men, but still. 
 
    And why shouldn’t it be you, Gryff? Phi suddenly purred in my head. 
 
    As much as I detest agreeing with my sister on anything, Sera grumbled, she is correct in this. You should lead this army, Gryff. 
 
    What? No. This was insane. I wasn’t a general. 
 
    Not formally, Sera agreed, but in practice you are. You readied those pathetic humans for battle, and you not only led them in a charge against Utuni’s forces, but you won. No one else could have done what you did, and no one else can lead this army. It has to be you, Gryff. 
 
    And even if these humans are puny and pathetic, Phi added, with greater numbers, you have a greater chance of beating Utuni. You know this, Gryff. So, stop fighting the inevitable and take the power that is offered to you. 
 
    Maker … the more I thought about this … the more my Archons seemed right. 
 
    I’d been hoping for more back up like the soldiers in Mistral offered, and while these villagers weren’t seasoned fighters, they had something more on their side. 
 
    They had the determination to save their country and the people they loved, and as I’d discovered time and time again, such a determination could accomplish impossible things.  
 
     So, if I could harness that passion and fortitude, and combine it with the talent, skills, and prowess of my own team, who was to say we couldn’t bring down Utuni and stop her Reign of Blood before it could really even begin? 
 
    We’d done more with a lot less, after all. 
 
    “Gryff?” Ashla suddenly placed her hand on my shoulder and drew me out of my thoughts. 
 
    “Sorry,” I shook my head and flashed the ice mage a smile, “just deciding some things.” 
 
    “What kinda things?” Layla asked with a tilt of her head. 
 
    “These men before us,” I said in Mistral as I nodded at the platoon of fighters, “they’re going to join our army. And we’re going to use them to take down Utuni once and for all.” 
 
    “We have an army now?” Varleth deadpanned, but I ignored him and turned back to Baldu. 
 
    “I humbly accept your offer,” I told the man in Southern. “Together, we will end Utuni’s Reign of Blood and bring peace to Utun once more.” 
 
    Baldu grinned, and the men at his back took up another cheer. 
 
    “Utuni’s Bane! Utuni’s Bane!” 
 
    I was really loving the sound of that name. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    After a final tally, I discovered my army had grown to the size of one hundred and seventy-five soldiers. Our platoon would have been slightly bigger, but ten of my fighters from the elder’s village had been injured, and another few dozen men elected to stay behind to guard their home towns. 
 
    It was an admirable duty, and after we spent another several days training the men of Small Bend while my monsters helped with village repairs, I believed the men could readily repel a good number of grunt monsters. 
 
    Granted, if Utuni decided to open another rift here as big as the one we’d just fought off, there wouldn’t be much the villagers could do. 
 
    Which is why it was so important that we stop Utuni as soon as possible. 
 
    So, the question became how to expand our numbers, and expand them fast.   
 
    “We need more recruits,” I told my team four days after we’d saved Small Bend. We were currently standing on the edge of the town and facing the vast field that separated us from the elder’s village. Before us, rows of fighters ran through the drills we’d taught them, and the early morning air was filled with the sounds of wooden sticks clacking together and the grunts of the training soldiers. 
 
    “From where?” Varleth asked with an arched eyebrow. “All the able-bodied men from the elder’s village and Small Bend have already been accounted for.” 
 
    “Well, not all of them,” Layla corrected. 
 
    The banisher rolled his eyes. “We can’t force people to join us, and I trust some of those men as far as I could throw them.” 
 
    “That wouldn’t be very far,” the petite summoner teased as she poked at Varleth’s wiry arm. 
 
    “Exactly,” Varleth deadpanned. 
 
    “He’s right,” I told Layla. “The men who haven’t already joined us aren’t going to, and I wouldn’t want them anyway. If our fighters aren’t determined, it will get them killed and us screwed in the long run.” 
 
    Out of the four hundred plus people who called Small Bend home, a little over two hundred of those were young men between the ages of eighteen and forty. Most of these men had joined our ranks, but there had been a decent number who refused to even speak with us. These men, and some women, were still distrustful of foreign mages, and I couldn’t necessarily blame them. We might have saved their village, but they saw what we’d done to those monsters. If we wanted to, we could raze Small Bend and the elder’s village to the ground in the blink of an eye. 
 
    I like the way you’re thinking, Gryff, Phi purred in my head, but I ignored her. 
 
    Of course, I would never do anything to harm the innocent citizens of Utun, I was trying to save them after all, but power made people wary and afraid, and there wasn’t anything I could do to change that. 
 
    Except defeat Utuni once and for all, which brought us back to the current problem at hand.    
 
    “So, what’s the plan, General Gryff?” Ashla questioned as she nudged me with her hip. 
 
    My friends had decided on this nickname for me a few days ago, and despite my protests, it stuck, so now I just went along with it. 
 
    “I think we should keep traveling north,” I said with a decisive nod, “and we can look for more recruits along the way. The citizens of Utun aren’t exactly hardened soldiers, but we saw during the battle that even regular people, given some basic training, can hold the line against monster grunts. With enough people on the ground, we could potentially turn the tide when it comes time to face Utuni again.” 
 
    Ahh, cannon fodder, Sera purred in delight. 
 
    No, I wasn’t setting these people up for the slaughter. I planned to give them a fighting chance, and if my Utun fighters could hold the line, then it would give my team and I more of an opportunity to find the serpent Archon and take her out once and for all. 
 
    Whatever you need to tell yourself, Gryff, Phi giggled, but I shoved the two Archons away again and focused on my friends. 
 
    “Why do you think we should head north, though?” Orenn spoke up, and I turned to find the metalogue frowning at me. 
 
    “Honestly?” I shrugged. “I’m just trying to put as much distance between us and Utuni as possible. Until we’re ready at least. My theory is that the farther we get from her seat in Umo Portana, the weaker her power grows. If this wasn’t the case, then constant rifts would be popping up everywhere, but since we left the capital, we’ve only encountered a select few.” 
 
    “Yeah, a few rifts,” Varleth snorted, “but more than a few monsters.” 
 
    “Nothing we couldn’t handle, though.” I winked at the banisher. “But I also have another reason for moving north.” 
 
    “Do tell,” the gypsy sighed. 
 
    “Well,” I said, “even if we continue traveling north away from the capital, we’re still bound to run into a few rifts. So, we’ll clear those, save the nearby villages, and hopefully gain more recruits in the meantime. Then the more our army grows, the more word will spread, perhaps all the way back to Umo Portana…” 
 
    “Maker,” Erin breathed as her amber eyes went wide, “you want word to reach Utuni?” 
 
    “Yup.” I grinned. 
 
    “But why?” the mimic gasped. “Didn’t you just say we were moving north to stay out of her reach?” 
 
    “For now, yes,” I conceded, “but it’ll take some time for us to build up our forces. By the time word hopefully reaches Utuni, we’ll be more than ready to face her.” 
 
    “And then what?” Ashla asked with a frown. 
 
    “Then,” I went on, “I hope to draw her out of the capital. She’s called the citizens of Utun to Umo Portana so she can increase her power, right? Well, if she catches wind of us in the north, maybe she’ll get angry enough to come after us and leave her worshipers behind, which would drastically weaken her.” 
 
    I don’t know about ‘drastically,’ Phi muttered in my mind, but I once again ignored her. 
 
    This plan was going to work. I knew it was. 
 
    “Well,” Varleth sighed, “as much as they age me, your crazy plans haven’t failed us yet.” 
 
    “I thought I saw some silver in here!” Layla gasped as she ruffled the banisher’s hair, and he scowled and batted her hands away. 
 
    “We’ll follow wherever you lead, Gryff,” Orenn said with a wide, trusting smile. 
 
    “Hear, hear!” Erin fist pumped. 
 
    I grinned and looked to Ashla, but the mercenary simply held up her hands. 
 
    “I’m not about to argue with ‘Utuni’s Bane,’” she teased with a smirk. “Whatever you think is best, I’ll back you up.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I chuckled as I looked out over the training soldiers again. “So, it’s decided then. We’ll let the villagers know of our plans and tomorrow, we set out.” 
 
    And hopefully, with every step we took to the north, it would bring us closer and closer to Utuni’s eventual capture. 
 
    By the time the sun was high over-head the next day, our army was on the move. We left Small Bend with one hundred and eighty-one fighters, including my team, and even though this number seemed paltry in comparison to the hordes of monsters Utuni had at her disposal, I kept reminding myself we’d done a lot more with a lot less. 
 
    Besides, this was only the beginning of our campaign. By the time we were ready to face the serpent Archon, we could potentially be ten times the size we were now. 
 
    Potentially, anyway, but I didn’t want to get too far ahead of myself. 
 
    I pulled myself from my musings and glanced back at my newly minted army. My team was spread out horizontally right behind me, and they chatted with ease despite the fact that we were basically marching to war. We were all on foot for now, since neither the elder’s village nor Small Bend had any horses to spare, and the long line of marching men spread out behind me like a winding snake. Each man carried a provisional weapon, plus a bag with enough supplies to sustain himself for at least a week or two. It wasn’t ideal, but we’d hopefully encounter a bigger town soon, and then we could maybe buy a cart and a horse or two. 
 
    “Whatcha thinkin’ about, General Gryffie?” Layla sing-songed as she skipped over to my side. 
 
    “Just taking in how surreal this all is,” I chuckled. “A few weeks ago, I never would have believed you if you said I’d be leading an army through an enemy country, with the intention of overthrowing a goddess and freeing said enemy country.” 
 
    “It does sound a little crazy,” the petite summoner giggled and looped her arm through mine, “but I have to admit, things are never boring with you around.” 
 
    “Can’t argue with that,” I snorted. 
 
    The two of us lapsed into a brief silence, and for a moment the only sounds were the wind through the high grasses around us and the fighters muttering in Southern at our backs. 
 
    “Can I ask you a question?” Layla broke the silence after a while. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I teased with a grin, “can you?” 
 
    “Ughhhhhh,” Layla groaned, rolled her eyes, and collapsed against me dramatically. “You’re too young for dad jokes.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I chuckled and pressed a kiss to her brow, “what did you want to ask me?” 
 
    “What’s it like having three goddesses in your head?” she questioned and stared up at me with curious hazel eyes. 
 
    I blinked in surprise. “Well … that kind of came out of the blue.” 
 
    “I’ve just been dying to know.” The petite summoner shrugged. “We spent so long trying to capture Phi, worrying about Sera, and hunting down Miralea, and now … they’re all just up here.” 
 
    She reached up and tapped me on the forehead. 
 
    “Um, ow?” I winced dramatically and rubbed at my brow. 
 
    “Please,” Layla giggled, “I’ve seen you fall off your baroquer and walk it off.” 
 
    “True,” I allowed, and then tilted my head back to look at the sky, “but to answer your question… it’s kind of … fine?” 
 
    “Fine?” Layla echoed with an incredulous, dry laugh. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I shrugged, “I’ve kinda gotten used to it. With Sera, it was hard at first, since it was new and scary because I didn’t know what she was going to do. But then she just … stopped fighting me, and things got easier. By the time we captured Phi, I already knew what to expect for the most part, and with Miralea…” 
 
    I trailed off here because I didn’t know what to say about the jaguar Archon. I’d like to think that with Sera and Phi on my side now, we could keep Miralea contained but … I wasn’t entirely sure this was the case. What if the wild goddess’ bloodlust was leaking through because my mind was so fractured now? I did have four separate consciousnesses in my head at this point. What would happen when I tried to capture Utuni? Would I just completely come undone? I still didn’t completely understand why I was the only one who could capture these Archons anyway. Was I the Beastmaker? Was the prophecy about me? 
 
    I had too many questions and too few answers, but I couldn’t let this deter me. All I could do was handle one thing at a time and try to keep my friends safe in the process. 
 
    “Yoowhooo!” Layla waved a frantic hand in front of my face. “Anybody home? Well, I guess there are a lot of people home, but I was talking about Gryff.” 
 
    “I’m here,” I chuckled and drew myself back from my dark thoughts, “and you don’t have to worry about me. I have everything under control.” 
 
    “Okayyy,” Layla narrowed her eyes at me suspiciously, “but you know it’s okay if you don’t, right? We won’t think any less of you. In fact, we’ll probably just think you’re more human.” 
 
    “You don’t think I’m human?” I asked with an arched brow. 
 
    Layla opened her mouth to respond, but before she could, a sudden commotion behind us drew my attention. 
 
    “Hey! Give that back!” 
 
    I stopped in my tracks and turned around, and my friends, who had been walking several yards behind Layla and me, did the same. 
 
    The front line of our marching army had come to a jumbled halt about twenty yards back, and now it looked like they were forming a semi-circle around someone. Several people began to shout in Southern, but their angry voices overlapped each other too much for me to make out any words. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Layla asked as she looked up at me with a frown. 
 
    “Let’s go find out,” I replied before I took off jogging toward the agitated fighters. 
 
    My friends called out to me as I ran past them, but I shook my head in response and poured on a little more speed, since I thought I saw the flash of steel in the crowd before us. 
 
    “Hey!” I cried out in Southern when I reached the line of fighters. 
 
    More people had come up from behind to see what the commotion was all about, and now the mass of men ran several rows deep as they faced something in the middle of their mobbed circle. Shouts and jeers arose from the center of the crowd, and I was pretty sure I heard the rasp of a blade as someone dragged it through the dirt. 
 
    That couldn’t be good. 
 
    I tried shouldering past the men and shouting in their native tongue, but my single voice was overridden by the collective roar of the crowd. 
 
    “Gryff, what should we do?” Orenn shouted as my friends crowded in around me. 
 
    “Do you want to break it up?” Varleth yelled. 
 
    “No,” I called back. Any sudden or aggressive movements would probably turn into an all-out brawl. I needed fast, efficient, and safe crowd control, and I didn’t want to risk any of my friends getting hurt over some stupid skirmish. 
 
    Then an idea hit me. 
 
    “Cover your ears!” I called out. “And get back as far as you can!” 
 
    Confusion colored my friends’ faces before realization slammed into them, and then they tripped over themselves as they turned to scramble up the road. 
 
    With no time to lose, I spun around and ran my hand down my bandolier until I found the appropriate slot. Then I slipped the winged shaped crystal into my palm, stepped back, and hurtled it at my feet. 
 
    My pyrewyrm exploded out of the crystal in a cloud of smoke, and its long serpentine neck rose above the crowd. Then the large bird-like monster mantled its nebulous, shadowy wings, and screams of terror rent the air as my beast blocked out the sun. 
 
    Just to be thorough, though, I ordered my pyrewyrm to give out a single, sharp trill. One of my flying monster’s unique skills was its incapacitating screech, but I didn’t get to use it often since the sound would affect both allies and enemies alike. As its master, the pyrewyrm’s call didn’t affect me, but still, in most situations the costs outweighed the benefits. 
 
    But I didn’t completely want to incapacitate right now. I just wanted to gain the crowd’s attention, so one loud cry should do the trick. 
 
    A dark pleasure filtered through our bond from my monster, and then it flapped its wings and did as I ordered. 
 
    A moment later, a piercing cry split the air. 
 
    The Utun fighters cried out in pain and clutched at their ears, and they stumbled back away from my pyrewyrm. Then the mobbed circle fractured, and I quickly strode forward to see what in the Maker was going on. 
 
    Two men stood in the middle of a large empty space, with their hands clamped over their ears and two swords lying in the dirt at their feet. 
 
    “What happened?” I demanded in Southern as I looked between the two men. 
 
    The crowd had gone mostly silent around us, save for the occasional mutter of fear about my “shadow-bird.” The men of Small Bend and the elder’s village had become somewhat accustomed to my monsters while I helped them rebuild, but those had mostly been cementrolls or axe goblins. My pyrewyrm was an entire beast altogether and was plenty intimidating. 
 
    Which was half the reason why I hadn’t recalled it and let it loom over my shoulder like a demon of death. 
 
    The two men, who had presumably been fighting, looked from me, to my monster, and to each other. Then the cycle repeated. 
 
    I gave the men a moment to find their words and took this opportunity to study them. I didn’t recognize either of them from the elder’s village, so they must have been from Small Bend. The man on the right was substantially larger than his opponent, and he looked a good deal older, too. A full beard covered his broad jaw, and his muscles were bulging and defined. 
 
    The man on the left was really a boy. I’d put him at maybe eighteen or nineteen, since the peach fuzz on his lip hadn’t grown in all the way yet. His hair was jet-black and lank as it hung down to his shoulders, and the rest of his body was just as wiry as his hair. A strong wind could probably tip him over, but then I caught a look at the irate scowl on his face and the fire in his eyes, and something told me he probably could have beaten the tall man if I hadn’t intervened. 
 
    “What is your name?” I asked the boy in Southern. 
 
    He hesitated for a moment, but then my pyrewyrm gave a soft trill behind me, and the boy’s resolve shattered. 
 
    “Duca,” he grunted. 
 
    “Good to meet you, Duca.” I nodded before I crossed my arms and jerked my head at the other man. “And you?” 
 
    “Arun,” he muttered without meeting my eyes directly.  
 
    “So, what happened, Arun?” I asked him point-blank. 
 
    “Nothing,” he shrugged, “it was a misunderstanding.” 
 
    “Misunderstanding?” Duca hissed and started forward, but one flutter of my pyrewyrm’s wings had the boy freezing in place. 
 
    “Gryff, what’s going on?” Varleth called out behind me. 
 
    “I’m trying to find out,” I replied in Mistral over my shoulder, “but I’m getting some conflicting reports. Give me a minute.” Then I switched back to Southern. “Duca, do you not agree with Arun?” 
 
    “No,” the boy spat and glared daggers at the other man. “There was no misunderstanding. He tried to steal from me!” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow and turned to the accused. “Arun, is this true?” 
 
    “Bah,” the man scoffed and rolled his eyes, “the boy is too sensitive. He should go back home to his mother.” 
 
    Duca’s cheeks flushed darkly, and by the way he narrowed his eyes and clenched his fists, I got the feeling he didn’t have a mother to go back home to. 
 
    “What did he try to steal?” I asked Duca. 
 
    “My father’s sword,” he ground out from behind gritted teeth, and he reached down to pick up one of the blades in the dirt as if to prove his point. “But I told him he’d have to take it from me.” 
 
    “What will you do with that sword, boy?” Arun sneered and crossed his arms over his barrel chest. “When the monsters come, your weak, scrawny body will be overwhelmed and trampled underfoot, and your father’s fancy sword will be discarded into the mud. Better to give it to me, so it can actually be useful.” 
 
     “I am not a useless child,” Duca snarled and brandished his sword. “My father was in King Konu’s army, and he taught me everything he knew in the ways of combat.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” Arun mocked. “And where is he now?” 
 
    Duca clenched his jaw and remained silent. 
 
    “That is what I thought,” Arun laughed. “Apparently, your father didn’t know shit about combat.” 
 
    “Alright, enough!” I cut in before Duca could lunge at the older man. “That’s enough.” 
 
    “He insulted my honor,” Duca hissed as his dark eyes darted from me to Arun. 
 
    “No, he insulted your pride,” I corrected, “and you shouldn’t rise to the bait.” 
 
    Duca frowned in confusion, and then Sera spoke up in my head. 
 
    He might not understand the distinction, the dark Archon informed me. The Utun word for ‘honor’ is the same word for ‘pride.’ 
 
    I sighed. Of course it was. Well, time for a different tactic. 
 
    “Why are you here?” I asked as I looked between the two men. 
 
    Both of them furrowed their brows at me, so I went on. 
 
    “Why are any of us here?” I waved a hand at the crowd around us. 
 
    “To … fight,” Duca replied hesitantly. 
 
    “To win,” Arun added and thumped his chest. 
 
    “No,” I shook my head, “we’re here to survive. This isn’t an ordinary war, fought for honor, pride, wealth, or status. This is a fight for survival, and if you don’t understand this quickly, then the both of you will die.” 
 
    Duca blanched, but Arun scowled with anger. 
 
    “And what do you know of war?” the older man scoffed. “You are a boy, too.” 
 
    “You’re wrong,” I said as I looked him dead in the eye, “I am a shaman who has been trained to fight monsters, and I am very good at it. More than that, I’ve witnessed the coming of four goddesses already.” 
 
    The crowd broke out into mutterings around us, and even Arun’s scowl faltered. 
 
    “It’s true,” I went on, “two goddesses awoke in Mistral, and a third one in Luratamba. And you want to know what happened to those three goddesses?” 
 
    I paused for dramatic effect, but didn’t actually let anyone answer. 
 
    “I defeated them,” I continued in a loud and confident voice, and I looked around at the gathered men. “I have fought the goddesses and won, and there are a dozen people who witnessed this, but that doesn’t matter. What matters is this: Utuni might be the most powerful goddess I’ve faced yet.” 
 
    I can’t believe I translated that, Sera growled in my head, but I ignored her and pressed on. 
 
    “Utuni plans to bathe all of Utun in a Reign of Blood, but I’m not going to let that happen,” I proclaimed to the crowd, “but if we are going to win, we must put aside petty squabbles. We must work together. You fight for your families now, for your homes, for your people. Think of them and know we are the only things standing between them and ultimate destruction.” 
 
    The last line was a nice touch, Phi giggled, very heroic, Gryff. 
 
    I banished the white-winged Archon to the back of my mind, and then looked out over the gathered fighters. My speech seemed to have motivated them, because their chins were lifted high into the air, and their dark eyes were alight with an inner fire. 
 
    Even Duca and Arun seemed to have been affected by my words, and I watched as the younger man turned to the older. 
 
    “My father and mother might both be gone,” Duca started and pursed his lips, “but my younger sister lives, and I do this so she might be safe.” 
 
    “Hnn,” Arun grunted and narrowed his eyes, “the man of the family, huh?” 
 
    Duca nodded and raised his chin. 
 
    “Well, boy,” Arun barked a laugh, “maybe we have some things in common after all.” 
 
    Then he offered his hand to Duca, and the younger man shook it hesitantly. When they let go a moment later, Arun turned and appraised me. 
 
    “I saw you that day on the battlefield,” he said and jerked his head back in the direction of Small Bend. 
 
    “And?” I asked with a cocked eyebrow. 
 
    “And you were the most fierce shaman I had ever seen,” Arun admitted with a savage grin, “that is why I chose to follow you. I wish to live my life as my own, not waste it and grovel at the foot of a monster until I meet a bloody end. So, if you say you can defeat Utuni, then I believe you, pale boy.” 
 
    “Good to hear,” I nodded and gestured to the other men, “then fall back in line. We have a long way to go before we can defeat the goddess.” 
 
    “Utuni’s Bane,” Duca intoned and bowed his head, and Arun copied him.  
 
    Before long, the whole crowd had taken up the chant again. 
 
    “Well,” I sighed in Mistral as I turned back to my friends, “hopefully that will settle things for now.” 
 
    “I have no idea what you said or what just happened,” Layla giggled as she skipped to my side and looped her arm through mine again, “but that was very attractive.” 
 
    “Really?” I chuckled down at the petite summoner. 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” she drawled as if it was obvious, “you just barked at those guys for a full minute, and they went from clashing swords to shaking hands!” 
 
    “I didn’t bark,” I laughed. 
 
    Layla shrugged. “That’s what the Southern language sounds like to me.” 
 
    “They did call Gryff ‘Utuni’s Bane’ again,” Orenn supplied with a helpful smile. “It’s nice. Gryff’s finally winning over the people instead of just the women.” 
 
    “Ha, ha.” I rolled my eyes. 
 
    “Utuni’s Bane again, huh?” Ashla asked with a smirk. “That name’s kinda stuck, hasn’t it?” 
 
    “What can I say?” I winked. “I do have a track record with taking down Archons.” 
 
    Oh, you took me down, all right, Phi purred in my head. You pinned me down and then had your way-- 
 
    Enough, Sera cut her sister off with a growl, I do not want to hear about your sordid tryst. 
 
    “Do we have to be worried about them?” Varleth asked as his suspicious eyes darted back to Duca and Arun. 
 
    “I don’t think so.” I shook my head. “I think tensions are just kind of high, and I can’t blame them. Just put yourself in their shoes for a minute. Until a few weeks ago, Utuni was nothing more than a bloody myth to the people of Utun. She was a worshipped deity, sure, but she wasn’t … real. Now, she’s suddenly claimed the country and is laying waste to non-believers with a horde of monsters. Imagine if it was the Maker doing this.” 
 
    “Huh,” Orenn tilted his head, “I never thought about it like that. That would be crazy.”  
 
    “Exactly,” I said, “and now these people have decided to leave their home towns and march to war against a goddess, with little supplies and no horses, under the leadership of a group of foreign shamans who are technically enemies of Utun.” 
 
    “Well, when you put it like that,” Layla mused and glanced at the fighters who were slowly falling back into line, “then those guys sound all kinds of crazy.” 
 
    “Maybe they are,” I laughed, “but so are we, and we’re going to need that particular flavor of crazy to capture Utuni.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I can handle any more people as crazy as you, Gryff,” Varleth sighed and rubbed his brow. 
 
    “Aww, come on, Gramps,” Orenn teased as he pulled the banisher into a headlock, “some spontaneity keeps you young!” 
 
    “We’re the same age,” the gypsy grumbled and pushed the metallogue off, “and spontaneity might keep you young, but being practical will keep us alive.” 
 
    “And I will be practical,” I assured the banisher. “The next time we reach a town, I’ll make sure we go around and see what the men need in the way of supplies. Keeping them full and in relative comfort will boost morale and make finding new recruits easier, since we won’t have as many skirmishes like this.” 
 
    “Are you saying the men were hangry?” Erin laughed, and her amber eyes twinkled with amusement. 
 
    “We all have our moments,” I chuckled. 
 
    “You’re sounding like quite the leader there, summoner,” Ashla teased as she crossed her arms under her ample breasts. “You have an answer for everything.” 
 
    “I try.” I deflected the praise with a modest shrug, but the more I thought about it, the more I realized the ice mage was right. Like I’d told Arun, I wasn’t a boy anymore, no matter how young I was, and now I realized I wasn’t the country bumpkin, first-year student any more either. I’d learned a lot from my time on the Monster Response Squads, and I’d learned a lot from the people around me in the ways of being a good leader. Headmaster Marangur Sleet, Nia Kenefick, and Arwyn Hamner had molded me into the leader I was today, and I hoped more than anything to make them proud. 
 
    “Well,” Varleth’s voice sliced through the air, “I hope you have another one of those answers on hand, Gryff. Because we’re gonna need it.”   
 
    “Huh?” I tore myself from my thoughts and glanced over at the banisher. His tone had been as sharp as his sword, and it immediately put me on high alert. 
 
    “Look,” the gypsy grunted and lifted his arm to point ahead of us. 
 
    I turned, followed his line of sight, and instantly felt the breath hitch in my chest. 
 
    We’d been walking for several hours before our small delay, and the sun was arching low toward the western horizon now. In all that time, though, we hadn’t encountered a single soul on the road. 
 
    So, imagine my surprise when I saw a group of what looked to be several dozen heavily armed Utun men about fifty yards away from us. They had just crested a rise in the road that had hidden them from view until now, and the sun glinted off steel here and there as it caught on swords and spears alike. 
 
    “It’s always something,” I muttered before I looked to my friends. 
 
    For a brief moment, I considered giving us Utun disguises, but then I realized there would be little point. The approaching mass of men was already close enough for me to make out individual faces, so no doubt they could see our pale ones. 
 
    Besides, my pyrewyrm was less than subtle. 
 
    My shadowy monster gave a soft trill when I looked over at it, and my men flinched before their eyes caught sight of the nearing fighters. Then my ragtag army immediately started falling back into line and hefted their weapons, and in unison, they turned to me for their orders. 
 
    I was kind of proud. 
 
    “What do you want to do, Gryff?” Ashla asked as her hand drifted to the handle of her battle axe. 
 
    “Ready yourselves,” I told my friends, “but don’t attack first. Let’s see if we can get out of this encounter with minimal bloodshed.” 
 
    “That’s optimistic,” Varleth snorted. 
 
    “I’m an optimistic kind of guy,” I shot back before I switched to Southern and addressed my fighters. “Wait for my signal! Don’t move until I say.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” they barked in unison, and a grin spread across my face.  
 
    I could get used to that. 
 
    Spoken like a true leader, Sera purred. A true ruler. 
 
    “Not now,” I muttered under my breath, and the Archon faded away from the forefront of my mind with a smug aura that I chose to ignore. 
 
    My friends, fighters, and I lined up and faced the approaching men as a unified front, and I made sure to stand a few feet in front of everyone else so our new acquaintances would know they needed to speak to me first. 
 
    The line of men kept coming, though, and a few dozen fighters turned into what looked to be nearly a hundred. It looked like my forces were still greater in number, but what about talent and experience? 
 
    We were about to find out. 
 
    Beside me, my pyrewyrm cooed softly and rose up to its full height to be as intimidating as possible, and when the group of men ground to a halt nearly twenty-five yards away, I would say my shadow bird was successful. 
 
    A long silence passed between our two groups, and the only thing that moved was the long swaying grasses of the surrounding fields. I could see the men more clearly now, and I noted the weapons in their hands were of the standard farmer fare. There were wheat scythes, crude knives, sharpened hoes, but there also looked to be some professionally crafted spears and swords in the mix. 
 
    Just who were these men? And what were they doing here? 
 
    “Are we just going to keep staring at them?” Layla stage-whispered from my left side.  
 
    “I wanted to see if they’d tell us who they are first,” I admitted. 
 
    “I think the giant monster beside us is probably not very conducive to conversation,” Varleth commented dryly.  
 
    “No,” Erin giggled, “but it’s a hell of a deterrent. I wouldn’t want to mess with Gryff’s pyrewyrm.” 
 
    “Maybe you should tell them we’re friendly?” Orenn suggested. 
 
    It was a good idea as any, so I shrugged and asked Sera for the translation. 
 
    “We wish you no harm,” I called out a moment later in Southern, “if you wish the same for us.” 
 
    The men seemed to mutter amongst themselves for a moment before a single man stepped forward. He looked to be young, probably a little older than me, and he carried a dark wooden spear in his left hand. 
 
    “We are searching for a foreign shaman,” the man shouted in return, “one called Gryff of Njordenfalls. Are you he?” 
 
    “What did he say?” Layla hissed behind me. 
 
    “He said he’s searching for me,” I said out of the corner of my mouth. 
 
    “What?” Varleth asked sharply. “Why?” 
 
    “Don’t know yet,” I replied before I switched back to Southern and asked my own questions. “Why do you search for this man? Do you wish him harm?” 
 
    “Harm?” the man echoed with a frown. “No. We seek to join him.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” I asked, and in surprise I slipped back into Mistral. 
 
    “What, what did he say?” Ashla questioned and hefted her axe a little higher. 
 
    “He … said he’s here to join us,” I said in disbelief. 
 
    “Seriously?” Varleth frowned and shot a suspicious glare at the man. “How does he know who you are? How did he find us?” 
 
    “Great questions,” I told the banisher, and then I repeated these same inquiries in Southern.   
 
    “So, you are the one called Gryff?” the man confirmed as he took a few steps forward. 
 
    My friends tensed around me, and I heard my army shuffle uneasily, but I held a hand up to put them at ease. 
 
    “I’m the man you’re looking for,” I replied to the Utun fighter. “Now that I answered your questions, it’s your turn to answer mine. How did you find us? And why?” 
 
    “Tales of your victory over the monster hordes have reached us even in the north,” the man explained as he inched closer. “It is said a powerful shaman rides on the back of a fell beast and doles out death and judgement.” 
 
    His brown eyes flickered to the pyrewyrm over my shoulder, and the monster gave a small shriek that caused the man to shrink back. 
 
    “This doesn’t explain why you’ve sought me out,” I countered and crossed my arms over my chest. 
 
    The man looked at me strangely for a long moment before he did something that shocked me. 
 
    He dropped to his knees.  
 
    “Ummmmmm…“ Layla trailed off behind me. 
 
    “What’s he doing?” Erin finished for her. 
 
    “Is he okay?” Orenn added with concern clear in his voice. 
 
    In response, the man lifted his head and looked directly into my eyes. 
 
    “We have come to join Utuni’s Bane,” he intoned in his native tongue. “Monsters are terrorizing all across Utun. Towns are being razed, families destroyed. We have all witnessed the destruction and terror of the goddess, and we have said no more. We want to fight back, but we do not know how to defy Utuni. So, we have searched for the shaman who has openly defied her and won, and we humbly ask if he can show us how to do the same.” 
 
    “Ooooh, I think I caught ‘Utuni’s Bane’ somewhere in there!” Layla whispered loudly. 
 
    “You did,” Orenn confirmed, “good job!” 
 
    “They want to join us,” I explained to my friends over my shoulder. “They were attacked by rifts, and then they heard of what we did in Small Bend, so they’ve come here to join our army.” 
 
    “Woah,” Erin breathed, and I looked back to see the mimic’s eyes were as wide as dinner plates. 
 
    “The people of Utun are talking about our heroic exploits?” Layla gasped and clasped her hands under her chin. 
 
    “I think these stories are mostly centered around Gryff,” Varleth snarked, but the petite summoner waved a hand at the banisher dismissively.  
 
    “Hush,” she said, “you’ll spoil all the fun.” 
 
    “Well, General Gryff?” Ashla asked as she cocked a dark eyebrow at me. “What are you going to tell them?” 
 
    “Yes, obviously,” I grinned, “I’m not one to turn away help. The more, the merrier, I say.” 
 
    “Yay!” Layla clapped and bounced on her toes. “I can’t wait to hear all about how awesome we are.”  
 
    I shook my head fondly at my fellow summoner before I turned back to our new Utun fighters. 
 
    “I accept your offer,” I told the lead man in Southern. “You may join us as we work to bring down Utuni.” 
 
    “Thank you.” The man grinned as he walked forward and offered his hand, but then he ground to a halt when my pyrewyrm let out a sharp warning noise. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” I chuckled before I quickly recalled my monster and tucked the crystal back into my bandolier. 
 
    “Your fell beast is as terrifying as the stories say,” the man admitted as he wiped some sweat from his brow. “I hope it doesn’t deter the others.” 
 
    “Others?” I echoed with a frown. 
 
    The man nodded. “We encountered other groups while we made our way south. More men are looking for you. Men who have lost their homes and families to the goddess’ Reign of Blood. Men just like us.” 
 
    “And all these men are looking for me?” I asked in disbelief. “How many? 
 
    “Hard to say,” the man shrugged, “dozens? Hundreds? I do not know. But those who worship Utuni blindly have already made their way to Umo Portana. Those who stayed behind? They want nothing to do with the goddess. They just want to live their lives in peace.” 
 
    I mulled over the man’s words, and a kernel of hope unfurled in my chest. If as many fighters were looking for me as this man said, we could double or triple our army.  
 
    But would it be enough? 
 
    The flicker of hope in my chest dimmed as I considered the numbers. 
 
    Even if the rest of Utun joined us, our forces would still pale in comparison to Utuni’s monster legions. I was assuming these men weren’t particularly skilled either. They were farmers, merchants maybe, but not trained soldiers. 
 
    Wait … trained soldiers. That was it. We needed more skilled fighters. 
 
    “What is your name?” I addressed the man before me.  
 
    He blinked and shifted his spear to his other hand. “Juken.” 
 
    “And you’re from the north, correct?” I followed up. 
 
    “Yes.” Juken nodded. 
 
    “How far north?” I questioned. “Near the Luratamban border?” 
 
    “Close,” Juken replied with a furrowed brow. “Why?” 
 
    “Would you know the way to Lisi City?” 
 
    “Why would I want to go there?” the Utun man asked with some disdain. 
 
    “Because I’m on good terms with the queen,” I grinned, “and she might be able to help us take on the goddess.” 
 
    “Queen Lisi is no friend of Utun,” Juken scoffed. 
 
    “No,” I allowed, “but she’s a friend of mine. So, do you think you can deliver her a message?” 
 
    “Luratamban soldiers would kill me at the border,” he argued. 
 
    “Not if you bare their goddess’ blessing,” I chuckled before I pulled my bag over my shoulder. “Give me a moment.” 
 
    “What are you doing, Gryff?” Erin asked as she peeked over my shoulder. 
 
    “Miralea’s gift is about to come in handy,” I replied in Mistral and winked. 
 
    “Miralea gave you a gift?” Varleth asked with a sharp frown. 
 
    “You’re so behind,” Layla sighed and jumped up to pat the banisher on the head. 
 
    I ignored my friends’ lighthearted bickering as I quickly pulled out a spare piece of parchment and a writing utensil. Then I hastily penned my letter as Sera translated for me. I could have written in the Mistral language since Lisi understood it, but I thought writing in her native tongue might win me some points. 
 
    Queen Lisi, 
 
    It seems fate has conspired to bring us together once more. 
 
    Utuni has begun her Reign of Blood, and I mean to stop her, but I need your assistance. More specifically, I need your army. Send your men south and have them meet us outside Umo Portana in a fortnight. With Utun in disarray, your men should be able to travel uncontested. 
 
    I know this is much to ask, but know that I do this for the good of the southern continent. 
 
    And know that the goddess’s blessing is with me. 
 
    Gryff of Njordenfalls 
 
    I quickly folded up my letter, and with it I enclosed the golden flower I’d pulled from Miralea’s crown in my dream. Then I handed it to Juken. 
 
    “You are to take this to the queen in Lisi City,” I instructed the man. “If anyone tries to stop you, tell them you have been sent on behalf of Miralea, the jaguar goddess.” 
 
    Juken’s brown eyes went wide as he took the letter with tentative fingers. 
 
    “Where are you sending him with that?” Ashla asked as she came to stand beside me. 
 
    “He’s going to see a friend of mine,” I replied with a grin, “and hopefully, we’ll soon have a little more help.”   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    “Huh,” Layla mused from beside me, “I thought they would be happier to see us.” 
 
    “Would you be happy if nearly three hundred soldiers marched into your hometown?” Varleth deadpanned from my other side. 
 
    “If those soldiers were as highly praised as we are, then yes,” Layla replied with a shrug. 
 
    “That doesn’t seem to be the case here,” I muttered, “so no one make any sudden moves.” 
 
    My friends all nodded around me, but the army at our backs was still plenty loud, and I sighed as I considered the situation we now faced. 
 
    After Juken’s men joined us yesterday afternoon, we walked until the sun set, and then we set up a haphazard camp. The Utun fighters were content with sleeping under the stars, but my team and I had set up a half-hearted tent and took turns keeping watch during the night. Just to be safe. Then, this morning, we continued our march north, and we marched for most of the day until we came to the edge of this new town, which was apparently named Qora. 
 
    We quickly learned, though, that the citizens of Qora weren’t exactly happy to see us, like Layla expected. 
 
    Instead, men barred our entry as they lined up across the town’s perimeter, and they wielded weapons similar to my army’s. Namely wheat scythes and butcher knives. 
 
    My team and I had stopped my army at the edge of Qora, and now nothing but an empty and dry field stood between us and its irate citizens. The air was so tense and electrically charged, my sprucebore could probably charge itself up, and I eyed a line of archers as they shakily aimed a volley of arrows at us. 
 
    “Maybe we should continue on to the next town,” Orenn suggested as he nervously eyed the armed men. 
 
    “Why?” Ashla scoffed. “I think we have more men than them.” 
 
    “We’re not here to fight the people of Utun,” I reminded the ice mage. “We’re here to help them take out Utuni.” 
 
    “They don’t look like they want our help,” Varleth muttered as he crossed his arms. 
 
    “They don’t know any better,” I shrugged, “and your happy face probably isn’t helping matters.” 
 
    The banisher’s scowl only deepened as if to prove my point. 
 
    “Besides,” I went on, “with the added numbers, we need more supplies now, and we need a place to assess our new fighters’ skills. Qora is the closest town by a full day.” 
 
    “Fine,” Varleth grumbled and rubbed his brow, “but when they try to sacrifice you to whatever goddess they worship now, don’t come crying to me.” 
 
    “Duly noted,” I chuckled before I turned around and addressed my army in the Southern language. “We will try to stop here for today. Do not make any aggressive moves. I will give you further instructions soon.” 
 
    My army grunted and stomped in unison, and I took that as a yes. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Erin asked as she nudged me with her elbow and gestured to the bristling citizens of Qora. 
 
    “I’m going to go introduce myself.” I shrugged. 
 
    “That doesn’t sound like the best idea,” Orenn remarked with a frown. 
 
    “I’ll say,” Varleth snorted. 
 
    “Well, what would you have me do?” I asked the banisher and metallogue with a cocked eyebrow. 
 
    Both men lapsed into silence. 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” I laughed. “Now, just everyone … relax.” 
 
    “Oooh, I’d like to relax,” Layla sighed wistfully. “Sleeping on the ground last night really wasn’t very relaxing.” 
 
    “I’ve had worse.” Ashla shrugged. 
 
    “Haven’t we all?” Erin chuckled. 
 
    I shook my head at my friends’ antics, and then I ran my hands down my bandolier as I searched for the appropriate crystals. 
 
    “I thought we weren’t trying to scare them,” Varleth pointed out. 
 
    “We’re not,” I said as I found a marble sized verdant stone and another pale green one, “I’m just trying to be prepared.” 
 
    With that, I reached around and crushed the verdant crystal against the back of my neck, and a speed slug immediately attached itself to my skin. I felt the instant rush of jittery power course through my veins, and I had to force myself to remain still. 
 
    Next, I dropped the pale green crystal at my feet and crushed it beneath my boot heel, and my kalgori fluttered up toward my face a moment later. My butterfly monster was incredibly innocuous, but the sunlight glinted off the metallic tipped wings that actually made the kalgori one of my most dangerous summons. Hopefully, those wings would provide me with some protection if need be. 
 
    So, I gave the single butterfly a mental command to multiply, and then I watched as one insect became two, and then four, until finally twenty kalgori innocently floated on the wind around me. 
 
    “I forgot how pretty this monster is,” Layla giggled as she held out a hand and let a butterfly alight on her outstretched finger. 
 
    “Pretty deadly,” Ashla added with a smirk. 
 
    “Which is precisely why I chose it,” I said and bounced on my toes, since the speed slug was making me want to sprint across the field already. “The kalgori is small and innocent enough that it hopefully won’t agitate those men, but if they don’t hear me out …” 
 
    “Slice and dice,” Erin finished for me, and she cut her hand through the air to illustrate her point. 
 
     “Hopefully, it won’t come to that, but,” I took a deep breath and exhaled sharply, “here goes nothing.” 
 
    “Good luck,” Layla and Orenn chirped in unison, and then I extended my leg and began to stride across the field. 
 
    It was an effort to keep my pace relatively normal, and my gait was probably more lurching than I wanted, but I was more than grateful for my speed slug when the familiar twang of a bow split the air. 
 
    An arrow streaked through the sky toward my position, and I watched as it arched high before it began to descend directly toward me. The sunlight caught the metal arrowhead, but because of the speed slug, it was like I was watching the projectile come at me in slow motion. 
 
    When the arrow was about ten feet above my head, I casually stepped to the side, and the bolt buried itself in the grass a moment later. I looked from the arrow and then back to the line of archers, and I heard a panicked murmuring begin to spread through the men. 
 
    “We wish you no harm,” I called out in Southern to pacify the fighters, but it apparently didn’t work, since several bows twanged a moment later. 
 
    I sighed and gave my kalgori the command, and my butterfly monsters began to twirl and gain speed rapidly. They became a blur of green and silver tipped wings, and my hair billowed in the gale the insect monsters caused.   
 
    There was a reason this monster was nicknamed “the whirlwind of blades.” 
 
    The arrows descending upon me were no match for my kalgori, and within moments, splinters of wood rained down on my position as the butterflies ripped the projectiles to shreds. 
 
    Now, the citizens of Qora began to panic in earnest, and I watched as they glanced uneasily at each other. One man started shouting orders and shoving the other fighters, so I assumed this guy was in charge somehow, but it looked like the other men were hesitant to listen to him. 
 
    I could work with that. 
 
    But first, I needed to get those bows out of play. 
 
    “Multiply,” I commanded my kalgori again, and the twenty butterflies above my head split and split again until there were thirty-six. I could have made more, but I didn’t want to waste my mana if I didn’t have to, and I predicted I could disarm and de-escalate the citizens of Qora with a quick, decisive, and bloodless move. 
 
    So, before the men could regain their composure and retaliate, I sent my kalgori forth, but I gave them strict instructions to avoid hurting the men. 
 
    Instead, the butterfly monsters were to aim for the bows in the men’s hands. 
 
    The kalgori caught the light as they whirled across the field in a kaleidoscope of color and metal, and the men of Qora dissolved into utter mayhem as they watched the butterflies descend upon them. Their ranks broke as men scattered left and right, and I even saw some men just drop their weapons and run back toward the town. Several arrows were also shot straight up into the air before the kalgori finally reached the archers, and shouts of dismay echoed across the field when the butterflies sliced through bows and bowstrings alike. 
 
