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 Chapter 1 
 
    “It feels so good to be going back home,” I said with a relieved groan as I paced around the cabin of the airship. “I’m pretty much done with chasing Phi around Mistral.” 
 
    “I’m sure we haven’t seen the last of her yet,” Layla added, “but I totally know what you mean.” 
 
    “We finally have everything back,” Varleth said, and he even cracked a smile as he considered what it meant. “The ciphers, Gawain, all of it. Let’s get the hell out of this desert.” 
 
    “See you guys when we arrive,” Erin said with a smile, then she ducked back into the pilot’s area to steer the ship. 
 
    “Here, let me get you a blanket,” Cyra said to Gawain, who looked a bit miserable in his tattered and sliced up clothing.  
 
    Gawain had been injured by Phi before we found him in the rift, and he still looked more than a little worse for the wear. Still, he seemed out of danger ever since I gave him those healing herbs, so we wouldn’t have to worry about him much. 
 
    He nodded and peeled off the remainder of his shirt before he draped the blanket over himself. 
 
    We all sat down in our spots and buckled in our safety straps. Gawain sat next to me on my left, and Layla was on my immediate right. 
 
    “Who’s up for a game?” Cyra asked with an uncontrollable grin.  
 
    She brandished two packs of cards, and Kalon chirped out happily from her shoulder to echo her delight. 
 
    “Gawain doesn’t know the rules,” Layla pouted as she pointed at the fire mage. “We can’t play that one.” 
 
    “I’m not sure any of us know the rules,” Orenn admitted with a sheepish laugh. “Notice how we don’t know who won the last round?” 
 
    “I was winning,” Layla said with a confident wink. “Erin interrupted when we set down the ship, so I didn’t get my fairly-earned points. Don’t worry, I will graciously allow you all to say you didn’t lose.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Varleth replied dryly. 
 
    “How were you possibly winning?” Orenn wondered with genuine interest. “Did you have more heart cards than the rest of us?” 
 
    Gawain looked around at us with wide, confused eyes. “Should I ask what happened while I was in the Shadowscape, or should I just accept this as normal?” 
 
    “This is what you get, I’m afraid,” I answered as I patted him on the back. 
 
    “Maybe hanging out with you all is my penance for what I’ve done,” Gawain mused with a soft sigh. 
 
    “Actually, you could be right,” I considered out loud. “You burned Erin’s last airship, so it’s only right that you suffer while you’re on this one.” 
 
    “I burned her last airship?” Gawain asked with a bewildered blink. 
 
    “Er, yeah,” I informed him. “Remember when you set the Bathi Highlands outpost on fire?” 
 
    He squinted and tilted his head. “I guess so. I remember seeing you had Sera’s mark.” 
 
    “You were really out of it, so I’m not surprised you’re confused,” I observed in a quiet voice. 
 
    Gawain’s eyes grew fearful. “I didn’t kill anybody, did I?” 
 
    I shook my head and delivered the news slowly and carefully. “You injured a lot of people in Millervale, but nobody died. The outpost had lots of building damage, but almost nobody was hurt. You shouldn’t worry too much about what you did when you weren’t yourself. It was Phi making the calls, not you.” 
 
    Gawain’s eyes darkened, and he looked away.  
 
    I could tell he was going to keep blaming himself for this one for a while, but I would’ve done the same if I was in his position. 
 
    I had to make sure Sera never got a hold of me. 
 
    I turned my thoughts to lighter things as the group discussed which card game we would do next. We bickered about the potential options and tried to upsell our own ideas about what to play. It was ridiculous and fun, and I caught Gawain laughing a few times even though he didn’t participate in the argument. 
 
    Finally, we settled on Flip Seven, a somewhat childish game that relied mostly on luck instead of skill, but it was fun to bend the rules of it. Gawain barely spoke and rarely touched his stack of cards, but he flipped them obediently whenever it was his turn. Some of us made sure to argue for his card’s superiority just to keep him involved in the game. 
 
    As we played, the distant sounds of thunder rumbled softly through the hold, but we were safe. The airship was equipped to withstand lightning, and I knew Erin was a great pilot. No amount of rain or wind would take us down. 
 
    In the end, we played four rounds, two of which Layla won just because she was so good at making persuasive arguments for why the rules should go her way. None of us were too mad to see her crush a round, because her mischievous excitement was contagious whenever she got her way. 
 
    We talked about starting a fifth round, but we never got the chance to begin it. 
 
    Suddenly, an enormous jolt shook the ship, and a booming sound echoed through the cabin. 
 
    “Uh, what was that?” Cyra asked nervously. 
 
    Erin emerged from the pilot area with a frightened look on her face. 
 
    “Guys, we’ve got company,” she squeaked out. “I’m putting the ship on autopilot, ‘cause we’ve got a battle on our hands.” 
 
    “What?” I asked in alarm. “What do you mean?” 
 
    A second boom vibrated through the ship, and Erin’s eyes widened in response. 
 
    “There are monsters attacking us,” the mimic wailed. “My poor Diomesia needs help.” 
 
    “Who’s Diomesia?” I asked in bemusement. 
 
    “My airship!” Erin replied in a shout. “She’s getting hit, we need to do something!” 
 
    In a flash, Erin ran to the metal crank along the wall that marked the emergency exit. She grunted as she heaved at the lever, and metal screeched as it moved haltingly to one side. 
 
    “Orenn, go help her,” I ordered as I unbuckled myself from my seat harness. 
 
    I ran to our travel packs and recovered Cyra and Layla’s pouches which they used for summoning before I threw both to their owners. 
 
    “Thanks, Gryff,” Layla shouted back as she caught her bag. 
 
    Cyra gave me a wave as she clipped her own pouch to her belt. She didn’t need the extra monsters, I suspected. Kalon squeaked and let out a series of angry chitters from her shoulder, and I smiled at her antics. 
 
    I adjusted my own bandolier and pulled out a few crystals as I approached the emergency exit. 
 
    “Where the hell does this even go?” Orenn grunted as he wrenched at the lever with Erin. 
 
    Before she got a chance to answer, the door screeched and clanged open. 
 
    Outside, the storm raged, and through the lightning and rain, I could see the dark silhouettes of monsters who swooped and shrieked around us. 
 
    I was worried the exit would drop straight off the ship and into the sky below, but Erin stepped out into the raging storm without fear. 
 
    There was a thin, metal balcony that extended around one side of the ship as a walkway. The metal railing along it kept Erin from pitching overboard as she hurried along the balcony. The ship wasn’t moving any longer, but I could feel the wind of the storm blow us sideways. 
 
    My stomach lurched in response to the turbulence, but I calmed myself and ran out after Erin. 
 
    “Quick,” the mimic demanded as she gestured for me to come closer. “Earth magic does nothing up here, I need your summoning power.” 
 
    “Happy to oblige,” I joked as I stepped in close to meet her lips. 
 
    The kiss was insanely great, as per usual, though it always came as a slight surprise to me. We panted into each others’ mouths as the power tugged through me and flowed into her body. She moaned as our magic mixed deliciously, and there was a dizzying moment where I could feel her pleasure just as easily as she felt mine. 
 
    Erin licked my lips as if to savor the taste of me before she pulled back with reluctance. 
 
    “Got it,” she said with a wink as she pulled out the crystal for her voluscura. 
 
    Her voluscura had come in handy before, in another aerial fight. It was diminutive in size, but the little feathered rodent packed a serious punch when Erin used it in the air. I once watched her battle a horde of flying sprucebore with it, and her voluscura’s fangs had torn through the monster beetles with frightening efficiency. 
 
    “Great,” I replied breathlessly as the storm crackled around us. In that moment, I couldn’t care less about getting struck by lightning. 
 
    “You’re all nuts,” Orenn exclaimed as wind whipped his thinning hair around his face. “I’m going to go back ins--” 
 
    The metallogue was cut off as a blurred shape streaked from the sky and knocked him in the chest, and then he shouted as he was knocked back into the hold of the airship. 
 
    “Fuck,” I swore before I charged back into the ship’s cabin. 
 
    A monster was on top of the metallogue, and it tore at him with sharp, hooked talons. In an instant, my eyes flashed over the creature’s elongated beaklike face, its membranous wings, its two clawed legs, and its long, naked tail. It looked a little like a hairless bat crossed with a bird, but something was just so wrong about the shape of it, and I couldn’t help but shudder internally. 
 
    Orenn yelped as the monster raked at him, and I caught a glimpse of blood on his leg. Quickly, the metallogue switched to his other form, and the damage stopped. The monster made a birdlike screech as its claws glanced off the reflective metal that flowed over Orenn’s skin like water. 
 
    “Get the fuck off him,” Cyra yelled, and her familiar, Kalon, leapt into the fray just as I threw out a bullet bass to protect the silver dragon. 
 
    The bullet bass floated in the air on its rubbery little wings, but other than those and its stubby arms, it looked a lot like any normal fish. The only difference was, its scales gleamed metallically in the light of the airship cabin. 
 
    Kalon’s silvery scales shone even brighter as the chromelike coating from my bullet bass protected her.  
 
    The beaky monster turned and shrieked out a harrowing noise as its attention was drawn from Orenn to Kalon. 
 
    In a split second, the two monsters clashed in a fearsome struggle that rolled down the aisle of the cabin hold. They bit and slashed at each other, but Kalon had the upper hand as the wicked talons glanced off her metallic skin. 
 
    Then Kalon pinned the beaky monster, and it struggled to free itself from her four-legged grip. 
 
    A loud bang split the air, and the head of the beaky monster exploded into blood. It slumped limply to the floor and began to disintegrate. 
 
    “Phew,” Gawain sighed out, and I turned to see him slouched in his seat with his gun in one hand. 
 
    “Glad to have that weapon back on our side,” I told him as my jumping nerves calmed. 
 
    “I’m going to get Erin,” Layla said quickly before she rushed outside. 
 
    “What kind of monster was that?” I asked as I hurried over to Orenn’s side. 
 
    “A beakrok,” Varleth answered with a grimace as he looked over at the injured metallogue. “Sharp claws, wicked fast, but no special abilities to speak of. We got unlucky.” 
 
    Orenn groaned as he let go of his metal form, but his eyes were clear, and the color of his skin seemed normal. 
 
    “You okay?” I asked as I pulled up the tattered remains of his pant leg. 
 
    Jagged, bloody marks ran down the length of his shin and calf, but it seemed like the attack had missed any important veins. Still, I was sure it hurt like hell, and those deep muscle tears would take a while to fix. 
 
    “Been better,” Orenn grunted out in pain as his eyes watered, “but I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Erin rushed back into the cabin, but I held up my hand to stop her before she went any further.  
 
    “Varleth can put a tourniquet on it,” I said. “I need your voluscura out there.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” Erin responded with a smart salute before she dashed back outside. 
 
    “Layla, get your keichim,” I instructed as I swung around to look at the petite summoner. “Cyra, you use Kalon, and Gawain can join with his gun if he feels well enough to dodge attacks.” 
 
    Gawain unhooked his harness and stumbled to his feet to follow us, but I rethought my decision. 
 
    “On second thought,” I ordered, “Gawain, you have to stay here. You’ll be a liability in a battle.” 
 
    “I would’ve been fine,” Gawain responded tartly, but he sank gratefully back into his seat without complaint.  
 
    The fact he didn’t leap into battle was a sure sign the fire mage was feeling pretty bad. Usually, Gawain was more than ready to prove himself in a fight, and I’d never seen him back down so easily. 
 
    The girls and I ran outside to confront the horde of flying monsters that plagued our ship. For some reason, they had turned their attention away from our ship, and instead they clustered together as they shrieked and swooped. 
 
    “What are they doing?” I asked as I eyed the swarm. 
 
    “Trying to take on my voluscura,” Erin replied as pride filled her voice. 
 
    “Tough little monster,” I said with an impressed whistle. 
 
    “It’s nothing compared to your pyrewyrm,” Erin admitted, “but it does a pretty good job.” 
 
    I had to admit, she made a pretty great point there. I grinned as I removed the grayish, green-tinted crystal from my bandolier. It was shaped somewhat like a wing, which seemed pretty appropriate for the shadowy, swirling wings on my wormlike creature. 
 
    I crushed my pyrewyrm crystal between my hands, and the fell beast emerged with a flash of light and a swirl of smoke. 
 
    “Fuck ‘em up,” I ordered with a sly grin, and my pyrewyrm emitted a short wail of agreement. 
 
    The verbal command was totally unnecessary, but it sure felt good. 
 
    My monster clambered onto the metal railing of the balcony and launched itself into the thundering sky. Then Kalon roared, and her pink wings flashed in a series of powerful beats as she took off after my pyrewyrm. 
 
    In the distance, the lightning illuminated our summoned monsters as they tore into the pack of creatures that swarmed near Erin’s voluscura. My pyrewyrm twisted its serpentine body around as it ripped off enemy wings and tore through soft stomachs with its powerful talons. 
 
    “Get ‘em!” Layla cried with a whooping sound of excitement as the fight escalated and our monsters wrecked their competition. 
 
    I’d never seen Layla’s keichim leave, but I knew the near-invisible, batlike creature would be practically impossible to see in this storm. I’d noticed several monsters fizzling and dropping dead out of the sky, so that had to be the work of her familiar’s electrical powers. 
 
    Another jolting vibration shook our airship, and I looked up to spot a flock of beakroks as they tore at the reinforced metal and canvas frame of the ship. 
 
    “How lightning-proof is this airship?” I asked as I eyed the swooping forms of the beakroks overhead. 
 
    “Completely,” Erin responded over the noise of the thunder. “We’d never be able to fly anywhere without protection from electricity. Even when there’s not a storm going on, ships get hit by lightning all the time.” 
 
    “Great, let’s get inside then,” I advised. “I’m about to light this place up.” 
 
    “He’s got that look in his eyes,” Cyra warned with a nervous, excited note in her voice. 
 
    “I’m not sticking around to see what he does,” Erin joked back. 
 
    “Me neither!” Layla added. 
 
    I threw out my sprucebore, and the large, dog-sized beetle emerged onto the balcony beside me. Its red carapace gleamed in the flashes of lightning that cracked across the sky. 
 
    Its most important function was the metal, treelike structure that grew from its back. This beetle couldn’t produce its own electricity, but it sure could harness it better than any lightning rod. 
 
    It fluttered its wings as it listened to my mental orders, and I grinned as I left it and ducked back into the cabin with my teammates. 
 
    “Should we shut the door?” I asked my gathered crew. 
 
    “No need,” Erin replied. “All static is directed away from us.” 
 
    “Great,” I exclaimed. “This show should be nice.” 
 
    My bond with my sprucebore let me know when it began following my commands, and it flew to the top of the airship. There, it joined the crowd of attacking monsters that screamed and scraped out our precious ship. My creature was eager to respond when I told it to gather electricity, and its satisfied sense of duty and loyalty echoed down through the bond between us. 
 
    Lightning crackled against the sky with fierce, ripping sounds, and an odd smell filled the air as the charged bolts struck toward the top of the airship. The hairs on my arm stood up as my sprucebore gathered electricity down its metal tree and into its body, and I laughed in disbelief as I felt the power enter my summoned creature. The beetle must have been lit up like the afternoon sun as it tried to contain all that electricity. 
 
    Just when it couldn’t hold the lightning any longer, I ordered my sprucebore to discharge it all in one complete blow. 
 
    Suddenly, a percussive crack of sound split the air as my sprucebore obeyed. My ears rang, and the sky outside the door lit up with pure, white-hot fury as lightning raged around us. 
 
    Layla screamed as the overwhelming blast rocked our ship, and I nearly did the same as the shockwave vibrated the entire cabin. 
 
    “Maker, what did you do?” Cyra asked breathily as the white light faded and the sky’s fury calmed. 
 
    Monster bodies began to drop from the air, and each and every one was fried to a blackened, unrecognizable crisp. 
 
    I rushed out to watch the aftermath of my sprucebore’s blast. I’d taken out way more monsters than I thought possible, and the air smelled unnatural in the wake of all that electricity. Even some of the swarm my pyrewyrm had engaged with were now shocked dead, and they plummeted earthwards like stones. 
 
    “I think you took care of things,” Erin said with awe as she emerged onto the balcony beside me. “Though, you gave Kalon a little bit of a shock.” 
 
    “I’ll tone it down next time,” I promised. 
 
    Even I was a little stunned by the effect. Erin was right about things being taken care of, since the fight was now reduced to our monsters picking off the survivors of the electric blast. 
 
    Varleth came out onto the balcony beside us and marvelled at the sight of the final moments of the battle. “I wonder where the rift these monsters came from is.” 
 
    “Could be anywhere, plus it’s impossible for us to spot with this storm going on,” I guessed. “Besides that, we now have two injured members of our team we need to get home to Meridan.” 
 
    “Honestly, I’d be surprised if there are many more than what we just killed,” Erin said with an amazed laugh. “I’m sure the rift will be a piece of cake for whichever response squad takes care of it.” 
 
    The storm raged around us, and we quickly recalled our monsters before we went back inside. Varleth and I closed the heavy emergency exit door with a metallic clang before we returned to our seats. 
 
    In the meantime, Cyra and Layla helped Orenn back into his own chair. Erin came over and took a good look at the tourniquet around his leg. 
 
    “Looks like the wound has clotted up, now,” the mimic said as she examined his injury. “I’ll take off the tourniquet so he doesn’t lose the blood supply to his foot.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I said as our team settled back into their places. 
 
    When Erin was done with Orenn’s leg, she went back into the pilot’s hold and started the ship up again. 
 
    The airship lurched to life around us, and we got back to the short journey as we returned to Varle Enclave. 
 
    Still, the whole team seemed a little tense, and our conversation was full of dark humor and nervous, relieved laughter as we talked about the attack of the flying monsters. Nobody liked the idea of plummeting from the sky, not even battle-hardened mages like us. 
 
    At long last, Erin scampered out from the pilot seat and grinned at us happily. 
 
    “Welcome home,” she said in a chipper tone. “It’s still raining buckets, so get ready to put on your hats after we set down. It also might be a bumpy one because of the storm.” 
 
    “Thanks for the warning,” I called after her retreating figure as she ducked back into the pilot’s room. 
 
    “Boy, she really loves this airship,” Layla sighed. “Not even getting poured on can put a damper on her spirits. 
 
    “I like the rain,” Cyra added with a gentle smile. “Maybe she does, too.” 
 
    “I don’t believe I have a hat with me,” Gawain said with amusement. 
 
    We looked over at him. Underneath the blanket, the fire mage was shirtless and covered in blood, and one of his pant legs had been cut short to the thigh. 
 
    “I think I have some extra clothes that’ll fit you,” Orenn offered. 
 
    “That might be helpful,” Gawain admitted with a self-conscious laugh. 
 
    The airship’s descent was extremely turbulent, and all the shaking and dropping was enough to make me feel a little queasy. Layla and Cyra both stared wordlessly around the cabin with sick looks on their faces. Gawain tipped his head back and grimaced through the whole ride as the turbulence upset his injuries. Orenn and Varleth didn’t seem too bothered, but I guessed they had experienced plenty of bumpy airship descents over their years of flying, since they’d been at the Academy longer. 
 
    Finally, the airship touched ground with a heavy jolt that rattled the entire hold. 
 
    “Did we live?” Layla asked wearily as she fumbled with her seatbelt. 
 
    Erin popped out of the pilot’s hold with a spring in her step and a pleasant smile on her face. 
 
    “Hey everybody! Boy, fun ride, huh?” she asked. 
 
    We stared at her as murderous intent grew behind our gazes. 
 
    “I would like to get off this ship now,” Gawain croaked out as he undid the latch on his belt. 
 
    “Say that again,” I agreed eagerly as I stood and stretched out the kinks in my back. 
 
    Erin waved a loving goodbye to her airship, and we filed off like drunks as we stumbled away from the ship. 
 
    It really was pouring, and the street outside was on the verge of becoming flooded as water raced down the gutters in gushing rivers. I hadn’t packed a hat for our short little trip, so my hair was drenched within seconds of when I exited the airship. Gawain was fully clothed now, but he didn’t have a hat either, and we exchanged sad looks as the rain poured down our faces in rivulets. 
 
    Layla and Erin had both only brought wide-brimmed sun hats proper for the heat of the desert. The intent was good, but water soaked through them quickly and left the hats as little more than soggy, cold straw. 
 
    Cyra was lucky to have a cloak with a thick, fabric hood, and Orenn and Varleth both had leather hats. Orenn had to lean on Varleth as they walked, and they made slow progress because of the metallogue’s leg injury. 
 
    We made our way through the streets and back to the Academy in a hurry, since none of us wanted to stay out in the freezing rain for long. The streets were mostly empty as the residents of Varle took shelter from the weather.  
 
    Luckily, our mission was officially sanctioned this time, so we could enter through the main entrance. After a quick knock on the enormous oak doors at the front of the Academy, the spell activated, and the doors creaked slowly open. 
 
    “I wish they’d focused on speed instead of fanfare,” Layla lamented as we waited for the opening to widen so we could slip through. 
 
    Finally, the tiny crack between the doors was big enough for a person to comfortably enter, and we rushed single-file into the lobby of the Academy. 
 
    Thunder boomed outside, and we all shivered as we dripped water onto the floor. I squeezed water from my hair and took the opportunity to glance around the room again. The alabaster columns and red carpeting still looked impossibly fancy to me, but they were also familiar. I met eyes with the statues of all the famous mages, and it was just like coming home again. 
 
    And this time, we’d brought everybody back.  
 
    My eyes caught on a large, pale sheet of paper that lay upside down near the lobby stairs. I walked over and picked it up to see what was on the other side. 
 
    “Oh,” I realized out loud as I read it, “it’s an announcement for a voting day.” 
 
    The handwritten announcement detailed several voting locations and times, all of which occurred on the twelfth of the month. We left on the eleventh, so the voting day could be tomorrow, hypothetically. As I stared at the wrinkled paper, though, I got the feeling we had been gone a little longer. 
 
    “Cool,” Layla breathed as she looked over my shoulder. “Nia really did it, didn’t she? She’s so smart.” 
 
    “She is,” I agreed with a happy laugh as I imagined spending more time with her again. 
 
    “That Kenefick,” Gawain exclaimed with a surprised whistle as he took the paper. “I think she’s more formidable than her father.” 
 
    I wasn’t so sure, but Gawain hadn’t been personally threatened by the man like I had. 
 
    “C’mon,” I directed with a smile as I looked over my team. “Let’s go get everybody’s injuries looked at. I want us all in great shape for whenever Sleet calls us in to report.” 
 
    “We should check in with Arwyn, too,” Cyra added. “I’m sure the scholars will want these ciphers as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Plus, I’d rather hand them off to somebody else sooner rather than later,” Gawain said as he smiled wearily and tapped at the leather bag by his side. 
 
    “Definitely,” I agreed as my chest warmed with satisfaction. “It’s kind of amazing these two tablets could be the final step in saving humanity.” 
 
    “I know,” Cyra admitted with a laugh. “I’m dying to take a look at them myself, and I’m not even a researcher.” 
 
    We hustled through the halls and left a trail of dirty water in our wake. I felt a little bad for whoever had to clean up after all the mages in this school, but that was the price of fighting. I rarely came home clean from a victory, but I didn’t mind a good, dirty battle. 
 
    When we reached Meridan’s clinic, I made sure to hold everybody back so I could knock on the door first. 
 
    My whole team stopped and stared at me in confusion. 
 
    “What are you knocking for?” Erin asked in bewilderment. “It’s the reception area, there aren’t any patients inside.” 
 
    “You really, really don’t want to know,” I informed my friends in a foreboding tone as Maelor and Meridan’s faces flashed behind my eyes. 
 
    I had accidentally seen them making out in the clinic once. The ghostly specter of what I saw loomed fresh in my mind. I wouldn’t ever look at that desk the same way again. 
 
    “Okay, we’ve knocked, so let’s go in,” Varleth said with an amused huff. 
 
    I relented, and we went inside without further pause. A nurse was seated at the chair behind the desk, and he peacefully took notes on his clipboard as we walked up. 
 
    “We just came back from a mission,” Erin told him as she leaned tiredly against the desk. “Five of us have light injuries, two are moderate.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re that mimic,” the nurse said as he blinked at Erin. “I remember you from first aid training. Have a seat, and I’ll go get Meridan right away.” 
 
    The nurse tucked away his clipboard and disappeared through the side door. 
 
    We collapsed into our seats in the waiting room, but Meridan burst into the room almost as soon as we sat down. 
 
    “You’re back!” she gasped as she came forward to examine us with deft hands. “Ah, I’m so happy. And Gawain too, poor thing.” 
 
    She held him by the sides of his head and turned his face from side to side as her expert eyes scanned him from head to toe. 
 
    “Hi, Meridan,” Gawain said weakly. 
 
    “Let’s get you into a room right away, dear,” Meridan advised as she helped him to his feet. “Come on, up you go.” 
 
    Orenn limped over to her, and Meridan’s eyes landed on his bloodstained leg.  
 
    “Maker, you kids!” she gasped. “Orenn, you come, too. Immediately, now, and I’ll hear no complaints. Does anybody else have a limiting injury?” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure Erin sprained her wrist,” Layla piped up. “Even though she won’t say anything about it, I’ve seen her holding it weirdly.” 
 
    This was news to me, and I turned to stare accusingly at the orange-haired mimic. 
 
    Erin smiled sheepishly. “I thought it would get better. Besides, it doesn’t hurt much.” 
 
    She must have hurt it when Phi attacked with that blue shockwave of magic. I was preoccupied with the mental battle, so I never saw the outcome too clearly. 
 
    “Come on, let’s get you in for treatment,” Meridan advised Erin firmly. “You should never hide an injury, young woman.” 
 
    Gawain gingerly lifted his shoulder bag over his head, and I helped him transfer it to me. 
 
    “Can we go see Arwyn while you’re treating them?” I asked. 
 
    “I suppose so,” Meridan hummed out thoughtfully. “Just stay in her lab, okay? I’ll fetch you when we’re ready for you.” 
 
    Meridan led Gawain, Orenn, and Erin through the door back to the clinic treatment area, and we shuffled past them. I led my little group through the other fork and down the hallway to the research labs. 
 
    I knocked on Arwyn’s door, and she answered with a distracted call to come in. 
 
    She swiveled around in her chair with shock as she saw the four of us. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I began quickly, “Orenn, Erin, and Gawain are fine too.” 
 
    “How long have we been gone?” Cyra asked curiously. “I forgot to ask Meridan.” 
 
    “Seven days,” Arwyn answered with relief in her voice. “Of course, it’s not unheard of for teams to be gone for a while because of the time difference, but this was no normal mission.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for worrying you,” I said as I stepped into her office alongside my friends. “The mission turned out to be a success, actually.” 
 
    I took the ratty, bloodstained shoulder bag off and reached inside to pull out the ciphers. Despite all the fighting, the two stone tablets were smooth and unblemished, and they gleamed in the light as I set them on the table. 
 
    “Thank goodness,” Arwyn breathed as she heaved out a sigh of relief. “After the news I’ve just gotten, I’m happier than ever to have all the ciphers safely in our hands.” 
 
    “News?” I asked with concern as I took in Arwyn’s appearance. 
 
    The shapely redhead was as beautiful as ever, but her posture was slumped, and her eyes were uneasy and haunted. Something troubled her deeply, but that could have been one of the hundreds of challenges we were currently dealing with. 
 
    “Is it the voting day?” Varleth asked with worry in his voice. “Did General Kenefick get ruled out?” 
 
    “No, no,” Arwyn rejected with a shake of her head, “the voting went fine. General Kenefick is actually slated to become the next Grand Mage, and everybody seems happy with the outcome. It’s the ciphers, actually.” 
 
    My stomach did flips as I stared at her grave expression.  
 
    “What went wrong?” I asked as a hollow pit of worry carved itself into my gut. 
 
    “It’s the translations,” Arwyn explained carefully as her lips thinned into a tight line. “We’ve done some more research, and it seems like our problems are much bigger than we initially feared.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    “New information?” I asked as my eyes widened. 
 
    “The Beastmaker sounds more dangerous than ever before,” Arwyn explained. “In addition, it seems we underestimated the danger of the Archons.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised,” Varleth spoke as he leaned against the wall. “Phi nearly took down Gryff just through a telepathic attack.” 
 
    “She was awfully close to succeeding,” I added with a shiver. “Sera had to chip in to kick her out of my head. I’ll tell you the full story when we go in to report to Sleet.” 
 
    “I suppose I can wait,” Arwyn responded with a firm nod. “I’m glad your team came out alive. We now have details on all nine of the Archons and their backgrounds. It’s a long read, so I won’t recount it now, but it seems like Phi is one of the weaker of the nine Archons. Furthermore, the other seven should still be alive out there, which means that at any time, this fight might turn from bad to critical.” 
 
    “So, if another Archon joins Phi, we could be toast,” Layla realized as she rocked back on her heels. 
 
    “Afraid so,” Arwyn confirmed as she tapped at her journal. “Even with just Phi on the playing field, we’re going to have a hard time taking her down. Our texts indicate the Archons cannot be destroyed, only imprisoned, like Sera was by her fellow Archons. Alternatively, they can be controlled through the power of the Beastmaker.” 
 
    “What do you mean, they can’t be destroyed?” Cyra asked. “Phi is powerful, but she sure didn’t seem invincible.” 
 
    “It’s not entirely clear,” Arwyn said as she tapped her fingers on the table thoughtfully. “The Archons aren’t just beings, they’re part of nature itself. They represent a balance of power, so you can no more unmake an Archon than you can unmake the concept of light or dark. I believe if you destroyed Phi’s body, she would soon return. She might be temporarily weaker, but ultimately she could just rest up and return to destroy humanity.” 
 
    “So,” I mused, “we have to figure out a way to imprison Phi ourselves.” 
 
    “That, or we have to find the Beastmaker,” Varleth pointed out. “Is there any new information on where he could be?” 
 
    “Somewhat,” Arwyn allowed with a tilt of her hand. “There’s one paragraph that implies he will be the child of one of the twelve original guardians who were meant to protect this realm, so we could try to follow their lineages through the history books. If we get a name or a location, it could be a great head start to find the Beastmaker and ask him to help.” 
 
    “A child of one of the twelve?” Layla asked. “Like, one of their distant descendants?” 
 
    “I doubt so,” Arwyn said with a shake of her head. “The text seems clear that he’s a son born directly to one of them. However, that’s the least of my concerns. The paragraph that most directly refers to the Beastmaker in prophecy is bleak, to say the least.” 
 
    “Arwyn,” I asked, “could you read us the translated text directly?” 
 
    “Sure,” the red-haired professor agreed, and she started up in a clear, neutral recitation of the prophecy. 
 
    “Beastmaker, breaker of the Twelve. 
 
    Wielder of the fell and bearer of the nine marks. 
 
    In shadows sent, Beastmaker, in shadows delve. 
 
    In his ears, all cries of mercy will fall to dust. 
 
    In his eyes, blood shall paint the streets in rust. 
 
    Around him, the broken return in kind yet different still. 
 
    Monster and man alike will kneel to his power. 
 
    He shall rule the worlds, rip the skies asunder, and nothing the same will ever be. 
 
    Years may pass, and years may change, yet prophecy’s Beastmaker shall remain.” 
 
    We fell silent as we considered the words of the prophecy. I knew they were a little different from how they were written in the original language, but the meaning seemed unmistakably dark. 
 
    “He sounds kind of evil,” Layla said hesitantly as she broke the moment of silence. 
 
    “Kind of?” Varleth repeated with disbelief. “He sounds like a monster. I can’t believe the Archons have been the worst of our problems, with this guy around.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s not around,” I wondered. “We haven’t seen a single indication of him so far.” 
 
    “So,” Layla added, “maybe we should just ignore him. This prophecy thing was written centuries ago, why should we trust it to still be accurate?” 
 
    “I see what you’re saying, but I still don’t like this,” Cyra worried in a low voice. “This Beastmaker should be like the biggest player in this war, but he hasn’t even shown his face. Maybe he’s behind the more frequent rift threats? Maybe this whole time, Phi has been working with the Beastmaker, and we simply haven’t laid eyes on who we’re fighting? We haven’t noticed him, but it doesn’t mean he’s not there. He could be hiding himself until he can strike us when we’re weak.” 
 
    “I don’t see us getting much weaker than this,” I pointed out. “He’s supposed to be this crazy powerful guy, so he shouldn’t have a problem fighting us. Maybe something went wrong with him.” 
 
    “He could be in a coma,” Layla suggested. 
 
    “Or dead,” Varleth added with a shrug. “I hate to say it, but I don’t think we should jump at shadows based just off this old prophecy. Let’s ignore the Beastmaker and pay attention to the problems we can see. We need to imprison Phi and get Sera out of Gryff’s head, and that’s that.” 
 
    Arwyn smiled. “I’m glad you’re such a go-getter, but the final decision on how we act will be up to Sleet. I’m giving him this report tonight, and of course I’ll tell him you all are back as well. I’m sure he’ll call a meeting first thing tomorrow.” 
 
    “How’s the Headmaster doing?” I asked curiously. 
 
    Arwyn sighed. “Just a little better, which means he’s healing slowly. It’s because he won’t stop trying to handle all of his duties to rest, so I’m afraid it will be a while before he’s entirely back to normal.” 
 
    “He’s a stubborn old man, is what you mean,” Varleth joked goodnaturedly. 
 
    “That he is,” Arwyn agreed with a laugh. “Now, you guys still look like you haven’t been treated by Meridan, so I assume she’ll be breaking the door down any moment. Am I right?” 
 
    “Meridan’s too nice to break down any doors,” I disagreed. “But she’ll definitely be looking for us soon, so we’ll go.” 
 
    We met Meridan in the hallway on the way back to her, and she showered us with praise for our prudence in getting treated. None of us mentioned that it was Arwyn’s idea, so we basked in the motherly glow of Meridan’s care for the next hour until we were released. 
 
    After that, Layla and I tracked down Braden and Nia in the library for some long-awaited catching up, since we’d been gone for a week on their side of things. 
 
    Our friends were overjoyed to see us back, and we made sure to tell them everybody made it, even Gawain. 
 
    Nia gave us all graceful, reserved hugs full of emotional restraint that were worthy of any noble’s tea party. When she got to me, I made sure to reel her in for a real bone-crushing snuggle, and it made us both dissolve into laughter. 
 
    “Sorry,” Nia apologized as she wiped the tears from her face, “I’m just so used to political functions these days. Everything has to be so polite and withdrawn.” 
 
    “As a Wilds boy, Gryff is the perfect antidote to politeness,” Layla quipped teasingly. 
 
    I laughed and elbowed the petite summoner in the side lightly for the jibe.  
 
    “It’s true,” I confirmed solemnly as I sobered up. “In the Wilds, we eat manners for breakfast and piss rudeness. We’re actually the major producers of swearing and mockery.” 
 
    “What a boorish, vile place,” Nia agreed with a huge smile and no real heat in her voice.  
 
    “It’s pretty great,” I returned with a wink. 
 
    “It’s good to see you, man,” Braden greeted as he closed his book and set it down. “How about I get one of those Wilds hugs?” 
 
    I grinned and held out my arms as my enormous friend enveloped me in a bone-crushing hug that squeezed the breath from my lungs. I laughed and tapped his back until he let go of me. 
 
    “Not fair,” I wheezed out dramatically as I held my chest. 
 
    “Sorry,” Braden apologized, but his smile didn’t shrink an inch. “I just couldn’t resist.” 
 
    The four of us hung out together for the next few hours, and Layla and I gave them the full story of what happened on our mission. Braden would be out of the loop for Sleet’s meeting, since he was mostly uninvolved with missions at this point. 
 
    In turn, Nia and Braden updated us on everything that had been going on at the Academy while we were gone. General Kenefick had been voted up to Grand Mage with a whopping eighty-one percent win, though Nia wished voter turnout had been higher. 
 
    “You kidding?” I asked in surprise. “We’ve never had to vote for a mutiny or an uprising or anything like that before. I’m just impressed people knew what the right decision was.” 
 
    She sighed and smiled, but I could tell she didn’t quite agree with me. It was just like Nia to be unsatisfied until she’d gotten everything absolutely perfect. 
 
    At dinner, the whole team joined in to eat together except for Almasy, who was away on another mission, and Gawain, who was still resting and recovering in the clinic.  
 
    Arwyn dragged herself from the labs to join us for a quick dinner. She’d checked in with the clinic before she left, so she had more information from Meridan on the fire mage’s condition. Apparently, Gawain was pretty badly malnourished from his time under Phi’s control, so he would be doing a lot of sleeping and relaxing as his body tried to make up for lost calories. 
 
    “Do you think he’ll be at the meeting tomorrow morning?” I asked the flame-haired professor. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Arwyn admitted, “but I think Sleet will want to hear his side of the story. I’m sure Kenefick will also want some reassurance from Gawain himself that he won’t betray us again.” 
 
    “He won’t,” I said firmly. 
 
    “I believe you,” Arwyn said with a smile. “I’m sure Gawain himself will be just as convincing.” 
 
    “He looks so pitiful,” Layla added with a snicker, “Kenefick and Sleet are sure to be nice to him.” 
 
    We had a good chuckle about that one, and everybody dug into their meal with hunger. It was some kind of spicy rice bowl with sauce and eggs today, which Cyra informed us was a western dish called Lak’nshela. Braden fell in love with it and had at least five servings while Layla tried to match him unsuccessfully. 
 
    It was a great end to a hard mission, and I went to bed just as happy as I was exhausted.  
 
    When my head hit the pillow, I’d totally forgotten about my promise to Sera, and I fell asleep within minutes. 
 
    The Archon didn’t let me forget, though. 
 
    Well, well, Sera purred, and her voice cut through the gray, indistinct landscape of my dream. 
 
    “Sera?” I asked out loud with a frown. 
 
    My voice sounded strange as it echoed through the fog that surrounded me, and I twisted around to try to spot the Archon. 
 
    Did you forget your promise to me? she asked slowly as seduction dripped from her voice. It’s just one little kiss. Nothing we haven’t done already. 
 
    She stepped out of the fog, and I gulped at the sight of her. She looked the same as she always did, but the thin strips of black cloth that once curved around her sides were absent this time. Her breasts bounced at the lack of support, and her hair swished over her chest with a tantalizing, swaying movement. At any moment, it seemed like she could be completely exposed. 
 
    “Just a kiss,” I repeated in a thick, strained voice. 
 
    “I know you’re looking forward to it as much as I am,” she teased in a voice that came out real and solid. 
 
    “You’re the one who demanded this,” I reminded her, but I didn’t deny how much I was going to enjoy the kiss. 
 
    “Perhaps I’ll start, this time,” Sera considered in a devious murmur. 
 
    Before I could respond, she flashed toward me with nearly-unreadable movement, and the speed of it startled me. 
 
    Sera’s lips met mine with a hunger that threatened to devour me, but I matched it with an eagerness for dominance I didn’t know I had in me. I wanted all of her, and I wanted it now, and damn the consequences. 
 
    Her lips were smooth and red, and her skin was unexpectedly soft. She looked as firm and unyielding as alabaster, but the Archon molded as easily as clay against my body. She moaned as I scraped a hand down her back and buried my fingers in the small feathers at the bases of her wings. 
 
    Her hand reached around to clutch at the back of my head as we fought for superiority through our kiss. Her tongue rasped through my mouth like a lion tasting its next meal, and I bit her lip hard enough to draw blood. The salt and metal taste of it bloomed through my mouth like a warning, but I ignored it. 
 
    She was the sun once again, and she was as radiant as she was deadly. I gasped for air as I began to run out, but her kiss was an attack I couldn’t pull myself away from. I wanted it too much to give it up, and I felt willing to drown just to have more. 
 
    A distant voice called my name, and my focus snapped back to the reality of what I was doing. 
 
    “What’s that?” I panted breathlessly as I let my hand run down Sera’s lower back. 
 
    The distant voice called again, and I tilted my head in confusion. 
 
    “Hmm, pity,” Sera said, but she didn’t look disappointed in the slightest. “Sounds like it’s time for your meeting with Sleet.” 
 
    “Shit,” I swore as reality came crashing in around me. 
 
    Sera laughed musically and stroked a line down from my lips to my chin. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she promised, “there’s more where that came from.” 
 
    “Wait,” I asked, but it was no use. 
 
    The dream shattered around me, and I woke up without a second’s pause. 
 
    “Gryff,” Arwyn called through the door. “Wake up, your team has an official report to make.” 
 
    “Coming,” I answered with a voice that crackled with sleep. 
 
    It felt awful to be interrupted in the middle of my dream, but it was probably for the best. I didn’t know if I would’ve taken things further if I’d been left to my own devices. It seemed like a really bad idea for me to give Sera even an inch, since I knew she’d take a mile. 
 
    I followed Arwyn to the secret meeting report room yet again, where General Kenefick, Nia, and all six of my mission teammates joined us. Kenefick looked tired, but he didn’t seem as despairing as he was the last time I saw him at one of these meetings. I leaned back in my chair and expected for us to start soon, but we’d have to wait for Sleet first. 
 
    Goredrin walked in after a few minutes and sat quietly at one of the unoccupied chairs with an uncharacteristic silence. It was my understanding that Sleet had taken over most of the Headmaster duties again, so Goredrin didn’t have much of a role in running the Academy anymore. I could tell with one look at the man’s face he had only one concern in his head, and that was his son. 
 
    Finally, Sleet came through the door, followed by Meridan and Gawain. I strongly suspected there had been an argument about whether Gawain should be allowed to attend the meeting despite his poor health.  
 
    Meridan followed the fire mage with a stern look on her face and a glass of water in her left hand. It seemed just like Meridan to insist on keeping the fire mage healthy by coming to the meeting personally. She would fight tooth and nail for any of her patients, and she didn’t care about politics or protocol getting in the way. 
 
    “Gawain,” Goredrin choked out as his eyes landed on his son. 
 
    Gawain smiled hesitantly back at his father, but the fire mage’s uncertainty quickly turned to surprise as Goredrin got up to rush over to him. The big man gave his son a heartfelt hug, and tears formed in both of their eyes. 
 
    “I’m glad to be back,” Gawain said quietly as he returned the embrace. 
 
    “I’m so sorry for doubting you,” Goredrin struggled to say. “I’m so sorry, my boy. I’ll believe in you from now on.” 
 
    “Don’t apologize,” Gawain replied with renewed firmness. “Phi might have taken over my body, but I made more mistakes than I can count. I still share in the guilt.” 
 
    They exchanged a few quiet words, and I looked away as the exchange became too personal for me to watch. 
 
    Headmaster Sleet eased down into his seat and rested his wrinkled hands on top of his staff. The two Madox men took the hint and dried their eyes surreptitiously as they took their own chairs at the table. 
 
    “Ah, we’re all here,” Sleet began as his cloudy eyes roamed over the meeting room. “I’d like to personally thank Gryff, Orenn, Varleth, Layla, Erin, and Cyra for your incredible work. You retrieved the final ciphers, saved Gawain’s life, and went up against a threat more powerful than we could have expected. I must apologize for putting you all in harm’s way.” 
 
    “I think I speak for all of us when I say we were happy to do it,” I replied with pride as I looked around the room. “We were doing important work for all of Mistral, and retrieving the ciphers was the biggest weight on our minds for over a week. The fact we got to rescue our friend as well was the perfect reason for us to go.” 
 
    My friends nodded in vigorous agreement with smiles on their faces. 
 
    Sleet smiled. “I’m very glad to hear that. Now, let us have the full story, from beginning to finish.” 
 
    Just like before, we took turns narrating the journey. Sleet seemed particularly concerned by the near-opening of the permanent rift, as did Arwyn. 
 
    “Phi should not have been able to do that,” the red-haired professor said adamantly as a worried wrinkle creased her forehead. “The ciphers were clear that very difficult conditions would have to be met.” 
 
    “We’re sure?” Cyra asked as she gestured over to me. “Even if the ciphers don’t bring it up, it’s possible they missed this type of situation. After all, how often can this kind of thing happen? Phi invaded a human’s head while he was already carrying a second Archon. It’s kind of a ridiculous circumstance, actually.” 
 
    “Besides that, Phi has been around for what, thousands of years? Maybe she’s stronger than she was when the ciphers were written,” Layla added with a convinced nod of her head. 
 
    Arwyn glanced at Sleet uncertainly.  
 
    “I suppose,” the red-haired professor allowed, but her tone was still worried. 
 
    “I suggest you students don’t worry about this new question,” Sleet interjected with a firm voice. “We will research it more, but I urge you to make no assumptions until we know for sure what happened.” 
 
    I was dissatisfied with that answer, but Sleet was correct about the situation. Debating possibilities might satisfy the itch of curiosity, but it wouldn’t bring us any closer to actually knowing what happened. 
 
    We finished off our story, which left the final mystery of our mission. I asked everyone in the meeting room if they had any idea who Jace could be, but nobody seemed to have a good answer. 
 
    “Maybe she’s the Beastmaker,” Layla said conspiratorially. “She’s just sitting on the sidelines and waiting to make her move.” 
 
    “She might be another Archon,” Erin objected. “She can make portals, plus she looks evil. We still have seven Archons unaccounted for, so I wouldn’t put it past her.” 
 
    “Maybe she has an Archon in her head, just like Gryff,” Orenn threw out as another idea. “She seemed pretty human to me.” 
 
    Sleet calmed us with a gentle wave of his hands, and we obediently settled down. 
 
    “It’s a good idea for us to figure out who this Jace is and what she wants,” Sleet decided. “Arwyn, pick the best member of the research team who you think will be good for this task. We may find nothing, but it may be that Jace is an important player in this war.” 
 
    General Kenefick shifted in his seat to look in Gawain’s direction, and the rest of us followed suit. 
 
    “Gawain,” Kenefick addressed the fire mage. “I’m afraid you have important information about Phi that the rest of us weren’t privy to. If you can tell us everything you remember, it could be extremely helpful.” 
 
    Meridan shot upright in her seat. “I cannot allow you to interrogate this young man. His body and his mind have been through incredible stress, and it’s unfair to ask him to do anything more.” 
 
    “Meridan, it’s fine,” Gawain disagreed as he put a calming hand on her arm. “I realize you’re worried, but I promise to sit here just as calmly while I’m talking as I am now. In fact, most people here probably know I’d rather be chatting away than keeping quiet.” 
 
    Layla snickered, and we shared a moment of amusement with Gawain before Meridan pursed her lips and finally gave in. 
 
    “Fine,” she said with a frown on her plump face, “but I’ll be listening to make sure you don’t strain his constitution.” 
 
    “Go ahead, Gawain,” Sleet directed gently. 
 
    The fire mage took a deep breath as he settled his nerves, and then he began on his story. 
 
    Gawain started by saying how he’d gotten injured so badly. After we chased Phi and him out of Bathi Highlands, Phi ordered Gawain to attack Tietra, a town I had visited once before in search of information on the ciphers. Tietra’s ancient library was incredible, and the town was impossible to find by any who weren’t mages. 
 
    “The residents were far more formidable than I expected,” Gawain murmured with distant eyes. “Though, I wasn’t really myself at the time. I charged in with no plan and barely any conscious thought to my actions. One of the townspeople put a spear in my gut, and Phi finally let me open a portal out of there.” 
 
    “An attack on Tietra?” General Kenefick asked with a serious expression. “I should have heard of this.” 
 
    “Believe me,” Gawain said with a self-deprecating shake of his head, “it was barely an attack. It might come as a footnote in a report, but nothing more. After we got back to the palace, Phi left my mind. For the first time, I was clear-headed again, but it was too late. I was dying, and I had no way back to the human realm.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence as we considered his dire words, and I was glad I knew the story ended well. 
 
    “How did the possession start?” Headmaster Sleet asked carefully. 
 
    Nothing was too unexpected, at least not to me. Gawain explained how he thought he was going crazy at first. Phi didn’t reveal her name, and he didn’t recognize her voice in his head. She used the more adult, mature version of her voice, and Gawain had only really met her as a child. 
 
    Phi bothered him, but Gawain feared our reactions, so he kept quiet and decided that if he ignored it, the voice in his head would soon go away. 
 
    Instead of going away, Phi only bothered him more. 
 
    On a frustrated whim, Gawain began to respond as he listened to the voice’s demands. After he started to engage Phi regularly, her torment only got worse.  
 
    She would scream and yell at him in the middle of the day, or she would turn sinister and threaten him in his dreams at night. At times, she would throw tantrums worthy of any child, but she would also tempt him with clever little jibes about how much stronger he could be if he only let her take over. 
 
    By the time we went to Ralor’s Stead, Gawain was on the edge. Every day, he considered spilling and telling us everything, or running away from it all, or going back to the Academy to ask Meridan for help. He felt crazy, since he couldn’t tell whether the voice was real or not. Phi dissuaded him from ever telling anybody, and she threatened him every time he considered trying to get help. 
 
    In the evening before he took the ciphers, Phi wore him down the rest of the way.  
 
    “This time, when she tried to seize my mind, I let her do it without a struggle,” Gawain admitted with a guilty shake of his head. “Part of me was still convinced she was just in my imagination. What’s the harm in letting a hallucination have its way? So, I let her in. As soon as I did, I realized I’d made a terrible mistake.” 
 
    I winced as I imagined what must have gone through his head. I couldn’t imagine the fear and panic if I suddenly found myself being controlled by a monster I thought wasn’t real.  
 
    Sera was a powerful, dangerous seductress, but she was patient enough to explain everything as she waited for me to give in to her demands. I was incredibly grateful that Sera’s presence in my head was always clear, and I’d never had to weather it alone. I was in a far better position than Gawain ever was. 
 
    Maybe I had more of a chance against my own Archon than I’d previously thought. 
 
    “You let her in?” I asked Gawain as questions raced through my head. “She didn’t simply overpower you?” 
 
    “I think it was a little of both,” Gawain answered as he hunched further in his chair. “I don’t think she could’ve taken over if I didn’t let her, but it would’ve been close. If she’d had a few more weeks, maybe Phi could’ve done it all on her own.” 
 
    “So, Gryff still has to worry,” Nia murmured with concern as her thoughts echoed mine. 
 
    “Gryff is strong,” Gawain said reluctantly as he cast a discerning eye over me. “I hate to say it, but he’s such a stubborn ass, I doubt Sera will ever take him.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said with an amused huff of laughter, but I was honestly touched by his confidence in me. “I’ll keep that compliment in mind.” 
 
    “Don’t think we’re not going to keep an eye on you anyway,” Varleth added as he cocked an eyebrow in my direction. “I’m going to consider Sera as a serious threat, even if you won’t. She is still one of these Archons, and has the power of a goddess.” 
 
    “One of us should be with him at all times,” Layla added with a serious glance toward me. “Day and night, both.” 
 
    “At least one of us,” Nia corrected with a slight nod.  
 
    “Better get used to it, Gryff,” Cyra added with a severe look at me. “You’re going to be watched carefully over the coming months.” 
 
    “Now that we’re on the topic of the coming months,” Arwyn brought up with an unimpressed raise of her eyebrows, “I think we need to discuss what you’re all going to do for school.” 
 
    It was easy to forget about classes while we did so much work to save all of Mistral, but Arwyn had a good point. Without the rest of our schooling, we would have incomplete knowledge and practice, and that could put us in danger. There was a good reason mages had to go through so much training, and much of it was to prepare them for battles. 
 
    “They’ve missed so much of this semester already,” General Kenefick said as he gestured with one hand toward the group of us. “We can’t possibly ask them to join classes now. Nia hasn’t missed as much as the rest of them, but even she is far too behind to start now.” 
 
    “Calm down, Kenefick,” Headmaster Sleet said kindly as he rested a gnarled hand on his stalf. “I won’t make them join classes at this point. I propose private tutoring is the best way for them to catch up. Arwyn?” 
 
    “You read my mind,” the red-haired professor agreed with a smile. “I’m happy to tutor the entire group at an accelerated pace. I know they can handle it, and perhaps if they learn quickly, they can return to classes for the second semester of this year. If not, the first semester of next year will be a good time for them to begin again.” 
 
    “It will be difficult,” Sleet informed her. “Varleth and Orenn need fifth year curriculum, while the rest of them will need second year teaching.” 
 
    “It won’t be a problem,” Arwyn said with a confident smile. 
 
    “Then, I believe our meeting is concluded,” Headmaster Sleet said with a large smile that crinkled the lines around his eyes. “Thank you all for your hard work. Your success is something you should be proud of.” 
 
    “Thank you for giving us the chance to help,” I said gratefully as I got up to leave. 
 
    My team echoed my thankful sentiments to the Headmaster as we filed out the door. Gawain gave his father a quick hug before he followed us out, and it felt good to see them getting along so well. 
 
    “Happy to be back?” I asked Gawain as he hurried to catch up with us as Meridan followed in quick succession. 
 
    “I don’t know what’s worse,” Gawain griped with an expression of disgust, “the taste of Meridan’s medicine, or seeing your stupid face.” 
 
    “You sound happy,” I decided with a grin. “It’s good to have you back, man.” 
 
    “Sure, Gryff,” Gawain responded with a snort of laughter and a wry smile. “Good to be back. I almost missed you.” 
 
    “Oh, no, that would have been a disaster,” I said with mock severity. “Are you sure you can handle breakfast without me? Should I come with you to the clinic?” 
 
    “Somehow, I’ll manage,” Gawain snarked back as he limped away with all the bristling dignity he could muster. 
 
    I waved goodbye to his back before Meridan ushered him away. 
 
    Gawain was free of his Archon, but Phi only abandoned him once he was near death. What would it take to get Sera to leave me? 
 
    Don’t get any clever ideas, Sera purred as her mind twined with mine. I’m keeping you for as long as possible. 
 
    Why me, I wondered. 
 
    Of course, Sera decided not to respond to that. The dark angel Archon always ignored me right when I wanted answers the most. I knew Sera had some kind of criteria for the body she had chosen, but she’d never told me why I was picked. 
 
    My worries couldn’t last long. Our mission was a huge success, and my team participated in our own personal day-long celebration. I caught up on my sleep that morning, and in the afternoon we all met to plan our victory festivities. 
 
    We all went out for drinks and dessert, though Arwyn and Ashla were stuck in research, Orenn and Gawain went back to the clinic, and Braden had a date with a lady friend later. Braden emphasized the friend part, but I made sure to give him plenty of winks and gentle ribbing. Braden blushed as he denied everything, but he eventually admitted he probably wouldn’t be back in our room tonight. 
 
    The rest of us went to the Retching Goblin for drinks, though it ended in the form of a tipsy trip around Varle Enclave as we visited everybody’s favorite food stands for an extended round of dessert.  
 
    Caramel apples, honey cakes, plum pudding, and berry cobbler were the highlights of our journey around the city, as well as hand pies filled with caramelized onions, ground mutton, and creamy cheese. The last one was due to Varleth, who didn’t have much of a sweet tooth. The thin gypsy was a picky eater, which surprised nobody, since we’d all watched him get food at the Academy cafeteria. 
 
    We were all stuffed full and sober by the time we got back to the Academy doors, and Layla clutched tightly to a paper bag of extra desserts that we had decided to put together for Gawain. 
 