    My kalgori weren’t the most intelligent of my monsters, but I still received vague impressions from them through our bond. So, when my butterflies “reported” that there were no more bows to demolish, I ordered them to return to my side, and they rose up over the citizens of Qora before they did as I asked. 
 
    The man in charge was still shouting orders to his fighters, but since I’d just taken out all the archers without so much as lifting a finger, the other men didn’t seem very inclined to attack me again. This enraged the leader, and I watched as he grabbed an older teen boy by the scruff of the neck and rattled him around. 
 
    I was never one to sit back and watch someone be abused, though, so I quickly drew on my speed slug’s power, and I crossed the field in what felt like a blink of an eye. My kalgori fluttered in my wake, and I came to a stop five yards away from the distracted citizens of Qora. 
 
    “Hey,” I called out in Southern to the leader, who was still shaking the teen boy, “don’t take your frustrations out on a child. If you’re angry, then confront me.” 
 
    The leader froze with his hand still wrapped in the boy’s collar, and the teen’s feet dangled a few inches off the ground. The men behind the struggling pair openly gaped at me, and I saw the terror in the whites of their eyes as they stumbled back. 
 
    “Did you see that shaman move?” I heard one man gasp. 
 
    “No, he was there, and now he’s here!” 
 
    “T-This is the foreign shaman,” another fighter shouted, “the—the one who fought the goddess in Umo Portana!” 
 
    “And lived,” I added in their native tongue, and I smiled in the hopes the gesture would assuage some of their fears. 
 
    No such luck. 
 
    “What are you idiots doing?” the lead man bellowed, and then he threw the boy at his feet and used his now free hand to point at me. “Attack him! Kill the foreigner before he kills us!” 
 
    “Actually, I’m not here to kill anyone,” I called out as I held my hands up, but my kalgori continued to flitter behind me just in case. 
 
    “You bring an army to Qora’s doorstep, pale face,” the leader spat at me, and I took this moment to study him. 
 
    He was a stocky and burly man, with a barrel chest and a protruding gut. The muscles in his arms and legs were tending more toward flab, but he wielded a short-handled axe like he knew what to do with it. Surprisingly, his clothes were actually well made and tailored, and his green shirt looked like it was brand new, as did his brown leather boots. 
 
    Was this man a fighter or a merchant? Whatever, I’d figure that out later. 
 
    Right now, I needed to make sure he didn’t try to kill me. 
 
    “My army isn’t here to attack Qora or any other Utun city,” I explained to the man and his listening citizens. “We’re just passing through and are in need of some supplies.” 
 
    “And what makes you think we’d sell to the likes of a foreign spy?” the man sneered and hefted his axe a little higher. 
 
    “Well, I’m assuming you accept money in Qora, yes?” I asked with a cocked eyebrow. “Because we are willing to pay.” 
 
    I didn’t have a lot of funds left over, but I had enough for some food and maybe a few crude spears or swords. Most of my fighters had their own weapons, but having some in reserve wouldn’t hurt. 
 
    “We don’t want any of your money,” the man bit out and jerked his head to the side, “so you best be on your way.” 
 
    “Look--” I sighed, but before I could say another word, the teen boy from before spoke up. 
 
    “A-Are you Utuni’s Bane?” he stuttered as he pulled himself to his feet and sidled away from the leader, who looked like he was about to pop a vein. 
 
    “I am,” I nodded and tried to contain my smirk, “my name’s Gryff. What’s yours?” 
 
    “Tenu,” the boy rushed out and then went on to his next question. “Is it true you battle monsters?” 
 
    “Boy, be quiet,” the leader snapped, but I ignored him and answered the teen. 
 
    “Yes,” I replied as I gestured behind me toward my team and army, “and so do all of these men and women. That’s why they’re all here. They want to protect their homes and families and fight back the hordes of monsters Utuni is unleashing all over the country.” 
 
    “You would speak ill of the goddess?” the leader snarled. 
 
    “I would speak ill of a murderous monster,” I corrected as I crossed my arms over my chest. “I have met your so-called goddess, and she left much to be desired.” 
 
    I couldn’t have said it better myself, Sera purred smugly in my head. 
 
    The gathered citizens of Qora muttered anxiously among themselves at my declaration, but I barreled on before the leader could get a word in.  
 
    “I know this isn’t something you want to hear,” I called out to the crowd, “and I know you’ve been raised to worship Utuni for generations, but I can tell you from first-hand experience that she cares nothing for you or any of humanity. She sees you as cannon fodder, livestock, barely more intelligent than the most base animal. The only thing you’re good for is your worship and blood sacrifice, because both of those things grant Utuni power. If you forsake her, however, she grows weaker, and she will not be able to continue her terrible Reign of Blood.” 
 
    You really understand how we see humans now, don’t you, Gryff? Phi snickered, but I ignored the Archon as I studied the people before me. 
 
    The crowd’s muttering had grown louder after my announcement, but I couldn’t tell if they were disbelieving, angry, or excited to hear someone speak out against Utuni. 
 
    The leader, though, was very easy to decipher. 
 
    “Who are you to tell us how to live our lives and worship our goddess?” the man growled and bared his teeth. “You are not of Utun. You are just a foreign boy.” 
 
    “I am not just a boy,” I shot back, “I am a powerful shaman chosen by the Storm Mage Marangur Sleet himself to contend with the goddesses Utuni and Miralea. I have already defeated Miralea, the jaguar goddess, and Utuni will soon fall to me as well. But I offer the people of Utun the chance to fight for themselves, to defend themselves, and to protect themselves against the wave of monsters that is sweeping the country.” 
 
    “You speak of these monsters,” the leader sneered, “but Qora has seen nothing of the like in many years. You are just spreading fear and stories among the people to gain more power. Do you seek to rule us, pale boy, now that King Konu is dead?” 
 
    Now, there’s an idea, Sera hummed, but I shoved the Archon to the back of my mind. 
 
    I was surprised Qora hadn’t seen any rift activity, but perhaps they had just lucked out until now. Then I opened my mouth to respond to the leader, but before I could, a voice spoke up at my back. 
 
    “This shaman tells the truth,” the voice declared, and I turned to see my team and army had slowly advanced across the field, and now Iso stood at the front. 
 
    The boy from the elder’s village seemed completely different from the whimpering weakling I’d first met and trained. Now, Iso stood tall with his sharp chin jutted forward, and his dark hair fluttered around his ears in the wind. He held a spear in his right hand, and despite his young age, he looked like a soldier by the way he carried himself. 
 
    “Bah,” the leader scoffed and rolled his eyes, “another boy who knows nothing.” 
 
    “I want to hear what he has to say, Lino,” a Qoran man called out, and the leader scowled as he lapsed into silence. 
 
    “Thank you.” Iso nodded at the crowd before he raised his voice. “I know I am young, and I come from a village of so little importance it doesn’t even bare a true name, but I know, without a doubt, that this foreign shaman speaks the truth about the monsters and Utuni.” 
 
    “How?” another Qoran citizen called out. “How do you know?” 
 
    “Because I witnessed it,” Iso declared, and a few gasps rippled through the crowd. “I witnessed a legion of monsters try to destroy my village and the village of Small Bend, and if it wasn’t for these foreign shamans, my people would have been ripped to bloody pieces.” 
 
    Iso gestured to my team and I as he spoke, and my friends turned bewildered and confused eyes my way. I held up my hand in a gesture to tell them everything was okay, and while Varleth frowned and reached for his sword, the rest of my team nodded and tried to look unassuming. 
 
    Iso continued to speak to the Qoran citizens in the Southern language, and I was impressed at how eloquent the boy sounded. In fact, he sounded a little like me as he described Utuni’s legions of monsters, the attacks on the elder’s village and Small Bend, and how we were able to win through teamwork and perseverance. 
 
    Maybe my speeches had struck a chord with the boy. 
 
    Then some of the men who had joined us yesterday on the road threw their two cents in, and they described how the Reign of Blood was covering all of Utun in a flood of crimson. They went on to speak about why they had set out from their homes in search of “Utuni’s Bane,” and I felt dozens of eyes circle back to me.  
 
    I lifted my chin as the people of Qora scrutinized me, and I could also see my friends straighten up in my peripherals. I cast a glance over my shoulder to make sure they were doing all right, and Layla crossed her eyes and poked her tongue out at me. I stifled a smirk and turned away from the petite summoner, and I finally tuned back in to what Iso was saying. 
 
    “…and so we ask that you fight with us, people of Qora,” Iso shouted as he raised his spear in the air, “fight with Utuni’s Bane and protect your families!” 
 
    My army gave out a rallying cry of support, but the men of Qora didn’t look entirely convinced. They shifted from foot to foot and frowned at one another, and although they watched my kalgori flutter overhead with some trepidation, they didn’t seem so sure that I was strong enough to defy a goddess. 
 
    I couldn’t really blame them, either. It was hard to describe the horrors of a rift or monsters when someone hadn’t experienced them. We could tell them the Shadowscape smelled of death, decay, and noxious gases, but they wouldn’t understand, and part of me hoped they never had to. 
 
    Unsurprisingly, no one from Qora stepped forward once Iso finished speaking. The boy, Tenu, looked like he wanted to, but the man named Lino held him back by a stern grip on the arm. 
 
    My army muttered discontentedly, and my friends looked to me in confusion. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I called to them in Mistral, but even as I said this, my kalgori continued to fly over the crowd and field around us. 
 
    I didn’t think the people of Qora would outright attack us now, but I wasn’t taking any chances. 
 
    As the silence stretched on, Lino scowled at Iso and then scowled at me, and I stepped forward before he could rebuke us. 
 
    “Look, we just want to buy supplies and rest for the night,” I reasoned with the man in Southern. “No one has to join us if they don’t want to. We’ll be gone by tomorrow morning.” 
 
    Lino looked like he was going to refuse us, but then a group of Qoran men stepped forward. 
 
    “Sir,” one of them addressed Lino in a lowered voice, “you know we haven’t had many travelers in the last few weeks. The inn has made no money in days, and neither have most of the shops. The shaman and his men could tide us over until … things settle down.” 
 
    The others nodded and muttered their agreement, and Lino gnashed his teeth. 
 
    “Fine,” he snarled, “accept his dirty foreign money. But no men better join the pale faces, or I’ll skin them myself.” 
 
    With that, Lino spat in the dirt between me and the men he’d been arguing with, and then he shouldered past his fighters to march back into Qora. 
 
    Once he’d left, the men relaxed and lowered their weapons, and I quickly recalled my kalgori and speed slug before I tucked their crystals away. 
 
    The man who had reasoned with Lino stepped forward and inclined his head to me. His black hair was plaited down his back, and he wore a modest blue dyed robe. 
 
    “Forgive our mayor,” he said with a smile, “he can be a very … steadfast man.” 
 
    “Stubborn is more like it,” the boy named Tenu snorted. 
 
    “Do not let your father hear you,” the man warned with a sharp look. 
 
    “That was your father?” I scoffed at the boy in surprise. 
 
    He nodded and scowled, and I finally saw the similarities in their expressions. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” the man cut in and drew my attention again, “I don’t think we caught your name before. We arrived after all the … commotion had happened. I am Furi, and these are my compatriots.” 
 
    The several men around him nodded and muttered again, and by the way they were all dressed, I could definitely tell these men were merchants of some sort. Their faces looked as soft as their hands, and I doubted a single one of them had ever wielded a weapon. 
 
    “It’s alright,” I smiled, “my name is Gryff, and these are my teammates.” 
 
    I gestured for my friends to come forward, and they hastily did so. Varleth merely frowned sharply in greeting when he reached us, but my other friends stumbled their way through a greeting in the Southern language. 
 
    “I taught them that,” Orenn whispered to me in Mistral, and he wore a proud smile. 
 
    “Good job,” I chuckled back. 
 
    “So, is everything okay?” Varleth asked as he glared suspiciously at Furi and the other men. 
 
    “Everything’s fine,” I assured the banisher and clapped him on the shoulder. “The mayor was a little stubborn, but it looks like the merchants won out since they’re a little hard up on money.” 
 
    “They should join the club,” the gypsy grumbled, “we don’t have a lot left either. Certainly not enough to pay for almost three hundred men.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll talk to the men,” I offered, “and I’ll get them to pool their resources so we can stock up as much as we can before we move on.” 
 
    “And then what?” Varleth asked with a cocked eyebrow. 
 
    “Then we’ll cross that road when we get to it.” I grinned before I turned back to Furi and switched to Southern. “Could you show me where we can buy some supplies, like food and weapons?” 
 
    “Yes,” Furi nodded, “I can even show you to a few inns. Qora has several, and I believe we might even have enough space to accommodate all of your men.” 
 
    I blinked in surprise, but when I glanced at Qora over his shoulder, I realized this town was substantially bigger than the last few we’d visited. Small Bend had less than five hundred people in it by the time we arrived, but by the number of houses and smoke curling off chimneys, I’d estimate nearly a thousand, maybe even two thousand, people called Qora home. 
 
    “That would be nice,” I responded to Furi in Southern, “but I would have to double check our funds first.” 
 
    “I am sure we could come to some type of compromise,” Furi suggested. 
 
    “Yes,” one of his companions chimed in, “especially if what you say of the monster hordes are true.” 
 
    This man was a little portlier than the rest of them, and his lower chin jiggled as he licked his dry lips and stared at me with wide, fearful brown eyes. 
 
    “It’s true,” I confirmed with a nod, “though I’m sorry to say it. In all honesty, I’m surprised Qora hasn’t seen any rifts, but this might be because of how far north we are.” 
 
    “Never have I been so grateful to be far from the capital.” The portly man shuddered. 
 
    “Yes, well, let’s not speak anymore of bad things,” Furi interrupted as he stepped forward and gestured to the town. “Let me show you to our shops. I happen to sell a fine assortment of travel gear.” 
 
    “Sounds great, but give me one moment, please.” I smiled and held up a finger before I walked over to Iso. 
 
    “Utuni’s Bane.” The boy bowed his head to me. 
 
    “I told you Gryff is fine,” I chuckled in Southern. “But I do have a job for you.” 
 
    “Anything,” he swore. 
 
    “I need you to go around to the men and ask them to pool their money,” I instructed. “This way, we can hopefully buy everyone new food, weapons, maybe even lodging. I’m going to go into town, but have the men wait here until I return. The people of Qora might not be outright hostile at the moment, but I don’t want anyone getting hurt until I can be sure everything is okay.” 
 
    “Right away, sir.” Iso bowed one more time before he turned and ran toward the rest of my army milling around in the late afternoon heat. 
 
    I walked back to my friends, but I paused when Ashla, Erin, and Layla stared at me strangely. 
 
    “What?” I asked in Mistral. 
 
    “Nothing,” the women chirped in unison, but then they dropped into simultaneous bows, “Utuni’s Bane.” 
 
    “Ha, ha, very funny.” I rolled my eyes good-naturedly and fought back a smirk. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Ashla laughed as she straightened up and winked at me, “I still like General Gryff.” 
 
    “Gryffieeee,” Layla sang as she latched onto my arm. “That will always be my favorite.” 
 
    “So, what’s the plan, General Gryffie?” Varleth snarked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Ooh, combo,” Layla breathed with wide hazel eyes, “why did I never think of that?” 
 
    I chuckled at the petite summoner before I focused my attention on the banisher. 
 
    “These merchants are going to show us to some supplies,” I said as I gestured to Furi and his men. “I don’t know if we’ll get any recruits, though. Apparently, this place has been surprisingly rift free recently, so the people are hard pressed to believe our ‘fantastic tales’ of monsters. Still, I sent the boy Iso to talk to the men and see how much money they all have. Hopefully, we can buy enough food and weapons to tide us over for a while.” 
 
    After that, though, I wasn’t entirely sure what we’d do. I guess we could technically take a page from the Wild Reds and become temporary mercenaries. The Reds dealt with rifts out in the places the Enclaves have a hard time reaching, and they usually exchanged their services for either coin, supplies, or room and board. My army could do something similar in Utun, but I worried about wasting time while Utuni continued to grow stronger. 
 
    Just another problem to come back to later. Being a leader was a lot more challenging than I had first assumed. 
 
    “You know,” Ashla sighed suddenly, “I hate to say this, but I kinda wish there were some monsters around right now. Just to show these people we aren’t making stuff up.” 
 
    “I know,” Layla agreed with a sad nod, “and people always like to give us stuff after we save them from monsters. It’s my favorite part.” 
 
    “Your favorite part of saving people is the gifts you receive?” Erin asked with a quirked eyebrow. 
 
    “Well, killing the monsters is my favorite part, obviously,” Layla shrugged, “but I like the rewards, too.” 
 
    “Spoken like a true mercenary,” Ashla laughed and nudged the small summoner. “We’ll make a Wild Red of you yet.” 
 
    I snickered as I turned away from my friends, and then I nodded at Furi to lead the way into Qora. The merchant smiled as he parted the gathered citizens, and then my team and I followed him into town. 
 
    Qora was such a change of pace from the elder’s village and Small Bend. Not only was this town twice, even three times the size, its streets were also cobblestoned, and the houses were made of smooth gray stones and gabled rooftops. 
 
    Furi pointed out different sections of the town as we went, and my friends did their best to look impressed, but I was mostly just nodding along at this point. We’d been marching for almost two days from dawn until dusk, and the earlier sap on my mana with the kalgori and speed slug didn’t help matters much. Couple all of that with the fact that I was now responsible for nearly three hundred people, and it had all started to weigh on my mind. 
 
    Oh yeah, plus the pissed off goddess who I still had tucked away in a corner up there. 
 
    Heavy is the head that wears the crown, Sera intoned before her voice slipped into a sultry purr, but you wear it so well, Gryff. 
 
    On this, I have to agree with my sister, Phi added. Though, I would have just killed that mayor earlier and been done with it. He was so annoying. 
 
    A pulse of blood lust coursed through me as the image of Lino’s mangled body popped into my head, but I shoved away the urge and gritted my teeth. 
 
    That wasn’t me, Phi remarked helpfully. 
 
    But I already knew it wasn’t her, because I knew exactly who was trying to influence me. 
 
    “It’s not going to work, Miralea,” I muttered under my breath in Mistral. 
 
    “Is she giving you trouble?” Erin whispered in my ear, and I jumped as I realized the mimic was walking right at my elbow. 
 
    “Nothing to worry about,” I assured the orange-haired woman, “just the same old stuff. It’s kinda like Phi was in the beginning. She’d rant and rave and be generally irritating, but she eventually settled down.” 
 
    I resent that, the white-winged Archon growled. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Erin murmured with a frown, and she reached down to twine her fingers through mine. “You’re looking a little run down.” 
 
    “I’m fi--,” I tried to dismiss her, but a yawn cracked my jaw in half before I could finish. It seemed the last few days were finally catching up with me, now that the adrenaline of the earlier stand-off was wearing down. 
 
    “You were saying?” The mimic raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Okay,” I chuckled and knuckled my eyes, “I’m a little tired, but we all are.” 
 
    “Yeah, but we don’t all have three goddesses in our heads,” Erin pointed out as she nudged me with her hip. “You’re allowed to feel tired.” 
 
    “Layla said the same thing yesterday,” I laughed while I rubbed the back of my neck. “She said admitting I wasn’t okay would make me seem more human, like I’m not human originally.” 
 
    “Of course you’re human,” the mimic snorted, “Layla was just poking fun at your penchant to be superhuman sometimes.” 
 
    “Um, what?” I asked with a tilt of my head. 
 
    “Oh, come on, you know,” Erin shrugged, “you’re the strongest person I’ve ever met.” 
 
    “You have met Sleet before, right?” I snickered. 
 
    “Yes,” Erin nodded, “but I don’t think Sleet could have stopped three Archons, and I don’t think Sleet could stop Utuni now. There’s just something about you, Gryff. You always give your all and somehow, someway, things always end up working in your favor.” 
 
    “Not always,” I muttered and clenched my fists, “if it did, I’d have caught Utuni already, and Utun wouldn’t have to suffer through the Reign of Blood.” 
 
    “I don’t see anyone else trying to stop Utuni, though,” Erin reminded me with a smile, “and I know you’ll stop her soon. I just know it.” 
 
    Something about the mimic’s tone made my chest swell with pride. 
 
    “You have a lot of faith in me,” I teased to try to lighten the mood. 
 
    “You’ve earned it,” the pilot replied before she danced up on her tiptoes and pecked me on the cheek. 
 
    “Uhh, Gryff?” I heard Orenn suddenly say, and I turned to find the metallogue frowning at me. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked as I instinctively stepped toward him and ran my right hand down my bandolier. 
 
    “Um, I think this guy wanted to speak with you,” Orenn said, and he jerked his thumb over his shoulder at Furi. “I only understood a few words, but your name was pretty clear.” 
 
    “Oh, thanks,” I responded before I switched to Southern. “My apologies, what were you saying?” 
 
    “My shop is just down the road,” Furi explained as he pointed to the west, “but there’s an inn here if you want to speak to the inn keep about accommodations.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to reply, but before I could, a commotion on the street behind me caught my attention. My hand shot to the dagger hilt at my side as I turned, but a moment later, it wasn’t a horde of monsters coming around the corner, it was Iso and the other boy, Tenu. 
 
    “Utuni’s Bane!” the two boys shouted in staggered unison, and then they skidded to a stop before us and collapsed against each other while they panted. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked them in Southern. 
 
    They wheezed for breath as they gestured and pointed behind them, and a moment later, Ashla gasped. 
 
    “Gryff, look!” the ice made ordered in an urgent tone. 
 
    I followed her line of sight, and my gut froze. 
 
    In the far distance, over the roofs of Qora and toward the horizon, I could see smoke. 
 
    And the red tinge of Utuni’s blood aura also painted the sky in crimson streaks. 
 
    “That’s a rift,” Varleth grunted, and his hand drifted to the banisher sword on his hip. 
 
    I stared at the aura for a split second before I spun toward Furi. 
 
    “What is the nearest town?” I demanded in Southern. 
 
    The man only continued to gape at the sky, though, so I reached forward and shook him by the shoulder. 
 
    “Furi!” I snapped my fingers in front of his face, and his wide, startled eyes finally settled back on me. “Where is that smoke coming from? Is it a nearby town?” 
 
    “N-No,” the merchant stuttered and shook his head, “there are no towns in that direction for many miles. Only farms and land.” 
 
    “It’s coming from the Paku farm,” Tenu gasped as he finally drew himself to his full height. “One of the stable hands just rode in on a horse that was as terrified as he was. He said he saw… he saw…” 
 
    “Monsters,” Iso finished when the other boy trailed off in horrified disbelief. 
 
    “Did the stable hand say how many?” I asked in Southern. 
 
    “Not exactly,” Iso replied, “but I think if it was as many as we faced in Small Bend, the stable hand wouldn’t have made it.” 
 
    “True,” I muttered before I clapped my hands, turned to my friends, and flipped to Mistral. “Okay, here’s the deal. It sounds like a small rift opened up at one of the farms to the east. A stable hand just rode into town and reported monsters, but Iso pointed out that if there were a lot of them, no one would have made it out.” 
 
    “Fair assessment,” Varleth grunted, “but we need to get out there and deal with that rift before the monsters reach Qora.” 
 
    “I don’t know if we’ll even need to find the catalyst,” I pointed out as I gestured to the setting sun. “We just need to hold on until the moon comes out.” 
 
    “Running out the clock,” Orenn nodded and punched his fist into his other palm, “we can do that.” 
 
    “We can totally do that,” I agreed with a grin, and I moved to step around Furi, but suddenly, Ashla put her hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “Actually, Gryff,” the ice mage spoke up with a stern frown, “I think you should stay here?” 
 
    “What?” I laughed in disbelief. “You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Gryffie, but I agree with Ashla,” Layla added as she bit her lip. 
 
    “Me, too.” Erin nodded. 
 
    “Count me in,” Orenn said as he raised his hand. 
 
    “I can’t believe this,” I shook my head, “betrayed by my friends.” 
 
    “We’re not trying to betray you, stop being dramatic.” Ashla rolled her chocolate colored eyes. 
 
    “We’re trying to protect you, Gryff,” Erin reasoned. 
 
    “Yeah!” Layla chirped and bounced on her toes. “If you work yourself to death, what’s going to happen to those goddesses in your head?” 
 
    “And what’s going to happen to us in the aftermath?” Varleth added with a deadpan look. 
 
    “Guys,” I tried, “I can’t just sit back and do nothing.” 
 
    “Actually, you can,” Ashla pointed out with a raised eyebrow, “or did you build that army out there just to look pretty?” 
 
    “Yeah, but those are just foot soldiers,” I argued with a furrowed brow. 
 
    “And what are we?” Erin challenged with a smirk. “Just arm candy for you?” 
 
    “That’s not fair,” I frowned, “you know I believe all of you are amazing mages.” 
 
    “Then let us handle this,” Ashla reasoned, and she shot me a smile. “If you believe in us, that is.” 
 
    Ooh, using your own words against you, Phi snickered. I kind of enjoy this human. 
 
    “Besides,” Layla added as she skipped over to my side and wrapped herself around my arm, “you said it yourself, it’s a small rift. Nothing we haven’t handled in the past.” 
 
    “We’ll take the men from the elder’s village and Small Bend,” Varleth strategized, “and any man from the new group who already knows the basics of fighting.” 
 
    “We got this, Gryff.” Orenn grinned down at me and pulled me into a quick headlock. “You get some rest and make sure we have some food and a place to sleep when we get back.” 
 
    I looked around at all my friends, but I knew we didn’t have any time to waste or lose by arguing. Furi was also looking like he was going to pass out as his frantic eyes darted between us, so I sighed and made a decision. 
 
    “Fine,” I told my friends, “I’ll stay back this time. But only if you promise to be careful, and if things get too dicey, retreat and come get me.” 
 
    “Yes, General Gryffie!” Layla snapped a smart salute before she dissolved into giggles. 
 
    “I know you hate this, but you’ll have to learn how to delegate now that you’re a leader,” Ashla told me as she leaned in and gave me a quick peck. 
 
    “I know,” I grumbled, “doesn’t mean I have to like it.” 
 
    “As long as it keeps those goddesses in your head, I’ll tie you to a bed myself,” Varleth muttered before he turned on his heel, and his banisher cloak fluttered out behind him. “Come on, we need to go collect the army.” 
 
    “We’ll be back soon, Gryff, don’t worry,” Erin assured me with a smile, and then she bounced off to follow after the rest of our team. 
 
    I watched my friends go with an anxious, jittery feeling in my veins, and I clenched and unclenched my fists until they vanished out of sight. 
 
    The ice mage is right, Sera spoke up. A ruler must learn to delegate quickly and efficiently. I think you did a marvelous job, Gryff. 
 
    I still think you should slaughter everyone and anyone whenever you can, Phi added glibly, but to each his own. 
 
    I sighed as I ignored the bickering sisters, and then I turned back to Furi, Iso, and Tenu, who were alternating between gaping at me and gaping after my friends. 
 
    “They went to deal with the monster problem,” I informed the trio in Southern. 
 
    “But not you?” Tenu asked with a frown. 
 
    “I’m apparently delegating.” I forced a smile before I turned to Iso. “My team are going to collect the trained fighters from the edge of town. You may go with them, but inform the men who are staying behind to split in half. One half stays at the perimeter of the town to watch for any flares or stray monsters, and the other half may come into town for lodgings and food. After a few hours, they can swap posts. If anything happens, come find me immediately.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Iso quickly bowed and then tore off down the street to do as I’d asked. 
 
    I turned back to Furi. “I hope you understand, but we’ll have to continue the tour of Qora and the shops later. For now, if you could just show me where the rest of my men can sleep and eat, I’d be grateful.” 
 
    “What about the other shamans?” the merchant asked as he looked off in the direction of the smoke. 
 
    “They’re going to hold off the monsters for the next hour or so,” I explained, “but once the moon rises, things will be safe, and they’ll return. Then they’ll also be looking for food and lodging.” 
 
    “T-The people of Qora would be happy to put you up for the night,” Furi stuttered, “and to pay for your dinners. In thanks for—well, yes, you know. I-I’ll show your remaining men to their rooms and meals personally. We can talk more about the supplies in t-the morning.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” I nodded before I gestured to the inn we were standing in front of. “They have any vacancies?” 
 
    “Y-yes, many,” the merchant stammered and rushed to open the door for me. “Here, you go right on in, and tell the inn keep that I sent you. In the meantime, I-I’ll go check on your men and uh—the rest of the town.” 
 
    “Assure them that everything will be fine,” I instructed as I pinched the bridge of my nose, since I could feel a headache coming on. “My shamans and men are very competent and will deal with the rift easily.” 
 
    Furi dipped his head as I walked through the door of the inn, and I blinked as the change of light disoriented me when I entered the dimly lit foyer. My eyelids were getting heavy too, and I felt more drained than I had an hour ago. 
 
    Marching couldn’t have made me this tired. Was something wrong? 
 
    It’s Miralea, Sera informed me. You might not notice it, but your subconscious is working to the extremes to keep her bound. I’m doing my best to supplement your strength, but Miralea is … angry. 
 
    I snorted. I’d say. I could practically hear the jaguar goddess snarl in my ear, even though I’d locked her in the darkest corner of my brain. 
 
    I didn’t think I’d actually get any sleep, knowing my friends were out there battling a rift, but I hoped a few minutes with my eyes closed might refresh me a little. 
 
    I tried to keep my feet from dragging, and I made my way over to the front desk. The man before me was a blurry approximation of an Utun man, and he grunted when I came to a swaying stop in front of him. 
 
    “Furi sent me,” I muttered in Southern. “He said he would cover my room.” 
 
    The inn keep grunted something under his breath and tossed me a key with little ceremony. Then he pointed to the stairs on his left. 
 
    “Thanks,” I sighed and started toward the stairs, but then I paused and turned to speak over my shoulder. “My friends will return soon, and they’ll be looking for food and rooms, too. Furi said it was all on him for the night.” 
 
    Well, that wasn’t exactly what the merchant said, but I was too tired now to argue nuances in a different language with the inn keep. 
 
    The man grumbled his acknowledgement of my statement, and I nodded and stumbled up the stairs. 
 
    The key in my hand had something that looked like an eight carved into the face, so I found the door with the corresponding symbol and slipped inside. 
 
    There was little more than a bed and dresser, but I didn’t care as I dropped my bag and toed my boots off near the door. My eyelids felt like they were weighted down now, even though my heart rate was elevated by nerves. I finally collapsed on the bed face first, and I turned slightly on my side so I could face the window on the far wall of the room. The light coming through the curtains was still a golden yellow, so I knew Utuni’s aura hadn’t creeped any closer. 
 
    As much as I hate to admit it, Phi sneered, your little friends are fairly competent. I think they can take out a tiny rift. 
 
    Yes, don’t worry about them, Sera murmured, you need to sleep. We’ll watch over Miralea so she doesn’t disturb your dreams or escape. Just rest, Gryff. 
 
    “Fine,” I muttered out loud as my eyes started to drift closed, “but wake me if something happens.” 
 
    With that, darkness slowly descended upon me, and I slipped into oblivion. 
 
    …only for Sera to scream my name what felt like mere seconds later. 
 
    Gryff, my dark Archon’s voice rang through the darkness of my mind, you must wake up! You’re in danger. 
 
    I jolted into consciousness a moment later, and my eyes snapped open when I heard the door click shut. 
 
    I was disoriented by sleep, but the room was still bathed in the dim glow of sunset. My heart hammered in my chest, and I was just starting to wonder if I had a bad dream when my eyes suddenly locked on movement in the corner of the room. 
 
    The far side of the room was drenched in shadow, but I distinctly saw a human shape crouched beside the dresser, and as I watched, the figure brandished something that glinted in the meager light of the dying day. 
 
    It took me a moment to recognize the glint as a dagger, and then I realized three things at once. 
 
    One, there was an assassin in my room. 
 
    Two, he was seconds away from killing me. 
 
    Three, I had to act now.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    The assassin and I stared at each other for a long, suspended moment, and it felt like the very air had frozen around us. Dust motes floated through the shafts of dim sunlight that fell through the window, and I watched the assassin blink in slow motion, even though the rest of his face was covered by a brown piece of cloth. 
 
    Then someone burst out laughing on the street below, and the assassin and I both exploded into action at the same time. 
 
    I flung my blanket to the floor and vaulted out of bed in the same movement, and my assailant lunged across the room in less than two strides. Thankfully, I’d fallen asleep with my gear on, so my right hand instinctively drew my rhin dagger as my left went for my bandolier. 
 
    The assassin was fast, though, faster than I’d anticipated, and I only had enough time to draw my rhin dagger and parry his blow before he skewered me on the end of his blade. 
 
    Our daggers clashed with a screech of metal, and my arm vibrated from the force behind the attack. Then the assassin grunted as he bared down and tried to shove his blade into my heart, and I realized this bastard was no joke. 
 
    But neither was I. 
 
    So, I gritted my teeth and shoved him back, and as he stumbled back toward the foot of the bed, I reached for my bandolier again. 
 
    But I hesitated when my finger rested on a cold crystal. 
 
    Most if not all of my monsters were relatively large, and if I summoned one here, the second floor of this inn would be destroyed. I could potentially crush people down below, and I wasn’t here to harm Qora or its citizens. That certainly wouldn’t help my campaign to bring down Utuni, either. 
 
    So, it looked like I had to take care of this guy in hand-to-hand combat. 
 
    The assassin regained his footing in the middle of the room, and he glared at me suspiciously as he now brandished two daggers in his hands. 
 
    Well, two could play that game. 
 
    I drew my father’s dagger in a flash of movement, and then I mirrored my assailant’s pose as we circled each other. Or attempted to circle each other, rather, since the room was pretty small. 
 
    “Who sent you?” I growled at the man in Southern as I twirled my rhin dagger in my hand. 
 
    The assassin didn’t reply. Instead, he gripped his dual weapons tighter before he lunged at me a second time. I blocked both of his stabs with another screech of metal, and the man once again tried to use his larger bulk against me and bared down with his bulging arms. 
 
    My back was to the small bed, and I could feel the backs of my knees dig into the simple wooden frame around the mattress. If this guy tipped me over, the fight would be over in a moment, but I wasn’t about to let that happen. 
 
    Instead, I bared my teeth and drew his attention to my hands as I made a show of trying to disengage our blades, and while he was distracted, I kicked out at his right knee. 
 
    The joint gave with a loud crack, and the assassin cried out in pain as he collapsed slightly inward. 
 
    I used the opportunity to knock his blades away from me, and then I sliced my own rhin dagger toward his throat. The man managed to pull his head back just in the nick of time, though, and the tip of my weapon only carved a furrow across his shoulder and collar bone. 
 
    The sight of his crimson blood spraying into the air ignited something in me, and my heart slammed against my ribs as my eyes locked onto the man’s jugular. I could see his neck flutter with his rapid pulse, and I had the indescribable urge to rip the tendons out with my teeth. 
 
    I suddenly drew up short. What in the Maker was I thinking? I shook my head and shoved away my abrupt dark desire, and then I refocused on the fight at hand. 
 
    The assassin stumbled away from me on his bum leg, and he tried to press his hand against the gash on his shoulder. The wound continued to gush blood, though, and it dripped down to pool on the wooden floor beneath the assassin’s feet. 
 
    “Stop while you’re ahead,” I warned the man in Southern. “I don’t want to kill you, but I will, and easily.” 
 
    “Filthy foreigner,” the man snarled in return, and he let his wound bleed freely in favor of waving his daggers at me. “I will make your pale face paler with death, and your blood will satisfy the goddess.” 
 
    I blinked in surprise. This man was a supporter of Utuni? Then why was he here and not in Umo Portana? 
 
    No matter. He’d be a dead man soon anyway, and he could sacrifice his own blood to his precious goddess. 
 
    “Come on, then,” I challenged the man with a cocky smirk. “I don’t have all day.” 
 
    The assassin’s face twisted with rage, and he let out a loud, furious cry as he dove for my midsection. 
 
    He announced his move way too far in advance, though, and I jumped back on the bed to avoid his charge. The mattress gave a little under my feet, but it didn’t matter. The man’s momentum carried him directly into range, and I lashed out with my foot once more.  
 
    This kick struck the man squarely underneath the chin, and his head snapped back with an audible clacking of teeth. I watched as the assassin’s eyes rolled in his head until I could see the whites, but I didn’t give him a reprieve. Instead, I punched the man in the nose with my right fist, and the rhin dagger’s hilt gave me some extra weight behind the blow. 
 
    The assassin’s face caved inward with a dull crunch, and he wailed in pain, dropped his daggers with a clatter, and tried to cup his hands around the ruins of his face. 
 
    He also left himself wide open, so I used the opportunity to punch my father’s dagger deep into the assassin’s gut. 
 
    The man gave an odd combination of a grunt and a gasp, and a fine spray of blood and spittle misted my cheeks. Then the assassin’s warm blood coated my hand as I dug my dagger toward his spine, and I grasped his shoulder with my right hand to shove him away. 
 
    The assassin staggered back and then collapsed, and he hit the wooden floor of the inn room with a loud thud. He gasped like a fish under his thin brown mask, and his hands weakly came to flutter over the hole in his stomach. 
 
    I panted for breath as I stood over him on my bed, and my heart hammered like a war drum in my ears. After a moment, I jumped down to the floor, and my boots thumped against the wood planks as loudly as the assassin’s body had. I continued to stare at the dying man gasping on the floor, and then I picked up the sheet to wipe off my blades. 
 
    That was wonderful, Gryff, Sera purred in my head. 
 
    I agree, Phi sighed, I miss the feel of human blood on my hands. It’s so warm. 
 
    I looked down at my crimson stained palms, and I was going to wipe them off too, but then the assassin gave a loud, wet, rattling cough, and I realized I wanted some answers from him before I allowed him to die. 
 
    So, I stalked over to the dying man and crouched beside him, and then I fisted my hand in his flimsy mask and ripped it from his face. 
 
    An unknown man gasped up at me with blood staining his lips and yellow teeth, and his caramel colored skin was rapidly growing ashy while I watched. His dark eyes glared up at me with a clear hatred, though, and he managed a partial sneer. 
 
    “Who sent you?” I repeated my earlier question as I reached down, tangled my hand in his collar, and hauled him up toward me. I even shook him a little to make sure he heard my question. 
 
    The assassin weakly spat at me, and a glob of blood and spit struck my cheek. 
 
    “I will tell you nothing, pale face,” the man coughed. 
 
    A primal rage reared its ugly head in my chest, and I opened my mouth to threaten the assassin with untold horrors, but before I could, his eyes widened, and his mouth fell agape. 
 
    “W-What is wrong with your face?” he spluttered and fell into a coughing fit. “Y-your e-e-eyes!” 
 
    I frowned and glanced at my reflection in my father’s dagger, which was still in my left hand. The image was a little distorted, but I inhaled sharply when I saw I definitely had red eyes and teeth sharpened into vicious fangs. 
 
    You’re welcome, Phi giggled in my head. I just love making humans utterly terrified before they die. They release a certain pheromone that is just … delicious. 
 
    I was about to reprimand Phi, but then I realized I was running out of time. 
 
    Besides, what was the point of having three Archons locked up in my head if I didn’t get to use them to my advantage? 
 
    So, I grinned down at the dying man with my mouth full of fangs, and I made sure the setting sun caught the crimson red of my eyes. 
 
    “There was a reason I was able to defeat three goddesses,” I snarled at the assassin. “Did you really think a mere mortal could do that?” 
 
    The man gaped at me in horror, but the floor was soaked in his blood by now, and he didn’t have the strength to move away anymore. 
 
    “Y-You’re a monster,” he whimpered, “a pale faced demon.” 
 
    “Yes,” I growled deep in my chest, “and I am Utuni’s Bane. Now, you see it was futile to try to kill me, but tell me who sent you, and I will ease your passing into the next world.” 
 
    The assassin stared up into my face with terror bright in his wide brown eyes, and he painstakingly parted his chapped and blood-stained lips. 
 
    “L-Lino,” he breathed, “Lino s-sent me. He said the foreign shamans were a test from Utuni, and to pass, we had to sacrifice you to the goddess.” 
 
    “Lino,” I repeated as I snapped my illusioned fangs in the man’s face, “the mayor?” 
 
    I should have fucking known. 
 
    “Yes,” the assassin cried, and he turned away from my face in fear. 
 
    I didn’t need to hear anything more, so I extended my father’s dagger and buried the tip of it into the soft hollow between the assassin’s collarbone. The blade parted the flesh there like it was butter, and I buried the weapon to the hilt as the man’s blood splashed across my hands and wrists. 
 
    The assassin gurgled and thrashed weakly beneath me for a moment, but he bled out quickly, and by the time I withdrew my blade, the man’s corpse slumped limply to the floor. His wide, terrified eyes continued to stare up at the ceiling, and as I stood to my feet, I caught sight of my reflection in the scarlet pool of blood spreading across the wooden planks. 
 
    My eyes glinted like crimson gems set into an alien face. The features were my own, but they were grossly exaggerated. My chin came to a point sharp enough to stab someone, my chin bones protruded from the paper white skin like razors, and my lips were pulled back to reveal several rows of serrated fangs. 
 
    I looked like … a monster. 
 
    I think you look like an Archon, Sera purred. What a male one would look like, anyway.  
 
    Yes, why would you want to look like some other pitiful human, when you could be so much more? Phi scoffed. Personally, I think this is some of my best work. 
 
    I wanted to argue with the two Archons, refute them, but as I stared at my monstrous reflection, something in my chest preened with a dark pride. 
 
    Then my gaze landed on the dead assassin at my feet, and it felt like a volcano was about to explode from my chest. 
 
    Fury like I’d never known descended upon me, and I clenched my daggers in my fists so hard, the hilts cut into my hands. 
 
    Lino, that bastard mayor. We hadn’t been in his town for more than a few hours, and he’d already tried to kill me. No, worse, he tried to have me killed. The coward couldn’t even do it himself. 
 
    Visions of me skinning the man alive, mounting his head on a pike, and letting my monsters tear him limb from limb cycled through my mind, and I had the wild, all-consuming urge to bathe in the coward’s blood. 
 
    I started toward the door to do just that, but then I froze mid-step as a moment of lucidity overrode the roaring bloodlust in my mind. 
 
    “This isn’t me,” I muttered out loud. “This isn’t who I am. This is just Miralea’s influence.” 
 
    Sadly, yes, Sera sighed in my head. And although I’m loathe to agree with Miralea in any capacity, in this instance, I would follow her lead. 
 
    What? No. It didn’t matter what Phi could concoct with her illusions, I wasn’t a monster. 
 
    But you’re not just a weak, puny human either, Phi argued. If you were, you never would have beaten me. You have so much power, Gryff. Don’t waste it, use it. 
 
    Yes, use it to become the most powerful ruler this world has ever seen, Sera purred, and I’ll be your queen consort, who will gift you with the powerful offspring you deserve. 
 
    “Enough,” I cut off the two Archons with a growl, and then I looked deep inside myself to make sure Miralea’s bonds were still in place. 
 
    The jaguar goddess continued to screech, yowl, and bang on the walls of her confines, but everything looked solid. She wasn’t going anywhere. 
 
    I couldn’t help but wonder how she kept affecting me, then. 
 
    Miralea is just amplifying emotions you already have, Sera explained. You want to kill the mayor because he is a loathsome coward, as you should, but Miralea was just giving you some … more motivation. 
 
    “I am not her plaything,” I snapped, “and I’m not yours either. I’ll deal with the mayor because he deserves it, and because I won’t give him the opportunity to attack my friends, but I will not stoop to Miralea’s level. I’m not a monster.” 
 
    Fine, Sera sighed. As you wish. 
 
    You’re no fun, Phi drawled. 
 
    The two Archons quickly faded to the back of my mind after this, and I took several deep breaths to center myself. I cast the assassin’s corpse one last look before I stepped over it, sheathed my daggers, and slung my bag over my shoulder. Then I marched through the door and skipped down the stairs. 
 
    I saw the inn keep in my peripherals, and he may have called out to me, but red-hot anger was still boiling just beneath the surface of my skin, and I needed some fresh air or I would explode. 
 
    So, I slammed the inn door open and burst out of the building like it was on fire, and I nearly ran face first into Furi. 
 
    “O-Oh!” the merchant exclaimed as he stumbled backward with a shocked expression. “G-Gryff, I was just about to come … get … you … “ 
 
    The man trailed off, and I was sure he’d just noticed the assassin’s blood on my shirt, hands, and face, but I ignored him as I looked up. 
 
    The sun was just starting to slip past the far horizon, so I deduced that I’d been asleep for maybe an hour before the assassin rudely woke me up. My team and army were most likely still busy dealing with the rift, but I couldn’t wait for the moon to rise to deal with Lino. 
 