    “Want me to take that down to him?” I asked as I pointed at the bag. 
 
    “Nah,” Layla replied with a joking smile. “He’s actually a good guy. I don’t mind getting the opportunity to go down and tease him about it. At this point, I might as well say we’re friends.” 
 
    I gawked as I stared at the petite summoner, but I let her go without argument. The idea of the mischievous prankster getting along so well with Gawain’s pessimistic outlook was surprising, but maybe they were just opposite enough to become good friends. 
 
    Layla turned and left with a skip in her step as she whistled a drinking tune to herself. 
 
    “Weird, huh?” Cyra commented as she watched Layla vanish. “Don’t worry about it going anywhere, since he’s not her type, and all she ever does when you aren’t around is talk about you.” 
 
    The tawny-skinned summoner gave me a sly, pointed look, and I grinned in response. Layla and I were more than a little attached, so I wasn’t worried in the slightest. 
 
    “It’s nice to see Gawain make friends,” I replied before an enormous yawn interrupted my sentence. “Well, I’m definitely tired enough to sleep tonight.” 
 
    “Good,” Cyra said with a subtle smile. “However, we’ve decided it’s my turn to stay with you tonight.” 
 
    Nia and Erin waved goodbye as they walked back into the Academy without us. Varleth took a calculating look at Cyra and me and beat a hasty retreat as well. 
 
    “Your turn to stay with me?” I wondered out loud. “That should be nice and relaxing.” 
 
    “I’d be up for doing more than relaxing,” Cyra hummed close to my ear as she pressed her shoulder to mine. “That is, if you’re okay with it.” 
 
    “Of course I am,” I responded as my eyes widened. 
 
    Heat pooled in my groin as my imagination took over. The implication was obvious, and I gave the tawny-skinned summoner a lopsided smile as I traced one hand down her back. 
 
    We kissed lightly, and her full lips tasted like warm, sweet caramel against mine.  
 
    “Let me get some things from my room, first,” Cyra whispered as her eyes trailed down my body. “I’ll need clean clothes for tomorrow, at least.” 
 
    “Of course,” I responded with a pleased smile and a wink. “I’ll be waiting for you.” 
 
    When I got back to my room, I left the door unlocked, and I kept the lighting dim and warm with just a few candles.  
 
    I undressed slowly before I relaxed in the comfort of my bed. My worries faded into the distance, and I smiled as I considered all the successes we’d had recently. 
 
    My door opened with a quiet clicking noise, and Cyra stood in the doorway with a sultry smile on her face. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked her. 
 
    “More than you can know,” Cyra responded, and her breathy voice ignited a slow, smoldering desire within me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    Cyra entered into the dim room, and her expression grew pleased as she took in the candles and my position in bed. Kalon was gone, though Cyra now carried a pile of folded clothes in one hand. She wore nothing but a sheer, loose white dress with a fabric sash tied around her waist. 
 
    Cyra set her pile of clothes down on the dresser before she untied the sash of her dress and dropped her dress around her legs. It pooled around her feet, and her lips parted slightly as she watched me sit up. 
 
    I patted the spot next to me, and Cyra slipped under the covers without pause even as she pressed forward to kiss me deeply and thoroughly. Our mouths fit together effortlessly as we played with soft bites and gentle, teasing kisses. 
 
    She moaned breathily as we pulled apart, and I ran my hands down her chest to palm her generous breasts. 
 
    “You seem tense,” I suggested to her with a wink. “How about a massage?” 
 
    “I could never say no to that,” Cyra breathed out as her eyelids fluttered with pleasure. 
 
    I flipped her over effortlessly, and she stretched her arms above her head as she lay face-down on the bed. Her skin was smooth and chocolate-colored in the dark, and her thin waist curved out into a beautiful, perfectly round ass that practically begged to be touched.  
 
    My hands kneaded firm circles down Cyra’s back, but I wouldn’t let her wait too long. My hands formed around her hips and trailed down to her ass as I squeezed her soft flesh. She wiggled her pelvis responsively as I kneaded my hands over her, and she let out a pleased hum as I enjoyed the feel of her beneath me. 
 
    She sounded good, but I wasn’t done yet. I ran my hands down her legs before I curled my fingers toward the inside of her thighs, and Cyra’s entire body jumped as she gasped out with pleasure at the feeling. 
 
    “Good?” I asked teasingly as she squirmed around the slow drag of my fingers up and down her inner thighs. 
 
    “Hurry up, you bastard,” Cyra moaned out as she tilted her hips needily toward my roving hand. 
 
    “If you say so,” I replied with a pleased smile.  
 
    The next time I slid my hands up the curves of her legs, I kept going, and I pushed two fingers of my left hand into her wet, receptive warmth. 
 
    “Yes, just like that,” Cyra hissed out in pleasure as I slipped my fingers deep into her. 
 
    I moved my hand back and forth as she panted and squirmed. When her excitement began to die down, I added a third finger, and her noises of pleasure picked right up again. 
 
    “You don’t really look like you’re keeping an eye on me,” I teased as my hand picked up speed. 
 
    “This is just as important,” Cyra managed to get out between her desperate sounds of enjoyment. “You’ll never think twice about Sera when we’re like this.” 
 
    She was right, I had to admit. I chuckled to myself as I rocked my hand against her clit, and Cyra clutched at me as her body shook with pleasure. She was close, and I sped up my hand inside her while she glanced over her shoulder at me with sultry, half-lidded eyes.  
 
    I crooked my fingers to hit her in just the right spot, and her body reacted automatically as her hands clutched at the sheets beneath her. Cyra’s spine arched as bliss overtook her, and her lips parted in a wordless cry of pleasure. 
 
    She threw her head back in pleasure as her climax arrived, and I worked my fingers deeper into her as she came with a shout of my name. I felt her muscles shudder around me, but I kept pressing at the internal spot throughout her climax up until she stopped moving completely. 
 
    Cyra panted with a spent, pleased look on her face, and she quirked a smile as our eyes met. 
 
    “Somehow, you’re still getting better at this,” Cyra sighed happily. “I thought there was no way to improve.” 
 
    Before I could respond, she sat up and leaned forward as her mouth came inches from my cock. She looked up at me as her lips parted, and then she leaned forward to lick me from bottom to top. My cock twitched in anticipation as she pressed her lips softly to the head of it. 
 
    Suddenly, Cyra opened her mouth and pressed forward to take me in one deep motion.  
 
    I sighed in bliss as her mouth enveloped me, and she bobbed her head to create a delicious friction across my length. Her tongue swirled against the bottom of my cock, and then her cheeks hollowed as she pulled back as if she could suck every last drop from me. 
 
    Cyra’s dark brown eyes flickered up to my face as she plunged my length deep into her throat over and over again. Her mouth was wet and ready, and she slid quickly and easily along my length. Then she lifted her hands to the small of my back and pushed slightly so my hips rocked in time with the movement of her mouth. 
 
    I took the hint and moved compliantly so my thrusts met the bobbing of her head with perfect timing. With each motion, she seemed to go deeper, and she moaned with enjoyment as my cock neared the back of her throat. The vibrations from the sound she made sent pleasure tingling through my cock and up my spine. 
 
    Her chocolate eyes flicked up to me again, and I could hardly stand to meet that lustful, beautiful gaze. My cock throbbed in response to it, and I pulled away from Cyra with a wet pop of sound. Her lips were red, and her hair was messy, but she looked more than pleased with me. 
 
    She smiled as I pressed her back down toward the bed. I pulled her toward me with a firm grip around her waist and lined our hips up. Then I tilted her onto her side before I lifted one of her legs up and entered her. 
 
    Immediately, the tawny-skinned summoner moaned and shuddered around me even before I began to thrust inside her. When I picked up a slow rhythm, her back arched off the bed with the force of the pleasure. I thrust with deep and careful strokes, and then I picked up the speed with a gradual, even pace. 
 
    Just when I’d established the steady rhythm, I mixed it up with a few rapidfire thrusts and an unbearably slow push as I reached deep inside her. Cyra’s mouth opened soundlessly as she squirmed around me, and I picked up to the fast rhythm again. As I did, I reached down to finger her clit, and that was all it took for her to climax again. 
 
    Cyra shouted out with wordless ecstasy as she clenched and trembled around me, and I pounded into her as she came. Within seconds, I felt pleasure build inside me as my own climax neared. Just as Cyra began to slow down, I came deep inside her as I shuddered through my final thrusts. 
 
    Both of us panted for a minute as the pleasure sapped us of our strength. Finally, we fell apart as we rolled away from each other to our own sides of the bed. Cyra sighed happily and shifted toward me to trace an abstract pattern on my chest. 
 
    “I bet you needed that,” she murmured with a slow, content yawn. 
 
    “I think I did,” I responded as I brushed one hand through the curls of her dark hair. 
 
    “Feel like things are going to be okay now?” she asked with a lazy smile. 
 
    No matter what happened, I had people to love and people who loved me. Even if I needed to leave in the morning for another mission, I could rest easy at night with the comfort of all those who supported me. 
 
    Everything was going to be okay. 
 
    “I do,” I said, and in that moment, I truly believed it. 
 
    Cyra and I woke up late the next morning, and I spent the first half of the day relaxing after our intense mission. I chatted with friends and grabbed a bite to eat, though I didn’t stay long. The cafeteria had delicious, miniature apple pies for dessert, so I grabbed a couple extra ones after my meal and made off with my prizes. 
 
    I wrapped the apple pies in a cloth napkin and went to check on Gawain and Orenn, since the two of them were still in the clinic. It only took me a few minutes of waiting in the lobby before Meridan showed up. 
 
    “Of course, I can let you in, Gryff,” she cooed at me as her hands fluttered at her sides. “Oh, they’ll be so happy to see you!” 
 
    I followed her back through the door and into the patient recovery room. The space was set up so the gap between each bed was hung with a sheet of fabric for the privacy of the patients.  
 
    Orenn and Gawain had beds right next to each other, but their sheet was pulled aside so they could see each other. Orenn sat upright on his bed and hummed cheerfully to himself as he flipped through a book, but Gawain slouched in his bed and stared glumly out the window like a grounded child. 
 
    “Hey, guys,” I announced as I strode through the door. “I can’t believe you’re partying together without me.” 
 
    “Like hell we are,” Gawain snapped from the closest bed. “I can’t get him to stop offering to get me things.” 
 
    I looked over at Orenn, and the metallogue smiled and waved at me in response. 
 
    “Gryff! You came to visit, that’s so nice of you,” he said to me with a huge, appreciative grin. “Do you want me to get you some water?” 
 
    “I think I can get it myself,” I assured him, “since I’m the only one in this room with two functioning legs. What’s this I hear about Gawain disrespecting you?” 
 
    “Oh, he’s fine,” Orenn dismissed with a smile and a wave of his hand. “Gawain’s been super nice, actually.” 
 
    “I threatened to steal your crutches,” Gawain muttered darkly. “I would go through with it, too, but Meridan wrapped my knee so tightly, I can’t even sit up.” 
 
    “Aw, I’m sorry,” I said as I walked over to sit on his bed. “Want me to kiss it better?” 
 
    “Kindly move your ass before I move it for you,” Gawain suggested through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Somebody needs more pain meds,” I commented as I chuckled to myself. “Orenn, why didn’t you ask him if he wanted any?” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Orenn assured me, “I asked. Oh, but maybe he’s changed his mind. Gawain, do you want any--” 
 
    “I’m fine,” the fire mage groaned before he shot me daggers with his eyes. “Why would you prompt him to do this? What have I ever done to you?” 
 
    “Consider this payback for how long we had to chase you all over Mistral,” I suggested with a crooked grin. “Then you can get over it and stop feeling so bad about yourself.” 
 
    “You’re an ass,” Gawain told me with a roll of his eyes, but a small smile quirked at the corners of his mouth. 
 
    “Guess you don’t want these, then,” I said as I patted the napkin full of pie. 
 
    “Of course I don’t want your dirty tablecloth,” Gawain bit back, but then he paused and eyed the napkin with interest. “What’s inside?” 
 
    “Apple pie,” I said with a wink as I unfolded the cloth and brandished my gifts. 
 
    “Hell yes!” Orenn exclaimed with delight. “Oh Maker, I love you, man.” 
 
    “As you should,” I teased. 
 
    I got up to hand the metallogue his miniature apple pie. It didn’t look too fancy, since the cafeteria had to bake so many at once, but it smelled fresh, and the scent of cinnamon, allspice and nutmeg wafted through the room. 
 
    “I love the cafeteria’s pies,” Orenn breathed out, and he positively melted as he took it from me. 
 
    “So, Gawain?” I asked as I cocked an eyebrow. “You don’t want any pie?” 
 
    “Fine, fine, give it here,” he grumbled with a glower in my direction. 
 
    “I’m not sure you deserve it yet,” I wondered aloud to myself with a hum. 
 
    “If you do, I’ll be nice to Orenn,” Gawain proposed as his nose wrinkled. “It’s your fault if I drown under all the water he gives me.” 
 
    “Deal,” I agreed with a smirk as I handed the remaining pie over. 
 
    Just then, the door opened, and I glanced up to see who it was. 
 
    To my surprise, it was Headmaster Sleet, not Meridan, who loomed in the doorway. 
 
    “Headmaster,” I asked in surprise, “what’s going on?” 
 
    “There is a new rift,” he rumbled out. 
 
    “Is it Phi?” I questioned as my eyes widened in alarm. 
 
    “No, no,” he assured me with a slow shake of his head. “Just a normal rift. However, Varle Enclave is running low on monster response teams.” 
 
    “So you need me,” I confirmed as I got to my feet. 
 
    “You and Varleth are the only combination of leader and banisher that I have available,” Sleet explained with a reluctant smile as he stroked his wizened, white beard. “I realize you weren’t appointed officially, but you’ve done very well so far. I’ll send Arwyn with you on this mission as a healer, but she can step in if you’re not comfortable heading up your team.” 
 
    “I should be fine,” I said with a determined nod. “Who else am I getting?” 
 
    “Nia will remain with you inside the rift entrance,” he replied. “Erin will be your pilot, and you may use her in the fight as well, if you think it wise.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I replied. “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “I’ve sent people to inform your other teammates,” Sleet continued. “I decided to let you know myself, since I was already in the clinic for a checkup. And Gryff? Good luck.” 
 
    “Hopefully, I won’t need it,” I replied with a wry expression. 
 
    Sleet chuckled and shook his head as he turned to go, and his cloak swirled behind him.  
 
    “I don’t believe you will,” the Headmaster said with a smile and a parting goodbye before he strode away. 
 
    The door closed behind him with a click of finality, and the three of us glanced back to each other. 
 
    “I think he really respects you,” Orenn said with a wondering tone. “I’ve never heard of anybody else getting a personal call from the Headmaster for a mission.” 
 
    “We’re just short on hands,” I disagreed. “He’d do that for anybody.” 
 
    “Yeah right,” Gawain snorted and smiled. “Be happy, it means you’ve been doing a good job.” 
 
    Pride swelled in my chest, but I waved them off with embarrassment before I fumbled over a quick goodbye. 
 
    “Gotta go, see you guys later,” I called as I hurried through the clinic doors. 
 
    I never went out without even a light amount of combat gear, so I already had my bandolier and other essence crystals on me. Then I ran to the training armory to grab a spare leather cuirass in my size before I made the quick trip through the streets to Erin’s airship. 
 
    When I got there, I encountered Erin at the ladder into the airship. 
 
    Her short, orange hair fell to her chin, and it looked fluffy and soft from the Academy’s high-quality conditioner. She wore a white, tightly-fitted shirt with muted, blue accents and pink detailing that contrasted nicely against her beautiful eyes. Her top had a cutout section that revealed the underside curve of her breasts, and two thick straps of white fabric supported her chest and barely kept her modest.  
 
    She also wore a white miniskirt held up by an accented belt, and below that, pink and blue striped leggings covered her long legs. Her heeled, ankle-high boots were porcelain white to complement the rest of the outfit, and she looked absolutely stunning from head to toe. 
 
    “Hi, Gryff,” she greeted me breathlessly before she wiped at a grease stain across the bridge of her nose. “Glad you got here so quick. We’re just waiting on Arwyn and Nia, now.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked as I noticed the wrench and screwdriver in her hand. 
 
    “I’m trying to make my Diomesia pretty again,” she explained in a mournful, longing tone. “Those stupid monsters got claw marks all over her.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I replied slowly as a hint of humor entered my voice. “I’m sorry for your loss.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” Erin replied with determination as her eyes blazed with righteous fury. “I’m going to fix her up once we get back. Nobody leaves a scar on my baby.” 
 
    “I believe in you,” I said teasingly as I patted her on the shoulder. 
 
    Just then, Arwyn and Nia turned the corner. They waved to us as they walked quickly down the street, and I raised my arm in greeting. 
 
    Arwyn was dressed in a short, black tunic with a plunging neckline that showed off her cleavage. On the bottom, she had on skin-tight burgundy shorts that complimented her red waves of long hair. 
 
    Nia wore a white and black dress that worked perfectly with her pale features and ashen hair. The flaring bottom of her dress was short in the front and split down the back to allow her to run and fight more easily, and white tights covered her long legs. Her hips swayed as she walked, and I had to tear my eyes away from the gorgeous, perfectly round curves of her ass. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked as they neared. 
 
    “Ready as ever,” Nia responded with a soft smile. “I haven’t seen you in the role of leader very recently, so this could be quite fun.” 
 
    “I hope so,” I replied agreeably before I turned to Arwyn. “Are you okay with not being in charge for this one?” 
 
    “Maker, am I ever,” Arwyn laughed out as she nodded. “This is actually quite standard, in terms of monster response teams. You’re a bit young for it, but it’s normal for the main leader to step aside to nurture the growth of a new one.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” I asked with curiosity, since this was news to me. 
 
    “Of course,” Arwyn replied with a grin. “I’ve done this a couple times before, actually. We try not to throw young mages off the deep end by asking them to take full command immediately.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” I said with a nod. “In that case, are we all ready to go?” 
 
    “I guess I can be ready,” Erin said with reluctance in her voice. “I can fix Diomesia when we get back.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit,” I replied with a smile. “Everybody onboard!” 
 
    Nia and Arwyn followed me up the ladder into the hold of Diomesia. Varleth was already there, and he looked solemn and businesslike as he sat in his chair with his full battle armor on.  
 
    Since Varleth was a banisher, he was given a few heavier metal pieces for protection, and he even wore a chainmail shirt under his black cloak. It would slow him down a tiny bit, but it was vital that banishers stayed safe rather than risk themselves just to fight. Besides, every time I saw Varleth in a fight, he almost moved quicker than I could track. 
 
    Erin disappeared into the pilot hold, and the rest of us strapped in. The airship jolted and banged around a little as we took off, but we soon got off the ground without incident. 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief and caught Varleth doing the same. We both remembered the airship attack a little too well. 
 
    Once we were in the air, the whole ride flew a little more smoothly, and I settled down into my seat as my stomach calmed. 
 
    “Too bad we don’t have Cyra’s cards,” Varleth commented. “I’ll miss losing to that little tyrant you guys call Layla.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be the same without Gawain here,” I argued. “His suffering makes the whole game sweeter.” 
 
    I snorted out in laughter, and Varleth smiled along with me. Arwyn and Nia exchanged looks before they both rolled their eyes at us. 
 
    “Aren’t you supposed to be the leader?” Nia teased. “You sure don’t sound like one.” 
 
    “I’ll fix it,” I replied with a pleased shrug. “I order you to see me as leaderly.” 
 
    “I’m going to fight alongside a child,” Nia sighed, but her eyes sparkled with amusement. “Arwyn, is this grounds for you to take over command? He’s clearly failing his job.” 
 
    “Morale does seem to suffer whenever Gryff speaks,” Arwyn teased back. “Maybe I should.” 
 
    “Hey,” I complained. “Just because I have a tiny Wilds accent, that’s no reason to make such unjust claims about my team’s morale. In fact, I think that’s technically discrimination. Arwyn, you could be fired for that.” 
 
    “That’s not the only thing I could be fired for,” Arwyn murmured with a thoughtful tilt to her head. 
 
    I flushed as I remembered the start of our relationship, when Arwyn had approached me in the library. 
 
    “I’m practically not even in school anymore,” I said sheepishly. “And we’re both adults, so, y’know, you should be fine.” 
 
    “Aw, look at him blush,” Nia cooed. “He’s so concerned for you.” 
 
    The two girls dissolved into light laughter as they studied my face. 
 
    “Hush,” I warned as I battled my embarrassment. “Quit mocking your leader. You’re all guilty of insubordination.” 
 
    We bickered back and forth as the good-natured ribbing continued, but we had to stop when Erin jogged back out into the cabin area. 
 
    “Get ready for the descent, ‘cause we’re here!” the mimic announced with a smile. 
 
    “That was quick,” Varleth responded as he raised his eyebrows. “Maybe not quick enough, since I had to listen to these idiots.” 
 
    “You know you love us,” I replied with a wink. 
 
    “Aw,” Erin said wistfully, “you guys sounded like you were having fun. I must miss so much when I’m piloting.” 
 
    “You’re better off without hearing it,” Nia advised with a warm smile as she straightened her silver braid of hair. 
 
    “Aw, thanks, Nia,” Erin replied. “Alright, I’m gonna go land my girl. Sit tight!” 
 
    We sat back as the ship bumped and swayed to a stop. The metal landing legs cushioned our final set-down, and then we were there. 
 
    “Alright, team,” I directed, “let’s go. Nia and I are on point, Varleth and Arwyn should come in behind.” 
 
    “What about me?” Erin asked as she scurried back from the pilot’s seat. 
 
    “Follow Varleth,” I requested. “You still have summoning magic mimicked, and your stagi could come in hand if you two need to get somewhere quickly.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” Erin agreed. 
 
    We made our final preparations and climbed off the airship down to the ground below. 
 
    The small town sprawled out before us, and I could tell immediately this one wasn’t going to recover. There was no fire, but most of the houses were completely smashed beyond repair. Roofs were caved in and the streets were churned up into nothing more than dirt and debris. A few bodies were visible in the mess, and my heart clenched in my chest as I looked at the death and destruction. 
 
    At the end of the town, a large dark rift swirled next to a large granary that once held food stores for the winter. Now, it was smashed up into nothing more than tinder and crumbled rock. If there were any survivors, they wouldn’t be able to get through the winter even if they stayed. 
 
    “When is the military backup going to get here?” I asked as I led us at a jog toward the awful scene. 
 
    “Should be just a couple hours,” Erin said, and her once-cheerful demeanor was sucked dry. “Preparations will take an extra half hour at least, and their airship is bigger and slower. Maybe four hours, tops.” 
 
    I gritted my teeth, but I couldn’t do anything about the time gap. We would have to just do the work ourselves. 
 
    “Get ready,” I warned. “This is going to be a rough one.” 
 
    Right then, the rift grew and rippled violently as something large began to come through. 
 
    “Oh, Maker,” Nia breathed as we stared at the new threat. 
 
    It was an enormous skeletal monster unlike any I had seen before, and it stood at what I estimated to be nearly seventy feet in height. It walked on two legs, similar to a human, but its bones were distressingly wrong and misshapen. Its bottom legs ended in two hooves, and its front arms curled into the bones of humanoid hands. 
 
    Its enormous skull looked somewhat like that of a horse, but there were two sunken holes for eyes on each side of its head, for a total of four eyes. Each socket was filled with the smoldering glow of an amber-colored orb of flame. Each of its white, blocklike teeth looked about the size of a small, single-person sleeping bed.  
 
    “What the fuck is this thing?” I asked as horror filled my voice. 
 
    “An undead satyrid,” Arwyn explained as her eyes glimmered with fear. “I’ve never seen one, and I’ve only heard about them through third-hand accounts at best.” 
 
    “Any idea how to take it down?” Varleth asked, and even his usually-monotone voice was a little hollow and wild.  
 
    Despite our misgivings, not one member of my team slowed down in our jog toward the town. We were mages, and it was our responsibility and duty to protect everybody. 
 
    “The eyes are a good start,” Arwyn replied as she pointed to the glowing orbs. “I’ve heard the skull still contains some brain matter, so an attack through the eyes works best.” 
 
    “So,” I mused, “if you send an attack through an eyeball, it’ll pierce into the brain and shut the whole thing down. That’s not too bad.” 
 
    “Hypothetically,” Arwyn cautioned. “I don’t trust research I get through hearsay, though. Be careful not to put all your faith in that method of killing it.” 
 
    “Right,” I confirmed. “Have an exit plan. I can do that.” 
 
    “Can you?” Varleth asked as he eyed me with worry. “I recall you falling from great heights before, and it’s whenever you’ve gone after a large monster like this.” 
 
    “I’ll be okay,” I affirmed. “I’m responsible for leading this team now, and I won’t take any unnecessary risks that may put you all in jeopardy.” 
 
    “I like this new, leaderly Gryff,” Nia complimented as she looked at me with surprise. 
 
    Finally, we arrived close enough to the town that the first monsters noticed us. 
 
    Six identical monsters charged from the debris of the town, and they bellowed with wild rage as they crushed rubble underfoot. As my team froze, the beasts spun to face us, and I got a good look at what they were. 
 
    These monsters were mindless and brutish, but each was twice the size of a rhino. They had thick bone shoes that emerged from the bottoms of their legs, and their massive bone heads swung around to peer at us with poor eyesight. Glowing red eyes swam at the sides of their skeletal heads as they pawed frantically at the earth before them. It seemed clear to me that the undead satyrid was not too dissimilar from these grunts. 
 
    “Ramblers?” Erin asked nervously. 
 
    “Yep,” I confirmed as I recalled my last encounter with this kind of monster.  
 
    They were big and mean, and they didn’t stop once they’d locked onto you. Their bony protrusions were as tough as steel, and they could kill you in an instant if you weren’t protected from their crushing power. I’d barely managed to take out one rambler with my bullet bass and my kalgori, so this would be a challenge, but not impossible. 
 
    “Alright, team,” I declared as I threw out a set of five bullet bass crystals. “Let’s suit up in metal, but stick close to me so you don’t risk the chance of it wearing off through distance. This won’t be too hard of a battle at all, so don’t worry about a thing.” 
 
    Just then, a deep, ground-shaking bellow rumbled through the air. I covered my ears and winced as the noise echoed painfully through my skull. 
 
    Suddenly, a rambler the size of a small church burst through the side of the granary like a kid tearing through a set of wooden blocks. The thing was massive, and it had to be at least five times the size of the smaller ones.  
 
    Even worse, it sprayed a red, watery liquid from its mouth as it charged. As the liquid contacted the stones and wood of the nearby debris, they sizzled and smoked as if dipped in a powerful acid. 
 
    Well. Shit.  
 
    “What was that you said about not worrying again?” Varleth asked as we gawked at the terrifying monster before us. 
 
    “Okay,” I admitted as the massive rambler pounded toward us. “I was wrong.” 
 
    “Um, should we move?” Erin asked. 
 
    “Naw,” I said calmly. “Let’s wait a little bit. The faster it goes, the worse its turning radius becomes. I want it to be unable to follow us.” 
 
    “I’m afraid the other ramblers aren’t going to wait around,” Arwyn pointed out. 
 
    She was right. The group of six smaller ramblers roared out one by one as their boney heads swung to focus on us. 
 
    En masse, the group of ramblers began to run without any sign of restraint. It seemed like they were committed to their charge toward our group. 
 
    I commanded my bullet basses to cover us with metal, then I threw out the crystal for my kalgori.  
 
    My kalgori emerged with a flutter of pale, green wings. My unassuming little monster looked much like a butterfly, but its long, glowing wings were tipped with razor-sharp metal. 
 
    As I commanded it to multiply, the butterfly split into two separate monsters, then four, then sixteen. In under a minute, it was an entire swarm of hungry, eager little bugs. 
 
    However useful my kalgori were, they didn’t do well against a running opponent, so I would have to pin down a rambler before I could put them to use. 
 
    For that, I threw out my roosa, which emerged from its stinger-shaped crystal with a chitter of anticipation. It was almost identical to a scorpion, but my roosa was massive enough to ride on, and its claws were a little over ten feet long. Its tail could extend up to a dozen feet in front of its body, and it was tipped with a venomous stinger that easily proved deadly to most smaller monsters who met their end by it. Even better, my roosa was covered by a metallic chitin that could protect it from fire and physical attacks alike. 
 
    Then I took a small essence crystal off my belt and threw it atop my roosa, and it shattered to reveal a speed slug. 
 
    My speed slugs weren’t very impressive to look at, since they were simply green, slimy monsters about the size of my forearm. However, when I attached one to a monster or a person, the slug greatly enhanced their speed, and I’d found my speed slugs to be a very valuable addition to my team. Summoners usually looked down on such minor monsters, but I only cared about results, so I wanted to use whatever worked best in my battles. 
 
    The smaller ramblers neared us as they thundered through the ruins of the town, and my skittering roosa met the one at the head of the pack. The roosa made a sound like metal on metal as it collided with the lead rambler.  
 
    “Start taking on the other five,” I ordered as my monster fought the rambler, “I’ve got this one.” 
 
    Erin cheered as my roosa used its metallic legs to pin down the rambler in its tracks. I ordered my creature to push diagonally at the rambler’s flank, and the rhino-like monster collapsed with a bellow as its own momentum was used against it. 
 
    My roosa stabbed forward with its stinger, but its tail barely put dents in the tough exterior of the rambler, and the bony monster showed no symptoms of the venom. That was fine by me, since I didn’t expect the roosa’s venom to work on these monsters anyway. The rambler thrashed as it struggled against my roosa, but it couldn’t escape the six powerful legs and claws that pinned it down.  
 
    That was where my kalgori came in. My swarm of butterflies reached my roosa quickly, and my scorpion like creature scrambled away as it followed my orders to retreat before I recalled it. On the ground, the rambler slowly lumbered back to its feet, but it was too late. 
 
    My kalgori surrounded the rhino-like monster, and it never had a chance to muster up the speed to escape. My kalgori spun into a storm of whirling, flashing blades, and the rambler bellowed as it was dissolved into nothing more than small chunks of flesh and bone. Blood and viscera sprayed out in a wide arc that painted the ground with red fluid. 
 
    “Disgusting,” Nia commented as she looked at the aftermath of my kalgori attack. “Good to see that your fighting style is still as gruesome as ever.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” I joked back, “I don’t see you putting in any effort to stop these things.” 
 
    Nia rolled her eyes as her fingers twitched over the intricate spell in her hands. It had grown to a massive size, and the swirling ball of ice and wind in her hands looked amazing as she spun it on her delicate fingers. 
 
    “Watch and learn,” she advised me before she tossed the ball at the closest rambler. 
 
    In an instant, her spell exploded into a forceful gale dotted with shards of knifelike icicles. They flew with bullet-like speed toward the group of ramblers, and the monsters bellowed as they were hit by the attack. 
 
    Ice slashed through them and tore deep, bloody marks into their hides. The nearest two ramblers collapsed and twitched out in spasms and shuddering moans as they died. The next three staggered as they were hit by a few ice shards, but those remaining ramblers continued to charge at us with nothing in their minds but fury and bloodlust. 
 
    “Nia,” I ordered, “get ready with your water.” 
 
    I threw out a trio of drillmoles, and I ordered them to churn a deep, wide furrow in the earth in front of us. They couldn’t move the dirt very much, but they could definitely break it up until it was loose and supple. 
 
    My drillmoles were obviously very similar to moles, but they had rocklike skin and huge dagger-like fangs. The three of them had long claws on each foot in addition to the drill-like horn that sprouted from the crown of each of their heads. They were extremely useful monsters for use in basic mining and construction labor, but sometimes I found they gave me a perfect advantage in battle as well. 
 
    The second my drillmoles popped up from the earth, Nia took over.  
 
    Water bubbled from her hands and spouted into the furrow my moles had dug. In an instant, what had once been regular grass and dirt was now a deep trench full of sloppy, wet mud. 
 
    It was just in time, too. The ramblers had crossed the wide field, and they were only a few seconds away from smashing into us at full force. Instead, the three of them landed stomach deep into the trench of mud, and they rumbled in pain as their legs faltered and gave out. 
 
    I even heard a leg snap as the enormous creatures caved to the unsteady footing and tumbled headlong into the mud. 
 
    “Finish them off!” I shouted. 
 
    Varleth and Arwyn were already on top of it. Varleth’s shadowy banisher sword cut a thin slice across the skull of one of the ramblers, and it sagged limply in death as the life force was drained from it.  
 
    Arwyn summoned her fabricated sword, and it glowed as she drew her arm along the length of the blade to create it. She leapt toward the second rambler and cut a deep furrow through its neck. Blood sprayed out, and the rambler sputtered noiselessly before it too collapsed. It cost Arwyn a lot of mana to summon her sword, but it was also sharper than any ordinary one, and that came in handy in this sort of situation.  
 
    Finally, my kalgori swarm arrived to take care of the third and final smaller rambler. They whirled around the rambler in a howling storm, and blood sprayed out as they tore the rhino monster apart. 
 
    Arwyn and Nia got a facefull of it, unfortunately. They ran back to me with irritated expressions as they wiped drops of blood from their faces. 
 
    “Very smooth, Gryff,” Nia said dryly. 
 
    “It’s not too bad,” I said as I helped her wipe some blood droplets off her forehead. “The first time I did this, I ended up totally coated.” 
 
    Arwyn laughed and shook her head. “You’re one of a kind, Gryff.” 
 
    “Hey,” Erin spoke up. “Sorry I’m just relaxing while the rest of you kill things, but should we worry about this enormous rambler yet?” 
 
    We turned to watch the huge rambler eat the distance with its enormous strides as it quickly narrowed the gap between us. 
 
    “Wow,” I admired, “it came a long way pretty quick, huh?” 
 
    “Yup,” Erin agreed. “So, verdict?” 
 
    “Let’s bounce,” I instructed. “There’s no way it’ll turn fast enough to catch us now.” 
 
    I led my team in a sprint toward the forest in a direction perpendicular to the rambler’s charge, which led us back to Erin’s airship. 
 
     The rambler roared and swung its bony head toward our group as we sprinted, but I was confident it still wouldn’t be able to stop in time. I did notice it merely leap over the mud trench, which was too bad, but we hadn’t made the thing for church-sized monsters. 
 
    Suddenly, the massive rambler dropped its head to bury its bony crown into the dirt at its feet. Dirt sprayed as it buried its feet and head into the earth as it physically gouged itself to a stop. It looked painful for any normal monster, but this thing was motivated only by a desire for violence. 
 
    And it was stopping pretty quickly. 
 
    The rambler slowed and began to turn quickly as its back feet dug into the earth and rotated the entire monster at a ninety-degree angle.  
 
    In just a few moments, it faced us, and it began its charge again. 
 
    The only problem was, directly behind us lay Erin’s beloved airship, and that monster wasn’t going to stop itself from wrecking the thing without a moment’s pause 
 
    “Well, shit,” I swore as the earth below us began to rumble and shake. 
 
    “Any ideas?” Varleth asked with a wince. “I’d rather not be trampled flat.” 
 
    “We can’t let it charge past us in this direction,” Erin said with worry. “My airship is behind us, and it could destroy it. Or worse, whichever townspeople have fled into the forest in that direction.” 
 
    “Give me a minute to think,” I requested. 
 
    What did I have at my disposal, here? I could probably piss the thing off with my pyrewyrm or some of my other medium-sized monsters. This big, bony rambler would probably withstand the small knives of my kalgori, even if they did manage to catch up to him. I could summon my baroquer, but he wasn’t very fast, and I didn’t want him to face that charging rambler head-on. 
 
    “Oh!” I realized. “Maybe I can just throw him back where he came from.” 
 
    “What in Mistral are you talking about?” Varleth asked. “He doesn’t look easily moved.” 
 
    “Not with my hands,” I explained with a shit-eating grin. “With the very thing he came from.” 
 
    You’re lucky I’m willing to lend you the power, Sera hummed. If I liked you any less, I’d let that monster charge into the forest and wipe my hands of the issue. 
 
    Yeah, yeah, she was totally in charge, I’d heard it all before. I found it very easy to ignore the fact she had godlike power, these days. Sometimes she felt more like an ever-present roommate than the legendary monster that possessed my mind. 
 
    Touching, Sera purred. As roommates, I have to say, you look positively delicious. I would just sleep in your bed every night. Well, there wouldn’t be much “sleeping” happening.  
 
    I wasn’t sure what fucked up kind of ideas she had about roommates, or where she’d gotten them from, but I brushed the thought off. I just wanted to open this rift and be done with it. 
 
    I started the spell to open the rift, and Sera guided me with a few mental images and directions before I felt the power tug through her into me. 
 
    “Gryff, you’d better hurry up,” Varleth warned as the beast neared us. 
 
    The portal cracked open in front of my hands, and I twisted my fingers through a few more movements before I thrust our magic into opening the rift. 
 
    The dark, murky depths of it expanded quickly, and I smirked as the rift bloomed into an enormous, dark oval. Sweat began to trickle down my face, and my arms shook, but I knew I wouldn’t have to leave it open long. 
 
    “Oh, Maker, I hope you know what you’re doing,” Erin yelped as the rambler raged toward us. 
 
    All the pebbles and twigs from the ground around us jumped slightly with every footfall of the enormous beast, but I held onto my rift and shored up confidence in my own power to keep it open. 
 
    The huge rambler shoved its head down into the dirt to try to slow its movement, but it was too late for it. It slid and skidded right into my portal, and the mouth of the huge oval began to swallow it up whole without the slightest resistance.  
 
    When it was most of the way through, I reversed the thread of power, and the portal clapped shut at an incredible speed. 
 
    Not all of the rambler made it through. 
 
    The back hindquarters of the rhino-like monster got caught between the shut portal and the human realm, and the back end was sheared off as if a giant kitchen knife had cleaved the monster in two. 
 
    In a flash, Nia threw up a wall of crystal-clear ice between us and what remained of the monster. 
 
    The enormous hindquarters sprayed blood like a fountain from a dozen different spots as the flesh toppled before us. Entrails looped from the remainder of the monster and steamed as they spilled onto the ground. A thirty foot high and thirty foot wide rambler cross-section slumped to the ground like a butcher’s prime cut of beef. 
 
    My friends stared wordlessly at the carnage for a moment. Blood dripped from Nia’s ice wall in watery, pink rivulets and obscured our vision. We walked out from behind the ice wall with mincing, careful steps to look at the remainder of the giant beast. 
 
    “I think whatever ended up on the other side is dead,” Arwyn proposed lightly as she eyed the pile of dripping flesh. 
 
    “Maker save us all,” Nia said in wonder and shock, “this is the most disgusting thing I’ve ever seen, and I’m completely unsurprised it’s Gryff’s fault.” 
 
    I couldn’t even think of a comeback. Even I didn’t expect the outcome to be so drastic. 
 
    “I thought maybe it would get stuck or something,” I said with slow awe as I looked at the rambler’s hindquarters. “Not chopped in two.” 
 
    I wondered what happened to it in the Shadowscape once it lost its back legs. Realistically, it had probably died almost as quickly as it did here. 
 
    “Congrats, Gryff,” Arwyn said with a celebratory pat on my shoulder. “You’ve developed a new way to fight.” 
 
    You better not ask for me to do that very often, Sera purred. I like you, but I’m not going to jump whenever I’m called like some pet on a leash. 
 
    “Though, the rest of us can’t exactly replicate it,” Varleth pointed out as he stepped toward the corpse. “Damn, this is cool.” 
 
    “I’m not even sure I could replicate it,” I admitted. “That was almost pure luck, and I’m positive very few monsters are big enough or predictable enough for me to do this with.” 
 
    I wiped the sweat from my forehead and shook off the mana drain as I grinned with pride. 
 
    “Still feels good,” Erin added with a laugh. “Wow, Nia’s right though. Completely gross.” 
 
    A bone-chilling sound split the air, and it sounded like a cross between a horse’s neigh and a piercing scream. We all flinched as the noise scraped across our ears like the sound of nails on a chalkboard. 
 
    We were so absorbed in our triumph over the huge rambler, we had forgotten about the even bigger threat. 
 
    From the ruins of the village, the undead satyrid stalked among the houses as it smashed all in its path. As we stared, it turned its head sideways to scan the terrain around it. 
 
    Then two of its glowing eyes landed directly on us. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    As the undead satyrid glared at us with its amber, glowing eyes, a thrill of anticipation shivered down my spine. 
 
    “Er, how good is the eyesight on that thing?” Erin asked consideringly. 
 
    The undead satyrid turned its body to lumber toward us with slow, unhurried steps. 
 
    “I couldn’t hazard a guess,” Arwyn replied as she chewed on her lip, “but I wouldn’t bet on a seventy foot skeletal horseman with four eyes being particularly blind.” 
 
    “Fuck it,” I said, “I’m not waiting for it to come eat us. We’re going to bring the fight to it.” 
 
    “I’m all ears,” Varleth chuckled out, “your plans today have worked out fantastically so far.” 
 
    “Let’s hear it,” Nia added. 
 
    “Great,” I started with a grin, “Erin’s going to summon her stagi and ride it with Nia toward that big guy. I want Nia to just pour on the ice like crazy, but don’t try to do any serious damage to it. Focus on his legs above the hooves, and that should do the trick.” 
 
    “Frostbite,” Varleth commented lightly, “the bane of any monster.” 
 
    “Ha, ha,” I replied with a dry tone. “You may laugh now, but this thing is enormous. It’s gonna suck for it when it falls over.” 
 
    “Using ice to brittle its legs won’t be enough,” Nia pointed out with concern as her eyebrows knitted together. “We’d have to knock into them with some incredible force to get them to break.” 
 
    “Besides that,” Erin added, “I don’t want the two of us getting flattened when it gets mad at us, which it will. We’ll need a big distraction, or Nia and I are toast.” 
 
    I grinned cheekily and popped an essence crystal off the top of my bandolier. “Let me and my baroquer take care of those two problems.” 
 
    Varleth shook his head, but he had a smile on his face. 
 
    “You and that baroquer really are kind of the dream team,” he commented. “I guess this plan isn’t the worst, but what should Arwyn and I do?” 
 
    “Evacuation and emergency treatment,” I explained. “Nia, Erin, and I are going to be leading this thing in circles, and it’s probably going to wreck a lot of the surrounding area. If there’s anybody trapped under rubble or hiding in the untouched houses, I want them out and safe.” 
 
    “I’m not sure any survivors are still in this village,” Arwyn admitted as she cast a worried eye over the ruins of the town. “However, I understand your concern. We’ll be better off looking than just standing around and biting our nails.” 
 
    “Great,” I responded with a nod. “Stick close in case we need medical treatment, but please put your own safety foremost. Any questions?” 
 
    The team glanced at each other briefly. 
 
    “No, I think we’re good,” Varleth clarified. 
 
    “Perfect,” I declared. “Then, let’s go!” 
 
    Erin threw out the crystal for her stagi, and it emerged with a flash of light and a puff of smoke. The stagi was horse-like, and its skin was a dark emerald green color. It had deep galaxy-black eyes, and a faint aura of celestial dust trailed behind it as it pranced around us. 
 
    “A horse to fight a horse,” Varleth murmured. “Nice.” 
 
    “Hopefully, more effective than nice,” I replied as I examined the massive distance we had to cross to get to the undead satyrid. “Maybe I should give the rest of you a ride.” 
 
    Arwyn’s eyes widened, and Varleth gave me a nervous look. 
 
    “Sure,” Arwyn replied with her worried eyes focused on the crystal in my hand. 
 
    “It’ll be fine, relax,” I assured them, and I threw out my baroquer crystal. 
 
    The monster that emerged had a hollow red body covered from head to toe in burgundy armor. Flames licked up the pieces of his platemail, and one hand carried a sword that glowed with the dim embers of fire. He was massive, probably nearly as tall as the undead satyrid, and his helmeted head turned slowly to peer at us on the ground. 
 
    “Hey, buddy,” I greeted him with an excited grin. “Ready to kick some ass?” 
 
    He rumbled back a wordless noise I could only take as agreement, and I felt his vague contentment echo down the bond between us. 
 
    With a mental command, my baroquer leaned down and placed his hand on the ground. His fingers stretched out gently as he flattened his palm. 
 
    Varleth and Arwyn looked a little uncertain about the whole situation, but they followed me quickly as I clambered on board my monster’s palm and asked him to raise us up. 
 
    The baroquer lifted us high into the air before he settled his hand next to the top of his helmet. I climbed off first before I helped Varleth and Arwyn into their own secure spots atop the baroquer’s head. 
 
    We clung to my monster’s helmet as we gazed at the destroyed town and the undead satyrid that crashed through it. 
 
    “I didn’t expect this,” Arwyn commented quietly as she stared at the distant landscape below us. “This is so much better of a view than what I anticipated.” 
 
    Most of the trees lay beneath our vantage point, so we could see nearly to the horizon in any direction. If it weren’t for the ruined town, the rift, and the rampaging monster, I would sit for a while and admire the view. As it was, the sight of the carnage instilled some amount of solemn respect in me. 
 
    “I feel like I can appreciate the value of our lives from up here,” Varleth murmured. “So many of us humans simply want peace, but the monsters make that impossible.” 
 
    “It means what we’re doing is more important than ever,” I replied, and the other two nodded in silent, determined agreement. 
 
    Below, I watched Nia and Erin as they mounted the stagi carefully. It wouldn’t be as fast as it could be with just Erin, but it was quicker than any real horse and stronger, too. If I was careful to draw the undead satyrid’s attention, the girls would be fine. Unfortunately, I would be too far away from them to loan a speed slug out. 
 
    I waved my hand, and my baroquer stomped onward with slow, ponderous steps. I wanted us to be more agile than our opponent, so I smashed a speed slug essence crystal between my hands before I attached it to the back of my baroquer’s head. His pace increased dramatically, and we made pretty good time, though the stagi had to slow down to maintain the same speed as us. 
 
    The satyrid’s eyes focused on us with blazing intensity as it stomped toward us. Its house-sized hooves crunched through debris as it moved, and I watched it flatten entire hovels and tear up streets with each step. 
 
    “Arwyn, Varleth,” I said as I turned to them. “I’m going to set you two down here. Don’t worry about survivors until that satyrid is far clear of the village, since this is going to get very ugly.” 
 
    “Copy that,” Varleth said. 
 
    “Be careful,” Arwyn advised. “Give me a call on your wrist communicator if you have the slightest doubt about your next move. Just because you’re the leader doesn’t mean you have to plan alone.” 
 
    “Thanks, I will,” I said with a grateful smile. 
 
    My baroquer lowered Arwyn and Varleth to the ground in the middle of the field. We were still far away from the village, but it looked like we would meet the satyrid at the very edge of the town. 
 
    “Good luck,” Varleth wished me as his voice crackled from the standard issue monster response squad communicator on my wrist.  
 
    I twisted it around so I could press the button and talk back.  
 
    “You too,” I responded with a wry smile. 
 
    With that done, I tested the bond between me and my baroquer and asked him if he was ready.  
 
    My monster made a low humming noise that echoed up and down his plate armor body. I was used to his pleasant, relaxed personality, but my baroquer was just as ready to kick ass and take names. 
 
    As the satyrid neared, I could see the yellowing, brown spots of aging on its teeth and hands. Its fingers and hooves were covered in rust-colored streaks like old blood, and its roving amber eyes steamed as heat rose from them. Then it made another piercing shriek that only vaguely reminded me of a horse, and I winced and clapped my hands over my ears as it did. 
 
    Maybe I should start carrying those old earmuffs for pyrewyrm screams everywhere with me. 
 
    In the next moment, the undead satyrid and my baroquer were just a couple strides away. They nearly matched each other in height, but the satyrid walked with a slouched animal gait that made me think it would be taller if it weren’t so misshapen. 
 
    Before the satyrid could strike, my baroquer whirled his sword from left to right in a backhanded slash that cracked against the satyrid’s bony chin. His horse head smacked to one side, but his skull wasn’t so much as cracked by the attack. 
 
    “Okay,” I said into my wrist communicator, “I’m definitely relying on Erin and Nia to take his legs out. This sucker is strong.” 
 
    “Copy that,” Erin replied. “First sweep is starting now.” 
 
    The stagi darted out from behind a nearby copse of trees and swerved around my baroquer’s feet before it shot toward the satyrid as it streamed a trail of sparkling dust.  
 
    Damn, but it was impressive to watch. I wondered where Erin got such a rare, flashy monster, but since the mimic was consistently such a jack of all trades, I couldn’t be that surprised she managed to snag one.  
 
    As Nia rode on the stagi’s back, she twisted her fingers around a giant ball of swirling ice magic. When they got close enough, she released it in a beam of frost that shot toward the satyrid’s lower legs and crackled against the bone there. 
 
    As the satyrid’s ankles were painted in white crystals of ice, the massive beast rumbled and tilted its massive head to get a closer look at its feet. 
 
    “Oh, no you don’t,” I warned him as I commanded my baroquer to attack. 
 
    My baroquer’s armored left hand flashed forward in a quick jab to the ribcage of the satyrid, but the blow merely glanced off its chest. Still, the undead satyrid stumbled back, and its glowing amber eyes fixated on us again instead of my two lovers. 
 
    Nia and Erin peeled away from the fight as Nia began to work on another powerful ice spell. The stagi leaped around rocks and tree branches as Nia focused on her work, and the ashen-haired mage’s hands twisted around her growing ball of blue magic with perfect concentration. 
 
    I followed up my baroquer’s first jab with another left-handed punch, but it landed poorly as the satyrid stepped away, and the attack had little effect. 
 
    Suddenly, the undead satyrid snapped forward with its jaws open wide, and its teeth clenched over the left arm of my baroquer. The satyrid ground down with its molars, and I heard the plates of my monster’s armor begin to crack. 
 
    “Beams,” I barked out quickly. 
 
    My baroquer complied, and twin laser beams of pure energy shot forth from his eyes. They connected with the satyrid’s shoulder, tossed it back slightly, and the monster’s toothy grip came undone. 
 
    I was shocked, since not even that managed to do much damage to the satyrid. There were twin blackened marks on its shoulder, but there was no sign of actual damage, cracking, or pitting. 
 
    I looked down to check on my monster, and I bit my lip in concern. The plating on my baroquer’s arm was fractured badly, and he seemed to be able to still use it, but I didn’t want to risk putting his arm entirely out of commission with the next punch. 
 
    Nia and Erin came back in for another round, and their stagi stayed carefully to the left side of the satyrid. It was a smart move, since it meant I could more easily avoid pushing the monster over to them by accident during our fight. 
 
    Once again, ice flashed from Nia’s hands and crystallized against the satyrid’s ankles. Its hooves frosted over with a fine layer of white crystals, and when it took a step, sheets of ice crackled from the sides of his feet.  
 
    Suddenly, the satyrid crouched and swept its bony hands toward Erin and Nia. As the skeletal fingers drew close to their retreating stagi, my heart clenched in fear. 
 
    My baroquer slammed its sword horizontally across the side of the satyrid’s skull, and the undead monster stumbled backward a step, but its focus didn’t change.  
 
    It reached again for Nia and Erin, but I wasn’t going to let that happen. 
 
    My baroquer rumbled and dropped his sword before he lunged forward to grip the undead satyrid by its skeletal shoulders. The two monsters struggled back and forth, and their feet kicked up piles of dust and debris as they fought for the upper hand. 
 
    Nia and Erin glanced back over their shoulders to look at the fight, and then the stagi began to come around as well. 
 
    I hit the button on my communicator as I clutched to the helmet of my baroquer. 
 
    “Too dangerous, please retreat,” I commanded, but the stagi rode onward. 
 
    “We’re coming to help,” Erin said through the communicator. 
 
    Nia’s started to cast again, but this time, she had a different spell in each hand. One rippled with the aqua color of water, and the other spun an orb of cold, crystalline ice. 
 
    She couldn’t be double casting two complex, powerful spells like that, could she? My eyes widened in awe, but I didn’t have time to contemplate Nia’s skill.  
 
    The undead satyrid snapped at my baroquer again, and this time his teeth sank into my monster’s neck plating. A pained rumble emanated from my baroquer as flames licked around the wound, but the satyrid wouldn’t let go. It shook its head, and its teeth shredded my baroquer’s metal armor with terrifying ease. 
 
    Then Nia’s spells exploded from her hands with blinding power. One hand produced a barrage of water that drenched the satyrid’s ankles while the other hand emitted a thin beam of freezing ice. The two mixed and created an intensely cold spell which froze the satyrid’s legs in layers of frost and ice. 
 
    The satyrid released its jaws from around my baroquer’s neck and shrieked out an awful whinny that made my hair stand on end. It tried to step away, but its hooves were frozen completely to the ground. Then the satyrid crouched again as it swept its skeletal hands toward Nia and Erin. This time, one giant finger grazed the retreating legs of the stagi. 
 
    The stagi stumbled and cried out in pain as it overbalanced, but Erin held it steady for a few more footfalls before it collapsed. The two girls fell from their mount and tumbled to the ground as they shouted in shock and pain. 
 
    Not on my watch. 
 
    “Now!” I cried as my baroquer followed my mental command. 
 
    He grabbed his enormous sword from the ground with his good hand before he swung it with all his strength toward the satyrid’s ankles. 
 
    The edge of the blade cracked against the beast’s ankles, and there was a tremendous snapping sound as the undead satyrid’s bones cracked along the single fracture line. The ice had brittled his bones to an incredible degree, so what was once nearly as hard as diamond was now fragile and easily cracked. 
 
    I gave the order again, and my baroquer swung a second time. His blade cracked against bone, and metal chips flew from the sword as the two forces smacked together. 
 
    This time, one ankle snapped completely, and without it, the undead satyrid toppled over backwards like a chopped tree. It shrieked as it collapsed, and its other leg cracked lengthwise with slow finality. I watched the fracture spiderweb before the entire lower leg bone split into three separate shards. 
 
    The satyrid hit the ground with a tremendous boom, and several of its smaller ribs cracked under the fall. Its left leg shattered up to the knee, and the other one twitched uselessly as it peddled what remained of its lower leg. 
 
    I threw away my hesitation as I commanded my baroquer forward. I wanted to check on Nia and Erin, but I knew they wouldn’t want me to give up the chance to end the satyrid completely. Arwyn would be nearby, and she could do a better job healing them than I could ever hope to do. 
 
    As my baroquer reached the satyrid’s head, Varleth dashed across the field to meet it as well. His banisher sword was out, but it no longer writhed with the black smoke that characterized his magic, since it would do him no good in this situation. 
 
    Though the banisher’s life force draining power was formidable, he couldn’t use it much before it exhausted his mana completely. If Varleth tried to use it on a monster this big, it would probably kill him instantly. 
 
    “I’ve got it!” Varleth called as he sprinted to the enormous eye socket nearest him.  
 
    Two rolling amber eyes fixed on the banisher with steaming rage, and I shuddered at the sight of them. I really hated to look at this monster, and I was glad it was so rare, since I never wanted to see its horrific, misshapen skeleton again. 
 