    “Have you received any word from my team?” I asked in Southern as I looked back down at Furi. 
 
    “W-What?” he stammered when he finally drew his gaze from the dried blood on me and met my eyes. “N-No. We haven’t heard anything, nor have we seen any flares that you mentioned. I-I apologize for asking, but is that … blood on your face?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said without explanation, and then barreled on to my next question. “Where is Lino’s house?” 
 
    “Lino?” the merchant echoed with a furrowed brow. 
 
    “The mayor,” I reiterated, and I couldn’t suppress the growl that rattled at the back of my throat. “Where does he live?” 
 
    “Why are you looking for the mayor?” Furi asked in a tentative voice. 
 
    “Because he tried to have me killed,” I answered simply, “but that didn’t go so well for the assassin. Do apologize to the inn keep for the mess in my room.” 
 
    “M-Mess … ” Furi gulped, and his eyes went wide. 
 
    “Now,” I said as I took a step toward the merchant, “are you going to tell me where I can find Lino, or do I need to ask someone else?” 
 
    Furi shuddered as his face paled in fear, and then he lifted a trembling arm to point to the northwest. 
 
    “H-He lives in a mansion a-at the top of the hill,” the merchant stammered, “you cannot miss it. There is a marble statue of Lino in the courtyard.” 
 
    “Of course there is.” I nodded my thanks and walked around Furi farther out into the street. When I glanced back over my shoulder at the man, I saw he swayed in place with relief. 
 
    “Furi,” I called out as I trailed my hand down my bandolier. 
 
    The merchant froze for a moment before he slowly turned to face me and plastered on a forced smile.  
 
    “Y-Yes?” he asked. 
 
    “Disregard my request for lodging tonight,” I instructed, and I pulled out a light blue crystal in the shape of a wing. “We won’t be needing any accommodations, but we will take whatever provisions you can pack by the time my army returns from saving Qora.” 
 
    “Of course,” the man quickly bowed his head, “we are grateful and would be honored to supply your men.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I replied in a clipped tone, and then I dropped my crystal and crushed it under my heel. 
 
    My vingehund sprang forth a moment later, and Furi fell on his ass with a startled shriek. 
 
    I stifled a smirk as I reached out and scratched my canine monster behind her ears, and she made a pleased rumbling sound as she stretched out her feathered blue wings. The light of the setting sun glinted off the two horns that arched from her brow, and her fangs gleamed a stark white as her maw parted and her tongue lolled out of her mouth. 
 
    “Good girl,” I greeted. “Come on, we have a job to take care of.” 
 
    The vingehund stooped a little before me, and I tangled my fingers in the feathers at the base of her neck. Then I hauled myself up, threw my leg over her flank, and settled firmly along her spine. 
 
    Furi gaped up at me as he scrambled back on his palms, and I could see him mouth “Utuni’s Bane” as he took in the sight of me astride my monster. 
 
    As much as I hated to admit it, his fear kind of felt good. 
 
    Embrace it, Gryff, Sera urged, but I pretended like I didn’t hear her. 
 
    Then I gave my vingehund the mental command to take flight, and my canine monster snapped her blue wings open and began to gallop down the street. 
 
    The citizens of Qora cried out when they saw my monster barreling toward them, and then they began to panic and scatter. The vingehund nimbly darted between the screaming, terrified people, and once she gained enough speed, she flapped her wings and lifted off into the air. 
 
    We quickly gained altitude, and my vingehund climbed high into the sky above Qora. I immediately looked toward the east, and from this height, I could see the smoke and Utuni’s blood aura more clearly. It didn’t look any worse than when I’d first seen it, though, so I assumed my friends had everything well in hand. 
 
    Which left me free to deal with Lino the mayor. 
 
    My vingehund and I circled above Qora as I guided her toward the northwest section, and as we swooped lower once again, I immediately spotted the mansion Furi had mentioned. 
 
    Most of the expansive house was made of pale white marble, and the expensive stone looked pretentious in this modest town. I’d bet anything the mayors of Qora had probably been corrupt since the town was founded, and they’d hoarded what little money there was for themselves. None of the other houses here looked half as grand, and I knew I’d seen my fair share of dirty, hungry looking people when I walked through town earlier. I’d thought it was because of what Furi said, that they hadn’t received any travelers recently, but it looked like Qora’s money problems were more deeply seeded. 
 
    Well, I was about to see to that. 
 
    I gave my vingehund the order to aim for the mayor’s mansion, and my monster immediately pulled into a steep dive. A thrill of pleasure and delight flashed through our bond as the wind rushed in my ears, and I grinned as I experienced freedom the way my summons did. 
 
    After we free fell for several moments, my vingehund snapped open her wings, and we glided into the mayor’s courtyard like a leaf on the autumn breeze. My monster coasted to a stop before the house’s grand doors, and I hopped down before we even fully landed. 
 
    My boots crunched against the gravel, and I bent my knees to absorb the impact of my jump. My vingehund panted as she pawed the ground beside me, and I was about to recall her before I thought better of it. 
 
    “Actually, girl, I have another job for you,” I said as I reached out and stroked her sharp horns. 
 
    My canine monster whined in eager anticipation as her eyes fell to me, and I chuckled. 
 
    “Hold on,” I said as I pulled another crystal from my bandolier. “First things first.” 
 
    I tossed the crystal onto the stone steps of the mansion before me, and my daggerdillo emerged in a puff of smoke. The daggerdillo was as large as a domestic pig, but what made it a great monster were the metal spikes that protruded from its back. 
 
    Those spikes were going to come in handy here. 
 
    “Go,” I commanded my daggerdillo as I pointed at the mansion’s doors, and my summons ran forward before it used its momentum to curl into a ball, roll up the stairs, and crash straight into the wooden entrance. 
 
    The double doors gave way beneath my daggerdillo’s spikes with a resounding crack, and splinters shot in a million different directions. When the entryway was little more than sawdust and mulch, I recalled my daggerdillo into my hand before I turned to my vingehund. 
 
    Then I sent her a mental image of Lino, and the mayor’s face filled me once again with a deep, all-encompassing rage. 
 
    “Hunt,” I growled at my canine monster, and she barked in excitement as my bloodlust bled through our bond. 
 
    My vingehund bounded forward a moment later, and she disappeared into the mayor’s mansion with a flick of her blue tail. I glanced from the destroyed doors to the courtyard around me, and I saw two terrified looking servants tucked into the corner. They stared at me with wide eyes, and a basket of laundry laid scattered and forgotten on the cobblestones at their feet. 
 
    I stared at them for a long moment, but my fury was only for Lino, so I turned, mounted the steps, and slipped into the mayor’s grand house. 
 
    A path of destruction waited for me inside the ruined doors. It looked like my vingehund had knocked into every vase and end table in the entryway, and shards of ceramic intermingled with splinters of wood across the marbled floors. 
 
    I followed my monster’s trail, and I heard several women, presumably more servants, scream in alarm when they encountered the vingehund. 
 
    Then something like glass shattered on the second floor of the mansion, and the noise was followed by a distinctively masculine cry of pain. 
 
    A moment later, I felt my vingehund’s dark satisfaction at finding her quarry, but I commanded her not to kill him until I reached them. My canine monster was very clearly disappointed, but she listened to my orders as I quickly made my way up the spiraling staircase. 
 
    I found my monster and the mayor of Qora in what seemed to be the master bedroom on the second floor. There were a pair of glass doors thrown open on the other side of the room, like Lino had tried to escape when he heard us coming, and shards of glass littered the floor. The pale curtains around the doors billowed in the breeze, and the last rays of sunlight illuminated my monster as she pinned the mayor down in the middle of the room. 
 
    Lino wheezed and gasped as he squirmed on his back in terror, and my vingehund pressed down harder on his chest with her strong forelegs. I knew she could easily snap the man’s sternum if she wanted to, so I called her back to my side with a simple mental command. 
 
    My canine monster whined in disappointment as she looped toward me, and I could see blood gleam on her extended front claws. 
 
    “You’ll get your turn,” I assured her with a scratch under the chin, and then I turned to the man who was trying to scramble to his feet. 
 
    “W-What is the meaning of this?” Lino snarled as he pressed a hand to his chest. 
 
    It seemed my vingehund’s claws had caught him, and bloody furrows slowly leaked crimson down his torso and abdomen. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I drawled in Southern, “I know you weren’t expecting me, but I’m afraid the assassin you sent to kill me couldn’t make it. Because I killed him first.” 
 
    “I-I don’t know what you’re talking about,” the mayor grunted, but I watched as his eyes darted around nervously, like he was looking for a means to escape or defend himself with. 
 
    “Don’t lie to me,” I growled. “Your man confessed before I slit his throat. You tried to have me killed, because you were too much of a coward to do it yourself.” 
 
    Lino opened his mouth several times as he searched for an excuse, but we both knew he didn’t have any. Finally, his dark face twisted into an infuriated scowl, and he spat at my feet. 
 
    “My only regret is that the fool failed to finish the job,” Lino hissed, and his eyes narrowed on my face. 
 
    “So, you really did want to sacrifice me to Utuni?” I scoffed. 
 
    “I don’t give a damn about some goddess in the south,” the mayor snapped, “but my family has ruled this town for generations, and I wasn’t about to see it fall to some pale faced northerner, or some monster woman.” 
 
    “Are you a fool, too?” I laughed sharply. “Did you really think Utuni’s Bane would be defeated by a dagger in the night?” 
 
    “I don’t believe a boy could be the bane of a goddess,” Lino sneered. “I won’t fall for your northern lies and propaganda.” 
 
    “Your mistake.” I grinned, and I turned to my vingehund to give her my final command, but Lino apparently wasn’t finished with his last words. 
 
    “No matter how many you swindle or bully into joining your so-called army, those men will never fully be loyal to you,” he laughed. “You are a foreigner, boy, and you will never have the Utun people’s allegiance.” 
 
    I scowled at the bleeding mayor, but something in his words struck a chord within me. Was he right? I’d been lucky so far in finding people to join my army, but luck eventually ran out. What if the few fighters I’d already collected were all I would get? What if no one else in Utun would follow me, a pale shaman from a different, enemy nation? 
 
    Don’t listen to this coward, Sera snarled in my head. Finish him and be done with it. Every breath he draws annoys me. 
 
    I couldn’t argue with the Archon there. 
 
    So, I turned to my vingehund and clicked my tongue.  
 
    “Kill,” I commanded, and my canine monster leapt to do my bidding. 
 
    Lino screamed as the vingehund pounced on his chest again, and then the pair of them collapsed to the floor. The mayor beat his fists at my monster and struggled to escape, but my summons simply opened her maw, leaned forward, and clamped her fangs over the man’s neck. Then, with one wrenching movement, she tore his throat out, and arterial blood sprayed across the ceiling and floors in wide, crimson arches. 
 
    A dark satisfaction spread through me at the sight, but I didn’t know if it was my vingehund’s influence or Miralea’s.  
 
    The mayor’s body twitched for several moments, but then he finally went still, and my vingehund hopped off his corpse. She pranced back to my side, and the blue feathers around her jaw and chest were dyed scarlet with blood. 
 
    “Good girl,” I praised before I recalled her to my hand and tucked her crystal back into my bandolier. 
 
    Then I took a moment to stare down into Lino’s vacant, staring eyes. 
 
    How could this man have been stupid enough to attack me? He saw what I could do out in the field, he knew I was a powerful mage, and yet he still chose to make an enemy out of me. 
 
    Power makes men do stupid things, Phi sniffed haughtily. 
 
    He saw death as a better alternative than bowing to you, Sera added, a fool indeed. 
 
    “I didn’t even want to rule this town, though,” I muttered out loud and rubbed my brow. “All I’m trying to do is defeat Utuni, and if I could do it myself, I would, but I need … “ 
 
    Cannon fodder, Phi supplied. 
 
    “No,” I argued with a frown, “I need help. Speaking of … “ 
 
    I turned toward the window and noticed that the sun had finally set while I’d been preoccupied with Lino. Hopefully, if things went according to plan, my friends would be heading back to Qora now. 
 
    And since I’d just killed the mayor, I made the executive decision that we needed to leave the town as soon as possible. 
 
    So, I quickly turned toward the door, and glass crunched under my boots as I strode across the floor. Then I slipped out into the hall, made my way down the marble spiral staircase, and walked over the ruined and shattered front doors. 
 
    Unsurprisingly, Furi and a few men waited for me in the mansion’s courtyard. The group of merchants looked terrified as they quailed under the pale light of the rising moon, and the torches they held quavered in their grasps. 
 
    I was a little shocked to see the boy Tenu standing behind Furi, and I felt an inkling of guilt when I realized I was covered in his father’s blood. 
 
    But then I remembered the bastard tried to have me killed, and any sympathy I felt for his son took on a sour note.  
 
    “Furi,” I greeted the man in Southern as I came down the mansion’s steps. “Have my men returned yet?” 
 
    “N-No, sir,” one of the other merchants stuttered, “but the Paku farm is not very far. They should be back shortly.” 
 
    “Good,” I nodded, “and what about the provisions I asked for?” 
 
    “They’re being packaged and taken to the edge of town where the remainder of your forces await,” Furi replied, and his face looked wan and white in the dim lighting as he studied my blood splashed form. 
 
    “Excellent,” I responded, “thank you for your assistance. It will go a long way in defeating Utuni.” 
 
    The men nodded silently as their eyes darted from me to the gaping entrance of the mansion, but Tenu’s gaze was glued to me. 
 
    “Did you kill him?” the boy abruptly asked. “My father, I mean?” 
 
    “Yes,” I told him honestly, “but only because he tried to kill me first. I couldn’t allow him the opportunity to harm my friends when they return. Do you understand?” 
 
    To my utter surprise, Tenu nodded. 
 
    “My father was a bastard,” the boy said, and his face twisted into the same scowl I’d just seen on Lino’s face. “He deserved what he got.” 
 
    The merchants glanced at each other uneasily, but I felt a smile spread across my mouth. 
 
    “Couldn’t have said it better myself,” I agreed.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    The merchants stayed behind at the mansion to clean up the mess I’d made of the mayor, but Tenu surprisingly accompanied me as I wove my way back toward the edge of Qora. The bag I’d slung on in a blind rage back at the inn dug into my shoulder, and I slid my thumb beneath one of the straps to relieve some of the pressure. 
 
    Tenu was silent as we walked down the streets of the town he’d just inherited, and the citizens ducked into doorways and alleyways when they saw me coming. It was like they were taking shelter from a storm, but the storm was me.  
 
    To be fair, my boiling rage had quieted once Lino bled out at my feet, but now I felt strangely hollow instead. 
 
    You weren’t allowed adequate rest, Sera pointed out. You slept less than an hour before that pathetic assassin tried to kill you, and Miralea has been influencing you since. 
 
    “I know,” I sighed, but then I realized I’d spoken out loud when Tenu shot me a confused look. 
 
    “What did you say?” the boy asked in Southern. “You spoke strangely.” 
 
    Oops. I must have slipped into Mistral.  
 
    “Nothing,” I replied in the teen’s native tongue. “Just tired and talking to myself.” 
 
    Tenu nodded, and his dark eyes roved over my damp, blood-stained clothes. 
 
    “Are you injured?” he questioned. 
 
    “No,” I shook my head, “none of this is uh … mine.” 
 
    I knew Tenu held no love for his now late father, but it still felt strange to talk about how I’d killed him. Lino deserved it, though, and I didn’t feel any remorse over what I’d done. 
 
    Nor should you, Phi sniffed. The only regret you should have is that you didn’t make that pathetic coward’s suffering last longer. 
 
    Even if the Archons in my head were all vying for it, I knew I didn’t need to prolong the mayor’s death. He tried to kill me, and I repaid him in kind, but I wasn’t in the business of torturing my enemies. I wasn’t a monster, like I kept telling Sera and Phi. I was just a mage trying to stop another goddess from destroying the world so I could eventually go home. 
 
    It felt like ages since I’d left Mistral, even though I knew it had only been weeks. I missed Maelor, Cyra, Arwyn, and the rest of my friends. Even Gawain. I also kind of missed the Academy. 
 
    I couldn’t go back, though, not until Utuni was dealt with. So, I resigned myself to stay in the south for as long as it took, no matter what. 
 
    “Utuni’s Bane?” Tenu spoke up and drew me out of my musings. 
 
    “Huh?” I blinked and shook my head. “Sorry, I was lost in my thoughts. And you can just call me Gryff, by the way.” 
 
    “Gryff,” the boy tried, and my name sounded strange in his Southern accent. “We are almost to the edge of Qora.” 
 
    I slowed my pace, looked around, and realized he was right. The houses were thinning, and the road was wider here. I could see where the town officially ended down the block, and I noticed a few fires burning in the fields around Qora. It looked like the remainder of my men were settling down for the night. 
 
    Too bad we had to leave. 
 
    I turned to Tenu and nodded. “I can find my way from here. Thank you.” 
 
    “Are you leaving?” the teen asked with a furrowed brow. 
 
    “I think it would be for the best,” I replied. 
 
    “You don’t have to,” Tenu argued. “The people of Qora didn’t exactly love my father. He was a hard, cruel man who didn’t care about his citizens as long as he had some coin to spend on booze and fine things. No one will retaliate against you for killing him. In fact, I … I wanted to thank you.” 
 
    “Really?” I raised my eyebrows. 
 
    Again, I knew the boy didn’t like his father, but it was another thing entirely to thank his killer. 
 
    “Yes.” Tenu nodded. “My father was a bully all his life, especially after he inherited his position as mayor from my grandfather. Nothing could please him except more money, power, and alcohol. I certainly never pleased him. He beat me since I was a boy and always told me I was a failure as a son, since I wasn’t born big and strong.” 
 
    Maker. Now, I was doubly glad I killed the bastard. 
 
    “True strength isn’t only physical,” I assured the boy. “True strength is caring and protecting the people who depend on you, no matter the cost.” 
 
    “No matter the cost,” Tenu murmured with a thoughtful look, and then he smiled and bowed to me. “Thank you, Gryff of Njordenfalls and Utuni’s Bane. I will remember your sage advice always.” 
 
    It felt a little surreal to be offering life advice to a teen not much younger than me, but stranger things had happened, so I took it all in stride. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I replied. “Hopefully, I can defeat the goddess soon, and Qora should be prosperous once more.” 
 
    “From what I’ve witnessed of your power and might,” Tenu said with an awe-struck look, “I believe you will. But please, don’t leave tonight. I know you don’t trust to stay in one of the town’s inns after what happened, but at least rest in the fields with your men. I mean no offense, but you look exhausted, and I’m sure your men and shamans will be, too. I will personally ensure not one of my citizens bothers you, and I’ll even give you some of my father’s riches in penance for how you were treated. More food and provisions as well, since you saved us from the rift on the Paku farm! Please, Utuni’s—ahh, Gryff, I may not be a formidable warrior, but let me do my part to help save Utun.” 
 
    I paused and considered the teen in front of me. He seemed genuine and sincere, and I couldn’t detect any deceptiveness in his dark brown eyes. He was right, too. I was beyond tired, and after dealing with the rift, my army would be as well. If I pushed them to march on through the night, we ran the risk of being too exhausted to deal with another rift tomorrow when the sun rose. Plus, if Tenu really was offering us more food, provisions, and money, I’d be a fool to turn all that down. It wasn’t easy to feed an army, and I couldn’t expect the rest of Utun to continue to give us handouts. 
 
    I was still a little concerned that, despite what Tenu said, some of the citizens of Qora wouldn’t be as enthused about me killing Lino, but I could plan for any contingencies. Besides, most of the town’s folk had seen me ride my vingehund to the mayor’s palace, and I was sure tales of my deed were already spreading through the streets. Only the most foolish person would choose to attack me or my team after what I’d done, so we should be relatively safe. 
 
    “Alright,” I told the teen with a nod, “we’ll stay until the morning. Bring the supplies to our camp at first light.” 
 
    “Of course,” a grin spread across Tenu’s face, “I’ll see it done.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I responded with a small smile. “I think you’ll make a great mayor, Tenu. You’re already twice as good as your father was.” 
 
    The teen puffed out his chest with pride, and I chuckled as I turned, waved over my shoulder, and started to walk down the road. 
 
    That boy wasn’t so bad, given who his progenitor was, Sera mused. He dealt you the proper deference and gave you adequate offerings. 
 
    I didn’t really care about the boy’s hero worship, but the provisions and coin he promised would be a good boost for both morale and our odds of defeating Utuni. So, despite the blood drying on my clothes, I thought this evening had worked out rather well. 
 
    Now, I just had to check in with my friends and hopefully, finally, get some sleep. 
 
    I walked out of Qora as the moon fully rose over the town, and as the long swaying grasses of the field rustled in the breeze, it was hard to believe a horde of monsters would have probably destroyed this place if we hadn’t been here. Lino the mayor probably would have also kept on abusing his son and disregarding his citizens, until he died of a heart attack due to booze or obesity. 
 
    See? Phi murmured in my mind. You saved this worthless and ungrateful town in more ways than one, without even meaning to. Imagine what you could do if you extended your power over the whole world. You could be a god. 
 
    “Nice try, Phi,” I chuckled as I walked through the grasses toward my camped men, “but I’m not going to fall for you sugarcoating genocide and malevolent world domination.” 
 
    What about a benevolent one? Sera purred. I know you have a good heart, Gryff, and your subjects would see it, too. They would be honored and grateful to give you offerings and gifts, just like that boy. 
 
    “And let me guess,” I said, “as long as they gave me offerings and didn’t resist me in any way, I wouldn’t kill them.” 
 
    Of course, Phi scoffed. 
 
    I shook my head at the Archons. They were more docile and human in some ways than when I’d met them, but maybe they would never really change. They were goddesses, after all. All they knew was power and domination. 
 
    My attention was drawn away from the plotting sisters when I reached the edge of my army’s campsite, and I saw crowds of men gathered around a dozen fires. Their voices overlapped in a multitude of conversations, but the air seemed happy and jovial. Then I smelled cooking meat as the wind changed, and I walked deeper into the camp toward the smell. 
 
    I passed some of the fighters who had joined my forces on the road, and they inclined their heads at me in deference. I nodded in return and continued toward a larger fire in what looked like the middle of the camp, and there seemed to be a greater number of men gathered here. I drew close to the back of the surprisingly quiet crowd, and then a grin immediately came to my face when I heard a very familiar voice. 
 
    “And then Ashla took out a whole pack of those weird green dogs—” Layla was boasting loudly. 
 
    “They’re called curachua,” Orenn’s voice cut in helpfully. 
 
    “Yeah, cucu dogs or whatever,” Layla dismissed as she barreled on, “and she froze them right in their tracks before I came in and bashed them into a million icy shards with my spear.” 
 
    I heard the petite summoner make some strange noises, and I imagined her acting out the scene with gusto around the fire. After the day I’d had, I wanted nothing more than to see her animated face, so I tapped on the shoulder of the man standing in front of me. 
 
    “Wha—?” the man started to ask in Southern before he glanced back and realized it was me. Then he gasped, and his dark eyes went wide. “Utuni’s Bane!” 
 
    The words spread like wildfire through the crowd, and as it jumped from lip to lip, the men parted for me.  
 
    I nodded at them in thanks and began to walk forward, and I heard Layla pause her story. 
 
    “Hey, what gives?” she asked. “Are they not entertained by my story?” 
 
    “You do realize they can’t even understand you, right?” Varleth sighed. 
 
    “Yeah,” Layla said, “that’s why I was acting it out for them.” 
 
    I chuckled as I finally emerged on the other side of the crowd, and I saw my friends gathered around the large fire. What looked like a roasted pig spun on a spit over the flames, and the skin crackled as its delicious juices leaked onto the hot coals.  
 
    Layla was standing in a ridiculous pose with all her limbs splayed in different directions, and her spear was over extended as she apparently gored an opponent. Maybe, anyway, I wasn’t particularly sure how anyone could fight in that position, but if anyone could, it was Layla. 
 
    “Who’s laughing at me now?” my fellow summoner pouted as she dropped the pose and looked toward the sound of my voice. 
 
    Then her hazel eyes went wide, and her face split with a broad grin. 
 
    “Gryffie!” she sang as she darted forward, but she drew to an abrupt halt when I walked into the ring of the firelight. “Gryff? Is that blood?” 
 
    Layla’s happy tone had done a one-eighty, and my friends immediately started toward me, but I held up my hands as I met them halfway. 
 
    “I’m okay,” I assured them quickly. 
 
    “You’re soaked in blood,” Ashla pointed out as Erin began to pat me down, starting with my chest. 
 
    “None of it is mine,” I said. “I don’t even have a scratch on me, I swear.” 
 
    Layla joined Erin in checking my credibility, and Varleth arched an eyebrow at me as the women knelt down and started patting my legs. 
 
    “Care to explain?” the banisher asked. 
 
    “The mayor sent an assassin into my inn room.” I shrugged. 
 
    “Maker,” Orenn gasped as his gray eyes bulged out of his head. “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Deadly,” I snickered. “Most of this blood is his, but then my vingehund and I paid the mayor a little visit. Apparently, he was a power-hungry ass who didn’t want to lose men or money to a pale foreign shaman. So, he tried to take me out, and I’m sure he would have done the same to you when you guys returned. I wasn’t about to let that happen, so … I took care of him.” 
 
    “Do we need to be running, then?” Varleth demanded as his dark eyes shot toward Qora. The banisher looked as dead on his feet as I was, and his clothes were tattered and dirty, but he still reached for the sword on his hip. 
 
    “Actually, no,” I replied. “As I said, the mayor was a power-hungry ass, so I’ve been told no one is going to miss him.” 
 
    “Who told you that?” Ashla asked with a worried frown. 
 
    “His son, of all people,” I chuckled. “He was the teen the mayor was beating when we arrived. That was apparently a habit.” 
 
    “Then is it a bad thing that I’m kind of happy you ‘took care of him?’” Erin questioned as she popped up with her brows furrowed. 
 
    “No,” I told her honestly, “it’s not bad. But do I pass inspection, Miss Lindblum?” 
 
    “Yes,” the mimic sighed as she stepped back. “You seem relatively whole.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I winked at the pilot, and then the breath left my lungs in a whoosh as Layla threw her arms around me and squeezed. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re okay,” she murmured into my chest. 
 
    “I feel the same way about you,” I replied and kissed her head. 
 
    “Yes, well I’m glad we’re all fine,” Varleth drawled, “and I’m glad the teenage boy was okay with you killing his bastard father, but what about the rest of Qora?” 
 
    “Well, the mayoral position is apparently inherited in this town,” I explained with a smirk, “so that teenage boy is the new mayor. He really was grateful that I deposed his tyrant father, so he promised he’d make sure his people didn’t retaliate. And he’s promised us some money, along with more food and provisions. I see the merchants sent the first batch over already.” 
 
    I gestured to the roasting suckling pig, and Varleth sighed as he rubbed his face with both hands. 
 
    “Only you would kill the mayor of a town and have the people thank you for it,” he muttered between his fingers. 
 
    “Aww, cheer up,” I laughed and clapped the banisher on the shoulder, “have some pork, and I think I see some of the men drinking ale. We’ll all get a good night’s rest, and then we’ll move on in the morning with full bellies and pockets.” 
 
    “Don’t have to tell me twice,” Orenn chimed in with a broad grin, and the metallogue strolled over to several men who were shaving some meat off the pig. Then my friend began to speak to the Utun fighters in halting Southern, and he made some wild, utterly confusing gestures with his hands. 
 
    “As always, Orenn has the spirit,” I couldn’t help but snicker. 
 
    Varleth silently shook his head and went over to join the metallogue, and I was left alone with three beautiful women. 
 
    I always preferred this situation. 
 
    “Why don’t I take that from you?” Ashla said as she reached out and slid my pack from my shoulders. “And Layla can grab you some food.” 
 
    “On it!” The petite summoner saluted before she darted toward the fire, and I could only hope something actually made it back to me instead of into Layla’s cute, perpetually hungry mouth. 
 
    “I should be pampering you guys,” I protested while Erin led me to a worn patch of grass near the fire and coaxed me into sitting. “You’re the ones who just fought off a rift.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Erin shrugged, “but monsters trying to kill us is as normal as the sun rising. We don’t usually have to throw people into the mix, too.” 
 
    “True,” I allowed with a dry laugh, and I groaned as I flopped onto my back in the grass. “I’m so tired. I’m actually more pissed that the assassin woke me up than tried to kill me.” 
 
    “I feel like that when people wake me from my naps, too,” Layla giggled as she came back, knelt in front of me, and offered up a wooden plate that I guessed came from Qora. 
 
    There were some empty spots between pieces of pork, cheese, and bread, but I didn’t call the mischievous summoner out on it. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said instead, and Layla grinned as she leaned forward and pecked a kiss against my cheek. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” she chirped before she scooted over to plop down beside me. 
 
    She also snuck another sliver of pork, but I just chuckled. 
 
    “So, tell me how the rift went,” I said as I popped a square of white cheese into my mouth. “It feels so weird that I wasn’t with you guys. Did anyone get hurt? Was it hard to communicate with the Utun fighters?” 
 
    “One question at a time,” Erin laughed while she sat down on my other side. The mimic’s orange hair was disheveled, and her smile was tired, but I still thought she looked beautiful in the firelight. 
 
    “Alright,” I laughed as I slipped a piece of delicious pork into my mouth, and the crisp, salted skin crunched between my teeth. “Did anyone get hurt?” 
 
    “A few, maybe a dozen,” Erin answered with a nod, “but nothing serious. And the merchants of Qora were also nice enough to send some medical supplies like bandages, so one of the Utun men, who was apparently a healer of some kind, is tending to the wounded.” 
 
    “Wow,” I said with raised eyebrows, “I honestly expected there to be more casualties.” 
 
    “The rift wasn’t that big,” Layla said with a shrug. “We’re pretty far north now, though, so maybe Utuni’s reach isn’t as strong out here.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I conceded as I chewed through a hunk of warm, buttered bread. 
 
    “The men actually fought really well, too,” Erin added. “The language barrier was a little confusing at first, but once we reached the rift, they seemed to get what we were saying pretty quickly.” 
 
    “Some men who joined us on the road were actually soldiers in King Konu’s army, too,” Ashla explained as she reappeared before me. 
 
    In my tired haze, I hadn’t even realized she’d gone, but now she was back, and her arms were laden with several plates of food. 
 
    “Is that for me?” Layla gasped with wide hazel eyes. 
 
    “One of them is,” the ice mage chuckled, “but now you have to stop picking off Gryff’s plate.” 
 
    “Okayyy.” Layla grinned sheepishly as she took her plate from Ashla. 
 
    “Thank you,” Erin said when the ice mage handed her a plate, too. 
 
    “You’re welcome.” Ashla smiled as she sat in front of me with her own food, and she even slid a few extra pieces of pork onto my platter with a wink. 
 
    “You’re the best,” I chuckled. 
 
    “I know.” The mercenary shrugged. “But as I was saying, some of the new men were actual soldiers, so they understood fighting formations. It also helped that most of the monsters that came through the rift were grunts. I think Layla’s right, and Utuni isn’t very strong this far north.” 
 
    I wouldn’t underestimate her, Sera warned in the back of my mind. Those who underestimated Utuni in the past usually ended up defeated or dead. 
 
    You should know, Phi snickered, but I tuned out the sisters before they could start their bickering. 
 
    “I still think we should keep our guard up regardless,” I told my team. “Because of Utuni’s blood aura, and the hordes of worshipers making the pilgrimage to Umo Portana, she’s getting stronger every day. Just because she can’t do something today doesn’t mean she won’t succeed tomorrow.” 
 
    The women sobered around me at the thought, and then I heard a low whistle come from my right. 
 
    “And here I thought I was the cynical one,” Varleth said as he and Orenn joined our group with their own plates. 
 
    “I’m just being realistic,” I replied. “It’s been almost two weeks since we escaped the capital, and in that time Utuni’s Reign of Blood has covered almost the entire country. The rifts might not be as powerful up north as they were in the south, but they’re still here, and they’re bound to grow stronger. We need to defeat Utuni as soon as possible, but to do that we need men, and we need to train, feed, and arm those men, and to do that we need money, and—” 
 
    “Gryff,” Ashla cut me off as she gently placed her calloused hand on mine, “take a breath. Everything’s going to be okay. You’ll figure something out, just like you always do.” 
 
    I did as the ice mage instructed, and a degree of tension eased from my shoulders. 
 
    “Sorry,” I laughed dryly, “I’m a little tired and more than a little preoccupied.” 
 
    “You’re doing a great job leading us, Gryff,” Erin encouraged with a smile. “We all think so.” 
 
    “Yeah!” Layla nodded enthusiastically. “Who else could rally together hundreds of men from an enemy country to fight against their own goddess?” 
 
    “No one,” Orenn stated with a proud grin, “that’s all you, Gryff.” 
 
    “You haven’t killed us yet,” Varleth added and shrugged, “I’d say that was a miracle given all the crazy shit we get into.” 
 
    “Well, when you put it like that … ” I grinned and shook my head. “Thanks, guys. I’m grateful to have you all with me.” 
 
    “No place we’d rather be,” Orenn said as he clapped me on the shoulder. 
 
    “But right now, you should be in bed,” Ashla chimed in, and she took my empty plate from me. “Or … sleeping, at least, in that nice patch of grass.” 
 
    “I should go talk to the men,” I yawned and tried to push myself to my feet, “and I need to check in on the wounded.” 
 
    “We’ll take care of all of that,” Erin said as she wrapped her arm around mine and tugged me back to the ground. 
 
    “You speak Southern now?” I chuckled sleepily. 
 
    “A bit, actually,” the mimic huffed and raised her chin. “Orenn’s been teaching us.” 
 
    “It’s just a few words here and there,” the metallogue dismissed with a modest shrug. 
 
    “I’m still impressed,” I assured him with a grin. “I have an Archon in my head giving me live translations. You’re actually learning.”  
 
    Why learn anything when you can have others do it for you? Sera scoffed. That’s the way a ruler behaves. 
 
    “Thanks, Gryff.” Orenn pulled me into a hug, and his muscled arms were like steel bands around my ribs. 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” I wheezed and patted him on the back. 
 
    “Come on,” Varleth said as he got Orenn to release me, “let’s go make sure everything’s squared away before we turn in, too.” 
 
    “Have some of the men who stayed behind today keep watch,” I called after the banisher. “I trust Tenu’s word, but we can’t be too careful.” 
 
    Varleth flashed me a thumbs up over his head, and then he and Orenn disappeared into the crowd of men who were lining up in front of the roasted pig. 
 
    “Are you going, too?” I asked as I turned back to the women. 
 
    The three shared a look, and after a moment, they seemed to reach a silent decision, because Layla turned to me with a smile. 
 
    “We’ll stay with you until you fall asleep,” the petite summoner assured me. 
 
    “And then we’ll check on the wounded,” Erin added. 
 
    “And make sure no more assassins interrupt your beauty sleep.” Ashla smirked. 
 
    “Thanks,” I laughed as I settled back onto the grass, “what would I do without you guys?” 
 
    “Probably live in those stinky bloody clothes,” Layla wrinkled her nose down at me, “I’ll make sure you have a clean outfit and something to wash off with in the morning.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I murmured, but my eyes were already starting to drift closed. The long, long day was finally catching up to me, and I could feel oblivion call my name. 
 
    Sleep, Gryff, Sera whispered in my ear. I will watch over you. Miralea will be fine, you will be fine, and so will your friends. So, sleep. 
 
    I couldn’t find an ounce of strength to fight the Archon, and I finally faded into darkness. 
 
    I was blessedly plagued by no dreams or pissed off jaguars in my sleep, but Lino’s last words did echo through my head again and again. 
 
    “You are a foreigner, boy, and you will never have the Utun people’s allegiance.” 
 
    Still, when I opened my eyes to a dawn pink sky the next morning, I felt more refreshed than I’d been in days, and I tried to banish the dead mayor’s voice from my thoughts. 
 
    I stretched out my limbs as I laid there and stared up at the orange streaked clouds, and the dry grass rustled and snapped under my body. The air was warm and pleasant around me, and I had half a mind to go right back to sleep, but I knew that wasn’t an option. 
 
    Utuni wasn’t sleeping, and I couldn’t waste more time doing the same. 
 
    So, I pushed myself upright, and I rolled my neck and popped my wrists as I surveyed the field. 
 
    My friends were all asleep in a staggered circle around me, with Layla curled into my right side, Erin on my left, Varleth behind me, and Orenn by my feet. They slumbered on, but as I smiled at their sleeping faces, I noticed Ashla was missing. 
 
    Then I spotted her squatting beside the charred remains of the fire as she tried to stoke the embers back to life. 
 
    “Good morning,” I called out quietly. 
 
    The ice mage glanced over her shoulder, smiled at me, and abandoned the nearly dead fire. 
 
    “Morning,” she whispered as she came to stand over me and offered her hand. 
 
    “Been awake long?” I asked while she helped me to my feet. 
 
    “Not very,” Ashla shrugged, “maybe twenty, thirty minutes.” 
 
    “Everything look okay?” I questioned while I glanced out over the rest of the sleeping camp. 
 
    Qora was grayed and blurry in the gloom of dawn, but I could see some smoke starting to rise from a few chimneys as people began their day. 
 
    “Looked fine to me,” the ice mage replied. “There are some men sitting beside a still lit fire facing Qora, so I’m guessing the town didn’t try anything during the night.” 
 
    “Good.” I smiled and was glad Tenu had kept the first part of his word. “The new mayor should be sending the rest of our supplies soon, and once the men wake up and eat some breakfast, we’ll be setting out.” 
 
    “Where to next?” Ashla asked with a tilt of her head. 
 
    “Not sure,” I admitted and bit my lip. “We can strategize over some food.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” the mercenary smirked, “but first I recommend you find a change of clothes.” 
 
    “Duly noted,” I chuckled as I glanced down at the dried blood on my shirt. 
 
    Ashla went about waking the rest of our team while I dug through my bag. A bucket of clean, if now cold, water had also been placed next to my pack, and I assumed that was Layla’s doing. I’d have to thank her later. So, with my makeshift bath in hand, I stripped off my shirt and wiped the rust colored flakes from my chest, abdomen, and arms with a wet rag before I pulled on my clean clothes. 
 
    My new outfit was basically a clone of my old one, sans the dried blood, and I rolled up my sleeves to my elbows as the warm, Southern sun finally crested the horizon. 
 
    It had probably been about ten or fifteen minutes since I’d woken up, but the camp was stirring around me, and I saw some smoke rise into the dawn air as men restarted a few fires to get breakfast going. 
 
    Several Utun fighters called out to me as I walked over and tossed my blood-soaked clothes into one of these fires, and they spoke excitedly about defeating the rift and watching my mage friends in action. 
 
    I nodded politely and made the appropriate comments here and there, but I made my way back to my team as quickly as I could, since we had some things we needed to talk about. 
 
    My friends were sleepily gathered around the fire as Ashla prepared us a breakfast of leftover pork, buttered bread, and fresh fruits. Layla yawned as she slouched against Erin’s shoulder, and the mimic knuckled her amber eyes while she guzzled water from her canteen. Varleth looked like he’d skin the next person to talk to him, if the scowl he wore was any indication, but that was kind of his usual expression, so I didn’t read much into it. 
 
    Orenn looked relatively awake, though, and he waved to me as I approached their circle. 
 
    “Morning, Gryff,” the metallogue greeted me with a smile, “did you sleep well?” 
 
    “Great,” I grinned, “better than I planned to.” 
 
    It was mostly the truth, but I could still hear Lino’s words circling the drain in my brain, so I did my best to press onward. 
 
    “You look much better without the bloody clothes,” Layla murmured sleepily from where she was still collapsed against Erin. 
 
    “Thank you,” I chuckled, “and thank you for leaving out that bucket of water.” 
 
    Layla gave me a thumbs up, but her eyes remained closed as she started to fall asleep again on Erin’s shoulder. 
 
    “If you fall asleep, I’m going to eat your breakfast,” Ashla warned from the fireside. 
 
    Layla cracked open a hazel eye and pouted at the ice mage. “You’re mean.” 
 
    Ashla shrugged and continued to slice an apple into pieces with a very sharp looking knife. 
 
    “Alright,” I said as I sat in the middle of my friends, “we need to talk about our next moves.” 
 
    “We’re leaving Qora, I’m assuming,” Varleth commented dryly. 
 
    “Yes.” I rolled my eyes, “but what then? Do we just keep marching north? For what purpose?” 
 
    “To gain more men,” Orenn spoke up with a frown. “Right?” 
 
    “Sure,” I shrugged, “but how long is that going to take? Weeks? Months? Like I said last night, Utuni grows stronger every day.” 
 
    “So, what do you propose?” Varleth asked as he leaned forward with an intense look in his eyes. 
 
    I pursed my lips and seriously considered this question. 
 
    “I don’t know how many Utun men we’re going to convince to join our army,” I admitted after a long moment. 
 
    “Why do you say that?” Erin questioned. 
 
    “Just something Lino said,” I muttered and rubbed the back of my neck. 
 
    “And why are you listening to that guy?” Layla wrinkled her nose. 
 
    “Because even though he may have been an asshole … but what he said had some merit,” I conceded. “He told me the people of Utun would never swear their allegiance to a pale foreign shaman.” 
 
    “Well,” Ashla snorted as she brought over several plates of fruit, bacon, and bread, “he was obviously wrong on that front. Just look at these men around us.” 
 
    “Yeah, but that’s what?” I asked. “Less than three hundred in a country of thousands upon thousands? And these men only joined us because they witnessed Utuni’s wrath themselves.” 
 
    “But so has most of the country,” Erin pointed out, “so wouldn’t they all want to join?” 
 
    “Maybe eventually,” I shrugged, “but how many won’t just because we’re from Mistral? We’re technically the enemy while Utuni is a goddess these people have been raised to worship since birth.” 
 
    “So, what are you saying, Gryff?” Varleth asked, straight to the point as always. 
 
    “I’m saying … I think we need an Utun commander,” I replied as I looked around at my friends. “Someone who speaks the same language as these men, who grew up in Utun, who knows the people’s fears and feelings about Utuni. Someone the soldiers can relate and look up to.” 
 
    “I think the men look up to you, Gryff,” Orenn reassured me with a smile. 
 
    “Thanks,” I chuckled, “but I feel like they see me as a celebrity or some type of myth instead of a real leader. I need someone to act as the middleman. Or the frontman, whatever you prefer.” 
 
    “Do you have someone in mind?” Layla chimed in, and her hazel eyes were inquisitive. “Someone you want to promote?” 
 
    I pursed my lips and squinted my eyes in thought. 
 
    “I … don’t think so,” I admitted at length. “At least no one who readily comes to mind.” 
 
    “Alright,” Varleth sighed as he started to list things off on his fingers, “so we need an Utun born man, preferably with some military experience and notoriety, who will inspire his countrymen to follow us into a war against their goddess. Should be a piece of cake.” 
 
    “Actually,” I said as a grin started to spread across my face, “when you put it like that, I think I have the man for the job.” 
 
    “Really?” the banisher deadpanned and arched an eyebrow at me. 
 
    “Who?” Erin piped up as she leaned forward with wide amber eyes. 
 
    “General Iun,” I announced. 
 
    “The guy you fought the duel with in Umo Portana?” Ashla questioned with a furrowed brow. 
 
    “The very same.” I nodded. “That’s who we need. All we have to do is find him.” 
 
    “Perfect!” Layla giggled and clapped. “I knew you’d come up with a solution, Gryff. You always do.” 
 
    “He would be a good choice,” Erin agreed with a hesitant frown, “but—” 
 
    “But where in the Maker are we ever going to find him?” Varleth finished in a huff. “We left him behind when Utuni took the capital. He could be dead now.” 
 
    “I don’t think he’s dead,” I disagreed and shook my head. “He was a very intelligent man and a great fighter. I’m sure he escaped before Umo Portana completely fell to Utuni.” 
 
    “Well, I still have the same question,” the banisher snarked. “Where are we going to find him? We don’t have time to scour the countryside for one general.” 
 
    “No,” I conceded, “but we could send out scouts. I’m sure General Iun is a man of great renown, and I bet at least a few of our men know who he is. We can send them out to find any rumors or information about him.” 
 
    “Alright,” Ashla cut in as she laid her axe over her knees, propped her elbow against it, and dropped her chin into her hand, “say you do find General Iun, and say he agrees to join us.” 
 
    “Those are two big ifs,” Varleth muttered, but the ice mage ignored him. 
 
    “Say all of that happens,” Ashla went on, “what next?” 
 
    “Then we’re back to our original plan,” I said as I rubbed my chin. “We need more fighters to join our army, and we need more money to feed and arm those men so we can take the fight back to Utuni in the south.” 
 