    The undead satyrid reached its human arms up to claw toward Varleth, but I had my baroquer put a stop to it before it got anywhere.  
 
    My monster knelt and pinned the satyrid’s left arm to the ground with one knee. As the other arm scratched toward us, I had my baroquer seize it with his good arm and hold it steady. 
 
    The satyrid was furious and far from dead, but it hadn’t taken the fall well. When it thrashed at me, its damaged ribs cracked further, and it stopped to neigh and shriek weakly with simmering anger. 
 
    Varleth slashed at the amber eye in the entrance of the socket, and the glowing orb dissolved into wisps of fire. Then the banisher dove inside the hole without a moment’s hesitation. 
 
    I couldn’t see what he did next, but I knew exactly when it happened. 
 
     Suddenly, the whole undead satyrid shuddered and twitched into its death throes. Its arms fell limp, and its body drooped to settle weakly at the ground. I knew Varleth must have driven the fatal blow into its brain, and the gypsy confirmed my suspicion when he emerged. He trotted quickly from the eyehole as he wiped his sword with his banisher cloak. 
 
    The undead satyrid began to dissolve into dust and air, just like every other monster that died in our world. 
 
    Just like that, we had vanquished it. 
 
    I had my baroquer set me down, and I hopped off his hand before I turned to look at him. 
 
    “Thanks, buddy,” I told him gratefully. “You did great out there.” 
 
    I held out my fist to the sky, and he gingerly knocked against it with his own finger as he rumbled with quiet pride. I grinned and recalled him back into his crystal before I slid the shooting-star shaped crystal back onto my bandolier. 
 
    Then I turned to run back and check on Nia and Erin, but there was no need. The two girls ran toward me as Arwyn followed them at a slower pace. 
 
    “We did it!” Erin shouted as she approached. 
 
    “You all did great work,” I congratulated. “That was a rough one. Are you and Nia okay?” 
 
    “Perfectly fine,” Nia answered. 
 
    “They had a few bruises and scrapes,” Arwyn explained. “It only took me a few moments to fix them up.” 
 
    “Great to hear,” I said with a pleased expression. “Alright, ready to go bust that rift down?” 
 
    “Let’s get to it,” Varleth agreed before his voice sobered. “By the way, I looked around for survivors in town, but I didn’t find anybody.” 
 
    “Neither did I,” Arwyn added with a solemn shake of her head. “The military should be here soon to do a thorough, organized sweep.” 
 
    “Not too unexpected,” I mused as I twisted my mouth into a thin line. “Let’s get to that rift, I want to try to shut it from outside.” 
 
    It took us a long few minutes of steady jogging to reach the entrance of the rift, but we encountered no monsters or living humans in the process. The large portal rippled with vague glyphs and murky colors that seemed to suck in the light itself. 
 
    Time to use Sera’s power to close it. 
 
    I thrust out my hands and began the spell, but no power gathered at my fingertips. I frowned and cocked my head sideways as I considered what might be wrong. I examined the magic that lay dormant within my core as well as the tether between Sera and me, but I felt nothing wrong. 
 
    Aw, Sera whispered, are you disappointed? Poor little Gryff. You can’t close rifts you didn’t open. It’s like trying to lock a stranger’s house with your own key. 
 
    “Shit,” I swore. “I can’t close this thing. It’s impossible, since I’m not the one who opened it up.” 
 
    There was a round of disappointed mutters as that news hit my team. 
 
     “That’s okay,” Varleth drawled. “Good to hear I’m not out of a job.” 
 
    “Congrats on your continued employment,” I joked as I rolled my eyes. “Sorry about that, guys. Looks like we’re going in this one.” 
 
    “Hm,” hummed Arwyn as her eyes narrowed, “this complicates things.” 
 
    It really did. The town was in such a state of complete disarray, it felt bad to leave it in order to close the rift. Was it worth abandoning the struggling survivors just to shut the portal sooner rather than later? However, protocol was clear, and some of us would have to go. 
 
    “You should probably stay here, right?” I asked the red-haired healer as I pressed my lips into a thin, uncertain line. 
 
    “I think so,” Arwyn agreed. “If I run into some smaller beasts or the military finds anybody, I need to be here to provide immediate attention.” 
 
    “That’s fair,” I said with a nod. “Alright, Erin and Varleth will take care of the catalyst in order to close the rift. Nia and I will guard the entrance and clear the monsters.” 
 
    “Got it,” Erin responded, and the rest of my team nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Alright, let’s do this,” I confirmed. 
 
    We all unhooked our gas masks from our belts and pouches before we slipped them over our faces.  
 
    I adjusted mine so the straps fit tightly over my ears, and the seal prevented any outside air from entering the mask. One of my least favorite things about the Shadowscape was the stench of decay and rot. I’d even heard stories of mages going mad from a long exposure to the smell of the Shadowscape, and I wasn’t ready to totally discount the rumors. 
 
    The rift rippled and churned ominously, but our group walked into it without a second thought. 
 
    The strange, cool sensation I felt when I entered the rift never failed to make me shiver internally. Since the portal was so large, I imagined being swallowed by the mouth of some huge monster, and it sent chills down my spine. 
 
    “We’ve got company,” Nia warned in a tight voice, and I followed her gaze as she pointed one finger to a horde of monsters. 
 
    The monsters noticed us simultaneously, and they whooped out a series of loud, grunting howls as they beat at their chests. 
 
    “Simirunts?” I asked as my mind raced over descriptions and drawings from my time at school. 
 
    “Gotta be,” Varleth agreed. 
 
    The simirunts were very apelike in nature, and they were covered in long, stringy fur the color of old leaves. Each was about three feet in height, but their short stature was offset by their powerful muscles and grasping hands. Their muddy green hair was offset by a series of white, bonelike spikes which ran down the center of their backs. Though simirunts were just as mindless as most monsters we encountered, they did travel and fight in packs, which could make them a little challenging to fight if one happened to encounter them in a large group. 
 
    This group was large, to say the least. Where the town would be on the human side of this rift, on this side there was only a crumbled pile of stone and rotting wood. Dozens, if not hundreds, of simirunts jumped and hollered from along the top of the structure as they revved themselves into a battle frenzy. 
 
    “Ready to do this?” I asked as I glanced sideways at Nia. 
 
    In that moment, I looked at her easy smile and her graceful poise, and she was breathtaking. Her ashen hair shone from the soft, muted light of the Shadowscape, and her cheeks glowed pink with the flush of battle. Her eyes sparkled with a fighting spirit that set my heart pounding more than the adrenaline from any battle ever could. 
 
    “You know me,” Nia replied as she spun a glowing fire spell to life between her fingers. “I’m always ready. Don’t worry about combining our powers, I’ll just make sure to back your monsters up when it looks like a good synergy.” 
 
    When Nia and I worked together, no enemy could stand a chance against us. I grinned as I bared my teeth at the gang of clustered simirunts. 
 
    Suddenly, a half dozen simirunts whooped and leapt from the top of the building before they charged across the barren ground of the Shadowscape toward us. Behind them, the rest of the horde gradually began to stir and run. 
 
    “Gryff’s face really pisses them off,” Varleth commented as he drew a hand over his sword and wreathed the blade in swirling, dark energy. 
 
    “Shush,” I demanded with a chuckle of laughter, “I know you were tired of waiting, anyway.”  
 
    “Don’t be ashamed to stay back, Erin,” Nia advised as she took a protective stance in front of the mimic. 
 
    I snagged a few wallerdons and daggerdillos off the lower end of my belt and tossed them out as well. 
 
    My wallerdons had wide, rectangular bodies with dark, segmented plates of tough skin. They were appropriately named, since wallerdons were quite similar to heavy stone walls. 
 
    My daggerdillos were roughly pig-sized, and their armor was much like that of an armadillo. They could curl into balls, and metal spikes protruded from their backs as their only defence. 
 
    Normally, the two monsters would serve little use on a serious battlefield, but together, they were a very effective barrier against attack. The metal spikes of my daggerdillos protruded through the bodies of my wallerdons, and together my monsters served as a jagged barricade against our enemies. 
 
    The first simirunts didn’t stand a chance, and five of them ran headlong into the spikes without the time to stop themselves. The next group got wise to the danger and nimbly grasped the daggerdillo spikes to hurl themselves up on top of my wallerdons. 
 
    That was a new one. 
 
    The simirunts mounted my barricade and stormed over the top of it, but Nia didn’t give them a chance to come back down. As they appeared over the edge, she released a parallel jet of fire that scorched the air and set the simirunts ablaze. The ape monsters shrieked as they burned, and their bodies crisped as they died en masse. 
 
    I tossed out four bullet basses to cover us, and chrome melted over our skins to protect us from the heat of the flames. 
 
    The smell of burning fur mixed with the stench of the Shadowscape and permeated my gas mask in one disgusting blend of odors. 
 
    “Eugh,” Erin muttered as she stepped back away from the fire. 
 
    “Might be a good time for you and Varleth to take off,” I advised her. “Nia and I have this covered, and it’s more important for us to take care of the catalyst quickly.” 
 
    “Got it,” Erin agreed with a sharp nod as she pulled her stagi crystal from her pouch. 
 
    “You have enough mana to use that twice?” I asked. 
 
    Summoning the same monster more than once in a short period of time could be really draining on the summoner. Erin hadn’t used much mana today, but it would be a significant cost if she did use the stagi twice in a row. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Erin assured me with a wink as she tossed out the stagi crystal. “Doesn’t take much mana to keep my stagi from going out of control. It’s not exactly a predator, so I don’t have to keep it from wanting to kill everything it sees.” 
 
    I turned to stare at the stagi, but it just pawed at the cracked, dry earth with one hoof and snuffled at the ground. 
 
    “My baroquer doesn’t want to kill everything it sees,” I responded with a note of indignation to my voice. 
 
    “Keep telling yourself that,” Varleth quipped teasingly before he heaved himself onto the stagi’s back. “I’ll just nurture my fond memories of it trying to crush you into tiny little pieces during the Magicae Nito exams.” 
 
    I gave the banisher my best scowl, and he threw back his head with laughter. 
 
    “Good luck,” Erin told Nia and me before she gave a little wave and commanded her stagi to ride. 
 
    Nia’s burning method began to be less effective as more of the simirunts opted to simply charge wide around the walls instead of barely skirting past them. 
 
    “Sit tight!” I called to her, and then I grabbed the essence crystal for my vingehund and threw it to the ground. 
 
    The wing-shaped crystal shattered and revealed my vingehund’s canine-like form. She yawned and stretched out her pale blue, feathered wings, and her arched horns glinted in the dim light of the Shadowscape. The vingehund’s pink tongue lolled playfully from her mouth as she panted and looked back at me for instruction. 
 
    I grinned as I directed the vingehund with a few orders, and she leapt to Nia’s defence with a jaunty, casual trot to her step. As I watched, she lunged and tore through two simirunts at once, and the apes whooped in anger at her as she made quick work of them. 
 
    Even though I knew it would require more mana, I plucked another essence crystal from my bandolier and tossed it in the other direction, and my roosa emerged for a second time with an insectoid chitter. My scorpion monster dashed forward into battle with very little instruction from me, and I watched it sweep its pincers through huge swathes of simirunts at once. Ape monsters hollered in anger and bared their long fangs as they leapt for my roosa, but the simirunts barely scratched its metal carapace.  
 
    “Lightning, look out,” Nia called as she tossed a spell toward my roosa. 
 
    A ball of yellow electricity raced over the metallic back of my roosa and reflected off in a tremendous spray of arcing static. Simirunts shrieked as they fried in electricity, and more fur caught on fire as the lightning cracked across the field. 
 
    My wallerdons and daggerdillos weren’t doing much anymore, so I recalled them even as I threw out a barrage of axe goblins. 
 
    The axe goblins were simple creatures, and though they weren’t weak, they weren’t very fast either. They had green skin and red eyes, and they were built thin and lean with ropy muscles. Their mouths were filled with razor-sharp teeth, and their only standout trait was the axes that grew from their arms in place of hands.  
 
    The axe goblins were grunts that were usually used for lumberwork, but they were just as good at holding the horde of simirunts back as any other monsters. As I ordered them onward, the goblins spun and slashed out with their axe blades. 
 
    The simirunts grunted angrily as they were pushed back by my axe goblins, and I grinned as the tide of the battle began to turn heavily in our favor. 
 
    A couple of simirunts slipped past my roosa and drew close to Nia, but I dashed in and drew my rhin dagger as I stepped in front of her. The first simirunt fell to an uppercut stab to its neck. 
 
    Nia flashed out one hand with a sword of compressed wind, and the blade beheaded the other simirunt cleanly. 
 
    “Nice one,” I complimented with an eager smile. 
 
    “Same to you,” Nia shot back with a wink even as she shot out a spray of ice darts. “Say, got any monsters that can speed this thing up?” 
 
    “Baroquer,” I replied with a shrug. “I guess I have the mana to use him twice, but I’d rather keep him in reserve just in case.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” Nia said with a teasing grin. “I’ll do all the heavy lifting instead.” 
 
    The ashen-haired mage twitched her fingers in a complicated spell, and a fireball bloomed between her hands. She transferred it to her left as she worked on an air spell with her right. Soon, Nia had two swirling, humming spells in her hands that crackled with energy. 
 
    She thrust her hands out, and both shot beams of wind and fire toward the oncoming horde of simirunts. Then she tilted her hands inward until the beams crossed ever so slightly. 
 
    A couple dozen feet in front of her, the epicenter of the crossed beams exploded into a raging inferno that exploded with hungry power. Several dozen simirunts died instantly in the blaze, and dozens more shrieked as they were lit on fire by the sparking, fitful flames. 
 
    “Wow!” I exclaimed with a wild laugh and a huge smile. 
 
    “Fire likes being fed wind,” Nia explained as she smiled back at me. “Within moderation, of course.” 
 
    “No kidding,” I replied. “Let me help you out, then.” 
 
    I commanded my vingehund to take to the sky, and I directed it several feet above Nia’s twin streams of fire and air. I ordered the vingehund to beat its wings to fan the flames, and it did with skill and power. Its feathers flared as wind whistled beneath them, and the fire fed on its new source of fresh air.. 
 
    Fire roared in my ears as the flames burst into an enormous, raging inferno that consumed everything in its path. Simirunts were slaughtered instantly, and it looked like we were nearing the end of the horde. 
 
    Suddenly, my wrist communicator crackled to life. 
 
    “Gryff,” Varleth’s voice came through, but it was barely distinguishable. “… in … to he … s … elp … s” 
 
    “He’s asking for help,” Nia realized with urgency in her voice. 
 
    “Are we sure?” I asked, but there was no doubt in my mind either. 
 
    As if to answer my question, a flare bloomed in the sky. 
 
    “The emergency flare,” Nia gasped. “Something’s wrong.” 
 
    “I’ll go now,” I told her. “Once you finish these off, you can catch up. Think you’ve got this covered on your own?” 
 
    I called for my vingehund and roosa to follow me, since I didn’t want to put them away and risk draining my mana to bring them out a second time. I recalled the rest of my monsters and gave Nia a careful, concerned look as I turned to go. 
 
    “I’m definitely okay here,” Nia replied as she tossed out another orb of fire. “Please hurry, Gryff, I’m worried about them.” 
 
    “Me too,” I said with grim concern in my voice. “Me too.” 
 
    I got my bearings on the flare and took off running. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    As I chased the flare down, I hopped on my roosa to pick up speed, and my mind raced over what could have gone wrong. Were Varleth and Erin injured? Was it serious? Usually, when a banisher went to close a rift, they weren’t bothered by many monsters. Monsters were drawn to magic use, and the team members who guarded the gate almost always used enough magic to draw most of the enemies to themselves.  
 
    I glanced over to my vingehund and asked her to fly overhead. She gave a huff of air and sprinted ahead before her wings carried her from the ground. If she saw Varleth or Erin, she would let me know through the bond.  
 
    My mind turned in circles as I worried about them. There was no guarantee there weren’t monsters lying in wait near the catalyst, so Erin and Varleth may have run into some. I’d responded to flares before, and the situation was usually dangerous because a big monster had shown up. I hoped that hadn’t happened here. It seemed like we’d already gone through quite a few large monsters just to get into the Shadowscape itself. 
 
    The smoke from the flare still hung faintly in the sky, and I fixed my eyes on it as I directed my roosa across ruins and cracked earth. The roiling, distant storm that characterized the Shadowscape made it difficult to see how far I was from the flare, but I suspected I was close.  
 
    Suddenly, my vingehund sent a small twist of alarm through the bond. She had spotted a monster running below, though I didn’t get much more information out of her. 
 
    I didn’t want to be caught on top of my roosa in the middle of a serious fight, so I hopped down and gave it a pat on one metallic leg before I took off at a sprint. The landscape of the Shadowscape gave way to more crumbling buildings, and my eyes scanned them anxiously as I ran through the ruins. 
 
    My breath fogged my gas mask as I skirted another ruined wall and turned the corner. 
 
    Erin and Varleth nearly ran into me, and we stumbled apart in surprise as we examined each other.  
 
    My roosa skittered to a halt behind me before it backed away slightly to give us space. 
 
    Erin was missing one legging and a shoe, but apart from her scuffed foot, she seemed okay. Varleth looked like he was in the same condition as when I last saw him, even though his dark cloak was now covered in dirt. 
 
    “You’re okay!” I exclaimed as I scanned my friends. 
 
    “Not for long,” Erin said with wide eyes. “I had to recall my stagi, something attacked it.” 
 
    “Something?” I asked. 
 
    “It took the stagi down, and now it’s chasing us,” Varleth panted. “Either come up with a plan of defence quick, or start running, ‘cause we have to go.” 
 
    “Are we near the catalyst?” I asked as I ran my hands along the essence crystals in my bandolier. 
 
    “It’s close,” Varleth confirmed. 
 
    “Alright,” I said with a grin. “We’ll fight here.” 
 
    Suddenly, the telltale scratch of claws on stone sounded above us. 
 
    “Look out!” Erin cried as she pulled me away from the ruined wall. 
 
    I stumbled away with Varleth in tow just as the monster pounced on the spot where we’d been. It landed with nimble agility before its head swung up to glare at us. 
 
    I expected a big catlike monster or some kind of wolf, but the beast in front of us wasn’t even close to either. It was covered in dense, curly fur like a sheep, and its body was more like an herbivore than any kind of predator. Its face was stretched and deerlike with two long ears, and its furry legs ended in four-toed paws with claws. It was almost the same size as a rambler, and each of its huge paws were bigger than my face. 
 
    As I gave a quick order, my roosa skittered over to my side and brandished its metallic claws at the strange monster. The two beasts stared each other down, but neither moved a muscle. 
 
    “It’s like some kind of nightmarish alpaca,” Erin said with a tremble in her voice. 
 
    The monster’s mouth slowly opened, and it revealed a row of pointed teeth that dripped with yellow, viscous fluid. 
 
    “What’s an alpaca?” I asked as I frowned at the strange monster. 
 
    “A southern herd animal,” Varleth said. “I’ve never seen one, but I’m pretty sure they don’t have claws and fangs.” 
 
    “I haven’t read much about the south,” I admitted. “They could have flying pigs, and I’d never know.” 
 
    “You didn’t know about the flying pigs?” Varleth asked, but his tone was clearly joking. 
 
    “Afraid not,” I replied with an eye roll before I returned to staring at the monster. “Why won’t this thing just get it over with and attack?” 
 
    Its gaze was fixed on my roosa, but the strange monster was frozen in position as if it were waiting for something to happen. 
 
    “Dunno,” Erin confessed, “but I really don’t want the roosa leaving us exposed.” 
 
    “That’s fine by me,” I said with a smile. “I’ve got other plans, and other monsters.” 
 
    Suddenly, my vingehund came tearing out of the sky with her nose and teeth pointed groundwards. The alpaca monster looked up and leaped sideways, but my vingehund was prepared. She twisted midfall and sank her teeth through the monster’s curly fur and into its neck with a satisfying crunch. 
 
    “Fuck yeah!” I whooped as my vingehund tossed her head and tore into the strange monster’s neck. 
 
    With a sudden movement, the monster twisted its long neck and sank its fangs into one of my vingehund’s outstretched wings. My vingehund yelped in pain and let go of her prey, and she whined as she fell from its back and stumbled away. 
 
    A sudden sense of wrongness came over the bond between me and her, and I gasped as the terrible sensation deepened. 
 
    “Is it poison?” Erin asked in concern as she watched my vingehund stumble around. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted with serious worry. “Something’s really wrong with her.” 
 
    Foam dripped from my vingehund’s mouth, and she shook her head as if she was trying to rid herself of something. She snarled and snapped at the air, but then her gaze latched onto me, and before I could do a thing, she threw herself toward me. 
 
    “Gryff!” Varleth shouted. 
 
    I fell onto my back as my vingehund’s tremendous weight hit me in the chest. Her claws sank into my shoulders as I barely held her snapping jaws back from my face. I gasped and scrambled against her before I came back to my senses and properly thought about the situation. 
 
    I recalled her back into her crystal, and her scrambling claws disappeared from my shoulders as she vanished from the space on top of me. All that remained was her blue, wing-shaped crystal, and I clutched it tightly in my hand as I sat up. 
 
    “Shit, are you okay?” Erin asked as she crouched near me. 
 
    “Perfectly fine,” I wheezed out. 
 
    “Well, that was fucking terrifying,” Varleth said with wide eyes. His sword was unsheathed and brandished toward me, and I realized he must have been seconds away from putting his blade through my vingehund. 
 
    “I think its bite can turn monsters rabid,” I gasped out as I stared at the alpaca monster. 
 
    Blood ran from its neck, but it was quickly clotting. The strange, curly-haired monster stared at my roosa with unblinking concentration, and now I knew exactly what it wanted. All it needed was to wait for the perfect opportunity, and then it could turn my roosa into a crazed animal with one bite. It reminded me of a rattlesnake lying hidden in the grass, just waiting as it watched a mouse draw near. 
 
    “Do you think that poison works on humans, too?” Erin asked as she chewed at her lip. 
 
    “It could,” I murmured consideringly, “though I’m not sure. We’d better stay away from it, just in case. I don’t want either of you going near it.” 
 
    “If I’m not fighting, should I go get the catalyst?” Varleth asked as his brow furrowed. “I don’t like this new creature. If push comes to shove, I want us out of the Shadowscape so you guys don’t have to fight it at all.” 
 
    “That’s probably a good backup plan,” I agreed as I scanned the banisher. “If we’re in a jam, you might be our only chance of rescue. Go and find it, but be very careful. I don’t like the idea of you alone out there.” 
 
    “I’ll be sneaky,” Varleth assured me. “Good luck, you guys.” 
 
    I gave him a short, serious nod, and the banisher left with a twirl of his cloak as he sprinted away. As he left, the strange monster’s sheeplike eyes followed him, but it didn’t move.  
 
    I thought perhaps we could just sit and wait the whole thing out, but of course that was too simple. 
 
    Eventually, the strange monster began to dart forward toward my roosa in short, little tests of reaction. Each time, my roosa backed up, and our attacker let it flee. It was clear this wasn’t going to last us forever, though. Sooner or later, the monster would truly come for us, and my roosa would almost certainly be poisoned. 
 
    “I could use my voluscura,” Erin suggested with a dawning realization. “I’ll need your help, though.” 
 
    “Anything you want,” I agreed with a relieved smile. “I’m running thin on ideas here.” 
 
    “Thanks,” the mimic replied with a bright grin. “Firstly, my voluscura has to have some way to launch up into the air for a good attack position. Secondly, we’ll want a distraction so the monster doesn’t just dodge away. We need to get things right the first time.” 
 
    I grinned as my plan formed and took hold of me. 
 
    “I think I have just the thing,” I said confidently as I ordered my roosa to back away slightly. 
 
    Erin followed my instructions, and she summoned her voluscura from its crystal before she directed it up my roosa’s leg and along the long, gentle curve of its venomous tail. Erin’s squirrel-like monster stopped at the top and clung carefully to the rounded end of my roosa’s tail while it avoided the deadly, barbed stinger. 
 
    With that done, I threw out a barrage of minor crystals in rapid fire. Imps and goblins burst from their crystals, and my new team of eight sprinted for the strange monster with their weapons brandished.  
 
    I panted with the strain of holding so many monsters at once, and even though they were low grade monsters, I knew I couldn’t hold them for long. 
 
    Luckily and unluckily, the alpaca beast made short work of them. Its claws slashed through torsos as it kicked and bucked at its attackers, and its fangs sank effortlessly into each of my flying imps whenever they drew near. The strange monster was quick, and it could leap much higher than I predicted it could. It quickly put five of my eight out of commission, but that was fine by me. 
 
    “Launch!” I shouted, and my roosa followed my command perfectly. It swung its long, powerful tail in a round arc, and the voluscura let go at the apex to soar straight for our enemy. 
 
    My distraction worked perfectly. As the strange monster kicked, bit, and spun to fight my minor monsters, the voluscura slammed into its neck like a speeding bullet. The little squirrel chittered and tore through the wound my vingehund had started, and the alpaca-like beast could no more bite the attacking voluscura than it could bite its own neck.  
 
    In this case, size was everything, and the smaller monster was the winner. Then our enemy dropped to the ground to roll and try to dislodge the voluscura, but the little beast hung on and buried its long fangs deeper.  
 
    Finally, the strange monster stood again and staggered forward. I only had one imp left, but the voluscura had done its job. 
 
    Our enemy collapsed with a soundless gurgle of blood, and within seconds, it was dead. Its clawed paws curled and twitched in its final moments, and then it was still. 
 
    Erin’s voluscura limped free from the corpse, and Erin ran over to her monster with obvious relief. 
 
    “You did such a good job!” she cooed to her voluscura as the little squirrel snuggled into her hands. “Now, rest, you deserve it.” 
 
    I smiled as I watched the mimic interact with her monster. She wasn’t a full-fledged summoner, but I was happy to see her bonds were just as strong. 
 
    “Should we go join up with Varleth?” I asked as she returned her monster to its crystal. “He must be getting close to the catalyst by now.” 
 
    “I think so,” Erin agreed as she climbed to her feet. “He went that way, so we should--” 
 
    Suddenly, the Shadowscape rippled and dissolved around us. The barren ground beneath my feet turned to lush, green grass, and the ruined wall turned into a stone cabin in the middle of a lumberjack’s camp. Trees surrounded Erin and me on all sides, and I turned slowly to get my bearings. 
 
    Varleth must have found the catalyst and destroyed it, I realized with a smile.  
 
    “He did it!” Erin said with a happy laugh as she ran over to me. 
 
    “We did it,” I corrected with a grin. “You were amazing! You and your monsters did such a great job.” 
 
    The mimic threw her arms around me, and I returned the hug as I spun her around with a chuckle.  
 
    “Do you think we should look for Varleth?” Erin asked as she drew away slowly from the embrace. 
 
    “We’d be equally likely to get lost,” I decided with a shrug as I scanned the dense woods. “I’m sure he’ll find his way back to town, and we should do the same. Luckily, that big granary will stand out.” 
 
    Well, what was left of it. After the ramblers and the satyrid, the entire town was mostly debris. 
 
    Erin and I had an uneventful trip back through the forest, and we arrived back to the edge of town. The village looked basically the same as when we had left it, but now, soldiers picked through the ruins of what was left. A large airship filled part of the field outside town, and the basic infantry symbol of the military, a rifle crossed over a white shield, was painted on it. 
 
    “We must not have been gone too long,” I said as I compared the position of the late afternoon sun with the scene in front of us. 
 
    “Just a few hours, maybe,” Erin agreed. 
 
    “Let’s go report back to Arwyn,” I suggested as I led us out of the forest and into the ruins. 
 
    As we walked, I scanned for survivors, but I didn’t see much evidence of any. Bodies were everywhere, and most of them seemed to have died from being crushed either by monsters or by falling debris. It was a grim scene, but I knew some must have survived. Even if this town was mostly decimated, we had closed the rift in time to keep the problem from spreading to other towns. 
 
    A pair of soldiers noticed us before too long, and they ran from the entrance of a crumbling house to greet us. 
 
    “We’re two of the mages who went into the rift,” I explained in a tired voice. “There should be a third still in the forest, so keep an eye out for him. Any idea where the healer, Arwyn Hamner, has set up her tent?” 
 
    “Near that little airship,” a short, freckled soldier indicated as he pointed toward Erin’s Diomesia. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said gratefully as Erin and I saluted the soldiers. “What about Nia Kenefick? Ashen blonde hair? Elementalist mage cloak?” 
 
    The shoulder nodded his head. “I believe I saw her with Ms. Hamner, but I do not know if she is still there.” 
 
    “Excellent,” I replied with a grin. “Come find us there if you spot any dangerous monsters.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” the freckled soldier agreed. “Honestly, though, there’s been practically nothing. Doesn’t look like many small guys came through this rift.” 
 
    “Huh,” I commented as my eyebrows raised, “that’s a relief. Good to focus on survivors.” 
 
    “It is,” the soldier agreed with a small smile. “The two of us have found about ten so far. They say some people with magic showed up and performed a miracle to take down some big monsters. You mages do good work, y’know?” 
 
    “You’re too kind,” I told him honestly with a shake of my head. “We wouldn’t be able to do anything without the military backing us up.” 
 
    “It’s true,” Erin said with a solemn nod. “We know we’re not in this alone.” 
 
    “Anyways, we’ve gotta go,” I told the soldier as we turned to leave. “Have a good one.” 
 
    “You too,” he replied with a pleased grin. 
 
    As we walked away, Erin had a noticeable skip in her step, and her eyes sparkled with happiness. 
 
    I hid my smile as I watched her, and my chest grew warm with the same joy. It felt good to be complimented, but it was absolutely spectacular to hear our efforts had made an impact on surviving citizens as well as soldiers. 
 
    Even when we weren’t struggling against Phi, our missions held deep meaning beyond simple duty. Closing rifts wasn’t just another task, it was something that saved lives. 
 
    As we approached Erin’s airship, I spotted a white tent set up a short distance away, in the shade of some trees. The patients were laid out in a sprawl of tarps, blankets, and bedrolls, and among them hurried a team of healers and military nurses. 
 
    Arwyn was in the thick of it, and she pressed her hands over a patient’s wounded stomach as her eyes scrunched shut in concentration. 
 
    “Let’s not interrupt her,” I suggested as I watched her magic begin to glow while it knitted together flesh. 
 
    Erin and I approached with quiet consideration, and we stopped a few steps away as we waited for her to finish. 
 
    Finally, the patient’s wound sealed over into a messy, pink scar, and Arwyn sighed as she sat back and opened her eyes.  
 
    “We’re back,” I announced amicably as I stepped closer to the red-haired healer. 
 
    “Gryff, Erin!” Arwyn greeted with a smile. “It’s so good to see you. I’m guessing Varleth is alright as well?” 
 
    “He should be,” I answered with a hesitant gesture. “We haven’t seen him since our group split off again, but he must have destroyed the catalyst.” 
 
    “Of course,” Arwyn agreed, “I’m sure he’s fine. Nia already came to see me, by the way. She told me her part of the story and went right away to help look for survivors under the rubble.” 
 
    “Sounds like her,” I said with a smile. “Nia only rests when everything is finished.” 
 
    “So,” Arwyn began, “I needed a break anyway. Why don’t you two tell me what else happened?” 
 
    I described the strange, alpaca-like monster Erin and I fought right before the rift closed.  
 
    Arwyn frowned in concern when she heard the description of the beast, but she nodded and smiled as we described how we killed it without taking any unnecessary risks. 
 
    “I’ll have to look that monster up later,” Arwyn mused. “I don’t know of anything like it, but monsters were never my research specialty.” 
 
    “It’s a weird one,” I agreed. “Pretty unassuming to look at, but more than a little dangerous. I’m just glad we got rid of it safely. Erin’s plan worked like a dream.” 
 
    “That was very mature of you to choose the safe, slow plan,” Arwyn complimented me with a discerning look. “You’re becoming quite the young leader, aren’t you?” 
 
    I flushed under the praise, and I made a noncommittal gesture to try and move the attention off me. 
 
    “He really is a great strategist,” Erin agreed with a pleased look. “It seems like he’s getting better at taking a step back and actually using his brains instead of rushing in right away. The old Gryff might have just sent his roosa to kill that odd monster we encountered.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Arwyn added with a triumphant look, “and he probably would have regretted it. It’s been gradual, but Gryff has grown a lot since I met him over a year ago.” 
 
    “I’m standing right here,” I said sheepishly as I shuffled from foot to foot. 
 
    “And we’re glad you are,” Arwyn teased with a wink before her gaze focused on something behind us. “Oh, that must be Varleth. Excellent!” 
 
    I turned and saw the banisher’s unmistakable dark figure approach, and his black cloak fluttered behind him in the breeze. 
 
    Erin and I jogged up to greet him while Arwyn returned to her work in the healing tent. 
 
    “Did everything go well?” I asked as I approached. 
 
    “Of course,” Varleth dismissed with an easy smile. “Totally uneventful, I just ran for a while and finally found the catalyst. Did you and Erin stall for the rest of the time?” 
 
    “Nah, we killed it,” I replied as I gave Varleth a friendly clap on the shoulder. “Voluscura to the neck. Pretty brutal.” 
 
    “Knowing you, it was far more convoluted than that,” Varleth said in a dry voice. 
 
    “He’s right,” Erin admitted. “It was kind of complicated. There were what, ten monsters on the battlefield?” 
 
    “Hey,” I complained, “you didn’t have to tell him that.” 
 
    We laughed for a bit, then the three of us made our way to the ruined town where we tracked down Nia.  
 
    “Hey guys,” Nia greeted with a smile as we arrived. “It’s good to see you all made it out without any injuries.” 
 
    The ashen-haired mage looked immaculate, as per usual, and the four of us chatted as we worked with the debris. Nia laughed when I asked if the simirunts gave her any more trouble. 
 
    “Of course not,” she scoffed. “What do you take me for, some kind of struggling first-year mage?” 
 
    “Technically, both of us have only completed our first year,” I pointed out with a grin. “We might as well be drop-outs.” 
 
    “Why, I never,” Nia denied with a secretive wink. “A Kenefick would never drop out of the Academy.” 
 
    It may have looked strange to outsiders if they saw us walking around the ruined village and cracking jokes even as we checked the pulses on bodies. However, mages and soldiers had a reputation for odd, black humor, and we had good reason to. We saw enough death and destruction in our missions that we’d all learned how to maintain a shell against most horror or grief. If we didn’t, we would simply stop being able to function. 
 
    So instead, we laughed, told stories, and joked as the afternoon wore into evening. When sunset began, we walked back to the healing tent and collected Arwyn before we all clambered back onto Erin’s ship. 
 
    Arwyn was exhausted, since she spent almost all her mana on healing patients.  
 
    “How are they doing?” I asked as I buckled myself into my chair. 
 
    Nia settled on my right, and Arwyn sat down beside her. 
 
    “They’re all in stable condition,” Arwyn reported proudly. “There’s not much more I can do even if I had the mana for it.” 
 
    “And you need to get back to research,” I added as I nodded in agreement. “Going back home is the right decision.” 
 
    Varleth buckled himself into his own seat next to Arwyn as the Diomesia whirred and shuddered to life. She lifted into the air, then her metal landing legs pulled into her with an audible thud. The wind buffeted the ship slightly as it rose, but we were soon at the proper altitude, and she leveled out with ease before she picked up speed. 
 
    We were all exhausted, particularly Varleth and Arwyn. The banisher always seemed drained and weak after taking out a catalyst, and I couldn’t imagine having to take care of such a difficult job over and over again throughout my life as a mage. 
 
    Soon after Varleth and Arwyn passed out, Nia and I began to yawn as well. I hoped Erin was getting some rest at the wheel of her ship. I knew autopilot was somewhat possible in the newer airships, though I didn’t know what conditions were required for it. With luck, she could sleep a little while the rest of us did, too. 
 
    “How are you doing?” Nia asked softly as her melodic voice interrupted my thoughts. 
 
    “I’m totally fine,” I assured her. “I barely got scratched through all that fighting.” 
 
    “Not the fighting,” she corrected with a shake of her head. “This is about the monster living in your head, Sera. How are you holding up against her? I hate to ask, but I want to make sure you’re okay.” 
 
    Warmth spread throughout my chest, and a happy peace settled in me as Nia’s blue eyes held mine.  
 
    “I’m really glad you asked,” I admitted. “I know you guys worry, even though you try not to show it. The truth is, Sera has been pretty quiet recently. She’s even backed off on the nightmares a little.” 
 
    “Really?” Nia asked as she tilted her head. “Is that a good thing, or a bad thing?” 
 
    “I wish I knew,” I sighed with a small shake of my head. “I think it’s a good thing, though. We seem a little more united than before, and getting a good night of sleep is less of an issue.” 
 
    Truthfully, the nightmares had taken a turn toward sexy and seductive instead of frightening. I felt bad for enjoying them, since I knew Sera’s offers always had ulterior motives, but there was nothing I could do about it. I would just have to keep my distance and be wary of promising her anything. 
 
    “That’s a good thing,” Nia agreed, “but don’t get too close to her just because she lives in your mind. She’s been plotting revenge longer than you’ve been alive.” 
 
    “Good point,” I told the ashen-haired mage. “I’ll be careful. I’m glad Sera and I have both got our sights set on getting rid of Phi, but I’m sure she’ll go right back to scheming once things come to a head.” 
 
    “I have no doubt,” Nia agreed with a sigh, and she leaned sideways to press her shoulder against mine. “I’m glad you’re you, Gryff. Promise me you’ll stay that way?” 
 
    “I’ll do everything in my power,” I swore to her with a serious nod, and in that moment, I knew I would. 
 
    Nia burst into a dazzling smile, and her warm, soft hand sought mine. I interlaced my fingers with hers as we leaned against each other. 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it from you,” Nia said softly as we pressed against each other. “Now, get some sleep. You did a lot today.” 
 
    “I’ll sleep if you will,” I replied before a yawn overtook me. 
 
    She laughed lightly and nodded, and we settled back against our seats as the airship drifted toward home. 
 
    Within minutes, I was asleep. 
 
    The hour flew by, and before I knew it, Erin leaned in front of me as she shook me awake in my seat harness. 
 
    “Hm?” I asked as I rubbed my bleary eyes. “We’re there?” 
 
    “Yup,” Erin confirmed, “and boy, am I ever ready to get some sleep.” 
 
    “I’ll bet you are,” I replied. 
 
    My neck was killing me from the odd angle while I slept, but I noticed my fingers were still interwoven with Nia’s. 
 
    The ashen-haired mage blinked sleepily at me and gave a slow, beautiful smile as she noticed our hands. We let go of each other reluctantly to extract ourselves from our harnesses. 
 
    “Time to get back into a real bed,” Varleth groaned as he heaved himself upright. 
 
    “That’s the best thing you’ve said all week,” I chuckled back as I twisted out the kinks in my spine. 
 
    “Low bar,” Varleth commented lightly. 
 
    “Sure is,” I agreed.  
 
    The airship hatch opened, and I was relieved to see this time, there was no rain.  
 
    We had a pleasant, completely dry trip back to the Academy at an easy pace. None of us were injured this time, and even though we desperately needed some shut-eye from the mana drain, that was the best result a mage could expect from a battle. 
 
    In the blink of an eye, we were through the big wooden doors of the Academy and into the heart of the building. My mind wandered in tired circles over the events of the day as I dragged myself back to my room. 
 
    When I opened the door, Braden woke up and greeted me with a tired mumble. I told him to go back to sleep, and he turned over agreeably in bed. 
 
    I stripped off my sweaty, blood-spattered clothing and threw it into a pile before I slumped into bed and let my muscles relax. 
 
    I needed to take a bath, but it could wait until the morning. I didn’t want to risk falling asleep in the water, even though it would be a pain to have to remake my entire bed with fresh sheets. 
 
    My eyes closed slowly, and I eased back into a deep, dreamless sleep. 
 
    I woke up to morning light as it fell across my bed and over my eyes. I stretched and gathered some fresh clothing before I put yesterday’s outfit back on and slipped out the door. 
 
    I reached the baths only to find Varleth already there as he soaked in a blissful amount of warm water and hot steam. His eyes were half-lidded in enjoyment, and he sank lower until only his nose was above the water. 
 
    I stifled a laugh at the sight of the banisher, but I decided to leave him alone for now. I could keep an eye out to make sure he didn’t drown, but I knew both of us preferred to take our baths in relative solitude. 
 
    The water may as well have been blessed by the Maker himself. As I soaked, every inch of me released a soreness I didn’t even know I had. 
 
    I like this feeling, Sera purred. Why don’t you take more baths? 
 
    What, once a day isn’t enough for you? I asked in my head. 
 
    It feels good, she explained. Why would you not indulge in good things as often as possible? 
 
    Good things are best in moderation, I told her. Otherwise, you risk turning them into just more mundane things. 
 
    I don’t understand, Sera hummed. Is this why you won’t indulge in carnal pleasure with me? Why deprive yourself of it? I promise it will feel better every time we do it. You know my power and talent. I can make it so pleasurable for you, you’ll beg on your knees as you plead for me to give you mercy. 
 
    It was talk like this that made me refrain from kissing her. She seemed like a seductive, beautiful woman, but she still talked like a Maker only knows how old Archon with a taste for blood and power. 
 
    You’re not very fun, are you? Sera teased with a hungry lilt to her voice. It’s fine, I know you’ll be mine eventually. We’ll be joined in body and mind both. No mortal can hold out forever. 
 
    Chills ran through me despite the heat of the bath, but my will steeled against Sera’s threats. I wasn’t about to sit around and listen to her manifestos, so I got out of the bath and dried myself off. 
 
    Breakfast would make me feel better, I decided, so I dressed in clean clothing and headed out. When I reached the cafeteria, I ran into Arwyn at the entrance of the room. 
 
    She looked much better than yesterday, and her amber eyes were bright and alert once again. She’d clearly taken the chance to rest and recuperate some of her mana since our mission ended. 
 
    In addition, she was wearing an outfit I couldn’t remember seeing ever before. She wore a small, flowy skirt made of overlapping black lace that revealed most of her thighs. On top, she had on a professional-looking purple shirt, but the buttons were tight across her chest, and they revealed a tantalizing hint of her generous cleavage at her neckline. 
 
    “Gryff,” she greeted as she gave me an appraising look. “I was hoping to run into you, actually. Now that we have a bit of a break between fights, I think you should spend the next few days getting up to date on your schooling.” 
 
    “Oh, okay,” I said haltingly. “That’s probably a good idea. I’m not really sure about joining classes so late in the year, though.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Arwyn replied with a pleased expression. “You won’t be taking classes, you’ll be studying with me. Headmaster Sleet has given me a small vacation of my own, and I’ll have time off from research duties this evening.” 
 
    “I see,” I said with a growing smile. “Private tutoring, then?” 
 
    “Private tutoring,” Arwyn confirmed with a wink. “In my room, I think. I believe eight tonight should be a good time, don’t you?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t miss an appointment with you for the world,” I replied teasingly. 
 
    “It’s a date,” Arwyn finished, and she gave me one last sultry look as she brushed past me.  
 
    The scent of flower perfume lingered in her wake, and I watched her leave for a while. My eyes settled on the swish of her skirt around her hips as she disappeared around the corner. 
 
    Finally, I gathered my thoughts and went in to breakfast, but my mind still raced over Arwyn’s suggestive words about tonight’s tutoring session. 
 
    This was going to be a long, long day, and I couldn’t wait for the end of it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    Finally, the grandfather clock in the hallway outside the dorms made a faint, brassy sound to signal the change of the hour. Usually, it was nearly imperceptible to me from my room, but tonight, I was on high alert for that sound. 
 
    I hopped up from my bed and ran one hand through my hair before I grabbed a few old textbooks off the top of my desk. Arwyn’s tutoring was never single-purpose, so I knew to be ready for studying as well as some hands-on activity. 
 
    “Whatever you’ve been waiting for, I’m glad it’s finally here,” Braden said in a muffled tone as he spoke into his pillow. “I thought you were going to wear a hole in the floor earlier.” 
 
    “Thanks for putting up with my pacing,” I answered gratefully. “I’ll try not to wake you up when I come back.” 
 
    “If I know you,” Braden joked as he rolled over, “you won’t come back tonight at all.” 
 
    “You know me too well,” I said as I winked and gave him a small salute. “Have a good rest.” 
 
    “Have fun, Gryff,” Braden chuckled as I opened the door to leave. 
 
    I grinned and shut the door behind me before I strolled through the halls to Arwyn’s office. She didn’t use her office very much anymore, since she wasn’t really a teacher this year, and her labspace was the main room she worked in for cipher research, but the office space still technically belonged to her. 
 
    The teachers’ offices weren’t too far from the classrooms, but they were strewn through the academic building in a haphazard fashion. Some of the doors weren’t marked or labelled in any way, but luckily, I’d learned where Arwyn’s was a while back. 
 
    I knocked on her office door quietly, and within seconds, she opened it wide. 
 
    “You weren’t waiting for me, were you?” I joked with a wry smile. 
 
    “Only a little,” she promised with a wink. “Come in, we have lots to study.” 
 
    Arwyn closed the door behind me, and I stepped further into her office to narrow the space between us. The red-haired professor smiled as my gaze traveled down from her face to her body, and my pulse quickened. 
 
    She was still in her teacher’s outfit from earlier, and my eyes landed on the row of buttons that trailed down her chest. The purple cotton stretched across her breasts, and her bra peeked through the gaps between each button. 
 
    I wondered if I could see her panties through the black lace layers of her skirt, but I couldn’t see any color but the rich, creamy tone of her skin. I ran one hand up her thigh, and Arwyn took my wrist to guide my fingers between her legs. 
 
    “No panties at all?” I asked in surprise. “How long have you been wearing the skirt like this?” 
 
    “Ever since I talked to you this morning,” Arwyn informed me with a sly, secretive smile. “It’s subtle enough that nobody can call me out on it, but I’m sure it brought a few questions to certain minds.” 
 
    “Very bold,” I told her with an approving smile. “I’m sure nobody suspected you did it for me.” 
 
    “Not in the slightest,” Arwyn purred as she stroked a hand across my shoulder. “Though I know they wondered. They can look all they want, but you’re the only one who gets my attention.” 
 
    Her eyes were dark as her pupils widened with lust, and I was certain we would be on the desk in seconds. Instead, however, she took my textbooks from me and tossed them onto the small couch on one side of her office. 
 
    “Studying comes first, I see,” I said with a hum as I put my other hand on her thigh to stroke patterns over her skin. 
 
    “For now,” Arwyn promised with a sultry look. 
 
    “Are we working on history, or my patience?” I asked with a crooked smile. 
 
    Arwyn put one finger against her chin in thought as she tilted her head. 
 
    “Perhaps we’re just waiting to see what will happen,” she said with meaning layered beneath her tone. 
 
    “That’s more than okay with me,” I replied as heat shot to my stomach. 
 
    I didn’t know exactly what she was referring to, but I could imagine a dozen different scenarios I would be extremely glad to wait for. I loved Arwyn’s body, but I knew her clever mind would come up with something to make the end of our session even sweeter.  
 
    We sat on opposite ends of the couch, and Arwyn cracked open one of my textbooks. 
 
    “Quick review, first,” she began. “For every question you get perfectly right, I’ll undo one button.” 
 
    “Perfectly right?” I asked with a growing smile. 
 
    “It has to be textbook,” Arwyn confirmed with a wink. “Otherwise, it doesn’t count.” 
 
    She ran through a few history questions, and I got them more or less correct, though I forgot most of the proper dates or important names. When I got close, Arwyn would run a finger along one of those buttons on her shirt, but she was a stickler for the rules, and she didn’t undo a single one yet. 
 
    Finally, she reached a question about the Enclaves that I remembered perfectly. Something in my mind clicked, and I rattled off the dates, names, and relevant details without hesitation. 
 
    “A perfect answer, Gryff,” Arwyn announced as her hand raised to her chest. “Congratulations.” 
 
    Her fingers twisted deftly around the button, and with a small pop, it came undone. Her cleavage turned from tantalizing to downright unfair, and I was sure she could hold a pencil between her breasts if she wanted to. Her bra was more than a hint exposed now, and my eyes roved over the black lace of it. 
 
    “Matching bra and skirt,” I commented. “You were planning on this for a while, weren’t you?” 
 
    “Of course,” Arwyn admitted easily as she turned a page in the textbook. “I’m always looking forward to spending time with you, and I didn’t want to miss a good opportunity when it came up.” 
 
    “Mm, you’re a wise woman,” I complimented her as I dragged my eyes away from her cleavage. 
 
    “I aim to be,” Arwyn returned with a wink. “Now, next question.” 
 
    Now that I was properly motivated, my mind raced over possibilities for dates and names as I delved back to the days I had learned this material. It took me half as long to get the next question spot-on. 
 
    This time, Arwyn undid a button from the bottom of her shirt, and she revealed a pale section of taut stomach. 
 
    “Best for last,” she quipped with an innocent look toward me. 
 
    “You think I only care about your boobs?” I asked as I cocked an eyebrow. “You’re sorely mistaken.” 
 
    “You have to admit they’re your favorite part,” Arwyn accused lightly as she smiled at me. 
 
    “It’s a toss-up,” I hummed as I tilted my head in thought. “Ass or boobs, ass or boobs … “ 
 
    “Fine, fine,” Arwyn conceded. “One of your favorite parts. My point still stands. Alright, next question.” 
 
    We went back and forth for a bit until we reached a section of history I knew very well, since I’d read an entire book on it in my free time. The history of swordsmithing and weapon advancements was well under my belt, and I rattled off textbook answers as quickly as she could ask them. 
 
    One, two, three buttons went, and Arwyn revealed the entirety of her lower torso as she followed our rules to the letter. A fourth button went, and the lower part of her black, lacy bra peeked out. 
 
    Only two buttons remained, and my heart throbbed as heat pooled in my stomach in anticipation. 
 
    “What’s the exact date of the Halrorren rift opening?” Arwyn asked with a sly smile. 
 
    “The year was twelve forty-eight,” I said confidently. 
 
    “Correct, and the day and month?” Arwyn asked with half-lidded eyes. 
 
    “November,” I said hesitantly. “Twenty-eighth?” 
 
    “Correct,” Arwyn affirmed as her eyebrows shot up. “Even with the uncertainty, you remember better than you think you do.” 
 
    “I guess so,” I said with a slight shrug. 
 
    “Don’t undersell yourself,” Arwyn said with a smile as she undid the second-to last button. “You’re one of the sharpest students I’ve ever had, Gryff.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said distantly as my eyes bored into the revealed lace. “But I’m not even comparable to students like Nia or--” 
 
    A soft, rhythmic knock sounded at the door, and I flinched as my eyes widened in panic. I expected Arwyn to rush to button her shirt up, but instead she just laughed quietly and shook her head. 
 
    “Speak of the devil,” she said with a wry tone before she raised her voice slightly. “Come on in.” 
 
    The door opened, and Nia stood in the entrance. Her hair wasn’t in a braid for once, and it framed her face like a white cloud. Nia was barely dressed at all, and she wore nothing but a small, one-piece shift dress for sleeping, but it didn’t even come close to covering her ass. Through the clinging, white fabric, I could clearly see the pink circles of her nipples as they pressed pertly against her top. 
 
    I expected to see surprise on her face when she noticed us, but instead, she simply gave the two of us a knowing smile. 
 
    “You started without me, hm?” she asked with a tilt of her head as she closed and locked the door behind her. 
 
    “Only just,”Arwyn assured Nia with a sultry look. “Gryff needed to catch up on last year’s material, but I knew you would have no such problem.” 
 
    “Bold assumption,” Nia commented lightly with a smile. 
 
    “Who invented the crystal essence lamp, and which year?” Arwyn asked. 
 
    “Marderal Offrey, fifteen twenty-one,” Nia said effortlessly. 
 
    “See, you’re more than prepared,” Arwyn teased, and she undid the final button on her top. 
 
    Her breasts spilled free against the thin fabric of her lacy, black bra, and she reached up to caress her chest with her hands. Her breasts rippled as she moved them with a firm grip, and her half-lidded eyes stared lustily into mine. 
 
    I couldn’t wait any longer, but as I leaned forward to touch her chest, she shook her head slightly. 
 
    “Let Nia help,” Arwyn purred. 
 
    The ashen-haired mage walked over, and she undid the white string that held her nightgown on. The waist of the dress loosened, and Nia pulled it over her head before she dropped it on the ground. 
 
    Underneath, Nia was completely naked. Her pussy was shaved smooth, and her gorgeous, pink lips peeked from between her legs as she leaned over the couch to help Arwyn. Nia’s breasts pressed against Arwyn’s back as her hands traveled around to fondle the red-haired professor’s bra. 
 
    Nia squeezed, pushed, and teased against Arwyn’s giving flesh, and the professor moaned as Nia’s ministrations continued. Eventually, the ashen-haired mage pulled the purple blouse free, and she began to work at the latch of Arwyn’s bra. 
 
    It came undone easily by Nia’s long, graceful fingers, and the ashen-haired mage pulled the whole bra quickly upward. Arwyn’s breasts lifted up and out before they fell back down with a ripple of generous flesh. 
 
    Finally, Arwyn’s breasts were free. Her dark, rosy nipples strained outwards, as if they begged for touch. Her breasts were unimaginably round and large, and they bounced easily when Nia’s hands roamed across them. 
 
    I strained forward, but I waited obediently for them to give me the okay to touch. Arwyn shook her head again, and Nia moved to crouch beside the sofa. 
 
    The ashen-haired mage leaned forward and took Arwyn’s left nipple in her mouth. She sucked and swirled her tongue around before she bit gently, and Arwyn arched her back in a pleasured response. 
 
    Nia moved on to the other breast, and Arwyn let out a desperate moan in response. Nia kneaded both breasts with her hands as she flicked her tongue across Arwyn’s nipples.  
 
    The professor ground her hips against the couch cushion as her desperation for release increased, but it was clear she’d need more friction than that. 
 
    Finally, Nia stopped massaging and sucking before she leaned back. She licked her lips with a sultry, satiated look on her face. 
 
    “I’ve gotten her ready for you, Gryff,” Nia told me as her blue eyes shot me a seductive, lingering stare. 
 
    “She does look ready,” I hummed out before I knocked the textbooks between us to the floor.  
 
    The books landed heavily, and their pages sprawled open in an ungainly heap, but I couldn’t care less. Arwyn and Nia were the only ones I had eyes for right now. 
 
    I moved forward and flipped Arwyn’s lacy skirt up. Beneath the layers of black, patterned fabric, I revealed her spread thighs and dripping pussy. There was a dark, wet spot on the couch between Arwyn’s legs, and I smiled to think about how ready she was for me. 
 
    “Do you want the skirt off?” Arwyn asked as a pink flush traveled down her stomach in anticipation. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s going to be necessary,” I assured her as I slid my hands underneath the lace and wrapped my fingers around her firm ass. Arwyn’s best assets were certainly her breasts, but I knew how to appreciate the generous cheeks of her butt as well. I squeezed and massaged her muscles as she squirmed and giggled in my grip. 
 