    “If General Iun’s presence works the way you want it to,” Erin chimed in, “that first problem should be taken care of. We’ll have people volunteering left and right.” 
 
    “So, it comes back to money,” Layla sighed, “as always.” 
 
    “You said the new mayor was going to give you some, right Gryff?” Erin asked as she turned me. 
 
    “Yeah,” I shrugged, “he should be here soon with it, but I’m not sure how much he’s going to give us. I doubt it’s going to be enough to get us very far, though. Qora is a modest sized town, and because of poor leadership and an evil goddess, they’ve fallen on hard times.” 
 
    “Well,” Orenn chimed in, “if we need more money, there’s only one place to look, isn’t there?” 
 
    The rest of us turned to the metallogue with expectant expressions, but he didn’t elaborate, so I decided to help him along. 
 
    “What are you talking about, Orenn?” I prodded. 
 
    “The elder from the elder’s village mentioned the Rolesse mining company in the west, remember?” my friend replied. 
 
    “Maybe?” I squinted as I thought back. “Vaguely, at least.” 
 
    “Well,” Orenn shrugged, “the elder said the company was really rich. Soooo … maybe they’ll help us.” 
 
    “Why would a rich mining company possibly help us?” Varleth snorted. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I grinned, “I can be very persuasive when I want to be.” 
 
    “Uh-oh,” the banisher muttered as he narrowed his eyes at me, “I know that look. You just came up with a plan, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Yup,” I laughed, “well, at least a part of one. We can work out the finer details on the journey. But next stop: the Rolesse mining company.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    Tenu was good to his word, and as my army finished eating breakfast, the boy arrived with the promised provisions. 
 
    The merchants who accompanied him eyed me nervously from where they stood nearly half a dozen yards away, but I did my best to ignore them. 
 
    In the end, it turned out Tenu brought us a small chest filled with the gold coins of Utun’s currency, and he also gifted us two horses and two carts laden with food and provisions. Sadly, Qora didn’t have much in the way of weapons, save a few spears and even fewer swords, but all in all, I thought it was a decent haul, and I thanked Tenu accordingly. 
 
    Then, by the time the sun had fully risen into the sky, my army set off again, this time to the west. 
 
    Surprisingly, several men from Qora joined us when we left, and our numbers grew again, even if it was by an infinitesimal amount. 
 
    I’d take whatever I could get. 
 
    “Alright,” I told my friends as we began to march due west, “here’s the plan.” 
 
    I pulled a pretty detailed map Tenu had given me from my pocket, and I unfolded it so my team could see what I was talking about. 
 
    “We’re here,” I said as I pointed to the small red dot that was Qora in the northeastern section of Utun, “and we need to get over here.” 
 
    I dragged my finger across the parchment all the way to a silver dot labeled “Rolesse City.” It wasn’t completely on the other side of Utun, but it was still a good distance from where we currently were. 
 
    “How long do you think it’ll take us to get there?” Erin asked, and she rose on her tiptoes to see over my shoulder while we walked. 
 
    “I’d say … two, maybe three days?” I estimated. “But that’s if we walk from sun up till sun down. It also looks like Rolesse is a little more south than we are right now, but I’m going to keep us as far north as possible for as long as possible.” 
 
    “Awww, but that means fewer rifts,” Layla pouted. 
 
    “I know,” I nodded, “and while I think clearing rifts we come across is important, I don’t think we should go out of our way to look for them. I wish we could, but Utuni will just continue to open more and more as she gets stronger, so the best way for us to help the people of Utun is to take her out as quickly as possible. And to do that, we need to stick to the plan.” 
 
    “March to the Rolesse mining company, convince them to give us money, arm the troops,” Orenn recited with a smile. 
 
    “Don’t forget General Iun,” Varleth drawled. “He’s part of the plan, too.” 
 
    “And I have every confidence our scouts will find him.” I grinned. 
 
    Before we set out from Qora, I’d gathered ten different men who had previously seen or at least knew of General Iun. Then I sent them out with the mission to find him or at least gather some intelligence about him. Secretly, I really hoped this plan worked, but I’d keep a brave face in front of Varleth and the others. No need for them to worry just yet. 
 
    “We’ve got this,” Layla scoffed with a wave of her hand. “We’ve already taken down three goddesses. What’s one more?” 
 
    We? Phi sneered in my head. What is this ‘we’ the girl is referring to? The only human who can boast of my capture is you, Gryff. Only you have claimed me. 
 
    Please don’t remind me, Sera muttered. 
 
    I sighed as I craned my head back to stare up into the blue morning sky, and I prayed to the Maker Layla was right. 
 
    We could do this. We had to do this. If we didn’t, the world as we knew it would come to an end. 
 
    Is that such a bad thing? Sera purred. 
 
    Yes. Yes, it was. 
 
    For the next three days, my army marched west. Utun was a vast, arable country, so most of our journey cut across wide swaths of grassy fields, or plots of land cordoned off for crops. We saw corn farms, tropical fruit orchards, and even several cattle ranches, though the livestock here looked slightly different from what we had back in Mistral, since the animals were more suited to the warmer climate in the South. 
 
    We passed several decently sized towns on our trek and more than a dozen little hamlets and villages, but after what happened in Qora, I made the decision to steer clear of those places. Tenu had given us more than enough food and provisions to make it to Rolesse, so stopping in those towns was more risky than profitable. I heard some errant grumblings from my army about roughing it through the countryside, but a little discomfort was to be expected on the march to war. 
 
    Except, in those three days, it didn’t feel like we were marching to war. Not really. 
 
    We did recruit another few dozen men, though, or rather they found us and volunteered. Now, my fighting force was creeping toward four hundred, and I had to admit, it felt good. These new men had stories similar to the rest of my army’s, as in their home towns or villages were attacked by monsters, but … we didn’t encounter another rift as we made our way to Rolesse. 
 
    Not one. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” I muttered to my team on the fourth morning of our march. “We should have encountered at least one rift by now, right?” 
 
    We were currently making our way down a long, wide, winding road. It was large and well-traveled enough that my men could walk nearly ten abreast, and my hundreds of Utun fighters fanned out behind me and my team like the body of a girthy, giant snake. 
 
    “We already speculated that Utuni’s power is weaker this far north,” Ashla shrugged, “so maybe it’s not that odd.” 
 
    “Utuni’s power is weaker, but not entirely gone,” I reminded the ice age. “Some of these men reported seeing rifts near the Luratamban border before they came to seek us out, so it makes no sense that we haven’t encountered any monsters.” 
 
    “Do you think Utuni’s been conserving her power these last few days?” Varleth asked, and his brow pinched together with worry. 
 
    “Possibly,” I allowed, “but for what purpose?” 
 
    “Maybe she’s biding her time for one final strike,” Erin suggested, “like she’s charging up for something.” 
 
    “Maker,” Orenn shuddered, “let’s hope not.” 
 
    I agreed with the metalogue’s sentiment, but Erin’s statement had a ring of truth to it. It did feel like Utuni was winding up for something, I just didn’t know what. 
 
    Let’s hope we don’t find out, Sera cautioned. I dislike this quiet as much as you do, Gryff. It’s a bad omen. We need to take Utuni out soon, or I fear we will not be able to face her at all. 
 
    I knew all that. I didn’t need the dark Archon to keep reminding me. 
 
    “I just hope we reach Rolesse today,” Layla sighed as she shuffled beside me. “I want to sleep in a real bed tonight. No offense, Gryff. I know your last stay at an inn was less than enjoyable.” 
 
    “Eh,” I shrugged, “I’m kind of over it. We got money, provisions, and men from Qora, so I don’t think it was too bad of a deal.” 
 
    “Except for the assassin and murderous mayor,” Varleth pointed out. 
 
    “You win some, you lose some,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Do you think we’re close to the mining city, though?” Ashla asked as she nudged me with her hip. 
 
    “I think so,” I confirmed, and I pulled out my map to be sure. “It looks like Rolesse is in the foothills of these mountains.” 
 
    “You mean those mountains?” Layla gasped as she tugged on my arm. 
 
    I lifted my head and followed the petite summoner’s line of sight, and a grin stretched across my face. 
 
    The land behind us had been all fields and meadows, but starting last night, the terrain began to grow more rocky. Then an undefined gray blur had cropped up on the horizon just before the sun set, but with the low-lighting, I couldn’t tell what the blur was. 
 
    Now, as we marched with the bright morning sun at our backs, the blur became more distinguished, and I realized they were the bases of enormous mountains that stretched into the clouds. The rock was an interesting mix of yellow, red, and a gray so light it looked silver, and it gave the mountain range a strange hypnotic effect as we drew closer. 
 
    “Yup, those mountains are the ones,” I said to my team. “I think we should reach Rolesse by early evening, maybe early afternoon if we pick up the pace.” 
 
    “Yes!” Layla fist pumped the air, and then spun to face Orenn. “Could you spread the word to the men that they need a little more pep to their step? Rolesse is sooooo close, and I want to see what food they have!” 
 
    “We just ate breakfast an hour ago,” Varleth reminded the summoner with an arched eyebrow. 
 
    “I know,” Layla groaned and dropped her head back, “so longgggg. I’m starving already.” 
 
    The gypsy sighed and shook his head, but Ashla, Erin, and Orenn just smiled fondly. 
 
    “I’ll spread the word,” Orenn promised with a solemn nod, and then he dropped back to share a few words with the closest men. The metalogue had really taken to learning the Southern language, and I heard him practicing words and phrases under his breath every night around the campfire. 
 
    “Where do you put all that food?” Ashla teased as she reached out and pinched Layla’s hip. “I swear you don’t have an ounce of fat on you.” 
 
    “I know I’m not as curvy as you, Ashla,” Layla pouted, “but you don’t have to be so mean about it.” 
 
    “I don’t think she was making fun of you, Layla,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Of course not,” Ashla frowned, “I’m just impressed by your metabolism is all.” 
 
    “Oh,” Layla blinked her large hazel eyes, “then thank you?” 
 
    “I think you both are beautiful beyond compare,” I said with a broad grin. 
 
    Erin cleared her throat, crossed her arms, and furrowed her brow at me. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I laughed, “the three of you, is what I meant.” 
 
    The mimic’s expression shifted into a shy smile, and a faint blush colored her pale cheeks. 
 
    “Before Gryff starts composing sonnets,” Varleth cut in, “I think Orenn’s message has been received.” 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder to see what the banisher was talking about, and my eyes widened when I saw my army, that had been walking a dozen yards behind us, was now baring down on us instead at a clipped pace. 
 
    “Maker,” Orenn panted as he jogged back to us, “I think the men are just as excited to reach Rolesse as we are.” 
 
    “Looks like it,” I laughed before I turned to the rest of my team. “I think we’re gonna have to pick up the pace or else run the risk of getting trampled.” 
 
    “Is that a challenge?” Ashla asked with a smirk, and her chocolate eyes danced brightly. 
 
    “Maybe.” I winked. 
 
    “Oooh, what’s the prize?” Layla asked as she skipped beside me. 
 
    “How about … winner gets to share a room with Gryff tonight?” Ashla suggested, and her eyes dragged down my torso. 
 
    “I’m out,” Varleth muttered as he slowed his pace. 
 
    “Me too,” Orenn added with a chuckle. “No offense, Gryff.” 
 
    “None taken.” I grinned before I glanced at the three women. “What happens if I win?” 
 
    “I’ll share my food with you,” Layla proposed with a sweet smile. 
 
    “Wow, a priceless gift,” I laughed. 
 
    “And you get to share the bed with all three of us?” Erin added shyly as she looked at my other two lovers. 
 
    “Ohhh!” Layla gasped.  
 
    “This just got very fun,” Ashla snickered.  
 
    “I’ll take it,” I responded immediately. 
 
    It didn’t matter if I won or lost, though. Either way, I was going to bed tonight with one, or several, beautiful women. 
 
    “Alright, let’s set some ground rules first,” Ashla said as she began to speed walk to keep ahead of my encroaching army. “No magic, and no cheating.” 
 
    “Aww,” Layla pouted, “why no magic?” 
 
    “Because the three of you have monsters that can take you to the city much faster than my ice can get me there,” the ice mage said with narrowed eyes. 
 
    “That’s fair,” Erin giggled. “Okay, so no magic, and no cheating. Anything else?” 
 
    “May the best mercenary win,” Ashla grinned, “and let the race to Rolesse begin!” 
 
    With that, the Wild Red took off at a run and pulled ahead of us easily with a few strides of her long legs. 
 
    “Hey!” Layla called after her. “That’s cheating!” 
 
    “It’s alright,” I laughed, “this is a race of both endurance and speed. We still have a few hours at least until we reach the city, so remember to conserve your energy.” 
 
    “Yes, General Gryffie,” Layla giggled before she skipped on ahead. 
 
    “At least she has something to keep her occupied now,” Erin snickered as she gestured after the petite summoner. 
 
    “We all do,” I smiled, “and I intend to win.” 
 
    It took us another three hours to reach the base of the mountain range, and I was impressed with how my men maintained their heightened pace. Although, they were all men who most likely labored for a living, so I shouldn’t be surprised they had great endurance. 
 
    My team also fared well, though Layla grew tired an hour in and asked Orenn to give her a piggy-back ride. I pointed out this was cheating, so the petite summoner conceded her claim on the prize and still let Orenn carry her the rest of the way. 
 
    The metalogue, for his part, didn’t seem to mind. Layla was probably as light as a feather to him, and the two of them practiced Southern words back and forth as the sun passed over our heads toward the western horizon. 
 
    Finally, the road passed into the mountain range, and twenty minutes later, we rounded a blind bend and came upon the sight of Rolesse City. 
 
    And what a sight it was. 
 
    Rolesse was cradled in a shallow valley amongst the mountains’ foothills about a mile from our current position. Stone walls framed the city on three sides, and sheer cliffs loomed over the mining town and soared up into the sky. The city itself was massive, and I estimated it was nearly as big as the Varle Enclave back in Mistral. 
 
    The air above the city was a gunmetal gray, probably from the black smoke that dozens of towers were belching into the sky. The valley that stood between us and Rolesse was similarly stark and bleak, and thousands of tree stumps blackened the otherwise barren land. 
 
    It seemed the environment had paid the price for Rolesse’s mining fortune. 
 
    I felt a primal rage bloom in my chest, but I knew it was Miralea’s reaction to the sight before me, not my own. The jaguar goddess was more attuned, or rather obsessed, with nature than her sisters were, so I knew she hated seeing so much cleared and scarred land. 
 
    I wasn’t here to reprimand the Rolesse mining company for their treatment of the environment, though, I was here to ask for their money. So, I shoved Miralea as far down as I could and prayed to the Maker that it would be enough for now. 
 
    My army paused on the ridge that overlooked that valley leading to Rolesse, and we all had a well-deserved water break. 
 
    “Kind of sad about the trees, isn’t it?” Layla sighed from where she was now perched on Orenn’s shoulders. 
 
    “A little, but industry always comes at a price,” I reminded her, “Varle Enclave didn’t just spring up out of the ground either.” 
 
    “True,” the petite summoner murmured, but she propped her chin on Orenn’s head as she stared out sadly over the valley. 
 
    “Why don’t you give your steed a rest for the last mile?” I chuckled. “I’ll even make an exception and let you back in the race.” 
 
    “That’s totally cheating,” Ashla protested as she crossed her arms under her ample chest. 
 
    “I agree,” Erin nodded, “Layla forfeited.” 
 
    “Alright, alright,” I laughed and raised my hands. “I concede.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Gryffie,” Layla shrugged, “I didn’t want to run anymore, anyway. Besides, I can see so much from Orenn’s back! It’s almost like I’m flying.” 
 
    “And I don’t mind,” Orenn said with a genial smile, “I can barely feel her up there.” 
 
    “If you say so,” I replied before I looked around at my friends. “Are we ready for the last leg?” 
 
    “Ready!” Ashla declared as she stretched out her arms and jogged in place. 
 
     “Do you guys mind staying with the rest of the men?” I asked Varleth and Orenn. “I have a race to win.” 
 
    “As if,” Erin teased, and her amber eyes glinted with challenge. 
 
    “Go on,” Varleth sighed and waved his hand, “just try not to get hurt.” 
 
    “No promises.” I grinned. “Orenn, you want to count us down?” 
 
    The metalogue nodded, and Layla giggled as she was jostled on his shoulders. 
 
    “Contestants, to the starting line,” Orenn intoned with a solemn expression, and he drew a line in the dirt was his toe. 
 
    I stepped up to the line, and Ashla fell in on my right, while Erin stood to my left. Just as an extra safety precaution, because I was paranoid like that, I crushed my bullet bass crystal between my fingers. We hadn’t received the best welcoming in Qora, so I didn’t want to take any chances with Rolesse. 
 
    My metallic fish rushed into the air on its rubberlike wings a moment later, and then I commanded it to spread its metal coating over Ashla, Erin, and me. 
 
    “Nice touch,” Erin commented with a smile. “Thanks, Gryff.” 
 
    “Anytime,” I assured the mimic. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Orenn asked. 
 
    “Ready to win,” Ashla challenged as she cast me a smirk. 
 
    “Have you always been so competitive?” I teased. 
 
    “How do you think I became a Wild Red?” she laughed. 
 
    “Fair point,” I snickered. 
 
    “Alright, enough talking!” Layla cried out from atop Orenn’s shoulders. “You shall go on the count of three. Got it?” 
 
    “Got it!” I flashed the petite summoner a thumbs up, as did Ashla and Erin. 
 
    “One,” Orenn began in his deep voice, “two—” 
 
    “Three, go!” Layla shouted impatiently, and she slashed her hand through the air to start the race. 
 
    Ashla, Erin, and I exploded off the line in unison, and a giddy laugh escaped my mouth as we immediately started to jog down an incline into the valley. 
 
    “Watch your step!” I warned the two women. 
 
    “Watch my dust!” Ashla called out as she darted in front of me, and while I didn’t watch her dust, my eyes did fall to her athletic ass. 
 
    I’d take second place if I could have this view the entire way to Rolesse. 
 
    Thankfully, we made it to the valley floor without tumbling down the hillside, and once we reached flat land, it was every summoner, ice mage, and mimic for themselves. 
 
    We sprinted down the road and across the barren land at breakneck speeds. Erin’s legs were shorter than mine and Ashla’s, but the mimic was surprisingly fast and agile. She skipped over rocks and dodged ruts in the road like a nimble cat, and more than once I had to pour on a little speed so she wouldn’t overtake me. 
 
    The three of us quickly ate up the distance between us and Rolesse city, and just a few minutes later, we approached the outskirts of the city. Surprisingly enough, there wasn’t a wall or even guards around the side of the town facing us, and I wondered if they just relied on the mountain and wealth at their back to keep them safe. 
 
    While the valley surrounding Rolesse was a bleak affair, the city itself was the opposite. Sure, the silver towers that billowed black smoke weren’t exactly aesthetically pleasing, but the rest of this mining colony turned conglomerate was pretty impressive. 
 
    Glass and silver skyscrapers rose up into the clouds and butted up against the three mountain sides that surrounded the city. There were even some gold accents on a few of the buildings, and I marveled at the apparent opulent wealth of this place. 
 
    Then I realized I’d been distracted taking in the scenery, and the edge of the city was rapidly approaching. 
 
    And Ashla was still in the lead. 
 
    So, I poured on even more speed as my heart thundered in my ears, and my breath grated through my lungs as I slowly overtook the ice mage. 
 
    “No,” she gasped as I passed her, but then I was past the first row of buildings, and it was over. 
 
    I skidded to a halt once I knew I’d won, and then I turned to find Ashla and Erin bent over their knees while they panted. 
 
    “The champion … prevails,” I wheezed with a broad grin on my face. 
 
    The two women lifted their heads to say something, but then their eyes went wide. 
 
    “Gryff,” Ashla hissed, and her fingers twitched like she was going to reach for the handle of her axe over her shoulder, “turn around.” 
 
    I slowly did as she instructed, and I came face to face with what looked like Rolesse’s police force. Half a dozen men stood in the middle of the road in full metal armor, and they wielded steel swords in their hands. An insignia of a pickaxe crossed with a stylized mountain peak was carved into their chest plates, and I saw the same symbol on flags fluttering in the doorways of several houses. 
 
    They must have seen us sprinting across the valley floor. Oops. 
 
    “State your business, northerner,” one of the guards snapped in Southern, and he brandished his sword at me. 
 
    “We mean you no harm,” I quickly replied in the same tongue. “We have come to meet with the Rolesse mining company on a matter of urgency.” 
 
    “Who are you to demand an audience with the company, boy?” the same guard scoffed. 
 
    “Utuni’s Bane,” I declared as I straightened my spine and lifted my chin. 
 
    The guard visibly hesitated, and the men behind him began to mutter uneasily amongst themselves. 
 
    I guess my reputation had preceded me. This could definitely work in my favor. 
 
     “I’m sure you’ve heard the stories,” I went on, “and I can assure you they are true. But I am not here to harm Rolesse. I’m here to offer a business proposition. One that will ensure we all survive Utuni’s Reign of Blood.” 
 
    The lead guard stared at me for a long moment, and I was worried he was going to be stubborn and we’d have to fight our way through, but he finally lowered his sword and looked over his shoulder. 
 
    “Alert the council,” he ordered. 
 
    One of the other men immediately nodded, and then he sheathed his weapon, mounted a nearby horse, and galloped off into the city. 
 
    “Council?” I echoed with a frown. “No, I wanted to speak with the mining company.” 
 
    “They are one and the same, foreigner,” the lead guard grunted as he looked me over uneasily. “The company founded this city, and they rule it to this day.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I mused. 
 
     “Gryff?” Ashla hissed behind me. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Everything’s fine,” I answered as I glanced at the ice mage over my shoulder. “You can put your hands down now. These guards are going to take us to see the mining company, which also serves as Rolesse’s council.” 
 
    “Wow,” Erin breathed, and her amber eyes widened. “Way to go, Gryff. We haven’t been in the city even a full minute, and you already found a way to the mining company. 
 
    “Being Utuni’s Bane comes with a few perks and benefits,” I laughed, but then I heard the other guards start to gasp. 
 
    I turned back to them and followed their line of sight, and I smirked as I watched my four hundred men trek across the valley toward Rolesse. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I assured the guards in Southern, “they’re with me. If you could direct us to the nearest, and largest, accommodations, I can get my men settled before we speak to the council.” 
 
    The guards nodded numbly as they stared at my approaching men, and I had to admit, it felt good to be the general of such a large force. 
 
    This is only the beginning, Sera purred in my head. Soon, you could be the commander of hundreds, even thousands more. 
 
    You could rule entire countries, Phi added. 
 
    Continents, Sera practically moaned. 
 
    The Archons were getting a little ahead of me, though, so I stowed their comments in the back of my mind. 
 
    For now, Phi snickered, but then I silenced her entirely. 
 
    I had to focus if I was going to get the Rolesse mining company to give me their money, and I couldn’t let plotting goddesses distract me from my goal. 
 
    My army reached the outskirts of the city five minutes later, with Varleth, Orenn, and Layla at their head. It seemed the metallogue had put the petite summoner back on her own two feet, though, because Layla skipped ahead of the others to greet me. 
 
    “Who won, Gryffie?” she asked as she latched onto my arm with a smile. 
 
    “I did.” I grinned. 
 
    “Of course,” she giggled. “So, that means both Erin and Ashla win, too.” 
 
    “I could still make an exception for you to join us,” I murmured, but then Varleth cleared his throat sharply. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” the banisher asked as his dark eyes darted to the line of guards. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I chuckled and clapped him on the shoulder, “this is just our welcoming party. They’re going to take us to meet the mining company, right after we get the men settled in some inns.” 
 
    “And you’re still wearing your bullet bass because everything is fine?” Varleth questioned with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Eh, just a precaution,” I shrugged, “but that reminds me.” 
 
    With a simple mental thought, I commanded my bullet bass coating to cover Varleth, Orenn, and Layla, too. 
 
    The Rolesse guards gasped as they watched my metallic fish monster go to work, and the words “shaman” and “Utuni’s Bane” jumped from mouth to mouth like a wildfire. 
 
    I tried not to smirk. Summoners weren’t as well regarded as other mages back in Mistral. Well, they didn’t use to be, but I liked to think I was changing that. Still, it was nice when the people of Utun recognized and respected my power from the get go. 
 
    “Why do I have the feeling this isn’t going to be a simple chat with the mining company?” Varleth sighed as the metallic second skin settled over his own. 
 
    “Because life with Gryff is never boring,” Layla giggled. 
 
    “I try to keep it interesting,” I laughed. 
 
    “Northerner,” the lead guard called out in Southern. 
 
    “Yes?” I replied in kind as I turned toward him. 
 
    The guard was currently reading a scroll he hadn’t been holding before, and I noticed the other guard who had ridden off on a horse had returned. The lead guard continued to read his scroll, and after a moment, his eyes jumped up to meet mine. 
 
    “The council will meet with you—” he said. 
 
    “Great,” I cut in with a grin. 
 
    “Tomorrow,” the man finished as he rolled the parchment back up. “At first light, you and you alone will meet with the council members.” 
 
    “I won’t go anywhere without my team,” I said and gestured to my friends. “The council will meet with all six of us, or the council will soon fall to Utuni’s Reign of Blood, and we won’t lift a finger to help.” 
 
    “Fine.” The guard scowled, and his whiskey-colored eyes glared down at me balefully. “You and the other northerners will report to city hall at dawn. Your … men will stay behind.” 
 
    “As long as they have proper accommodations, I’m fine with that.” I nodded. 
 
    “Good,” the man grunted, “then follow me.” 
 
    With that, he spun on his heel and marched off down the road, and his men fell in line behind him. 
 
    I motioned quickly to my friends to follow, and the order trickled down to my men until my hundreds of fighters were squeezing through the streets of Rolesse. The streets themselves were wide, but the men walked in a thick throng. 
 
    The late afternoon was fading into early evening by now, and the people of this mining city seemed to be winding down their day. I heard vendors hawking food for dinner on the street corners, and several shops were shuttering their windows as we walked past. 
 
    No matter what the citizens of Rolesse were doing, though, they stopped and pressed against the walls of buildings to gape at my army as we made our way through the streets. 
 
    “I feel like a celebrity,” Layla mock-whispered, and she giggled as she waved at a pair of slack-jawed children standing in the doorway of a house. 
 
    “I hate it,” Varleth grumbled, “I’ve been stared at for being a gypsy all my life, and this is little better.” 
 
    “We do get much better perks being with Utuni’s Bane than if we were just random northerners, though,” Orenn pointed out with a helpful smile. 
 
    “Thanks for always pointing out the silver lining, Orenn,” I chuckled. “I don’t know what we would do without you.” 
 
    “I’m just happy to help,” the metallogue said with a modest shrug. 
 
    “Northerner!” the lead guard shouted in Southern from halfway down the block. 
 
    “Coming!” I answered in his language before I picked up the pace. 
 
    I quickly made my way to the guard’s side and found he was standing in front of an enormous inn with a sign that read The Weathered Pick with a stylized pickaxe embossed below. It was a nice looking inn, with nearly ten floors, but when I glanced down the road, I realized this entire street was lined with various inns and lodges. The buildings themselves all looked different, but they were ornate and embellished with silver and gold along their windows and door frames. 
 
    “This is the tourism section of Rolesse,” the guard grunted as he gestured down the block. “How many men do you have?” 
 
    “A little over four hundred,” I replied. 
 
    “Hmm,” the guard pursed his thick lips and stroked the unruly, black mustache that perched over his mouth, “I believe one hundred can fit in this first establishment, and then the rest of your men will have to disperse themselves between the inns on this street. Do you have coin?” 
 
    “I do,” I arched an eyebrow, “how much will each room cost me?” 
 
    “The inn keeps have all agreed to give you a generous discount,” the guard sneered, “so be grateful, northerner.” 
 
    “Should I be grateful, or should the innkeeps?” I asked and crossed my arms over my chest. “I’m guessing tourism hasn’t been that great in the last month or so.” 
 
    The guard’s mouth twisted into a scowl, and his mustache vibrated with his rage. 
 
    “Take it up with the innkeeps,” he spat after a long moment. “And keep your men in line. Utuni’s Bane or not, I won’t let rural ruffians disrespect my city, and I’m not above arresting every single man who steps out of line.” 
 
    “Noted,” I muttered, “is that all?” 
 
    The guard huffed and spun on his heel, and then he and his men marched off down the block. 
 
    “Well, he seemed mean,” Layla pouted beside me. 
 
    “More like annoying,” I snorted, “but whatever. I’m going to speak to the innkeeps and see what the night is going to cost us.” 
 
    “All the innkeeps?” Varleth asked as he looked down the road. 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed, “if I just send the men, I worry the inns will overcharge us or swindle what little coin we have. If I talk to them personally, at least I’ll have a little clout to back me up.” 
 
    “Being Utuni’s Bane must be so hard,” Orenn piped up with a frown, and from anyone else, the sentence would sound sarcastic, but I knew my friend was sincere. 
 
    “It has its pros and cons,” I told him with a smile, “but I’ll take whatever power the title gives me, and I’m running with it. Now, let the men know to hang back in the street for a minute, and I’ll get them squared away soon.” 
 
    Orenn nodded before he went to speak with Iso so the boy could pass on the message, and then I turned to face The Weathered Pick. 
 
    Here went nothing. 
 
    In the end, it took me nearly an hour to negotiate with the inns of Rolesse. Most of them caved easily since they knew I was Utuni’s Bane, but a few of them stubbornly tried to gouge me of my money. I could be very persuasive, though, and I only ended up spending half of the money that Tenu had given me back in Qora. It was still a sizeable chunk of our funds, but I hoped that after tomorrow, the Rolesse mining company could help us out in that area. 
 
    The sun had finally set by the time I trudged back to The Weathered Pick after I got my final batch of men settled in another inn further down the block, and I craned my neck back to look into the sky. 
 
    I couldn’t see the stars or moon in this city, since the smoke and smog blocked out the heavens, but there were bright gas lamps on every corner, and all of Rolesse was bathed in a warm orange glow. 
 
    This place really was beautiful, in its own stark and strange way, and this realization just made me all the more determined to protect it from Utuni and her legions of monsters. 
 
    I just hoped the council felt the same way tomorrow, but that was a worry for the morning. Right now, I just wanted to get some dinner and retire to my room. 
 
    Oh, and a bath would be Maker sent. Every inn that I’d been to boasted about Rolesse’s steam baths, and I was dying to test one out for myself. 
 
    I sighed as I shook my head and pushed open the door to The Weathered Pick, and a gust of warm, richly scented air greeted me almost immediately. 
 
    I stepped into the large tavern that seemed to take up the entire first floor, and my eyes instantly found my friends tucked in the far corner. The rest of the inn’s patrons had given my team a wide berth, and several empty tables surrounded them like a visible buffer. 
 
    “Gryffie!” Layla sang as she waved from the table. “Over here!” 
 
    I chuckled as I made my way through the room, and I felt every pair of eyes glued to me. I was kind of getting used to the notoriety, though, so I mostly ignored the staring as I took a seat between Ashla and Layla. 
 
    “Hey, guys,” I sighed and cracked my neck. “Sorry that took so long.” 
 
    “Everyone settled?” Varleth asked as he pushed a mug of ale in my direction. 
 
    “Every last man.” I nodded and drained the glass in three long pulls. The ale wasn’t ice cold anymore, but it slaked my thirst and parched throat all the same, and the yeasty, hoppy flavor made my mouth tingle. 
 
    “Well, we saved you a plate,” Erin said as she lifted a silver dome off a platter at her side. “We had to cover it so nothing went missing.” 
 
    Everyone looked in unison at Layla. 
 
    “What?” she pouted. “I would have left something for Gryff.” 
 
    “Yes, well this way he has a whole plate,” Erin laughed. 
 
    “You guys are the best,” I groaned as I looked down at my food. 
 
    My meal consisted of what looked like roasted lamb, buttered and baked potatoes, several green vegetables I hadn’t seen before, and everything was drenched in a brown mushroom gravy, with a roll of fresh baked bread on the side. 
 
    My mouth filled with saliva as I inhaled deeply, and I debated on where to start first. 
 
    “As much as I’d love to watch Gryff drool over his food,” Varleth yawned, “I’m going to go get some sleep before someone else tries to kill us or another rift opens.” 
 
    “Aww, don’t jinx us,” Layla groaned. “We just got here!” 
 
    “I’m pretty tired, too,” Orenn agreed as he knuckled his gray eyes, “so I’m going to hit the hay with Varleth. When are we meeting the council tomorrow?” 
 
    “The guard said we had to be at city hall at first light,” I replied. “I asked around at all the inns, and apparently city hall is pretty close by, maybe a five-to-ten-minute walk.” 
 
    “Perfect.” The banisher nodded and stood to his feet. “Have a good night then. And try not to cause any trouble, Gryff.” 
 
    “Me?” I gasped in mock offense. “I never cause trouble. Trouble finds me.” 
 
    The gypsy rolled his eyes as he and Orenn moved away from the table, and then I watched them head to a staircase on the opposite side of the room and disappear upstairs. 
 
    Once they were gone, I turned back to my food and picked up a piece of lamb slathered in gravy, and the meat practically melted on my tongue a moment later. 
 
    “Maker, that’s good,” I groaned, and I licked the rich and earthy gravy from my lips. 
 
    “I know, right?” Layla giggled and reached across to snag a potato, but Erin lightly smacked her wrist. 
 
    “As good as the food was, I’m still dying to try the steam baths,” Ashla chimed in, and her voice had dropped to a sultry octave. 
 
    I glanced over at the ice mage to find her staring at me with her beautiful chocolate eyes, and my pants immediately grew a fraction tighter. 
 
    “I want to try them, too,” I muttered before I shoved a forkful of vegetables into my mouth. 
 
    “Well, if you finish your dinner quickly, maybe we could check them out before bed,” the mercenary purred, and her hand settled on my thigh under the table. 
 
    My cock went from half-mast to rock hard in the blink of an eye. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I rasped, and then I started shoveling food into my mouth at an alarming pace. 
 
    The meal was good … but dessert was going to be so much better. 
 
    “Don’t choke, Gryff,” Layla giggled. 
 
    “Never,” I mumbled around a mouthful, and then I gulped it down with a swallow of ale. 
 
    The three women giggled and smirked to each other, and then Ashla slowly slid to her feet. 
 
    “We’ll go see if there are any … private baths available,” the ice mage purred, and she trailed a finger down my jawline. 
 
    “Almost done,” I muttered and shoved the roll of bread past my teeth. 
 
    “Then see you soon,” Ashla bent down and whispered in my ear, and her tongue flicked across my earlobe. “The baths are in the basement. One floor down and down the hallway on your right.” 
 
    I shuddered as she pulled away, and then I watched all three women saunter toward the stairs. Their hips seemed to swing in time with each other, and my pants were so terribly tight by now, I worried they were going to burst at the seams. 
 
    I polished off the rest of my plate in record time, and then I shot up from the table, wiped off my mouth with a napkin, and made a beeline for the other side of the room. I took the stairs two and three at a time, and when I arrived on the bottom floor, I realized it was several degrees warmer down here. The air was muggy and moist too, but as I heard the gentle splashing of water, I didn’t care in the slightest that it felt like I was walking through soup. 
 
    What awaited me behind one of these doors would be more than worth it. 
 
    I slowly made my way down the long hallway, and my eyes skipped over the identical doors on either side. There were symbols that I recognized as Southern numbers, but Ashla hadn’t said which bath they would be in, just that they would try to find a private one. 
 
    “Guys?” I whispered. 
 
    Suddenly, a door behind me on my right opened, but when I turned around, an Utun man with a towel around his waist met my gaze. He started at the sight of me, and I grinned sheepishly. 
 
    “Sorry,” I muttered in Southern, but he ducked back into the steam filled room without a word. 
 
    I shrugged and continued down the hallway. 
 
    “Ashla?” I called out softly in Mistral. “Where are you guys?” 
 
    A moment later, the door directly to my left opened, and before I could turn, an arm shot out and yanked me into the room. 
 
    “Woah!” I cried out as my face instantly grew damp due to the steam in the room. 
 
    My temperature definitely jumped a few degrees, though, when I turned around and saw what awaited me. 
 
    The room I was standing in was moderately sized, probably twice as big as the standard inn room. A large pool of water was set into the stone floor, and steam rose off the surface in wispy tendrils. There seemed to be vents along the ceiling to divert some of the steam, but the air was still murky, and it strangely reflected the light of the gas lamps that were set along the walls at intervals. 
 
    And there, standing before the bath, were Ashla, Erin, and Layla.  
 
    All naked. 
 
    “Well,” I grinned, “hello there.” 
 
    “Do you like your prize?” Layla giggled as she twirled for me, and her pert breasts and tight ass jiggled pleasantly. 
 
    “Very much,” I rasped as I dragged my eyes from the petite summoner and looked over Ashla and Erin. 
 
    The ice mage and mimic were nice compliments to each other. Ashla’s skin was a warm caramel, while Erin’s was a pale cream, and the ice mage’s black hair contrasted perfectly with the mimic’s orange locks. 
 
    Layla was like a happy medium between the two, with her light brown hair and tanned skin, and I felt like the luckiest man on the Southern continent. 
 
    “Then why don’t you come over here and claim your winnings?” Ashla purred as her hand snaked down her toned abdomen and then delved between her long thighs. 
 
    She didn’t have to tell me twice. 
 
    I blindly reached behind me and fumbled with the lock on the door, and when I was sure no one would be interrupting us, I staggered across the floor and shed my clothes as I went. 
 
    By the time I reached the edge of the pool, the women had stepped backward into the water, and they looked up at me with lust filled eyes as my cock bobbed above their heads. 
 
    Ashla reached out and wrapped her hand around my throbbing length, and I groaned as she gently tugged me into the water. 
 
    My groan gained volume and length as the hot liquid surrounded my sore legs first, then my cock, abs, and all the way up to my chest. My body felt like it was wrapped in a hot, soothing cocoon now, and my eyes rolled back in my head as my women began to trail their hands across me, too. 
 
    Ashla continued to move her hand over my cock, while Erin pressed her breasts against my back and started to massage my shoulders. Layla popped up in front of me with a broad grin, and she tangled her fingers into my hair and tugged my mouth to hers. 
 
    “You won the race, so you get to relax,” Ashla whispered in my ear as Layla swirled her tongue in my mouth, and then the ice mage gently led me by my cock to the far side of the pool. 
 
    A stone ledge was set beneath the water here, and the women coaxed me into sitting on it as they surrounded me on either side. Ashla settled on my right side as she continued to fist my dick, and a growl rattled in my chest as her palm passed over my sensitive head. Layla straight up straddled my lap, but she leaned back a bit to let Ashla work my cock. Then Erin sat on my left side, and she shyly pulled my hand between her thighs. 
 
    I didn’t need any more prompting, and I immediately settled my thumb over her clit as I slipped a finger inside her tight tunnel. 
 
    The mimic threw back her head and moaned sharply, and I looked over to watch beads of water trickle down between her heaving breasts. Her pussy was tight as a vice around my finger, and I stroked the inside of her quivering walls just to watch her buck and writhe on my hand. 
 
    “You like that,” Ashla murmured into my ear, and she nipped the lobe, “don’t you? I can tell?” 
 
    To emphasize her point, she ran her thumb along the underside of my cock head, and my hips jerked in her grip. 
 
    “Which part?” I laughed breathlessly. “Erin’s tightness, your amazing rhythm, or Layla rubbing herself against my thigh? Because I love all of it.” 
 
    The petite summoner grinned sheepishly, but she didn’t stop rutting her mound against my knee. 
 
    “Good,” Ashla purred, and dark tendrils of her hair were plastered to her cheeks and forehead, “but I want to give you something better.” 
 
    “Oh?” I raised an eyebrow and bucked my hips into her hand again. “Do tell.” 
 
    “I think it’ll be better if I just show you.” The ice mage smirked, and then she withdrew her hand from me. Then Layla slid off my lap, and Erin even paused my ministrations between her thighs. 
 
    “Wait—” I moaned in protest, but before I could get another word out, Ashla swung her leg over my hips, centered herself above me, and sunk down on my cock in one fell swoop. 
 
    “Oh, Maker, Gryff!” the ice mage moaned, and her hands clamped down on my shoulders as her pussy shuddered around me. 
 
    “Ashla!” I gasped, and my hands flew to her hips to lock her against me. I thrust upward in rapid succession a few times, but then the mercenary lifted herself until only the head of my cock was gripped by her tight lower lips. 
 
    “You were the winner of today’s challenge, Gryff,” she reminded me with a smirk, “so sit back and let us all take care of you.” 
 
    “You deserve it,” Erin added as she pressed her breasts against my shoulder. 
 
    “Utuni’s Bane,” Layla giggled in my ear. 
 
    “Hard to argue with that,” I laughed, and I let my hands float away from Ashla’s hips as she took control. 
 
    “Good, Gryffie,” Layla sing-songed before she began to kiss and bite at my neck. 
 
    Erin went back to massaging my shoulders while Ashla started in on her own rhythm, and I just sat there and let my lovers pamper me. 
 
    Soon, Ashla began to ride me in earnest, and her moans echoed loudly off the stone walls as the bath water sloshed out of the pool and across the floor. Her full breasts bounced against my face with every jolt of her hips, and I leaned forward and sucked a nipple into my mouth as one of my hands delved between us and settled on her clit. 
 
    “Gryff!” Ashla shrieked to the ceiling, and then her inner walls clamped down around me as her orgasm rocketed through her. 
 
    I growled and slapped my hands around her hips, and then I pistoned into her several more times before I unloaded what felt like a gallon of my seed into her warm, quivering tunnel. 
 
    We bucked against each other for a long moment as we rode out our climaxes, and then Ashla collapsed against my chest as she let out a satisfied sigh. 
 
    “Well,” I chuckled into her damp, dark hair, “that was certainly a prize.” 
 
    “Oh, but Gryffie,” Layla giggled on my other side, “you’ve only claimed one third of your prize. I hope you didn’t think we were done with you.” 
 
    I grinned as I watched the petite summoner and Erin wiggle excitedly on the bench beside me, and even Ashla moaned as she started rocking against me again. 
 
    It was going to be a long night … 
 
    But I was more than okay with that.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    “Come on, you bed gremlin,” I chuckled the next morning. “It’s time to get up.” 
 
     “Five more minutes,” Layla whined as she scrunched up her face and pulled her legs up against her chest. 
 
    “You said that ten minutes ago,” I reminded her. “It’s almost dawn, so we need to leave for city hall like right now.” 
 
    “There’s not even time for breakfast?” the petite summoner wailed and tugged the sheets over her head. “How can I be expected to get up now?” 
 
    “I got you a to-go breakfast.” I smirked as I pulled my hand out from behind my back, and then I crinkled the warm paper in my hand. 
 
    Layla’s bed head popped out of the blankets immediately, and her narrowed, hazel eyes zeroed in on my offered gift. 
 
    “What’s that?” she asked and sniffed delicately in my direction. 
 
    “Scrambled eggs mixed with minced lamb’s meat, cheese, and chives, all between two toasted and honey-buttered bagel buns,” I recited with a grin. 
 
    Layla’s eyes widened, and I practically saw the drool pool in her mouth. 
 
    “Have I mentioned that I love you, Gryffie?” she whimpered as she held out her hand. 
 
    “I love you, too,” I chuckled and pulled out of her reach, “but you have to get dressed and meet me downstairs to eat this.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t!” Layla gasped as she gaped at me. 
 
    “Meet you downstairs,” I sang and backed out the door. “Hurry! It’s getting cold.” 
 
    I barely took a stride down the hall before I heard a thump and a curse emanate from Layla’s room, and I laughed as I continued on my way downstairs. 
 
    “Is she coming?” Varleth grunted, and he tapped his foot impatiently as we stood at the door of The Weathered Pick. 
 
    I held up three fingers in response and ticked them off one by one. When I reached zero, Layla burst out of the hall at the top of the stairs, and then she practically tumbled down the flight of stairs, sprinted across the tavern floor, and skidded to my side with her hands out. 
 
    “That was a new record,” I laughed and handed her the still warm breakfast sandwich. “I’m impressed.” 
 
    Layla didn’t reply, she just snagged the slightly greasy package from my fingers and immediately took a huge bite. Her hazel eyes rolled into the back of her head, and she groaned as her cheeks bulged like a chipmunk’s. 
 
    “Fanks, Gryffff,” she mumbled through her mouthful. 
 
    “You’re welcome.” I smiled as I watched her demolish the sandwich in several bites. I couldn’t blame her. The rest of my team and I had each eaten one about a half hour ago, and they were the perfect balance of rich, greasy, and savory. 
 
    “Can we go now?” Varleth huffed as he yanked open the inn door. “We’re going to be late.” 
 