    Nia sat behind me on the couch and pulled my shirt off with deft fingers. When she reached the button of my pants, I stood obligingly and let her strip them off me. When all the clothes were gone, I sat again and drew my hands along Arwyn’s thighs. 
 
    Nia pressed close to me from behind, and she reached around to stroke my cock with her warm, talented hands. She spat into her palm and rubbed it over my cock to lubricate it before she slid her hands over the sensitive tip and down the length of my member. She wrapped her hands into two circles and teased the head of my cock as she moved them back and forth around me. 
 
    Finally, I let go of Arwyn’s ass and moved my hands back and under the lacy frills of her skirt to caress her clit. I fingered her with slow patience, and I knew every second made her more and more needy. Every once in a while, I hit directly on a more sensitive spot, and Arwyn jerked and moaned whenever I did. 
 
    Nia’s hand on my cock was fantastic, and I couldn’t believe a handjob could feel so good. Just when I thought it couldn’t get any better, she slipped off the couch, crouched beside us, leaned in, and angled her head to take me in her mouth. 
 
    She licked the head of my cock first, and my hips jerked in reaction to the sensitive feeling. Nia didn’t slow down there, however, and she pushed her head down the length of me until she had almost all of it in her mouth. She bobbed her head and created suction as her tongue ran over the head of my member. As she bobbed and licked, she created a delicious rhythm that nearly drove me crazy. 
 
    Finally, I could take it no more, and I pulled Arwyn forward while I bent her legs up against her stomach.  
 
    Nia popped off my cock and smiled as she gazed up at me with hot desire burning in her eyes. 
 
    Arwyn’s skirt flipped up easily to reveal her skin below, and I took in the gorgeous sight in front of me. Her pink slit was wet and shiny with arousal, and I pushed my hips forward to enter her perfect, blissful warmth.  
 
    “Don’t forget about Nia,” Arwyn gasped as she moaned at the feeling of my cock filling her. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I reassured her with a smile. “I think we can make this work perfectly with three people at once.” 
 
    I pulled out and flipped Arwyn onto her stomach before I directed Nia to straddle the small of the professor’s back. 
 
    Nia faced me and leaned back until she and Arwyn were back-to-back in a horizontal position. I swiped a pillow off the back of the couch and settled it under the ashen-haired mage for support. It looked like the pressure and weight of the position was distributed fairly evenly, but I wanted to make sure it would work. 
 
    “Everything feeling okay?” I asked. 
 
    “Just impatient to get started,” Arwyn answered in a teasing tone as she wiggled her hips underneath Nia. 
 
    “Feels good,” Nia added with a sultry look. “I’m glad I get to be the one that watches you.” 
 
    “I’ve had my turn to watch,” Arwyn responded lightly. “This is only fair.” 
 
    I gazed at the two flushed, dripping entrances in front of me and tipped my head to one side as I decided which to pick first. 
 
    When my decision was made, I rocked forward and plunged my cock into Nia’s tight pussy, and she cried out in pleasure as I entered her. I pistoned my hips in and out as my cock delved into Nia, and soon she was moaning and panting with mounting ecstasy. 
 
    Just when Nia began to calm from the initial bliss, I pulled out and lowered myself into Arwyn. The extra time I took to set the girls up with cushions paid off, and the angle was just high enough to let me slide inside her. She was extra tight from being pressed against the surface below her, and she gasped as we both felt the delicious friction inside her pussy. 
 
    While I was inside Arwyn, Nia fingered herself and watched us with lustful, hooded eyes. I didn’t let the ashen-haired mage wait too long, and I pulled out of Arwyn and plunged back into Nia. Their juices mixed along my cock, and Arwyn moaned as the movement above her ground her clit into the couch cushions. 
 
    For the next half an hour, I switched back and forth between the women until both pleaded for release. Finally, I picked up the pace and slammed my cock into Nia at such a relentless rhythm that she finally twisted around me and came within a minute of my entering her. 
 
    As Nia shuddered and moaned, I pulled out and dove into Arwyn to give her the same treatment. It took the red-haired professor almost no time to be worked into a moaning mess. As I hit deep inside her, she came with a shout as her pussy clenched around me. 
 
    I was close to finishing too, since the fast pace put me on the edge of coming. I switched back to Nia and pounded her with abandon as I clutched her by her wide hips. Nia still moaned and twitched with the force of her orgasm, and within a couple of minutes, I reached my peak and climaxed inside her for a few pulses before I pulled out, buried myself in my teacher, and filled her tight tunnel with the remainder of my seed.  
 
    When we were done and satiated, we laid back on the couch with exhaustion. My head tucked next to Arwyn’s breasts, and Nia’s long legs draped across my torso as she faced the opposite direction. 
 
    “I don’t think I’m going to forget this study session,” I mumbled with blissful sleepiness. 
 
    “You better not,” Arwyn replied with a laugh. “That material is important to your education. 
 
    “I don’t think I’ll forget it either,” Nia hummed. 
 
    “I’m not sure you’re even capable of forgetting,” I teased the ashen-haired mage. “You’ve got that Kenefick memory.” 
 
    “I study when nobody’s looking,” Nia told me with a yawn.  
 
    “So, Arwyn and I have now observed a rare event,” I noted. “I’ll write it in my diary as a special occasion.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Nia confirmed with a pleased smile. “Now, I’m going to go back to my room before you can start making scientific sketches.” 
 
    “Too bad,” I responded with mock sadness, “I was just about to whip out the pen and paper.” 
 
    “I’m exhausted too,” Arwyn said with a yawn. “You kids have your ridiculous stamina, but I need to get back to research in the morning without falling asleep on my desk. I better turn in.” 
 
    “Sounds like all three of us are ready for bed, then,” I said as I stood and stretched. 
 
    “Wait one minute,” Arwyn interrupted me with a smile. “I figured our study session would turn into pleasure pretty quickly, so I wrote out a detailed guide of what you two need to know from the first month of this semester. It’s on the desk, over there.” 
 
    I walked over and picked up the relevant sheaf of paper. There were two copies, one for both Nia and me. The guide was written in perfect, beautiful handwriting, and I could only imagine how long it must have taken Arwyn to create it. 
 
    “This is amazing,” I admitted in awe as I scanned through the organized notes. 
 
    “It was simply a matter of compiling various teacher lectures,” Arwyn replied with a dismissive shake of her head. 
 
    “That’s no easy task,” Nia insisted. 
 
    “I was happy to do it,” Arwyn said as she examined us both. “It will be hard for you two to absorb all at once, and I don’t expect any miracles, but take a look at it, alright?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I told her with a vigorous nod. 
 
    “It’s a deal,” Nia agreed, and her eyes sparked as she realized she had an academic challenge ahead of her. 
 
    Nia could never resist outperforming the wildest expectations. I knew she would have the entire guide studied, researched, and filed away in her memory within a few weeks. 
 
    “Thank you, Arwyn,” I told her seriously. “This is really nice of you to do.” 
 
    “It’s what teachers should do,” Arwyn insisted. “Now, you two should get back to bed. Sleep is important when you never know where the next mission is coming from.” 
 
    She was right, of course. It took us a few moments to make ourselves modest as we put our clothes on again, and Nia couldn’t look very presentable in just her nightgown, but she got here fine with it. It was late at night now, and almost nobody was up and around on a school evening. 
 
    “Want an escort back to your room?” I asked Nia. 
 
    “Actually, that would be lovely,” she said with a sly look at me. “It’s been awfully cold in the women’s dorms lately, and I could use somebody else to keep warm.” 
 
    “Then let me be the gentleman and walk you back,” I decided with a grin. 
 
    We walked arm in arm as we returned to Nia’s dorm room. We stopped in front of number three-eleven, and Nia pulled a key from her nightgown pocket to unlock the door. 
 
    Once we were inside, I had to marvel at the royal furnishings Nia had at her disposal. I’d seen it all before, but it had been a while, and the novelty of such a large space hadn’t worn off yet.  
 
    Nia didn’t have a roommate, so her room was dominated by a king-sized, four poster bed with an intricately carved headboard. A large dresser stood along the wall, and her wide writing desk was neat and organized in perfect Kenefick fashion. Besides the oversized necessities, she also had a mahogany lounge chair covered in rich, green leather. 
 
    Nia and I stripped our clothes off again before we nestled together in the bed, and the satin sheets slid like cool water against my skin. My arm tucked around her shoulders, and Nia sighed happily as she leaned her head against my chest. 
 
    “You and Arwyn really know how to scheme,” I chuckled as my mind ran over the events of tonight. 
 
    “We figured if we put our heads together, we could come up with something nice for you,” Nia explained with a pleased smile. 
 
    “It was more than nice,” I hummed. “I think it was just what I needed.” 
 
    “Good,” Nia replied, and her lashes fluttered shut against my chest. “I think I’ll sleep well tonight.” 
 
    She settled against me, and I ran my fingers through her soft, pale hair. It glowed faintly in the moonlight from outside her window, and she looked more like an angel in that light than Sera or any Archon ever would. 
 
    “I think I’ll sleep well, too,” I agreed. 
 
    We both drifted off, and my sleep was dreamless and peaceful with Nia in my arms. 
 
    In the morning, we woke up slowly and stretched as the sun fell across our bodies. Nia’s pale skin looked like it was dipped in gold as sunbeams of soft light reflected off her face and breasts. 
 
    A sudden gurgle of noise split the silence, and Nia put her hands over her stomach as she blushed. 
 
    “Hungry?” I asked her as I chuckled at her reaction. 
 
    “Just a little,” she admitted. “I guess I didn’t eat enough at dinner last night.” 
 
    “We can go get breakfast now,” I said as I patted her on the stomach. “The baths can wait until later. You’re not allowed to starve on my watch.” 
 
    “I’m not starving,” Nia insisted as she rolled her eyes. “I’m just ravenously hungry, to the point where I might consider eating a drawing of an apple if I don’t get food soon.” 
 
    “Sounds normal enough,” I replied with a casual shrug. “C’mon, let’s get dressed.” 
 
    We rushed through our morning routines, and I hopped back into my clothes from yesterday as Nia put on a fresh blouse and shorts. Then we hurried out the door together and made our way to the cafeteria. 
 
    The line was busy, since we came an hour before classes started, and we lined up impatiently behind the rest of the tired students. As we waited, I looked around the cafeteria and spotted Varleth, Layla, and Braden at a table together in the corner of the room. 
 
    Once we got our plates of hash browns, fresh fruit, sausages, and pancakes, we hurried back to our friends’ table. 
 
    As we approached, I listened in amusement to the conversation Braden and Layla were having. 
 
    “I think everybody must look at us like we’re these phantom students,” Layla insisted. “We walk around the halls like we’re going places, but we never turn up in any classrooms. We come to the cafeteria for regular meals, but sometimes we don’t show up for weeks on end.” 
 
    “That’s normal,” Braden assured her. “More than a few students are on monster response squads, and everybody knows you can get delayed for days or even weeks while you’re in the Shadowscape.” 
 
    “Hmph,” Layla grunted. “I don’t buy it, we’re just gone way too often. In fact, I’m sure some people even know we were wanted by Miriam and her little tyranny squad.” 
 
    “Tyranny squad,” Varleth echoed as he snorted into his hash browns. 
 
    “Then Sleet pops up outta nowhere from recovery, and we’re like, best buds with him,” Layla continued with a sage nod. “People definitely think we’re up to something heinous. I’m sure they’re throwing around all kinds of rumors.” 
 
    “Hey guys,” I greeted them as Nia and I sat down at their table. “Are we talking about how famous we are?” 
 
    “Yup,” Layla confirmed as her hazel eyes sparkled with mirth. “I think we must be celebrities among students.” 
 
    “Funny how nobody’s staring at us, then,” I commented with a grin as I stabbed a sausage with my fork. 
 
    “C’mon,” Layla argued, “Academy mages are smarter than that. They’re using secret techniques like mirrors and stuff.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I drawled as my eyebrows rose. 
 
    “Look,” Layla said as she jabbed a finger toward a nearby table. “See that kid over there, with the book? He’s only pretending to study, but he’s really listening in on our conversation.” 
 
    “Actually,” I pointed out as I watched the student, “I think he’s annoyed we’re talking so loudly on this side of the cafeteria. A lot of kids like to eat and study back here.” 
 
    “Well, whatever,” Layla retorted. “He can be a nerd and also be eavesdropping. Multitasking is a thing.” 
 
    We both laughed, and I shoveled pancakes into my mouth as I shook my head at Layla. Breakfast was so good, we all dug in to eat instead of continuing the mock debate. 
 
    Then a familiar woman entered the cafeteria and stopped as she scanned the room. Her dark coils of hair and mahogany-colored skin were instantly recognizable, and I lifted my brows curiously as I watched her. 
 
    “What’s Professor Lle’shenne looking for?” Braden asked as he swallowed his food. 
 
    The professor looked our way, and her face lit up with purpose before she strode toward our table. 
 
    “Us, it seems like,” I realized. “This could be great news or bad news, but I think we can count our little vacation over.” 
 
    Lle’shenne came right over and leaned close. 
 
    “We’ve got a situation on our hands, students,” Lle’shenne told us, and her dark eyes glittered with worry. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked in a hushed tone. 
 
    She glanced around and chewed on her lip before she bent closer. 
 
    “It’s Phi,” Lle’shenne whispered. “She’s been spotted in a new location, according to some reports we just got in.” 
 
    My heart dropped, and the taste of breakfast grew stale in my mouth. 
 
    “Is Sleet calling a meeting?” I asked in a low voice. 
 
    “Yes, and it’s about to start,” Lle’shenne answered grimly. “You better finish breakfast right now and get over there. Braden, you can attend to, though you’ll likely stay here.” 
 
    “Got it,” Braden answered seriously. 
 
    “We’ll be there right away,” I assured her. 
 
    Lle’shenne hurried away again, and we gave each other worried glances as we considered what the new reports would mean. 
 
    “At least we have a lead now, right?” Layla asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure if this is better than no news at all,” Nia hummed as her mouth twisted in concern.  
 
    “I want to come to the meeting and listen in,” Braden put in. 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” I agreed with a nod. “I wonder if Gawain and Orenn will be there?” 
 
    “Probably,” Layla guessed as she gulped down hash browns. 
 
    “Let’s get moving,” Varleth added. “I want to hear what exactly happened.” 
 
    I stuffed my mouth with pancakes and sausage before I grabbed my plate. My friends followed as I scraped my plate into the trash and set my utensils in the cafeteria bin, and we cleaned up in record time. 
 
    Then we took the short trip to the secret staircase that led to the meeting room. We waited until there were no students in our immediate line of sight before we ducked down the stairs and through the door. 
 
    It was odd to use the cafeteria hallway to go straight to a clandestine gathering, but if Sleet trusted it, it was good enough for me. I didn’t blame him for not using an official office anymore. Antoine of the animandu nearly killed the Headmaster in Sleet’s own office not too long ago, so it was good for us to take more precautions, now. 
 
    When we walked through the final door, I spotted Sleet already in his chair as he rested a hand on his staff.  
 
    Ashla, Arwyn, Cyra, Erin, Gawain, and Orenn were already there when we arrived, and Lle’shenne took her seat just as we walked in. 
 
    “Ah, we’re all here,” Sleet greeted us. “I’m afraid Grand Mage Kenefick could not join us today, nor could councilman Goredrin Madox. They have their hands full trying to fill the council with new, qualified members.” 
 
    “Not an easy task,” Arwyn commented. “I don’t envy them.” 
 
    “Nor do I,” Headmaster Sleet agreed, “though I’ve helped out by sharing my connections where I can. Anyway, the reason you’re all here is because of a new report we’ve just gotten in from a small village.” 
 
    “What does the report say?” Nia asked as her blue eyes narrowed in concentration. 
 
    “Locals say they’ve seen a woman or a little girl with blue skin in the nearby woods. Nobody has made contact with her, since she vanishes quickly whenever she’s spotted, but one lumberjack has gone missing.” 
 
    The implication was clear. Perhaps that one lumberjack got more than a glimpse, and Phi took the time to kill him instead of just moving on. 
 
    “Why would she be sighted in this particular forest?” Cyra asked with a frown. “Are we sure this is a reliable report?” 
 
    “I’m not sure why she would appear there,” the Headmaster admitted. “I can’t begin to understand her motives.” 
 
    “It does sound a lot like Phi, though,” Gawain muttered. “I mean, a little girl with blue skin? Country hicks aren’t going to come up with something that matches so specifically, not by accident.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea what Phi might be doing?” Sleet asked the fire mage. 
 
    Gawain chewed his lip as he tilted his head in thought. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” he answered hesitantly. “I know she wants Sera dealt with, and I know she wants to open a permanent rift. I don’t know why wandering around in a random forest would help with either of those, though.” 
 
    “Perhaps there’s something significant in the forest,” I suggested. 
 
    “That was my thought,” Lle’shenne spoke up, and she brushed her coils of dark hair over her shoulder. “I think there’s a chance she may be trying to open a permanent rift nearby.” 
 
    “A permanent rift,” Varleth hummed thoughtfully to himself. 
 
    Was she targeting the same location she’d almost opened a rift at last time? Could she actually do it without overpowering Sera? 
 
    “Is this town anywhere near Ortych Sands?” I asked with a frown. 
 
    “I’m afraid not,” Sleet said with a solemn shake of his head. “You actually know this village quite well, Gryff.” 
 
    My throat grew tight as I stared at Sleet’s grim expression. 
 
    “Ralor’s Stead?” I asked, but I knew as I said it that it probably wasn’t the place in question. 
 
    “No, Gryff,” Sleet clarified. “I’m afraid it’s your hometown, actually. Phi has been sighted near Njordenfalls.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    “Njordenfalls?” I asked as my stomach dropped. 
 
    Maelor had raised me in Njordenfalls. Though I knew logically that monster attacks could happen anywhere, it was still a shock to hear Phi might be targeting the place where I grew up. It was the closest place to home I had, and I even took it as my surname when people asked what to call me. 
 
    Suddenly, I understood better how Orenn must have felt when Balvaan came under attack, or how Nia felt when Hartmire Enclave was destroyed.  
 
    “I’m afraid so,” Sleet said as he interrupted my thoughts. “However, we cannot be certain these reports are accurate. They’re hearsay, at best, and nothing has happened yet to the village.” 
 
    “This is just too much of a coincidence,” Orenn cut in with a frown as his voice rose. “We should check this out, at the very least. Gryff deserves to see his hometown and know it’s safe.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear you stick up for your friend,” Sleet told the metallogue with a kind smile. “However, you don’t have to worry.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Orenn apologized as he flushed and looked away. 
 
    “No need,” Sleet assured him. “Your concern was valid. I’m not going to send out the full group of you, just in case this report is a distraction from a real threat. However, a small team led by Gryff should suffice to check out Phi’s potential activity in the area.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” I said gratefully as I relaxed slightly in my seat. 
 
    “Who’s the team?” Ashla asked as she tilted her head. 
 
    “Gryff as leader, Cyra and Layla as combat support, Erin for piloting, and Ashla as scholar,” Sleet listed off. “Of course, all of you will fight if the need arises.” 
 
    “Sounds pretty good,” I mused as I turned over the team setup in my head. “What about a banisher?” 
 
    “Unfortunately,” Sleet admitted, “I need Varleth to close rifts while you five are away. We’re terribly shorthanded on monster response teams right now, since the rate of opening rifts is increasing. If you encounter a rift in Njordenfalls, send a message back to Varle Enclave for backup.” 
 
    “Got it,” I said. “Make sure Varleth is on a good team, though. I don’t want his life at risk with a new group.” 
 
    Sleet smiled and shifted his grip on his staff. 
 
    “He’ll be with Arwyn and Nia, at the very least,” the Headmaster assured me. “Don’t worry about your friends in your absence. They’re strong men and women, and they’ll do fine even in less than ideal circumstances.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said with a warm smile as I looked at my friends. “I trust them to come back safely.” 
 
    “With that,” Sleet announced, “I believe the discussion is adjourned. You have two hours to get ready for the airship ride with Erin. Njordenfalls is a bit distant, so pack well.” 
 
    “I’ll be prepped and ready for mission time,” Erin piped up with a determined nod. 
 
    With that, we filed out of the meeting room and back into the corridor. Nia, Arwyn, Varleth, Orenn, and Braden wished us good luck on our mission. 
 
    “Don’t get killed, out there,” Gawain requested in a drawl. “I need other students to practice duel with when I’m healed up.” 
 
    “You may have to shoot me so we’re more even,” I joked. 
 
    “In your dreams, country boy,” Gawain sneered. 
 
    “Have fun relaxing while the rest of us do the hard work,” I mocked as I gestured at his leg. 
 
    “I’m just matching your level of effort,” the fire mage sniped back.  
 
    I laughed as Gawain rolled his eyes and turned to walk away.  
 
    Orenn hurried after him as his crutches worked frantically, and we waved goodbye to the metallogue as he left. 
 
    “You and Gawain have a weird relationship,” Braden commented in a considerate rumble. “But I guess it’s better than you two being at each others’ throats for real.” 
 
    “I think it’s cute,” Ashla commented with a grin. “Like two little dogs yapping at each others’ heels.” 
 
    “If anything,” I said defensively, “it’s weirder how Orenn genuinely likes the guy without even making fun of him.” 
 
    “He’s a pure soul,” Erin agreed. 
 
    “Suspiciously pure,” Layla murmured in a dramatic voice. “Maybe he’s got a dark, dangerous secret.” 
 
    “Enough with the conspiracy theories,” I said with a grin as I reached over to ruffle Layla’s auburn hair. “Let’s get ready for the mission.” 
 
    “Fine,” she agreed before she giggled and shook my hand off the top of her head. 
 
    The big group of us parted ways, and I went back to my dorm to gather my equipment for any potential fights ahead of us. We didn’t know for sure we’d find anything, but I was a big believer in being over prepared. I had saved my own ass more than a few times just by walking around everywhere with my bandolier and essence crystal pouches on me. 
 
    The two hours flew past, and before I knew it, I was leaving my dorm room for yet another journey. 
 
    This time, I caught Cyra, Layla, and Ashla in the lobby just as they were leaving. Kalon was also there, and the little silver dragon perched on Cyra’s shoulder as her scaled snout poked out from the summoner’s dark hair. 
 
    Ashla was a mercenary volunteer and not an Academy student anymore, so her custom outfit really stood out among our group. White stockings traveled up her legs and stopped in two bands of delicate lace as they reached halfway along her thighs. Over the stockings, she wore armored boots constructed with pale metal and dark fabric, and they flexed smoothly along her knees. The ice mage also wore a dark gray halter-top decorated with more pale metal that curved like abstract hands around the shape of her breasts.  
 
    Her stomach was exposed through a central cutout in the dark leotard she wore underneath it all, and I could see the play of muscle under her abdomen and along the dip of her hips. On her shoulders, she had more matching metal plate armor, and her arms were covered in dark gloves. Behind the rest of her armor, a white and blue cape swished down from her shoulders and brushed the backs of her knees. When she moved, the fabric revealed the tantalizing curve of her ass, and I fought to keep my gaze directed up at her face. 
 
    Layla and Cyra looked extremely good as well, though the effect was offset slightly by their school-issued colored cloaks. Layla looked adorable in a dark, low-slung miniskirt and a pleated crop top that revealed most of her stomach and hips. Cyra cut a striking figure with a tight, stretchy one piece, and the vibrant orange color of it went well with her darker skin. The lower portion of the one piece was just thin shorts that only covered half of her butt, and the school cloak was the only thing that saved her modesty. 
 
    “Great, you’re all ready,” I noticed with a pleased smile. 
 
    “Ready to kick some Archon ass,” Layla quipped. 
 
    “Do any of you know where Erin is?” I asked. 
 
    “She’s already with her ship, I think,” Cyra replied. 
 
    “Sounds like her,” I chuckled out. “She might love Diomesia more than life itself.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t put it past her,” Ashla agreed. “Alright, hurry up, my Bessie thirsts for monster blood.” 
 
    I laughed and bumped shoulders with the ice mage as we went through the main academy doors. 
 
    “You’ve got as much attachment to that axe as she does to her ship,” I pointed out in an accusatory tone. 
 
    “It’s true,” Ashla agreed mournfully. “I’d let all of you die for the sake of my Bessie.” 
 
    “That’s fair,” Cyra agreed with a serious nod. “She has a much longer potential lifespan than we do.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Layla snorted, “because she’s just metal.” 
 
    We chattered back and forth all the way to the airship, but when we got there, the ship was closed up. 
 
    I craned my neck back and spotted Erin on one of Diomesia’s metal balconies. She scrubbed furiously at the hull of the ship as she worked away at a scuff mark. 
 
    “Hey,” I called up to the orange-haired pilot, “we’re ready to go when you are!” 
 
    Erin turned around, and realization dawned on her face as she peered down at us. 
 
    “I’ll be right there!” the mimic promised with a yell. “Just wait for me.” 
 
    Erin didn’t wait for our reply, and she disappeared through the emergency exit that let into the ship’s cabin. 
 
    Cyra and I exchanged bewildered glances, but we didn’t have to wait long. After a couple minutes, the ramp into the main cabin lowered to allow us inside. 
 
    “Come on in,” Erin spoke up in an echoing voice that emerged from the interior of the airship. 
 
    We filed in dutifully and took our seats. Layla ended up on my immediate left, and Ashla sat on my right. 
 
    I watched with interest as Erin rushed around with a pad of paper while she checked things off a list. 
 
    “Is that a safety check?” I asked curiously. 
 
    “Naw, just for fun,” Erin replied without looking up. “I’m playing a scavenger hunt I set up for myself in my own ship.” 
 
    I blinked in surprise and stared at her as she rushed off again. It certainly wasn’t the answer I expected, and it seemed a little weird to do right before a mission. 
 
    Layla snickered and leaned over to whisper in my ear. 
 
    “It’s sarcasm, Gryff,” she explained with a secretive wiggle of her eyebrows. 
 
    “I knew that!” I protested in an exasperated huff, but it convinced nobody. 
 
    The whole group of girls erupted into snickers and giggles at my expense, and eventually I joined in with my own rueful chuckle. 
 
    Erin told us to strap in before she vanished into the pilot’s hold. Everybody checked their safety harnesses, and we looked around expectantly as bits of machinery began to hum and vibrate. 
 
    Then the ship took off with a buzz of noise and a mechanical clank. 
 
    Our chatter died down as we waited out the nerve-wracking rise of Diomesia. The air buffeted us as we traveled through different eddies of wind, and the ship swayed and rocked as it rose. 
 
    Finally, we began to level out, and the four of us released silent breaths of relief. 
 
    “Gryff, can you tell us about Njordenfalls?” Ashla asked, and her voice split the silence like a woodcutter’s axe.  
 
    “Sure,” I said after I got over my initial surprise, “but I don’t think there’s much to tell.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” Ashla assured me. “I’m just curious.” 
 
    “Well,” I began thoughtfully as I ran one hand along my safety harness, “it’s small, of course. The people are friendly and close, and everybody knows a little bit about everyone.” 
 
    “People will recognize you, then?” Cyra asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I admitted with a shrug. “Maelor and I started traveling around when I was fourteen. I don’t think I’ve changed that much since then, but it’s true I’m no longer the child they probably remember.” 
 
    “Is it pretty?” Layla questioned me with an eager expression. 
 
    “What, the village?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” the petite summoner said insistently. 
 
    “I think so,” I replied with a growing smile. “Of course, I’m biased. But there’s this cute little waterfall, a nice stream, and a lumber mill right on the river. Maelor did a lot of lumbering work to make ends meet when I was young, and I remember he taught me to summon axe goblins right in the forest there. The tree leaves turn red and yellow in the fall, and the stream gets frosty around the edges. I used to jump around the banks and crack all the thin ice I could find.” 
 
    “It sounds nice,” Layla said with a wistful voice. “I wish I grew up in a place like that.” 
 
    In a guilty instant, I became acutely aware of Layla’s past. She grew up in the slums of Varle Enclave, and she’d never even been out in the Wilds before she became an Academy mage. It was easy for me to forget that even my strange, orphaned childhood was filled with more beauty and kindness than some of my friends had seen through their entire youth. 
 
    “At least we can all experience it now,” Cyra put in as she comforted Layla with a kind smile. “Fighting monsters is dangerous and difficult, but it pays off with this sort of experience. I’m glad you’re here with us.” 
 
    “Me too,” Layla agreed, and her anxious expression melted into a smile. “I’m even happier to have you guys with me than I am to be able to travel, honestly.” 
 
    We were cheered by her words, and we spent the long flight in relaxation. I rifled through my travel pack and read over Arwyn’s guide of notes for our second year. There were some parts I already knew, like some of the history that didn’t deal directly with Enclave technology, and I took out a spare pen to cross those off.  
 
    Cyra pulled out a thin stick of vine charcoal, and she used it to draw idly in her sketchbook. Ashla read through some old journals that contained strange writing I assumed had to do with research. Layla fell asleep in an instant, and I could hear her slow, heavy breathing from the seat next to me. 
 
    Hours later, Erin poked her head out to tell us we were about to land. In just a few minutes, the airship lowered down and settled into a resting position. 
 
    “That’s it,” Ashla announced as she stretched her arms above her head. “Finally, we’re here.” 
 
    “Home sweet home,” I added softly. 
 
    On my other side, Layla yawned sleepily and undid her harness with clumsy hands. 
 
    “What time is it?” the petite summoner asked as she fixed a few stray strands of her auburn hair. 
 
    “It should be about five in the afternoon,” I said after some quick math in my head. Erin had mentioned the estimated travel time before we started, so I couldn’t be certain of my guess, but it was probably close. 
 
    “Alright,” Erin said as she emerged from the pilot hold. “Let’s get this show on the road.” 
 
    The orange-haired pilot pulled a small lever on the side of the cabin area, and the boarding ramp lowered down to the ground. Golden sunlight spilled into the cabin, and we filed down the ramp into it until our feet hit grass. 
 
    “Gryff,” Layla gasped, “you said it was pretty, not the most beautiful place in existence.” 
 
    “Uh, I guess I did?” I replied uncertainly. “The lighting helps.” 
 
    It was early autumn in Mistral, and the sun began to take on a rich, buttery, golden color as it descended in the sky. Dappled light filtered through the nearby maple and oak trees, and the village of Njordenfalls looked like a miniature town painted in bronze at this distance. 
 
    “There’s an inn here, right?” Cyra asked. 
 
    “Of course,” I answered. “Though, there was only one when I was growing up. Maelor and I knew the innkeeper pretty well, actually. It could still be the same single inn, so I wonder if she’ll remember me.” 
 
    Layla suddenly grasped my arm in excited delight as her eyes blazed with anticipation. 
 
    “I can’t wait to get some juicy details on Gryff’s childhood,” the petite summoner gushed. “This is going to be amazing.” 
 
    “Alright, alright,” I chuckled as I lifted my hands in surrender. “Let’s go, I want to be ready for searching around the forest early tomorrow morning.” 
 
    Clumps of long grass swayed in the gentle breeze and brushed against our knees as we walked. Sparrows chirped quick notes to each other as they swooped over the field and through the trees. The grass began to thin as we approached the river, and I could see signs of trails from people and animals that walked alongside the water’s edge. 
 
    The river itself was calm, and it was neither particularly deep nor was it shallow. The hidden bed of soil below wasn’t very rocky, so the water was dark without much white foam or rapids. I knew it was a different matter up north by the falls for which the village was named, but we would have to cross through town to get close to there. 
 
    The girls gawked at the surroundings as we walked, and Layla stopped to touch a mossy rock before she ran to catch up to us. 
 
    Finally, the roughly hewn trail began to transition to tamped earth and rock-lined paths. The village was too small for proper cobblestones, and they had no reason to suit the streets for carriages, so even the main thoroughfare was just wide enough for two hand-carts to pass side by side. 
 
    A few people walked through the streets as they got to their late afternoon errands, and we did earn a few stares, but I wasn’t sure any of them recognized me. To be fair, they only looked familiar to me, and I could hardly recall any of their names. Small town life revolved around many-generational relationships, but Maelor and I only spent a few years here. 
 
    “It’s too bad Gawain can’t see this,” I commented lightly. “I’m sure he’d have a laugh riot at what a podunk it is.” 
 
    “Actually,” Cyra said with wide eyes, “I think his jaw would hit the floor at what a pretty town it is. I can’t believe you didn’t insist on bringing us here for vacation.” 
 
    “Well, I do like it,” I admitted with a helpless shrug. “I thought it was just my own tastes, though. The Wilds always seem nicer to me than living in Enclaves, but I can understand most people prefer safety.” 
 
    “Not over this,” Erin cut in. “This isn’t just some corn fields and bushes, this is serious scenery.” 
 
    “Glad you think that,” I snorted as I shook my head in bemusement. “Now, if I remember correctly, the inn should be just down this turn.” 
 
    I led my team through the dirt street and toward a medium-sized, wooden building with a metal sign out front. The cast-iron sign read The Roaring Cat, and there was a simple silhouette of a sitting cat etched into the metal below it. I smiled as I remembered how I used to practice reading the sign when I was very young. 
 
    “Is it the same inn?” Erin asked. 
 
    “Seems like it,” I said happily. “We’ll see if the owner is the same.” 
 
    We opened the door and went inside, but nobody was in the bar room. There were only four tables with benches, and the few bottles along the back wall didn’t make for a very impressive stock of alcohol, but I didn’t care. 
 
    I took a deep breath, and the whole place smelled of old wood and spice, just like I remembered from long ago. Maelor loved a good drink, and he would bring me here even when I was too young to have anything but milk or water. 
 
    “Hello?” I called into the empty room. 
 
    There was a muffled clatter from another room, then the door to the kitchen swung open as a heavyset woman in her late fifties bustled out. 
 
    Her brown hair was stick-straight and graying, and she wore it very short at just a couple inches in length. She hadn’t changed much since I last saw her over seven years ago, though her wrinkles were a little deeper, and she had on a new floral smock. Her apron was the same, and the little embroidered cat at the corner made me smile. 
 
    “Oh, visitors!” she exclaimed. “Why, let me get you five set up with warm meals and some drink, hm? I’m so sorry about that delay.” 
 
    “That’s fine, we weren’t waiting long,” I assured her. 
 
    After I spoke, she blinked and peered at me with an interested expression. After a moment, her eyes widened, and she put a hand over her mouth. 
 
    “Gryff? Is that really you?” she asked.  
 
    “Sure is,” I confirmed with a grin. 
 
    “Well, come here!” she demanded with excitement. “I need to have a good look at you. My eyes aren’t what they used to be, child.” 
 
    “Your eyesight was always bad, Tabby,” I assured her as I walked across the room to lean against the bar counter. 
 
    “Oh, posh, I had eyes like a hawk when you were little,” she argued as she leaned in and examined me from head to toe. “Beside that, don’t call me Tabby. It’s Mrs. Righting to you, or Tabetha. Maker, but you’ve grown up!” 
 
    “Just a bit,” I admitted. 
 
    “You must be eight feet tall, if you’re an inch,” she insisted, then her eyes traveled over to my teammates with interest. “Who are these beautiful women you’ve brought with you?” 
 
    “Ah, we’re all here on a mission,” I explained as I tugged on my dark blue summoner’s cloak. “I’m an Academy mage, now.” 
 
    “Well,” Tabby said, and her eyebrows rose as she looked at me, “I suppose you are, aren’t you? I hope old Maelor isn’t taking it too poorly, is he?” 
 
    “No, no,” I assured her. “He’s absolutely fine with it. Says it wasn’t a good path for him, but he’s glad I’m doing work for the world.” 
 
    “Good,” Tabby asserted. “He always was so stubborn, it’ll do him well to relax a little.” 
 
    “Oh, he’s definitely relaxing,” I chuckled. 
 
    “He should be,” she huffed. “That man, always going off on grand adventures instead of settling down. You two should’ve stayed here until you were an adult.” 
 
    “I turned out fine,” I assured her. “It was good for me to travel.” 
 
    “Bah,” Tabby harrumphed. “We’ll agree to disagree. Now, introduce me to your friends.” 
 
     I turned to gesture my team closer, and they walked up to the bar to join me and Tabby. 
 
    “This is Ashla, Erin, Cyra, and Layla,” I explained as I pointed to each of my teammates, and they nodded and waved in turn. 
 
    “I’ll be expecting you five to need some rooms for tonight,” Tabby hummed thoughtfully. “Am I correct? 
 
    “Three rooms should do it,” I agreed with a nod. 
 
    “You’re in luck, I’ve got three of my six rooms open,” Tabby told us. “I’ll be right out with your keys, if you want, but would you five like a hot meal and something to drink? I’ve just got steak and potatoes, but I can bring out a fruit basket if you’d like.” 
 
    “That would be lovely,” I responded. “Hot meals for all of us, I think, and a beer for me.” 
 
    “And I’ll have a beer, too,” Cyra added. 
 
    “Wonderful,” Tabby chirped. “Now, sit yourselves down at a bench, and I’ll be right out with some dinner.” 
 
    She hurried away through the door into the kitchen as she hummed a simple, off-key tune to herself. 
 
    We chose a table in the corner, and as soon as we sat down, Tabby hustled back with a plate of baked potatoes still hot from the oven. 
 
    “You may want to hold off on yours, Gryff,” Tabby hinted with a wink at me. “I’m making up something special for you.” 
 
    “Ah, you don’t have to,” I assured her, but she simply smiled and hurried away again. 
 
    As Tabby went through the kitchen door again, an orange cat slipped out and twined its way through her legs as it entered the bar room. He meowed and trotted over to greet us with his tail held high. 
 
    “Cute cat,” Cyra cooed as she leaned over to pet him. 
 
    “If I’m not wrong, his name is Shameless,” I said as I smiled at the orange cat. “He was pretty young when I left, so I think it’s him.” 
 
    “He does seem pretty shameless,” Cyra observed with a laugh. “Came right over to beg for petting.” 
 
    “I may have spoiled him a little when I was a teenager,” I admitted sheepishly. “Every time I came in, I’d spend more time petting him than eating.” 
 
    “Let’s get to the real point, Gryff,” Layla accused. “You never told me you had an innkeeper for a mother.” 
 
    “She’s not anything like a mother to me,” I said with an embarrassed smile. “She and Maelor were friends, so we knew each other well, but she always insisted she was never good with children. No motherly instinct, nothing like that.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Layla said suspiciously.  
 
    “She might not be good with kids,” Cyra added as she gestured at me with her beer bottle, “but she’s definitely good with you.” 
 
    We were interrupted again when Tabby came back out with a large tray of five juicy steaks. The aroma of pepper and lemon filled the room, and my mouth watered as Tabby set the steaks down in front of us. 
 
    “There you go,” she said. “One rare steak for each of you. I’m afraid they’re not the prettiest, but I never learned how to dress ‘em up fancy like they do in the city.” 
 
    “It smells delicious,” Layla gushed. “We don’t care about how it looks.”
“What a dear you are,” Tabby said happily. “Gryff, you’ve found yourself some nice friends, here.” 
 
    “I know,” I responded with a grin. “I don’t deserve them.” 
 
    Tabby moved to leave us, but Ashla stopped her with a hand on her arm. 
 
    “Don’t go,” the ice mage insisted. “You and Gryff are so close, you should eat with us. We want to hear some stories about him when he was young.” 
 
    “Ah,” Tabby chortled, “I’m sure you do. Gryff was quite the precocious child. Are you sure you want me eating with you all?” 
 
    “We do,” Cyra added in eagerly. 
 
    “Fine, fine,” Tabby agreed. “I’ll come sit once I’ve got my own dinner. I’ll just be another minute in the kitchen.” 
 
    “Take your time,” Ashla offered lightly. 
 
    Tabby hurried off, and I shook my head ruefully. 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re going to ask about me,” I groaned. 
 
    “It’s a moral obligation,” Ashla spoke seriously. “We have to know, or we’ll die of curiosity. This is only fair.” 
 
    “Fine,” I mumbled reluctantly. “Just keep in mind how young I was. Don’t judge me for whatever you hear.” 
 
    “Ooh, this is gonna be good,” Layla giggled as she tucked into her steak. “Delicious food and an embarrassing storytime all at once.” 
 
    Tabby came back, set up her own chair at the end of our table, and tucked into a small steak and potatoes meal of her own. 
 
    “Now,” she started with a laugh. “What would you like to hear first?” 
 
    “Start with the beginning,” Cyra requested. “When Maelor found him and all that. I bet Gryff was a cute kid, huh?” 
 
    “I suppose he was,” Tabby replied thoughtfully. “To tell you the truth, I don’t think very highly of most children. I wanted nothing to do with Gryff when I first saw him.” 
 
    “Sounds like you,” I snorted. 
 
    “Hush,” Tabby told me. “Anyway, Maelor brought him back from the Njordenfalls forest, and we all went into a tizzy trying to figure out who he belonged to.” 
 
    “The forest?” Cyra asked. “Didn’t Maelor find him after Gryff’s village get destroyed in a fire?” 
 
    “Oh, hmm, well … “ Tabby stalled as she twisted her hands nervously around each other. “To be honest, nobody can be sure what happened to Gryff.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked as I frowned in confusion. “I thought he found me in another town.” 
 
    “Afraid not,” Tabby admitted, and her expression grew pained. “I’m sorry, I thought he would have told you by now. You were only about four or five years old when Maelor found you in the woods here, and you insisted your village had been destroyed by monsters.” 
 
    “It was,” I insisted. “I remember it burning, I remember the monsters. It was in ruins, I swear.” 
 
    “I believe you,” Tabby told me kindly, “but I’m afraid we just couldn’t find any answers about where you came from. Njordenfalls is quite far from other towns, and we never heard stories about any nearby open rifts.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” I told her as I shook my head in confusion. 
 
    “I’m very sorry, Gryff,” Tabby replied sadly. “I thought he would have told you about the confusion in your past. It doesn’t change anything, really. Maelor decided to let you believe what you wanted, and the mystery of your hometown has persisted all these years.” 
 
    “I … ” I mumbled as I fought to gather my composure. “I guess that makes sense. I’m sure he didn’t mean to hide it from me.” 
 
    My friends looked a little stricken with worry as they shifted their eyes from Tabby to me. I gave them a reassuring smile as I fought to put this new information behind me. Maelor probably thought nothing of the way he’d simplified his story, and I knew I wasn’t wrong about my village being destroyed by monsters. 
 
    “I might still have my diary from the day Maelor brought you in,” Tabby suggested as she gave me a guilty pat on my shoulder. “I could look to find that, if you’d like? I wrote down quite a few details from everything you said when you were little. We wanted to find your hometown very much.” 
 
    “I’d like to read that,” I said honestly, and my heart throbbed with worried uncertainty. “I hadn’t realized there was much mystery to it.” 
 
    You seem distraught, Sera whispered. You’re normally so fearless, yet this bothers you? 
 
    It wasn’t really about the details of how Maelor found me, it was more about the fact I had believed in a false story for so long. 
 
    Poor Gryff, Sera purred, I could help you find more about your past, you know. You just have to let me take control. Free me, and I’ll tell you all about your home and your parents. Better yet, I can create for you the family you’ve never had. We can be close, truly close. Don’t you want a child with me? 
 
    I didn’t believe for a second she could really tell me anything. So, I slammed my mental walls down and blocked her out to refocus on the conversation at hand. 
 
    “Are you okay, Gryff?” Erin asked worriedly. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I responded with a strained smile. “Just a little surprised, that’s all. Anyway, Tabby, why don’t you tell them about the time I fell into the river?” 
 
    “Ah,” Tabby said, and she looked relieved to have a way out of the discussion. “When Gryff was, oh, about ten, he and Maelor went rowing on the river for the first time. Of course, Maelor only brought one paddle, because he never thinks ahead … ” 
 
    Her voice grew distant to me as my mind wandered off. I couldn’t stop thinking about how I’d just been found in the forest here, not in a ruined village at all. Was I wrong about my parents and the fire? I prodded at the mystery like I was picking a wound. No matter how much it hurt, I felt compelled to examine it further. 
 
    Why would Maelor hide this from me? He was clumsy, brash, and forgetful at times, but I didn’t think this was an accident. How could I possibly know if the story of him finding me in the forest was true, either? What else was he lying about? 
 
    “How long were you down there in the water, Gryff?” Tabby asked. “Half a minute? Less?” 
 
    I blinked as Tabby’s voice interrupted my spiraling thoughts. 
 
    “Uh, must’ve been around five seconds. I didn’t keep count, but I didn’t even start to worry about how much air I had.” 
 
    “Five seconds, then,” Tabby agreed. “Then Maelor went jumping in, and I swear he dove so fast, nearly half the river came out as he did.” 
 
    “It was one hell of a cannonball,” I agreed with a shake of my head. 
 
    “When he came out, he looked like a drowned beaver,” Tabby chortled. “But anyway, Maelor pulled Gryff right out and plopped him on shore. Then he nearly smothered the kid with hugs, he was so worried.” 
 
    “He was frantic,” I remembered with a wry expression. “It was pretty funny to see him change his tune. He tried to go back to gruff and uncaring right after, too.” 
 
    “Ridiculous,” Tabby huffed. “He didn’t convince a soul.” 
 
    “Nope,” I agreed. “He’s always been pretty transparent.” 
 
    I fell silent for a moment as I considered exactly what kind of a man Maelor was. He wouldn’t lie to me without a good reason, and he always made sure to protect me even when he was encouraging me to lead an adventurous, fulfilling life. 
 
    I decided to put my worries about Maelor behind me. I could ask him my questions when we got back to Varle Enclave, but I couldn’t let it affect my leadership in this mission. I trusted the man who had raised me, and I would give him the benefit of the doubt until I heard from him. 
 
    We all finished with dinner quickly, and Tabby got up to clear our plates. As she walked away, Ashla leaned in and gave me a worried look. 
 
    “Are you okay, Gryff?” the ice mage asked. 
 
    “Completely fine,” I assured my friends. “Just surprised, that’s all.” 
 
    “I hope Tabby finds some answers,” Cyra murmured with a small frown. “I would want to see that diary of hers, if I were you.” 
 
    “I do want to,” I said honestly. “Thanks for understanding, Cyra.” 
 
    She gave me a warm smile, and it lifted my spirits a little. 
 
    “Man, I’m tired,” Layla sighed out. “I’ve got to hit the bed before I fall over. What are the sleeping arrangements gonna be?” 
 
    “I’m sure Tabby meant for me to take one room alone, and for the rest of you to double up,” I admitted. 
 
    “Not a chance,” Layla said with a grin. “How about two of us get to sleep with Gryff, and the other two get their own rooms?” 
 
    “Sounds fair,” Cyra said with a glint in her eyes. 
 
    “Gryff,” Ashla proposed, “how about you go up to your room while we settle this?”  
 
    “Uh, sure,” I agreed as my eyebrows shot up in surprise. “I’ll be in room three, then.” 
 
    I swiped the key off the table and made my way up the staircase. Maelor had his own place while I lived in Njordenfalls with him, so I never used any of The Roaring Cat’s rooms, and I always wondered as a child what they looked like. 
 
    The room was cat-themed, of course. The bedspread was embroidered with a large, black pawprint, and there were two paintings of cats on the walls. I settled my travel bag on the floor at the end of the bed before I pulled back the bedspread. 
 
    The sheet underneath had a cat embroidered on it as well, and I started laughing to myself as I stared at its expression. 
 
    The door opened behind me, and I turned to see Ashla and Erin hesitate as they gave me strange looks. 
 
    “Wow, he’s having so much fun without us,” Ashla commented. “Do we even need to be here?” 
 
    “We’re here to sleep and keep Sera out of his dreams,” Erin snorted. “Besides that, we’re getting up so early for our mission, we’ll want to crash sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “I was just thinking of going to sleep,” I admitted as I nodded along to Erin’s words. 
 
    “It’s a date,” Ashla declared. “Alright, we’ll keep the recreational activity to a minimum.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine a nicer night,” I agreed. 
 
    We got into bed as the crickets began to chirp their songs into the night. Erin squeezed up against my chest, and Ashla twined her long legs with mine.  
 
    Eventually the girls fell asleep, and I found myself smiling as I enjoyed the quiet moment between us. Slowly, the gentle sound of their soft breath lulled me to sleep, and I let my eyes fall shut. 
 
    In the morning, we started off quickly on our mission to the forest. Ashla, Erin, and I woke up before sunrise, just as we planned, and we woke up Layla as well. Cyra was already in the hallway with her travel pack, and we kept our activity hushed as we gathered our gear and went out the front door. The sun was beginning to crest over the horizon, and the dim light was enough for us to see by comfortably as we slowly wandered down the road. 
 
    We had some travel food in our bags, like dried meat and bread, and most of us took out a few pieces to eat as we deliberated on how to start. I took out the written report from my pocket and unfolded it so I could scan its contents. 
 
    “The report details a few locations where Phi has been seen,” I explained as I examined the various quotes from lumberjacks and the other citizens of Njordenfalls. “Normally, I would find one of these witnesses and ask them to show us where they saw her, but luckily, I know this area pretty well. Headmaster Sleet wants us to keep everything about the Archons as secretive as possible, so I think a little wandering around is preferable.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ashla agreed. “I’d hate to have to field questions from curious people. It’s tough to not just answer them.” 
 
    “I’m fine wandering around a little,” Erin added. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    The four women followed me as I led them down the street and out into the Njordenfalls Forest.  
 
    “This is so pretty,” Cyra breathed in admiration as her head craned around to stare around us. 
 
    The woods were cool, and the light was gentle as it filtered through the trees. Ferns sprang up beside thorny wild roses, and vibrant green mosses coated the lower portions of trees. Orange lichen stuck to branches and boulders, and the entire forest looked like a painting splattered by an artist’s palette. 
 
    “Where was the most recent sighting?” Ashla asked. “I think we’re most likely to encounter her there, if we do at all.” 
 
    “Near the falls,” I answered. “They’re a hike away, so it may take us a little while. Keep your eyes open for anything suspicious.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Layla agreed, and everybody nodded along with her. 
 
    As we walked, the forest transformed from its gentle, beautiful appearance to a more foreboding one. The trees grew thick and close, and the underbrush was dense across the ground. Strange rustling noises made us all look around with unease. A rabbit darted across our path, and both Cyra and Layla visibly flinched a little with surprise.  
 
    “It’s okay,” I assured them. “I’ve been in and out of these woods a dozen times. Nothing bad ever happened to me when I was young.” 
 
    “That was when you were young,” Layla pointed out with a nervous laugh, “back then, there wasn’t a spooky Archon running around who wanted to destroy humanity.” 
 
    “Fair point,” I admitted with a chuckle as my hands fidgeted around the straps of my travel pack. 
 
    A rushing, roaring sound began to grow as we walked, and my steps grew more sure as I was filled with newfound confidence that we were on the right track. 
 
    Then we emerged through the trees as we reached the base of the falls. Water thundered down from above, and my team gave me excited glances as they stopped at the sight of it. 
 
    “It’s gorgeous,” Cyra gasped. 
 
    “Seriously beautiful,” Ashla added. 
 
    “It is,” I agreed, “though there’s no sign of Phi anywhere, as far as I can tell. We’ll have to check the other sites on this list.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” Layla breathed. “I feel better about the forest now.” 
 
    My team was a bit more lighthearted as I turned us perpendicular to our originally trajectory. The next most recent stop on our list wasn’t close, but we would be able to see the other spots along the way. 
 
    Each site was a total bust. I felt like we could stumble on Phi at any moment, but the Archon never so much as showed her face. I grew frustrated with the lack of results, and I was disappointed that she would remain a thorn in our sides. It would have been ideal if we caught her in the human realm, since her powers would be significantly weaker while she was away from the Shadowscape. 
 
    “Maybe the reports really were wrong,” Ashla mused. “Sleet may have been smart to send only a few of us.” 
 
    “He might have been,” I admitted begrudgingly. 
 
    “Ready to call it a day?” Layla asked. 
 
    “Not quite,” I insisted. “I want to go back to the falls and check there again. I feel like we’re missing something big, something right under our noses.” 
 
    Layla and Ashla exchanged unconvinced looks, but they turned back to me in agreement. 
 
    “We can look a little longer,” Ashla told me. “It’s three in the afternoon, so there’s still a little time before sunset starts.” 
 
    “Thanks, guys,” I said gratefully to my teammates. “I promise we won’t stay much longer.” 
 
    We began the trek back to the waterfall, and I felt bad for convincing everybody to keep going, but I just had a gut feeling about this one. I didn’t want to come back empty-handed without so much as a shred of evidence for what Phi was doing here. I couldn’t accept that the reports were completely wrong, especially not from so many people in Njordenfalls. 
 
    We almost reached the waterfall when Erin wandered off the beaten path to look at some wildflowers. I didn’t think anything of it, but she cried out suddenly, and my gaze snapped over to her in concern. 
 
    The mimic was sprawled out on the forest floor, and there were leaves stuck in her orange hair. 
 
    “I’m okay,” she croaked. “Just tripped over some random rock.” 
 
    I jogged over and helped her back to her feet, but my eyes were drawn to the rock she tripped over. It was unnaturally rectangular and smooth, and Erin had accidentally scraped a swath of moss from its surface when she tripped. 
 
    I peered closely at the scraped-off section, and my mouth fell open as my eyes traced a familiar mark. 
 
    “Guys,” I called, “Ashla? I think Erin found something.” 
 
    I scraped at the moss with my hand and ignored the dirt that accumulated on my fingers. If I was right, this discovery was more important than a little muck. 
 
    Sure enough, the strange mark I saw on the rock resolved into several more marks beside it. I couldn’t read them, but they were more than a little familiar to me, and I was almost positive it was the same language as the one used in the ciphers. 
 
    Phi’s presence in the forest made sense now. I couldn’t misinterpret what the presence of the runes meant.  
 
    Something old was buried here.  
 
    Something ancient and terribly important was here, right next to the hometown I loved. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    Ashla arrived and gasped as she looked at the rock. “This word, here,” she said, “I recognize it. Let’s keep clearing the moss, I need to see this.”
“Let me help,” Cyra suggested. “Step back, Gryff.” 
 
    Cyra threw out a handful of crystals, and a group of wetweavers burst out of them. 
 
    I’d seen Cyra use the wetweavers before, when she used them to put out a fire in the town of Millervale not too long ago. They looked like crystalline spiders with clear bodies, apart from the three emerald-colored eyes in the center of each wetweaver’s head. The small monsters could cast a water-like net of fire-resistant material that worked extraordinarily well against most flames, though I wasn’t sure how Cyra was going to use them here. 
 
    I didn’t have to ask, since her footlong spiders got to work with impressive speed and accuracy. Their crystalline legs picked clots of dirt, moss, and leaves from the stone while a few produced large globs of water-like liquid. The liquid soaked in to loosen more dirt even as it simultaneously cleaned the stone with surprising efficiency. 
 
    In just a few minutes of concentrated work, Cyra had completely exposed the runes below without damaging the stone itself at all. 
 
    “Give me a few moments to translate this,” Ashla asked with an absentminded look as her eyes flew over the runes. She rifled for a notebook in her travel pack so she could jot down her observations as she worked on the translation. 
 