    “Yes, Mother,” I teased, but when the banisher’s scowl only deepened, I quickly led the way out onto the streets of Rolesse. 
 
    The sky was still a bruised purplish gray overhead, but I thought I could see the faintest hints of pink and orange through the roiling smoke and cloud cover. 
 
    “Come on,” I said to my team, “city hall is this way.” 
 
    We set off down the road in the pre-dawn gloom, and I mentally recalled the directions the innkeep had given me this morning. City hall was only a few blocks away, so it was just a matter of a few turns, but the blocks of Rolesse were incredibly long. 
 
    I hoped we made it in time. 
 
    I’d thought we’d be the only ones on the roads at this early hour, but it seemed the mining city started operations incredibly early. Or maybe they never stopped at all. The towers above us were belching smoke the same way they’d been last night, and we passed dozens of people making their way either to work or away from it. 
 
    We turned down the first left street we came across, and we hurried down the next block and turned right. Then halfway down that block and left again. It took us nearly ten minutes to come out into a huge city plaza, but when we finally did, I let out a low whistle. 
 
    “Now, there’s something I’ve never seen before,” I mused. 
 
    A grand structure stood before us in the center of the plaza, and it spanned half a city block and stretched several stories tall. Most of the walls were made from a gray looking marble, but there were metal accents along the front pillars, stairs, and windows that gleamed a bright silver, even in the dim light that enshrouded Rolesse. A giant flag with the city’s symbol of a pickaxe crossed with a stylized mountain peak fluttered at the apex of the building’s dome, and it fluttered in the morning breeze.  
 
    “That building by itself must cost a fortune and a half,” Ashla breathed beside me, and her chocolate eyes were wide. 
 
    “It’s beautiful, too,” Erin added with an appreciative look. “The metal accents kind of remind me of airships.” 
 
    “I bet it would look even prettier without all the smoke blocking out the sun,” Orenn remarked. 
 
    “Ooh, it would sparkle!” Layla gasped. 
 
    “Yes, it’s all very pretty,” Varleth sighed, “but can we go in already? We’re late.” 
 
    “How can you tell?” I asked and looked up at the gray sky. “It’s hard to tell what time it is here. The cloud cover kind of reminds me of the Shadowscape.” 
 
    “I can tell because there’s a crowd of people on the steps,” the banisher huffed and pointed toward city hall, “and they’re probably here for you.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said as I followed his line of sight, and sure enough, I spotted several men standing before the doors of the grand marble building. “Well, let’s not keep them waiting any longer.” 
 
    I quickly led my friends across the plaza, but it felt weird to cross such an open space, and I found myself bracing for an attack of some kind. My eyes tracked the sky for arrows, and I kept my left hand ready to lunge for my bandolier should the need arise. 
 
    As any smart warrior should, Sera purred. 
 
    Nothing happened, though, and I eventually mounted the steps of city hall and came to stand before what I assumed was the Council of Rolesse. 
 
    There were seven of them in total, and they were all older men who ranged from their forties to perhaps their seventies. Their skin tones looked paler here than I’d seen in the rest of Utun, probably due to the lack of sunlight the city received, but the wrinkles on their faces looked blackened, like soot from the smoke in the air had settled and imbedded itself into the crevasses. The council also wore the same dark gray robes with a silver lining along the hems and cuffs, except for the man in the middle, who was trimmed in gold. 
 
    The man in the gold hemmed robe stepped forward a moment later, and I was surprised to note he looked like the youngest of the council members. His face was clean shaven, his eyes were a piercing gray, and he only had a few laughter lines that framed his mouth. 
 
    “I am Ukan, High Seat of the Rolesse Council,” he intoned as he studied me. 
 
    “I’m Gryff of Njordenfalls,” I replied in Southern, and I nodded at the man respectfully. “It is an honor to meet you, Ukan.” 
 
    “Apparently, the honor should be ours,” the man remarked with a shrewd look, “Utuni’s Bane.” 
 
     “Not the name I would have chosen for myself,” I grinned, “but it does have a certain ring to it, wouldn’t you agree?” 
 
    “Indeed,” Ukan muttered as he dragged his gray eyes from the top of my head to my feet. Then he stepped back and swept his arm out toward the doors of city hall. “Come, we may speak inside.” 
 
    I nodded and gestured for my friends to follow, and then we trailed behind Ukan and the other council members as they entered the building. The hall was just as grand on the inside as it was on the outside, and towering buttresses soared into the heights of the distant ceiling. The gray marble that composed the structure was even more beautiful upon closer inspection, and I could see swirls of silver, white, and black throughout the stonework. 
 
    “Your city and city hall are very impressive,” I remarked to Ukan, in the hopes that the flattery would buy me into his good graces. 
 
    “Yes,” the man agreed over his shoulder, and we continued to walk through the long, winding halls, “Rolesse has stood for centuries, and our ancestors capitalized on the wealth that these mountains hold. We are a city unlike anything else in Utun.” 
 
    “I’ll say,” I muttered under my breath in Mistral. 
 
    While Umo Portana had been a grandiose capital, there was still little technology to be found on its streets, and the rest of the country was even more rural. Rolesse was the first place we’d been to on the southern continent that actually reminded me of Varle Enclave. 
 
    “What is he saying?” Ashla whispered as she walked just behind my left shoulder. 
 
    “Nothing much,” I muttered back. “He’s just explaining how great Rolesse is because of the riches they’ve mined.” 
 
    “How modest,” Varleth commented dryly. 
 
    “I think they have a right to be proud,” Orenn remarked as he craned his head back to stare up at the distant ceiling. “It really is a beautiful city.” 
 
    “Thank you for your kind words,” Ukan replied, and I staggered to a stop when I realized he wasn’t speaking Southern. 
 
    “You speak Mistral?” I asked the man in my native tongue, and I couldn’t keep the surprise off my face. 
 
    “Of course,” a small smile flickered at the corners of Ukan’s mouth, “we trade our metals from continent to continent. I speak a number of dialects and understand quite a few more.” 
 
    “I was led to believe Utun and Mistral didn’t have any trade relations,” I said with a frown, “or any relations at all, for that matter.” 
 
    “I would not believe everything you hear, Utuni’s Bane,” the man smirked, “lest you start to see rumors as truth.” 
 
    I had the feeling he was slightly mocking me, but I let it pass since I still needed the council to hear me out. 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” I replied. 
 
    “Good.” Ukan nodded before he started walking again, and the rest of the council members trailed in his wake. 
 
    “Well … that was surprising,” Layla stage-whispered. 
 
    “Yeah, a little warning would have been nice,” Varleth grumbled, and I could tell he was a little embarrassed at his early comment being overheard. 
 
    “How was I supposed to know?” I shrugged while we followed Ukan down the hall toward a large, ornate door edged in silver metal. 
 
    “I wonder if the other council members also speak Mistral,” Erin mused. 
 
    “Well,” I murmured, “we’re about to find out.” 
 
    We’d finally reached the ornate door at the end of the hall, and Ukan pushed it open and swept on through, with the rest of the council members riding on his proverbial coat tails. 
 
    I entered the room ahead of my team, and I nearly staggered to a halt in the doorway. 
 
    “Woah,” I breathed as I looked around with wide eyes. 
 
    “Let me see!” Layla chirped excitedly, and she jostled me out of the way to take a look for herself. Then she froze, and her mouth popped open. 
 
    “Woah is right,” Ashla muttered as she looked over the petite summoner’s head, and I nodded numbly in response. 
 
    We stood looking out over a vast circular room that sloped downward toward an elevated table of white marble. Stone and metal pews encircled the rotunda, and a large glass dome let in a muted gray light that barely lit up the immense space. Staggered gas lamps placed at intervals around the room made up for the lack of natural lighting, but deep black shadows still danced in the far corners of the room. 
 
    All in all, the hall was an imposing sight, and it looked like a painting come to life.  
 
    The council members continued down into the room and toward the white marble table. When they reached it, Ukan was the first to take his seat, and then the others followed suit. 
 
    Hearing the scrape of their stone chairs against the floor kicked me back into action, and I hurried forward with my friends hot on my heels. We quickly came to stand before the now seated council members, but I didn’t like that I had to look up at their elevated table. 
 
    You could drag them down, Phi suggested with a dark giggle, but I shoved the Archon into the back of my mind. 
 
    Now was not the time to be distracted by her commentary. 
 
    So, I took a deep breath and straightened my spine as I met Ukan’s eyes head on. 
 
    “Gryff of Njordenfalls,” Ukan began in Southern, and his voice echoed out across the cavernous room, “it is said you have come to the great city of Rolesse with a business proposition. One that will save us from the calamity that has befallen the rest of Utun.” 
 
    A few of the other council members snorted like they couldn’t believe this, but I pressed on regardless. 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded, “and I thank you for granting me an audience. I believe we will both benefit from the talks that transpire today.” 
 
    “Then you may proceed,” Ukan replied with a wave of his hand, “and you may speak in Mistral if you desire, for the sake of your companions. Most of the council speaks your language in some capacity, and I can translate the few pieces that might otherwise slip through.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I responded and switched back to my native tongue. Then I made a point to look each council member in the eyes. “I know I am a foreign mage, and I hail from a country that Utun bears no love for. But this is more important than our nations or homelands. This threat we now face is one that could destroy not just the southern continent, but the world as we know it.” 
 
    The council members looked a little intrigued now, but I could still see a few who seemed reluctant to hear me out. 
 
    I’d just have to change that. 
 
    “I know the stories about me sound fantastical,” I went on. “How can a foreign man defy the serpent goddess Utuni? And honestly, I’m not entirely sure. But there are a few things I am sure of. Utuni is not just a goddess of myth. She is something called an Archon, a deity-like monster that hails from the Shadowscape. I have met her kind before, several times in fact, and each time I have defeated them.” 
 
    “Impossible,” one council member scoffed, and I cut my eyes over to him. 
 
    “If you have heard any recent news from the northern continent, you know that a giant, blue skinned woman recently wreaked havoc across Mistral,” I said with an arched eyebrow. 
 
    I miss being giant, Phi sighed in the dark reaches of my mind. 
 
    “This was another such Archon,” I went on as I stared the Council of Rolesse down, “and it was I who defeated her. The same thing goes for the jaguar goddess of Luratamba.” 
 
    “So, you killed these … Archons?” Ukan asked in his accented Mistral. 
 
    “No,” I shook my head, “not exactly. They cannot be killed, but they can be … contained. That is what I seek to do with Utuni. I want to stop her before all of Utun is awash in blood. Because make no mistake, this is Utuni’s end goal. She does not care for riches, nor political power. She seeks the domination of the whole world, and if the world will not bow to her, then she will wipe it clean with her Reign of Blood.” 
 
    The council members muttered uneasily to each other in Southern, and Ukan frowned sharply. 
 
    “And the goddess … Utuni has told you this herself?” the man asked. 
 
    “Not in so many words,” I chuckled dryly, “but I got the gist.” 
 
    “Then if you say you’ve defeated other beings like her,” Ukan went on as he leaned forward across the table, “why have you come to Rolesse?” 
 
    “Because Utuni is the most powerful Archon I have faced to date,” I answered truthfully, and I ignored Sera and Phi grumbling in the back of my mind. “In the south, rifts open at random across the countryside, and legions of monsters pour out and destroy everything in their path. My team and I are well equipped to deal with monsters, which is how we defeated the other Archons, but Utuni has a special ability. It’s a blood red aura that covers the battlefield, and for every one of her monsters that dies, the remaining ones continue to grow stronger. So, even as their numbers dwindle, their strength increases.” 
 
    Now, the council members were starting to look a little frightened, and their Southern mutterings grew louder until Ukan held up a hand to silence them. 
 
    “As concerning as this all is,” Ukan said in Mistral, “you still have not answered my question, Gryff of Njordenfalls. Why have you come to Rolesse?” 
 
    “For your help,” I answered bluntly. “I have discovered that having foot soldiers to hold the line of monsters while my team of mages take them out works incredibly well, and the men of Utun have answered my call after witnessing their friends, families, and homes being reduced to ash and blood. Over four hundred men have joined my army since Umo Portana fell, and I believe more will come yet. But I am no king, I am just a foreign mage in a distant country. I do not have the means to arm, feed, or support my army.” 
 
    “Ah,” Ukan sat back in his chair and folded his hands atop the table, “so, you have come to Rolesse seeking riches.” 
 
    “Provisions,” I corrected. “I do not mean to take this money for myself, my team, or for Mistral. All I want is to give the people of Utun a fighting chance to defend their country and their families, and your funds would provide the means of Utuni’s demise.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Ukan hummed while the other council members whispered to each other, “I must admit, I personally hold no love for the goddess. Religion has always seemed so … base to me. More than that, this Reign of Blood you speak of, while we haven’t witnessed it first-hand here in Rolesse, we have felt its effects.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked with raised eyebrows. 
 
    “Yes,” Ukan nodded, “Rolesse City is the location of the largest mine in Utun. We produce more than half of the entire metal supply for the whole country, and while we trade with several other nations, our biggest customer was the Utun government.” 
 
    “Was?” I clarified. 
 
    “Correct,” Ukan confirmed and pursed his lips. “Rolesse City used to fund King Konu’s army, and our metal provided the armor and weapons for the soldiers. Ever since the goddess killed King Konu, however, our mine and city have been set adrift with no Utun leader to purchase our goods. Utuni has no use for metal, after all.” 
 
    I nodded along to the man’s words and tried to hide my shock. People thought Utuni killed King Konu? Now, that was something I hadn’t heard in the last few weeks, but we had spent most of our time in rural areas that received little news. This did exonerate me, though, so I wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth. 
 
    “We have a common enemy, then,” I said to Ukan. “Utuni’s demise would benefit us all, so will you fund my army as you did with King Konu’s?” 
 
    Ukan pursed his lips, and the rest of the council members’ reactions seemed mixed. Some nodded their heads while others frowned severely and refused to look at me head on. 
 
    “Perhaps,” Ukan replied at length, “but first we must deliberate.” 
 
    I blinked in shock. Did I hear them right?  
 
    “What’s there to deliberate?” I asked.  
 
    “Well,” Ukan sighed and ran a hand through his dark hair, “you say our alliance will benefit us both, but the benefits are not equal. King Konu paid for his army’s armor and weapons, yet you ask us to gift these things to you out of our goodwill. That is a big cost for us to take on, without insurance to back it up. What if you die in your fight against Utuni? Who will pay back our investment?” 
 
    “If my team and I die, then you can rest assured you won’t be far behind,” I shot back. “What is the point of hoarding your wealth if it won’t save you? You’ll just die on your mountains of metal because monsters don’t care how rich you are. You can’t negotiate with them. You’ll just … die.” 
 
    “Like I said,” Ukan frowned, “there is much to deliberate.” 
 
    My friends shifted nervously behind me, and the council members looked just as anxious as they stared from Ukan to me. 
 
    I had half a mind to tell him off, but I knew that wouldn’t work in my favor, so I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Then I inclined my head to the council. 
 
    “Thank you for hearing what I had to say,” I muttered as diplomatically as I could. “I await your answer.” 
 
    “You and your men may enjoy the benefits of Rolesse City while you wait,” Ukan offered. “When we have come to a decision, I will send a messenger to your inn.” 
 
    “Understood.” I nodded, and then I turned on my heel and marched back up the aisle and out of the rotunda of city hall. 
 
    “Gryff, wait up!” Erin called after me. 
 
    I couldn’t stop, though. A familiar rage had reared its ugly head inside me, and I knew if I didn’t keep walking, I’d explode. All I could picture was summoning every single monster on my bandolier and bringing city hall down on the council’s head. 
 
    They were worried about money, like coin was really going to make a difference if Utuni won. The Rolesse Council could be the wealthiest men in the entire world, and it wouldn’t make one lick of a difference. Like I said, they’d die like the rest of Utun, and it was only stubborn pride that made them ignore this fact. 
 
    “Gryff,” Ashla suddenly said, and the ice mage wrapped a hand around my elbow to stop me. 
 
    “What?” I snapped as I whipped around, and I was distantly aware that my voice came out as more of a snarl. 
 
    Ashla and the rest of my friends came to an abrupt halt in the middle of the street, and I could tell my tone shocked them. 
 
    It shocked me, too. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I apologized immediately, and I covered my face with my hands as I took several deep breaths. “I didn’t mean to … I didn’t mean it.” 
 
    “Is it Miralea?” Ashla inquired gently. 
 
    I nodded silently as I pressed my palms into my eyes. 
 
    “Is she breaking free?” Varleth demanded, and his voice was urgent. 
 
    “No,” I exhaled sharply and lifted my head, “she’s still locked up, but her … influence bleeds out whenever I get angry or frustrated. She exacerbates my negative emotions.” 
 
    “That must be terrible,” Orenn murmured with a sympathetic frown, “not being in control of your own emotions.” 
 
    “It’s not fun,” I agreed with a dry chuckle, “but know that none of this is directed at you. Those stubborn council members were just … “ 
 
    “Annoyingly stubborn,” Layla finished and smiled at me. 
 
    “Exactly,” I laughed as I rifled my hair. “Part of me wonders if it would be better to just … depose them, like I did with the mayor back in Qora. Maybe not kill them, but at least conquer them so we could use their mine without having to wait out all these politics.” 
 
    “That sounds like Miralea again,” Erin pointed out. “We’re not here to conquer Utun, we’re here to help save them. Remember?” 
 
    Why can’t you do both? Sera suggested, but I wasn’t in the mood to listen to any Archons right now. 
 
    “You’re right,” I told Erin with a sigh, and I sent her a tired smile as a headache began to bloom behind my eyes. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Remember, you don’t have to do this all on your own,” Ashla reminded me as she reached down and squeezed my hand. 
 
    “Yeah, we’re all here for you, Gryffie,” Layla chirped, and she skipped over to take my other hand. “No matter what. We’ll stay by your side even if all the Archons woke up right now.” 
 
    “Maker,” Varleth groaned and threw his head back, “don’t jinx us. We have enough on our plate with Utuni at the moment.” 
 
    “I agree,” I sighed before I squeezed both Ashla and Layla’s hands, “but there’s nothing we can do about it right now. We just have to … wait for the council’s decision.” 
 
    “What should we do in the meantime?” Orenn asked. 
 
    “I might take another soak in the steam baths,” I muttered and cracked my neck. “Maker knows I need to relax a little before I pop a blood vessel.” 
 
    “So, back to the hotel for a soak and some lunch?” Erin suggested with a smile. 
 
    “Sounds like a plan to me.” I agreed and turned to head back to The Weathered Pick. 
 
    My team and I were relatively quiet as we made our way through the streets of Rolesse. I knew my friends were worried about me, but I was still pretty lost in my own head, and my headache was growing with each step I took. Keeping three goddesses at bay in my mind was damn tiring work, especially since Miralea never stopped yowling and banging at her confines like a trapped cat. 
 
    I wondered if there was a way that I could win over the jaguar goddess like I had done with Phi, but I didn’t want to think about that now. It would only make my headache worse, because I had no idea what I could offer Miralea that she would want. 
 
    Just another problem to add to my to-do list. 
 
    Rolesse City was in full swing now that the sun was high overhead, and shafts of sunlight actually broke through the smoke and cloud cover at random intervals. The people seemed used to the dim lighting, but I found myself squinting through the gloom as we approached the inn. 
 
    Then I slowed in my steps as I realized a group of my men were gathered outside The Weathered Pick. 
 
    And they looked frantic. 
 
    “Uh-oh,” Varleth grunted behind me, “what now?” 
 
    I was about to find out. 
 
    I stowed my headache and thoughts of Miralea and the council as I approached my men, and one of them turned out to be Iso. 
 
    The boy from the elder’s village gasped when he caught sight of me, and he broke away from the other fighters to jog down the street and meet me halfway. 
 
    “Utuni’s Bane!” he panted and dropped into a bow. “We’ve been looking for you everywhere.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked in Southern and frowned. “What’s wrong? Is there a rift?” 
 
    “No,” Iso shook his head, and his brown eyes were wide, “it’s General Iun!” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat in my chest and then took off at a gallop. 
 
    “General Iun?” I echoed as I took a step closer to the boy. “Are you sure? Did one of the scouts return with some information?” 
 
    “Better.” Iso grinned. “They brought the man himself.” 
 
    “You’re kidding,” I breathed. 
 
    “No,” Iso insisted and gestured toward the inn door, “he’s waiting for you inside.” 
 
    Now, this was doing wonders for my sour mood. 
 
    “What’s he saying, Orenn?” I heard Layla whisper behind me. 
 
    “Something about General Iun,” the metallogue muttered, “I couldn’t make out much more than that, the boy was speaking too fast.” 
 
    “He’s probably dead,” Varleth snorted. 
 
    “Oh, ye of little faith,” I laughed in Mistral and turned to face the banisher. “General Iun is not dead. In fact, he’s inside waiting for us right now.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Orenn gaped. 
 
    “Let’s go find out.” I grinned. 
 
    Then I spun on my heel, marched past Iso and my other men, and threw open the door to The Weathered Pick. 
 
    The first-floor tavern was fairly empty since it was after breakfast but before lunch, and my eyes immediately zeroed in on a group of men gathered around a table in the far back. I recognized some of these men as my fighters, so I quickly crossed the floor and made my way over to them. 
 
    The sound of my boots on the wooden floor caused some of my fighters to glance over their shoulders, and the words “Utuni’s Bane” reached my ears a moment later. Then the men parted before me, and I was left staring at a corner table. 
 
    And seated at this table was General Iun. 
 
    The general looked worse for wear since the last time I’d seen him. Gone was his military uniform with his medals and accolades. Now, the man wore a dirtied pair of trousers, and a shirt that at one time may have been white stretched across his broad shoulders. His hair was longer and slightly unkempt, and dirt was smeared across his nose and cheeks, like he was trying to pass as just another peasant. The way he held himself was a dead give away to who he really was, though, and the soldier lifted his chin and stared me down with hard eyes. 
 
    “Well,” Iun said in Southern after a long, drawn out moment, “if it isn’t the northern spy. Or should I call you Utuni’s Bane now?” 
 
    “Gryff will actually work just fine,” I replied in his native tongue with a smile. “It’s actually good to see you again, Iun. I’m glad you made it out of Umo Portana alive.” 
 
    “No thanks to you,” he grunted with a scowl. 
 
    “I was kind of busy fleeing for my own life,” I shrugged, “besides, I had a few goddesses to take care of.” 
 
    “And how did that work out for you?” Iun scoffed. 
 
    “Well, Miralea is no longer a threat,” I said with a raised eyebrow, “so I’d say one out of two isn’t bad. It’s better than your own track record with goddesses, I’m assuming?” 
 
    The former general didn’t reply and just pursed his lips instead. 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” I snorted before I took the seat opposite him at the table. Then I sent my Utun fighters a quick look, and they dispersed from around us with muttered complaints. 
 
    My friends stayed close by, but they did migrate to the nearest table to give Iun and me some privacy. 
 
    “So, what could you possibly want with me now, Gryff?” Iun asked after a moment, and his accent dragged my name out a fraction too long. “Apparently, you sent men across the countryside to find me, so it must be important.” 
 
    “It is.” I nodded. “I want you to lead my army. Well, be the face of my army, as it were. You’d still answer to me, but you’d be the one to lead the men into battle against the hordes of monsters while my team and I take on Utuni. What do you say?” 
 
    Iun blinked at me for several seconds, and then he threw back his head and laughed. His laughter echoed out across the mostly empty tavern, but my fighters and friends sent our table an anxious look. 
 
    I calmly waited for the fit to subside, and I folded my hands patiently on the table top. 
 
    Finally, Iun wiped his eyes and shook his head before he turned his attention back to me. 
 
    “I didn’t realize you northerners had such a sense of humor,” he said. 
 
    “I wasn’t joking,” I replied as I stared at him steadily. 
 
    Now, the mirth died from Iun’s face. 
 
    “Are you mocking me?” the man snarled. “You, who impersonated my prince, murdered my king, unleashed a goddess on my city, and sent Utun to its doom?” 
 
    “Okay,” I started, “first of all, Konu was a dick, and Kecha didn’t fall too far from the tree. So, you’re welcome on both accounts. Secondly, I didn’t unleash Utuni. Konu is the one who welcomed her into Umo Portana. I was just trying to stop her from gaining power, and I still am. That’s why I’ve gathered an army of Utun fighters, men who want to protect their families and take back their country.” 
 
    “An army?” Iun scoffed and shook his head. “How many men do you have?” 
 
    I pursed my lips. “A little over four hundred.” 
 
    “Ha!” the former general snorted. “And are any of these men trained soldiers?” 
 
    “A few,” I answered honestly. 
 
    “You might as well have no one,” Iun muttered with disdain. “Four hundred men is like four hundred ants to the goddess.” 
 
    “More will come,” I argued, “more men will answer the call when they see how Utuni’s Reign of Blood is the end of Utun as they know it.” 
 
    “And what good will more mortal men do against the goddess?” Iun sneered. “It is an impossible task.” 
 
    “Well, the men wouldn’t be facing Utuni themselves,” I reasoned, “that would be up to my team and me. I need the fighters to keep back the hordes of monsters in the meantime, and I need you to lead them.” 
 
    Iun narrowed his eyes at me and crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
    “Why me?” he asked. 
 
    “Because you were the general of King Konu’s army,” I replied, “and that couldn’t have been an easy position to win. That means you are an intelligent man and a formidable warrior. More than that, you are a well-renowned leader, and a man of Utun.” 
 
    “Ah,” Iun smiled sharply, “a man of Utun, you say. I take it not all my fellow countrymen want to take orders from some pale-faced boy shaman.” 
 
    Damn. He hit the nail on the head. 
 
    “Yes,” I admitted reluctantly, “I have run into … some opposition regarding my leadership. Which is why I need you, General Iun. If the men of Utun know you are leading the army against Utuni, they will flock to us, and then we can take the fight back to Umo Portana and throw the goddess off that throne.” 
 
    Iun studied me for a long moment as he chewed on his dry lower lip. Eventually, he shook his head and placed his palms face down on the table top. 
 
    “You have kidnapped me and brought me here for no reason,” he said. “This war you propose is pointless, and I won’t lead your peasant men into battle to be slaughtered. Utuni is a goddess, she cannot be defeated. The sun has set on Utun, and you, Gryff, just need to accept this like the rest of us.” 
 
    The man made to rise, but I held out my hand to stop him. 
 
    “General Iun—” I tried, but before I could finish my sentence, the door of The Weathered Pick slammed open. 
 
    A man stood framed in the threshold, and he whipped his head from side to side with a frantic look. Then his gaze landed on me, and he tripped over himself as he stumbled into the tavern. 
 
    “Utuni’s Bane!” he gasped as he drew up to my table. 
 
    I didn’t recognize the man, but I assumed he was one of the fighters who had joined us on the road. He didn’t look like the paler, ashy faced citizens of Rolesse, and I didn’t know him from the elder’s village or Small Bend. 
 
    But I did recognize the terror on his face. 
 
    There was only one thing that could strike such horror into a man’s heart.  
 
    “Is it a rift?” I demanded at once in Southern. 
 
    The man nodded vigorously, unable to find the words, and a moment later, a loud bell began to ring outside. 
 
    Rolesse City was under attack.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    I immediately jumped into action. 
 
    “Do you know where the rift has opened?” I asked the man in front of me as I shot to my feet. 
 
    “A-At the mouth of the valley,” the Utun fighter stuttered. “People could see it from the edge of the city. The rift … it’s enormous.” 
 
    “Any reports of monsters yet?” I demanded. 
 
    “N-No,” the man shook his head, “not yet.” 
 
    “Good,” I continued in Southern, “that means we have time. Go round up the rest of the men from the inns. Tell them to arm themselves and report to the edge of the city that faces into the valley. We are going to defend Rolesse just like we did Small Bend.” 
 
    “Y-Yes, sir!” The man snapped a salute even though his face was ashen, and then he turned on his heel and sprinted out the door. 
 
    I stepped away from my table and looked to my friends, and the clanging of the warning bells outside began to grow more frantic. 
 
    “I may not speak Southern,” Varleth grunted, “but I’m guessing there’s a rift nearby.” 
 
    “It’s like you’re psychic,” I replied with a grin, but inside, my stomach was twisting itself into knots. “There’s a big one at the mouth of the valley. From the position, I’m guessing Utuni probably opened it there to block off any means of escape.” 
 
    “Do you think Utuni knows we’re here?” Erin asked, and her amber eyes went wide. 
 
    “Possibly,” I shrugged, “but it could also be that she knows Rolesse is Utun’s most profitable city. She could just be taking out a potential future threat.” 
 
    If I know Utuni, Sera growled, I would say she knows you are here, Gryff. She most likely heard tales of you moving north and is looking to wipe you out. 
 
    Well, what else was new? 
 
    “What great luck we have,” Varleth muttered. 
 
    “Luck or not, we have to act now,” I said, and then I turned to Iun, who was still standing frozen beside me, and spoke in Southern. “Will you be joining us, General?” 
 
    The man blinked out of his stupor, and I could see his throat work as he swallowed sharply. 
 
    “No,” he rasped. “What is the point? This is the end of Rolesse and Utun. The goddess Utuni has declared it.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I don’t give a shit what she’s declared,” I grunted and clenched my fists. “We’re not dying today, and if you won’t help us, then just stay out of our way.” 
 
    With that, I spun away from the general and ran for the door, and I could hear my friends fall in beside me. We burst through the inn door a moment later, and then I winced as the warning bells threatened to deafen me. 
 
    “Where are those bells?” Orenn bellowed as he tried to cover his head. “And could we shut them off?” 
 
    I slapped my hands over my ears, but the street was sheer chaos before me. People were screaming and crying as they darted up and down the road, and I saw several people nearly be trampled as citizens outright panicked. 
 
    This wouldn’t do. If we were going to save Rolesse, we needed some damn order. 
 
    I scanned the bedlam in front of me, and my gaze snagged on the dull glint of metal armor about five yards away. The Rolesse officer was just standing on the curb, and he gawked at the utter pandemonium that had befallen his city. 
 
    I darted forward in a few bounding steps, grabbed the officer’s arm, and whipped him around. I instantly noticed that he was young, probably a little older than me, but his face was white with sheer terror. 
 
    “Listen to me!” I roared in Southern over the clanging bells. “I need three things from you! One, get someone to turn off those damn bells! Two, get as many people as you can to safety! Is there a safe house or other secured location in Rolesse?” 
 
    “The mines,” the officer gasped. “There is an escape route into the mountains through the mines!” 
 
    “Perfect!” I shouted. “Grab some other officers and get the citizens to the mines as a precaution. And three, I need you to find whoever is in charge of Rolesse’s forces or armory and have them send as many weapons, shields, and whatever armor you can spare to the frontlines.” 
 
    The officer frowned. “But the council … ” 
 
    “The council agreed to this!” I yelled and shook the man. “Now, are you going to do what I asked, or do I need to find someone else to help me save the city?” 
 
    “S-Sir!” the man stuttered and snapped a hasty salute before he turned tail and sprinted down the street. 
 
    The council hadn’t actually agreed to anything, but I was trying to save their city, so I’d deal with the consequences later. 
 
    “What was that?” Ashla called over the din of the street. 
 
    “Hopefully, we’ll have some better weapons to give our men,” I shouted as I turned southwest, “but I’m not going to hold my breath. Come on, we gotta get to the frontlines.” 
 
    “You want us to run through the whole city?” Varleth yelled. 
 
    “Please,” I grinned, “who do you think I am?” 
 
    As Rolesse descended into chaos around me, I calmly reached for my vingehund crystal and smashed it between my fingers. A moment later, my canine monster emerged in a puff of smoke, and her tongue lolled out between her fangs as she panted at me. 
 
    “Hey, girl,” I greeted and scratched between her horns. Then I turned to Layla and Ashla. “Get on. I’ll be right behind you.” 
 
    The petite summoner and ice mage nodded at once before they did as I asked, but Varleth scowled and crossed his arms. 
 
    “What about the rest of us?” he shouted, but the bells abruptly cut off just then, and the banisher’s voice echoed down the street over several people’s wails. 
 
    My ears rang in the relative silence, but at least that officer had listened to one of my orders. 
 
    “You’re so impatient.” I rolled my eyes at Varleth, and then I reached out, snagged Erin’s wrist, and pulled her toward me. 
 
    “Gryff, what are you—” the mimic started to ask, but I cut her off as I pressed my mouth against hers. 
 
    The kiss was chaste, but I felt the transfer of power I’d been looking for. 
 
    “Summon your stagis,” I murmured as I pulled away and tucked an orange strand behind her ear. “Ride to the frontlines, and along the way, direct any citizens to the mines and any fighters or officers to follow you.” 
 
    “How?” the mimic asked with a frown. “I don’t speak the language.” 
 
    “Here,” I beckoned Varleth and Orenn over, “these are some quick phrases in Southern to direct people where they need to go.” 
 
    I quickly repeated Sera’s translations for my team, and Orenn nodded along as he mouthed the words silently to himself. 
 
    “Got it,” the metallogue said after a moment. “We won’t let you down, Gryff.” 
 
    “I know you won’t,” I replied before I turned to Varleth. “Since it’s so early in the day, we’ll probably have to find the catalyst and close the rift. There are hours until the sun sets. I don’t know if Rolesse will make it.” 
 
    “I know,” the banisher sighed. 
 
    “So, save your mana,” I instructed and clapped his shoulder, “and I’ll see you on the frontlines.” 
 
    “Don’t let Miralea make you do something stupid,” Varleth muttered with a worried frown. 
 
    “I won’t,” I promised, and then I winked at him. “As you always say, I come up with plenty of crazy, stupid ideas all on my own.” 
 
    Varleth didn’t look mollified, but I was already turning away and mounting my vingehund behind Layla and Ashla. It was a tight fit, but we weren’t going too far, so it should be fine. 
 
    The second I was settled on my canine monster’s back, she spread her blue wings and shimmied her shoulders in excitement. 
 
    “Hold on!” I warned the women in front of me, and then I gave the vingehund the mental command to take flight. 
 
    My canine monster crouched low to the ground, and then exploded into motion, and she sprinted down the street for several long strides before she leapt into the air and flapped her wings hard. 
 
    We quickly rose above the streets of Rolesse, and I gripped Ashla’s hips tightly as we turned southwest. 
 
    Then my gut sunk straight into my shoes and spiraled down to the ground far below. 
 
    The Utun fighter who had warned me of the rift said it was enormous, but seeing it for myself was another matter entirely. The rift covered the entire mouth of the valley that led to Rolesse, and the portal towered probably one hundred feet into the air. It looked like a black wound had been carved into the very air, and it bled a crimson aura that I knew was Utuni’s calling card. The rift roiled with violent activity like an undulating wave, but so far, the valley between it and Rolesse was barren of monsters. 
 
    I knew that wasn’t going to last for long, though, so we needed to get our men in place as fast as we could. 
 
    I commanded my vingehund to rise a little higher so I could get a better bird’s-eye view of Rolesse, but we quickly had to drop altitude again when I realized the smoke above the city was incredibly thick at a certain height. 
 
    We were rapidly approaching the edge of the city, though, so I ordered my vingehund to descend over the outskirts of Rolesse. We actually landed not far from where Ashla and I had originally raced into the city, but it hardly looked like the same place. Carts, barrels, and other goods were overturned in the middle of the street, where they’d most likely been abandoned when the rift appeared, and half of my men waited along the edge of the city proper. 
 
    I put my vingehund down ten yards away from the last building of Rolesse, and then Layla, Ashla, and I jumped down onto the hard-packed dirt. I didn’t want to recall my canine monster, and then waste the mana if I needed to summon her again later, so I patted her flank and decided to leave her standing beside me. 
 
    The vingehund whined as she turned to face the bloody rift across the valley, and I felt a heady anticipation filter through our bond. 
 
    She was ready to fight. 
 
    “Almost, girl,” I murmured and scratched under her chin. 
 
    “Okay, General Gryffie,” Ashla smirked and swung her battle-axe over her shoulders, “what are your orders?” 
 
    “I need to find a Rolesse officer,” I said as I turned back to the city, and as if I’d summoned him like one of my monsters, a man suddenly marched out from the throng of gathering fighters. 
 
    “Northerner!” he roared in Southern, and I realized it was the lead guard I’d met when I first entered the city. He was a tall yet stocky man, and when he whipped off his metal helm to glare at me with his whiskey-colored eyes, I realized his head was shaved bald. He faltered when he saw my vingehund hovering behind my shoulder, but to his credit, he continued to march straight for me. 
 
    I respected his bravery. 
 
    “Just the man I was looking for,” I said with a grin, but then I paused and reconsidered. “Unless you aren’t the head of Rolesse’s police force. I need to speak to the man in charge, and I don’t have time to waste on underlings.” 
 
    “I am the chief of the Rolesse Guard,” the man snapped, “I answer only to the council.” 
 
    “Great,” I said, “I’m glad we cleared that up. What’s your name?” 
 
    “Chief Kada,” the officer spat. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Chief Kada,” I grinned, “I’m Gryff. Now, where are those weapons I ordered?” 
 
    “I have yet to hear any word from the council—” Kada started, but I cut him off. 
 
    “Yeah, well, if you’re going to stand there with your thumbs up your ass and wait for the council to hold your hand, we’re all going to die,” I gritted out, but I took a deep breath when I realized my anger had suddenly spiked. 
 
    I knew Miralea would look for any weakness or crack in my resolve, and I couldn’t afford to lose control right now. The fate of Rolesse depended on me being level headed and calm. 
 
    “Why, you impudent—” Kada began as he advanced toward me, but I interrupted him again. 
 
    “Look, we can have this fight later,” I said, “and I’ll answer to the council for whatever impudent crime you can think of. But I have a question for you, Chief Kada? Do you want to save your city?” 
 
    The officer scowled and crossed his arms over his chest, but after a moment, he finally relented. 
 
    “Yes,” he hissed. 
 
    “Good, I do, too,” I told him. “Now, do you have any first-hand experience dealing with rifts or monsters?” 
 
    The man clenched his jaw and shook his head minutely. 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” I said, “but you’re in luck, because back in Mistral, I’m a fairly good Monster Response Squad fighter. In fact, given that I’ve defeated several goddesses and their legions, I’d like to say I’m pretty damn good. So, if you want to save Rolesse from destruction and Utuni’s Reign of Blood, I need you to listen to my orders and follow them exactly. Can you do that, Chief Kada?” 
 
    It looked like the officer was physically pained by my question, but he seemed to have a well-tuned sense of self-preservation and or duty to his city, because he eventually nodded. 
 
    “What would you have us do?” he grunted. He made a face like the question tasted revolting, but he straightened up and met my eyes like a good soldier. 
 
    “First, I need you to get those weapons and armor here as soon as possible,” I started before I gestured over his shoulder. “My men are decent fighters, but I’d rather them wield actual swords instead of wheat scythes, and any amount of armor will reduce our casualty and injury numbers.” 
 
    “I’ll see it done.” Kada nodded, and then he beckoned to another officer nearby. The two shared curt, quiet words before the second officer took off, presumably to get my weapons. 
 
    Finally. 
 
    “Thank you,” I replied. “Next, how many men do you have on your force?” 
 
    “In the entire Rolesse Guard?” the man asked with a frown. “Nearly a thousand. But half of those men are busy getting the civilians to the mines for safety.” 
 
    “So, you have another five hundred men free?” I questioned. 
 
    “Roughly,” Kada said. 
 
    “Perfect.” I grinned, “then I think we have a fighting chance. With our forces combined, we’ll have nearly a thousand men on the frontlines. Do you have any shamans?” 
 
    “We have a small platoon,” Kada answered with a nod, “around twenty shamans. They are mostly earth and metal shamans, though, since those are the most useful for mining.” 
 
    “Excellent,” I told Kada, “I’ll take what we can get. Gather your men and shamans and have them line up behind my fighters facing into the valley. If you have any archers, set them up in the very back, behind the melee fighters and shamans. Also, order your earth shamans to barricade most of the streets going into Rolesse. This way, if the monsters get past us, they’ll have trouble getting into the city proper. But have the earth shamans leave several avenues open in case we need to retreat.” 
 
    “You have a mind for war, northerner,” Kada remarked as he gave me an appreciative look. 
 
    “That’s why I’ve survived this long,” I replied with a sharp grin. “Now, carry out my orders as quickly as you can, and then brace yourself. I believe Utuni is looking to wipe Rolesse off the map, so this will be a battle unlike anything you’ve ever faced. But, if we all work together, we’ll be able to live another day.” 
 
    “Let’s hope,” Kada muttered before he surprisingly snapped a crisp salute and turned to start barking orders at his officers. 
 
    “Wow,” Layla breathed when I turned back to her and Ashla, “I have no idea what was just said, but that mean guy actually saluted Gryffie.” 
 
    “Seems to be a theme wherever we go,” Ashla chuckled, and she twirled her battle axe in hand like it was merely a baton. “I kind of like it.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I smirked, “but save that thought for later, because here comes the rest of the team.” 
 
    I pointed behind the women to where the fighters were scattering with cries of alarm. A moment later, Erin’s stagis burst from the crowd, with Erin, Varleth, and Orenn perched on its back. The stagis was a horse-like monster, and its skin was a deep emerald green. Its most peculiar features, though, were its fathomless eyes made up of swirling galaxies and the trail of celestial dust it left in its wake. 
 
    All in all, I didn’t blame the Utun fighters and the Rolesse officers for fleeing in confused terror. 
 
    “Right on time,” I called out as Erin drew her mount to a halt beside us. 
 
    “We directed as many people as we could,” the mimic reported as she jumped down to the ground, and I steadied her with my hands on her elbows. 
 
    “And all of them understood us,” Orenn added and grinned. 
 
    “Perfect, thank you,” I replied. 
 
    “Everything okay on your front?” Varleth asked with a scrutinizing look. 
 
    “Everything is going swimmingly,” I explained. “Monsters haven’t even left the rift yet.” 
 
    Probably because Utuni’s planning an enormous wave of her legions, Phi supplied helpfully. Enough monsters to wipe out this city twice over, I’m guessing. At least, that’s what I would do if I was her. 
 
    This information wasn’t conducive to any productive conversation, so I decided not to share it with the rest of the team. We’d faced worse odds with much smaller numbers. 
 
    We could do this. 
 
    “So, what’s the plan?” Orenn asked as he punched his fist into his palm. “You always have great plans, Gryff.” 
 
    “Thanks, Orenn.” I grinned, “and I do have a plan. Right now, the Chief of the Rolesse Guard is getting our men weapons and armor as quickly as he can. He’s also going to lend us about five hundred of his men, including twenty earth shamans.” 
 
    “Maker,” Ashla muttered with wide eyes. “You just seriously upgraded this army in one conversation.” 
 
    “Just don’t tell the council,” I snorted, “but I’ll deal with them later. For now, I’m going to have the men form ranks between the valley and the city. Our fighters will be the infantry, and the police chief’s men will be the cavalry and reserves. This way, we’ll have multiple lines of defense to protect the citizens fleeing to and hiding in the mines.” 
 
    “Where are we going to be, then?” Layla asked with a tilt of her head. “I mean, our team specifically.” 
 
    I bit my lip as I considered my answer. I didn’t particularly love this part, but necessity demanded it. 
 
    “We’re going to break off into smaller groups,” I explained, “and I’m going to need you guys to lead your own squadrons. I’m splitting our Utun fighters into three sections: left flank, right flank, and center. Ashla and Layla, I want you on the left. The two of you will lead about a hundred to a hundred and fifty men, and while they deal with the grunts, you two take out any higher-grade monsters that come in your direction.” 
 
    “Understood.” Ashla nodded, and her chocolate brown eyes were solemn. “We did something similar back when that rift opened outside Qora.” 
 
    “Yeah, we got it, Gryff,” Layla chirped with a smile. 
 
    “Erin, Orenn, and Varleth, I want you to do the same thing on the right flank,” I instructed, “but Erin, I want you to mimic Ashla’s ice powers, and Varleth, make sure to conserve your mana. We’re going to take out the first wave of monsters as soon as we can, and then we’re going to rush the rift before the second wave comes. Depending on circumstances, we might not all be able to make it through the rift into the Shadowscape, but Varleth, no matter what, I want you to take one other teammate with you, plus Erin once she re-mimics my summoner power so you have a quick escape route. Do not go into that rift alone.” 
 
    “Of course,” the banisher drawled, “out of the two of us, I’m not the one with the death wish.” 
 
    “That’s why our dynamic works so well,” I cast the banisher a sharp grin, “opposites attract, after all.” 
 
    The gypsy rolled his eyes, but then Ashla tapped my arm. 
 
    “What about you, Gryff?” she asked with a furrowed brow. “Where will you be?” 
 