    “I need to get some of those,” I marveled as I ran a finger along the stone. The surface was slightly slimy with the remnants of the wetweavers’ liquid, but I was impressed with just how safely they’d excavated the ruin. 
 
    “They’re very handy,” Cyra agreed. “I’m lucky to have them. If they were less rare, you could absolutely get a team of your own.” 
 
    “I’ll think of something else,” I promised myself. “My drillmoles are great for digging, but not like this.” 
 
    “I’ve got it!” Ashla exclaimed. 
 
    “Really?” I asked as I peered at her scribbled work on the page.  
 
    The ice mage was certainly less neat than Arwyn, so I couldn’t decipher much from what she had written. 
 
    “Well, I don’t have all of it,” Ashla admitted. “I’d have to bring it back for the researchers to figure out, but I do know two words. ‘Gate’ and ‘Shadowscape.’” 
 
    Why would Njordenfalls have ancient runes from at least centuries or possibly even millennia ago? Nothing interesting ever happened in Njordenfalls when I lived there with Maelor. Still, this had to mean something, and I suspected the sightings of Phi and the ruins weren’t unrelated. 
 
    “Gate and Shadowscape,” I realized slowly. “I think Sleet was right. Phi wants to open up a permanent rift, and this location might actually be one of the nine she can use to do it.” 
 
    “Here, in your tiny hometown?” Layla said with disbelief. “What are the odds?” 
 
    “They’ve gotta be slim,” I agreed, “but the evidence seems clear.” 
 
    “Well, what about the last permanent rift?” Cyra asked with a thoughtful tilt of her head. “That was in Ortych Sands on our side, and we didn’t see any stone ruins marking it as such.” 
 
    “That’s true,” I admitted, “but they would have been in the middle of the desert. Look how covered this stone was, and it was only in the forest.” 
 
    “You think the shifting sands covered it?” Cyra asked, and she paused as she considered the possibility. “I suppose that does make sense. Sand formations change all the time, and Ortych Sands could have changed dramatically since the permanent rift location came into existence.” 
 
    “It does beg the question how they came into existence at all,” Ashla pointed out thoughtfully. 
 
    “I bet the Archons made them,” I guessed. “Nine godlike Archons who wanted to take over the human realm, and nine permanent rifts because of them?” 
 
    I waited for a response from Sera, since she usually perked up her attention whenever the Archons got mentioned. 
 
    Wouldn’t you like to know? Sera asked with a dangerous, alluring laugh. Perhaps a kiss could incentivize me? 
 
    I was curious, but it wasn’t worth risking that again. Last time, I was dangerously close to getting lost in the moment. I wasn’t sure what I would’ve done just to keep the pleasure going. 
 
    “If they really all have ruins,” Erin proposed, “this could be a good way for us to find these permanent rift locations.” 
 
    “True,” I agreed as my mind raced over what this could mean. “Plus, we know Phi is still trying to open one. Why do we keep only reacting to rifts, when we can get ahead of the problem entirely? We should set up guards for both Ortych Sands and for here. That way we already have a defensive force in place if and when Phi decides to show her face.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Cyra said approvingly. “I’m sure Headmaster Sleet would’ve decided the same thing, with this information.” 
 
    “We should all go back to Varle Enclave,” Ashla put in decidedly. “We can’t just speculate on what Headmaster Sleet would decide, we have to actually know his orders. We need to tell Sleet what we’ve found.” 
 
    I agreed that Sleet should probably know, but the thought of leaving Njordenfalls behind made my stomach knot with tension. How could I get back on the airship while I knew Njordenfalls was being stalked by Phi? One lumberjack had already disappeared, and the whole town was sitting next to a ticking time bomb of a rift. 
 
    No, I couldn’t leave them. I wouldn’t let my hometown be wiped off the map like that.  
 
    “Hold on,” I said. “We can’t possibly leave now that we know Phi has definitely been around here. She intends to open a permanent rift, right?” 
 
    “Probably,” Ashla admitted, “but she hasn’t done so yet.” 
 
    “We don’t know why she hasn’t,” I argued with conviction. “Maybe she’s been looking for this ruin, and now that we’ve uncovered it, she can open the rift. We have to stay.” 
 
    “She opened the one in Ortych Sands from the Shadowscape side,” Erin pointed out as her eyebrows knitted together. “I don’t think she has to have the marker revealed.” 
 
    “Or,” I suggested as I sought for an explanation, “maybe she just needs to gather a little more power, and then she’ll throw it wide open.” 
 
    My teammates looked a little uncertain, and I could tell they had some misgivings about my guesses.  
 
    To be honest, so did I. 
 
    “I understand you’re worried,” Ashla said with understanding in her expression, “but we have a duty to report this.” 
 
    “I know,” I said as my frustration grew. “The thought of leaving this town helpless isn’t something I can live with, though. I know people here, and I just can’t leave them to die. Njordenfalls is so far from any Enclave, the entire village would be wiped out before a single airship could arrive.” 
 
    “He has a point,” Layla murmured. 
 
    “You guys can do what you want,” I allowed with a regretful smile. “I won’t ask you to stay, but I’m not leaving.” 
 
    “We can’t let Gryff stay alone,” Erin put in. “Sera is as much of a liability as Phi. What if she gets free, and we’re not there to stop her?” 
 
    “It’s a bad idea to let him stay at all,” Ashla warned. “Njordenfalls would fare very badly against Sera’s power.”  
 
    “So, one of us should stay instead,” Layla suggested. “How about Gryff goes home, and I stay in his place? I’d be happy to relax here and soak in the views.” 
 
    “You can’t stay alone, either,” I disagreed as I looked at Layla with concern. “That’s too dangerous, to have nobody around to watch your back. If Phi does open a rift, one mage alone shouldn’t try to stave it off.” 
 
    “Two or three mages isn’t enough to fight her, either,” Cyra pointed out. 
 
    I chewed on my lip as I thought it over. I couldn’t leave Njordenfalls without knowing it was at least a little protected, and some of us had to go back, but a couple of mages just wasn’t adequate. 
 
    “How about this,” I suggested, “two of us can stay, but as soon as the rest of us are back, we ask Headmaster Sleet to send in a military platoon. That way, there’s real backup if anything bad happens.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Ashla admitted. “I think I can agree to that.” 
 
    “Good,” I asserted. “So, Layla wants to stay. I think she’s a good choice, since her monsters can fight well against multiple enemies at once.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Erin put in. “I can’t stay, because I have to pilot the ship back.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. “Should I stay alongside Layla?” 
 
    “I refuse to let you do that,” Ashla responded seriously. “I know you have confidence that Sera won’t overtake you, but things can progress quickly. If she did possess you, could you live with the guilt of injuring people here?” 
 
    “No,” I admitted hesitantly. “I suppose I couldn’t.” 
 
    “It won’t be you, then,” the ice mage said with a confident nod. “It has to be me or Cyra.” 
 
    “I should stay,” Cyra put in with a smile. “I like the surroundings here, so it’ll practically be a vacation. In addition, my magic can be used to stop multiple enemies at once, just like Layla’s. My petripede and wetweavers can be extremely helpful, not to mention Kalon.” 
 
    Kalon let out a tiny growl from Cyra’s shoulder, and we chuckled at her fierce attitude. 
 
    “I suppose Cyra is the best choice,” Ashla hummed with a nod. “I’m much better at going up against a single, larger enemy.” 
 
    “Alright,” I murmured as I looked at Layla and Cyra. “You two can stay, and the rest of us will hurry back as quickly as possible. Please don’t do anything rash. The military platoon should arrive within one or two days.” 
 
    “We’ll be careful,” Layla assured me with a sparkling grin. “Don’t worry, okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” I agreed reluctantly, though I knew I’d be consumed with concern until the soldiers arrived for backup. “If anything opens up, even a regular rift, please send a message to Varle as soon as possible. You guys aren’t a full team, and you’ll need a banisher if it’s a normal rift. If it’s a permanent rift … ” 
 
    “If it’s a permanent rift,” Cyra finished, “we send for the whole damn Academy, and hope to the Maker we can fight off a constant flow of monsters without dying.” 
 
    “Just be careful,” I warned as I sucked in a strained breath of air. “Don’t try to fix any monster activity by yourselves.” 
 
    “Of course,” Layla assured me. “We’re only here as a defensive force.” 
 
    “Let’s get back,” Erin added. “I can fly through sunset if we hurry. Besides that, I don’t want to be out in this forest when the bugs start coming out.” 
 
    “I’ve already gotten more than a few mosquito bites,” Ashla sighed. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” I apologized. “Of course, let’s get back to the inn. We should leave on the airship as soon as possible, anyway.” 
 
    It took us a while to get back to the inn, and all of us were feeling tired from the long day of hiking around. Layla struggled to keep up with her short legs, and Erin kept tripping as she favored her left knee. Luckily, it was nothing we couldn’t fix with a day of rest. 
 
    “Erin,” I asked, “do you really think you can fly us back safely tonight? It’ll be dark for most of the trip.” 
 
    “Of course,” she answered in surprise. “I’ll be totally fine, honestly. You wouldn’t believe some of the hours the military has had me pull before. I once stayed up for almost two days, actually. Well, morning on day one to evening on day two. I did get to sleep that night. Ooh, and that’s not even talking about commercial flyers! I’ve heard they pull some crazy allnighters just to make an extra buck on the side.” 
 
    “Comforting,” Ashla commented dryly. “I’ll keep that in mind next time I put faith in a pilot to get me where I’m going without us falling out of the sky.” 
 
    Layla and I laughed while Cyra let out a nervous giggle along with us, and Erin gave a sheepish smile as she shook her head. 
 
    “I shouldn’t have told you,” she replied mournfully. “Pilot secrets should remain only with pilots.” 
 
    “Do you guys have a code of honor, or something?” I snorted. 
 
    “Not really,” Erin replied with a grin. “We do like making fun of each other though. Don’t tell Almasy that I spilled the beans, okay?” 
 
    “Your secret is safe with me,” I swore to the mimic. 
 
    “I can’t promise anything,” Layla admitted. “What if the perfect moment comes up? I might just have to tell him.” 
 
    “I’ll accept the risks of what I said, then,” Erin agreed with a smile. 
 
    As Njordenfalls village came into view, Cyra apologized to Kalon before she recalled the little dragon back into her essence crystal. We were avoiding frightening the townsfolk on this mission, and we didn’t want to try to explain why armed mages were wandering the town with their monsters out. I knew many people in Njordenfalls were used to summoners like Maelor and me from how long we lived there, but they weren’t used to higher grade monsters like dragons. 
 
    We reached the village and got a few curious stares as we walked down the dirt street with our mage’s cloaks and travel packs. I recognized more than a few people, like the local baker, and the elderly wife of a wheat farmer, or a young man who had once apprenticed for making shoes at the cobbler’s shop. Maelor and I left before his apprenticeship completed, and I wondered if he’d gone on to be a shoemaker himself.  
 
    “It’s strange,” I murmured to myself. “I never really thought about everybody else’s life continuing on as usual after I left. Some people really do spend their entire lives in one place, huh.” 
 
    “I think it’s kind of nice,” Erin said decidedly. “I wonder what I would have been like, if I stayed in one place.” 
 
    “I like moving around,” Ashla spoke with a crooked smile. “I can’t imagine being tied down like that. Even the Academy was way too stagnant for me.” 
 
    We were close to The Roaring Cat, now, and we slowed to a stop in front of the door. 
 
    “Alright,” I said as I reached for the handle, “let’s order dinner before we pack up our stuff. If any of you have mission funds on you, give them to Cyra and Layla so they can pay for their extended stay.” 
 
    “Woo, money for us,” Layla joked. “I’m gonna buy a fur coat and a feather boa.” 
 
    “I’m going to buy food and not starve,” Cyra said innocently in response. 
 
    Layla snickered like an imp, and Cyra finally gave in and laughed at their shared joke. 
 
    “Very funny,” I told them with a smile, and I shook my head as I opened the door to The Roaring Cat. 
 
    When we walked in, Tabby was behind the bar, and she hummed as she poured out a few beers. She gave us a happy little nod as she saw us, and she tilted her head toward our corner table to indicate for us to sit. 
 
    This time, the inn wasn’t empty, and I looked curiously at the other patrons. One table was occupied by an elderly couple dressed in nice clothing, and a man in his thirties sat by himself at another table. He had the look of a laborer, and I recognized that he was a woodsman or a construction worker by the sawdust in his hair. His thin shirt was stained by sweat, so I guessed he was the latter. He was probably stuck in the sun as he worked instead of the cooler shade of the forest, and that thin shirt wouldn’t offer him any protection against the biting mosquitoes. 
 
    Tabby finished pouring the drinks, and she dropped off two of the beers with the construction worker before she gave the third to the elderly couple. Then she hurried over to us as she wiped her hands on her apron, and she stopped in front of our table with a relieved huff. 
 
    “I sure am glad to see you kids back from your mission,” Tabby told us as she smiled broadly. “You were gone all day, so I was worried something had gone wrong. Somebody went missing just a week ago, you know.” 
 
    “Oh, we know,” I replied with a rueful expression. “Thanks for worrying about us, but you shouldn’t have, really. Actually, Erin, Ashla, and I will be gone soon, since we’re returning on the airship tonight. Cyra and Layla will be staying for an extended period of time at your inn.” 
 
    “So soon!” Tabby exclaimed, and she looked slightly crestfallen before she brightened up. “Still, I suppose you mages have your hands full these days. Can you tell me what Cyra and Layla are staying for, or is that too much for me to ask?” 
 
    “I’m afraid we can’t explain it,” I replied reluctantly. “Rest assured, you’ll be safe with these two staying at your inn. They’re some of the finest mages I know.” 
 
    Layla fidgeted at the compliment, and Cyra blushed, but they both fought back pleased expressions of pride. 
 
    “Thank you,” Tabby told them both with a broad smile. 
 
    “We’ll protect this town, Tabetha,” Layla promised as her chest swelled with determination. 
 
    “Tell you the truth,” Tabby added, “I wanted you folks back here before I had to turn in for the night. I went looking for my old diary, you see, and I actually found it.” 
 
    “You did?” I asked with a surprised blink. “Can I see it?” 
 
    “‘Course you can!” Tabby exclaimed. “Why else would I spend hours looking? No, don’t get upset, I can see by the look on your face that you didn’t mean for me to go to so much trouble.” 
 
    I shut my mouth and flushed as her words hit home. “Well, I admit I do feel a little guilty.” 
 
    “No need,” Tabby insisted. “This is about your parents and your family, and you can’t tell me that’s less important than a few hours spent rooting around in my cellar.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said with overflowing gratitude, and my throat tightened as my feelings threatened to overwhelm me. 
 
    “I’ll go get it in just a moment,” Tabby said, “but I’m sure you kids are hungry. What’ll it be? I have wild rice soup, mushroom pasta, rosemary bread, and potato skins.” 
 
    My mouth dropped open as she said the last item on the menu, and a tiny gasp left my throat. I was sure my excitement was embarrassingly obvious, but I couldn’t bring myself to care. 
 
    “I thought you’d like that one,” Tabby chuckled as she winked. “I said last night I’d cook up something special for you, and I know how much you love potato skins.” 
 
    “Wow,” Layla commented as she peered at my face. “He looks like he’s gonna faint.” 
 
    “Thank you, Tabetha,” I said in a serious, whole-hearted voice. “I’ll be grateful to you forever for this.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Tabby replied with a wave of her hand. “Just give me your order so I can finish plating, and that’ll be thanks enough.” 
 
    The five of us gave her our orders, and she nodded as she jotted them down. Before she left, I stopped her with a nervous smile. 
 
    “Maybe the diary can wait until after dinner?” I asked hesitantly.  
 
    If this really affected me, I would be reluctant to sit through an entire meal without any time to think. I would much rather be back on the airship, where I could distract myself or pretend to sleep while I thought things over, if it was too much at once. 
 
    “Of course, Gryff,” Tabby assured me, and understanding filled her expression. “I’ll save it for afterwards.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I told her. 
 
     As she walked away, my heart welled with nostalgia. Tabby and I weren’t close at the level of family like Maelor and I were, but I certainly had missed her when I first moved away from Njordenfalls. Over the years, I thought I’d grown distant from everybody in my old hometown, but the truth was they still held a place in my heart. Tabby would always be important to me, even if I never saw her again from this day onward. 
 
    As she went into the kitchen, Cyra leaned forward curiously. 
 
    “She introduced herself as a Mrs. at one point, didn’t she?” the tawny-skinned summoner asked. “I haven’t seen her husband, though. 
 
    “That’s right,” I responded as I grimaced slightly. “From what I know, it’s sort of a tragic story. She got married in her twenties, like many people do, but her husband died from an illness only a few years later. She’s kept his last name, and she hasn’t ever shown an interest in remarrying.” 
 
    “That’s kind of sad,” Layla said quietly. 
 
    “It’s not that bad,” I disagreed. “I know she loved him very much, but she’s never let it affect her in a negative way. Tabby has always been very strong and brave, and she doesn’t mind if people ask about her husband. I think she just likes to live in a way that honors his memory.” 
 
    “What a great woman,” Ashla realized with a satisfied nod. “I’m glad to have met her.” 
 
    “Me too,” I agreed. 
 
    Dinner arrived with a short delay, and this time, Tabby was too busy to be able to sit down and eat with us. It was probably for the best, because my chest was tight with anticipation, and I was making for a remarkably poor conversationalist over the course of the meal. 
 
    Being able to eat Tabby’s delicious potato skins did cheer me up, though. She topped them with crispy, oily bacon as well as fresh chives from her herb garden. The wild rice soup and the rosemary bread were mouth-wateringly good, and the mushroom pasta was to die for. She’d clearly used fresh mushrooms picked from the forest, and it showed in the savory range of wonderful and unique flavors that blended with the cream of the pasta sauce. 
 
    All too soon, we finished our meal with our bellies completely stuffed. It felt good to regain the energy lost during our day of hiking, but it meant I could no longer stall on reading the diary pages about my family. 
 
    “I’m going to love having this kind of food every day,” Layla gushed as she sighed happily over her clean plates. 
 
    “I’m starting to get really jealous of you two,” Ashla agreed happily as she licked her fork. 
 
    Then Tabby emerged from the kitchen with a leatherbound journal clutched carefully in her hands. Her eyes were locked onto me, and I could see the worry and uncertainty in her face. 
 
    My gut lurched in nervous anticipation as she walked carefully over to our table, and I stared at the diary like a guilty man watching for his executioner. 
 
    “Do you want us to leave?” Erin asked in a hushed tone. “I get it if you want some privacy.” 
 
    “No,” I disagreed as I shook my head. “I don’t want to handle this like some kind of secret for just my eyes. No matter what it says, I want you guys to know, too. I want the record set straight on how Maelor found me and where I’m from. No more half-truths.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re including us,” Ashla said as she leaned over to rest her shoulder against mine. “You shouldn’t have to face this kind of surprise alone.” 
 
    Tabby stopped and set the diary down in front of me, and I picked it up like it was some kind of delicate, wilting flower that could crumble away at any moment.  
 
    The cover was made of fine-quality leather, and it looked fine apart from the obvious wear. Inside, the pages were brittle and yellowed with age, and a few shifted loosely as they came free from their threaded string binding. It wasn’t as ancient as many of the books in the Academy library, but this had been sitting in a cellar in neglect for many years, and it hadn’t fared well against time. This diary had to be at least fifteen years old, I realized as I calculated it against my own age.  
 
    Hopefully, everything I needed was inside. 
 
    “This is the date Maelor found you,” Tabby said in a low voice as she helped me turn to a page in the late spring of the year. “He came into my inn and had a few drinks, and there you were, no older than five, sitting on a chair by his side and staring around like you’d never seen an inn before. You probably hadn’t, I suppose.” 
 
    “Maelor with a kid,” I said with a strained smile. “I bet that was a sight.” 
 
    “It was,” Tabby said with a chuckle. “He’d only been in town for two weeks, but I knew him alright by then. His story was certainly odd, so it’s no wonder I wrote it down in my diary.” 
 
    She pointed a wrinkled finger at the entry in front of me, and I obediently read her fine, cursive writing. 
 
    “Maelor brought in a small child,” I read out loud. “Perhaps four or five years old, though he himself seems to not know. He says his last birthday celebration was a long time ago. Perhaps his family wasn’t kind to him, and he fabricated this whole story about a village destroyed by monsters?” 
 
    “I wasn’t very charitable to you in this diary, I’m afraid,” Tabby admitted. “Children were alarming and chaotic to me, and I disliked having you in my inn.” 
 
    “Sounds like you,” I said with an amused nod. “I’m glad you warmed up to me quickly.” 
 
    Tabby nodded as she smiled sincerely at me, and it spread warmth through my heart. 
 
    “Skip this page, and there’s more,” Tabby directed as she flipped through to the next relevant entry. 
 
    “Maelor says he found him near the falls,” I recited. “I have told Maelor the child probably belongs to a family around here, so we asked him what his parents’ names are, or what his family has for a last name. He was confused until I asked about what other people call his mom and dad. He said other people call them Genevieve and Relaude, but I don’t know anybody here by those names. I think perhaps Gryff made them up, since he doesn’t want to go back home. Maelor says he will look for Genevieve and Relaude in surrounding towns in an effort to return the child.” 
 
    My breath caught in my throat as the final words left my mouth. I couldn’t believe after all this time, my parents’ names were simply sitting on a page for me to discover them. Worse, I knew Maelor really had learned them as well, and for some reason, he hadn’t told me. I couldn’t imagine he had been told my parents’ first names and simply discarded them from his memory altogether. No, for some reason, Maelor decided on purpose never to tell me. 
 
    “Oh, Gryff,” Cyra said in a low, sad voice. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    By the sound of her tone, I realized she and I both knew some grim possibilities for what this paragraph meant.  
 
    Maelor was lying to me, and the reasons ranged from slightly painful to downright awful. Perhaps he found out my parents were dead, and he didn’t want to tell me. Perhaps he found them, but they were hateful, abusive people who would treat me poorly, and he decided not to return me. Even worse, perhaps, was the possibility he’d found Genevieve and Renaud, and they simply refused to take me back at all. 
 
    Some of the better possibilities were that I was lying about my parents’ names, and Maelor never found anything. Or, maybe I wasn’t lying, and he still didn’t find anything. I was a little surprised that I failed to remember the names Genevieve and Relaude as I aged, so maybe it meant I really had made them up, as Tabby suggested in her diary. 
 
    In any case, the result was clear. Now, I had a lead on my past I never thought I’d have, but it came with a cost that hurt me even more than the knowledge of the names ever could. 
 
    The man I’d trusted for so long, the man I treated like a father, had hidden this reality from me for over a decade.  
 
    Why? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    As I followed Ashla and Erin back onto the airship, I felt sick to my stomach. On the one hand, I now knew information about my real parents that I never thought I’d have. I often claimed I had no memories of them, but the truth was I did remember them, and I missed them terribly. Over the years, I clung to the few pieces of memory I had of them, and I always believed in the story of monsters razing my birthplace. 
 
    It was strange to admit, but thinking my parents died in a monster attack had given me some comfort. After all, it meant it wasn’t their fault I was an orphan, and neither was it my own fault. I always believed my parents loved me, and I secretly suspected they died to protect me during that attack. 
 
    From what I remembered, I had no reason to doubt the naive narrative I created for myself. My father was often away for work, and my mother had a warm smile. They laughed a lot, and they were both kind to everyone they met. I even remembered my mother making me potato skins fresh from the oven, and she always smelled of the bread she baked every few days for us to eat. 
 
    Was it all a lie? Could it be a fantasy I constructed when I was little, and I simply forgot it wasn’t true as I aged? I couldn’t maintain my faith in my own memory anymore. 
 
    “Do you want to talk about it?” Ashla’s voice interrupted my thoughts in a hushed tone, as if she were afraid to startle me. 
 
    “I … “ I started, but the thought trailed off and escaped me before I could finish it. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” Ashla assured me. “You don’t have to know. I’ll be here if you want to talk.” 
 
    “I will too,” Erin added seriously, and she looked at me with worry. “Well, I’ll be in the cockpit, actually, but you can call me back for a quick word when we’re at altitude.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I reassured them, but it wasn’t at all convincing, and my voice cracked halfway through the second word. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Maybe sleep is a good idea,” Ashla suggested as she chewed on her lip nervously. 
 
    “I think so,” I agreed. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “No need to apologize,” Erin affirmed. “You got some tough news. Time to stop trying to be the fearless leader and start treating yourself like a regular human being.” 
 
    Something about the last part struck me as funny, what with Sera living in my head, and I cracked a tentative smile. 
 
    “That’s the spirit,” Ashla said warmly. “Let’s get this hunk of metal running.” 
 
    “Her name is Diomesia,” Erin huffed in offense. “I can’t believe you dared to call her a hunk. She’s a finely tuned war machine, you know.” 
 
    “Sure, sure,” Ashla agreed. “Whatever you say, just don’t act like everything is totally smooth in the flying business, though. I know your pilot secrets, now.” 
 
    “Why did I think telling you guys was a good idea?” Erin asked herself in a mournful tone, and she shook her head as she ducked away into the pilot’s hold. 
 
    On the ride back, I tried to sleep and failed, just as I expected. Instead, I kept my eyes closed and thought about the potential of finding out even more about my family. What if I went looking for Genevieve and Relaude, and I actually found real information? What if I came back to Varle and asked Maelor, and he had the entire story ready for me? Did I really want to know? 
 
    More questions spun through my head about potential outcomes. Anything could happen, really, and it was possible my parents were both still alive. Hell, it was possible I even had brothers or sisters, or an entire extended family. Would it be a good idea to meet them, or was that asking for trouble? Besides that, where would I even find the time to worry about them? I had one Archon in my head and another snooping around Njordenfalls while she tried to end humanity. If I wasted my time on family research, it would be like using my sword to cut my hair when there were two lions about to pounce. 
 
    Are you sure you don’t want to take me up on my offer? Sera purred as if she was drawn to my distress. I could tell you so much about your past … you’d just have to pay my price, that’s all. 
 
    I clenched my jaw and shoved Sera back into the corner of my mind. She wasn’t getting a hold of me, not ever, and she’d better learn that. 
 
    Maybe … maybe it was smarter for me to ignore the entire parent question. I could simply live my life like I never found this information out. I could talk to Maelor and pretend like nothing happened. I could quietly shove this entire situation under the bed, and damn the morbid curiosity that roiled in my gut. 
 
    I sat upright and rolled the crick out of my neck as I pretended to wake up. 
 
    Ashla looked up from her research journal and blinked at me with a gentle, questioning gaze. 
 
    “Ashla,” I asked hesitantly, “do you think blood relationships are more important than friends?” 
 
    “Of course not,” she replied immediately. “I find the family I’ve made is far more important than the one I was born with. My parents weren’t bad people, but we simply weren’t as compatible in our relationship as my friends are with me.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said in surprise as I considered her words. “I’m glad to hear you say that, I think.” 
 
    “Don’t ever feel bad for prioritizing the people you love over the people you barely knew,” Ashla advised with a slight smile. “I know it’s tradition to respect one’s parents, but that only works with some families. I appreciate those who stick with their blood through thick and thin, but it’s not always the right answer.” 
 
    “Huh,” I said. “I … I think that’s good for me to hear.” 
 
    “It is,” Ashla agreed as she turned a page in her journal. “Don’t overthink it. 
 
    I wanted to laugh at her blasé attitude, but Ashla wasn’t one to just say things she didn’t mean, and she was unabashedly strange in many ways. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, and this time I forced some conviction into my voice. “You’re right as usual, Ashla.” 
 
    “Damn straight,” she replied with a huge grin. 
 
    This time, I laid my head down with the real intention to go to sleep. I was emotionally and physically exhausted, and my body knew it. I listened to the airship creak as Ashla turned pages occasionally, and within a few quiet minutes of listening, I managed to nod off successfully. 
 
    When I woke up hours later, the airship was in the middle of its descent as it lowered itself shakily to the docking yard of Varle Enclave. 
 
    “Ugh,” Ashla groaned. “This little thing sure gets tossed around, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Diomesia is pretty small,” I agreed as I rubbed my eyes. “Erin’s a good pilot, at least. I can’t imagine how it would be with some freshly trained military man at the wheel.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ashla hummed. “I’m glad they stick with their humongous ships.” 
 
    “Me too,” Erin joined in as the mimic ducked from the cockpit. “They leave me the fun, quick stuff.” 
 
    Ashla and I laughed, and I realized I was feeling much better than I had before I got some rest. Once again, the ice mage’s suggestions were spot-on. I’d have to listen to her more often.  
 
    We clambered off the airship before we made our way through the empty streets back to the Academy. The people of Varle Enclave filed outside to do their jobs as they began to wake up for the day, and I knew the Academy would just be starting to rouse for classes. I wanted nothing more than to go to bed and report to Headmaster Sleet in the afternoon, but we didn’t have enough time.  
 
    Layla and Cyra needed us, and I didn’t like the idea of the permanent rift sitting without a proper, full guard. 
 
    We traversed the streets and slipped through the solid oak doors at the front of the Academy. The school was mostly abandoned, just as I suspected. I spotted a few teachers and dedicated students hurrying here or there, but classes were still over two hours away from starting. 
 
    I turned to the two women with me as the events of the day crashed into me with startling realism. 
 
    “Thank you both for your help today,” I said seriously. “I just didn’t know how to deal with the surprise of it all. I never expected to hear news like that.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Erin reassured me as she rubbed at her bloodshot eyes. “You help us all the time. It’s what friends do.” 
 
    “And I’m lucky to have you,” I said with gratitude. 
 
    “I’m lucky to have you too, Gryff,” Ashla replied. “Now, let’s go make that report.” 
 
    A small smile snuck its way onto my face. It wasn’t huge, but it was there, and I felt better with the kind words of my women backing me up. 
 
    As a group, we headed toward the clinic, where I knew I could find either Meridan, Arwyn, or Sleet himself in order to set up the report. Unexpectedly, the three of us ran into Arwyn on the way, and she looked even more shocked to see us. 
 
    “You’re back already?” she asked as she glanced over us with a worried expression. “I guess that means mission success, right? Where are Cyra and Layla?” 
 
    “They’re both fine,” I explained quickly to reassure her. “We left them in Njordenfalls to watch what we think is a permanent rift location, but they’re going to need backup.” 
 
    “You’ll need to report to Headmaster Sleet, then,” Arwyn realized. “I’ll set up the meeting, but it might take an hour for everybody to reschedule their mornings. Be ready at seven-thirty, I think.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said gratefully. “I’m glad you realize how quickly this has to get done.” 
 
    Soldiers took a long time to mobilize, and I suspected this case would take even longer than usual. Njordenfalls didn’t have enough room to house more than a couple dozen strangers at a time, so the soldiers would have to create their own lodgings, at least in part. It would be a difficult operation, and I hoped Sleet could speed it along. 
 
    “You three should get some food in you,” Arwyn told us as she frowned at our exhausted expressions. “I realize you’re tired, but part of that is a lack of fuel.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” I agreed easily. “Breakfast sounds good.” 
 
    “I’ve got to drop off my stuff,” Ashla said. “I’ll meet you in the cafeteria, Gryff.” 
 
    “Me too,” Erin added as she adjusted her travel pack on one shoulder. “I’ll make sure not to sit down, and that way I won’t fall asleep.” 
 
    I agreed to meet them all for breakfast, but I decided to just take my travel pack and go straight to eating. I might get some odd looks for carrying around fifty pounds of hiking gear, but I didn’t care anymore. 
 
    Unexpectedly, I ran into Nia on the way to the cafeteria. She was sitting on a bench and reading a book, and she paged through it idly as she uncrossed and crossed her legs. Then she looked up and stopped me with a surprised look as her eyes widened. Her face was bright, and her skin looked smooth and slightly tanned. 
 
    “I’m having a lucky morning, aren’t I?” I asked myself rhetorically. 
 
    “Gryff?” Nia wondered as realization dawned on her face. “You’re back so soon!” 
 
    “I am,” I admitted with some surprise.  
 
    It seemed like so much time had passed since I left for the mission, but it really hadn’t been long, if I thought about it. 
 
    “Are the others back, too?” she asked as she tilted her head. 
 
    “Ashla and Erin are,” I answered, “but Layla and Cyra are staying in Njordenfalls to hold down the fort. They should be fine, as long as Sleet sends a backup platoon quickly.” 
 
    “I’m sure he will,” Nia interjected confidently, though her brow creased in subtle worry. 
 
    “You look well-rested,” I said with slight surprise in my voice as I examined her closely. 
 
    “Things on the political side have been going well,” Nia answered with a pleased expression. “I may have gotten some relaxation time to train and walk around while you were gone.” 
 
    “Only you would use relaxation time for training,” I joked with a chuckle.  
 
    “You train almost as much as I do during your time off,” Nia sniped back with a shake of her head. 
 
    “I can’t argue with that,” I sighed with an amused smile. “Anyway, I’m going to get some breakfast. Ashla and Erin should be along soon.” 
 
    “I may as well join you all,” Nia decided as she stood and folded her book before she brushed off her skirt. “Arwyn’s study guide has led me to some good books, by the way. You should pick some up before you go anywhere else, okay?” 
 
    “I guess I will,” I said reluctantly. 
 
    “No guessing,” Nia told me resolutely. “Studying is important.” 
 
    “Sure, but nobody studies like you do,” I pointed out with a grin. “You’re doing extra reading, and I’m sure you’ve got the rest of the guide memorized.” 
 
    “I do not,” Nia said hotly. “It will be at least another week until it’s memorized.” 
 
    “You can’t hear yourself, huh?” I asked with a chuckle. 
 
    “This is perfectly normal if you want to do well in school,” Nia insisted before she looked away and huffed. 
 
    We grabbed lunch together, and I filled up my tray with pepper and eggplant pasta as well as smoked, grilled salmon. Nia piled on two servings of sweet potato puree before she got some salmon and pasta as well. 
 
    “I didn’t realize you were such a sweet potato fan,” I commented. 
 
    “I’m not,” she spoke succinctly, “but Braden is, and he’s sitting right over there.” 
 
    I hadn’t seen the large summoner, since he wasn’t at our regular table. Actually, Braden was pretty good at being unobtrusive despite his size, so I wasn’t surprised he slipped by me unnoticed. 
 
    “Let’s go eat with him,” I agreed happily. 
 
    We sat down, and Braden greeted us with a wordless noise as he struggled to swallow his huge mouthful of food. He stared at me in surprise, then I noticed his eyes shoot straight to Nia’s pile of sweet potatoes, and I smiled in amusement as I saw the telltale signs of puree that used to be on his plate. 
 
    “Hey bud,” I greeted, “I’m back.” 
 
    Braden made a wordless noise and waved at me, but his eyes slid right back to the sweet potato puree. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Nia assured him, “it’s for you.” 
 
    She lifted her tray over and scraped most of the sweet potato onto his plate, and Braden’s eyes widened as he swallowed his food. 
 
    “You’re a saint,” he murmured in awe. “And Gryff’s here too! This must be the start of a great day.” 
 
    “I think so,” I agreed. 
 
    “Nia,” Braden continued seriously. “You’ll have to give me some way to pay you back later. This gift is too much.” 
 
    “It took me five seconds to do,” Nia insisted with a shake of her head. “No need to pay me back, Braden.” 
 
    The big summoner grinned at her anyway as he scooped up a forkful of sweet potato. 
 
    “You’re nicer than you pretend to be, admit it,” Braden retorted as he waved his fork at the ashen-haired mage. “By the way, I’m guessing your mission was a success?” 
 
    “Sure was,” I said, and I hastily dug into my pasta as I remembered the time constraints. “Though I’m worried about what could happen. I’ll tell you all about it during the seven-thirty meeting, if you come. You are going to come, right?” 
 
    “I guess I will,” Braden said thoughtfully. 
 
    “You definitely should,” Nia advised him. “You’re an integral part of this team, just as much as the rest of us are.” 
 
    “If you say so,” Braden hummed noncommittally. 
 
    Part of me worried about Braden’s lack of confidence in his own abilities, but I knew he’d get braver if he got the chance to fight again. I was okay with being patient with him, though. 
 
    “Where did Erin and Ashla get to?” I wondered out loud as I twirled my fork through my food. 
 
    “Maybe they realized they couldn’t make it to the meeting on time if they got breakfast,” Braden answered. 
 
    “Shit,” I swore at the idle comment. “We’re really going to be late, you think?”
“Better eat fast,” he told us both. 
 
    We finished our meal without much more chit-chat, since we were forced to scarf our food down quickly to finish in time. 
 
    After we were done, we rushed to dump our food before we headed out to the cafeteria hallway.  
 
    “Either of you have a watch?” I asked worriedly as I tried to figure out how long we’d been eating. 
 
    “No,” Nia answered. 
 
    “I always forget to rewind mine,” Braden admitted, “so I barely wear it anymore.” 
 
    “Uh, we’re probably on time,” I guessed without confidence. 
 
    We entered through the staircase and the hidden door, and I stopped short in the entrance at the sound of Ashla already narrating our journey. 
 
    Gawain, Orenn, Almasy, Arwyn, Erin, and Headmaster Sleet sat and listened to her, but they glanced up as we entered. 
 
    Almasy had his legs kicked up on the chair next to him, as if he were enjoying a conversation between friends rather than attending a secret meeting. The pilot’s blond hair was ruffled up, and his stubble was beginning to grow out, so I suspected he was run thin by recent monster activity. 
 
    Arwyn had her long, red hair tied back out of her face, and it was a look I was unfamiliar with, even though I liked seeing it. There was an ink smudge across her cheek, so I knew she was still in the thick of research. 
 
    Erin and Ashla looked pretty much the same as when I last saw them, and both of them seemed relieved to see us arrive. Ashla stopped her narration and gave me a smile. 
 
    “Two minutes late,” Gawain accused severely as he tipped back in his chair. “So disrespectful.” 
 
    He looked better than when I last saw him, and I noticed Meridan was no longer present to protect the fire mage from further injury. 
 
    For that matter, Orenn was also in good shape, and I suspected he was close to getting a clean bill of health if he hadn’t already. 
 
    “Sorry,” I apologized to the room. “We took longer than expected with breakfast.” 
 
    “You’re fine, Gryff,” Headmaster Sleet explained with a crinkled smile. “I decided to begin on the less important details of your mission result. You, Braden, and Nia haven’t missed anything critical.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said gratefully as the three of us hastily slipped into our seats. 
 
    “Alright, Ashla,” Sleet said. “Continue from where you left off.” 
 
    Ashla narrated while Erin and I inserted our own comments. I was worried about the information we got from Tabby concerning my past, but Ashla and Erin glazed over those details with barely a mention. 
 
    “Gryff introduced us to Mrs. Rightings, and we talked for a while over dinner,” Ashla said without a hint of secrecy in her voice. 
 
    I was grateful to my teammates for saying very little about the subject of how Maelor found me. Though I wasn’t ashamed of my muddled origins, I didn’t want them slipped into an official report like nothing more than a footnote. 
 
    Until I confronted Maelor, I definitely didn’t want this information spreading so all my friends could worry and speculate on it. I trusted them to have my best interests at heart, but I still didn’t want them to pity me. 
 
    When we got to the discovery of the ruins, Sleet frowned and stroked his white beard with a thoughtful hand. 
 
    “Ashla,” Sleet asked carefully, “did you record the entirety of the writing found there?” 
 
    “I did,” the ice mage confirmed. “I translated more of it, too, and it’s definitely an indicator of a permanent rift. It mentions the Shadowscape, a portal, and a group of nine powerful monsters.” 
 
    “Those nine powerful monsters are the Archons, then,” Arwyn assumed. 
 
    “Gotta be,” Ashla agreed. “I think it’s safe to say Njordenfalls needs significant protection if there’s going to be a rift there.” 
 
    “I agree,” the Headmaster said, but his mouth thinned in worry. “However, we don’t have many military troops to spare, these days.” 
 
    “Layla and Cyra can’t take care of this one alone,” I pressed. 
 
    “That’s true,” Sleet agreed, “and I won’t force them to. I can ask Grand Mage Kenefick to deploy two military platoons to Njordenfalls, but it will mean I’ll have none to spare on the northern mission I’ve been planning.” 
 
    “Northern mission?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s preemptive,” Sleet explained. “Arwyn and Professor Lle’shenne found several mentions of permanent rifts in the ciphers, but we have nothing to go off but vague descriptions of locations. The names of these places have changed, and I never would have guessed Njordenfalls was home to the described forest rift.” 
 
    “So, the ciphers describe a rift in the north?” Orenn asked. 
 
    “Indeed,” the Headmaster answered. “This rift location is described as near-permanently snowy and cold. Judging by the mention of some nearby mountains, I believe this third rift is located near Mistral’s most northerly city, Svellfrer’s Rest.” 
 
    Almasy whistled and shook his head. 
 
    “That’s pretty damn far,” the pilot said. “I’ve only been up in that part of the country once.” 
 
    “The nine rifts are spread far and wide across the world,” Sleet explained with an expansive wave of his hand. “Mistral is just large enough to have three of the nine, so if we cover all three, we should be able to reduce the threat of a permanent rift being opened.” 
 
    “Cover all three, you say,” Nia said. “We’re making plans for Njordenfalls and Svellfrer’s Rest, but what about the one in Ortych Sands?” 
 
    “Thank you for bringing that up,” Sleet answered. “Since Njordenfalls will be cared for by two mages and two platoons of soldiers, I think it’s appropriate Ortych Sands is cared for by two mages and two platoons of soldiers. Of course, it’s vital the mages I send understand what the threat exactly is.” 
 
    “So, it’s going to be two of us,” Gawain finished with a sigh. “Wonderful.” 
 
    “Don’t act like you’re not raring to be picked,” Nia needled the fire mage with a raised eyebrow. “I heard you were begging Meridan to be allowed to duel again so you could be prepared.” 
 
    “Prepared for kicking Gryff’s ass,” Gawain grouched. “That’s all.” 
 
    “Not buying it,” I returned with a grin. 
 
    “Please, let’s settle down,” Sleet ordered firmly, though I could see a tiny smile at the corner of his mouth. “Gawain is not yet fit for combat, so he won’t be going. I’ve decided to send Braden and Orenn, with Almasy as their pilot.” 
 
    “Me?” Braden asked as he blinked at the Headmaster with surprise. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Sleet affirmed. “I have complete confidence in you as one of this school’s most battle-ready and talented students, as well as one who has proven himself loyal time and time again.” 
 
    Braden flushed, and his large ears colored pink with a mixture of pride and embarrassment. 
 
    “Thank you, Headmaster,” the big summoner said quietly. 
 
    “I should be the one thanking you,” Sleet corrected. “As for Almasy, though he is an extremely worthy mage in battle, I want him to return once the two soldier platoons arrive in Ortych Sands. His skills as a pilot are in high demand, so I’m afraid I can’t leave him with you.” 
 
    “We’ll be fine either way, sir,” Orenn assured the Headmaster with a huge grin. “Braden and I can handle a lot.” 
 
    “What about the northern mission?” Arwyn asked. “Have you chosen the members for that team?” 
 
    “I have,” Headmaster Sleet confirmed. “Despite the shortage of banishers, there is a high chance this team will encounter a regular rift or two on such a long journey. For that reason, I am sending Varleth along, though I desire for him to remain stationed in the north until this problem with Phi is resolved.” 
 
    “Hope you enjoy the cold, gypsy,” Gawain said dryly. 
 
    “I’m fine with it,” Varleth agreed slowly. “Who would stay with me?” 
 
    “That will be up to your group to decide,” Sleet explained. “The other members of this team are Gryff, Ashla, Erin, and Nia. I would suggest leaving a versatile fighter to help Varleth, but all of you show flexible fighting qualities, so the decision can wait.” 
 
    “We’ll figure it out later,” I agreed. “There are too many circumstances we could run into that might change the decision.” 
 
    “A wise choice,” Headmaster Sleet said approvingly. “You five will leave for Svellfrer’s Rest tomorrow morning. Braden, Almasy, and Orenn will leave for Ortych Sands in the morning as well. It will be difficult to prepare in time for your missions, but it is vital we scout our locations before Phi can do anything.” 
 
    “What about the platoons?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ll ask Kenefick to mobilize them as soon as possible,” Sleet answered, “but I don’t know when exactly that will be. It should be within two or three days, at most.” 
 
    I nodded as the answer satisfied my concern. 
 
    “Everybody going to Svellfrer’s Rest will need extra warm clothing,” Almasy told us seriously. “I nearly froze my ass off last time I was in Svellfrer’s Rest. Nothing they sell here is gonna cut it, so you might as well save your money and buy your supplies when you get to the city.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I told the earth mage gratefully as I nodded along to his advice. 
 
    “That reminds me,” Sleet commented as he pulled two envelopes from the inside pocket of his robe, “I’ll assign your mission funds to you now. Do you have any questions?” 
 
    I stood to take my envelope, and Orenn did the same with his. I resisted the urge to count the money at the table, since I knew it would be enough. Headmaster Sleet somehow always expected just the right amount of unforeseen payment, and we hadn’t run out of money on any mission yet. 
 
    I looked around at the group to see if there were any questions, but nobody seemed to have anything to say. 
 
    “I think everybody is ready,” Arwyn declared. “Let’s get to our preparations.” 
 
    We left the meeting room en masse, and I gave my teammates mid-sized portions of our funding so they could buy whatever they needed from town this afternoon. 
 
    Since the meeting was over and I had all the supplies I wanted, I bit the bullet and decided it was time for me to go and see Maelor. I wasn’t looking forward to this, and I couldn’t tell how I would react once I saw him. I just hoped he would tell me the truth, even if it wasn’t a good truth. I was old enough by now to know what really happened to my parents. 
 
    First, I went to Meridan’s clinic to see if I could find him there. I didn’t see Maelor anywhere, and I had to keep my hands from fidgeting nervously as I asked Meridan where he was. 
 
    “I asked him to get me a particular medical text from the library,” she explained warmly. “It’s quite old and difficult to find in those stacks, so I don’t think he’ll be back soon. Perhaps you should catch him in the Retching Goblin at dinnertime?” 
 
    “Ah, thank you,” I told the healer as I tried to keep the turmoil off my face. “I think I’ll just go find him now, though.” 
 
    “Good luck,” she told me with a perplexed smile. 
 
    I didn’t want to have my conversation with Maelor over a drink in a rowdy bar. This was too important and too fragile of a discovery for me to learn about it like any other silly bar room story. 
 
    I left the clinic and headed back in the opposite direction until I reached the library. To enter it meant a descent from the dining hall using a long, spiral staircase. I expected it was adjacent to the secret meeting room, though there was no way for me to know for certain how the magic behind that room worked. 
 
    The library had multiple branches filled with texts on learning as well as military and scientific records, fictional stories, and any other text a person could imagine. It was massive, to say the least, and the stacks were outfitted with sliding ladders so students and teachers could reach the two-stories tall bookshelves. The few open spots of the library were filled with chairs, sofas, and tables so students could read at their leisure in the silence of the building.  
 
    At the center of the library, there was a massive, solid-wood desk outfitted with shelving units and filing cabinets. The wispy, white-haired librarian who worked there was busy marking down returned books on her ledger, but she peered up at me through her thick glasses as I approached. 
 
    “Hi,” I started in a hushed whisper, “have you seen an older man come in here looking for a medical book? He’s on the heavier side, he’s got a scar on his face, and he’s balding. He looks a little like a crabby bullfrog left in the sun too long.” 
 
    At the bullfrog comment, the librarian’s wrinkled face lit up in recognition. 
 
    “Ah, him,” she exclaimed. “Yes, I’ve seen him recently. I believe he went to look in the journals section, it’s over on your left in aisle eight.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I told her with a smile before I strode off toward the aisle in question. 
 
    Part of me truly hoped I wouldn’t find Maelor. Maybe I would search the entire library, and the several dozen aisles wouldn’t yield a single hint of my old mentor. It wouldn’t be the worst if I had to go off on another mission without having this conversation. It was so raw and fresh on my mind, couldn’t it wait until later? 
 
    Worry, worry, Sera whispered in a taunting echo. I could tell you so many things, all your questions would go away forever. 
 
    I shook my head to clear it, and Sera laughed musically before her presence faded to the back of my mind. 
 
    The Archon’s snide comment aside, I knew now that it was best to talk to him sooner. If I had to go on a mission with Sera’s taunts and my own doubts swirling around in my head, it would drive me crazy. 
 
    Finally, I caught Maelor on aisle ten, and he was halfway up a ladder. He huffed and puffed as he thumbed through a shelf of books, and he cursed briefly before he climbed a step higher and moved to the next shelf. 
 
    “Maelor,” I called quietly up to him. 
 
    “Gryff!” he called back as he looked down and spotted me. “I didn’t expect to see you back so soon, boy.” 
 
    “I need to talk to you,” I insisted as I fought against the tightening of my throat. “It’s a little urgent, okay?” 
 
    “Urgent?” Maelor asked, and his bushy brows furrowed in concern as he heard the note of worry in my voice.  
 
    Despite my misgivings about the lies he told, Maelor certainly knew me well, and he hurried down to meet me without a single complaint, for once. 
 
    “I’m glad I found you,” I said, and my voice shook slightly as I said it. 
 
    Whether there was fear, anger, grief, or anticipation on my face, I couldn’t say for certain. I felt like I’d been cut adrift from my own emotions, and nothing felt right. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Maelor asked in a rough voice as he examined my face. 
 
    “I had a mission to Njordenfalls, as you might know,” I began, and my voice was heavy with unspoken accusation. 
 
    “Right,” Maelor replied slowly, “and?” 
 
    “I spoke to Tabby,” I explained. “It was really nice to catch up with her, but she showed me her diary from when you found me, and … ” 
 
    I got choked up, and the lump in my throat meant I couldn’t continue.  
 
    “Oh, kid,” Maelor said with a broken, guilt-stricken voice. “I’m so sorry you had to find out.” 
 
    “So, you did know,” I accused. “My parents’ names, my missing hometown, you knew all of that?” 
 
    “I did,” Maelor admitted heavily. “To tell ya the truth, I really have kept it from you. I didn’t mean for it to mount into this huge secret, and I did always mean to tell you at some point. You got older, and the secret got heavier, and I just didn’t want you to be disappointed.” 
 
    “Disappointed,” I repeated with a raw voice. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “I did some digging, of course,” Maelor started. “I wanted to find your parents for you, so you could at least get some closure when you were old enough to learn. However, I never found the answers I was looking for.” 
 
    “What did you find?” I asked roughly. 
 
    “Nothing,” Maelor admitted. “Not a damn thing. I looked in libraries, I asked important people, and I gave out your parents names and your description everywhere I could. I didn’t find a single contemporary record that matched your hometown, the attack, your parents, or you.” 
 
    The information hit me like an arrow to the chest, and I heaved out a labored sigh as I let go of the breath I was holding. 
 
    “You never found anything that lined up with my story,” I began slowly. “That must mean I wasn’t telling the truth, right?” 
 
    “Do you remember lying?” Maelor asked with an open look of regret. 
 
    “No,” I admitted. 
 
    “I didn’t think you were lying, either,” Maelor told me, and he lifted a calloused hand to rub uncomfortably along the back of his neck. “I looked less and less as the years went on, since I couldn’t so easily hide it from you as you got older. Honestly, I still haven’t given up the hope of finding your parents. When I joined you here in Varle Enclave, I got permission from Headmaster Sleet and went right into the Academy library to look for hints about your origins.” 
 
    “I see,” I replied as the anger drained out of me. “So, there wasn’t really much you hid, was there?” 
 
    “Nothing but the mystery, sadly,” Maelor huffed with a dismayed shake of his head. “I do feel bad for not giving you their names, and I’m real sorry for that, kid. I’d take it all back if I could.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for jumping to blame you so quickly,” I admitted, and my eyes finally welled with tears. 
 
    “C’mere,” Maelor gruffed. “I may not be your real dad, but I bet I give hugs just as well.” 
 
    “You are my real dad, don’t be an ass.” I crushed into him as I gave him a wide hug filled with the wild desperation of a child. My tears didn’t fall, but I swallowed thickly as Maelor’s warm arms surrounded me. 
 
    “Well, not by blood, but—” 
 
    “Shut up, I scoffed. “You’ve been there for me my whole life. I didn’t mean to accuse you of anything. I just…” 
 
    “It’s fine,” he whispered as he patted me on the back. “I’m just a grumpy old man trying to do my best with a young man who’s exceptional.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, and then we were quiet for a few moments as we hugged each other.  
 
    “You’re getting fatter,” I finally mumbled into his shoulder. Partially cause it was true, and partially because I wanted to give him a hard time.  
 
    “Aye,” he agreed. “Meridan won’t stop feeding me cakes.” 
 
    I chuckled weakly, and Maelor and I finally released each other with reluctance. 
 
    “Promise me you’ll tell me if you find anything,” I told him. “I don’t care if the news comes ten years from now, or if what you discover is just that my parents were junkies who died in a ditch.” 
 
    “I doubt that’s the case,” Maelor interrupted with a frown. 
 
    “Still,” I insisted, “I want to know, good or bad, what happened to them.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you,” Maelor promised. “I swear it.” 
 
    “Good,” I told him with a feeble smile. “And start a jogging regimen or something, I don’t want you cracking through the library ladders with your weight.” 
 
    “Part of it is muscle,” Maelor harrumphed in denial. “If you’re going to be rude, get lost, you little shit. I’ve got a book to find.” 
 
    “You sure do,” I answered with a grin. “Fine, I’ll leave you be. Just know I’ll be watching your waistline from now on.” 
 
    “Aye, now fuck off,” Maelor said with a slap to my shoulder. 
 
    I chuckled and shook my head as I left him behind. The librarian gave a small nod as I walked past her, and I waved back to give my thanks. As I passed her station, I remembered Nia’s words, and I doubled back to grab a history book off the shelves. 
 
    The title engraved into the leather cover read Curious and Monstrous: A Compendium of Behavioral Oddities. The book’s content was only vaguely related to our curriculum, and it was focused on interesting cases of monster behavior rather than any useful historical overview, but it grabbed my interest too much for me to leave it behind. Besides, I missed indulging my reading habits from when I was younger, and a good history book was the perfect way to get back into the swing of things. 
 
    The librarian gave me a wrinkled smile as I checked out the book, and I felt better for having done it. Maybe it would make for a good way to pass the time in the airship. 
 
    As I walked back up the spiral staircase, I ruminated on what Maelor told me. In the end, I was no closer to finding the truth behind my family, and it looked likely I wouldn’t ever figure out more than I knew now. I was disappointed, in some ways, though there was a certain relief in not having to really find out. I told myself to be content with this and to not worry about it. I had plenty of friends close enough to call family, and no absent parents could ever beat that. 
 
    Are you sure you don’t want these answers I have? Sera asked with a taunting lilt to her voice. My price won’t cause you any pain, you know that. Just a lot of delicious, overwhelmingly good pleasure. Why say no? 
 
    I growled and shut the Archon out of my thoughts as I climbed. I wasn’t going to fall for her tricks, not after last time when I caved and gave her a kiss. I couldn’t trust her information would be worth having, much less that I wouldn’t be drawn fully under her control in the process. 
 
    I spent the afternoon and evening doing some light gathering of supplies, which I mostly found in the Academy’s stores for monster response squad missions. There were a dozen little things I liked to keep stocked up in my travel pack, like rope, rags, road food, water skins, flint and steel, and a variety of other trinkets.  
 
    When I was done with the regular items, I visited Meridan and asked her for the potions she could spare. I knew it was getting more difficult to keep up with demand, since so many monster response squads were encountering powerful enemies and getting injured in the process. Meridan gave me a generous amount of healing supplies in the form of four elixirs which could be used for up to twelve medical doses. I thanked her and refrained from asking what they were made of, since I knew the answers would be disgusting if not downright horrific. 
 
    After that, I decided I was done with my necessary preparations. We had to get up early tomorrow morning, but the airship ride was so long, I would be able to get plenty of sleep during it even if I didn’t sleep well tonight. 
 
    In the end, I decided to grab an early dinner, and I found myself with Ashla in the cafeteria at nearly the same exact time. We grinned at each other through our positions in the line to get food, and it lightened my heart a little to think about telling her what Maelor said. It would be nice to get a second opinion, especially from somebody so even-keeled as Ashla. She loved fighting, and she didn’t worry about much, so I figured her perspective could be useful to me. 
 
    When we both had our food, we sat down together at our regular cafeteria table. 
 
    “Four-thirty dinnertime,” Ashla commented with a smile. “Very mature of us.” 
 
    “So mature, we ought to be elderly,” I laughed with a rueful expression. “Anyway, not to dampen the mood, but I asked Maelor about my childhood.” 
 
    “Did you now?” Ashla asked, and her eyes sparked with curiosity. “You don’t seem like you’re on the verge of a breakdown. Was it good news?” 
 
    “No news, actually,” I explained with a shrug. “I suppose it’s the same thing, as the saying goes. Basically, Maelor looked for years and never found any more information on my parents.” 
 
    Ashla whistled and stabbed at her potatoes. 
 
    “That’s rough,” the ice mage admitted with a grimace. “Though, I guess you get to make up your own stories about who they were. That’s kind of nice, I think.” 
 
    “I guess so,” I answered as I blinked in surprise. “I was trying to pin down this mixture of relief and disappointment, but you just summed it up in one go.” 
 
    “Glad it helped,” Ashla told me with a perplexed expression. “I don’t think I have any wise insights, though. You should go to Arwyn for that.” 
 
    “Arwyn is smart as hell,” I agreed, “but she doesn’t have a monopoly on wisdom. You’re a great researcher, an amazing mage, and a top-notch mercenary. All those years in the field have given you some cleverness I bet you don’t even realize you have.” 
 
    “If you say so,” Ashla replied with a slight smile. “I just never stick around long enough to master a thing. Bad patience.” 
 
    “Nothing wrong with spreading out your interests,” I assured her. “Anyway, tell me about how you made Bessie. I’ve been dying to know for ages, now.” 
 
    We turned to lighter topics, and Ashla grew animated as she told me about the engineering and magic involved in the creation of her axe. She read a bunch of blacksmithing journals dating back decades and centuries, which inspired her to use some of the more painstaking, long techniques for crafting the battleaxe.  
 
    I was more than a little impressed with Ashla’s knowledge, even though I did get lost a few times as she jumped around in the explanation. 
 
    At the end of our meal, we both were tired enough to finally be able to go to bed. Each of us had to cover our yawns as we finished off our food. 
 
    “I hope Sera doesn’t give me any dreams tonight,” I wished with a sigh. 
 
    “Maybe we should both sleep a little easier,” Ashla suggested. “How about I join you in your room?” 
 
    “It’ll have to just be sleep,” I told her with a knowing smile. “Braden is already there.” 
 
    “Suits me just fine,” Ashla agreed with a grin. “I’m even tired enough to fall asleep here, if we didn’t move.” 
 
    “We better move, then,” I agreed. 
 
    We cleaned up our trays and headed back to my room in companionable silence. Sure enough, Braden was on his bed reading when I opened the door, and he waved at us both before he returned to his book.  
 
    All three of us had missions tomorrow, and it felt kind of nice to see Braden included directly in the fight against the Archons. I was concerned a little about whether he’d be all right, but I had confidence in his fighting abilities, so I decided not to worry too much. 
 
    “Goodnight, Braden,” Ashla told the big summoner as she climbed into bed next to me. 
 
    “‘Night, Ashla,” Braden replied with an absent smile that betrayed his nerves. 
 
    “Don’t worry too much, okay?” I requested my friend seriously. “Just remember how well you did in the Magicae Nito. You’re badass, and don’t convince yourself otherwise.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Braden replied with a surprised laugh. “I’ll try not to worry.” 
 
    I nodded with satisfaction and finished getting ready for bed before I got into bed next to Ashla. Braden dimmed his gas lamp so his reading wouldn’t disturb us, and I closed my eyes as Ashla’s warm body molded against mine. 
 
    In a few minutes, I was asleep. 
 
    Sera sent me tantalizing images of her body in my dreams. Bits and pieces of generous curves, alabaster skin, and seductive eyes haunted me as I tried to draw myself from the dream. I woke up a few times, but Ashla’s steady presence beside me was a reassurance that I could withstand Sera’s taunts.  
 
    I refused to be bothered by it anymore, and the next time I woke up, it was time for the mission. 
 
    Braden had set an alarm using some kind of complex clock device next to his bed, and it trilled faintly to wake us all up. 
 
    Ashla stretched awake next to me, and Braden sat up in his bed to fumble with the device. Eventually, it stopped making noise, and Braden turned to me with wide eyes, as if he realized for the first time exactly how important his mission was. 
 
    “We’re really doing this,” he said out loud as he blinked with surprise. 
 
    “Feel like I could sleep another day,” Ashla yawned.  
 
    “It’s time to go,” I told her with a serious nod.  
 
    I got up to get ready, and Ashla followed me with quick, efficient movements as she got dressed for the day. 
 
    Braden stood slowly and went through his travel pack with careful, nervous movements. 
 
    “Can we actually stop Phi?” the big summoner asked me as his brows knitted together in worry. 
 
    “I know we can,” I told him as I strapped on my bandolier. “Get ready, because this is it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    “Fun trip,” Varleth commented as he walked up the ramp onto the airship behind me. “I always wanted to spend the last warm days of the year in a frozen tundra.” 
 
    “At least we have Nia with us,” I responded. “She can use her fire magic to keep us a little warmer than usual, hopefully.” 
 
    “I’ve got fire magic, too,” Erin inserted proudly as she waved a screwdriver at me. “Stole it from Gawain in the clinic. I think he was really disappointed he didn’t get a kiss.” 
 
    That put a smile on my face, and Varleth chuckled at the thought of Gawain’s rejection, too. 
 
    “I can’t believe he was still holding out hope,” Varleth said with a pleased expression. “Poor guy.” 
 
    Ashla, Nia, and Varleth milled around the airship with me as we loaded our heavy bags and tucked them away so they wouldn’t roll around during the turbulence. Nia and Ashla sat on either side of me while Varleth took his usual seat on the far side of the row, and we strapped in as we prepared for takeoff.  
 
    Erin checked on the state of the ship’s mechanical parts before she disappeared into the cockpit to finalize things. After a few moments, there was a jolt and a mechanical whir as the airship began to rise into the air. 
 
    As the airship took off, I ran through my checklist of things we would need to buy once we reached Svellfrer’s Rest. Despite the city’s position on the far, northerly end of Mistral’s border, it was of a fairly good size, and I had no doubt we would be able to find lodgings and merchants to suit all our needs. Svellfrer’s Rest was far too cold to be a tourist destination, but it had well-established trade with towns and cities to the south of it, so it had almost all the amenities we were used to in Varle Enclave. 
 
    Sleet had given me a report on the city and the area, along with a copy of the relevant translation from the ciphers. There wasn’t much to be gleaned from the translation, but I did agree the permanent rift location probably fit Svellfrer’s Rest the most accurately.  
 
    One of Svellfrer’s Rest’s major exports was ice, which was chopped into blocks by laborers and shipped downriver on boats or in airships for further destinations. Wealthy people and upscale restaurants could use the ice to keep food cold even past late spring and starting up again in early fall. It was a concept that was beyond me, but I didn’t have much experience with the needs of wealthy households. 
 
    Svellfrer’s Rest also had a booming business in fish. There were several species which swam north during their most mature stages, and fishermen in Svellfrer’s Rest could provide some of the biggest, healthiest salmon and trout around. I was a little excited to try their cuisine, though I knew we wouldn’t actually have much time to eat at restaurants when we got there. Road food wasn’t the worst, though I was a little disappointed to eat it so much in such a short period of time. 
 
    “What’s with the name of this place?” Ashla asked. “Svellfrer’s Rest? Why is there even a city this far north?” 
 
    “It’s an old legend,” Nia explained. “The explorer from hundreds of years ago, Nolin Svellfrer, was certain the north was full of riches and beautiful landscape that would earn him a lifetime of glory and fame.” 
 
    “Seems pretty standard for explorers,” Varleth added. 
 
    “Not too out of the ordinary,” Nia agreed before she continued her explanation. “He and his expedition went further north than any other explorers had ever claimed to go. He originally meant to go an even greater distance, but when they saw the mountain range in front of them, his teammates threatened to mutiny on him. Svellfrer finally agreed they would stop there and build a small encampment while the weather was nice, and that place became Svellfrer’s Rest.” 
 
    “How did it become a city, though?” I asked with confusion. 
 
    “Lies, mostly,” Nia answered. “Svellfrer and his expedition advertised it as a land rich with beauty and natural resources. More than a few people moved up there for one reason or another, and the city grew quickly. It’s true there was some gold to be had in the nearby mountain range, but it ran out quickly.” 
 
    “And people just kept coming?” Varleth wondered. 
 
    “I guess some people do like it cold,” Nia answered with a bemused shake of her head. “I suppose the ice, fur hunting, and the fish keep the city nearly as rich as it would have been if the gold didn’t run out.” 
 
    “I think it also appeals to those who love untamed land,” I guessed as I considered the mystery of the city. 
 
    “Could be,” Ashla agreed. 
 
    The airship ride was long, but luckily, I packed more than a few things to do. I busied myself by talking to my teammates or reading the history book of odd monster behavior I’d picked up earlier. As I suspected, it was a riveting read which chronicled everything from swimming goblins to odd cases of monsters communicating with each other. Of course, nothing within the book even came close to the odd monster behavior we saw recently, and there was no mention of anything close to an Archon like Phi or Sera. 
 
    Erin came back into the main cabin of the airship at times to take her mind off the drudgery of flying such a long distance, and we all worked hard to give her exciting conversations to wake her up.  
 
    Ashla had purchased a folding board game called Checks, and we played several rounds as we tried to outsmart each other within the narrow rules of the game. Varleth and Erin both won twice, while Ashla and I only had single wins to our names. Since we were all new to the game and nobody had much strategy, the outcome seemed to rely mostly on luck. 
 
    After many hours of reading, playing, napping, and talking with my teammates, we finally arrived in Svellfrer’s Rest. I could already feel the cold seep through the airship walls, and I’d noticed the temperature dropping steadily over the hours as we flew north. 
 
    The ship landed, and we all unhooked our harnesses before we stood and paced in anticipation around the airship door. It felt great to be able to walk after so many hours of mostly sitting, but I had a feeling we would regret our freedom pretty quickly. 
 
    “Ready, guys?” Erin asked as she approached the ramp button. 
 
    “Ready as I’ll ever be,” Varleth muttered. 
 
    “Go ahead,” I told the pilot with a wave of my hand. 
 
    When Erin dropped the ramp, a blast of frigid air hit us immediately, and Nia started shivering beside me.  
 
    Ashla whooped and ran down the ramp first as she went out into the snow without waiting for us. 
 
    “She’s nuts,” Varleth muttered in a low voice. 
 
    “Maybe being an ice mage gives her immunity to the cold,” I suggested. 
 
    “I have ice magic,” Nia protested, “but you’re not going to see me running out there.” 
 
    The ashen-haired mage lifted her hands and twisted her fingers into a spell. A glowing, warm orb of orange flame formed above her palm, and waves of warm air billowed from it.  
 
    “Man, that feels good,” Erin sighed, and she worked over a similar spell until her own palm was lit abruptly with a yellow ball of fire of her own. 
 
    “Gawain’s fire magic runs hotter than mine,” Nia commented, “though it won’t radiate quite so well without the accompanying wind magic.” 
 
    “Oh well,” Erin said mournfully. “At least my arms aren’t cold.” 
 
    We filed down the ramp after Ashla and looked around, and I had to admit, the scenery was breathtaking. The massive, white tundra stretched out with blinding, glittering light as the setting sun reflected off the surface of the field. Spruce, pine, and fir trees were clumped across the landscape near the mountains, and the wind swirled dusty snow across the white land. The sun itself was a fiery streak across the horizon, and pink clouds dotted the sky in the opposite direction.  
 
    “This is incredible,” Nia breathed. “I’m not usually one to lose my composure over a view, but … “ 
 
    “I know,” I agreed. “This is really something else.” 
 
    “Yep, lovely, great,” Varleth interjected as he wrapped his arms tightly around himself. “Now, can we start walking to the city where it’s warm?” 
 
    “Sure,” I agreed reasonably, “it’s better to get there before it’s dark. Alright, let’s move out.” 
 
    The city itself looked unreal at this distance. Gray stone walls pointed at the sky in an echo of the snowy mountains behind them. Glittering panes of window glass shimmered in the light of the setting sun, and the sprawl of the city rose from the snow like an early spring flower. It looked like something that should never have been built, yet there it was, a large city tucked between the tundra and the mountains. 
 
    I could barely see the glint of water far to the west, and I knew that must be the river Svellfrer’s Rest utilized to engage in commerce with the rest of Mistral. I couldn’t imagine being a fisherman in such an icy, unforgiving landscape where one fall into the water would likely mean a frozen death. Still, I couldn’t blame them if the beauty was worth the risk to them. 
 
    The snow was deep enough to reach over my knees, and it made walking to the city extremely hard. Erin hadn’t landed the airship very far away from the city, but the journey took at least twice as long as I expected it to. Every step was a struggle to climb up out of the snow before falling back down. 
 
    Eventually, we gave up walking normally and took turns at the head of a single-file line. That way, we could place our boots in the footsteps of the person in front of us, and only one person had to put in the effort to break through the snow.  
 
    I tried to do the brunt of the work along with Varleth, but Nia, Ashla, and Erin all insisted on doing equal shares at the head of the line. Nia and Erin used their fire powers to melt the snow a little, but it turned into wet slush that wasn’t much more traversable, so they switched back to old fashioned walking. Ashla seemed to genuinely enjoy her time enveloped in the frigid environment, and the rest of us were baffled by her ability to never get cold. 
 
    When we got to the edge of Svellfrer’s Rest, the snow sloped down to just a couple feet, and then it disappeared entirely as we entered the plowed section of town. Gray gravel covered large portions of the streets, and there were high-curbed sidewalks constructed tall to keep pedestrians out of the melting snow. 
 
    The buildings themselves were mostly stone, and I certainly understood why after I soaked my shoes and pants through with snowmelt. Despite the abundant forests in the mountains, a house built from wood here wouldn’t stay dry enough to keep from rotting. 
 
    “Can you imagine having to shovel this much snow?” Varleth huffed in disbelief. “What a nightmare.” 
 
    “I guess they’re used to it,” I answered as I scuffed through the damp streets. “Horse-drawn plows would speed it up, I bet.” 
 
    “We’ve still got a little time left in the day,” Nia proposed, “so we should look for some of the winter gear we need for our search.” 
 
    “I want five coats,” Erin decided as she shivered and wrapped her mage cloak around her. “No, I want ten. Ten should do it.” 
 
    “It’s a good idea to get more supplies than you think you’ll need,” I offered. “Just try not to spend all your money on more coats than you can wear.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Erin agreed. “Though, you may underestimate how many coats I can wear.” 
 
    “Let’s try to find some merchants who are still open,” I told my group. “This is a big enough city, so I think there should be some.” 
 
    In fact, I had my eyes on a couple merchants already. I could see inside a specialty clothing supply shop, and there was some activity visible through the window. 
 
    “I bet they have coats,” I told my team as I pointed at the store I had my eye on. 
 
    “Let’s try it,” Nia agreed. 
 
    We went in, and the doorbell jingled cheerfully as the oiled wood door shut behind us. The man at the counter looked up and adjusted a pair of round spectacles over his eyes while he examined us. 
 
    “How can I help you?” he asked in a careful, neutral voice. 
 
    “We’re looking for full supplies to go camping in this weather,” I explained succinctly. “Coats, winter pants, blankets, boots, or anything else you have that would be helpful.” 
 
    “I don’t have any blankets,” the store clerk responded tartly as his eyes narrowed. “Boots are along the back wall, there, and pants are on the opposite wall. Coats are right in front of you.” 
 
    I blinked in surprise as I reacted to his hostile tone, and I tried to figure out if I’d said something rude. 
 
    “Thank you for your help,” Ashla cut in quickly. “We’ll go look, then.” 
 
    As we wandered into the back, I gave Ashla a questioning glance. 
 
    “He hates mages,” Ashla explained in a hushed whisper. 
 
    “How can you know that?” Varleth asked. 
 
    “He was glaring at our cloaks,” the ice mage continued. “Didn’t you notice?” 
 
    “I guess I don’t pay much attention to where people are staring,” I admitted. “Even if I did, I never would have guessed he hated mages, though.” 
 
    “It’s not a rare sentiment,” Ashla responded with a sigh. “Though, it’s getting rarer these days. Back when I was in the Academy, our monster response squad ran into people like this a few times. It’s usually never spoken out loud, but it’s not exactly subtle.” 
 
    “Damn,” Varleth reacted. “People can be such idiots, can’t they?”  
 
    “I suppose I can’t blame him without knowing exactly why he hates mages,” I admitted as I pulled out a pair of winter boots. “I’ve run into some nasty Academy students before, and you have to admit a few of our peers have sticks up their butts.” 
 
    “Just a few,” Erin defended politely. “Usually they aren’t on monster response squads, either.” 
 
    “But there are some,” I pointed out. “This guy could’ve had a bad experience, and I can’t hold that against him.” 
 
    “Let’s just get what we need and get out,” Varleth said decidedly. 
 
    “Agreed,” I responded. 
 
    We collected our piles of coats, boots, and pants and brought them up to the register. I was glad the prices were marked on the clothing itself, since I half-expected the owner to try to price gouge us just for being mages.  
 
    Instead, he merely glared and communicated in short, rude sentences throughout the entire transaction. He even carefully looked over the money we gave him, as if he expected us to hand him fake coins. 
 
    When it was finally over, we were much lighter in our pockets, but the climate-appropriate supplies would be worth it. I definitely understood why Almasy told us to wait until we reached the city for our purchases. The rest of Mistral got cold in the winter, but it never looked as snow-packed as this did, and I knew the mountains would only drop in temperature as we climbed. 
 
    We left with a short thank you and goodbye to the tense clerk, and we breathed a sigh of relief when we were back outside. 
 
    “Frosty welcome for a frosty city,” Varleth commented when the door closed behind us. 
 
    “It does seem appropriate,” Erin agreed as she clutched her new coat and pants to her chest. “I hope this doesn’t become a trend in this area.” 
 
    “C’mon,” I told the group, “I’m sure the rest of our trip will be completely fine. Who wants some fresh fish and a good night of sleep?” 
 
    “Fish,” Ashla repeated, and she perked up at the notion of it. “I could definitely go for some of that.” 
 
    “Then it’s settled,” I said with a wide grin. “Let’s get some rooms and eat like royalty.” 
 
    Getting rooms took a couple tries it turned out. The first place we tried had no free rooms, and they admitted they never changed the ‘vacancy’ sign outside when they should. The second place turned us away with an explanation of an unexpected crisis on their hands in the form of a kitchen fire. The fire was out, but they would have to do repairs before anything was open again. 
 
    Finally, the third place we tried, The Winter Hart, was a success. The owner was an elderly man with a bushy gray beard and curly silver hair on top of his head. 
 
    “Ah, two rooms, you say?” he asked as he examined us. “Sure, I can do that, no problem. Call me Grigor, by the way.” 
 
    We shook hands and introduced ourselves in turn, and relief swept through me that we’d finally found an inn. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said with a wide grin. “This is really good news to us.” 
 
    “I bet you’ve had some problems getting rooms, haven’t ya?” the elderly man assumed. 
 
    “Yep,” Erin answered. “Have you heard about the kitchen fire, then?” 
 
    “Kitchen fire?” the elderly man repeated. “No, there ain’t no kitchen fire in that Marigold Mountain Inn. I’m afraid to tell you the truth, here, but the fact is folks don’t look too kindly on mages in these parts.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked with obvious confusion. “How come?” 
 
    “Not much to it,” Grigor replied with a shrug. “We don’t get many rifts openin’ here, and those that do aren’t very successful. Most of the monsters freeze half to death before mages arrive to close the rift, and it seems like those mages are always late.” 
 
    “We’re just too far away,” I said helplessly. 
 
    “I know that,” Grigor answered bluntly. “I’ve lived other places, y’know. It’s the native folks who don’t see the point of mages, and there’s always a fair bit of anti-magic sentiment flying around ‘cause crystal-powered things tend to break down when the weather gets cold.” 
 
    With the absent mages and the nonfunctioning essence crystals, I could see why magic was held in such low regard here. It must’ve seemed to the people of Svellfrer’s Rest that we did nothing but posture ineffectually from afar as they dealt with real problems throughout their wintertime. 
 
    “I’m starting to understand,” I replied with a new, sinking feeling in my gut. “Thank you for explaining everything, but I want to ask you for another favor.” 
 
    “Sure,” Grigor replied as he organized some mugs behind the bar, “go ahead and shoot. I like you mages well enough.” 
 
    “We have a mission to find a certain ruin in this area,” I explained. “There are likely to be stones with strange writing on them. You haven’t heard of anything like that, have you?” 
 
    “Hm, not a word,” Grigor said honestly. “Though, I don’t bend my ear to tall tales or gossip much, not unless it can help my patrons.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” I replied as I fought off my disappointment. 
 
    “I do have one important tidbit, though,” the elderly man told me seriously. “If you’re going to be runnin’ around lookin’ for ruins in the northern mountains, you ought to be careful. I’ve heard there’s a snow bear around with an awful temper, and he’s likely to attack if you run across him.” 
 
    “Oh, thanks,” Ashla told Grigor. “We’ll be careful, but I’m sure we’ll be fine either way.” 
 
    Grigor gave her a long, skeptical look from the corner of his eye. 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” I assured him. “We fight monsters all the time, so one bear isn’t going to put a stop to us easily.” 
 
    “Suit yourselves,” Grigor replied. “Just know, these bears ain’t playing around when they attack. Keep an eye out, at least.” 
 
    “We will,” Varleth agreed, but he quickly changed to another topic entirely. “Now, how about some good, northern cuisine? I could eat a horse.” 
 
    “Afraid we don’t have any horses for eating, here,” Grigor joked with a wry look at Varleth, “but I can fix you up some grilled fish worthy of your hunger, I think.” 
 
    We took the last free table in the room full of patrons and waited on our meal with eager anticipation. When it came, we salivated over it with obvious hunger, and we barely managed to thank Grigor before we dug in. 
 
    Lemon-roasted salmon, grilled asparagus, smoked trout, and leek soup were my favorites. Ashla and Erin indulged in dessert, which ended up being some kind of small, chocolate cake that oozed molten chocolate liquid when it was cut into. It looked heartburn-inducing and absolutely delicious, so I tried a piece of Erin’s with her permission. 
 
    “Amazing,” I agreed, “though I can’t imagine eating a whole one.” 
 
    “They must stock up on fat for the winter, here,” Varleth guessed before he spooned more of the buttery leek soup into his mouth. 
 
    “I can get behind that concept,” I said agreeably. 
 
    After dinner was over, we went up to bed and sorted ourselves into our two rooms. It was less space than I’d normally buy for a night on a mission, but I wanted to conserve our funds in case it took us a long time to find the permanent rift location. 
 
    Varleth and I shared one room while Ashla, Erin, and Nia took the other. 
 
    “Don’t look too disappointed,” Varelth quipped as he glanced up at my face. “Taking a night off from sleeping with beautiful women will make you appreciate them more.” 
 
    “I’m not sure there’s any room for me to appreciate them more,” I said honestly. “They’re perfect, truly.” 
 
    “Ah, well,” Varleth responded with a shrug. “Enjoy your night of imperfection.” 
 
    I laughed at that and went to brush my teeth before bed. After I was ready, it was a short matter of climbing under the covers, and I fell asleep quickly as I succumbed to my weary eyes and sore legs. 
 
    Unfortunately, I had an awful time staying asleep. Sera sent me more dreams of her naked body, and just when I managed to properly ignore the images, the dream morphed into a nightmare of me being hunted by shadowcats.  
 
    These monsters each resembled a large cat, like a tiger or jaguar, and they were covered in black fur that seemed to engulf the light. Shadows rolled off them like tendrils of smoke as they chased me through the indistinct landscape. Their bright, pupiless eyes glowed golden with hunger, and their telltale magical aura of dread and fear rolled off them with deadly strength. 
 
    As they chased me, the monsters spoke in the voices of my friends, and they each accused me of different crimes as they snarled and snapped at my heels.  
 
    Braden called me a coward, and Nia said I was lazy. Varleth asked how I could kill so much and never feel remorse. Gawain accused me of being arrogant as Ashla and Cyra mocked me for my careless mistakes. Layla cried out pitiful wails about how I used my friends as fodder for the front lines of the war. If I really loved them, how could I ask them to fight and risk their lives? 
 
    I startled awake after that last one, and my breath came out in harsh pants as I wiped the sweat from my brow. Varleth was quietly asleep on the other side of the bed, and he showed no sign of waking. I shivered at the memory of his voice from the shadowcat’s mouth, and it gave me no comfort to watch him lay there. 
 
    Instead, I turned my attention to the world outside the window. The moon was a tiny sliver in the sky, and it barely cast glints of pale light on the tiles of the building roofs. 
 
    In the end, I could get no more rest. I spent the entire night watching the moon while I tried and failed to banish the memories of Sera’s nightmares. 
 
    When Varleth awoke to the dawn light, he turned and took one look at me before he let out a disapproving huff. 
 
    “You should’ve paid for the three rooms,” he told me. “You look awful. Or you should’ve just crammed four people into one bed. I bet you could’ve done it.” 
 
    “You’re the one who told me to enjoy the imperfection,” I told him wearily. “Anyway, I’m not sure even the women could’ve kept this dream from bothering me.” 
 
    “Hm,” Varleth hummed as he narrowed his eyes. “Just tell me if Sera is getting to you too much, alright? I’ve got to keep an eye on you even more closely if things start changing.” 
 
    “I’ll let you know,” I said tiredly, and this time I didn’t bother to protest against his worries over Sera. 
 
    Frankly, I was worried, too. 
 
    Varleth and I joined Ashla, Nia, and Erin for breakfast downstairs, and we finished the meal off quickly before we went out in search of clues for the permanent rift location. I decided it was best to ask around before we went wandering off into the snow, though I didn’t think it was likely we were going to get any good information. 
 
    Sure enough, there were more than a few factors against us. The city was large, and it didn’t have the same friendly attitude toward strangers which many smalltown people had. Visitors weren’t a rarity, and not many people were willing to stop their busy day to give us directions. 
 
    Besides that, I suspected we were getting more than our fair share of silent glares and tight lips because we were mages. I estimated only one out of every five people we asked actually treated us differently, but it was enough to be felt keenly by the five of us.  
 
    “Man,” Erin sighed, “I’m half convinced to just throw my cloak away.” 
 
    “They’d still know us by the Academy sigil on our travel packs,” I replied with a glum tone. “Besides, I’m not fooling anybody by walking around covered in essence crystals from head to toe.” 
 
    “My sword and Ashla’s axe don’t help,” Varleth pointed out. “Even our armor sticks out under our coats a little.” 
 
    “Let’s keep going until nine o’ clock,” I decided. “Then we can head out regardless.”  
 
    First, we located a store that sold bedding supplies, and we picked up five nice blankets to put in our packs for emergencies. The woman selling them didn’t blink twice at us, and it looked like we escaped suspicion this time. 
 
    We went back outside and asked around about the ruins a little more, and remarkably, we got a pretty good answer from a young couple out for a stroll. 
 
    “I don’t know about any ruins,” the woman said as she rubbed at her cold, flushed nose, “but your little translation thing is probably talking about Cinder Mountain.” 
 
    “Cinder Mountain?” I asked. 
 
    “Sure,” she replied with a nod. “Your page there calls it a snowy, ashen mountain, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I responded as I gawked at the paper in my hand. “Could it really be that simple? Ashen isn’t for the color, it’s for the name?” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure it’s not for the color,” she assured me. “It’s been called Cinder Mountain for a really long time, and it got named that because of all the old forest fires. Every time it starts to grow up, it just burns down again.” 
 
    “Weird quirk,” Varleth commented as he cocked an eyebrow in skepticism. 
 
    “I think lightning gets attracted to it,” the pink-nosed woman replied with a shrug. “Not sure why, it just gets bad weather a lot.” 
 
    “If you’re going up there,” her companion added as he scratched at his brown stubble, “you should be really careful. People die from bad weather on it, sometimes.” 
 
    “Thanks for the warning,” I told the two of them, and we let them leave without any more questions. 
 
    “Wow,” Erin said. “That’s not a bad lead, huh?” 
 
    “I guess the mountain could be just as burnt and ashy as it was centuries ago,” Ashla guessed. 
 
    “Even if it isn’t this mountain,” Nia interjected, “I don’t think we’ll get a better lead than this. It’s a good place to start.” 
 
    “Let’s do it,” Varleth agreed. 
 
    With us all in agreement, I led the team to the edge of the town as we walked toward Cinder Mountain. The plowed streets turned to messy slush and then back into feet of fluffy, deep snow. 
 
    Cinder Mountain reached into the sky before us, and I eyed the mountain with trepidation as I thought about the climb ahead of us. I wondered if the permanent rift location was at the very top, like some kind of physical challenge set by the Archons of centuries ago. Phi had a permanent rift by her palace for good reason, but why had anybody built a rift out here? 
 
    Wispy clouds floated around the upper portions of Cinder Mountain, and the white expanse of the cliffside was daunting without any real forest to cover it. Twisted, blackened remains of burned trees were the only thing to mark the landscape along the climb, and our footprints were the only ones visible in the stark, unforgiving snow. 
 
    We hiked for a very long time before I felt like we began to really climb. As we ascended, I noticed the weather began to worsen, and I hoped it wouldn’t snow on us. As we climbed, though, I realized snow might not be the worst of our troubles. The wind was biting and powerful, and it threatened to blow me sideways as it buffeted my team from every direction. 
 
    “Are we sure we should keep going?” Nia asked as she yelled over the howling wind. 
 
    “This mountain gets bad weather all the time,” I answered in a raised voice. “Remember the challenges to get the ciphers? We should think of this as something similar.” 
 
    “We can’t wait around for a sunny day,” Varleth agreed as he held his hat on against the wind. “Let’s keep going!” 
 
    Our progress slowed to a crawl as the wind was joined by icy flecks of snow that shot past us like tiny shards of steel. The cold bit at my face, and though I knew the snow wasn’t actually sharp enough to cut me, it was hard to convince myself to face it head-on. The storm was morphing into a full-on blizzard, and we were right in the middle of it. 
 
    It was too windy to carry much of a conversation, and all of us narrowed our minds on the task at hand as we devoted total focus to climbing the mountain without falling over. Our silent procession was grim, but it wasn’t enough to convince me to turn back. We had come so far, and to stop now would be nearly as dangerous as continuing forward. 
 
    Suddenly, an animalistic roar cut through the wind, and we spun to face the noise in panic. At first, I assumed a rift had opened nearby, and we would be faced with fighting monsters on the snowy cliffside. 
 
    Instead of a monster, a pale, grizzled bear emerged from the blizzard to our right. Its fur was a yellowing tan, and its haunches were thick with muscle. The bear roared again and rushed us as saliva dripped from its mouth. 
 
    The five of us backpedaled up the path, and the bear stopped its charge and growled as it faced us. Its teeth were long and yellow, and its gums were mottled black and pink. It pinned its tiny ears against its skull as its snout wrinkled in a vicious threat. 
 
    “It’s that bear Grigor mentioned!” I shouted over the howling wind. “We should put it down!” 
 
    “Already on it,” Varleth yelled as he drew his sword and infused it with dark, swirling banisher energy. 
 
    The gypsy brandished the dark blade at the growling bear and waited for it to make its move. 
 
    “Wait!” Erin cried over the blizzard. “She’s not rabid, she’s just defending her cub!” 
 
    “What cub?” I asked, but then I spotted the tiny, pale form of a smaller bear. 
 
    It was crouched in the shadow of a crag, and I could tell it was small enough to need its mother’s help.  
 
    “Bears don’t grow very quickly,” Nia added as she shouted over the wind. “It’s probably from the previous spring.” 
 
    “We can’t kill her,” Erin pleaded, “the cub will die without her.” 
 
    “It’s only a bear,” Varleth insisted. “There are plenty more of them, and this one wants to eat us. Let’s kill her and be done with it.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Ashla interjected. “It’s just a bear, so it should prove no challenge to simply defend ourselves.” 
 
    After she spoke, Ashla threw up a wall of ice between us and the bear. Glittering crystals sprouted from the ground and formed a warped shield of frozen material between us. 
 
    The bear roared in fear and rage and ran at the wall. Her claws scraped deep furrows into the ice, and deep fractures formed in its surface. Suddenly, an entire chunk of ice broke away and toppled over to fall down the mountain, and it bounced as it thundered away into the blinding storm. 
 
    “We need something sturdier,” I yelled. 
 
    Nia gestured to make a wall of earth, and Ashla threw out another ice spell simultaneously. The two spells clashed and formed a crackling mixture of dual magics until they melded into one. 
 
    A giant wall made of frosted earth crackled up from the ground, and the sides of it billowed into an awkward, solid crag. 
 
    “Well,” Ashla commented in a raised voice, “she’s not getting through that.”  
 
    “Careful,” Nia added, “I think we may have--” 
 
    The ashen-haired mage was interrupted by a rumbling sound that shook the ground beneath us. Tiny balls of snow rolled from the side of the mountain above us, and I realized what was happening. 
 
    “Avalanche!” I shouted to my team. “Run!” 
 
    Ashla, Nia, and Varleth were further back than Erin and me, and I couldn’t do anything for them. Instead, I took the mimic’s hand and began to sprint up the path as I towed her along. With luck, all five of us could outrun the spill of snow and rock down the side of the mountain. 
 
    Suddenly, a chuck of packed snow slammed into my side and knocked me toward the edge of the cliff. I barely regained my footing, but the precarious mountainside didn’t feel very safe. Erin yelped and dug her feet in as she pulled me back toward the inner part of the path, but I could tell our safety wasn’t going to last. 
 
    An enormous flow of snow and rock spilled down the side of the mountain, and it was headed straight for us.  
 
    It was an avalanche, and we were directly in its path. 
 
    Ashla, Nia, and Varleth were still by the wall, but it looked like they would escape the avalanche entirely. Erin and I couldn’t outrun it, and I knew we had no choice now but to face the avalanche head-on. 
 
    I snatched a bullet bass from my bandolier with my free hand and crushed it to the ground at my feet, then the snow enveloped us. 
 
    Erin screamed, but I held tight to her hand. My magic worked, and in a split second, we were both covered in the chrome protection of the bullet bass. 
 
    Snow and ice pinged off the metallic coating, and I clutched at Erin’s hand like it was my only lifeline as we were swept off the side of the mountain. Snow gushed around us in a blindingly white flow which was only broken by dark glimpses of dead trees caught in the slide.  
 
    We bumped and rolled, and I couldn’t see a thing as the blizzard and the avalanche flew around us. I clenched my eyes shut and ignored the dull pain as we ricocheted off rocks with increasing speed. 
 
    The noise was deafening, and my stomach dropped as we rolled free from the mountain entirely. Erin and I plummeted with increasing speed as we began to freefall without a single thing to stop us. 
 
    Finally, we hit the ground and punched through a thick layer of snow before more avalanche piled on top of us. Darkness enclosed me as debris buried me alive, and my heart pounded with fear as the pressure increased above my head. Then the roar of the avalanche ceased, and I knew the flow had stopped. 
 
    Now was our chance. 
 
    The pressure of the snow above me was intense, but I knew I could escape if I kept my cool and tried hard. I thrashed and kicked my legs as I dug upward, and I tightened my hand to pull Erin with me. 
 
    My hand closed around nothing but snow and air. Somehow, in the fall down the mountain, I’d lost her. When had it happened? Did my bullet bass cover her entire fall, or had she dealt with the impact without an ounce of protection? 
 
    My head broke the surface, and I gasped in a desperate lungful of fresh air. Slowly, I clawed and kicked until my back and legs were free as well. Miraculously, my backpack had stayed with me, but my friend was gone. 
 
    “Erin?” I called loudly into the white, featureless landscape around me. “Erin, where are you?” 
 
    I listened closely, but there was no answer. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    “Erin!” I shouted into the blizzard’s wind.  
 
    The valley around us was covered in a thick blanket of snow, and I could see no hint of her in the white expanse. I shouldered through the swath of snow hoping to run into something, anything, but it was just white powder and debris. 
 
    Suddenly, a sizzling hole melted through the top crust of the snow. Erin’s hand poked through, and her fingertips were still coated in metal. I let the bullet bass protection drop, and I stumbled through the thick snow as I ran to her.  
 
    The warm glow of a fire spell melted the snow around her, and I pushed my way over to the sizzling hole before I seized her hand and heaved. I managed to pull her out with effort, and slushy, half-melted snow spilled from her head and shoulders as she climbed from the hole. 
 
    Erin emerged with a wild-eyed look on her face, and her hair and eyelashes were frosted with the cold. She looked free from injury otherwise, and she broke into a relieved smile when she saw me. 
 
    “Oh, Gryff,” she cried as she surged forward and wrapped her arms around me. “I was so worried about you.” 
 
    “You were worried about me?” I asked with incredulity. “I was worried about you. Besides, my bullet bass would’ve stopped protecting you if I died.” 
 
    “I just wasn’t sure,” she burst out as water welled in her eyes. “What if you were hurt, or … “ 
 
    “We’re both fine,” I assured her, and I gave her a tight hug. 
 
    She gripped me back just as hard as we both recovered from our scare. When I pulled back, she ducked forward and kissed me briefly on the lips. 
 
    There was no transfer of mana, this time. Just Erin, me, and the snow that swirled around us. She was warm and flushed with adrenaline, and I was just as keyed up with the fear of losing her. 
 
    We broke apart, and she looked at me with soft, amber eyes. 
 
    “The others are alright?” she asked me, but there wasn’t much of a question in her voice. 
 
    “If we both think we saw them escape the avalanche,” I answered, “I’m sure they’re fine.” 
 
    “Good,” Erin breathed. “I hope they won’t worry about us.” 
 
    “I’m sure they will,” I replied as I peered blindly into the swirling storm overhead. “I just hope they don’t do anything stupid trying to help us.” 
 
    “Don’t we kinda need help?” Erin questioned as she leaned into my shoulder. 
 
    “Maybe,” I admitted, “but we’ll have to make do. Usually, I’d just summon my pyrewyrm and fly us out, but in this weather … “ 
 
    “We’d be more likely to fall off and die than make it back to the mountaintop,” Erin confirmed. “Cinder Mountain was too treacherous for us to fly up to begin with, so we shouldn’t start now.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. “So, all we have is ourselves and our own two feet.” 
 
    “Do we know which way Svellfrer’s Rest is?” Erin asked as she spun slowly to look around. 
 
    “I can’t say for sure,” I responded as I waved a hand behind us. “It might be that way, but I don’t know if this valley even comes out by the city at all. We might be stuck in a bowl of snow for the time being.” 
 
    “We’ll have to wait, then,” Erin confirmed, “and hope the weather improves.” 
 
    “The blizzard has to stop eventually,” I asserted. “We should definitely just wait.” 
 
    “Maker, I’m glad I picked up Gawain’s fire powers,” Erin said with relief. “Maybe I can make us a campfire, and we can build a log shelter, or … “ 
 
    We both looked around at the total lack of trees around us. 
 
    “Maybe the forest got buried,” I suggested. 
 
    “Or burnt to the ground because this mountain hates us,” Erin replied with grim concern. “Without a shelter, a campfire will go right out, and this wind will freeze our toes even if I summon a fire spell. What’s the use of fire magic if you can’t burn anything?” 
 
    “It’ll be useful,” I said as I chewed my lip in thought. “Just let me think through this for a while.” 
 
    Erin obliged and stood close so we could shield each other from the wind.  
 
    I closed my eyes and ran through my options as I discarded a variety of doubtful theories. I grew up in the Wilds, but I didn’t have much experience with a situation like this. With no trees and no nearby town, we were stuck in a death trap of a valley. My monsters couldn’t help us, so our magical options seemed limited at best. 
 
    Finally, a good idea hit. 
 
    “We have to make ourselves an ice cave,” I proposed. 
 
    “What?” Erin asked. “I’m not a fan of the wind either, but I don’t see how a cave made of ice will help.” 
 
    “It’s just like the ice huts some people here make for fishing,” I explained. “They hew chunks of ice and form them into a round structure. The walls are cold, but the inside stays nice and warm if you heat it up with a fire or with body warmth.” 
 
    “I could use a tiny globe of flame and keep us perfectly hot through the whole night,” Erin realized as she considered my plan. “Yeah, I think this will definitely work!” 
 
    The pilot’s eyes brightened with exultation at the thought, and relief flooded through her expression. 
 
    “Alright,” I said as I grinned. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    I directed Erin as we troubleshooted our plan to create the ice cave. We stacked chunks of snow into the shape of three walls, and Erin used her borrowed fire magic to melt the sides slightly. I packed the slush into place to form a tighter, stronger wall, and then I let the frigid temperatures do their work. 
 
    Soon, we had a lopsided, domed roof to our hut, and I started work on the fourth wall. If we didn’t seal ourselves in, we would lose what precious heat we worked to create. 
 
    The sky began to dim as the sun faded behind the mountain range, and the blizzard showed no sign of letting up. We wouldn’t be able to find our friends tonight, but the ice hut was almost finished. Erin and I stopped when the hole was sized roughly large enough to crawl through. 
 
    “Think it’s ready?” Erin asked nervously as her amber eyes flickered over our questionable construction. 
 
    “It doesn’t seem like it’ll fall down very easily,” I said in return with a shrug. “I’m not sure there’s much more we can do but go inside and seal it up. 
 
    “Probably better to stop when the sun goes down anyway,” Erin agreed. “Temperatures are going to drop.” 
 
    We glanced at each other with obvious concern, but I took the plunge and went first. I shucked my backpack before I crouched on all fours and crawled into the opening with trepidation.  
 
    Ice scraped against my back, but there was more than enough room for me to maneuver inside. I slid my legs through and turned around as Erin shoved my travel pack through the hole. 
 
    I pulled it inside and gestured for her to come after me. 
 
    “Nice and cozy in here!” I called with a grin. 
 
    “Coming in!” she answered back with a giggle. 
 
    Erin stretched and dropped to all fours before she began to wiggle inside as well.  
 
    “Nice view from here,” I commented, and it earned me another high, delighted laugh from her. 
 
    As she entered, I examined her for scrapes and scratches. She looked remarkably good, thanks to the bullet bass coating, but her coat and winter pants had suffered in the fall. Rips and tears revealed the layers of clothing beneath, and some of those were damaged as well. She must have lost her backpack as well, I realized, because I hadn’t seen it since the fall.  
 
    It was a pain to have to replace everything inside a big hiking bag like that, but Erin hadn’t said a word about it. I knew both of us were far more grateful to have escaped with our lives, not to mention how happy we were to see Ashla, Varleth, and Nia make an almost-certain escape from the avalanche. 
 
    “Alright,” Erin sighed as she pulled her feet through the hole and into the ice hut. “Now we’re pretty much done, right?” 
 
    “Just about,” I replied as I eyed the hole. “We have to fill that with more icy snow, then we can rest and start to warm up the hut.” 
 
    “Awesome,” Erin said with a relieved smile. “I sure am sore and cold, I have to say.” 
 
    “I know what you mean,” I replied as I gathered loose snow from the bottom of the ice hut. 
 
    I packed the snow between my gloves and tamped it into the hole until there was only a small hole for air. As I did, our thin beam of fading sunlight disappeared from view, and we were plunged into darkness. 
 
    “Wow,” Erin whispered into the pitch-black of our man made cave. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said. “I left a small hole for air, so we won’t be completely without sunlight.” 
 
    “Good,” she replied with a nod. “Maybe we can keep an eye on the blizzard to see if it stops, too.” 
 
    A fire spell flared to life, and Erin was illuminated by its soft, yellow glow. She scooted over and held the flame against the new snow, and it melted slightly to seal against the rest of the wall. With time, it would freeze into ice, and we would be completely trapped inside our own ice hut. 
 
    “It’s pretty dark,” Erin commented with a smile as she shivered, “but I prefer this to that blizzard wind.” 
 
    “Me too,” I agreed, and I pulled myself close to her to wrap my arm around her shoulders. 
 
    “How long until it gets warm in here, do you think?” Erin asked as she held her globe of soft fire aloft. 
 
    “Maybe a while,” I admitted, “but it will hold the heat really well.” 
 
    The orange-haired mimic leaned into me, and her shivering gradually slowed as she absorbed some of my body heat. 
 
    “I’ve never been truly out in the Wilds like this before,” Erin spoke softly to me. 
 
    “I doubt even many Wilds people have,” I told her seriously. “Not everybody wanders from town to town doing odd jobs. Lots of people who live in the Wilds just spend their lives living at home and talking to the same neighbors all their lives. It’s not too different from the Enclaves, in that way.” 
 
    “I guess,” Erin responded with a smile. “Still, I just hadn’t realized how dangerous nature itself can be. I thought my only worries were monsters and the Shadowscape, but not everything dangerous comes through a rift.” 
 
    “That’s true,” I agreed with a nod. “I’m sure from a state of the art airship, not even the weather can really threaten you. I know you fly in all kinds of situations without a shred of fear.” 
 
    “I used to,” Erin whispered as her eyes flickered up to meet mine. “Maybe I was wrong to have so much faith in my flying skill, though. I thought nothing could go wrong, since I knew what I was doing. That’s not true, is it?” 
 
    “I … I guess it isn’t,” I admitted. “You can’t control freak accidents like this one. You’re one of the best pilots I know, but bad things can happen in the best of circumstances. It’s not very comforting, but it’s true, and I think that’s just part of life.” 
 
    “I think I get it,” Erin replied with a frown. 
 
    “It’s out of your control,” I suggested, “so just don’t worry about it.” 
 
    Erin leaned her chin on my shoulder and sighed. 
 
    “Why do you always have to be so smart?” she asked as she ran her hand over the back of my shoulder. “It makes me look bad.” 
 
    “Sorry,“ I apologized, but her words put a smile on my face. “I do think it’s funny you were helping me out just a couple days ago, and now you think I’m the one with it all together.” 
 
    “We’re both a little ridiculous,” Erin stated with a soft smile. “Aren’t we?” 
 
    “We are,” I confirmed. 
 
    The ice hut was beginning to really warm up, and I could tell the soft, radiating heat of Erin’s floating orb of flame was taking effect. The mimic’s shivering had faded away, and the air didn’t feel nearly as cold compared to the floor below us. 
 
    “C’mon,” I said. “I think if I spread out my blanket, we can sleep on it for a warmer night.” 
 
    “Sure,” Erin said as she gazed at me with a content expression. 
 
    I tugged the blanket free from my pack and managed to unfold it so it covered most of the ice hut’s floor. 
 
    Erin lay down on the blanket’s surface, and she nodded as she moved her thinly-gloved hands over the ground. 
 
    “I think it is better,” she said, and then she gave me an appraising look. “It might be even better if you slept right next to me.” 
 
    “I can’t argue with that,” I answered in a low tone. 
 
    Erin sat up and opened the front of her coat, and I did the same. Under the thick, downy fabric, her shirt was torn in places, and her creamy, unmarred skin showed through the gaps. 
 
    I lifted one hand and removed my glove before I traced a rip in her shirt. When my fingers met her skin, she shivered. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re okay,” I said quietly. “That was a close one.” 
 
    Erin tossed her orb of flame upward, and it bobbed on its own near the top of the ice cave. Then she took her gloves off and set them to one side. 
 
    “It was too close,” she agreed, and she leaned toward me before she traced a path down my shirt with her bare hand. “This is good, though. Feeling you, knowing you’re alive, it’s reassuring.” 
 
    “I could say the same to you,” I murmured as I ran my hand down her chest and across her folded leg. 
 
    Erin’s eyes grew dark and wanting, and she took my hand before she guided it toward her inner thighs. 
 
    “I’m still cold,” she told me in a voice loaded with meaning, “but I know a good way to warm up.” 
 
    I chuckled and smiled as I took the hint. 
 
    “I could go for some warmer activities,” I responded easily. “You might have to take those pants off first, though.” 
 
    “Why don’t you help me,” Erin suggested as she winked. 
 
    For a moment, I marveled at her open lustfulness. Erin was a virgin when I first had sex with her, but she had grown from a nervous, uncertain lover into one who knew exactly what she wanted and wasn’t afraid to ask for it. 
 
    “When did you become so bold?” I asked as I cocked an eyebrow. 
 
    “When my teacher gave me such good instruction,” she answered in a playful voice without a moment of hesitation. 
 
    I grinned at the idea of being called a teacher, and the thought filled me with heated anticipation. I’d barely shown the orange-haired mimic anything yet, and there was so much left for her to learn. 
 
    Erin stretched her legs out, and I unlaced her boots before I pulled each one off her feet. Then I tugged at the hem of her pants, and she smiled as she sat up on her knees to allow me better access. 
 
    The small dimensions of the ice hut made maneuvering difficult, and Erin giggled as I struggled with the pants. Finally, she tilted onto her back, and I stripped the thick snow pants off in one go. 
 
    “Ridiculous clothing,” I said with a teasing grin. “I don’t know how anybody can live in Svellfrer’s Rest.” 
 
    “I think it’s the satisfaction of ripping them off,” Erin suggested with a lustful lilt to her voice. 
 
    “And getting to see what’s underneath,” I added as I examined her outfit. 
 
    I stripped off her coat and threw it to one side of the ice cave. Under the snow gear, Erin was wearing an outfit worthy of the warmer weather in Varle Enclave.  
 
    On top, the white shirt was cropped short and fitted tightly under her breasts as it exposed the rest of her torso. Pale, green detailing traveled over the short sleeves to add some interest to the outfit, and the color had a nice contrast against her orange hair. Short white leggings traveled down her hips to end just above her knees. A thick band of white fabric encircled her hips, and it flared into a green half-skirt that covered her backside while it revealed everything in front.  
 
    “I haven’t seen this outfit before,” I commented as I ran my hands against the bare expanse of her back. 
 
    “Maybe it was supposed to be a surprise,” Erin teased back. “I figured it would be safe to wear it today because the snow gear would hide it, but then we fell down an entire mountain.” 
 
    “That does tend to change plans,” I remarked, and I teased my hand under the white fabric to squeeze her ass. 
 
    She let out a low sound of pleasure before she smiled and leaned forward to strip my clothing off. I let her hands do as they wanted while I teased my fingers around her slender hips and thighs. 
 
    Erin unbuttoned my shirt and threw it from my shoulders, then she started on my pants. After she undid each of the buttons, I stood and took my boots and socks off before I helped her slide them off my legs. 
 
    “It’s amazing how warm it is in here,” Erin said as she pressed her body close to mine, “but you’re the warmest thing by far.” 
 
    “Hm,” I hummed, “I think I need a better read on you before I can agree for certain. What if you’re the warmest thing?” 
 
    Erin giggled as I pulled her leggings down and freed her legs. Underneath, she had pale green panties that matched her outfit, and I left them on for now in favor of working at her top. 
 
    “It’s tied in the back,” she whispered conspiratorially, and I grinned as I reached around to feel the ribbon that held the thick fabric of her shirt together. When I pulled the bow, the back came loose, and I pulled her top off entirely. 
 
    Her breasts sprang free, and I made an appreciative noise as I molded my hands around her silky-smooth flesh. 
 
    The orange-haired mimic squirmed and sighed as I worked my fingers over her nipples, and I teased them until she began to tug at her skirt eagerly. 
 
    I relented and unhooked the white sash of fabric, and her skirt fell away. As I pulled off her green panties, Erin melted against me with obvious lust as she palmed me through my undershorts. 
 
    “You want this?” I asked innocently. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” she repeated as she pulled my cock free and ran her hand along my length. 
 
    I stripped naked, and we both were now completely bare to the air around us. Erin’s eyes roved over me hungrily before she laid herself back down on the blanket. 
 
    I slid forward and plunged two of my fingers into her tight, wet entrance. My hand was all but sucked inside, and the mimic hissed as I touched deep inside her before I pulled back again. 
 
    Erin gasped and writhed as I worked her looser, and her legs opened wider as she readied herself for me subconsciously. 
 
    “I never thought I’d be doing this outdoors,” she moaned as I scissored my fingers inside her. 
 
    “It’s not outdoors if we don’t take advantage of it,” I responded as an idea came to my mind. 
 
    With my free hand, I folded up a corner of the blanket. Then I collected a bit of snow on my fingers and ran it across her stomach. 
 
    Erin shivered and gasped as the snow melted across her skin. 
 
    “Good or bad?” I asked while I moved my fingers inside her. 
 
    “Good,” she responded with a moan. “Definitely good.” 
 
    I took it a step further and collected more snow before I ran it across Erin’s breasts. Her nipples hardened and tightened as my snow melted on her chest, and she panted as the icy sensation hit her. 
 
    Then I leaned forward and breathed hot air onto her breasts before I warmed her up by taking each nipple in my mouth. She sighed as the goosebumps on her chest disappeared, and I purred as she leaned into my touch. 
 
    “Oh,” Erin exclaimed as she squirmed into my hand. “Gryff, this is amazing. The sensation … “ 
 
    She trailed off as I came back with more snow for her clit and thighs, and her words turned into nothing more than pants and gasps. 
 
    Suddenly, without warning, she came, and her moan turned into an ecstatic yell as she shouted out my name. Her legs clenched around my hand, and her body shook as her spine arched and her toes curled. 
 
    I took my fingers out from inside Erin, and she sighed as her pleasure waned temporarily. I turned my full attention to her breasts as I massaged them and flicked at the sensitive nubs. 
 
    “I want you to … “ Erin began, but she couldn’t finish the sentence. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I told her in a hushed tone. “Just tell me what you want.” 
 