    I opened my mouth to respond, but then I heard shouts of alarm, and I looked up to find the Utun men pointing across the field toward the mouth of the valley. 
 
    I turned to face the rift, and I saw the shadowy portal ripple with movement as monsters began to crawl into our realm. Utuni’s blood aura seeped out of the rift in pulsing waves, like a beating heart, and I could see it settle over the creatures like a heavy fog. 
 
    “I’m going to be where a general is meant to be,” I told my team. “You guys told me I need to delegate, and you’re right. So, I’m going to stand on my baroquer’s shoulder and command my army, and I’ll jump in wherever I’m needed.” 
 
    “You’ve really come into your own, Gryff,” Ashla remarked with a smirk. 
 
    “You haven’t seen anything yet.” I winked at the ice mage, and then I strode over to my vingehund several yards away as her whines increased in volume. Once I sat between my canine monster’s shoulder blades, I looked down at my teammates. “Get your sections of men in order as quickly as you can, and … stay safe, you guys.” 
 
    “You too, Gryffie,” Layla chirped, but I could see the concern in her hazel eyes. 
 
    “I always am,” I promised before I gave my vingehund the command to take to the skies. 
 
    My canine monster took several bounding leaps, and then she snapped open her wings and sliced through the air. We glided about ten feet over the heads of the scrambling fighters and officers, and I saw Chief Kada frantically shoving shields and swords into every hand he could. 
 
    “Form ranks!” I bellowed in Southern as I soared over the crowd. “Form ranks outside the city! My men in front, officers of Rolesse behind! Archers in the back, shamans right before the archers! And everyone grab a weapon and brace yourselves! Utuni’s forces are upon us, and they seek the destruction of Utun. Will you let them take your homes, your families, your lives?” 
 
    “No!” the men below me roared in unison, and they thrust their swords, spears, and bows into the sky. 
 
    I grinned as their collective voices vibrated through me, and I wheeled around as I reached the back of the crowd and the edge of the city. Nearly a thousand men huddled before me, and the barren valley stretched out beyond them toward the growing crimson rift. It was a sight that would have rattled a lesser man. 
 
    But I wasn’t a lesser man. 
 
    I quickly set my vingehund down behind the shouting men as they started to form ranks, and the sound of rattling armor and metal weapons rang in my ears. A few Rolesse officers shouted in fear as my canine monster settled beside them, but I ignored the men as I hopped down to the ground. 
 
    “Good job, girl,” I said as I patted the vingehund between her horns. “I’ll let you know if I need you again, but I think we have everything handled.” 
 
    My monster’s tongue lolled out of her maw, and she made a whining, chirping sound before I recalled her to my hand and tucked her crystal into my bandolier. 
 
    Then I pulled out a larger, sphere shaped crystal in the shape of a shooting star, and I looked out over the men before me. 
 
    “Men of Rolesse and Utun,” I shouted in Southern to get their attention, and when I had enough of their eyes on me, I went on. “I am a summoner shaman, but do not fear my monsters. I am in control of them. You worry about the monsters advancing across the valley, understood?” 
 
    I received a mixed bag of responses, and the officers of Rolesse mostly looked confused. 
 
    Oh well. They’d understand my warning soon enough. 
 
    I smirked as I stepped back several yards, and then I dashed my baroquer’s crystal at my feet. 
 
    My fire variant giant emerged from a huge plume of smoke, and several startled cries rose from the Rolesse men. I ignored them, though, and looked into the glowing helm of my awe-inspiring monster. 
 
    “Hey, buddy,” I greeted and raised my hand for a fist bump. “You ready to kick some ass?” 
 
    My baroquer rumbled and touched my fist with one of his massive fingers, and then he set his open palm beside me so I could climb up. I felt a heady anticipation thrumming through our bond, and I knew my monster was looking forward to this fight after being cooped up so long in his crystal. 
 
    “Me, too,” I chuckled as I mounted his hand. “Now, let’s see where those monsters are at.” 
 
    The baroquer quickly lifted me into the air, and the wind whistled past my ears and ruffled my hair. The streets of Rolesse dropped out from underneath me, and in the blink of an eye, I was sixty feet in the air as my giant monster set me down on his shoulder. 
 
    I definitely had a better vantage point from here, and I could see the first line of Utuni’s forces was now halfway across the valley. There had to be hundreds upon hundreds of monsters, and more continued to pour out of the rift every moment. The monsters at the front were still a little too far away for me to see in any great detail, but I thought I noticed the darting figures of curachua dogs and the disconcerting, loping gait of bipedal jagualars. 
 
    The grunts were almost here. 
 
    I looked down from my baroquer’s shoulder and noticed some of the Rolesse officers were still gaping up at me, with their weapons lax at their sides. 
 
    “What are you gawking at?” I bellowed down to them in Southern. “Get to your posts!” 
 
    The men jumped at my voice, and then they scrambled to do as I said. 
 
    I shook my head as I clung to my baroquer’s helm. “Being a general isn’t easy, buddy, let me tell you.” 
 
    My baroquer rumbled in response, but I could tell his attention was focused entirely on the now rapidly approaching line of monsters. 
 
    A jittery feeling sang through my veins as I shifted from foot to foot atop my monster’s shoulder, but I couldn’t tell if it was from me or my baroquer. Both of us were unused to sitting back and giving orders. We were usually the first ones on the frontlines, and I clenched my fists as I fought back the urge to charge across the valley floor. 
 
    “Focus, Gryff,” I muttered to myself. “Think like a general.” 
 
    You’re thinking like a human general, Phi sneered. An Archon general would be the first into battle. 
 
    Now, I knew that wasn’t true. Phi herself had sent her minions to do her bidding on numerous occasions while she sat back and gloated. 
 
    Don’t listen to my sister, Sera scoffed. She obviously knows nothing about being a good leader. Your plan is sound, Gryff. It will work. 
 
    “Let’s hope so,” I muttered, but it didn’t matter if I had doubts anymore, because the first wave was upon us. 
 
    To my surprise and relief, my army of Utun fighters had already formed their ranks. I could see them at the frontlines, and the weak sunlight pierced the smoke cover above and glinted off the men’s new swords and silvered shields. My men looked like real soldiers out there, and I felt a fierce pride swell up in my chest. 
 
    I’d done this. I’d gathered and trained these men, and this was only the beginning. 
 
    I was Utuni’s Bane, and Utuni’s demise was close at hand. 
 
    The monsters were less than a hundred yards away now, and it was just a mass of slavering, fang-filled maws, grotesque limbs, and high-pitched shrieks and squeals. I could barely even pick out an individual monster, and then I heard a shout go up, and the first volley of arrows was released. 
 
    The projectiles soared from the archers near the back of the line and arched into the gray sky before they began their downward descent. I estimated nearly a hundred arrows were loosed, and nearly every one of them found a home in a monster. 
 
    The first line of beasts went down with screams and squeals less than fifty yards from the first line of men, but the monsters’ corpses were quickly trampled by their former comrades. Bodies were smashed flat into the dry dirt, but a fine mist rose up from the mangled limbs and descended upon the remaining monsters that now barreled forward at a more frantic pace. 
 
    Utuni’s blood aura was already working in her favor. 
 
    Still, my men at the front gave a resounding war cry that echoed all the way back to me and my baroquer, and then I saw flashes of ice from both the right and left flanks as both Ashla and Erin released their powers simultaneously. 
 
    Swaths of monsters were frozen in their tracks only to be shattered to pieces by their former comrades, and crimson mist already permeated the battlefield. It looked like the ground itself was bleeding as the lines of men and monsters clashed, and I gripped my baroquer’s helm so tightly, my knuckles blanched white. 
 
    My giant tensed below me as we both fought back the urge to charge ahead, and I whipped my head from side to side as I tried to take in the battlefield quickly. 
 
    The right flank was holding strong with Erin, Orenn, and Varleth leading the charge. The mimic’s orange hair was like a flame amidst the armored, dark-skinned Utun men, and I watched as she hefted a spear of ice and chucked it into the chest of a gorilla-like monster that must have been over eight feet tall. 
 
    Beside her, Varleth flowed with flashes of black banisher magic, and I could only pray to the Maker that he saved enough mana for the catalyst. 
 
    I couldn’t see the sheen of Orenn’s metallic skin amongst the armored fighters around him, but I was sure the metallogue was giving Utuni’s forces a run for their money. 
 
    My eyes darted to the left flank, and I saw sparks of static as Layla’s keichim fluttered over the throng of fighting men and monsters. The bat-like creature was mostly invisible, but I could see its faint outline of electricity, and I watched as a ball of lightning knocked a curachua dog right off its feet. 
 
    Ashla was a sight to see beside the petite summoner, and she whirled through the gnashing monsters like a tornado of destruction. Her battle axe Bessie II spun over her head in a dazzling move before the blade sliced a simirunt in half. Then the mercenary pivoted on the spot, and a barrage of ice daggers shot out of her other hand and took out a line of the howler monkey monsters. 
 
    My friends were incredible mages and fighters, and they were doing an amazing job as usual. 
 
    Then my gaze fell onto the middle section of men about a hundred yards directly in front of me, and I felt my gut fall into my boots. 
 
    Over two hundred of my own Utun fighters made up this section, and when the armies first collided, the pikemen in the front and their archer support had held strong. The Rolesse weapons and shields also provided my men with an edge we hadn’t had before, and it looked like our forces were going to repel the monsters. 
 
    But then our line began to falter, and I saw what was causing it. 
 
    A huge lizard was spear heading the thrust at my men, and it looked like the rest of the grunt monsters were giving the enormous reptile some space to do its work. It kind of looked like a dragon, except its scales were a dull green, and it had no wings to speak of. Its head was also long and flat, and it had no horns or other adornment on its long neck. The beast had to be at least fifty-feet long from the tip of its snubbed maw to the tip of its thick, lashing tail. It also stood probably seven or eight feet tall on its stout four legs, and it moved with a slow, undulatory walk as it swung its head from side to side. 
 
    A long, vibrantly yellow forked tongue flicked out of its mouth, and then the reptile darted forward with shocking speed and snatched one of the Utun fighters right off his feet. The squat land dragon then threw back its head, unhinged its jaw, and swallowed the man hole. 
 
    “Maker,” I gasped in horror, and I saw the line shatter like fragile glass. 
 
    The Utun fighters tried to scramble back away from the enormous reptile, but the Rolesse officers were lined up behind them, and everything started to descend into chaos. 
 
    The armies were too enmeshed now to utilize the archers effectively, and as more monsters fell in droves on the left and right flanks, the blood aura permeating the battle field grew stronger and more vibrant. 
 
    So, I quickly turned to my next level of defense. 
 
    “Shamans!” I bellowed in Southern to the earth mages below. “Take out that lizard!” 
 
    The shamans of Rolesse were garbed in silver robes, and they stood out like quicksilver flashes as ten of them darted through the panicking men toward the frontlines. 
 
    The dragon-like reptile continued its slow, undulating advance as a dozen men tried fruitlessly to pierce its scaly hide with spears, and two more men lost their lives between the monster’s unhinged maw. 
 
    Then the earth mages got close enough to set their sights on the giant lizard, and I watched as they gestured out a spell in unison. 
 
    The reptilian monster was just about to snatch another man when the ground beneath its hindlegs transformed into quicksand, and it flailed as it fell to the ground. The dragon beast clawed at the dry dirt with its black talons, but it was useless, and I watched as the reptile, and a hoard of other grunts, collapsed into the pit of sand and sank out of sight. 
 
    “Yes!” I cheered and fist-pumped the air, but my success was short lived. 
 
    Even though the dragon-like behemoth was dead, the middle line was still broken, and I watched as the Utun fighters and Rolesse shamans scrambled to reform ranks. 
 
    Thankfully, my friends were still holding the right and left fronts of the battle, but if the middle broke entirely, all our forces would be out flanked. 
 
    “You down there!” I roared in Southern to the Rolesse officers that I’d held in reserve at my baroquer’s feet. “Bolster the middle section! We need more men in there!” 
 
    A platoon of twenty officers saluted me before they sprinted forward with a clattering of armor, but I didn’t know if it would be enough. 
 
    I gritted my teeth as I surveyed the land before me from my baroquer’s shoulders. I knew I could reform the line if I was out there on the frontlines, but without me to survey the battlefield, who would tell the men where to go? I could command and direct my army from up here, but my heart was hammering with anxiety because I wanted to fight in the thick of it. My baroquer and I made a hell of a team, and I couldn’t help but feel wasted back here, even if I was the general of this army. 
 
    You could let me out, Sera purred. You know how I love to do your bidding, Gryff, and I’d have the added bonus of thwarting Utuni. 
 
    As tempting as that sounded, I didn’t want to play my goddess cards if I didn’t need to. Something told me the people of Utun wouldn’t trust me if I had deities seeping from my skin. 
 
    Or they’d worship you, Phi suggested. Only one way to find out. 
 
    I didn’t want to find out right now, thanks, but I did have to do something, or the rest of the lines were going to break, and monsters were going to raze Rolesse to the ground. 
 
    But what could I do? 
 
    Then I heard my name being called. 
 
    “Gryff of Njordenfalls!” a voice bellowed from below me. “Utuni’s Bane!” 
 
    I looked down from my baroquer’s shoulder, and my eyes went wide when I saw General Iun on horseback beside my monster’s foot. 
 
    “Hey, set me down for a second, buddy,” I told my monster as I tapped his metal helm, and he rumbled as he held out his hand for me. 
 
    My monster quickly lowered me to the ground, but I remained standing in his palm so I was eye-level with Iun, who was perched atop his chestnut steed. 
 
    The chaos of battle was deafening down on the street level, and I had to shout to be heard. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Iun?” 
 
    “I don’t particularly feel like dying today,” he yelled back with a scowl. “So, what do you need me to do?” 
 
    I grinned. This man was Maker sent, I was sure of it. 
 
    “I need you to act as my second in command and direct these men,” I bellowed over the sounds of screaming men and shrieking monsters. “I have a mind for strategy, but I have a better hand for battle. I’m needed on the frontlines, so I need you to take over organizing the cavalry and reserves. Have the men hold back any grunts for as long as they can, and I’ll get my mages to take care of the worst monsters!” 
 
    “Let us hope it’s enough,” General Iun shouted as he held his hand out to me. 
 
    I was surprised, but I quickly clasped his arm in solidarity, and then Iun kicked his horse into gear and barreled forward as he began shouting orders to the men. 
 
    I grinned as I watched him go, and then I gave my baroquer the mental command to lift me back up to his shoulder. 
 
    With General Iun in charge of the ground troops, I could do what I did best. 
 
    Send monsters back to the Shadowscape where they belonged. 
 
    The moment I was standing on my baroquer’s shoulder again, I looked across the battlefield. The valley floor and the outskirts of Rolesse were soaked in the scarlet mist of Utuni’s blood aura, but I ignored that as I turned to my giant fire monster. 
 
    “Alright, buddy,” I said, “I’m going to need you to take several big steps back. And then run.” 
 
    This idea was crazy, but I didn’t have time to second guess myself. 
 
    My baroquer’s flaming helm looked down into my face without expression, but I could feel a heady thrill flare through our bond. 
 
    Then my monster stepped back half a city block before he began to run toward the back of our army. The ground shuddered with every thunderous step, and right as my baroquer reached the rear line of our forces, he propelled himself into the air and leapt more than a hundred yards over the entire army. 
 
    I clung to his shoulder for dear life as we soared through the sky, and then the baroquer came to a skidding, jarring landing in the center of the monster army’s front lines. I nearly pitched off his shoulder and fell sixty-feet to my death, but I managed to keep my grip as my baroquer rose to his full height amidst the half-trampled grunts. 
 
    “That’s … what I’m talking about,” I panted. “Now, we can start doing some real damage. What do you say?” 
 
    My baroquer rumbled an affirmative as it hefted its giant flaming sword, and I didn’t even have to give him the command to start decimating the monsters below us. His blade burned and sliced through vast swaths of beasts, and I cackled as I watched the tide begin to turn. 
 
    “You got it from here, buddy?” I shouted up to my baroquer. 
 
    He nodded his helm as he squashed a pack of curachua dogs beneath his feet, and I grinned and pulled out a wing shaped crystal. 
 
    My baroquer and I did make a hell of a team, but that didn’t mean I had to just sit back and watch him do all the work. 
 
    So, I crushed the crystal between my fingers, and then I jumped off my baroquer’s shoulder and began free falling through the air. 
 
    Only to land on my pyrewyrm’s back several feet down. 
 
    I buried my fingers into my monster’s shadowy feathers, and then I leaned over its serpentine neck as we plummeted toward the ground. Several hundred monsters covered the valley floor between my baroquer’s back and the rift, and I commanded my pyrewyrm to fly low over the legions. 
 
    I saw numerous monsters I’d never witnessed before. There were lizards ten feet-long with scorpion tails and extra pincers jutting out between their necks and forelegs. I also noted what looked like prairie dogs, except they were the size of horses with protruding fangs. Then there was something that looked like a cross between a frog and a brown bear, and the odd creature fired a stream of toxic looking yellow sludge at me as my pyrewyrm swooped by. 
 
    I jerked my bird monster out of the way just in time, and the pyrewyrm gave a loud, pissed off shriek that immediately killed every small monster in a twenty-yard radius. As the pyrewyrm’s master, I was safe from the attack, and I grinned as I surveyed my monster’s destruction. 
 
    I really did love being a summoner. 
 
    My baroquer, pyrewyrm, and I continued to squash and strafe the legions of Utuni’s forces with attack after attack, and we were able to give my army some reprieve from the perpetual onslaught. The men were able to reform the lines, and then they began to advance across the disintegrating monster corpses. 
 
    I grinned at the sight and commanded my pyrewyrm to rein in its piercing calls, and then I ordered my mount to fly over my army as I looked for my friends. I drew a bit far from my baroquer, but our bond was strong, and I didn’t struggle to control him even with the distance between us. 
 
    I quickly spotted my team members at the front of their respective platoons, and I swooped down to check on Ashla and Layla since they were a man shorter than Erin, Varleth, and Orenn. 
 
    Apparently, though, it didn’t matter that the ice mage and summoner were a team member short, because when I glided my pyrewyrm overhead, the pair of them were decimating what looked like a pack of spider-dogs. 
 
    The two women fought back to back as Layla lashed out with her spear and Ashla with her axe, and monster blood arched into the air as our enemies fell by the droves. 
 
    “Nice job, ladies!” I called down as my pyrewyrm hovered above them. 
 
    Layla whipped her head up and grinned at me, but the expression abruptly fell from her face, and she pointed behind me in horror. 
 
    “Gryff, look!” she screamed. 
 
    I whirled my pyrewyrm around as my heart thudded in my chest, and my mouth dried up in an instant. 
 
    My army was slowly repelling the monster grunts on the ground, but with each one killed, the blood aura covering the battlefield grew brighter and brighter. 
 
    And now, a flock of flying monsters was exploding out of the pulsing, crimson rift, and as the hundreds of bird-like creatures flew over the valley, their numbers began to block out the meager sunlight. 
 
    Within moments, the sky was a black mass of writhing, encroaching monsters. 
 
    It looked like Utuni was trying to kill us with sheer numbers. 
 
    “Maker,” I breathed, but my hand was already fumbling for my bandolier. “Layla, I’m going to need your keichim!” 
 
    “What for?” she shouted up at me, but I could already see the faint outline of the bat-like monster heading my way. 
 
    “Who’s up for some roasted bird?” I called down with a grin, and then I smashed two crystals between my palms. 
 
    My kalgori and sprucebore emerged with dual puffs of smoke, and my single green butterfly circled around the red beetle monster with the strange metallic tree protruding from his back. 
 
    “Multiply,” I commanded my kalgori through gritted teeth, and I felt my mana drain rapidly as the small insect split over and over again until nearly a hundred butterflies flittered over my army. 
 
    “Gryff, what are you doing?” Ashla shouted as she cleaved a purple skunk thing in half with her axe. 
 
    “Go,” I commanded my kalgori and sprucebore, and my butterflies began to fly in a funnel shape as they and my beetle ascended into the sky toward the encroaching flock of bird monsters. 
 
    Layla’s keichim darted after my own summons, and Layla herself was grinning when I caught her eye. 
 
    She knew what I was about to do. 
 
    I just hoped it worked. 
 
    As my kalgori ascended, they flew in a circle faster and faster until they’d created a miniature tornado. Static electricity flashed at intervals within the cyclone, and the electric current only grew when Layla’s keichim added its power to the mix. By the time our monsters were nearly a mile overhead, it looked like a giant ball of lightning was hovering in midair. 
 
    Then I commanded my sprucebore to start charging up before I ordered my two monsters forward. I watched as my ball of lightning rocketed toward the black mass of flying birds, and my kalgori and sprucebore disappeared into the flock right before they reached the edge of my army. 
 
    A moment ticked past, and I inhaled sharply. Then there was a thunderous boom so loud the ground shook, and the sky flashed a white so blinding that I had to look away. 
 
    As I blinked the colored spots from my vision, I tried to focus on where the flock of bird monsters had been, but all that was left was smoke and singed feathers that floated down onto the battle below. 
 
    It looked like nearly the entire flock had been wiped out with my one move, and I grinned despite the loss of mana I’d experienced.   
 
    My kalgori and sprucebore had been taken out by the explosion too, but I recalled their crystals into my hands and tucked them into my bandolier. 
 
    There were a few straggler flying monsters that were barely able to fly straight, and I looked back to Layla and Ashla with a smirk. 
 
    “And that’s how a general works,” I called down to them. 
 
    Layla laughed and speared a giant wasp monster with her spear, and Ashla shook her head as she froze a rodent-like pereton and shattered it with her axe. 
 
    “Gryff!” Erin’s voice suddenly shouted behind me, and I whipped around on my pyrewyrm’s back to see the mimic, Varleth, and Orenn joining us. 
 
    “What are you guys doing here?” I shouted down to them. “What about the right flank?” 
 
    “It’s holding strong,” Varleth yelled back, “and after that insane move you just pulled, the first wave is almost entirely dealt with. So, Iun sent us to find you while he took our place.” 
 
    “Now’s our chance to find the catalyst,” I realized as I turned to face the rift, but a frown quickly came to my face. 
 
    The rift was over a mile away at the mouth of the valley, and I’d either have to fly Varleth over the remaining monsters, or we’d have to fight our way through the last line of the first wave. 
 
    Or you could take a shortcut, Sera suggested, and her tone was sly. 
 
    What did she mean … 
 
    I gasped as realization struck me, and I grinned as I hopped off my pyrewyrm and marched over to Erin. 
 
    “What’s the plan, Gr—” she started to ask, but I pulled her into a kiss and quickly felt her mimic my summoner magic. 
 
    “Same plan as last time,” I chuckled when I pulled away from her lips. “Summon your stagis. You, Varleth, and Layla are going to find the catalyst. You’ll go faster with Layla instead of Orenn. No offense, Orenn.” 
 
    “None taken.” The metallogue shrugged before he turned and watched for any wayward monsters while we strategized. 
 
    “Are we going to wait until the first wave is completely wiped out and then book it for the rift?” Varleth asked as he wiped his sword off on his black cloak. The banisher was sweaty and coated in grime, but he looked otherwise unharmed. 
 
    “Nope,” I grinned, “you’re going in through the back door.” 
 
    “Back door?” Erin echoed as she crushed her crystal beneath her boot, and her stagis stepped forward and tossed its star-dust mane. 
 
    “Yup,” I chuckled, “everyone mount up.” 
 
    Erin and Layla quickly did as I ordered, but Varleth frowned at me as he laid his hand on the green steed’s flank. 
 
    “By back door I’m assuming you mean a portal?” the banisher questioned. 
 
    “You’re very astute,” I teased, “now get on the horse. We don’t have much time.” 
 
    “Is it smart to be using a goddess power in front of these people?” Varleth argued, but he did haul himself onto the stagis’ back behind Layla. 
 
    “I think the men are preoccupied at the moment,” I assured him as I clapped my hands together. “Now, the monsters in the Shadowscape will be focused on coming through that huge rift over there. That means there probably won’t be any around when you cross over. Still, keep your guard up and find the catalyst as fast as you can. The faster you take care of it, the faster you’ll be transported back to this realm.” 
 
    “Thanks, Gryff, I know how a rift works,” Varleth snarked. 
 
    “Just making sure,” I teased, and then I pulled on Sera’s power deep within me. 
 
    A smaller rift split open the air before us, and it shimmered gold along its frayed edges. It looked nothing like Utuni’s rift that bled crimson, and I felt a thrill course down my spine as I once again realized how much power I had at my fingertips now. 
 
    Enough power to rule the whole world, Sera murmured seductively, but I ignored her. 
 
    “Go,” I ordered Erin as I held the mini-rift open, and the mimic dipped her head before she propelled her stagis forward. 
 
    My three friends disappeared into the portal, and I watched them go with a sliver of trepidation. I had to remind myself, though, that my teammates were strong, and they could take care of the catalyst. So, I closed the portal behind them, and then turned back to the battle. 
 
    In the meantime, the rest of us had to make sure the Utun fighters defeated the first wave and prepared for the second wave in case it took Varleth a little longer to destroy the catalyst. 
 
    The rest of the battle passed in a blur as my team and army worked together to wipe out the rest of Utuni’s monsters. Since this was the final stretch, I pulled out all the stops. I summoned my Arachness, my roosa, and my duvarku, and my baroquer was still stomping across the front lines and swinging his massive fire sword. My mana was going to be completely drained after this battle, but it would be worth it. So, I let my monsters run rampant while I fought beside my friends with my daggers in hand. 
 
    I remembered seeing a flash of General Iun barreling through a pack of those feral looking giant prairie dogs, and in one hand he wielded a rapier while he blasted daggers of ice from his other hand. The Rolesse officers and my Utun fighters were also fighting together seamlessly, and I had to marvel at Iun’s military prowess. 
 
    Before I knew it, nearly all the enemy monsters laid dead and disintegrating in the field, and even though the blood aura was so thick it made the air into a crimson soup, I could still see when the rift snapped closed across the valley. 
 
    Relief flooded through me like a tidal wave. Varleth had found the catalyst.  
 
    “They did it!” I cried out to my friends as I summoned my pyrewyrm back to me. Then I mounted my shadow bird again and wheeled over the crowd as I repeated my news in both the Southern and Mistral languages. “The rift is closed. Utuni has been defeated. Rolesse is safe!” 
 
    My army and the men of Rolesse let out deafening cheers as they attacked the remaining stray monsters with renewed vigor, and within minutes, the last enemy had been defeated. 
 
    Against all odds, we had won. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    “Well … it seems I may have underestimated you,” General Iun grunted as he wiped the sweat from his brow and surveyed me. 
 
    “I get that a lot,” I replied, and I held out my hand toward the older Utun man. “No hard feelings, though. I’m just glad you decided to join us.” 
 
    “It looked like you had everything well enough in hand,” the ice mage muttered as he clasped my forearm. 
 
    “Perhaps,” I allowed, “but you taking charge of the ground troops allowed me to be where I was needed, and because of that, we won. So, thank you, General Iun.” 
 
    “It feels strange to be thanked by a former enemy,” Iun mused with a smirk. 
 
    “I’d like to think of us as friends now,” I laughed. 
 
    “Friends,” Iun huffed and shook his head, “will wonders never cease?” 
 
    I grinned as I clapped the man on the shoulder, and then I turned to take in our surroundings. 
 
    The pair of us stood on the edge of Rolesse city, and the barren valley stretched out to our left. The ground had been churned by talons, claws, and my thundering baroquer, and there was blood splattered across the ground here and there, but since monsters always disintegrated in death, it didn’t look like a massive battle had just been fought here. 
 
    “Do you know how many men were lost?” I asked. 
 
    “Hard to say,” Iun frowned, “I ordered the Rolesse officers to retreat into the city with any injured. I’m not sure where they’ve gone, though.” 
 
    “I’ll have to ask,” I sighed and stretched my neck. “I hope we didn’t lose too many.” 
 
    “I don’t think we did,” Iun said as he gestured around us. “Your fellow shamans held the left and right flanks perfectly, and you took care of the brunt of the monsters with your own … beasts.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I laughed and patted my bandolier, but I swayed on my feet as the drain of mana finally caught up to me. My vision swam, and my hands trembled, but I shoved them into my pockets as I faced the general. 
 
    “You should get some rest,” Iun remarked with a cocked eyebrow. 
 
    “Not until my friends return,” I argued and turned to face out into the valley. 
 
    Erin, Layla, and Varleth had yet to return from dealing with the catalyst, and as the rest of our army retreated back into the city for medical attention, a kernel of worry bloomed in my gut. 
 
    “I am sure they are fine,” Iun assured me. “You have done the impossible before, Utuni’s Bane.” 
 
    I blinked at the slightly teasing tone in the man’s voice, and I narrowed my eyes at him. 
 
    “Did you just make a joke?” I accused. 
 
    “Perhaps.” Iun smirked. 
 
    “Now I know you need some rest, too,” I snorted and waved toward Rolesse. “Go, get some food and attend to any injuries.” 
 
    “A sound decision,” the man agreed, and he inclined his head at me before he turned to the city. “We’ll speak again later, Gryff of Njordenfalls.  
 
    “Does this mean I can count on you to help me lead these men when we take back Umo Portana?” I called after the general. 
 
    Iun paused in his steps but didn’t turn around to face me. 
 
    “It seems you are more persuasive than I originally gave you credit for,” General Iun said after a long moment, and then his eyes darted over his shoulder. “I believe you might actually have a chance at defeating Utuni, so for the sake of my country, I will join you.” 
 
    “Good,” I grinned, “glad to have you aboard, General Iun.” 
 
    The man nodded and, without another word, strode off into Rolesse. 
 
    I stared after him until he retreated into the throng of soldiers stumbling home, and then I felt small arms encircle my waist. 
 
    “You know you sound really sexy when you’re speaking Southern,” Layla whispered into my ear. 
 
    “You’re back!” I gasped as I whirled around, and Layla grinned up at me with red indentions from her gas mask still apparent on her cheeks. 
 
    “Yup!” the petite summoner giggled. “Did you miss us?” 
 
    “Every second,” I assured her before I swooped down and slammed my lips against hers. 
 
    I knew my team could handle the catalyst, but it was still nerve wracking to send them off into the Shadowscape without me. 
 
    “Hey, what about me?” I heard Erin pout, and I pulled away from Layla to find the mimic frowning down at me from atop her stagis. 
 
    “Get down here, then,” I ordered the pilot in a gruff voice, and she smirked as she shimmied off her green mount. 
 
    I quickly pulled my orange-haired lover into my arms as well, and even though she smelled a little like the Shadowscape, I wanted nothing more than to have my way with her in this field right now. 
 
    “I think I’ll pass on the welcoming committee,” Varleth grunted as he jumped down from the stagis behind Erin. 
 
    “What?” I teased the banisher. “You don’t want a kiss for a job well done?” 
 
    The dour man screwed his face up in revulsion, and I burst out laughing. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I snickered and clapped him on the shoulder, “I’ll save my love for my women. But great job on the catalyst. Did you encounter any problems?” 
 
    “Few monsters here and there,” Varleth shrugged, “nothing we couldn’t handle.” 
 
    “Great,” I sighed in relief. 
 
    “Everything alright out here?” the banisher asked as he surveyed the battlefield. 
 
    “Nothing we couldn’t handle,” I parroted with a dry laugh, but my jaw cracked with a yawn a moment later. 
 
    “We should all head back to the inn for some food and a bath,” Layla suggested as she bounced on her toes. “I need to get the stench of the Shadowscape off me.” 
 
    “Oooh, food sounds great,” Orenn groaned as he suddenly appeared with Ashla in tow. The two of them had been doing a preliminary headcount of our Utun fighters to see how many we’d lost and how many needed medical attention. 
 
    “We’ll all get dinner soon.” I smiled tiredly. “How are the men looking?” 
 
    “By my first estimate, I’d say we lost ten of our own men,” Ashla reported, “and I think I heard Chief Kada say his losses were around five so far.” 
 
    “Only fifteen men?” I blinked in shock. 
 
    “So far,” Orenn reiterated with a frown. “I hope those numbers don’t double as people make it to the hospital and we get a more accurate count.” 
 
    “We’ll do another headcount in the morning to be sure,” I told the metallogue. “For now, make sure anyone with an injury is directed where they need to go, and once the men are taken care of, we can go back to The Weathered Pick for some rest.” 
 
    “Yes sir, General Gryff.” Ashla smirked as she saluted me. “Oh, also, the Council of Rolesse was looking for you. Some officer told me to tell you.” 
 
    “Of course,” I sighed and rubbed my tired eyes. “Did the council say where to meet them?” 
 
    “City hall?” The ice mage shrugged. “The officer wasn’t very clear. He looked like he’d had his bell rung.” 
 
    “Sounds about right,” I muttered as I shook my head. “Alright, you guys see to the men, and I’ll deal with the council. I’ll meet you back at the inn later this afternoon.” 
 
    “Do you want some company?” Ashla asked with a tilt of her head, and her dark braids swung over her shoulder. 
 
    “I’ll never say no to you,” I replied and held out my arm. “Shall we?” 
 
    The mercenary smiled as she threaded her arm through mine, and then we waved to the rest of our friends as we started toward city hall. 
 
    Ashla and I passed throngs of stumbling, injured men as we made our way into Rolesse. Most of the wounds looked non-life threatening, like broken limbs or mild gashes, but several people were carted past us on stretchers, and their bandages were bloody.  
 
    “I can’t wait to deal with Utuni,” I admitted to Ashla, and my voice came out as a growl as I clenched my fists. “These people don’t deserve to suffer like this.” 
 
    “I know,” Ashla muttered and threaded her fingers through mine, “but look at the silver lining. If we hadn’t been here, all these people would have died, plus the civilians in the mines, and Rolesse would have been razed to the ground. We saved this city, Gryff. I count that as a win in my book.” 
 
    “I know, you’re right,” I sighed, “but I can’t help but feel responsible. No one else can capture the Archons, so it’s up to me to make sure these so-called goddesses don’t destroy the  world as we know it.” 
 
    “Um, excuse me?” Ashla raised an eyebrow in my direction. “Little cocky there, aren’t you? Don’t you mean it’s up to us?” 
 
    “Sorry,” I laughed and winked at her. “My bad. I meant to say it’s up to us. Total team effort.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” the ice mage drawled with narrowed eyes. “I think this Utuni’s Bane stuff is going to your head. Be careful,  or you won’t be able to make it through doorways soon.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” I snickered, but I sobered as I stepped out of the way of another stretcher. 
 
    I was tired of playing defense against Utuni. I wanted to take the fight to her already. The quicker we could root her out of Umo Portana, the quicker Utun could regain some stability, and the quicker my team and I could go back home to Mistral. 
 
    With yet another loud and annoying roommate, Phi drawled in my head. Wonderful, I can’t wait. 
 
    I didn’t have the energy to deal with the white-winged Archon, so I shoved her into the back of my mind, and I tried to tune out Miralea’s constant yowling at the same time. 
 
    Ashla and I continued silently on our way toward city hall, and as we drew closer to the center of Rolesse, the throngs of injured soldiers dwindled into nothing. It seemed the citizens hadn’t returned from the mines yet either, so the wide streets echoed emptily around us. 
 
    “Eerie,” Ashla commented as we turned down yet another deserted street. 
 
    “I’ll take creepy over monster infested any day,” I chuckled. 
 
    “I guess you’re right.” Ashla smirked, but then her face contorted as she tried and failed to suppress a huge yawn. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to keep going?” I asked. “I can get to city hall on my own, and I think The Weathered Pick isn’t too far from here.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” the ice mage rolled her eyes and nudged me with her hip, “besides, you need someone to have your back when you talk to the council.” 
 
    “Someone to have my back, or hold me back?” I clarified with a cocked eyebrow. 
 
    “Both?” Ashla shrugged and grinned. 
 
    “What would I do without you?” I teased as I pulled her in close and stole a quick kiss. The ice mage always tasted cool and refreshing, and even though I could definitely use some water still, I felt reinvigorated as we turned another corner and entered the main city plaza. 
 
    City hall rose up before us, and the gray marbled building looked as imposing as ever in the gloom of Rolesse. I estimated that it was mid-afternoon, but even though the towers had stopped belching smoke as the citizens of Rolesse cowered in the mines, the cloud cover over head was still thick enough to cast the city into an early twilight. 
 
    Surprisingly, I spotted several figures waiting for us on the steps leading up to city hall, and I recognized the men as the Council of Rolesse. 
 
    “Do they have something about waiting on those steps?” Ashla muttered in my ear, and I fought back a smirk. 
 
    “Maybe they think it’s intimidating?” I suggested. 
 
    The ice mage snorted, but she quickly composed herself as we drew up to the steps and quickly began to mount them. 
 
    Ukan, the High Seat of Rolesse’s Council, stood in the middle of the group of men, but I noticed several of the council members were missing. I frowned at the realization, but when I studied the other men, none of them appeared injured. They looked tired, pale, and harried, and black soot marred their cheeks and expensive robes, but the council members seemed otherwise fine. 
 
    “Ukan,” I intoned as I mounted the last step, “I am glad to see you unharmed.” 
 
    I addressed the man in Mistral so Ashla could understand our conversation, and Ukan seemed to take the hint, because he replied in kind. 
 
    “Yes,” Ukan pursed his lips, “the council and I retreated to the mines once the warning bells were rung.” 
 
    “Is the rest of the council still there?” I questioned. “I hope they weren’t caught in the attack.” 
 
    “No, the entire council survived unscathed,” Ukan reassured me with a wave of his hand. 
 
    “Good,” I nodded, “I’m happy to report most of Rolesse did as well. I haven’t received a full count of our casualties, but given the size of the rift and the number of monsters that just tried to destroy the city, I believe we came out on top.” 
 
    “Chief Kada reported as much,” Ukan mused as he studied me with a scrutinizing eye. “He also reported that you ordered him to arm your men and give them our armor as well.” 
 
    Ashla stiffened beside me, but I raised my chin and met Ukan’s gaze directly. 
 
    “I did,” I replied, “and I don’t regret it. Without those weapons and armor, my men could have been wiped out, which would have left your officers scrambling as well. The only reason we won today is because we pooled our resources and fought together.” 
 
    “I agree.” Ukan nodded. 
 
    “You … agree?” I echoed with a furrowed brow. 
 
    “Yes,” the councilman smiled thinly, “did you expect me to refute you?” 
 
    “Honestly?” I chuckled and rubbed the back of my neck. “Yes.” 
 
    “Well, I may be a stubborn man,” Ukan conceded, “but I am not a blind one, and I am definitely not a stupid one. I’ve seen and heard from my officers how you and your shamans saved our fair city.” 
 
    He nodded to Ashla in respect, and the ice mage smiled. 
 
    “It was nothing,” she assured the councilman, “we do stuff like this all the time. We were happy to help Rolesse.” 
 
    “As impossible as that sounds,” Ukan shook his head, “I believe you. And I thank you for what you’ve done here today.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I replied with a grin. “I’m just happy we thwarted Utuni. Every loss for her means we’re one step closer to ending her Reign of Blood.” 
 
    “Yes,” Ukan agreed and cleared his throat, “which is why the council has decided to honor your request.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked with a tilt of my head. 
 
    “I mean the Council of Rolesse will back your army, Gryff of Njordenfalls,” Ukan clarified as he straightened his back and gestured to the men around him. “My fellow council members and I agree that you are Utun’s best hope for survival. So, we will arm your men and outfit them with new armor, and we will provide you provisions when you march south to retake Umo Portana.” 
 
    “Wow,” I breathed as I looked from Ukan to the other councilmen. “This is … thank you. With the backing of the Rolesse Council, I feel rest assured that Utuni’s demise draws closer by the day.” 
 
    “We can only hope,” Ukan sighed and frowned. “I fear that if the goddess is allowed to remain in the capital much longer, no matter your prowess, it will be impossible to root her out.” 
 
    “I agree,” I said, “which is why I want to march for Umo Portana in three days’ time. Do you think you could have our weapons, armor, and supplies ready in that time?” 
 
    “We’ll work the furnaces night and day to make it happen,” Ukan assured me with a firm nod, but then his face creased with worry. “After today’s casualties, do you think you have enough men to lay siege to the capital?” 
 
    “Possibly,” I replied, “but either way, we can’t wait any longer. We have to make do with what we have.”   
 
    “Well, to even the odds a little more, you can also count on the entire Rolesse Guard to bolster your numbers,” Ukan swore. 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked with wide eyes. “If the whole guard marches south with us, Rolesse will be vulnerable.” 
 
    “And if the guard does not join you, Rolesse will fall with the rest of Utun,” the councilman countered with a serious expression. “You are our nation’s last hope, Gryff of Njordenfalls, so we will help you in any way we can.” 
 
    “Then I hope to do you proud,” I replied with a bow of my head. “Thank you for your trust and for your assistance.” 
 
    “And thank you for working to save people who your country would deem as enemies,” Ukan intoned with an arched eyebrow. “Now, go and rest. You have earned as much.” 
 
    I inclined my head to the council one last time, and then I took Ashla’s hand before we descended the steps and began to trek back to The Weathered Pick. 
 
    “Well,” the ice mage snickered, “it’s good to hear them change their tune.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed with a smile, “things are looking up for us.” 
 
    We passed the next few minutes in silence as we made our way through the dim streets of Rolesse, but then Ashla squeezed my hand. 
 
    “Do you really think we’ll be ready to march for Umo Portana in three days’ time?” she murmured with a worried look. 
 
    “We’ll have to be,” I replied, “otherwise, Utuni’s going to win either way.” 
 
    “I hope we have enough men,” Ashla sighed and chewed on her lower lip. 
 
    “Me too,” I muttered. 
 
    With the Rolesse Guard joining us, and assuming we didn’t lose too many men today, we’d hopefully march south with nearly fifteen hundred armed soldiers. That was a right sight better than what we’d started out with two weeks ago, and we’d done a lot more with way fewer numbers before. 
 
    And, if my letter reached Queen Lisi as I’d hoped, we could potentially double our numbers and take Umo Portana by storm. 
 
    The only question was … would Luratamban reinforcements reach us at the capital in time? 
 
    There was no way to know for sure, and I couldn’t sit around twiddling my thumbs in the meantime, either. We had to strike out against Utuni now. 
 
    If we didn’t … I feared we would be too late.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    Three days later, we began our march south just as I’d planned, and I was feeling pretty confident about our odds against Utuni. 
 
    During the battle of Rolesse, our casualty numbers had been shockingly low. I’d lost ten of my own Utun fighters, and the Rolesse Guard lost fifteen, so in total we’d only suffered twenty-five deaths. Against an army of over a thousand, I’d say that was an incredible margin of victory. Granted, another hundred or so men were injured, but only a small portion of those injuries were serious, so when we marched out of Rolesse City, we did so with just shy of fifteen hundred men. 
 
    And these men were no longer peasants wielding wheat scythes and sharpened hoes. 
 
    No, Ukan and the Rolesse Council had been good to their word, and each soldier in my army wore burnished armor of gleaming steel, and each and every man held either a sword, spear, axe, bow, or rifle crafted by the unparalleled blacksmiths of Rolesse. It was surprising to see rifles again after so much time spent in the rural parts of Utun, but I’d seen similar guns in Umo Portana, and the capital had to get them from somewhere. Only the Rolesse officers were trained on how to use the rifles, though, so most of my peasant fighters opted for tried-and-true melee weapons. 
 
    Ukan had also gifted us nearly two dozen horse-drawn carts full of food, water, and medical supplies, and as I watched my caravan funnel out of the mountains around Rolesse, I couldn’t help but smile. 
 
    I’d done this. I’d rallied over a thousand men together, won the favor of the richest city in all of Utun, and now I marched to war with my own fully fledged army. 
 
    “What’s the dopey grin for?” Varleth asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    We were currently at the front of the caravan, and we were seated on the back ledge of one of the horse-drawn carts. Ashla and Orenn were driving up front, but since horses didn’t care for summoners or their monsters, Layla, Erin, and I decided to sit in the back, and Varleth joined us, probably to make sure Layla didn’t eat through our provisions before we even made it out of Rolesse. 
 
    “Nothing,” I replied with a shrug, but the smile wouldn’t leave my face. “Just … would you look at that.” 
 
    I gestured out to the marching men and rattling carts that followed in our wake, and I could have sworn Varleth’s thin lips tried to twitch upward into a smile. 
 
    He quickly schooled his expression back into neutral, though, and crossed his arms as he leaned against the wagon wall. 
 
    “We’ve all seen soldiers before,” the banisher drawled. “They might look a little different from the ones back in Mistral, but they aren’t that different.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Layla scoffed as she plopped down beside me on the edge of the wagon, and her legs dangled off the end and kicked in the air. “These men are completely different.” 
 
    “How so?” Varleth questioned. 
 
    “Because the soldiers back home are all Sleet’s men or they follow the orders of the Grand Mage or whatever.” Layla waved her right hand dismissively, and her left one brought a buttered roll of bread to her mouth. “These men here, they’re all Gryffie’s!” 
 
    “Didn’t you eat breakfast before we left?” I teased with narrowed eyes. 
 
    The petite summoner shrugged as she shoved more of the roll into her mouth, and Erin chuckled as she came to sit on my other side. 
 
    “I tried to stop her.” The mimic smirked. 
 
    “An impossible task, I know,” I snickered. 
 
    “Don’t be mean, Gryffie,” Layla pouted through her mouthful, “I’m trying to tell Varleth how awesome you are!” 
 
    “I’m incredibly sorry,” I replied and valiantly fought back my grin, “carry on.” 
 
    “Hmmph.” Layla narrowed her hazel eyes at me before she turned back to Varleth. “Anyway, as I was saying, these soldiers are different because they’re following Gryff. He collected them from all around the country, an enemy country, too, and united them under a common cause! Who else could have done that?” 
 
    “Well, to be fair,” I chuckled, “impending death and the destruction of the world can be a real motivator.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Erin mused as she kicked her legs and looked up at the sky that was clearing the farther we got from Rolesse. “If I was one of these men, just a simple farmer with no combat skills or experience, I think the knowledge of Utuni’s rise and Reign of Blood would have paralyzed me. I would have just accepted my fate and waited for monsters to tear apart my small town. I think you were the real motivator, Gryff. You showed these men that there was hope, and you showed them that they could have a fighting chance of saving their families and their homes. Without you, Utun would have fallen weeks ago.” 
 
    “Without us,” I corrected. “I couldn’t have done any of this without you guys.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Layla conceded with a smirk, and there were crumbs scattered around the bow of her mouth, “but we aren’t Utuni’s Bane.” 
 
    “Gawain is definitely going to get a kick out of that when we get home,” Varleth snorted. 
 
    “Already thinking about home?” I teased the banisher. 
 
    “Of course.” Varleth shrugged. “This is our last march, right? We’re on our way back to Umo Portana now. It’ll probably take us, what, five days to get there? A week if we’re delayed by a few rifts. So, if you think about it, we could finally be back in Mistral in like, two weeks.” 
 
    “You sound so sure we’ll win,” I laughed. “Where’s the pessimist I know and love? What have you done with our Varleth?” 
 
    “Well, you’ve pulled off crazy stunts in the past,” the banisher said, “so I’m just basing my assumptions on past experiences. Plus, if we don’t win, I’m sure Utuni will kill us all, so we won’t really have anything else to worry about.” 
 
    “There’s Varleth,” Layla muttered, and she sighed as she dropped her head against my shoulder. 
 
    Erin snorted, and I forced a smile, but on the inside, my stomach started to twist itself into knots. 
 
    Because Varleth was right. 
 
    If we didn’t pull off this attack, and Utuni wasn’t defeated, then that was it. The serpent goddess would definitely kill us, and she would probably make an example of us for defying her for so long. My army would also be either killed outright or forced to worship Utuni and then be ritually sacrificed. The rest of Utun would fall quickly after that, followed by Luratamba and the rest of the southern continent. Then Utuni would continue north until Mistral and the rest of the world had bowed to her Reign of Blood. 
 
    The fate of the whole world rested on this army … on me. 
 
    And you will once again exceed all expectations, Sera murmured in a surprisingly soothing voice. You have faced such odds before and emerged victorious. 
 
    And you didn’t even have us on your side, Phi grumbled. You’re annoyingly powerful just on your own, Gryff. 
 
    Was that a compliment? 
 
    Yes, Phi sniffed, and I don’t give compliments to pathetic humans, so you should be grateful. 
 
    What my irritating sister is trying to say, Sera cut in, is that you’ve beaten the odds before with just your wit, your skills in battle, and your friends. Now, you also have two goddesses on your side and over a thousand men, which I guess counts for something. 
 
    Utuni has always been too prideful, Phi scoffed, so she’ll underestimate you, Gryff. This is how you’ll win. 
 
    And you are going to win, Sera growled. There is no other option. You and I are going to rule this world one day, and we’re not going to let the likes of Utuni stand in our way. 
 
    I still wasn’t up for total world domination, but I’d let the Archons believe anything they wanted if it brought us closer to victory. 
 
    “You okay in there, Gryff?” Erin asked suddenly, and she drew me from my thoughts as she bumped her shoulder against mine. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said and turned to the mimic with a smile. “I am. We’re as ready for this as we can be, and I know that together, we can take care of Utuni just like we did Sera, Phi, and Miralea.” 
 
    “How are you holding up against Miralea anyway?” Layla questioned, and her hazel eyes glinted with worry. “Is she still yelling at you?” 
 
    “Constantly,” I chuckled, “but Sera and Phi have done a lot to help me tune her out. I barely even notice her most of the time.” 
 
    “Except when you get angry,” Varleth pointed out. “Then you want to murder people.” 
 
    “Hey,” Erin shrugged, “that might come in handy in Umo Portana. I don’t think Gryff should turn down anything that could give us an edge over Utuni.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” I chuckled, “but I don’t think I’m going to need any ‘help’ from Miralea. I can do this without her.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” Varleth muttered as he turned to face out the back of the wagon. 
 
    “Don’t you worry,” I assured the banisher with a grin, “everything is going to be just fine. As you said yourself, I have a knack for pulling off crazy, impossible plans.” 
 
    “Let’s just hope our luck doesn’t run out,” Varleth sighed before he snapped his arm out and snagged the apple Layla was pulling from one of the food bags. 
 
    “Hey!” the petite summoner exclaimed, and then she leaned forward to try to wrestle the fruit from Varleth’s grasp. 
 
    The two settled into familiar bickering, and Erin propped her head on my shoulder as we stared out over the army behind us. 
 
    As nerve wracking as the approaching battle was, it felt nice to have a moment’s reprieve with my team, and I promised myself that we would have many more moments like this after we defeated Utuni. 
 
    The next four days passed in a blur of rocking wagons and marching men. Every morning, we got up before dawn, ate a quick breakfast, and set out just as the sun was cresting over the horizon. Then we marched all day until the sun set, with sporadic breaks for food and water throughout the morning and afternoon. 
 
    The march was fairly quiet and uneventful, though, which set me on edge. Due to the size of our army, we avoided most towns and cities since I didn’t want to impose on the already struggling people of Utun. 
 
    I also didn’t want to rebuff anymore assassination attempts, but that was neither here nor there. 
 
    Surprisingly, we didn’t encounter a single rift as we made our way down south, but we did note the devastation that previous rifts had caused all across Utun. We marched through whole towns that had been completely abandoned or razed to the ground, and we passed through fields stained red with dried blood. 
 
    I tried to tell myself this blood was from slaughtered livestock or other animals that had fallen prey to unchecked monsters, but I knew this was just wishful thinking. Even if the people of these towns escaped, where would they have gone? There was no safe place in all of Utun, so unless all the citizens fled north to Luratamba, I hated to think what had become of them. 
 
    I hated to think about what the lack of recent rift activity meant, too. What was Utuni planning? Had she already taken care of the rest of the country? Umo Portana had been hers for weeks now, but had the remainder of Utun fallen to her as well? We didn’t have time to stop and check in on any cities now, so I could only hope the remaining citizens held on for just a little while longer while we finally took out Utuni. 
 
    There was one silver lining, though. 
 
    On the road to the capital, we picked up pockets of men along the way. Some of these men were from the destroyed towns we had passed, while others still had homes that were intact, but these men knew their homes wouldn’t remain this way for long. The tale of Utuni’s Bane had spread far and wide across Utun, and brave men answered my call to action even in this dire midnight hour. I didn’t have a full and complete headcount since our numbers were fluctuating every day, but I believed we were actually closing in on two thousand fighters by the time we drew close to Umo Portana. 
 
    Then, on the morning of the fifth day, the capital finally came into view. 
 
    It had been several weeks since we’d fled Umo Portana after capturing Miralea, and in that time, it seemed Utuni had been busy redecorating. We were still miles away from the capital, but the serpent goddess’ blood aura settled over the port side city like a batch of thick, scarlet fog. The massive temples that were Umo Portana’s calling card where almost completely obscured by the crimson haze, but I could vaguely make out the outlines of the taller structures. 
 
    And I could also make out the figures of dozens of enormous flying monsters. 
 
    It seemed Utuni’s forces had taken up residence in the capital. 
 
    “Wow,” Orenn remarked, “the city looks so … different.” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t like what Utuni’s done with the place,” Layla added as she wrinkled her nose. 
 
    “Nothing about this view makes me want to go any closer,” Varleth muttered. 
 
    “At least we’re not getting smuggled in on a boat,” Erin commented. “I hated being in those crates.” 
 
    “I thought it was nice,” Ashla shrugged, “I remember taking a nap.” 
 
    “I don’t think any of us are taking naps today,” I sighed as we walked down the road toward Umo Portana with my army clattering at our backs. 
 
    It felt strange to be marching straight into a battle, but we didn’t really have any other options. When it was just my team and me on missions, our fewer numbers enabled us to move quickly and in various different ways. I could fly us around on monsters, I could smuggle us into a city on a boat, and I could open a portal to the Shadowscape and infiltrate temples. 
 
    With nearly two thousand men at our backs, plus wagons and horses, we weren’t nearly as flexible, and even though Layla and Erin thought my army was more impressive than the ones back home in Mistral, I was missing some crucial supplies. Mainly, transportation. If I had a fleet of airships at my command, we could have made it to the capital in half the time, and we could have attacked Umo Portana from both the ground and the skies. Since I was lucky to have even received horses, though, we were limited to a frontal assault on the city. 
 
    I hoped it would be enough. 
 
    My friends were solemnly silent around me as we made the last stretch of our march to war, and the morning sun stretched high into the sky on our left side. The air was already growing uncomfortably warm, but we were walking into a heavy head wind. The breeze tasted of salt, probably from the bay on the other side of Umo Portana, and I imagined a day relaxing at the beach when all this was over. Layla had mentioned all the women bought bathing suits weeks ago during our travels north and seeing my lovers in sexy bikinis would definitely make up for the carnage we were about to face. 
 
    “Hey, Gryff,” Layla suddenly whispered and drew my attention. 
 
    “Hmm?” I hummed as I turned to the petite summoner. My friends and I were all walking in a line at the head of my army, and Layla was on my right-hand side. 
 
    Layla didn’t respond. Instead, she gestured with her eyes and head over her shoulder, and I followed her gaze. 
 
    General Iun was riding on the same horse he’d had since the Battle of Rolesse, and he was ambling along half a dozen yards behind us since his mount didn’t like our essence crystals. The Utun man looked splendid in his gleaming silver armor, but his expression was extremely troubled as he stared at Umo Portana in the distance. 
 
    “Hold this,” I murmured to Layla as I slipped my bandolier over my shoulder, and then I fell back to walk in step with Iun’s horse. 
 
    The general didn’t acknowledge me for a long moment, but he eventually sighed when I continued to stare up at him. 
 
    “Did you need something, Gryff?” he asked in Southern. 
 
    “No,” I replied in his native tongue, “just checking in with you. It can’t be easy seeing your home turned into a den of monsters. You okay?” 
 
    “The capital wasn’t always my home,” Iun muttered, and his grip tightened on the reins of his horse. 
 
    “Oh? Where are you from originally?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t know of it,” he shrugged, “it was a small village of little importance.” 
 
    “Was?” I repeated. 
 
    “I doubt a village of that size would have survived Utuni’s Reign of Blood,” Iun mused as he pursed his lips. “But to answer your first question, I am doing as well as can be expected. You do see the capital, yes?” 
 
    “I see it.” I nodded. 
 
    “Then you know our chances already don’t look good,” Iun grunted. 
 
    “I think our chances look as good as they’ve always looked.” I grinned. “People told me it would be impossible to sneak into Umo Portana the first time, and I made it all the way to the palace.” 
 
    “Because you looked like Prince Kecha,” Iun pointed out, and he narrowed his brown eyes down at me from atop his horse. “Which you still have yet to explain to me.” 
 
    I chewed my lip as I averted my eyes to the red tinged capital, and the general laughed dryly beside me. 
 
    “I have followed you this far, Utuni’s Bane,” Iun reminded me with a smirk, “nothing you can say now will change my mind. I will fight with you until Utun is free or until I draw my last breath.” 
 
    “Even if I told you I have three goddesses inside of me?” I asked and lifted my eyes to meet his. 
 
    Iun blinked down at me, and his jaw worked soundlessly for a moment. 
 
    “What do you mean?” he finally asked at length. 
 
    Don’t tell this human anything, Phi sneered. He doesn’t need to know. 
 
    He did, though. If I was going to fight to the best of my abilities, I needed to use all of my abilities, and I didn’t need my general panicking when I unleased Sera and Phi. 
 
    “I mean that you’ve heard me say I’ve defeated three goddesses already, yes?” I clarified. 
 
    “Yes.” Iun nodded and frowned. 
 
    “Well, back in Mistral,” I began, “we discovered these goddesses cannot be killed, only … contained. And they’re very particular about their container.” 
 
    I gestured to my body to drive the point home, and Iun’s eyes nearly popped out of his head. 
 
    “You mean … “ he gasped and almost fell off his horse as he pulled back. 
 
    “Yeah, they’re all in here,” I tapped the side of my head, “and two of them have been … tamed somewhat.” 
 
    Excuse me? Sera and Phi scoffed in unison, but I ignored them and went on. 
 
    “Tamed isn’t exactly the best word,” I amended, “but I have enough control over them that I can use their abilities to a certain degree. One goddess has the power of illusion.” 
 
    To demonstrate, I pulled on Phi’s energy inside of me, and my body began to ripple like water. I reigned it in a bit so I didn’t change my whole body, just my face, and then I looked up at General Iun again. 
 
    “If I didn’t watch you kill him,” Iun muttered with a shake of his head, “I would be sure that you are King Konu.” 
 
    I released Phi’s power, and I felt my own features settle onto my face again. 
 
    “It’s a useful ability,” I remarked, “though it comes with limitations. The other goddess’ ability is opening portals, which you witnessed first-hand when we fled the capital last time.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Iun pursed his lips, “could you open a portal large enough to accommodate this army? If all of Utuni’s forces are in Umo Portana, there would be none left in the Shadowscape, right?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t count on it.” I shook my head. “Utuni knows I have these powers, so I’m sure she’s left monsters on both fronts. I could potentially march these men through the Shadowscape, but they would be vulnerable without gas masks, and we would run the risk of them getting stuck there if I had to suddenly leave.” 
 
    “So, a frontal assault is really all we have,” the general sighed and rubbed his brow. 
 
    “Yes, which is why I’m relying on you to lead these men to the best of your ability,” I said as I looked up at the Utun soldier. “Once we reach the capital, I’m going to try to draw Utuni out as soon as I can. She’ll probably send her legions ahead of her, so I need you to organize the men and rebuff the grunts so I have an opportunity to attack the head of the snake.” 
 
    “Apt analogy,” Iun remarked with a roll of his eyes. “However, I will do as you have said. This isn’t my first time leading men into war, and it isn’t the first time I’ve battled against monsters, either. I will take care of the ground troops. You focus on Utuni and … try not to get killed.” 
 
    “Aww,” I grinned, “are you worried about me, General?” 
 
    “I’m worried about us all,” the man replied as he turned his eyes back to Umo Portana, “but worry will do us little good. It is time for action, and the pieces will fall as they will.” 
 
    “I agree,” I said, and then I held my hand out to Iun. “Thank you for joining us, General. It is my honor to fight alongside you and your brave countrymen.” 
 
    “The honor is mine … Gryff,” the general replied as he shook my hand, and he looked at me like an equal instead of an enemy. 
 
    “Just as a heads up, though,” I added as I began to make my way back to my friends, “I’ll be summoning some … interesting monsters during the battle. Maybe a goddess or two. Do your best to keep the men calm and focused on their mission.” 
 
    Iun’s eyes went wide, and I snickered as I jogged to catch up with my friends. 
 
    Several hours later, though, I wasn’t laughing anymore. 
 
    We stood on the ridge that sloped down into Umo Portana, and it was like we were looking out into a red sea of nightmares. It seemed as if the entire Shadowscape had been emptied, and the land, sky, and even the bay on the other side of the city teemed with monsters of every size, shape, and color. 
 
    General Iun had divided my army into the same three flanks we’d utilized last time, and each section was led by a man on a horse. Iun took point of the middle flank, Chief Kada was on the left, and another Rolesse guard was in charge of the right side.  
 
    Part of me wondered if I should stay back and command my fighters again, but I knew my men were in good hands with General Iun leading them.  
 
    Besides, I did my best work on the frontlines.   
 
    So, my team and I stood out ahead of the rest of the army, and we faced the capital side by side. 
 
    “Are you guys ready?” I asked. 
 
    “Ready as we can be,” Ashla replied, and she twirled her battle axe in her hand. 
 
    “Let’s just get this over with,” Varleth grunted and rolled his neck. “The anticipation is killing me.” 
 
    “I’m ready if you’re ready, Gryffie,” Layla sang as her keichim fluttered over her head. 
 
    “We’ve got your back, Gryff,” Orenn added, and he slapped his hand against my shoulder. “We’re going to handle this just like we handled Rolesse.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit,” I muttered as I watched the first wave of monsters break away from the city and start charging down the road toward us. 
 
    This was it. The battle of Utun was here. 
 
    Utuni’s Bane had come for the serpent goddess, and I wasn’t leaving until I bore her mark just like I did all the others. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    Once our armies clashed on the outskirts of Umo Portana, I quickly lost myself to the fog of war. 
 
    I’d summoned my baroquer again, but I didn’t ride atop his shoulder this time. Instead, I sent him to wipe out the first lines of grunts, and he took to the task with stomping glee. Hordes of monsters fell before his giant flaming sword or his armored feet, and he cut a path deep into the first wave. My team and I charged through the baroquer’s wake of destruction, but I lost sight of them moments later as I threw myself at some kind of rabbit-boar monster with my daggers extended. 
 
    The sounds of battle were deafening around me, and I could barely distinguish between the screams of men and the squeals of monsters. My daggers carved through large swaths of enemy grunts, but in a lull between attacks, I snatched two more essence crystals from my bandolier and dashed them at the ground. 
 
    My duvarku immediately divided into its two selves, and then the twin green otters wove through the throngs of enemies in tandem. I could feel them decimate other monsters through our bond, and a dark satisfaction spread through my chest. 
 
    My roosa also skittered off into the press of roiling monsters, but it was hard to keep track of my metallic scorpion when Utuni’s blood aura was growing thicker by the moment. 
 
    I mentally commanded my three monsters to stay as close to me as possible, but I knew it wasn’t going to be easy with more and more enemies pouring in from the center of the city. 
 
    A curachua dog suddenly leapt at me from my left side, and I whirled out of the way before I planted my rhin dagger through the monster’s skull. The canine gave a yelp as it died, and then its body slumped to the ground before a red mist rose from its corpse and joined the rest of the scarlet fog. 
 
    I gritted my teeth in frustration as I threw myself back into battle. Even as I killed monster after monster, I knew my other enemies were only getting stronger with every passing second. I couldn’t even revel in my kills because each one was a double-edged sword, and a violent rage began to pulse inside my chest. 
 
    I didn’t have time to waste on these pathetic grunts. The longer I was lost in the trenches, the longer this fight would be drawn out, and the easier it would be for Utuni to win. Her forces only got stronger while mine grew weaker, and until she herself was taken out of the equation, we were fighting a losing battle. 
 
    But how the hell was I going to get to her? 
 
    As I kicked some kind of beetle monster away from me, I spun around to face toward the capital. The streets of Umo Portana were nothing more than crimson fog and a roiling mass of monsters, and I couldn’t even tell which way I was facing. The last time I’d been here, Utuni had been inside the Temple of the White Sun, and before that, she’d stayed in the Temple of the Coiled Serpent. There were nearly a hundred and fifty temples in the city from what I could remember, and Utuni could have relocated to any one of them. She could have even taken up residence in the palace since King Konu was dead. Even if I could somehow cut my way through the thousands upon thousands of monsters in the city, I didn’t even know where to start my search. 
 
    You need to draw her out, Sera hissed in my head. Make her come to you. 
 
    Okay, but how? And why would she come, anyway? Utuni knew she had us outnumbered and outmaneuvered. She could just sit back and wait for her legions to wipe us out. She wouldn’t even have to leave whatever throne she was sitting on to claim her victory over Utun. 
 
    You forget Utuni is prideful to a fault, Phi reminded me, and her voice was incredibly smug. I know how to draw her out. Just summon me. 
 
    I hesitated for a moment since I didn’t know if summoning Phi and Sera yet was smart, and while I considered my next move, I slashed my rhin dagger across the throat of a monkey-cat hybrid monster. 
 
    Well, what are you waiting for? Phi snarked. For Utuni’s monsters to get even more powerful? You need to face her now, before all your puny friends are squashed into the dust. 
 
    Phi did have a point. I couldn’t see my team through the blood aura surrounding me, but I could only imagine how hard they were fighting. My friends couldn’t keep that up forever, though, so I needed to do whatever I could to end this fight as soon as possible. 
 
    And if that meant utilizing the Archon who had tried to kill me less than a month ago, so be it. 
 
    Aww, don’t be so pouty, Phi snickered, I think we’ve made nice since then. 
 
    The white-winged Archon sent me an image of us naked together, but I shoved the picture away as I reached deep inside myself. 
 
    “Alright, Phi,” I muttered as I felt her mark tingle across my chest, “do your thing. And don’t make me regret this.” 
 
    White smoke plumed from my chest a moment later, and then a smirking Phi materialized before me. Her blue-tinged skin looked purple in the reddish hue of Utuni’s blood aura, and her white wings seemed like they’d been dyed pink. 
 
    “Mmmmm,” Phi moaned as her eyes went hooded, and she dragged her tongue across her lower lip. “It feels so good to not be cooped up in your head. There’s not a lot of room in there recently, but out here, the air even tastes like blood. How delicious.” 
 
    “Stop basking,” I snapped as I ducked under a jagualar’s claws and buried my dagger in its gut. “You said you could draw out Utuni, so do it.” 
 
    “Ooh, so demanding,” Phi purred as her red eyes undressed me. “I don’t usually like taking orders, but you’re the exception, Gryff.” 
 
    “Phi!” I snarled, and I whipped around to glare at the Archon. “Now!” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” she muttered and rolled her eyes. “You might want to step back. And don’t blame me if I step on anyone. I can’t see anything in this red mist.” 
 
    Before I could respond, Phi closed her eyes and took a deep breath, and through our bond I could feel her call upon her power. As I watched, the Archon began to grow before my eyes, and several monsters screeched in alarm around us. 
 
    Phi grew rapidly, though, and within a breath, she was as tall as a three-story building, then a five story, then ten. By the time she stopped growing, she was larger than I’d ever seen her, and her massive form dwarfed the city street like it was nothing more than a scale model. 
 
    I personally felt like an ant, since I was smaller than her smallest toe, but I didn’t have time to dwell on this. 
 
    Phi kicked out her foot and smashed all the monsters around me into jelly and red mist. Then she turned to face more fully into Umo Portana, and I watched as her shoulders shifted back when she took a deep breath. 
 
    “Utuuuuuuunnnnnniiiiiiii!” Phi bellowed a moment later, and her voice was so loud, it brought me to my knees as I cried out in pain. 
 
    I wasn’t the only one, either. Monsters and men alike wailed as their ears were practically destroyed, and it was like the battle froze in place. 
 
    From my place on my knees, I whipped my head from side to side and squinted through the red haze with watery eyes. I thought I spotted the flare of Ashla’s ice magic, or maybe it was Erin’s, but I couldn’t be sure because Phi started shouting again. 
 
    “Utuni! Where are you? Hiding in your palaces? Pathetic! You can’t even face us, so you send your pitiful grunts. How sad. At least Miralea had the courage to fight back herself! You’re nothing more than a coward!” 
 
    I winced as Phi’s voice threatened to deafen me, and I wasn’t even sure if this was going to work. Utuni could refuse to rise to the bait, and we’d be back to square one. 
 
    “Are you really not going to face me?” Phi sneered as she stomped down the street away from me. “Fine! I’ll just entertain myself, then.” 
 
    With that, my Archon began crushing swaths of monsters with her feet, and I even watched her kick another one of those massive squat land dragons like it was nothing more than a ball. The reptile soared through the air with a terrified screech, and then it slammed straight through the top levels of a nearby temple. 
 
    The temple collapsed with a sound like thunder, and dust rose into the sky to join the crimson fog. 
 
    “Oops!” Phi giggled manically. “Was that one of your precious temples? Oh, well! Since I already started, I guess I’ll have to destroy the rest of them, too!” 
 
    I tried to follow after the destructive, blue-skinned giant, but I could feel my durvaku, baroquer, and roosa were almost too far away for me to control. So, I gave them the mental command to come find me, and I stared after Phi with a scowl before I stabbed another spider-dog monster through its snapping maw. 
 
    Phi is like a child, you know this, Sera scoffed in my head. She’s always loved stomping on things and knocking over castles. She has no finesse. 
 
    I didn’t care if she had finesse, all I cared about was if her plan was working, but it didn’t look like it wa-- 
 
    Before I could finish the thought, a wave of power suddenly careened down the street, and I staggered as it slammed into me. I’d felt this power before, the last time I was in this city, and I gritted my teeth as I looked around me. 
 
    The scarlet blood aura had begun to glow brighter, and it pulsed like a living thing as it wove through the streets and around the multitudes of monsters. Utuni’s forces grew more frantic, and I watched as a beakrok suddenly swooped down from the sky and snatched an Utun fighter from right beside me. 
 
    The man screamed in terror as the huge bird tore into him with its talons, and I felt warm blood splash against my face as he was carted away into the red mist in the blink of an eye. 
 
    The grunts were getting even stronger and more bloodthirsty. That could only mean one thing. 
 
    She’s coming, Sera hissed in my head. Summon me now! 
 
    I didn’t need to be told twice, so I immediately released the bonds that held Sera to me. 
 
    My dark Archon flowed out of me like black mist, and the second she was standing before me, she snapped her fingers, and her snapdarner appeared in a puff of smoke. 
 
    The snapdarner was a mix between a dragon and a dragonfly. It had a reptilian like head and snout, numerous insectoid eyes, a segmented body like a bug, four iridescent wings, and a dragon’s tail that ended in an arrowhead. 
 
    “Get on,” Sera ordered as she leapt up onto her monster’s back. 
 
    I opened my mouth to argue, but then I felt the ground rumble, and I looked over my shoulder to see my baroquer, roosa, and duravaku barreling down the street toward me. My monsters were close enough now that I could put a little distance between us again and be safe, so I quickly mounted the snapdarner behind Sera. 
 
    Our dragonfly steed took to the air a moment later, and we rose through the red mist as we shot down the road toward Phi’s towering figure. 
 
    The giant blue-skinned Archon was still happily smashing through several buildings, but Sera directed her snapdarner to cut in front of her sister’s path. 
 
    “Well, you got Utuni’s attention!” Sera shouted at Phi. “What’s your next plan?” 
 
    “Plans are Gryff’s thing,” Phi said as she turned her huge head to face us, and her massive blue lips split into a wide grin full of sharp, white teeth. “I’m having too much fun to think about plans.” 
 
    “That was always your weakness, Phi,” a familiar voice called out, and a chill shot down my spine. “You could never think long term.” 
 
    Sera spun her snapdarner away from Phi, and we came face to face with Utuni. 
 
    The serpent Archon was perched on the back of a hellish looking flying mount. At first glance, it seemed like a giant black vulture, but then I noticed it had four mammalian legs that ended in claws, and two white fangs curved down out of the bird’s bright red beak. 
 
    Utuni herself looked the same as she did when I last saw her. Her golden skin was the perfect contrast to her short black hair, and the headdress she wore was an explosion of color. The plumage of a dozen different birds stuck out like a halo around her head, and a gold snake circlet rested across her brow. She was practically bare save for the red strips of fabric that wrapped over her shoulders and across her breasts and waist. Her legs were covered in brilliant red paint along her feet and up her calves, and golden bracelets hung from her arms. 
 
    “So, you finally decided to show your face, Utuni,” Phi sneered from behind me, and her breath made Sera’s snapdarner waver in the air. 
 
    “Well, you were making such a fuss,” Utuni hissed back in Mistral, and a single gold piercing gleamed from the tip of her tongue as she spoke. “I couldn’t relax in my temple with you throwing a tantrum like a child out here.” 
 
    “I am not a child,” Phi growled, but Utuni was no longer paying attention to her. 
 
    The serpent Archon’s eyes were now fixed on me. 
 
    “We meet again, mortal,” she said as her snake-tail lashed back and forth behind her. “I’m surprised you were stupid enough to return.” 
 
    “He is not stupid,” Sera snarled. “He is your demise.” 
 
    “Ha!” Utuni barked a harsh laugh, and her full lips widened into a gleeful grin. “I’ve heard this new name he’s chosen. ‘Utuni’s Bane?’ How preposterous. As if a mere man could defeat me.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I taunted even though my heart was trying to break my ribcage with its frantic pounding, “I’m sure Phi and Sera said the same thing, and look at them now. You could join us, Utuni.” 
 
    “Join you?” the goddess scoffed. “And be your slave? I am not as weak as the other Archons you have met, and I will not bow to a mortal. I would rather die.” 
 
    “That can be arranged,” Sera growled. 
 
    “No, Sera,” Utuni grinned and lifted a hand, “I will not be the one defeated today. Your little mortal toy will die, and then I’ll deal with you and Phi.” 
 
    With that, Utuni snapped her fingers, and her first legendary monster made its debut appearance. 
 
    Out of the light gecko, the consumer, and the hydra, I knew Utuni would save the hydra for last, but it was a toss-up on which one of the other monsters she’d summon first. 
 
    Apparently, it was the consumer. 
 
    Sera commanded her snapdarner back, and we retreated to hover over Phi’s giant shoulder. Then we studied the fabled monster before us. 
 
    The stories of the consumer had been varied, and nothing was concrete. Most of the tales said the monster was metallic in nature, and it gained its name from the roaring fire at its center that it constantly fed with trees, animals, and enemies. 
 
    The stories didn’t do this monster justice. 
 
    It was over fifty-feet tall, only slightly smaller than Phi in her giant form, and the bright sunlight reflected off its metal body. The consumer was shaped like an enormous metallic ball, in fact, it kind of looked similar to my armadillo-like daggerdillos when they were curled up. I couldn’t see a face of any kind, or limbs, but it had a huge gaping hole in the front of its body, and a radiant, orange fire glowed from within the depths of the hole. 
 
    “You’ve never fought this monster before, have you?” I asked Sera quickly. 
 
    “No,” she grunted without taking her eyes off the consumer. 
 
    “So, no idea how to defeat it?” 
 
    Sera shook her head as her snapdarner made a strange, almost worried, noise beneath us. 
 
    “Please,” Phi scoffed, and I looked to my side to see her giant eye roll about five feet away. “Every monster has a weakness, and I bet I can find this one easily.” 
 
    “Phi, wait—” I tried to warn, but my the white-winged Archon didn’t listen. 
 
    Instead, she braced herself in a runner’s stance, and then she sprinted forward toward the consumer. 
 
    “Idiot,” Sera hissed beside me, and my heart skipped a beat as I watched Phi bare down on Utuni’s first monster. 
 
    The serpent goddess had directed her vulture mount to withdraw partially down the road, but I could still see her clearly, and I watched as she smirked. 
 
    That couldn’t be good. 
 
    I didn’t have time to do anything, though, because Phi tucked her shoulder as she drew close to the consumer, and then she tried to tackle it. 
 
    However, Phi only slammed into the metallic behemoth with a grunt, and her bare feet dug furrows in the street as she tried to shove the consumer with all her might. 
 
    It didn’t budge. 
 
    “Pathetic!” Utuni laughed from behind her monster, and then her mouth curled into a sinister grin as she pointed directly at her consumer. “Now, feast.” 
 
    Oh, shit. 
 
    “Phi, get out of there!” I shouted, but it was too late. 
 
    A loud metal whirring sound suddenly emanated from the monster, and the orange glow from inside what I guessed was its mouth flared brighter and brighter in pulses. Then it suddenly jerked back several dozen yards, and Phi stumbled forward as she lost her balance. 
 
    The consumer’s fire pulsed like a living heart as it abruptly changed its trajectory, and then it crashed into the buildings lining the road. Entire structures disappeared into its maw, and the giant monster even rolled over some of Utuni’s grunts, too. The consumer didn’t seem to care, though, because the more it ate, the brighter its inner fire grew, and the faster it began to rotate. 
 
    Utuni’s monster destroyed a wide swath of the road in a mere blink of an eye, and then it arched back around right toward Phi. 
 
    My giant blue-skinned Archon had regained her balance, and she whipped around to brace herself as the consumer barreled toward her. Then the two behemoths crashed together with a clap of thunder, and Phi cried out in pain as the metallic body seemed to burn her hands. She tried to shove the consumer back, but its momentum was too much, and the Archon was thrown through the air before she crashed into a temple half a block away. 
 
    “Maker,” I breathed in horror, “how the hell do we stop this thing?” 
 
    “Let me try,” Sera growled, and then she snapped her fingers. 
 
    A moment later, her bre’gura appeared on the street before us. Sera’s monster was a massive boar-like creature that was nearly forty feet long. Its black hair was coarse and wiry, its yellow eyes gleamed like two bright lamps, and its tusks were sharp enough to gore a man completely through. 
 
    The bre’gura’s best feature, though, was the black tar it left behind in its footprints. 
 
    Sera commanded the boar forward as the consumer came back around for another pass, and I watched as the bre’gura charged forward. Black tar oozed in its wake like an oil slick, and I watched as hordes of Utuni’s grunts were either trampled by the boar or were trapped by its sticky residue. 
 
    Utuni’s blood aura only continued to grow stronger, though, and the consumer picked up even more speed as it fed on the crimson essence of its fallen allies. 
 
    The bre’gura charged directly at the consumer with a high-pitched squeal, but at the last moment, the boar dodged to the side. 
 
    The consumer was too large, and its momentum too fast, for it to turn on a dime, so it continued to barrel forward. 
 
    Straight into the bre’gura’s river of tar. 
 
    “Yes!” I cheered as the consumer seemed to slow when it encountered the black ooze. 
 
    But I’d spoken too soon. 
 
    The consumer only lost a fraction of its speed before it suddenly cut to the left, and it knocked down another block of buildings as it left Sera’s trap behind. 
 
    Sera cursed, and I could hear Utuni laugh even over the sound of the consumer coming back toward us. 
 
    “Well, that didn’t work,” I shouted over the noise, and my eyes darted to where I could still see Phi amidst a pile of rubble. The blue-skinned Archon hadn’t moved since the consumer knocked her out, and I was surprised when I found myself hoping she was okay. 
 
    “I know it didn’t work,” Sera snarled as she commanded her snapdarner to rise up into the air and recalled her bre’gura. “You’re the one who comes up with plans. What’s our next move?” 
 
    I ground my jaw as I surveyed the battlefield below me. I could see my army about a block away, but they were almost completely obscured by the red mist now. The blood aura was growing thicker by the second, since the consumer was now just eating monsters and men indiscriminately. I saw half a dozen of my men disappear into its fiery maw, and I felt their deaths like physical blows. 
 
    We needed to stop the consumer, but how? I had no idea where my teammates were, but I could feel that my baroquer, roosa, and duvarku were about half a block away. My duvarku was down to one otter, and I could feel that my roosa was also gravely injured. 
 
    I thought about calling my baroquer to me since it was one of my most powerful monsters, but I quickly discarded the idea. Phi was bigger than my baroquer in her giant body, and the consumer had tossed her away like she was nothing more than wheat chaff. Sera’s monsters had also proven useless, so what else did I have in my arsenal? 
 
    I started to run through the contents of my bandolier mentally, but then the sunlight caught on the consumer’s metallic body as it tore through another swath of monster grunts, and an idea finally struck me. 
 
    The consumer was made of metal, and the fire in its belly is what gave it power. Hopefully, dousing that fire would render the beast inoperable. 
 
    “I’ve got it,” I gasped as I ran my hand down my bandolier. “At least, I think I do.” 
 
    “Something is better than nothing,” Sera growled, “and if we do nothing for much longer, this blood aura is going to make that thing unstoppable.” 
 
    “Do you think it’ll follow us if we fly somewhere?” I asked as I palmed a gray, spiky crystal. 
 
    “Yes,” Sera nodded, “Utuni does not care for your human forces or her own monster legions. She seeks only to destroy you.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I grinned, “then let the chase begin. I need you to fly me as close to the docks as you can.” 
 
    “Why?” Sera asked as she glanced at me over her shoulder. 
 
    “Just do it,” I ordered, “I have a plan.” 
 
    Sera didn’t argue any further, and her snapdarner rose through the air and turned due west. We left the battlefront behind quickly, and I glanced over my shoulder as we flew toward the bay. I was forced to recall my monsters before we got too far away, and I just hoped my team and army would be okay without the added assistance. I couldn’t see anyone from here, so all I could do was pray and defeat the consumer as fast as I could. 
 
    Just as Sera said, the consumer followed after us, and I could see Utuni’s vulture fly in the wake of her monster’s destruction. Whole swaths of Umo Portana were destroyed and eaten by the consumer’s insatiable hunger, and I watched as more and more red mist joined the blood aura that covered the city. 
 
    I needed to take care of this thing now. 
 
    We’d finally reached the bay, and the blue waters of Utun’s ocean stretched out before us. Hundreds of boats bobbed along the docks, and there were yellow-sand beaches further east. I didn’t see any people around here, though, and I wondered where all the humans in Umo Portana were. Maybe Utuni had already sacrificed her worshippers and captives, but I didn’t have time to think about that right now. 
 
    “Here’s good!” I yelled to Sera over the wind, and she spun her snapdarner around so we faced the approaching consumer. It was still over a mile away, but it was coming at us fast, and I knew I had to time this right. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Sera asked over her shoulder. “It’s getting closer!” 
 
    “I know,” I grunted, and then I cast the dark Archon a grin. “You’re not wearing any metal, are you?” 
 
    Sera frowned, but before she could respond, I threw my spiky gray crystal into the air and watched it plummet toward the ground. 
 
    A moment later, my guari kira emerged and flattened half a city block beneath its bulk. My southern monster was covered in thick gray fur except for the dark brown patches that streaked down across its eyes. The guari kira had a primate like head, and it looked like a cross between a weird sloth and a gorilla. It had no tail, and it stood low to the ground on its knuckles as it stared out with dark, semi-intelligent eyes. 
 
    Its most discerning characteristic, though, was the metallic plate that covered the length of its back from the nape of its neck to the bottom of its spine. The plate looked like an underdeveloped turtle shell, but it was highly magnetic. It could draw all metal objects in a close enough radius to itself, and even though the guari kira wasn’t a fast monster, this special ability had already saved the day a number of times. 
 
    And I hoped it was about to come in handy again. 
 
    I snapped my gaze from the guari kira back to the consumer, and I saw Utuni’s monster was less than half a block away. 
 
    “Close enough,” I muttered, and then I held onto my daggers as I gave my monster the mental command. 
 
    The metallic ridge on its back shimmered for a moment, and then I felt a pulse of energy as its magnet was activated. Every metal object in what seemed to be a block radius careened through the air toward the guari kira, from tools, to weapons, to pieces of boat tackle from the docks. 
 
    This also included the consumer. 
 
    “Hell yeah!” I cheered as the metallic monster was actually lifted into the air. 
 
    There was a loud groan of metal as the consumer was flipped end over end, and I felt the heat of its fire as it flew past us. Then the consumer slammed into my guari kira with the force of a train, and my own giant monster roared in pain as it staggered back under the weight of the consumer. 
 
    The two behemoth monsters teetered for a moment as they stacked on top of each other, but then the guari kira tipped on its side, and both beasts rolled as they tumbled into the bay and crushed an entire pier of boats. 
 
    Steam hissed into the air as the consumer was submerged, and the ocean water broke through the levees and flooded the streets around the docks. The bay was deep, but both the consumer and guari kira were enormous, so they weren’t completely covered. 
 
    But the consumer was covered enough that its fire was doused, because I watched the orange glow dim beneath the roiling blue water before the flames went out entirely. 
 
    “You did it,” Sera breathed in awe. 
 
    “I did it,” I echoed as I recalled my guari kira back to my hand, and then I patted its crystal affectionately. “Good job, buddy.” 
 
    “You think you have won?” Utuni bellowed from where she and her vulture hovered over a building half a block away. 
 
    “I’ve defeated your consumer, haven’t I?” I roared back with a grin, and I gestured to where the metallic monster was still and cold underneath the water of the bay. 
 
    “You have only hastened your demise!” Utuni shouted, and she began to cackle as a massive cloud of crimson mist suddenly rose up out of the ocean. 
 
    “Shit!” I cursed, and I clenched my fists in rage. 
 
    The consumer’s death was going to make the rest of Utuni’s army exponentially stronger, if the size of that blood aura cloud was any indication, and my eyes darted back to where my friends and fighters were still struggling near the outskirts of the city. How many men had we lost already? How much longer could the survivors hold out? 
 
    I knew Utuni was about to summon either her light gecko or hydra or both, and I couldn’t split my attention between this fight and saving my army. Could General Iun save my men and friends? Was he even still alive? 
 
    The enormity of the situation began to overwhelm me, but before I could start to panic, a loud, echoing bellow sounded out over Umo Portana. 
 
    For a moment, I thought it was another giant monster, but then I turned and saw a fleet of ships making their way into the capital city’s bay. 
 
    And each ship bore the flag of Luratamba, which was a jaguar devouring a serpent. 
 
    Queen Lisi and her army had arrived, and right at the perfect time. A part of me wished I could witness her army bolster my own fighters and push back the grunts, but I could only hope the Luratamban and Utun soldiers would deal with the ground battle. 
 
    I, on the other hand, had bigger fish to fry. 
 
    “Alright,” I grinned as I faced my Archon opponent, and I could see her scowl from atop her vulture steed. “One monster down, two more to go. And then Utuni is mine.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    Utuni bared her teeth at me from where she sat perched atop her vulture, and then I saw her lift her arm into the air and snap her fingers. 
 
    Here we go. 
 
    Two plumes of smoke sliced through the red fog of the Archon’s blood aura, and I could already tell both monsters were nearly as big or bigger than the consumer had been. 
 
    Then shafts of bright light dissipated the smoke column on the right, and my eyes immediately latched onto what I assumed was Utuni’s light gecko. 
 
    The monster was slightly smaller than the consumer, but it still crushed half a city block beneath its bulk. Other than its size, though, I couldn’t make out many details of the light gecko. I could vaguely tell that it was translucent, since I could see what looked like internal organs, but I couldn’t stare at the monster for too long. It was like looking into the sun since light kept refracting off and through the gecko’s clear skin like a prism, and I squinted and turned away as spots of color danced in my vision. 
 
    As much as the light gecko hurt to look at, though, it was a much better sight than what awaited me on Utuni’s left side. 
 
    This was the infamous and fabled hydra. None of the stories I’d read or heard about it had been concrete. It was said to have a dozen different abilities, and I’d seen it described a dozen different ways, and now it was right here in front of me. 
 
    It was a massive, eight-headed salamander. It was nearly twice the size of the light gecko, and its cerulean blue skin looked smooth and almost slimy. The hydra’s body was low to the ground, and it had four webbed feet tipped in serrated looking claws. Muscles rippled along its shoulders and forelegs, and all eight heads swayed in rhythm at the end of grotesquely long necks. Sixteen bulbous black eyes zeroed in on me, and I felt a chill go down my spine. 
 
    “Seven times someone has tried to kill that hydra,” Sera muttered in front of me, “and each failure was marked with a new head.” 
 
    The hydra’s regeneration ability made a little more sense now, since most salamanders could regenerate lost limbs, but I still had no idea how I was going to defeat this thing. 
 
    “I’ll just leave the heads alone,” I replied through numb lips. 
 
    “What else are you going to try, then?” Sera asked as we continued to stare at Utuni’s monsters. 
 
    I knew the serpent Archon wanted to intimidate me before she killed me, but I also knew she was impatient, so we only had a few moments before she attacked. 
 
    “We need to split up,” I decided quick. 
 
    “What?” Sera glared at me over her shoulder, and her snapdarner shuddered as it fluttered a few yards back. “No, I—” 
 
    “We can’t fight both the gecko and the hydra at the same time,” I snapped. “I need you to try and stall the hydra for as long as you can so I can take out the gecko, and then I’ll come help you with the giant salamander.” 
 
    Sera opened her mouth to presumably argue some more, but before she could, cracks of thunder split the air. 
 