    “Fuck my boobs,” she demanded, and her face colored pink as she made the request. 
 
    My eyes widened in pleasant surprise, but I wasn’t going to argue with that. 
 
    “If you really want me to,” I told her with a wink, “I’m glad to indulge.” 
 
    She blushed harder and nodded, so I leaned back and let her do the work for once. 
 
    Erin crawled forward and let her breasts hang before she pushed them together with her hands. She didn’t have the largest boobs out of all my women, but they were more than average, and her breasts were gorgeously round when she squeezed them up and together. 
 
    She grabbed her own handful of snow and rubbed it over her breasts to give them a slick surface. Then Erin leaned down and pressed my cock between her boobs before she slid up and down slowly. 
 
    My breath rushed out as delicious pressure slid around my cock, and I loved the sight of her bent over me as her breasts spilled over her hands.  
 
    She glanced up to meet my eyes, and the look of seduction she gave me was heart-stoppingly intense. Her pupils were dark and wide, and the rim of amber iris around them glittered with lust. She bounced up and down as my cock poked through the top of her breasts, and her speed increased as pleasure mounted inside me.  
 
    Finally, neither of us could wait any longer. I moved to sit up, and she dropped my cock obligingly. Her breasts were slick and shiny, and a red flush traveled between them and down her stomach. 
 
    I leaned Erin back before I spread her legs to either side, and she smiled as her pupils widened in excitement. Then I guided my cock into her entrance, and she exploded into moans of pleasure. 
 
    The cold had somehow made her pussy tighter than ever before, and it clenched around my cock with an amazing grip that gave us both delicious friction as I pumped in and out of her. She was extra slick from the melted water, and my cock slipped deep into her with ease as she seemed to wrap around me. 
 
    She enveloped me, and I leaned close to massage her breasts as bliss mounted inside me. Her legs bent sideways into a wide shape as she pressed her feet together along my back. She crossed her ankles, and my angle got deeper and better as I thrust inside her. 
 
    I took another handful of snow and rubbed it down her hot back, and that was enough to send her over the edge. Erin climaxed as the cold water dripped down her back, chest, stomach, and around my cock, and I could feel the walls of her pussy clench against me in rhythmic spasms. 
 
    I thrust through her orgasm until pressure built up inside me, and I came as my wave of pleasure crested. My seed gushed inside her tight tunnel, and I stilled as I pressed our hips together in one last thrust when I emptied.  
 
    Erin panted, and our eyes met as satisfaction thrilled through us both. Then I took my cock out of her and let the chilled air cool us both down. 
 
    I lay next to her and draped her coat over her to keep her warm. She snuggled closer to me, and I stroked one hand across her neck idly as my mind wandered in lazy circles. 
 
    When Erin fell asleep, her fire spell dissipated into flecks of flame which faded quickly from existence. The ice hut was warm and safe, and the darkness was perfect for a solid night of sleep. 
 
    I closed my eyes and drifted off. 
 
    I woke to a pale sliver of light entering our ice hut, and I realized the sun had started to rise. I shook Erin awake, and she yawned as I crawled toward the air hole. 
 
    I peered outside only to be met with the sight of snow piled nearly to the top of our ice hut, and it even threatened to cover our air hole. A ton of snow had fallen overnight, but the blizzard had stopped completely, so we were home free.  
 
    I began to put my clothes on as I prepared for the cold outdoors, and Erin followed suit. She slipped on her nice outfit before she added her coat, socks, and boots. 
 
    “We’ll have to tunnel out,” I commented. “Shouldn’t be too hard with your fire powers.” 
 
    “It’ll be a piece of cake,” Erin pronounced. “Stand back, I’m gonna tear a hole through this thing.” 
 
    I shuffled to the wall as Erin crouched in front of me with her legs spread to balance her. She worked her hands in a circle, and a glowing, white-hot spiral of flame formed between them. It pulsed with the movement of her hands, and I could feel the heat radiate from it as she worked the spell. 
 
    The orange-haired mimic pushed her palms together, and the spiral tightened into a seething ball of fire. It whined faintly with pent-up energy, and offshoots of flame pricked from its surface as if Erin couldn’t quite contain them.. 
 
    “Uh,” I started, “Maybe this is a little too--” 
 
    Erin gestured, and my words were drowned out instantly. The flame shot from her hands like a cannon, and it tore an enormous hole through the side of our ice hut as it spiraled into the snow beyond. Sizzling ice was left in its wake, and steam hissed into the sky in a giant cloud of vapor. The snow dissolved completely in the furrow Erin’s fire carved, and I gawked at the charred ground revealed by her efforts. 
 
    “There,” she panted. “Now we can get out.” 
 
    “That,” I replied faintly, “was terrifying.” 
 
    “What?” Erin asked petulantly. “Naw, it’s fine.” 
 
    “You carved a trench the length of the valley,” I refuted incredulously as I shook my head in disbelief. 
 
    “Maybe it was a little overkill,” she conceded, “but it worked, didn’t it? We’re not hurt.” 
 
    I peered at Erin as if I would notice a new limb missing or something, but of course she looked fine. 
 
    “I guess,” I admitted begrudgingly as my reaction turned into awe. “Man, that was amazing.” 
 
    “It was pretty neat,” Erin agreed with a grin as she bounced outside into the foggy, steaming air. 
 
    I wandered out after her and stared at the charred ground as I walked. Erin’s melted furrow continued for an incredible span of ground, and it was wide enough across that I couldn’t touch both walls of slushy snow at the same time even if I spread my arms out. 
 
    “Huh,” I said as I stared at the earth. “I guess all the plants here have to come back completely in the spring and summer before they die again.” 
 
    As I walked, part of the dirt transformed into a strangely smooth, flat rock. I frowned as I stared at the gray expanse of the rock, and something familiar about it nagged at the back of my mind. The rock stuck out of the ground by about four inches, but the sides were completely flat as well, and I could tell the stone continued further under the earth. 
 
    Suddenly, I knew exactly what I was looking at. 
 
    “Erin!” I called as I laughed with newfound glee. “You must be the luckiest girl alive.” 
 
    “Well, yeah!” she yelled back at me. “That’s why I fly an airship, you know. What are you talking about, though?” 
 
    “Come on over!” I insisted, and she shrugged before she began to sprint back toward me through the melted trench. 
 
    “Well?” she asked as she followed my pointing finger to the flat rock between us. “What is it?” 
 
    “We need to get the rest of the team,” I replied as a wide grin spread across my face. “We’ve done it. We’ve found the permanent rift location.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    “You’re joking,” Erin said as she stared at the rock. 
 
    I leaned down and wiped away some dew, and a layer of dust and frost came with it. On the surface of the rock was a scrawl of obvious, unmistakable runes. 
 
    “There it is,” I announced. “We really found it.” 
 
    “What’s so important about this valley?” Erin asked with dumbfounded shock. “We fell here by accident. We don’t even know how to get here from the city itself.” 
 
    “Things change over a dozen centuries,” I guessed. “Maybe this location used to be more important.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Erin agreed as she frowned at the high sides of rock around us.  
 
    I ran a hand up my bandolier as I sought out my pyrewyrm’s essence crystal.  
 
    “You ready to go?” I asked as I clutched the crystal in one hand. 
 
    “I think so,” Erin responded, and her face lit up in a smile as she considered our escape. “Okay, let’s get the fuck out of here.” 
 
    “Couldn’t have said it better myself,” I agreed, and I threw the crystal to the ground before us. 
 
    My pyrewyrm emerged in a flash and a puff of smoke, and its long neck twisted down toward us. Its talons clawed at the dirt and slush, and it made a thin, warbling trill of a sound as if to complain about the conditions. 
 
    “Oh, hush,” I told it as I put my hands on my hips. “We’re flying a wonderful lady again today, and you owe her some respect.” 
 
    My pyrewyrm rumbled petulantly and twisted its head over to Erin  
 
    “How does it know where I am?” Erin asked wonderingly. “Or anything, actually? It doesn’t have any eyes.” 
 
    “I think it senses heat,” I said as I pointed to two near-invisible divots on either side of its wormlike head. “These seem like the pits of a snake, or something similar.” 
 
    “Huh,” Erin commented with a frown. “Or maybe it’s just magic.” 
 
    “Could be,” I laughed as I patted the side of my pyrewyrm’s head. “I mean, I don’t see how it could scream at all without magic. Let’s get going.” 
 
    Erin nodded and followed my lead as I commanded my monster to crouch low. It did, and I clambered onto its back with serious effort as I tried to scramble into position without sliding off its black hide. 
 
    Erin got on after me, and I noticed my pyrewyrm crouched significantly lower for her. She hopped up with ease, and my monster rose again with a careful, steady movement. 
 
    “Don’t think I didn’t notice that,” I complained. “I can’t believe you’re nicer to her than your owner.” 
 
    My pyrewyrm shook out its back and stretched without a care in the world, as if it hadn’t heard me at all.  
 
    “Hey,” I repeated. 
 
    It scuffed at the dirt with the tip of one shadowy wing and obviously ignored my words. 
 
    “I think you’re imagining things,” Erin told me gently. “Y’know, it’s just a monster, and it can’t actually answer you.” 
 
    “That’s what it wants you to think,” I muttered as I crossed my arms. “Alright, let’s go--” 
 
    Before the final word left my mouth, the pyrewyrm crouched hard and pushed off to launch itself into the air. The wind ripped my sentence away from me, and the air whistled in my ears as we rose with dizzying speed. 
 
    My pyrewyrm released a quiet shriek of glee, though it was careful not to scream loud enough to hurt Erin’s ears. My monster sure did have some compunctions when it was convenient for it. 
 
    “This is amazing!” Erin yelled as she stretched one arm out to feel the air rush past us. 
 
    “Sure is,” I had to agree, even though I chastised my monster through our bond. 
 
     It ignored me and continued to shoot through the sky with incredible speed and power. 
 
    “Do you see our team?” Erin asked as she scanned the mountain below us. 
 
    Parts of the peak were obscured by clouds, and I narrowed my eyes to try to see past the fog and mist below us. The mountain looked incredible from this height, and the trees were no more than tiny dots on the white snow below, so I wasn’t sure if I’d even be able to spot our team at all. 
 
    Through our bond, I asked my pyrewyrm if it saw anyone, and it growled back a response in the negative. 
 
    “Seems like they’re not here,” I yelled over the wind. “Unless they went all the way to the peak, or something? Those clouds are so difficult to see past.” 
 
    “Let’s check further back on the trail,” Erin suggested. “Maybe they doubled back to go to town. In fact, they might be there already.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I agreed as I ordered my pyrewyrm to do as Erin suggested. 
 
    We swooped in a tight circle, and my monster dipped slightly lower as it turned to fly the other direction. It was warmer today than yesterday, but we still both shivered as the chill wind hit us with no protection. 
 
    “There!” Erin cried as she pointed to the ground below us. 
 
    My pyrewyrm followed my command to fly even lower, and the three colorful pinpricks in the snow below began to resolve into three distinct figures. If we were right, those people were Ashla, Nia, and Varleth, and I was pretty sure we were right. 
 
    “They’re looking for us,” I realized as I watched them skirt the base of the mountain. “Let’s go down!” 
 
    My pyrewyrm plunged toward the ground as it let out a warble of obvious excitement, and the three figures on the ground looked up as we dove near. 
 
    Three alarmed faces stared back at us, and I could clearly make out the distinct features of Nia, Ashla, and Varleth as we rushed past them. My pyrewyrm’s shadowy wings kicked up a light dusting of snow, and my friends shielded their faces as we came in for a landing. 
 
    My monster skidded to an ungainly stop in the deep snow, and it recovered its balance as I waved at our three teammates. 
 
    “Gryff, Erin!” Nia cried as she ran over to us through the deep snow. 
 
    I slid off my pyrewyrm’s back before I turned and helped Erin down as well. The mimic stumbled as she slid to the ground, and I smiled as I held her shoulders while she readjusted to the ground. 
 
    “I need to get a flying monster,” she gushed. “I thought your pyrewyrm was cool when I rode with you in battle against those sprucebores, but this is even better. Flight without having to press a single button! Ah, I love it.” 
 
    “Looks like Erin’s okay,” Nia commented as she grinned at the flushed girl by my side. “How about you, Gryff?” 
 
    Her blue eyes bored into mine as she examined me with an intense stare. She frowned as she looked over the fraying rips in my coat and pants, and she lifted a hand to brush some loose snow out of my hair. I must have collected it when my pyrewyrm took off and landed. 
 
    “We both lost our hats,” I said ruefully as Nia cleaned me up, “but we’re fine. Erin’s travel pack is gone, too, but that’s the worst of our damage.” 
 
    “Tell her!” Erin squeaked out as she grinned at us. “Tell her what we found.” 
 
    “Erin managed to do the impossible,” I announced as Ashla and Varleth arrived at our sides. “She found another permanent rift location by complete accident.” 
 
    “You’re joking,” Varleth said as his eyebrows shot up in surprise. “You literally fell into a rift location?” 
 
    “Well, Erin tunneled through it with her overkill firepower,” I explained dramatically. “She nearly burned a hole through the earth.” 
 
    “I did not,” Erin protested. “I merely had to melt us out of our ice hut.” 
 
    “Ice hut?” Varleth asked with an incredulous quirk of his eyebrows. “What on earth did you two get up to while we were gone?” 
 
    “We thought we’d have to haul your half-frozen asses out of the valley by hand,” Ashla explained. “Nia saw Gryff use his bullet bass, so we figured you’d lived, but we couldn’t make it to you during the blizzard.” 
 
    “We couldn’t make it anywhere during the blizzard,” Nia corrected. “I used my earth magic to construct a shelter, and I heated it with a campfire made from some nearby dead trees.” 
 
    “She did most of the hard work,” Varleth admitted. “I just collected firewood.” 
 
    “Anyway, we couldn’t so much as move until the blizzard stopped this morning,” Nia continued with a concerned frown. “By the time we could come looking for you, it seemed less and less likely you were alright.” 
 
    “We were pretty worried,” Ashla added. “It was going to be hours more before we reached the base of the avalanche, and Varleth was sure you guys were toast.” 
 
    “I expected you two would find a way to survive,” Nia told us. “I didn’t think your conditions would be good, though.” 
 
    “We’re totally fine,” Erin assured her with a warm smile. “Just a lot of snow packing and melting it into ice. Oh, what happened to the bear?” 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re concerned about the bear,” Varleth groaned. “Of all the things to worry about, you pick the one that nearly killed us.” 
 
    “The bear was gone when we left our shelter,” Ashla clarified. “I’m sure she and the cub are fine.” 
 
    “It was the mountain that nearly killed us,” Erin pointed out. “Not the bear’s fault a bunch of snow fell down.” 
 
    “It might be our fault, though,” Nia put in quietly. “I’m so sorry for my error. If I hadn’t tried to but in with the spell, you two would never have fallen.” 
 
    “Hey,” I interrupted her guilty line of thought. “We all make mistakes sometimes. And seriously, there was no way to know your spell would trigger an avalanche. I mean, the odds are incredibly low.” 
 
    “Plus,” Erin added with a firm look of determination, “we never would’ve found the permanent rift location without it. You and Ashla helped the mission, if anything, and nobody got hurt.” 
 
    “One freak accident against us,” Varleth mused, “and one freak accident in our favor. Seems appropriate.” 
 
    “Sure does,” I agreed. “Now, let’s stop worrying about it. We’re all here, the weather is fine, and we know exactly where we need to go. How about we ferry over on my pyrewyrm and take a look?” 
 
    The group agreed with varying levels of excitement, and of course Erin’s obvious glee was the most enthusiastic. 
 
    My pyrewyrm could reliably carry three people at a time, and I had to be present so my monster would follow my orders. In the first trip, I took Varleth and Erin, and it was funny to see the contrast between their reactions to the short flight. 
 
    Erin whooped and hollered when we ascended, and Varleth clutched tightly to the nearest chitinous spike that ran down the center of my pyrewyrm’s back. I turned back to look at my flying companions, and I noticed Varleth clenched his jaw hard enough to work a vein in his temple. 
 
    It wasn’t too hard to spot the valley with the melted furrow in it, especially since I knew where it was already. From the air, I realized the valley looked much more significant than I originally realized. Cinder Mountain was taller, and it abutted the valley closely due to old rockslides that brought them together, but the valley itself was fascinating. It was shaped like a perfect bowl, and there was a ridge of tall, craggy rock around its edges, almost like another mountain had tried to form but never quite succeeded. The valley looked incredibly difficult to surmount without a flying monster, but there certainly was something appealing about the perfect shape of it. 
 
    “That’s a volcano,” Varleth shouted over the wind in startled realization. “It’s not an ashen mountain because of some random forest fire, it’s ashen because it used to literally spout lava and ash!” 
 
    My pyrewyrm landed, and I deposited my friends into the powdery snow below. 
 
    “I can’t believe it,” Erin breathed. “We were camping out in some kind of dormant volcano this whole time, and we didn’t even realize it!” 
 
    “I’m not surprised we didn’t realize,” I replied with a grin. “Maker, look at the size of this damn thing! It’s the biggest volcano I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “Forest fire,” Varleth scoffed. “There’s nothing special about a wintry mountain that gets forest fires. Now this, this is something special.” 
 
    We laughed in delight as we stared over the bowl of the volcano and reveled in our discovery. 
 
    “How long ago do you think it exploded?” Erin asked as she looked around with wide eyes. 
 
    “Must have been centuries at least,” I guessed. “Probably over a thousand years, is my estimate. Back when it was active, the underground magma must have heated the mountain and kept it habitable for monsters to come and go as they pleased.” 
 
    “So, things have changed since then,” Varleth hummed. “I wonder what that means.” 
 
    “Let me get Nia and Ashla,” I proposed, “then we can figure out what to do about this.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Erin said. 
 
    I launched my pyrewyrm with a command, and it swirled into the sky with lazy wingbeats. Now that it had no Erin to impress, it took the casual route back to Nia and Ashla. 
 
    “Very sly,” I muttered at my beast, “but I know you like showing off for that pilot. You’ve liked her ever since she flew with us in battle.” 
 
    My pyrewyrm rumbled discontentedly, and I grinned as my comment hit the mark dead-on. Monsters had such interesting quirks if you knew where to look. 
 
    Next were Ashla and Nia, and they waited patiently as I landed in the snow next to them.  
 
    “It’s a volcano,” was all I told them as I leaned sideways and helped each woman board my monster. “You have to see it to understand.” 
 
    “Uh, okay?” Ashla answered in confusion, and Nia gave me a skeptical frown. 
 
    Of course, I completely understood why it was a surprising discovery out here in the frozen landscape next to Svellfrer’s Rest. 
 
    Once we were in the air, Nia and Ashla both let out astonished gasps as they realized what I meant. Nia’s eyes traced eagerly over the formation, and I knew her quick mind was coming up with more ideas that hadn’t even occurred to me yet. Ashla whistled to herself and just enjoyed the view, and she seemed to like the cold wind that blew past us at this height. 
 
    We landed, and Nia instantly hopped off my pyrewyrm before she strode over to join Varleth and Erin’s conversation. 
 
    “It used to be hotter here,” Nia began in a terse, quick explanation. “Now it isn’t, and there aren’t many monsters arriving in the north anymore. I think this permanent rift is all but unusable for Phi’s purposes.” 
 
    “It might be unusable,” Varleth debated, “or it might not be. Even if it isn’t ideal, we can’t know for sure that Phi won’t use it.” 
 
    “Why would she?” Nia argued. “There’s nothing up here for an Archon anymore. She’d be smarter to use the one in Ortych Sands or the one in Njordenfalls.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure,” Varleth disagreed. “Phi doesn’t want to just destroy the Enclaves, she wants to get rid of all of humanity. She’s going to get rid of Svellfrer’s Rest eventually, so what difference does it make to her if she starts here or down there?” 
 
    “If she starts here, her army suffers in the cold,” Nia shot back. 
 
    “If she starts here, so do ours,” Varleth returned just as quickly. 
 
    “Guys,” I interrupted as I slid from my pyrewyrm and raised my hands. “Let’s not argue. I know you both like to reason things out, but the reality is that you’re both right. We could be playing right into Phi’s ruse if we ignore this rift location, but we could also be wasting unnecessary resources if we do focus on this rift.” 
 
    “What do you suggest?” Erin asked as she twisted her hands together worriedly. 
 
    “We pick the less devastating option,” I proposed. “What’s worse, wasting a couple soldier platoons, or leaving a city of thousands completely unguarded to potential slaughter?” 
 
    “Leaving the city unguarded,” Nia admitted reluctantly, and she cast a discerning glance across the valley toward the hidden city. “Fine, we do it your way. Varleth and I stay to guard this rift location while you three fetch Sleet’s platoon.” 
 
    “You and Varleth?” I asked as my mind stalled at her assumption. 
 
    “You and Erin survived the winter’s night here,” Nia explained, “but it wasn’t nearly as easy for you as it was for me with my earth and fire power combined. In this kind of climate, I think multiple elements is the right choice.” 
 
    I thought about her argument, but I had to admit it made a lot of sense. I was reluctant to leave Nia behind when she was more attached to Varle Enclave than Ashla, but Ashla couldn’t heat a shelter on her own. I was willing to stay behind, but I could neither build a shelter nor heat one. Nia’s powers were the best choice, so she had to stay. 
 
    “I agree,” I told the ashen-haired mage reluctantly. “You and Varleth stay, and the rest of us will go back. I’ll tell you the same thing I told Layla and Cyra, though.” 
 
    “Be careful and don’t take any unnecessary risks?” Nia guessed as she quirked a small smile at me. 
 
    “Well, yes,” I laughed. “Exactly that. I suppose I don’t have to tell you two.” 
 
    “We are pretty careful,” Varleth agreed neutrally as he gazed out at the field around us.  
 
    “The question is,” Nia asked as a thought occurred to her, “how are we going to deal with a rift if one opens here? I realize we probably can’t close a permanent rift with banisher magic, but if we can’t even get into this valley, that might be a big issue, too. Enemies could simply camp here and bide their time until we’re at a disadvantage.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I agreed, and I pondered the question for a moment. “We have to build some kind of ramp into here, and maybe a shelter nearby.” 
 
    “That shouldn’t be too hard,” Nia agreed. “Ashla and I can complete the ramp in maybe a couple hours, and the shelter will be even faster.” 
 
    “We also need to take a complete transcription of the writing on this stone,” Ashla added. “There could be good information on here, even though the other rift stone didn’t have much.” 
 
    “Alright,” I ordered as I pointed at my teammates, “Varleth is in charge of copying down the words on the stone, Erin and I are going to clear the ground for the ramp, Nia is going to build the shelter, and Ashla is going to focus on the base of the ramp.” 
 
    “Where should the shelter be?” Nia asked as she tightened her braid of ashen hair. 
 
    “We’re going to fly just outside the rim on my pyrewyrm,” I answered, “and I’ll show you where it should be made.” 
 
    We got on my monster and took off again in a swirl of powdery snow. My pyrewyrm wheeled as I scanned the ground, and I directed my beast to the spot I thought was best. 
 
    We ended up landing at the base of the volcano. It wouldn’t be fun for soldiers to climb up the rocky hillside, even though it wasn’t as tall as Cinder Mountain. If the platoons had a shelter at the bottom, it would open up possibilities for defence. 
 
    “I think here is good,” I said as I pointed to a spot near a group of spruce trees. 
 
    “It looks good,” Nia agreed. “I’ll get to work.” 
 
    The ashen-haired mage spun out a fire spell and melted a large swath of snow away to expose the earth below. Her use of fire magic was much more controlled and delicate than Erin’s was, and I smiled as I watched Nia work so carefully. 
 
    She raised the walls from the earth, and they came up nearly smooth and perfectly straight. Her shelter slid from rock and dirt with an impressive speed, and within half an hour, she declared it done. 
 
    The building was large for a shelter, at least thirty feet across and thirty feet back. It was more like a small house than a temporary structure, though it looked decidedly strange with its thin rock roof and thicker dirt walls. The shape was basic and square, but it would do the job if the soldiers wanted something to fortify when they got here. 
 
    “Looks good,” I told Nia as she turned to face me. 
 
    “It looks like a pile of garbage came to life,” she corrected. “It will do, though.” 
 
    I chuckled at her honesty, and her severe expression lightened into a rewarding smile as white and bright as the snow around us. 
 
    “Come on,” she told me. “I have plenty of mana left, and we have a ramp to construct.” 
 
    “There’s one thing I never thought I’d do on a mission to take care of monsters,” I joked as I gestured my pyrewyrm over to us. 
 
    “Prevention is just as important as running into fights,” Nia stated. 
 
    “A fact I’m beginning to really see the value of,” I agreed. 
 
    We hopped up onto the back of my pyrewyrm, and my monster shook out its cold muscles as a single shudder ran down its spine. When it was ready, it bunched its legs up and sprang from the snow with powerful wingbeats. 
 
    “Do you think Phi will actually attack here?” Nia asked as she raised her voice over the wind. 
 
    “Not really,” I admitted with a shout. “I just can’t accept the consequences if I’m wrong, though.” 
 
    “You’re smart to do this, then,” she told me, and she leaned against me from behind in a silent show of understanding. 
 
    “I’m going to miss you,” I said, and the words fell from my mouth like ash. “I hate to leave you behind again.” 
 
    “Sometimes what’s best for Mistral isn’t what’s best for us,” Nia told me, and her voice was warm and close behind my ear.  
 
    “You’re right,” I agreed, “but it’s still hard.” 
 
    She nodded quietly behind me, and her hair brushed my neck as she did. It left a tingling, ghostly sensation behind that made my heart clench in my chest. 
 
    I landed the pyrewyrm near the new ramp site, and Nia and I both hopped off my monster’s back. 
 
    “It’s getting there,” Ashla called to us as she gestured at the cleared earth that she had begun to build up with ice. 
 
    The rim of the volcano was around two-hundred feet up from the crater base, if I was guessing correctly, and it looked like an impossible task to actually build up to the top. However, I imagined hordes of climbing and flying monsters swarming from the permanent rift, and I decided it was far more important for us to finish this rather than just go home. 
 
    “Should I start in on it as well?” Nia asked Ashla as she examined the ramp. 
 
    “Not yet,” Ashla replied as she added another dozen feet of crystalline ice to the top. “I want you to save your strength for the final part. It needs to not be slippery.” 
 
    “Alright,” Nia responded with reluctance. “Just don’t tire yourself out completely, okay?” 
 
    “Of course,” the ice mage answered with a smile. 
 
    Erin and Varleth wandered over from the ruins, and I saw much more snow was cleared there than before. 
 
    “We’re done writing everything down,” Erin declared as they neared us. “We found a few more stones, so I think there was some kind of larger structure there before. I wish we could see it as it was originally built.” 
 
    “That’s too bad,” Ashla sighed longingly as she gestured around another ice spell. “I would’ve loved to look at their construction.” 
 
    “It was probably built there at the same time the ciphers were hidden,” I suggested. “It’s no wonder they’re not still standing.” 
 
    “Especially in this kind of weather,” Erin added with a shiver. 
 
    “Come on,” I told Varleth and Erin, “we’re going to go do some lumber work.” 
 
    Varleth groaned, but Erin nodded determinedly. I had a feeling the orange-haired mimic really just wanted to fly on my pyrewyrm again. 
 
    We hopped on my pyrewyrm and took off, and I brought the three of us back to the shelter Nia built earlier. 
 
    “Wow,” Erin exclaimed, “she’s good at this, huh?” 
 
    “Nia is good at everything,” Varleth pointed out with a shrug. 
 
    “She kind of is,” I agreed. “Alright, I’m going to cut down some of those trees with my axe goblins. It’s up to you guys to carry the wood inside and stack it.” 
 
    “Oh, sure,” Erin answered. 
 
    “Manual labor, fun,” Varleth commented dryly. 
 
    “I’ll be doing most of the work, no need to worry,” I told the gypsy as I waved him away. 
 
    “What he means to say,” Varleth whispered loudly to Erin, “is that his monsters will be doing most of the work.” 
 
    “I didn’t hear that,” I declared as I walked over to the trees, “but if I did, I would remind whoever said it of the simple fact that without me, the monsters would eat your handsome face.” 
 
    My pyrewyrm trilled and swung its featureless head over to Varleth. 
 
     The banisher narrowed his eyes and glared right back. 
 
    “You’re nothing more than an overgrown lizard,” Varleth insulted my monster. “I could take you out in a heartbeat.” 
 
    My pyrewyrm mantled its shadowy wings and shrieked at him with a volume I was certain was a little painful. 
 
    “Forget it,” I commanded my monster as I rolled my eyes. “You two are ridiculous.” 
 
    “Proud of it, too,” Varleth declared. “Alright, hurry up, I want to get this wood in the shelter before my hands freeze off.” 
 
    I snorted and shook my head before I snagged my axe goblins from the lower end of my bandolier. Their crystals were small, about the size of my pinky, and they looked a little like thin crystals of rock salt. I threw out three of them in flashes of light and commanded them to get to work. 
 
    The axe goblins had green, sickly skin contrasted by their beady red eyes. They weren’t much to look at, since they were rather thin and small with nothing more than a little sinewy, ropy muscle. They had small, razor-sharp teeth I suspected were never used in actual fighting, since the metal-like bone that protruded from the ends of their arms was their main weapon. Those axe-like blades replaced their hands entirely, and it made them fairly strong enemies for their low grade, even though they were slow.  
 
    Speaking of their slow speed, I had the perfect thing to deal with it. Before I asked my axe goblins to get to work, I threw out three speed slugs to augment their work pace. The slugs slithered into place, and the goblins sped away to the task. 
 
    “Aw,” Erin cooed, “look at them go.” 
 
    “You think everything is cute, don’t you?” I marveled with an impressed shake of my head. 
 
    “She’s a menace,” Varleth agreed. “Those goblins are just uncanny at best. I swear I get nightmares every time you bring them out.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I apologized, but I didn’t quite reach sincerity with it. 
 
    Varleth grumbled and wandered off to the shelter. Though the earth construction was odd, Nia had made a smart decision by leaving a thin entryway that one short man could walk through without bending down. Varleth ducked a little as he peered in, and his expression grew impressed. 
 
    The crack of falling trees and breaking branches filled the air as my axe goblins spun through the forest with their weapons bared. They could do the work of twenty men in just as much time, and soon the grouping of trees was half-leveled. Twigs and spruce needles littered the ground, and I picked through the debris to count the number of trees that were downed. 
 
    “Nineteen,” I mumbled to myself. “Okay, that should be enough.” 
 
    “Isn’t that a little overkill?” Erin asked as she gazed at the forest’s destruction. “I mean, it doesn’t take much heat to warm up one nearly air-tight shelter. 
 
    “Maybe it’s too much,” I answered as I gestured toward the shelter, “but I want them to be able to build a wood door or some fortifications quickly if they need to. I imagine some wooden stakes at an angle in the ground could hold back a horde of charging monsters pretty well.” 
 
    “Huh,” Erin said as she weighed my explanation. “Yeah, that definitely makes sense.” 
 
    I started my axe goblins on cutting branches and stripping twigs. They made speedy progress, and debris flew as they worked with speed-slug enhanced skills. The ground was piled with discarded wood, and slivers of bark layered up until they colored the snow brown. 
 
    “Alright,” I called to Varleth, “time to start carrying pieces inside.” 
 
    The gypsy stopped pacing and heaved a breath of relief before he jogged up to join us. Despite his dry commentary from before, I knew he was eager to get to work. 
 
    “Where should we start?” Erin asked as she cracked her knuckles in preparation. 
 
    I directed my teammates toward the finished lumber, and they worked together as they heaved it onto their shoulders. I watched them carry it carefully into the Nia-constructed building, and I was satisfied with their ability to do the job without getting hurt. 
 
    Another half hour flew by like that, and soon we had all nineteen trees chopped up and stacked inside the shelter neatly. Their wood was still green and wet from lying in the snow, but they would begin to dry quickly in the winter weather, and I figured they would be ready for the soldiers soon enough. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows at the stack of lumber that nearly reached the ceiling of the earth shelter. I decided it was plenty, so I went back outside and dismissed my axe goblins and speed slugs. 
 
    “That was a pretty impressive pile,” Varleth commented as he dusted bits of bark off his hands. “This was a good idea, Gryff.” 
 
    “Thanks for going along with me,” I told the two of them honestly. “I think all that’s left is the ramp. I wanted to clear the path a little so the soldiers could get to the permanent rift with ease, but I think it would be futile.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Varleth agreed. “That would just get covered up by fresh snow before too long. Cinder Mountain blows new flurries over here with some regularity, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Phew,” Erin sighed. “It takes so much effort to melt through this snow. I think a horse and plow could do it faster, anyway.” 
 
    “Maybe the soldier platoons can ask the governor of this city to do it,” I wondered. “I’m sure there’s some way to get that snow shoveled or packed down, at least. 
 
    “Probably,” Varleth agreed. “Though, we shouldn’t be the ones to ask. There’s no telling what kind of anti-mage sentiment the local government might have.” 
 
    “True,” I sighed. “Alright, let’s check out that bridge.” 
 
    The three of us loaded on my pyrewyrm again, and I got the distinct sense of growing displeasure through my bond with my monster. It didn’t like ferrying around people without being able to rip bodies up. I could understand its impatience even though I didn’t share the bloodthirst, and I gave it a comforting pat on one ebony-colored flank. 
 
    It still launched off with an impressive display of power and speed, and I rolled my eyes as Erin yelled out her joy into the wind. Of course, my monster was still treating the mimic better than it treated me. 
 
    When we got to the volcano crater, Ashla and Nia were hard at work. Surprisingly, they were also nearing the completion of their project. 
 
    We dismounted the pyrewyrm and walked over to meet them. Already, I could see the signs of drained mana on their faces, but it didn’t look too bad. Ashla was sweating despite the cold, and Nia held herself ramrod straight like she was fighting the very concept of being tired. 
 
    “Ten minutes,” the ashen-haired mage declared. “I think we’ll be done in that amount of time.” 
 
    They had about ten feet to go, and I marveled at the skill and power these two women possessed. The ramp was steep, but not too steep to be impassable, and it stretched incredibly far into the crater of the volcano. Most of it was a glittering wedge of ice, though the topmost portion was a mixture of frosted earth packed tight to the icy core material. 
 
    “This is incredible,” I told the two mages as I marveled at their handiwork. 
 
    “Incredible is nice,” Nia agreed as she frowned at the structure, “but I hope it’s functional more than anything,” 
 
    “Should be hard to mess up a ramp,” Erin put in as she stared at the ramp with an impressed, wide-eyed expression. 
 
    “I planned for the correct grade and calculated the angle needed,” Ashla mused. “It should be functional.” 
 
    “I trust the master builder, here,” Varleth spoke. “The thing looks solid.” 
 
    Nia grunted in effort as she raised the final layer of earth and rock into place. The spell in her hands hummed with power until it cut out abruptly. She dusted her hands off and panted as she stared at the new earth layer. 
 
    The new layer fit perfectly, and the bridge was smooth and level. It reached the right height, so the whole thing looked completely done. 
 
    “Who wants to test it?” I asked as I gestured to my team. 
 
    My question was met with silence as my friends looked askance and pretended not to notice. 
 
    “Not one?” I repeated hopefully. 
 
    “It’s so much climbing,” Erin told me softly as her eyes widened. “Please don’t make us do it.” 
 
    “Fine, fine,” I allowed. “I’ll run the ramp, you can all relax here. I suppose you deserve a break.” 
 
    I popped a speed slug crystal from my bandolier and smashed it between my hands before I applied it to the back of my neck. Instantly, my body began to thrum with an explosive energy that begged to be used. 
 
    I took off sprinting up the ramp, and it felt great to run on earth instead of snow for once. My legs flew up the angled side of the ramp, and before I knew it, I teetered precariously at the top of the volcano rim. 
 
    I turned to survey my path, and I noted it wasn’t hard to climb, nor was the ramp itself damaged from my headlong sprint. It seemed the partly-frozen earth was hard enough to withstand quite a bit of punishment, and my respect for Ashla and Nia’s work rose another notch. 
 
    The curious faces of my friends peered at me from the ground below, though I’d come so far, their features were nearly indistinct at this distance. 
 
    I pushed off from the craggy rock of the volcano rim and sprinted my way back down the ramp. My legs blurred with speed, and the ground disappeared beneath me as I ran even faster than before. 
 
    It had been a long time since I last used speed slugs outside of combat, and I had to admit, it felt pretty great. 
 
    “Well?” Nia asked as I stopped with a spray of snow. 
 
    “It’s perfect,” I announced before I peeled the slug off the back of my neck and recalled it to its crystal. “Seriously, I wouldn’t change a thing.” 
 
    “Great,” Ashla breathed with relief. “I’m so ready to get back to Svellfrer’s Rest where I can go inside and be warm for once.” 
 
    “I agree,” I told them with a grin. “Alright, let’s go back.” 
 
    Of course, it took two trips on my pyrewyrm to reach Svellfrer’s Rest, and even then, we had a short hike ahead of us. I was unwilling to land my nightmarish monster directly next to the town, since I was more than certain it would incite a panic, a mob, and possibly an all-out attack on our group. People here didn’t like mages, and I wasn’t ready to exacerbate the issue by practically throwing my magic in their faces. 
 
    When we were all grounded and ready to hike back, I led the team toward Svellfrer’s Rest with more confidence in my heart than before. It felt good to scout the last permanent rift so fully, and now we could leave it knowing Nia, Varleth, and the soldiers would have adequate resources at their disposal if anything happened. 
 
    Of course, Sera chose that moment to interrupt my thoughts. 
 
    Two platoons and two silly mages against my sister, the demigoddess, Sera crooned. I like your optimism, Gryff, but this is just sad.  
 
    I ignored her in the hopes that she would take the hint and be quiet. 
 
    You should really stop leaving your friends to die and start taking responsibility for this situation, Sera continued. I know one way you could stop Phi, for instance. Accept my power, and you’ll never have to worry about your friends again. 
 
    Shut up, I told the Archon with irritation. 
 
    Aw, you don’t like hearing the hard truth? she asked in a mocking voice. I’m sorry I don’t line up on the right side of your predetermined notions of good and evil, but somebody has to actually make things happen around here.  
 
    I was making things happen right now. She didn’t know what she was talking about.  
 
    Who cares if you’re nice, careful, and brave, Gryff? Sera snapped. Do you think a little badge of morality from Headmaster Sleet is going to keep this world from falling to Phi’s hands? No, it’s not. You can be as nice as you want to be, but it doesn’t change the fact that I’m right.  
 
    “Gryff?” Nia asked as she interrupted my thoughts, and she frowned as I snapped to attention. “Lost in thought?” 
 
    “Lost in an argument,” I said honestly. “Don’t worry about it, though. Sera’s just being annoying, as per usual.” 
 
    Varleth’s eyes flickered over to me, and a frown deepened on his face. 
 
    “Do you think it’s time for you to start staying in Varle permanently?” he asked. “We don’t want Sera getting free, and careful observation at the Academy could prevent that.” 
 
    I would be a prisoner at my own school, is what Varleth really meant to say. Could I really sit there twiddling my thumbs while my friends fought against Phi? No, if anything, that would put me further in Sera’s grip, and I would start to seriously consider her words. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” I told my teammates. “There’s still time before her influence and power increases, and everybody in Varle has their hands full with the growing monster threat. If anything, I’m safest with you guys. You’ll actually notice if there’s anything weird going on with me, and I’m not sure an assigned guard at the Academy could do the same.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s true,” Ashla agreed. 
 
    “I’m not sure this is the right move,” Varleth told me with concern, “but I’ll trust your decision, for now.” 
 
    We reached the edge of Svellfrer’s Rest and headed in the direction of our chosen inn, The Winter Hart. Erin and Ashla headed upstairs to pack their belongings while I explained to Grigor that Nia and Varleth would be the only ones staying from now on. Surprisingly, he suggested we rent out only one room, and he offered to put a decent mattress up there for Varleth to sleep on while Nia took the bed. 
 
    “It’s only fair I show you a little hospitality,” Grigor explained as he patted me on the shoulder with one wrinkled hand, “since the rest of this city did you wrong, that is.” 
 
    “I don’t know how to thank you enough,” I told him honestly. “This will help stretch our limited budget a little easier.” 
 
    “I know you Academy mages,” Grigor replied. “If I’m right, you five young folks are doing work that might just save this city, and I can’t exactly turn your pockets loose for that.” 
 
    I thanked him again and went upstairs to pack my things. In just a few scant minutes, I had everything together, and I went downstairs to meet my teammates in the bar room. 
 
    “Here’s the rest of the money,” I told Nia and Varleth as I handed over the funds Sleet gave us. 
 
    Ashla and Erin had a few leftover coins as well, and they passed them over to Nia. 
 
    “Don’t get too cold,” Erin told Nia forlornly. 
 
    “I’m gonna miss you guys,” Ashla told both of them before her tone turned joking. “Make sure to get into some good bickering fights while we’re not here so you get it out of your systems.” 
 
    “We don’t argue that much,” Nia answered in protest. 
 
    “Well, we kind of do,” Varleth argued. 
 
    I snorted and shook my head at the two of them. 
 
    “Sounds like you two will be fine on your own,” I told Nia and Varleth with a smile. “Alright, let’s get going. We’ve got two soldier platoons to inform.” 
 
    I led my diminished team out the door and into the cold outside. I was sorry to leave Svellfrer’s Rest without another good meal, but I wouldn’t miss the frigid temperatures or some of the icy people. It was odd how unlike other cities this one was, despite it still being part of Mistral. 
 
    We hiked back through the snow toward Erin’s airship as the sun reached its peak in the sky. Our path from a couple days ago was still here, though it had been dusted lightly in fresh snow, but it was nice to have to work less to trudge forward. 
 
    We reached the airship, and Erin unlocked it before she lowered the ramp down. We filed onboard, and some part of me was disappointed at just how cold the ship was. I wasn’t sure why I expected it to be any warmer than the outdoors, but my breath still fogged from my mouth in puffs of cold air. 
 
    “It’s gonna be a long trip back,” Erin told us both, “so get some rest in the process.” 
 
    “What about you?” Ashla asked in concern. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” Erin answered, and she smiled slightly as her gaze flickered away. “I ended up getting plenty of sleep last night, eventually.” 
 
    Ashla looked from the mimic to me, then back to the mimic, and she chuckled knowingly as she worked out what had happened in the ice hut between us. 
 
    “You two sure know how to live,” she said with an impressed whistle. “I wish I had been there, too.” 
 
    Erin giggled, and Ashla patted her on the head before they separated to take care of their different tasks. 
 
    It took a long time for Erin to finish her safety checklist and even longer for the airship’s inner workings to warm up properly, but eventually, the ship jolted from the ground and began to rise. 
 
    The journey back was long, so I tried to settle my impatience by involving myself in a routine of napping, reading, and talking with Ashla. Hours passed, and I snacked unsatisfyingly on my travel food to make up for a missed breakfast. I finished my book and turned to Arwyn’s study guide out of boredom, but there were only so many times a person could read the same ten pages in repetition before the monotony got overwhelming.  
 
    I set aside my reading material and switched to quietly humming to myself to pass the time. Ashla didn’t seem to mind, and she joined in on a few of the songs she knew. 
 
    For dinner, Ashla and I chatted about potential strategies to use against a permanent rift while we ate an unsatisfying meal of dried beef jerky and hardtack biscuits. We were both revved up on the idea that we were nearing Varle Enclave, at least in the sense that we were in close proximity to Njordenfalls and a few other villages known to us. 
 
    Suddenly, Erin careened through the door and into the main cabin with a wide-eyed expression on her face. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Ashla asked in alarm. 
 
    “We’ve got to set the ship down,” Erin answered urgently. “Make sure you’re strapped in.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked as I tightened my safety harness. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “It’s a rift,” Erin answered. “One opened up below our ship. We have to stop it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    I stared at Erin in surprise for a moment before I gathered my thoughts. 
 
    “Of course,” I told her, “let’s put the ship down as quickly as possible. We don’t have a full team or even a banisher, but protocol is to guard the rift entrance until the Academy sends a real team.” 
 
    Erin nodded sharply and disappeared into the cockpit while Ashla and I fastened our safety harnesses tightly. 
 
    “Is your mana mostly recovered?” I asked Ashla as I ran my hands over my bandolier to check my monsters. 
 
    “I’m pretty much back to normal,” the ice mage answered with a firm expression. “Either way, it doesn’t matter. I’ve gotta fight, we all do.” 
 
    “We can’t let this spread to defenceless villages,” I agreed with determination. “I wish there was some way to report to Sleet simultaneously, but this takes precedence. I’m sure the soldiers are preparing to mobilize right now, anyway.” 
 
    Erin set the airship down quickly, and our seats shuddered as the slight impact sent vibrations through the hold. The instant the landing legs touched ground, I unbuckled my harness.  
 
    Ashla did the same, and Erin ran from the cockpit with well-practiced haste. 
 
    “Should I keep Gawain’s fire powers?” the mimic asked as she hit the ramp button to open the hatch. 
 
    “Keep them for now,” I told her. “You can switch to ice or summoning later, if we think it’s necessary, but I’d rather keep options open.” 
 
    “Got it,” Erin affirmed. 
 
    “How far out is the rift?” I asked quickly. “Should I expect monsters the instant we’re out the door?” 
 
    “No, no,” the orange-haired pilot assured me. “I would never risk Diomesia like that. It’s a quarter-mile away, I think.” 
 
    “Good,” I said, and I led my small team down the ramp at a jog. 
 
    We had set down in a field of yellow wildflowers, and their beauty clashed oddly with the reason we were here. The splash of golden blooms wandered across the tall grass all the way to the rift, though the meadow narrowed as a dense forest of trees encroached on it at the western edge. 
 
    We strode past the edge of the airship, and I got a better look at the rift itself. The murky, dark opening rippled and churned with odd colors as a new group of monsters emerged. If I wasn’t mistaken, they looked like gargoyles, a kind of stony monster with wings and a nasty ability to wield minor earth magic. 
 
    My blood roared in my ears as I prepared myself for the fight ahead. 
 
    If you won’t free me, Sera purred suddenly from inside my head, at least have a taste of my power. Open all the rifts you want, just remember each time that you could have so much more …  
 
    I huffed in irritation to hear her goad me on so obviously, but I was glad to have her power at my disposal. It had proved integral to the fight I’d last used it in, and I was going to need it now more than ever. 
 
    “Alright,” I told my team. “I only see gargoyles so far, though I expect something else has already come through. Fire isn’t going to do much good, Erin, but I want you to hang back and watch for other monsters while Ashla and I take care of these.” 
 
    “Got it,” the mimic agreed. 
 
    Ashla and I glanced at each other, and a shit-eating grin spread across my face as adrenaline thrummed through me. 
 
    We faced the gargoyles and charged them simultaneously. Ashla unhooked her double-bladed axe, Bessie, and twirled it in her grip before she hefted it expertly. 
 
    The gargoyles ranged in size from about the scale of a housecat to a large horse, but they all reacted the same way once they noticed us. Wings flared out with a stony, grinding noise, and the gargoyles took to the air en masse to meet us in battle.  
 
    I knew they had minor earth magic, but I didn’t think it would be much of a problem for us. 
 
    A smaller one flew at the head of the group, and as it reached us, Ashla swung her axe to cleave it straight down the middle. Frost crackled from the metal edge of her weapon, and the gargoyle shattered into a dozen pieces of brittle rock. 
 
    That was my cue to start kicking ass, and I threw out a handful of essence crystals that shattered across the battlefield. 
 
    My roosa and baroquer emerged, and I ordered each to pair with a speed slug. In an instant, they were enhanced and ready to go. This combination would have been impossible for me to control a few months ago, but I was now able to deal with both of them without passing out.  
 
    The roosa made an insectoid shriek and skittered into battle on its speed-empowered legs. It met a group of gargoyles and seized two in its claws before it crushed them easily, and stone debris sprayed across the field.  
 
    One gargoyle swooped and gestured out a spell, and a chuck of rock flew from the earth toward my scorpion monster. My roosa took the blow on its metallic carapace, but it barely suffered any damage, and it seized the offending gargoyle in one shining claw before it crushed its enemy into oblivion. 
 
    My baroquer was faring just as well as my roosa was. He crashed and stomped among the gargoyles as he swung his flaming sword in sweeping, deadly motions. Many gargoyles avoided him with nimble aerial maneuvers, but a few got hit and exploded into shards of gray rock. 
 
    Ashla cast a wide, complex ice spell, and a half-dozen gargoyles were partially frozen in the blast. My baroquer finished them off with a few well-aimed stomps of his armored feet, and I yelled out in victory as our enemies fell before us without a chance. 
 
    We’d wiped out about two-thirds of the gargoyle flock when Erin called my name with urgency. 
 
    “Look out!” she shouted. “We’ve got monsters incoming from the woods on our left, and it seems like trouble!” 
 
    There was no time to react before two mid-sized monsters burst from the forest, and they each charged us on pairs of stilt-like bird legs. 
 
    “What the fuck are those?” Ashla asked me in alarm as she cleaved another gargoyle in half. 
 
    The two monsters looked like large birds gone terribly wrong, and I could only compare them to herons or perhaps ostriches, though I’d never personally laid eyes on one of those flightless, western birds. Sleek, white feathers lay close to their bodies, and they had long necks that ended in predatory heads and dangerous, sharp beaks. They were both only about eight feet in height, but there was something menacing about them that convinced me we should be careful. 
 
    The bird monsters squawked as they ran, and I noticed briefly each had a different type of head crest. One had a sort of ballooned, yellow growth made of beaklike material, and the other had a spray of impressive purple feathers. 
 
    “I don’t know what these things are,” I yelled back to Ashla, “but I don’t want to find out.” 
 
    “Too late to run!” Erin shouted, and she raised her hands to begin a fire spell. 
 
    She shot off a fireball, but the nearest bird simply opened its mouth as the flame neared. In an instant, it sucked up the ball of fire and closed its beak around it, and I stared in shock as its yellow crest began to glow faintly with radiant power. 
 
    “It absorbs fire magic,” I realized, “Erin, stay back!” 
 
    The mimic backpedaled until she was behind us again, but we needed to do something else quickly. The birds had halved the distance to us, and they weren’t slowing down. 
 
    “I’ll take care of this,” Ashla assured me as she switched her attention from the remaining gargoyles to the new threat. 
 
    My baroquer swept away another three gargoyles, and I directed it to hold the defences while Ashla focused on the charging birds. 
 
    A spray of icicles shot from the ice mage’s hands, and the purple-plumed bird was caught directly in the path of her attack. 
 
    At the last moment, the yellow-crested bird swerved in and opened its beak to suck in the icicles. Each shard dissolved into glittering dust and swirling magic before the bird consumed it entirely. Its yellow beak snapped shut again, and its crest began to glow more brightly with a white aura of power. 
 
    “Scratch that,” Ashla amended. “It absorbs all kinds of magic, as far as I can tell!” 
 
    “Shit,” I swore. “They’re too close, can you buy me a minute so I can finish the gargoyles?” 
 
    “Can do,” Ashla said as her hands started on a new kind of spell. 
 
    The ice mage gestured, and a long, snowy wall sprung up between the birds and us to block off their attack. 
 
    My roosa crushed the last two gargoyles, and I directed my scorpion-like monster to guard us on the left end of the wall as my baroquer stomped toward the right end.  
 
    Suddenly, both birds appeared at the top of the snowy wall as they pumped their small wings to give themselves lift. Their talons curled around the top of the wall, and each bird landed heavily. They tilted their heads in curious, hungry movements as they regarded us below. 
 
    “They can’t quite fly, but they sure can jump,” Erin squeaked out. 
 
    “Shit,” Ashla swore as the birds mantled their wings to leap down. 
 
    My mind scrambled as I tried to come up with a good idea, and a split second seemed to pass as slowly as a minute. 
 
    Suddenly, I knew what to do.  
 
    I reached for Sera’s power and thrust my hands up to open a portal above us. The magic drained from me as Sera let it flow between us, and I panted as a rift swirled into existence a few feet above my head. 
 
    Erin and Ashla ducked as the birds shrieked and leapt for us, but both monsters fell through my rift and vanished as they were transported to the Shadowscape. I tried to snap the portal shut on them, but the spell twisted out of my control, and it shrank slowly and unevenly before it finally closed and popped out of existence. 
 
    I saved you once again, Sera drawled out with heavy meaning layered beneath her words. How many times do you think you have left? 
 
    “Phew,” Erin sighed. 
 
    “It’s not over yet,” I warned. “The main rift is still open, so they’re not staying gone for long.” 
 
    I used the precious seconds to call my roosa and baroquer over. They arrived at my side just as the main rift warped and wrinkled, and the two bird monsters stepped back through. 
 
    Their pale eyes latched onto us, and the purple-plumed bird let out a squawk as it shook out its stubby, white wings. The other bird turned to it and dipped its head oddly, and the yellow crest on its head shone with blinding, bright light. 
 
    The yellow crest faded, but as it did, the purple-plumed bird beside it lit up like a shining star. As my team stared in surprise, the plumed bird opened its beak to shoot a powerful ray of fire and ice magic directly at us. 
 
    My baroquer stepped in front of the beam and absorbed the full blast with the armor of his lower legs. The baroquer rumbled as the dual magic damaged him, and I felt his pain echo through our bond. The ice brittled and broke parts of his metal armor, and the flame melted and warped other bits of it into craggy, jagged shapes. 
 
    My baroquer swung his flaming sword in a single desperate attack as he stumbled, but I ordered him to stop at the last second. He froze, and his sword deflected to the side into the ground. The purple-plumed bird swerved away from his swing as the yellow-crested one stepped even closer to it. 
 
    Quickly, I recalled my baroquer before the bird could steal any of his power. 
 
    “It would have used your baroquer’s fire magic,” Erin realized out loud. “Ashla and I are practically useless in this fight. We can’t even hit those two monsters.” 
 
    “But why does the other one dodge?” Ashla pointed out. “Something is different between these two.” 
 
    “I can’t be sure,” I told my teammates warily, “but I think one bird absorbs, and the other bird uses the absorbed power to attack.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Ashla agreed as she hefted her battleaxe over one shoulder. “The good news is, I can still use my axe without ice magic. I’m gonna take this sucker out.” 
 
    “Wait,” I called as she ran for the birds, “we shouldn’t act rashly!” 
 
    Ashla’s axe came down in a smooth, perfect attack, and the plumed bird ducked away just as its partner stepped in to meet the blow. Ashla’s axe swept down just as the bird thrust its yellow crest toward the blade. 
 
    The axe bounced off the crest, and the entire thing lit up again as energy absorbed directly into it.  
 
    Ashla yelled wordlessly as her axe bounced off her target, and her eyes widened in surprise. Not to be dissuaded, she darted away quickly toward the purple-plumed bird in a redirection of her attack. 
 
    “Hold on!” I called, and I ordered my roosa after her. 
 
    The plumed bird made no move to dodge this time, and its partner dipped its head quickly in the same transference of energy we observed last time.  
 