    I frowned and looked up, but there were no storm clouds above us. 
 
    Then I heard a strange squealing sound, and I whipped around just in time to watch giant Phi kick the hydra and send it tumbling across several city blocks. 
 
    Apparently, the thunder had been the sound of the blue-skinned Archon running toward us. 
 
    Phi was twice as big as she’d been before, but then she almost immediately shrunk to her previous giant size. I realized she probably couldn’t stay over a hundred feet tall for very long since it probably wasted a lot of power, but my white-winged Archon had just given us the window we needed. 
 
    “Go,” I ordered Sera as I slipped my pyrewyrm crystal from my bandolier. “Help Phi fight the hydra. I’ll take care of the gecko, and then come join you.” 
 
    Before Sera could protest, I crushed my pyrewyrm’s wing shaped crystal in my hand and then free fell off the back of the snapdarner. 
 
    I landed on my pyrewyrm’s spine ten feet down, and I immediately buried my fingers into my shadow serpent-bird’s black feathers and commanded it forward. 
 
    The pyrewyrm gave a sharp cry as it glided through the air, and I could feel Utuni’s furious gaze track us as we flew toward Phi. 
 
    “Great job, Phi!” I roared over the wind. 
 
    “I’m mad at you,” the blue skinned giant pouted as she turned to me, “you left me behind, and I had to run here all human sized since you were too far away for me to use my powers. Some of the new humans even tried to kill me!” 
 
    I frowned. New humans? Did she mean the Luratamban reinforcements? Were there more than the ones on the bay? Did that mean we were winning the ground war? Were my friends okay? 
 
    I didn’t have time for these questions, unfortunately, so I shoved them away for now. 
 
    “Sorry, Phi,” I shouted as my pyrewyrm swooped by her face, “I’ll make it up to you. For now, help Sera with the hydra!” 
 
    “Fine.” Phi rolled her massive red eyes, “but only because I want to beat Utuni for knocking me out.” 
 
    That worked for me. 
 
    The blue-skinned Archon turned toward the hydra that was picking itself up off another ruined temple half a mile away, and Sera zipped past me on her snapdarner as she went to join her sister. 
 
    I knew I couldn’t go far from the Archon sisters since I was technically their summoner, but I steered my pyrewyrm slightly due east so we wouldn’t be fighting on top of one another. My hope was Sera and Phi could either wound or tire the hydra enough that, by the time I dealt with the light gecko, the three of us could tag-team the hydra and leave Utuni finally vulnerable. 
 
    First, though, I had to figure out a way to defeat this light gecko. 
 
    I squinted as I faced my opponent, and I did my best not to look at it head on. I could vaguely see the gecko’s outline out of the corner of my eye, and it shimmered as the monster approached me from the left. 
 
    Utuni was hiding somewhere behind the gecko’s brilliance, but I couldn’t worry about her right now. She’d have her turn. 
 
    As I tried to brainstorm how I was going to fight an enemy I couldn’t look at without going blind, a sudden flare of light in the distance caught my eye. I turned back into the city, and I blanched at what I saw. 
 
    I hadn’t noticed before when I’d fled from the consumer, but it had eaten through a vast area of Umo Portana. More than that, though, it also blazed a path of fire through the city as flames poured out of its maw. The fires had spread while I’d been preoccupied with Utuni, but now whole city blocks burned with hot, orange fire. 
 
    And as I stared at the bright, flickering flames, I knew this wasn’t good. 
 
    “Maker,” I cursed as the fires suddenly started to dwindle. 
 
    The flames weren’t going out, though, they were just growing dimmer, and the light gecko was growing brighter and brighter in the corner of my eye. 
 
    This wasn’t good at all. 
 
    “Dive,” I commanded my pyrewyrm when the light behind me was even brighter than the sun overhead, and my shadow bird shrieked as it folded its wings and plummeted toward the ground. 
 
    And not a moment too soon. 
 
    Right as we swooped low over the buildings around the bay, a searing, white bolt of light shot through the air where we’d just been hovering. I closed my eyes, but they stilled burned behind my eyelids, and then I heard a sonic boom that startled my sightless shadow bird. 
 
    I blinked open my eyes, and tears streaked down my cheeks as bright colors flashed in front of me. Then I squinted and glanced over my shoulder, and my heart stuttered in my chest as my vision cleared. 
 
    A temple two blocks away had been obliterated into dust and debris. It looked like the foundations were still there, but a hole nearly as wide as Phi was tall had been blasted through the very center of the structure, and the rest of the temple was quickly caving inward. A moment later, a new batch of red mist rose from the street below the temple, and the blood aura filtered through the air toward the light gecko. 
 
    Shit. I definitely couldn’t take a hit like that, so I needed to stay out of the light gecko’s reach. 
 
    But how was I going to kill it if I couldn’t get close? 
 
    My pyrewyrm glided over rooftops and ruined streets as we stayed low and out of the gecko’s line of sight, and we wheeled back around when I realized we were getting too close to Sera and Phi’s fight. The hydra loomed into the sky several blocks away, but I ignored its shadow falling over me as I ran my fingers along my bandolier. 
 
    The lore said the light gecko could harness any light that wasn’t the sun, so its main sources would be fires, moonlight, possibly electricity. I didn’t see any electric or gas lamps down on the streets, though, so the fires had to be the gecko’s only current source of light. If I could put out the flames, would that render the gecko powerless? 
 
    A kernel of hope unfurled in my chest, but when I commanded my pyrewyrm to rise back up into the sky, this hope quickly died. 
 
    It seemed like half of Umo Portana was on fire by now, and each building consumed by the flames was only more fuel for the light gecko. I had my robaguas fish that could produce copious amounts of water, but nine fish weren’t enough to put out an entire city. If I had Nia Kennefick with me, or even Ashla or Erin, I could have maybe put a dent in the fires, but I was on my own here. 
 
    Then I swooped low over a wide avenue, and I saw dozens of fire imps adding to the flames consuming the city. 
 
    I cursed under my breath and tangled my fingers in my pyrewyrm’s feathers as we soared on by. Utuni must have summoned her fire variant grunts to aid her light gecko. So, even if I could have put out the previous fires, it wouldn’t have mattered, since I couldn’t fight a hundred imps and the gecko at the same time. 
 
    A wild fury rose in my chest, and I whirled my pyrewyrm around as I searched the skies for Utuni. 
 
    This was all because of the serpent Archon. Thousands of Utun men, women, and children had died because of her malice and greed, and the once great capital of Umo Portana was now a flaming, ruined warzone. 
 
    I wanted to kill her. I wanted to see her suffer. I wanted to wring the life out of her with my bare hands and watch her eyes flood with fear. I wanted to listen to her wail as I— 
 
    Gryff, watch out! Sera suddenly screamed in my head, and the shock of her voice pulled me out of my murderous rage just as a bright light flared to my left. 
 
    “Dive!” I shouted again to my pyrewyrm, and we dropped like a stone just in time to avoid being roasted by another bolt of pure white light. 
 
    A second temple was reduced to dust and ash as we careened away, and I looked around for my dark Archon to thank her for the warning. 
 
    Sera and Phi were two blocks to my east, but they were preoccupied by their battle with the hydra. It was a good thing Sera’s bond with me was so strong, though, or she wouldn’t have been able to warn me in time since she technically wasn’t in my head right now. 
 
    The only one up there was Miralea, and she’d almost killed me a moment ago. 
 
    The jaguar Archon was screeching in the back of my mind, and her enraged influence was pulsing through my veins like a drug. I still wanted to tear Utuni limb from limb, but I knew if I lost myself in Miralea’s rage, the light gecko would turn me into barbeque. 
 
    I needed to be calm, cool, and collected, and I needed to figure out a plan. 
 
    Now. 
 
    I whirled my pyrewyrm around for another pass, and I squinted in the light gecko’s direction. 
 
    The blood aura over Umo Portana was as thick as soup now, and it actually helped to dim the light gecko’s brilliance so I could look at it more head on. The gecko’s outline was slowly moving through the crimson fog, and it seemed to be heading toward me. 
 
    It wasn’t attacking, though, so I wondered if it had to charge up after one of its light beam attacks. A few minutes had passed between the first two bolts, so I mentally started counting in my head as I circled away from the gecko. 
 
    But even if I could identify and discern a charging period for the kaleidoscope reptile, what then? My friends and army were lost somewhere out there in the scarlet mist, and Phi and Sera were busy fighting the hydra, so it was up to me to find a solution here. 
 
    Alright, so what powerful monsters did I have on hand? 
 
    I mentally ran through the list. I owned a wide variety of powerful and useful monsters, but the light gecko was enormous and the monster of a goddess, so I didn’t think something like my Arachness or kalgori stood a chance. 
 
    My baroquer, then? The fire variant giant was one of my tried and true, go-to monsters. It stood sixty-feet tall, wielded a flaming sword, and wore armor from head to toe. 
 
    I considered this option for a long moment, but then I shook my head. The baroquer’s armor wasn’t powerful enough to withstand one of those light blasts, and we’d have to get really close to the gecko to do any damage with my monster’s sword. 
 
    I needed something that could siphon the light away from the gecko so it wouldn’t be so powerful, but I didn’t have anything like that in my arsenal. 
 
    I ground my teeth as I absentmindedly ran my hand down my bandolier, and then my fingers bumped into a large crystal I’d only ever used once. 
 
    I inhaled sharply, and I froze with my finger still on the warm crystal that was nearly as wide as my palm. 
 
    I might not have a monster that could steal or dim the light the gecko was harnessing … but I had the next best thing. 
 
    I just hoped I’d be able to use it properly, but as my eyes skipped over the thickening blood aura and Phi getting slammed into another temple by the hydra, I knew I didn’t have any other choice. 
 
    So, I took a deep breath, said a prayer to the Maker, and then tossed the heavy crystal onto a roof ten feet below me. 
 
    A moment later, I gasped in shock as my mana siphoned out of me like water through a sieve, and I clung to the back of my pyrewyrm as my vision swam. 
 
    My shadow bird screeched as it swerved around the massive plume of smoke that erupted from the building below us, and then my mount and I were buffeted by a hot gust of air. My pyrewyrm glided on the warm updraft until we hovered a hundred feet over the city, and I gritted my teeth as more mana drained out of me with every passing second. 
 
    But my sun giant was certainly a sight to behold. 
 
    I’d only used this monster Maelor had given me once before, when we were fighting Phi months ago. The sun giant had saved my team and I from being crushed by the blue-skinned Archon, but it came at a price. 
 
    The sun giant was the most powerful monster I’d ever tried to summon, besides the Archons of course. It stood over seventy-feet tall, and it had two balls of pure yellow light for eyes. Its skin was hard and golden, but it glowed underneath with a pulsing red color, like the sun itself was trapped within the sun giant. Two huge white fangs curved over the giant’s jaw from below, and its nose was squashed flat in the center of its face. The sun giant’s hands also shone with a bright yellow light, and I was already sweating because of the intense heat my monster radiated. 
 
    The last time I’d summoned the sun giant, I’d barely been able to control it, and my mana drained so fast I was forced to recall it not long after I’d sent it out. 
 
    Now, though, was a different story. 
 
    I could still feel my mana evaporating like steam, but my bond with the sun giant was stronger, and I felt more in control of the massive monster. 
 
    And if I was in control, then I could do some terrible damage. 
 
    “Okay, you big bastard,” I grunted with effort, and I steered my pyrewyrm to hover behind the sun giant’s head. “All we need is one good shot.” 
 
    The sun giant didn’t rumble like my baroquer usually did, but that was fine. I didn’t need him to respond, I just needed him to act. 
 
    And quickly. 
 
    Utuni’s light gecko was half a block away, and I watched as it approached through the crimson fog with a slow, undulatory walk. The blood aura obscured most of the monster’s body from view, but I watched as its outline pulsed brighter and brighter with each step. 
 
    By my mental clock, it was almost done charging up. 
 
    But I wasn’t going to give it the chance to fire again. 
 
    “Take it out,” I ordered my sun giant through gritted teeth, and my vision flickered as my command siphoned away even more mana. 
 
    My monster didn’t execute any flashy moves in response to my order. It didn’t sprint forward, or jump into the air, or do a backflip. 
 
    Instead, it raised its right arm and pointed its palm at the approaching light gecko, and its hand began to radiate a yellow glow so bright, it was almost pure white. 
 
    The sun giant and light gecko faced off as they charged their respective attacks, but I poured all my mana into my monster, so it was faster on the draw. 
 
    As my vision tunneled to black, what looked like a shaft of sunlight turned up to a thousand shot out of my sun giant’s palm, and the light streaked toward the light gecko with a sound like hissing steam. My monster’s attack hit our reptile opponent head out, and the gecko shrieked as the bolt of light pushed it back nearly half a block. 
 
    Then the gecko started to absorb the attack, and the sun giant’s beam dimmed. 
 
    I smirked. Just as I’d planned. 
 
    The village elder I’d spoken to weeks ago said the gecko could absorb light from anything except the sun, since the sun was too hot, and if the gecko used that light, it would burn. 
 
    This was, of course, just a myth, but as with all stories, there seemed to be a kernel of truth. 
 
    As I watched, the gecko absorbed my sun giant’s light beam until I ordered my monster to cut its attack. The light gecko looked like a miniature sun as it shone brightly through the scarlet mist, and for a moment, nothing happened. 
 
    Then the gecko exploded with a blinding flash of light and a sonic boom, and my pyrewyrm shrieked as we were blasted back by the shockwave of wind. 
 
    I recalled my sun giant to my hand as my shadow bird and I tumbled through the air, and I gasped in relief as the warm crystal returned to my hand and the drain on my mana was cut off. 
 
    My pyrewyrm managed to right itself before we careened into the side of yet another temple, and I panted as I clutched onto my monster’s feathers and tried to blink the spots of color out of my eyes. 
 
    “Maker,” I rasped as I lifted my head, and I turned back to where the light gecko once stood. 
 
    Every building for a three-block radius had been reduced to soot and ash, and it looked like Phi and the hydra had been blown back nearly into the bay. A crater stood at the epicenter of the blast radius, and smoke curled out of the blackened hole. 
 
    Even though the sun giant used so much mana I basically felt like a wet rag, I couldn’t help but grin at the sight. 
 
    I’d done that. I’d summoned and controlled one of the most powerful monsters in written history, and I used it to destroy an even more powerful monster straight out of myth and legend. 
 
    That was pretty fucking incredible. 
 
    But my victory was short lived. 
 
    As I watched, a pulsing scarlet mist rose out of the blackened crater that was once the light gecko, and the fog moved like a living thing as it made its way toward the hydra. 
 
    I felt my stomach drop out from under me. 
 
    Utuni’s hydra was probably more powerful than it had ever been now, and I still needed to figure out a way to defeat it. 
 
    “Come on,” I grunted to my pyrewyrm, and I instructed it to fly as fast as it could toward giant Phi, who was picking herself up along the coast of the bay. 
 
    My shadow bird shot through the air toward the blue-skinned Archon, and I kept my head on a swivel as I searched the skies for Utuni. I hadn’t seen the serpent goddess in some time, and it was making me nervous. 
 
    I couldn’t afford to let her escape this time. This battle could only end one way: with me capturing Utuni. 
 
    Because if I didn’t … well, I wasn’t going to think about that since it wasn’t an option. 
 
    I was going to catch Utuni. No matter what. 
 
    My pyrewyrm closed in on Phi, and I finally spotted Sera on her snapdarner as well. My dark Archon was hovering near her sister’s ear, and she was shouting something to Phi as Phi groggily shook her head. 
 
    “You both okay?” I yelled as I drew up to Sera and her dragonfly. 
 
    “That blast was disorienting,” Phi grumbled and rubbed at her eyes. “What was that?” 
 
    “Sun giant vs light gecko.” I grinned. “Sun giant won. You remember my giant, don’t you, Phi?” 
 
    “Don’t remind me,” the blue-skinned giant pouted, “that thing splashed lava all over me. It hurt.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, we can go down memory lane later!” Sera yelled as she jumped from her own flying mount to land behind me on my pyrewyrm. Then she snapped her fingers, and her snapdarner disappeared back inside her. 
 
    “Why’d you do that?” I asked the Archon over my shoulder. 
 
    “Because fighting this hydra has used nearly all my power,” she hissed as she wrapped her arms around my waist. “It just keeps regenerating as we grow weaker.” 
 
    “What have you tried besides Phi tackling it?” I asked as I commanded my pyrewyrm to land on Phi’s shoulder. 
 
    The hydra had finally regained its feet as it stood in the shallows of the bay, and its eight heads swayed as they zeroed in on us. 
 
    “I tried using my bre’gura again,” Sera replied, “and while the tar did slow it down, when I tried to gore the hydra on the boar’s tusks, the hydra oozed some kind of corrosive acid from its skin as a defense mechanism. The acid ate through my bre’gura in moments.” 
 
    “I haven’t tried to touch it since then,” Phi muttered as we watched the salamander monster slowly begin to approach us. “I did summon my azure hopprog, though, and I tried to use its poison to kill the hydra.” 
 
    “How did that go?” I asked. 
 
    “Poorly,” Sera scoffed. “The hopprog was only the size of a cow, and when it leapt at the hydra, one of the heads just snatched it in midair with a long, sticky tongue.” 
 
    “The hydra ate the hopprog?” I gasped. “What about the poison?” 
 
    “Apparently, it’s immune,” Phi sniffed. 
 
    I cursed under my breath and slapped my face to try and wake up. My sun giant had nearly drained me dry, and I could feel the rest of my energy slowly dripping away the longer I kept my pyrewyrm, Sera, and Phi summoned. 
 
    I didn’t have a lot of time left. I needed to end this fight now. 
 
    But what could I do? 
 
    The hydra was about a block away now, but it was immune to poison, invulnerable to physical attacks since it regenerated any limbs it lost, and it had an incredibly dangerous defense mechanism with the oozing acid. Plus, it was constantly getting stronger with the red mist that grew thicker and thicker by the second around us. 
 
    So, how was I going to attack this thing? 
 
    I could potentially summon my sun giant again and try to fry the hydra, but I quickly disregarded the idea. If I tried to summon the giant again, it would take twice the mana, which would almost certainly kill me, and that wasn’t an option. 
 
    Maybe I could try my baroquer this time, combined with my kalgori? 
 
    As I considered my futile options, a flash of movement caught my eye, and I looked away from the hydra for a moment. 
 
    Utuni was still perched on her vulture monster, and the two of them hovered off to the side between her hydra and me. She was maybe about two or three buildings away from where I sat atop my pyrewyrm on Phi’s shoulder, and the serpent Archon looked pissed, probably because I’d defeated her consumer and light gecko practically single-handedly. Utuni’s beautiful face was contorted into a fierce scowl, but as her hydra drew closer, the scowl shifted into a smirk. 
 
    She was certain that her final monster would be our undoing … and I was inclined to agree with her. I was nearly out of mana, and so were Sera and Phi. We each had maybe one more good attack, but the hydra only grew more powerful as we watched, since Utuni’s grunts were still being killed by my army, and their essence joined the perpetually growing blood aura. 
 
    I didn’t want to admit it … but I couldn’t defeat the hydra. 
 
    As I stared at Utuni’s smug face, though, I realized … maybe I didn’t have to. 
 
    “I have one last move,” I muttered to Sera and Phi, “but I don’t know if it’s going to work. Before I even try, though, I need to recall the both of you.” 
 
    “What?” Sera snapped as her arms clenched around my waist. “You cannot fight Utuni and her hydra alone. You will die.” 
 
    “I’m not fighting anyone,” I replied, “at least not in the way you’re thinking. But I need your strength inside me, and we have to move now.” 
 
    The hydra was less than half a block away, and from the way it was moving, I could tell it was about to charge. 
 
    “You better not die,” Phi growled, “I will be so angry if we all die.” 
 
    “Duly noted,” I laughed before I took a deep breath and recalled my Archons back into me. 
 
    My pyrewyrm screeched as Phi’s shoulder dissolved from beneath us, and I felt Sera’s arms disappear from around my waist. 
 
    Utuni frowned from atop her vulture, but before she could react, I ordered my shadow mount to dive toward her as I reached for my rhin dagger. 
 
    My pyrewyrm tore through the air with a shriek, and within moments we were less than a hundred feet from Utuni, and I hurtled my rhin dagger at her with all my might. 
 
    Then, when the dagger cleaved through the wing of her vulture mount, I pulled on Sera’s power and portaled directly to my blade. 
 
    It was disorienting to travel through time and space, but I didn’t have time to dwell on it, because a moment later I was slamming into Utuni. 
 
    “Get off me!” the serpent goddess screeched as her vulture wheeled through the sky in shock. “How dare you! I’ll kill you!” 
 
    We spiraled out over the bay as Utuni tried to shove me off her vulture monster, but I dug my nails into her forearms until I drew blood, and I shoved her down against her mount’s spine. 
 
    “No,” I snarled, “you’re not killing anyone ever again.” 
 
    Then, as Utuni bared her teeth at me in rage, I threw my mind at her with all my might. 
 
    Utuni didn’t feel as wild and primal as Miralea as she fought against me. No, the serpent Archon’s rage was a cold and reptilian thing, but her willpower was incredibly strong, and I worried she was going to break my hold on her and toss me to my death. 
 
    I won’t let that happen, Sera snarled inside my head, and then I felt my dark Archon’s power meld with mine. 
 
    Me neither, Phi growled as she added her strength to mine, too. 
 
    Traitors, Utuni hissed in my mind. You would side with this human over me? 
 
    Yes! Sera and Phi roared in unison, and then the three of us worked together to subdue Utuni. 
 
    It wasn’t easy, and the entire time I was distantly aware we were spiraling out of control atop a screeching vulture over a burning, embattled city. 
 
    I ignored all that, though, as I tried to wrestle Utuni into submission. 
 
    I knew if I didn’t pin her down soon, I would lose the power to do so, so I threw everything I had into this mental war. 
 
    Noooooooo! Utuni screamed in my head, and she slashed at my psyche with sharpened claws. 
 
    My head burst with pain, but as I reeled back, Sera and Phi rushed forward. 
 
    We were quite the team, my Archons and me. 
 
    Phi’s and Sera’s powers worked in perfect tandem and merged together into a single wave of force. Then I added my own mental spear of attack, and we slammed all of this on top of Utuni and bared down on her with all our might. 
 
    Utuni screamed wordlessly and faltered, and then I felt a searing pain bloom to life around my right forearm. 
 
    Mind-numbing agony shot through my mind as Utuni thrashed and wailed, but I knew it was over. 
 
    I’d won. 
 
    Utuni was mine. 
 
    I weakly opened my eyes as I became aware of the wind whipping past my face, and when my vision refocused, I realized I was alone. 
 
    Alone on top of a vulture monster that had craned its neck around and was now staring down at me with blood-thirsty black eyes. 
 
    Its wicked sharp red beak glinted in the sun, and I didn’t even have time to think as I fumbled an empty essence crystal into my left hand and slammed my rhin dagger into the vulture’s spine with my right hand. 
 
    The bird monster shrieked and tried to tear out my throat with its beak, but then I shoved the empty essence crystal into its wound, and the vulture abruptly vanished beneath me. 
 
    And that’s when I realized we’d been flying thirty feet above the bay’s yellow-sand beach. 
 
    The wind tore a gasp from my mouth, but then my pyrewyrm appeared out of nowhere and swooped down beneath me. 
 
    I slammed into my shadow bird’s spine, and the two of us plummeted toward the ground. We crashed into the sand a moment later, and we rolled for a few feet before we came to a stop halfway in the surf. 
 
    My pyrewyrm cawed weakly from beside me before I recalled it to my hand, and then I felt my shadow bird’s crystal join the vulture’s in my palm. 
 
    I gazed up at the blue sky as my vision tunneled around me, and I briefly thought that it looked like the blood aura was dissipating before darkness claimed me.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    I woke to the feeling of my body being gently rocked from side to side. It was a soothing sensation, and I found myself wanting to drift back off to sleep. 
 
    Yessssss, Utuni’s voice suddenly hissed in my ear. Sleep, boy. Ssssleep … so that I might devour you! 
 
    I bolted upright with a gasp when I felt her hand close around my throat, and I immediately reached for my bandolier out of reflex. 
 
    My fingers collided with bare flesh, though, and when I looked down, I realized I was alone and naked under a thin cotton sheet. 
 
    “What?” I muttered through dry, chapped lips, and then I noticed how thirsty I was. 
 
    Parched, really. 
 
    I inspected my immediate surroundings, but everything was so dark and dim. I thought I could see the outline of an end table beside me, and I fumbled my hand out and nearly knocked over a pitcher of water. Thankfully, I saved it with my lightning fast reflexes, and then I brought the pitcher to my mouth and guzzled what felt like a gallon of water. 
 
    When the last few drops dribbled onto my tongue, I smacked my lips and ran the back of my hand over my mouth. Now that I wasn’t dying of thirst, I could think and see a little more clearly, and I looked at the room around me with a frown. 
 
    It was a modestly sized room, but it was entirely made of an unknown, dark wood. There seemed to be a pair of windows on the far wall across from the bed I was laying in, but an emerald colored sheet blocked out most of the light. The light that did reach me was muted and green, and it felt a little like I was underwater. 
 
    Then I realized the rocking sensation I’d experienced when I woke up hadn’t left me yet, and I thought I could hear the sound of waves outside of my room. 
 
    Was I on a boat? 
 
    Why was I naked on a boat? 
 
    “What happened?” I groaned to myself, but when I went to drop my head into my hands, I drew up short. 
 
    An unfamiliar black tattoo was coiled around my right forearm from my elbow all the way to the back of my hand. As I squinted at it in the dim light, more details came into focus, and my eyes picked out a pattern of black scales. 
 
    The marking was a snake, and it was a mean looking one at that. The tail seemed like it was stabbing into the soft flesh of my inner elbow, and somehow, the long, lithe body looked as if it was propelling itself around and down my arm. The head of the snake threaded through the raised bones on the top of my wrist, and the serpent’s gaping mouth was inked into the back of my hand, with its fangs extended. 
 
    This was Utuni’s mark. 
 
    I’d actually captured her. 
 
    It all came flooding back now. Umo Portana seeped in the crimson blood aura. Thousands upon thousands of monsters. I broke off to fight Utuni with Sera and Phi. Then there was Utuni’s monsters, the consumer, the light gecko, the hydra. I’d beaten the first two, and then I went straight to the source. 
 
    I’d captured the serpent Archon, the goddess of Utun … but what about my friends? 
 
    What about the battle? 
 
    I gasped as I rocketed to my feet, and then I hissed when my head swam and pulsed with pain. 
 
    Be careful, Sera warned in my head, your body is fragile. You used a lot of mana defeating Utuni, and it’s a struggle to keep both her and Miralea contained. 
 
    I winced as I palmed my forehead, and in the back of my mind I could hear both hostile Archons screaming and cursing my name. If they kept this up, I was going to live the rest of my life with a migraine. 
 
    We’ll do our best to help tune them out, Sera said. 
 
    Yeah, I can’t even hear myself think, Phi grumbled. 
 
    “Was that a joke?” I muttered out loud, but surprisingly enough, the shouting in my head grew moderately quieter, and I sighed in relief. “Thanks. For everything, I mean. That battle was … something.” 
 
    Anything for you, Gryff, Sera purred. 
 
    I do think I should get some reward for taking on both the consumer and the hydra by myself, Phi sniffed haughtily. 
 
    Please, Sera scoffed, all you did was get knocked around. 
 
    “We’ll talk about rewards later,” I said as I looked around for my clothes. “For right now, do either of you know where we are?” 
 
    A boat, Sera supplied helpfully. That’s all we know. We’ve been preoccupied keeping Utuni and Miralea contained while you slept. 
 
    “Well, thanks for that, too.” I finally spotted a bundle of fabric on a chair behind me, and when I picked it up, I discovered it was a pair of dark brown pants of the softest material. There was no shirt, but a pair of sandals were tucked under the bolted down chair, and my bandolier and other crystal pouches were set beside the sandals. 
 
    The brown leather footwear wasn’t exactly my style, but I needed to figure out where I was and what had happened. So, I put the pants and sandals on, and after a moment of hesitation, I slipped my bandolier over my bare chest. 
 
    It felt strange to look down at my naked torso, and it was even stranger to see Phi’s wing marks on my chest, along with Miralea’s pawprint on my left hand, and Utuni’s snake on my right arm. 
 
    I think you look incredibly sexy, Sera murmured in a sultry voice. Maybe you should summon me right now and let me worship you properly. 
 
    “Later,” I promised as I walked toward the door on the other side of the room. “Right now, I need answers.” 
 
    Fine, my dark Archon sighed. 
 
    You’re no fun, Phi pouted. 
 
    I ignored them as I opened the door, and then I stepped out into a narrow, cramped hallway. The floor was still gently undulating under my sandaled feet, and I widened my stance to keep my balance. 
 
    The hallway stretched out far on either side of me, but I could see the bright light of day toward the right, so I headed in that direction. The sound of lapping waves grew stronger, and I could hear men talking and calling out in the Southern language. 
 
    Then I heard a scream that sounded very familiar. 
 
    “Layla,” I gasped as my heart skipped a beat, and then I was sprinting down the remainder of the hallway with my hand at my bandolier. 
 
    I burst through the door at the end of the hall, and I had to squint and shield my eyes as they were assaulted by blinding sunlight. I fumbled in my tracks, but I whipped my head from side to side as I looked for my friend. 
 
    “Layla!” I shouted as my vision started to clear. 
 
    “Gryffie?” 
 
    I spun to my right with my kalgori crystal already in hand, but then I froze when I came face to face with the petite summoner. 
 
    “Ummm … what?” I muttered as my eyes dragged over her soaking wet form. 
 
    Layla was currently wearing … a bathing suit. It was a one-piece number, with white fabric on the bottom covering her slim tummy, and then a black halter-top which pushed her perky breasts up in a very pleasant manner. 
 
    “You’re awake!” Layla squealed as she took a running leap and threw herself at me. 
 
    “Ooof!” I caught her in my arms and staggered back on the deck of the boat, and Layla’s wet form made goosebumps erupt all over my skin. 
 
    “Oops, sorry,” the petite summoner giggled as she made herself more comfortable in my grip. She wrapped her legs around my waist, and she threw her arms around my neck as she pulled back to look into my face. 
 
    “Am I … dead?” I asked with a bewildered frown. “Or sleeping? Why are you in a bathing suit? Why were you screaming? What happened to the monsters? The blood aura? Did we win? Where is everyone else?” 
 
    “So many questions,” Layla snickered and pecked a kiss against my nose. “I guess I’ll go in order. No, you aren’t dead, and you’re not sleeping anymore either, but you have been sleeping for two days. I’m in a bathing suit because I can’t swim in my clothes, silly, and I was screaming because Varleth was being mean and joked that there was a shark below me when I tried to jump into the water. Oh, but the monsters are all gone! So is the blood aura. Because yes, we did win, and everyone else is fine and over there!” 
 
    The petite summoner pointed off in the direction she’d come from, and I blinked as I tried to process all the information she’d just unloaded onto me. Then I followed her finger and saw the rest of my team sitting in the shallows along the beach about twenty-five yards away. The boat Layla and I were standing on was docked along a haphazard looking pier, and the sun was just starting to dip below Umo Portana about a mile to the west. 
 
    “Okay, so … we won,” I repeated as a slow smile spread across my face. “We really won?” 
 
    “Yup!” Layla bobbed her head, and then she gasped as she saw the snake mark on my arm. “Is this Utuni’s?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I muttered and ran my hand along the inked scales. At first, I thought the snake was done in black, but in the light, I realized it was really a dark, emerald green. 
 
    “What happened with her?” Layla frowned as she reached out and stroked the mark. “We lost sight of you so fast, and then we saw giant Phi, and the consumer, and we tried to get to you, but there were too many monsters.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I murmured and cupped her cheek. “I’m just happy you all are uninjured. What about the men? And General Iun?” 
 
    “We lost a number of fighters,” Layla sighed, “but more survived than died. Some, like General Iun, are helping clean up the mess in the capital, but most of them have started to head home already. Once you captured Utuni, her blood aura disappeared like mist, and then the grunts weren’t so powerful! We fought them back until the moon rose, and then they were all gone. That was two nights ago.” 
 
    “Wow,” I whistled and looked back to Umo Portana. “How did we get out here, then? Whose boat even is this?” 
 
    “One of Queen Lisi’s.” Layla grinned. “She actually gave it to us for when we want to make the trip back north to Luratamban’s northern border, where Erin left her airship. Traveling by boat is apparently much faster than walking all the way back through Utun and Luratamba. I really like her. She’s very nice, and she’s been asking about you since she got here.” 
 
    “Wait,” I blinked in shock, “Queen Lisi came down with her men?” 
 
    “Yup,” Layla popped the ‘p’ sound and giggled. “She said she wanted to see you again, and she was just as upset as we were when no one could find you. She sent her men to scour the streets the night the battle was over, and someone found you on the beach.” 
 
    “Well,” I cleared my throat and felt heat rush to my cheeks, “I’ll have to find her and say thank you. That was very generous of her.” 
 
    “If you want to thank her, she’s right behind you,” Layla snickered before she bounced up on her toes and pressed a kiss to my cheek. “I’m glad you’re awake, Gryffie. I’ll tell the others you said hi, and we’ll see you in the morning for breakfast.” 
 
    “In the morning?” I echoed with a frown, but the petite summoner was already whirling away and running for the edge of the boat. 
 
    Layla gave a wild war cry as she cannonballed over the side, and I heard a splash sound out from down below. 
 
    My friends on the beach cheered and clapped, and then waved to me as Layla swam over to them. 
 
    I waved back, but then Layla’s words finally registered in my brain. 
 
    “Right behind me?” I muttered as I turned around. Then a chuckle burst out of my chest when I craned my neck up to look at the deck of the ship that towered over me. 
 
    The ship was probably fifty yards away as it bobbed in the current of the bay, and the size and elegance of this vessel made the boat I was standing on look like a dinghy. The hull was a gleaming mahogany inlaid with golden detailing, and Queen Lisi herself stood at the railing and stared straight at me. 
 
    I grinned to myself as I slipped my vingehund’s crystal from my bandolier, and within moments, I was perched on my canine monster’s back as we took to the skies. 
 
    We glided on a warm air current over to Queen Lisi’s immense ship, and then I put my vingehund down a respectable distance away. I could see a dozen guards scattered around the deck, and they tensed at the sight of my monster. 
 
    So, the moment I dismounted, I recalled my vingehund, slipped her crystal back into my bandolier, and held out my hands to show I meant no harm. 
 
    The guards relaxed a fraction, and then Queen Lisi smiled as she beckoned me over. 
 
    I thought I was going to join her at the railing, but as I moved toward her, she turned and began to walk toward the door at the far rear of the ship. I frowned but followed, and the guards surprisingly let me follow the queen through the door and up two flights of stairs. 
 
    I came out another door at the top of the ship, and I realized I was in Queen Lisi’s private quarters. It was a large stately room, with a massive bed bolted into the center, and a balcony with a pair of open glass doors sat to the left as I hesitantly walked into the room. 
 
    Then the guards shut the door behind me and disappeared back down the stairs, and I was left alone with Queen Lisi. 
 
    “Come,” Lisi called from out on the balcony. “I thought it would be better to speak on my own private deck.” 
 
    I followed the sound of her voice and found Lisi lounging on a long white bench. The ocean and the shore spread out behind the queen in the most picturesque backdrop, and I could even see the smudges of my friends on the beach in the distance. 
 
    Pillows were stacked beneath the queen, and the pure white color contrasted nicely with Lisi’s caramel skin, chocolate eyes, and coffee hair. The queen herself was dressed in a sheer red gown that left little to the imagination, and gold jewelry dangled from her ears, neck, and wrists. 
 
    “It seems you were right in your letter, Gryff of Njordenfalls,” Lisi purred in her accented Mistral, and her dark eyes dragged over my bare chest and the marks etched into my skin. “Fate did conspire to bring us together again.” 
 
    “And how happy I am that it did,” I replied as I stepped closer to her. “If not, Utun would have been lost, and I would have most likely died. So, thank you. Your Majesty.” 
 
    “What manners you have,” Lisi chuckled as she tapped her nails against her lips. Both were painted a scarlet red color. “I forgot you were nice to look at and listen to as well.” 
 
    “I’m glad I can please you.” I smirked, and Lisi’s dark eyes flared. 
 
    “Please me indeed,” the queen murmured as her rouged lips curled into a smile. “Do you know why I came here, Gryff?” 
 
    “Because you knew all of Utun would fall if Utuni was left unchecked?” I supplied. “And you knew Luratamba would have been next?” 
 
    “Pah,” Lisi scoffed and rolled her eyes, “I couldn’t care less of Utun or its people, and Luratamba rebuffed one goddess, we could have rebuffed another.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I said with an arched eyebrow. “Alright, so then why did you come?” 
 
    “Because you asked,” Lisi purred as she batted her eyes at me. “You asked, and I came. And do you know why?” 
 
    “No,” I replied, but I had a feeling I was about to find out. 
 
    And by the way Lisi was undressing me with her eyes, I sensed that I was going to really like the reason. 
 
    “Because I believe you are the most powerful man I’ve ever met,” Lisi explained as she stretched her long and lithe body out on the bench. Her dress parted provocatively as she did so, and my eyes immediately fell to the exposed curve of her inner thigh. 
 
    “You think so?” I questioned as I took another step toward the queen. 
 
    “I know so,” she murmured, and her voice dropped another octave as she spread her legs a little farther apart. “You have contended with goddesses and won. Who else can claim such a feat?” 
 
    “No one I’ve met,” I muttered as I reached out and ran my fingers up her bare knee. 
 
    “And yet,” Lisi whispered and spread her legs another degree, “you say you are but a lowly shaman in Mistral, yes? A student.” 
 
    “Second-year student, technically,” I rasped as I stepped between the V of her legs. 
 
    “Why be a student at all?” Lisi questioned and looked up at me with lustful dark eyes. “You could be a king.” 
 
    “What?” I blinked out of my haze for a moment, but my fingers were still painting whorls across her thigh. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “That.” Lisi smirked as she waved a lazy hand to Umo Portana over her left shoulder. “The oaf King Konu is dead, as are most of the people in the capital. Utun is lost and leaderless. We could change that, though. We could claim Utun for Luratamba, and then we could rule both nations as king and queen. Our children would be royal, strong, and beautiful. Nothing could stop our dynasty.” 
 
    Well … I certainly wasn’t expecting that. 
 
    “As tempting as that sounds,” I chuckled and shook my head, “I have a duty to report back to Mistral. My home is up north, and there are still many mysteries I must solve about the goddesses. I am sorry, Your Majesty. I can’t stay.” 
 
    Lisi frowned and sat up a little so one shoulder of her gown slipped down her arm. 
 
    “I could convince you,” she said with an edge to her tone. 
 
    I cocked an eyebrow. “I don’t think you could.” 
 
    Lisi narrowed her dark eyes at me, but then a devilish smile curled at the edges of her mouth. 
 
    “Is that a challenge, Utuni’s Bane?” she asked. 
 
    “Not really,” I shrugged, “like I said, you can’t change my mi—” 
 
    Before I could finish my sentence, Queen Lisi stood to her feet in one fluid movement, and her dress fell to the floor at the same time. Then she was standing before me bare for all to see, and I couldn’t tear my eyes away. 
 
    Lisi was tall and willowy, but lithe muscle coiled beneath her smooth caramel colored skin. She was surprisingly devoid of any hair on her body, and my eyes trailed down from her perky breasts, to her toned stomach, to the bare slit that nestled between her thighs. Beads of gold glinted from her navel and the two piercings at her nipples, and my fingers itched to roll the jewelry over my tongue. 
 
    “Lisi, er, Your Majesty—” I tried, but she reached out and laid her finger against my lips. 
 
    “You said your piece,” she murmured as her eyes bored into mine. “Now, I will say mine. I am going to convince you to stay and be my king, and there is nothing you can do to change my mind.” 
 
    Well, when she put it like that, it didn’t sound like I could argue with her, now could I? 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty,” I replied with a grin. 
 
    Lisi smirked as she reached out, slipped my bandolier off, and set it gently on the couch behind her. Then she put one hand on my bare chest and shoved me back into her bedroom. 
 
    I stumbled backward and landed on the massive bed, and Lisi strutted forward as she swayed her hips and leveled me with a lustful stare. The sheets felt like silk against my spine, and I shivered as I wiggled further up the bed and reached for Lisi. 
 
    “Ah-ah,” she tutted and slapped my hands. Then she crawled up on the bed and knelt between my spread legs. “You just lay there and let me show you what I am offering.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I chuckled, and then I tucked my hands behind my head. 
 
    Lisi smirked as she ran her hands up my thighs, and then she stripped my pants and sandals off in one movement. 
 
    “Mmm,” she moaned and licked her ruby stained lips. “I knew you had to look delicious under those clothes.” 
 
    I smirked with my hands folded behind my head, and my cock throbbed as it swayed under Lisi’s watchful eye. 
 
    “Well?” I asked. “Are you just going to look? I thought you said some convincing was going to be involved?” 
 
    “Patience is a virtue,” Lisi purred as a wicked gleam came to her eyes, “but thankfully, it is not a virtue I possess.” 
 
    With that, the queen of Luratamba tossed back her hair, gripped my cock with her right hand, and shoved her mouth down until her lips touched the base. 
 
    Her throat pulsed around my dick, and I groaned as my hips bucked. I wanted nothing more than to bury my hands in her dark hair, but I kept still as Lisi started to lick and suck up my shaft with amazing rhythm. 
 
    For the next several minutes, the queen alternated between running her tongue under my mushroom-shaped head and lodging my shaft deep at the back of her throat. She gagged and shuddered as saliva dripped from her lips onto my pelvis, and then her hands began kneading my balls like she was trying to milk me of my seed. 
 
    And she was really, really, really good at it.  
 
    “Fuck,” I gasped as I broke, and I whipped my hands out from under my head to tangle them into her hair. Once I had a good grip, I held Lisi in place as I thrust into her mouth with punishing force. 
 
    The queen’s moans grew in volume as I continued to fuck her throat, but then she wrenched her head back and looked up at me with lust-blown pupils. Her red lipstick had smeared around her mouth and even down my cock, and saliva gleamed slickly on her chin. 
 
    “Will you stay and take Utun with me?” she rasped. 
 
    “No,” I panted. 
 
    Lisi scowled, and then she shoved me back on the bed and moved up to straddle my hips. Her soaking wet pussy lips glided across my drenched cock with little friction, and I groaned as my tip dipped between her slit. 
 
    “I do not take no for an answer,” Lisi growled before she angled her hips and slotted my cock deep inside her. 
 
    I cursed and latched onto her hips as her tight walls clamped down around me, and Lisi threw back her head with an impassioned shout as I bottomed out. 
 
    The queen dug her nails into my chest, and her breasts heaved up and down with every labored breath she took. Then she looked down at me with a smirk before she lifted her hips and slammed back down. 
 
    Oh, so that was how she wanted to play it. 
 
    Fine by me. 
 
    I tightened my grip around her hips until I was sure there would be bruises, and then I bucked up until the tip of my cock scraped across the entrance to her womb. I was as deep in her as I could go, and then I moved her hips back and forth across my pelvis as I ground into her. 
 
    Lisi cried out and began to babble in Southern, and as she started to ride me with wild abandon, I reached out and rolled one of her gold nipple piercings between my fingers. Then I pulled the other piecing into my mouth and laved at it with my tongue, and Lisi’s cries grew both in pitch and volume. 
 
    Soon, I could feel the queen’s walls begin to quiver around me, and I leaned back far enough that I could wedge a hand between us. Then I settled my thumb over her clit, and I rubbed it in frantic circles as I fucked up into her pussy as hard as I could. 
 
    “Gryff!” Lisi screamed as she suddenly came around my shaft, and I felt a gush of warm juices splash across my upper thighs. 
 
    I growled deep in my chest as I buried myself in her sopping tunnel, and then I unleashed my own wave of warm seed directly into her womb. 
 
    The two of us moaned and writhed together for a few more moments before Lisi hefted herself up and straddled my hips, with my semi-hard dick still inside her. My seed had begun to leak out, though, and I watched it drip from between her pussy lips as she sat up. 
 
    “Well?” Lisi huffed and arched an eyebrow at me. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I smirked as I reached out and tweaked one of her nipple piercings, “I don’t think I’m quite convinced yet.” 
 
    Lisi narrowed her eyes as she started to rock against me again, and if she wasn’t one to take no for an answer, then we were going to be here for a while. 
 
    But I was quite alright with that. 
 
    After defeating yet another goddess, I thought I deserved a little vacation. 
 
      
 
      
 
    End of book 12 
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