    Light shone suddenly as the plumed bird received energy from its partner, and it opened its beak to shoot out a ray of pure, percussive force that warped the air as it traveled. Ashla froze and held her axe up to stop the blow, but my stomach churned in fear as the deadly blast neared her. 
 
    At the last moment, my roosa darted forward and held out a claw to stop the blast. The beam rocketed into the metal claw, and my roosa’s appendage cracked ominously as it absorbed the blow. Thin fracture lines zigzagged up the side of its claw, and my roosa chittered in anger. 
 
    “It can steal physical force, too?” Erin asked in a shocked tone. 
 
    “Only the crested one,” I ground out as I focused on my monster. “Now the other is ours.” 
 
    My roosa stabbed forward with its poisonous stinger, and the tip of its tail slammed home in the flank of the purple-plumed bird. 
 
    The bird squawked and stumbled sideways, but it was merely dazed by the early effects of the poison. Its partner sprinted in as it readied itself to absorb the next blow. 
 
    My roosa skittered away from the yellow-crested bird, but the monster was tenacious, and it leapt up to rake my scorpion monster with its talons as it stabbed with its long, deadly beak. My roosa cringed away, but it couldn’t hold out forever, and it thrashed back with one claw as it tried to hold off its attacker. 
 
    The bird absorbed the blow easily, and its crest thrummed with new power as it hopped away from my roosa. In an instant, it could transfer that power so the plumed bird could unleash a deadly attack on my team. 
 
    Ashla never let it get the chance. She swept toward the purple-plumed monster, leapt into the air, and chopped her axe into its neck without a moment’s hesitation.  
 
    The bird dropped dead without fanfare, and its partner shrieked as it ran for Ashla with its beak open and snapping. 
 
    The ice mage swung her axe toward the yellow-crested bird, but her weapon glanced ineffectually off its crest. Ashla’s blow bounced away, and the ice mage was now open to the bird’s attack. 
 
    Simultaneously, Erin stepped in, and she released a white-hot bolt of fire that sliced through the air like a bullet before it exploded against the bird’s unsuspecting back. The monster should have burst into flame, but it collapsed almost instantly instead. I could just barely see the charred hole that cut deep into its flank, and I realized the initial spell itself was the killing blow. 
 
    Gawain’s fire magic sure was potent, even when used by a mimic. 
 
    “That’s a relief,” Erin panted as we stared at the dissolving corpse. “I wasn’t sure it couldn’t absorb two attacks at once.” 
 
    “I think it has to use its beak or crest to be able to,” I agreed with a grateful sigh. “Thank the Maker, otherwise that thing would be invincible.” 
 
    “At least it wasn’t too hard,” Erin pointed out thoughtfully as Ashla jogged back to us. “Once we figured out the trick to it, that is.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Ashla said as she strolled to a stop. “Now, we just wait for a real squad to arrive, and their banisher can close the rift without a problem.” 
 
    At that moment, the rift swirled and warped as it shifted to a blood-red, murky color. 
 
    “Why did you have to say that?” Erin squeaked. 
 
    A swarm of elemental imps emerged in a storm of sparking electricity, shooting flames, and icy hail. Usually, I never balked at the idea of taking care of a gang of imps, but there must have been hundreds pouring from the rift opening without stopping. 
 
    Even worse, the portal yawned and widened as something large prepared to step through.  
 
    “Too late to regret it now,” Ashla replied as a battle-ready grin spread across her face. 
 
    A spotted, scaly green face as big as a house poked through the rift, and a fat, rotund body followed. It wasn’t very tall, but it must have been a hundred feet long, including the thin, whiplike tail. The monster crouched low to the ground with its legs spread to the sides like a squat lizard, and its face was squashed and wrinkled with folds of excess skin.  
 
    Its stubby maw opened to reveal a toothless mouth, and a kind of green slime dribbled from its jaws to the ground below. Spikes traveled from the top of its head down the center of its spine, and they increased in length as they got farther down the monster’s back. The spines on its tail were each longer than I was tall, and I shivered to think of it using those weapons to impale its prey. 
 
    “It’s a craus’lar,” Erin gasped. “I’ve read about this before.” 
 
    “Western?” Ashla asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Erin responded. “I don’t think one has ever been seen this far east. Their slime is corrosive and immobilizing, and a hit from the tail is deadly. It eats its prey whole and digests them to create more slime.” 
 
    “That’s … not promising,” Ashla replied hesitantly, “to say the least.” 
 
    “I don’t know about this one,” I said carefully. “I think we might be outclassed.” 
 
    My team crouched half-hidden beside Ashla’s snowy wall, and the imps swirled around by the dozens as they searched for a target. It was only a matter of time before we were spotted. 
 
    “What do you want to do?” Ashla asked as she furrowed her brow in thought. 
 
    “Protocol says to guard a rift until backup arrives,” I pointed out, “but the Academy also doesn’t expect us to throw our lives away on principle. There are only three of us, and we’re not prepared for a rift. We could be justified to leave this fight.” 
 
    The girls glanced at each other before they looked back to me. 
 
    “Whatever you decide,” Erin told me, “we’ll follow it.” 
 
    “We’ll understand your choice either way,” Ashla added as she nodded in agreement. “You’re the leader. Don’t worry about what we’ll think.” 
 
    I pressed my side against the snowy wall while I considered our options. Three members didn’t make a full monster response squad, and Erin wasn’t usually expected to do much besides piloting and assisting during fights. Ashla wasn’t even a member of the Academy anymore, and she wasn’t obligated to carry out operations like this. How could I force either of them to go into a battle like this? 
 
    However, that wasn’t what came to my head first. The first thing I thought of was thousands of innocents being slaughtered by imps and hundreds of homes being wiped off the map by the enormous craus’lar in front of us. Both women had dedicated themselves to helping humanity, so how could we walk away? 
 
    “We’re going to fight,” I said with conviction. “Even if we can’t beat them, we’re going to make them hurt before we’re done.” 
 
    “I was hoping you’d say that,” Ashla answered with a grin. 
 
    “This is a fight worth the risk,” Erin responded as her amber eyes flashed with determination. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    I stood, and the girls rose up behind me. In the back of my mind, Sera stirred and roused her magic as she prepared for battle. Her dark powers left a strange, insidious feeling in the corner of my thoughts, but I couldn’t deny her magic, not when I needed it the most. 
 
    Suddenly, a pair of flying fire imps swooped a little too close, and they stopped with interest as they spotted us frozen in place by the wall. One chittered and flew a little closer, and its eyes widened as it realized we were enemies. 
 
    Quick as a striking snake, Ashla shot out a single shard of bullet-like ice, and it went clear through the closer imp’s heart. She sent off a second shard in quick succession, but the second imp dodged it with an awkward flutter of leathery wings. 
 
    “Shit,” Ashla swore, and she readied another spell, but it was too late. 
 
    The surviving imp shrieked and backpedaled as it screeched out a horrible, grating noise. The alarm was given, and our cover was blown. 
 
    Instantly, the imp horde erupted into angry chatters as they spotted us. In one large cloud of seething monsters, the swarm turned and bolted straight for us. Through the onslaught, I could just barely see the green, spiky form of the craus’lar as it turned to face in our direction. 
 
    Erin snapped her hands out to produce an enormous fireball, and the blast mowed through dozens of imps in an instant. They screeched as they burned and fell from the sky, but more took their place without a moment’s pause. 
 
    Ashla followed the mimic’s attack with an icy hailstorm that ripped into the imp swarm, but it was merely a drop in the bucket of the onslaught, and I readied my monsters as the imps neared. 
 
    My kalgori came out, and I ordered the single butterfly to multiply and whirl around us in a defensive shield. Dozens of kalgori became hundreds, and my team stepped into a tight, back-to-back formation as the ball of swirling, living knives dashed around us. Imps tried to fly through the barrier, but they were slashed to pieces by the blades of my kalgori, and the green butterflies felled large swathes of imps at a time. 
 
    “Nice going!” Erin complimented as we sheltered inside the kalgori ball. 
 
    “I just hope it can last,” I responded with a tight smile. 
 
    Slowly, my kalgori began to thin noticeably, and my stomach churned as the implication took hold of me. The kalgori rarely died, but every bolt of lightning or ice that hit just right could take out a single one of my monsters at a time. It was simply a game of numbers, and the imps were winning it. 
 
    “I’m going to do something risky!” I shouted to Erin and Ashla as they brandished their spells at the ready. 
 
    “Oh, more risky than this already is?” Ashla asked with a yell. “How can it hurt? Go for it!” 
 
    I slammed an essence crystal to the ground, and my sprucebore emerged with a puff of smoke. Its red carapace gleamed in the flashing light of the imp attack, and its body buzzed with a willingness to obey. 
 
    “Light ‘em up,” I told it, and the mental command I gave echoed my words. 
 
    My sprucebore flickered its wings once in agreement, and then it began to draw lightning to its treelike metal rod. The sparks surrounding my kalgori storm drew to the rod in quick succession, and then it began to absorb even the bolts of lightning from the imps. A few of my kalgori fell due to getting caught between my sprucebore and bolts of electricity, but I knew the loss would be worth it. 
 
    “Gryff, you better do something quick!” Erin yelped while she shot down an imp that slipped through the barrier. 
 
    Its leathery wings fried and curled as the fireball consumed it, but more were going to follow, and soon. 
 
    “Just a second,” I yelled as I waited anxiously for my sprucebore to build up more power.  
 
    My beetle monster began to glow with a powerful light that hinted at the tremendous amount of electricity it carried within. Yellow sparks shivered over its lightning rod growth, and its abdomen hummed faintly with restrained power. 
 
    Then I ordered it to let it loose. 
 
    An enormous explosion of electrical discharge rocketed from my monster and sliced a wide path of destruction straight through my kalgori. From there, it shot onward and arced from imp to imp in a multilayered burst of lightning that instantly destroyed every monster it touched. Over a hundred imps shuddered once and died even as the intense heat lit their bodies aflame.  
 
    “Our shield!” Erin shouted in warning as my kalgori formation fell into disarray. 
 
    Too many had died in my sprucebore attack, and the few remaining members struggled to swarm around us. Many of the survivors were injured, and their wings flapped unevenly as they attempted to follow my command. 
 
    “It’s fine,” I answered back as I recalled my kalgori, “they weren’t going to last anyway. Instead, I know the perfect monster for this battle.” 
 
    I threw out my pyrewyrm, and it shrieked as it launched onto the field with an eager thirst for blood. It was unsatisfied with ferrying around my teammates at Svellfrer’s Rest, and now it was going to show exactly the kind of battling it was made for. 
 
    My pyrewyrm launched into the sky on my command, and it spiraled into the midst of the swarm as imps of every color turned their focus to killing it. On my order, the pyrewyrm started its onslaught with an ear splitting cry that made my teammates wince and flinch even from this far away. The imps thrashed in pain and confusion, and those closest to my serpentine monster fell dead and bleeding from the sky. 
 
    Not all of the imps were drawn away, though, and a thick cloud of them swarmed toward us as they prepared their blasts of magical energy. 
 
    “Incoming!” Erin shouted, and she downed a few imps from the air with gouts of hot fire. 
 
    Ashla followed it up with a blast of chilled air that frosted many of the imps’ wings and hindered their movement, and a few more dropped to their deaths on the ground below. 
 
    I accessed Sera’s power with a grunt of effort, and I snapped a portal open just as the horde advanced dangerously close. A hundred or so imps blasted through my rift and into the Shadowscape before I squeezed the portal shut again. 
 
    “They’ll be back,” I panted to my teammates. 
 
    “Not comfortably, though,” Ashla warned with a grimace a she twisted her hands around a new spell. “Open up another portal right above me, and I can give them a proper welcoming.” 
 
    I grinned and thrust my hands upward to slam a new portal open directly overhead Ashla’s waiting hands. When the first imps came through, they ran straight into her spell. 
 
    Her spell turned out to be spearlike shards of ice that slammed upward into the rift opening as they wiped out dozens of imps at a time. Their corpses stacked over the spears as dozens of imps fell prey to the unstoppable force of their own momentum, and Ashla’s icy shards piled high with bodies. 
 
    As soon as Ashla’s spell slowed, Erin stepped in with her own gout of billowing flame. Ashla swung her axe off its holster to pick off stragglers that flew from the fire, and our enemies piled to the ground in gruesome displays of scorched flesh, dismembered corpses, and frosted stab wounds. 
 
    I shut my rift when the swarm was gone, and it closed more easily before it winked out entirely in a matter of a few seconds.  
 
    It seemed like Sera’s power was beginning to flow through me more easily. I regarded the change with mistrust as I considered what it possibly meant. 
 
    You know what it means, Sera hummed as she languished in the back of my mind. My power grows, and you grow too as you learn to accept me. Soon, you’ll be mine, and both realms will tremble in fear at the sight of me and my mortal consort, side by side as we lay waste to my dear, traitorous sister and every inch of land she has ever dared to set foot on. 
 
    No, it wasn’t like that. I was using the Archon, and not the other way around. I wouldn’t let her take over, not while I knew what she was capable of. 
 
    Suddenly, a fresh batch of gargoyles burst from the main portal, and they flew toward my pyrewyrm on wings that grated with the terrible sound of stone-on-stone. They were followed up by a shrieking flock of beakroks that shot toward us on naked, membranous wings. 
 
    “More flying monsters?” Ashla gasped in despair.  
 
    “Why are there so many?” Erin asked in confusion. “We can’t take them all, can we?” 
 
    “We have to try,” I said as I gritted my teeth and clenched my fist around my rhin dagger. 
 
    I had more monsters I could use, but conserving mana was of utmost importance right now. I would have to rely on my own hands to get this job done. 
 
    A group of beakroks spotted us, and they flew toward us as their long beaks snapped with uncanny strength. Their grayish, naked skin glinted with sweat in the light of the sun, and the disturbing sight of them made my gut churn with anticipation. I thought they were bad enough to fight at night on the airship, but this was worse, if anything. 
 
    I dashed to meet them, and my companions followed behind me closely. I ducked under one, slashed another with my rhin dagger, and pierced a third with my father’s dagger as I ripped it from the hilt and jammed it into the nearest body. Blood sprayed at my face as I fought, but I didn’t let the gore bother me as I fought to keep my fighting rhythm. Bodies became nothing but a series of coordinated targets, and I could feel my arms and legs following the motions of my Academy training. I buried my daggers into ribcages, through skulls, and across spines as I stepped from one monster to the next.  
 
    When too many beakroks came at me, I dropped my daggers and thrust my hands into opening a portal with barely a moment of delay. I snapped it closed with just as much precision, and I sheared off a few naked, ratlike tails as the beakroks hurtled past me into the Shadowscape. 
 
    Beyond the fight, I barely registered the movement of the craus’lar as it began to draw near on its steady, lizardlike legs. 
 
    My fighting rhythm thrummed along to the beat of my heart, and I snapped one dagger out to score a gouge along the side of a beakrok as it angled toward my back. Another threatened to dart past Ashla’s guarded stance, and I slammed a tiny rift open just in time to send it home. 
 
    More, more, more! Sera crooned as the Archon fed me power with willing glee. Embrace how we could work together. We’re perfect for each other, made for one another! Let my magic free! 
 
    I slid away from Sera’s wild thoughts with a shiver as I blocked her hastily from the forefront of my mind, but I couldn’t pay much attention to keeping her away. Beakroks swarmed me, and my hands and legs flashed as I fought them with dodges, kicks, and daggers. 
 
    Fire flew from Erin’s hands as she picked beakroks from the sky, and Ashla’s axe swirled in mesmerizing movements as frost crackled from Bessie’s double blades. I thought for one moment that we had a real, actual chance of beating them. 
 
    Then the craus’lar began its attack. 
 
    The scaly monster’s mouth opened, and green liquid dribbled from its toothless jaws. Slime oozed across the battlefield in a pool of thin, green acid that spread rapidly over the ground. The grass sizzled and smoked as it came into contact with the slime, and we stepped back in alarm as the hundred-odd feet between us and the craus’lar was quickly filled with corrosive ooze. 
 
    “We need higher ground!” Erin shouted. “Order back your pyrewyrm!” 
 
    “It can’t come back,” I responded as I backpedaled away from the advancing slime. “It’s trapped there for now!” 
 
    My pyrewyrm was stuck in a dense ball of flying magic and stony blows as imps and gargoyles writhed around it in a vicious, unrelenting attack. It was taking out a truly impressive number of enemies, but we would need another method if we wanted to escape the craus’lar’s flood. 
 
    I threw out my vingehund’s essence crystal, and my monster emitted a frantic bark as it faced the battlefield. Its pale blue, canine-like form was interrupted by two arched horns and two feathered wings that sprouted from its back. That would have to be our ticket out of this situation before it was too late. 
 
    I jabbed my father’s dagger into another diving beakrok and carved a deep hole into its side before it collapsed, keened, and died. 
 
    “What do we do?” Ashla asked as she swung Bessie through another winged monster and sliced its elongated head from its shoulders. 
 
    “Both of you on my vingehund,” I ordered in a loud voice. “One at a time, and Erin goes first. We can’t go far, but it will have to be enough.” 
 
    The mimic dashed for my vingehund, and she swung onto my canine-like monster’s back. My vingehund pumped her wings as she strove to lift off from the ground, and eventually she managed to take flight. I directed her to set Erin at the top of Ashla’s snowy wall, and my vingehund followed her orders quickly before she flitted back to us. 
 
    Next went Ashla, which left me to defend against the beakroks alone. Slime oozed through the grass toward me, and I stepped back as it came within inches of my shoes. The sizzling grass charred with an odd smell that made me nauseous, and my stomach churned as I waited for the vingehund to return. 
 
    She did, and I hopped on eagerly as I directed her to her final flight. She set me down near the other two mages, and all three of us reunited on the thin, rounded top of Ashla’s snowy wall. Then the ice mage gestured out a spell to thicken our footing into a compact, steady plane of snow and ice. 
 
    A pair of beakroks followed us up, and I nabbed one with my rhin dagger while Erin blew the other one out of the sky with a fireball. 
 
    “What if the snow melts?” Erin asked in concern as the green slime puddled around the base of Ashla’s wall. 
 
    “Then we figure out a new plan,” I said grimly. 
 
    Suddenly, an alarmed thrill went through the bond between me and my pyrewyrm. It was in trouble, and the gargoyles had the upper hand. 
 
    I could do nothing but watch as my pyrewyrm began to plummet from the sky, and the women gasped as they noticed it fall. I recalled my pyrewyrm before it could hit the ground, and its grayish, wing-shaped crystal returned to my hand. 
 
    Yet another monster down. 
 
    “This isn’t looking good,” Ashla ground out as she clenched her hands around the haft of her axe. 
 
    The ground was covered in slime, we still had hundreds of flying monsters on the loose, and the enormous craus’lar was fixed on making us its next meal. Its stubby legs carried it over the ground with surprising speed as it narrowed the gap between us. Ashla’s wall stood slightly higher than the top of the craus’lar’s back, but I had no doubt it would knock us down and finish us off in no time, if it got the chance. 
 
    A swarm of shrieking beakroks, imps, and gargoyles dove for us, and the craus’lar reached the base of the wall. It pushed up on its stumpy legs as slime ballooned in the back of its throat, and it prepared to coat our wall in corrosive liquid. 
 
    Imps descended, and my companions turned to fend off the leathery-winged beasts in one desperate, final standoff.  
 
    My vingehund barked and joined in the fray as she launched herself at the horde with her fangs bared. 
 
    I stared the craus’lar directly in its slim, reptilian eyes, and I readied my best attack in the clenched grip of my fist. Sweat trickled down my forehead, and the fetid stench of the craus’lar’s slime filled my nostrils, but I straightened my shoulders for my next throw. 
 
    I might not win, but I’d be damn certain to give this bastard the fight of its life. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    My arm let fly the crystal for my arachness just as an airship swung into view overhead. I glanced up in surprise as the mid-sized airship loomed in the sky overhead, and I felt a spark of relief as I saw backup finally arriving. 
 
    The cavalry was here, but I couldn’t stop fighting yet. 
 
    My arachness essence crystal shattered on the stubby snout of the craus’lar, and smoke puffed from the surface of its face as my spidery monster appeared. She skittered across the craus’lar’s scaled skin toward his left eye. 
 
    “Backup’s on the way!” Ashla shouted as she swung Bessie in a complicated arc that took out four imps at a time. 
 
    “Let’s not rely on them for everything!” I answered, but I was far more desperate than I sounded. 
 
    My arachness had one amazing power at her disposal, but it would do no more than delay the inevitable. As she reached the craus’lar’s left eyeball, she moved her tawny face directly in the line of its sight. The crauslar’s yawning jaw froze, and the entire monster seized up as paralysis took hold of it. 
 
    “Nice going,” Erin complimented in a gasp as she summoned a crude, flaming sword to her hand.  
 
    A beakrok dove for the mimic, and she separated one of its wings from its body in a burst of flame. 
 
    “It will break free soon,” I warned as I stepped forward with my dagger to score a deep cut across an incoming imp. “A big monster like that can resist this kind of magic, or I’d use it more often.” 
 
    “Let’s hope whoever that is knows what they’re doing,” Ashla responded over her shoulder in a concerned tone. 
 
    The airship set down with impressive haste not too far from Erin’s Diomesia, but the craus’lar wasn’t waiting around for reinforcements to arrive. A muscle under its jaw began to twitch, and the long, reptilian talons on its feet kneaded fitfully into the ground beneath it. 
 
    “Hurry up, hurry up,” I muttered as I ran my mind over the list of monsters I could use.  
 
    My baroquer and roosa were out, my kalgori and pyrewyrm were down for the count, and my arachness was carefully balanced on the craus’lar’s face with almost nothing more she could possibly do. Her pointed spider egs were her secondary weapon, but she couldn’t so much as make a dent in the thick, scaly hide of lizardlike craus’lar. She was a useful monster, but she wasn’t even in the same league as something like my roosa.  
 
    We were up against a behemoth with our mana nearly depleted, and my most powerful monsters would cost a large dose of mana to resummon. I sure hoped the response squad in that airship could pull a good fight out of their asses, or we’d all be dead. 
 
    The craus’lar began to move its stumpy legs forward in short, jerky motions, and my shoulders tightened as I prepared for the onslaught. 
 
    The hatch of the new airship dropped, and a team of red-clad fighters filed off at a fast jog. 
 
    “All fire mages?” Erin asked in bafflement as she glanced at the red-clad newcomers. 
 
    “No,” Ashla corrected, and a shit-eating grin spread across her face. “All Wild Reds.” 
 
    “Fuck yes,” I growled as I thrust my dagger through the exposed throat of a beakrok. “Now, let’s show them a good fight.” 
 
    My vingehund howled out an eerie cry and launched into the air to tear through a gargoyle with nothing but her fangs and claws. An ice imp tried to crowd her, but I sent her a warning, and she thrust her arched horns back into the imp’s soft flesh. The monster screeched as it retreated with bloody rends sliced across its torso. 
 
    Monsters flew for us, but we fended them off with the same desperate rhythm as before. I popped open two portals at once, and a half dozen gargoyles dove through before I snapped them shut again. 
 
    Take it, take it all! Sera laughed as she siphoned more power to me. You’ll need to free me soon, and you know it! What hope do you have without my godlike power, Gryff? Join me in mind and body, and we’ll-- 
 
    I shoved her to the corner of my head again. We could do this, we just had to stay focused on our task. The Wild Reds would help us clear the monsters out, and we wouldn’t have to worry about a thing. Imps, gargoyles, and beakroks were small fry, no matter how many there were. 
 
    Then the craus’lar broke free, and it spat a slopping billow of slime that oozed across the top of our wall. 
 
    Green liquid hissed as it sizzled across the flat portion of Ashla’s wall, and the snow beneath us ran with water as it sunk limply under the corrosive strength of the slime. The three of us stumbled away from the slime, and Erin scraped green gel from her shoe onto the snow wall to stop her boot from sizzling away. 
 
    The Wild Reds reached the edge of the lake of ooze and stopped helplessly as they stared at us from a distance. 
 
    “We’re running out of places to stand!” Ashla shouted as she sprayed bullets of ice into the sky. 
 
    Sweat dripped down her temples, and her face flushed with exertion as she leaned heavily into her next axe swing.  
 
    My friends were almost dangerously out of mana, our footing was rapidly disappearing, and our backup didn’t know quite how to reach us. 
 
    “I’ll be back!” I shouted as I turned and jumped off the edge of the snow wall. 
 
    Erin yelped in fear as I disappeared, but my vingehund swooped by at the perfect moment and scooped me onto its back. 
 
    I clutched tightly to its blue feathers as we shot away at high speed. The craus’lar eyed us with interest as we passed by its snout, and it made a half-hearted snap with its toothless maw to try and swallow us whole. My vingehund avoided the bite effortlessly as it spiraled away and toward the Wild Reds. 
 
    I dropped the final feet off the back of my vingehund even as I snagged a string of crystals from my bandolier. 
 
    “Good to see you, Doc,” I greeted as I smashed essence crystals between my hands. 
 
    Doc was a heavyset man with black hair, though his kind eyes were the most recognizable part of him. Usually, he wore a red scarf draped over his healer’s cloak, but he had on a new set of red-dyed leather for protection. All the Wild Reds members did, in fact, and they looked impressive in their united garb. 
 
    “I have to admit,” Doc said with a bewildered blink, “I didn’t expect to see you three here.” 
 
    “Just coming back from our mission,” I explained before I handed out a speed slug to each of the Wild Reds members.  
 
    Doc was accompanied by four other people, and there were a few unfamiliar faces, but I didn’t have time for introductions.  
 
    “What are these?” asked an older, blonde-haired woman as she held the slug gingerly in one hand. 
 
    “Put it on the back of your neck,” I instructed. “It’ll speed you up, and we’re going to use that speed to charge that craus’lar. As for the acid, I’m going to give us a protective coating, but it will wear off. Try to be quick, and take every opportunity to get out of the slime if you can.” 
 
    “Got it,” Doc agreed easily as he tightened the strap to his first aid pouch. 
 
    “You must be the Gryff we’ve heard so much about,” the woman realized as her eyes widened. “Knowing that, your plan sounds good.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I concluded as I tossed out my bullet bass. “Ashla and Erin are depending on us. Let’s take this thing down.” 
 
    My bullet bass floated in place on its tiny, rubbery wings, and I directed it to cover us with metal. Chrome flowed over our skin as the six of us were coated in our new protection. 
 
    Then we turned toward the craus’lar, and I led the charge as we sprinted into battle. 
 
    My legs flew beneath me as I barely touched the slime, but I could hear my shoe soles begin to bubble and sizzle as the slime ate through them. Even if I lost my boots entirely to the acid, the bullet bass would keep me safe a little longer, and I could protect the Wild Reds too as long as they were near me. I suspected the acid was corrosive even to metal, so we would have to be careful. 
 
    “Staggered line formation!” Doc shouted to his teammates as they spread into a widely-spaced wing behind me.  
 
    The older woman’s muscles bulged into an impressive size as her biceps and fists swelled powerfully. She was an experienced augmenter, clearly, and I wondered where Doc found her. 
 
    Then my expectations were blown out of the water as the curly-haired westerner toward my right gestured once and pulled an entire rifle out of his arm. Not from his sleeve, his arm, and his dark skin melted seamlessly into the wood and metal of the weapon until it slid free easily into his hands. 
 
    We zipped up to meet the craus’lar as it slowly turned to focus on us. I was sure we looked like an appetizing snack compared to Erin and Ashla, who remained out of reach on the wall. 
 
    There was also a middle-aged southern woman with skin in a near-golden hue. Her straight, thick hair fell down her back in a graying sheaf of dark locks, and electricity sparked from her hands as she sent a bolt straight for the craus’lar. Her attack smacked into its flank, and the monster flinched slightly as a charred stripe of black marred its scaled hide. 
 
    “This is going to need some serious firepower,” the southern woman shouted to the rest of us. “Get out the big guns!” 
 
    A lanky, pale man toward the far edge of our group gestured, and a focused beam of pure light energy blasted from between his hands.  
 
    “A light mage,” I gasped out loud in surprise as the bright energy seared into the craus’lar’s eyes.  
 
    The monster rumbled and flinched away, and its jaws snapped shut around the gob of slime it was preparing. 
 
    The final member of the new Wild Reds team was a man I guessed to be in his fifties. His salt-and-pepper hair stood in a wild halo of fluffy tan and white around the crown of his head, and he held nothing more than a composite longbow notched with a sharp, barbed arrow.  
 
    I didn’t often see fighters go into battle with bows, since guns were the preferred ranged weapon these days, but he carried the bow with a confidence that reassured me. I spotted a black band of cloth wrapped around his upper arm, and I assumed he was the group’s banisher, or the Wild Reds never would have been sent to this rift on their own. 
 
    The craus’lar moved its spiked tail back as it prepared to unleash a devastating, sweeping attack that would wipe us out in one blow. Its jaw hung open again, and fresh ooze slopped across the dying grass toward us. 
 
    Suddenly, my arachness skittered into the lizard monster’s mouth, and I grinned as my orders took effect. Even as the acid scalded her, she stabbed her eight, pointed legs into the soft flesh of its toothless maw. 
 
    The craus’lar flinched as her attack hit home, and its jaws snapped shut as it shook its head in pain. Its spiked tail returned to the resting position, and it forgot about me and the Wild Reds as it tried to deal with the enemy inside its own mouth. 
 
    My bond shuddered as my arachness was consumed by fresh, corrosive slime, and I recalled her back to my hand as we sprinted the final steps toward the craus’lar’s legs. 
 
    We arrived, and our attack began in a chaos of magic and noise. 
 
    Arrows thunked into the crauslar’s face, and steel barbs stuck from its nostrils and eyelids. They were small, but they had a noticeable effect on the beast, and it bellowed as it shook its head in irritation. 
 
    Ice magic and fire magic twined together to blast flying monsters from the sky with the occasional brief shot toward the craus’lar itself. Ashla and Erin were exhausted, but they weren’t going to step aside and let the Wild Reds do all the hard work.  
 
    I looked up to check on them, and both girls gave me a brief wave. It seemed like I could leave them up there and use my vingehund for more exciting things. 
 
    The craus’lar shook off the pain from the arrows and turned to us with fresh hunger. Its black eyes shone with interest, and it wound up its spiked tail for a deadly blow. 
 
    “Warner!” Doc barked urgently. 
 
    The light mage worked his hands around a spell, and a field of sparkling stars popped into view around the craus’lar’s head. 
 
    The monster swung his stunted face in confusion between the lights. In its distraction, it snapped toothlessly at the air, and the humans at its feet were quickly forgotten. 
 
    “Just an illusion,” Doc explained to me as he passed by with his hatchet drawn, “but pretty effective on a dumb monster like this.” 
 
    We threw ourselves toward the craus’lar’s legs, and I hopped up onto one taloned foot to spare my shoes the corrosive acid. Doc hopped up beside me and began to swing his hatchet at the ankle of the beast. 
 
    His blade wasn’t enchanted, but Doc himself had a powerful set of biceps on him, and the steel bit deep into cras’lar’s tough hide.  
 
    Then the monster picked up his injured foot and shook it brusquely in an attempt to knock us off. 
 
    Doc and I clung desperately to the flailing limb, and eventually the monster stopped to set its foot down again. 
 
    “Maybe I won’t do that one again,” Doc panted as he clutched his hatchet and clambered to his feet. “It’ll take me a dog’s age before I hack through this leg.” 
 
    “I don’t want you getting crushed,” I agreed. “Hold on, I’m going to take the fight to its face.” 
 
    “That doesn’t seem safe,” Doc warned as he frowned. “What if you fall off?” 
 
    “If I fall off,” I explained as I jabbed a finger toward the wheeling silhouette in the sky overhead, “my vingehund will catch me. Just make sure to keep the flying monsters distracted, or I’m a goner.” 
 
    “Let me ask my team to change tactics,” Doc requested, and he turned to bark a series of orders to his companions. 
 
    “You’ll have to avoid the slime while I’m gone,” I told Doc. “My bullet bass can’t protect your feet while I’m not here, and the speed slugs will have to go.” 
 
    “I’ll get right on it,” Doc reassured me with a firm nod. “Don’t worry about a thing.” 
 
    “One more thing,” I asked as a smile spread across my face. “Can I borrow a flare?” 
 
    “Will you give it back?” Doc asked, but he was already unfolding his hip pouch to dig a flare out. 
 
    “Nope,” I said frankly, and I gave him a confident grin as he handed the flare over. 
 
    Doc sighed, but I ignored him in favor of checking on how his team was doing. 
 
    The banisher directed his arrows at the imps and beakroks, and the electricity mage gave her attention to zapping monsters from the sky. The fabricator held his rifle up and let loose a series of popping shots that took out gargoyles left and right. 
 
    The augmentor was stuck fighting on the ground, but she guarded the ranged attackers carefully and destroyed any monster that dared to fly down and interrupt their work. Her fists and feet grew and shrank with smoothly guided magic use, and her display of control was astonishingly impressive. 
 
    Where had Doc found these experienced, trained mages? True, the Academy was mostly full of young adults in their twenties, because that was when magic users were usually first discovered and drafted, but I hadn’t considered the mages who graduated and went on to live their lives freely. Not all of them settled down completely, it seemed. 
 
    Doc ran back to his team to get away from the dangerous flailing of the craus’lar, and I watched as he had a short conversation with the fabricator. The dark-skinned man nodded, and he produced an enormous slab of rock that folded out from his arm like a magician’s trick. The rock slab splashed to the ground, and the team hopped up onto dry ground.  
 
    It was a good way to prevent the slime from scorching them while I was gone, so I recalled four of my slugs and asked my bullet bass to follow me closely. 
 
    Then I called my vingehund, and she dove past me with her wings outstretched just in time for me to hop up onto her back. 
 
    We swooped skyward, and I gave her the orders to bring me to the scaly neck of the beast. With any luck, I could sneak forward without it minding too much, especially since it would have its attention on the Wild Reds’ light illusions. 
 
    I landed lightly on the green hide at the back of the craus’lar’s neck, and the beast twitched uncomfortably beneath me. It seemed to notice something was wrong, and it could move at any second to knock me off or worse. 
 
    Then an icy beam slammed into the craus’lar’s snout, and the beast huffed in irritation as its attention was drawn away.  
 
    With the craus’lar’s untimely discovery of me circumvented, I crept forward and dodged around spines as I moved over the unstable, bumpy hide of the creature. My breath caught in my throat as I transitioned onto the top of its head, and I crouched to carefully move sideways over to one of its large, black eyes. 
 
    I took out my rhin dagger, brandished it carefully, and slid down to reach the eye. The enormous creature startled as I dropped into its field of vision, but before it could react, I plunged my knife deep into its eyeball. 
 
    The reaction was instantaneous, and the craus’lar thrashed and bellowed as it tried to knock me from its face. Clear fluid and blood streamed from its eyeball, and I could tell the eye was beyond repair. It tossed its head back hard, and my grip began to loosen. 
 
    I made the job easy, and I leapt from its head as hard as I could. Air whistled past me, and I stretched my arms out in the hopes of catching my target before I hit the ground. 
 
    My vingehund darted underneath me, and I made a rough, bumpy landing on her feathered back before we swooped away again.  
 
    “Great!” Ashla shouted as we swept past her and Erin on the wall. “You made it angry!” 
 
    She was definitely right, but that was exactly what I had in mind. The craus’lar focused its remaining eye on me, and I grinned as rage overtook its actions. I was a quick, flying target, and the craus’lar had only one ranged attack in its arsenal, so I knew exactly what it would do. 
 
    The scaled beast stretched up on its four, stumpy legs, and its enormous mouth opened as slime gathered in the back of its throat. 
 
    It was the perfect opportunity. 
 
    I flew my vinghund into the mouth at an angle, and we zipped into the cavernous, toothless jaws just as the slime began to build to the breaking point. I threw out my hands to open a rift, and the slime erupted just as my portal sealed over the opening of the craus’lar’s throat. 
 
    Several tons of caustic fluid poured straight into the Shadowscape, and I imagined the pool of green ooze coating the barren ground of the monster realm. It was funny to think of it emerging from nowhere, but the Shadowscape wasn’t my concern. 
 
    The flow of slime stopped, and I snapped my portal shut. 
 
    The craus’lar’s jaws began to close around me, but I wasn’t concerned about it. I ordered my bullet bass to stay close and activated its power to coat me and my vingehund in protective metal. 
 
    Then I dove deep into the monster’s empty throat. 
 
    I lit my borrowed flare to see our path ahead, and my vingehund navigated the narrow throat with expert maneuvering. 
 
    I’d succeeded in tricking the monster to open wide for me without becoming devastated by its acidic attack, and now I was right where I wanted to be. As my vingehund and I shot down the creature’s muscled throat, I dropped dagerdillos enhanced with speed slugs in our wake. 
 
    Their piglike bodies were each covered in a dense coating of long, metallic spikes, and my daggerdillos curled into protective balls as they rocketed down the craus’lar’s throat. Each daggerdillo left a series of deep, bloody gashes in their wake, and the craus’lar thundered out a deafening bellow as my attacks hit home. 
 
    We dropped into the stomach of the beast, and each daggerdillo scored a deep cut as they fell from the throat opening to the bottom of the craus’lar’s stomach. I noticed a particularly thin portion forming on the flesh below, and I threw out a series of axe goblins to help hack away at the wound. 
 
    My vingehund darted around in tight circles as my goblins got to work, and slime began to ooze up from the bottom of the stomach as the craus’lar replenished its supply. I coated my goblins in bullet bass protection, but I knew they wouldn’t last long once the liquid level rose again.  
 
    I’d have to speed things up myself. 
 
    “Down, girl,” I called as I requested my vingehund to land, and the two of us filed in next to the goblins and daggerdillos. 
 
    I took my pair of daggers out and began to slash at the tough flesh below. My vingehund followed suit, and she tore at the ground with her sharp claws to hasten the progress. 
 
    The craus’lar shook and trembled in pain as we tore through its insides, and the turbulence made it hard to keep my balance, but I hung on and slashed harder. 
 
    Gobbets of flesh peeled away from the stomach floor, and I marveled at the toughness of the craus’lar. It was an easy foe to distract, but its defence was nearly impenetrable, and I couldn’t fathom how long it would take to hack through its hide from the tough exterior. 
 
    Suddenly, an odd bubbling sound interrupted my progress, and I turned just in time to come face to face with the snapping jaws of a flying, long-toothed fish. 
 
    On instinct, I brought my hands up, and the fish flew directly into the blade of my rhin dagger. The impaled fish struggled for a moment as it flopped wetly on the end of my knife, and I stared in shock as it died. It shivered and stilled as the life left it, and green slime trailed slowly from its thick lips. 
 
    The fish was about a foot long, and its green flanks glimmered with slimy skin instead of scales, but that wasn’t the weirdest thing about it. Its dorsal fin looked normal, but in place of its double forward fins, two small legs protruded from the bottom of its torso. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I asked out loud as my jaw hung open in surprise. 
 
    The volume of my voice echoed through the craus’lar’s stomach, and the slimy pool of acid bubbled in two-dozen places as a horde of fish seethed beneath the surface. 
 
    I ordered my monsters to keep working, and I brandished my daggers as the fish began to jump for me. 
 
    They had an amazing height to their leap, and I sliced several out of the air before one slipped past my guard and sank its fangs into my thigh. I yelped as I buried my blade into its back, and the fish released me as it died and flopped to the floor. 
 
    The fish stopped flying, but the attack wasn’t over yet. Some popped their heads from the green surface of the pool to spray me with jets of pressurized liquid. 
 
    One spray of liquid hit me in the chest, and the breath huffed out of me as I stumbled backward. That was one powerful jet, and I felt sure it would have cracked my ribs if I wasn’t wearing bullet bass metal. The liquid seeped through my shirt, and I patted the fabric frantically to try to stop the fluid from corroding through the fabric. However, it didn’t so much as sizzle, and I stared at it in confusion for a moment. 
 
    It was water, not acid, I realized. The reason the craus’lar was so good at producing slime was because it had help from these fish that lived in its stomach apparently. The fish produced the water, and the craus’lar acidified it. Each type of monster was only responsible for half the slime attack. 
 
    Another jet of water shot past me, and I dodged narrowly out of the way. The spray hit one of my axe goblins in the shoulder, and it squealed in pain as it was knocked forward by the blast. 
 
    I redirected it to chopping at the stomach and focused on keeping the fish off my workers. 
 
    “Oh yeah?” I shouted. “Come at me for real! I always wanted a pack of water monsters.” 
 
    The slimy ooze bubbled again, and another storm of fish leaped from the surface. 
 
    This time, I was ready with more than just my one dagger. I pulled out my father’s dagger to hold in my left hand, and I stuck an empty essence crystal between my teeth. As the fish leapt for me, I slashed at them, and the fish dropped bleeding to the floor. 
 
    When the storm of snapping, flying fish was done, I spat my essence crystal out and slammed it into the nearest live body. The fish seized up before its soul was sucked into the crystal, and a thrill of victory surged through me as I captured the fish for myself. 
 
    I slammed crystals into the rest of the living, bleeding fish, and I amassed seven of them in short order. Pellets of water whizzed past me dangerously as the surviving fish in the ooze began to fight back again. 
 
    I threw out a wallerdon from the lower end of my bandolier, and the tough, segmented monster settled into place like a shield between the fish and my crew of working goblins. 
 
    That helped to stop the water pellet attacks, but green slime began to ooze around my feet. I stepped backward in alarm as the pond of caustic slime grew with renewed speed. It was only a matter of seconds before my monsters and I would be in danger of being digested alive. 
 
    My vingehund barked to interrupt me, and I turned to see what she was interested in. 
 
    The faint glow of light from outside had just began to seep through our hole. Just a little longer, and we would be free from the craus’lar with our attack completed. 
 
    I shouted a wordless cry and joined the goblins in their effort to dig through the flesh. My rhin dagger cleaved through fatty tissue once, then twice, and then my third stroke burst through the stomach lining entirely. 
 
    The stomach suddenly split wide as my attack chopped through the final layers of skin, and the entire stomach lining tore to release the pool of acid directly into the craus’lar’s abdomen. Green acid poured through the opening and flooded the entire cavity between skin and stomach lining, and the craus’lar bellowed as its own slime began to eat away at its torso. 
 
    “Once more!” I shouted, and my goblins scrambled as they brought their axes down on the thin layer of skin that separated us from the outside world. 
 
    The hide burst open, and sunlight flooded my eyes as we dropped a dozen feet from the belly of the beast to the slimy ground below. 
 
    “Gryff!” shouted the familiar voices of Ashla and Erin in tandem. 
 
    I coughed and rolled out of the way as an enormous flood of stomach acid burst through the hole we had carved. 
 
    “Get him out of the way,” Doc barked urgently. “This whole beast is about to collapse.” 
 
    Strong hands seized me by the shoulders and tugged me away as I blinked monster blood out of my eyes. I squinted as I opened them, and I caught a glimpse of my vingehund following me at a trot as she whimpered in concern. 
 
    The strong hands stopped dragging me, and I used my newfound freedom to recall my daggerdillos, vingehund, and axe goblins. Then I stuffed their crystals back into the proper slots as I wiped blood and slime away from my face. 
 
    The craus’lar collapsed onto its stomach, and it twitched feebly in its death throes.  
 
    I couldn’t believe my eyes, but it seemed like I’d actually done it. 
 
    “Keep that bullet bass going,” Doc ordered me as he crouched to meet my gaze. “We’re going to wash you off, then you can take it away.” 
 
    “Wash with what?” I coughed out in confusion. 
 
    As the question left my mouth, Ashla cast a low, ringed wall of snow to surround me. I stared at it in bewilderment, but then Erin threw out a fiery spell of intense heat and warmth to heat it quickly. 
 
    The snow instantly turned to slush, and the augmenting mage from the Wild Reds strode across the patch of half-liquid snow to grab me by the shoulders. 
 
    She unceremoniously picked me up and dunked me directly into the slush. 
 
    I sputtered indignantly, but she rolled me over the damp snow until every trace of slime and blood was gone. By the time I fought back to my feet, I was shivering with cold, but I was also entirely clean. 
 
    “I hate you all,” I chattered out as I glared around at the seven people surrounding me. 
 
    “If you hate us so much,” Erin growled as she put her hands on her hips, “why’d you go and risk your stupid life to kill that monster all by yourself?” 
 
    “Ah,” I replied succinctly, and I gave her a cocksure grin. “Sorry about that, but hey, that monster isn’t getting up anytime soon.” 
 
    Erin took a deep breath as if to ream me out, but instead she burst into light, uncontrollable laughter. 
 
    Suddenly, chuckles bubbled up in my throat, and I had to join in. 
 
    “You’re the luckiest idiot around,” she gasped out between giggles. “I’m so glad you’re alright.” 
 
    “I never doubted you,” Ashla added with a wink and a cheeky grin. “Honestly, it’s a miracle Erin hasn’t learned by now your strategies look like suicide and pan out as masterful plans.” 
 
    “I just expect some part of it to go horribly wrong,” Erin protested. “He can’t predict everything.” 
 
    “Now,” I cut in, “Erin’s right about that. I got attacked by a bunch of stomach fish.” 
 
    “Stomach fish!” Erin burst out in a bewildered giggle. “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    “They have legs, too,” I added with a shrug. “I can’t make this up. I’ll show you guys later, when I’m all rested up.” 
 
    “About that resting up thing,” Doc interrupted, and his face turned grim. “Right before we landed at this rift, we got a report in about three new attacks, and it sounds like we’re going to have our hands full.” 
 
    “Three new attacks?” I asked as I frowned at the heavyset leader. “What’s going on here?” 
 
    “Well,” he said heavily, “I don’t actually know what most of the communication chatter flying around meant, but it sounds pretty bad. Like some kind of organized, mass-scale attack.” 
 
    “Organized?” I asked, and my stomach dropped as my mind jumped to the obvious conclusion. 
 
    “Three attacks,” Doc repeated with a shrug. “Let me know if I’m wrong, but I think these locations are pretty important, since as far as I know, you’ve been sent to all three places on special missions.” 
 
    “What are the locations?” I questioned him as my brow knit in concern. “Just tell me, I need to know.” 
 
    “Ortych Sands, Svellfrer’s Rest, and Njordenfalls,” Doc reported with a grimace. “It sounds like two of the attacks are under control, but one is under the highest alert. Massive amounts of military are being moved to it.” 
 
    “Which one?” I demanded in alarm. “Which one needs help?” 
 
    “Njordenfalls,” Doc told me, and he shook his head with serious worry. “Something really big is happening there, and I don’t know if we can stop it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    “Njordenfalls?” I repeated, and my heart clenched with fear. “We have to go stop the attack.” 
 
    “You can’t,” Doc pressed as he took an urgent step toward me. “Look at your teammates. You’re all mana exhausted, and you’ve done enough here. Me and the other Wild Reds have to complete our mission, which means we’re going into that rift to close it, and I don’t want you three to go off to Njordenfalls alone.” 
 
    “Why did you guys get sent on this mission anyway?” I asked in confusion as I looked over the unfamiliar faces of the new Wild Reds. “Who are all these people?” 
 
    “The Reds have been gathering new members,” Doc explained. “I’ve got a lot of connections among retired mercenaries and ex-Academy mages. We need all the help we can get in order to keep humanity alive.” 
 
    “So, you’re the backup forces,” I realized, and I huffed out a frustrated breath. “Sleet is so low on spare mages he had to send an outside team, and you’re telling me we don’t need backup at Njordenfalls?” 
 
    Doc frowned and narrowed his eyes at me. “Just because Grand Mage Kenefick and the Headmaster are low on forces, that doesn’t mean you three ought to go running off to get yourselves killed.” 
 
    “We’re not going to get ourselves killed,” I argued. “We’re one of the few people who understand the threat at Njordenfalls. We have to go.” 
 
    “You’ve accomplished one miracle today, Gryff,” Doc growled as he jabbed a finger at the dissolving corpse of the craus’lar. “Don’t test your luck on another.” 
 
    “It’s not luck I’m working with,” I ground out. “I planned this kill, and it went fine. Strategy is not a miracle.” 
 
    “You might be a good planner,” Doc argued, and his eyes blazed with anger, “but you’re not immortal. You could have died if that craus’lar actually let loose its acid, and you’re damned lucky it didn’t.” 
 
    “It wasn’t luck,” I growled, “it was--” 
 
    I wanted to explain about the rift I made with Sera’s power, but I stopped and shut my mouth at the last moment. It would be fine if Ashla and Erin were the only people listening to me, but none of the Wild Reds had any idea about Phi or the other Archons. They weren’t part of the coalition against Phi, and if I let slip Headmaster Sleet’s biggest secret to a group of people I barely knew, I might as well throw in the towel on the whole idea of being a leader.  
 
    “That’s what I thought,” Doc answered, and he shook his head in consternation. “Go home, Gryff. Take care of Ashla and your other women. I don’t want to hear about you back in battle until the week is over.” 
 
    “… Fine,” I grated out. “We’ll go home. Promise me you’ll take care of this rift.” 
 
    “I swear it,” Doc said solemnly. “Not like there’s much left to do, though. I’m sorry for giving you a hard time, kid, but you have to learn your limits.” 
 
    “Of course,” I answered in a dull echo. “Sorry for arguing, I must just be tired. Do you have any spare mana potions? I’m worried about Ashla’s condition, she spent a lot of power.” 
 
    Doc turned and frowned at his ex-teammate, and she gave him a weak smile back. 
 
    “Of course,” Doc answered, and he gave Ashla a contrite smile before he dug a blue, glimmering elixir from his bag. “This should take care of all three of you, including any injuries.” 
 
    “Wow,” Erin replied in awe as she peered at the vial of elixir. “This sounds amazing.” 
 
    “Be careful, now,” Doc warned. “This is potent stuff. None of that Academy garbage.” 
 
    “You mixed it yourself?” I asked as I quirked a curious eyebrow at the healer. 
 
    “Of course,” he sniffed. “I don’t carry around store-bought potions. Do you even know me?” 
 
    “Sorry, sorry,” I apologized, and I slapped him on the shoulder in an expression of friendship. “We’ll go home and stop bothering you now. Get that rift done.” 
 
    “I’ll introduce the new teammates to you next time, then,” Doc agreed. “We should get going.” 
 
    “Don’t hurt your back, old man,” Ashla added in a teasing voice. 
 
    “I won’t as long as you kids fly home safe,” Doc responded, and he smiled at us warmly as we said our goodbyes. 
 
    Erin and Ashla followed me at a tired pace as we trudged back to Erin’s airship. By the time I next turned to look at the Wild Reds, I just caught the tail end of a red scarf disappearing into the rift. 
 
    “Think they’ll be okay without us?” Erin asked as her amber eyes glowed with concern. 
 
    “I think so,” I said confidently. “From what I saw, Doc has a pretty perfect lineup of teammates there.” 
 
    “Not more perfect than we are, I hope,” Ashla inserted with a chuckle. 
 
    I threw my arm around the ice mage’s shoulders and gave her a reassuring squeeze. 
 
    “Never more perfect than you are,” I confirmed. 
 
    Ashla snorted while Erin giggled, and the three of us limped up the ramp back into Diomesia. 
 
    Erin sighed and walked into the cockpit, and Ashla slumped into her seat as she strapped the safety harness around her chest. 
 
    “Maker,” Ashla sighed. “I’m certainly tired, but I’m not sure I need the elixir just to get home. Should we save it?” 
 
    “No,” I replied simply. “I think it’s a very good idea to take it. How about you drink your third, and I’ll have mine right after.” 
 
    Ashla downed her portion of the elixir, and she made a grimace as she coughed in reaction to the taste of it.  
 
    “I think he doesn’t ever put any sweetener in,” the ice mage rasped out. “That’s why it’s so potent.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine I’ll notice the difference,” I replied as she handed the vial over. 
 
    I downed my portion and nearly gagged as the taste of overwhelmingly salty, bitter fluid trickled thickly down my throat. 
 
    “This is awful,” I choked out. “I forgot since last time how terrible his potions are.” 
 
    “I’ll never forget,” Ashla mourned. “Months of it. Years of it. I’m cursed to remember forever.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I told her seriously. 
 
    The airship jolted into the air, and we made our ascent at a rapid pace. I tapped my knee impatiently as we rocked through the turbulent currents and up into the smoother air the ship usually rode in. 
 
    “Say,” Ashla mused in a slow, considering tone, “you didn’t just ask for this elixir so we could go home and rest, did you?” 
 
    “Ashla,” I answered as a sly smile spread over my face, “you might be onto something. How would you mind if we took a detour east to the very close, very small town of Njordenfalls?” 
 
    “Njordenfalls, you say?” Ashla asked as she tilted her head in mock consideration. “That’s your hometown, right? Maybe we should stop by. Ought to be quiet, peaceful, lots of room for relaxation …” 
 
    “We certainly didn’t hear any reports of an enormous monster attack there,” I agreed before I raised my voice. “Erin, can you come out here once we’re at elevation?” 
 
    “Coming!” came the pilot’s faint voice before the sound of her footsteps drew near. 
 
    Erin poked her head out and raised her eyebrows expectantly at Ashla and me. A faint frown spread across the mimic’s face as she looked between our two grinning expressions. 
 
    “Erin,” Ashla began sweetly, “how would you like to take a detour?” 
 
    “Set a course for Njordenfalls,” I cut in with excitement. “We’re going to go give Cyra and Layla the backup they deserve.” 
 
    Erin burst into a dazzling smile as she heard exactly what we were up to. 
 
    “I’ve never made a more wonderful course correction in my life,” Erin chirped happily at us both. 
 
    “Great to hear,” I answered with a wide smile. “Now, come take your medicine before you go back there.”
“With pleasure,” Erin replied, and she hurried forward to snatch the blue-stained vial from my hand before she ducked back into the cockpit. 
 
    The airship tilted noticeably as it swerved to change course, and then it leveled back out with its nose firmly pointed east. There was a moment of pleased silence between Ashla and me as we considered our change of plans, but then we were interrupted by the sound of coughing and hacking from the cockpit room. 
 
    “You okay in there?” Ashla called as she stifled a chuckle. 
 
    “What did he put in this?” Erin wailed in a hoarse voice. “An entire salt mine?” 
 
    “Sorry!” Ashla yelled back, but her laughter broke free, and she snickered into the palm of her hand. 
 
    “Sounds like she’s topped up on mana,” I pointed out happily as a low chuckle shook my shoulders. 
 
    Ashla sobered, and the two of us fell silent as we considered the possibilities of what was happening at Njordenfalls. 
 
    “Do you think it’s Phi?” Ashla asked worriedly. 
 
    “How could it not be?” I responded. “Attacks at all three permanent rift locations, and Njordenfalls is the epicenter? Even if she’s not marching around the battlefield personally, it sounds like she’s launching a war on humanity.” 
 
    “And we know that’s exactly what she wants,” Ashla added grimly. 
 
    “At least we scouted all three locations,” I said as I tapped at my knee nervously. “I wish we knew how far out the soldiers are from Svellfrer’s Rest and Ortych Sands.” 
 
    “Let Sleet and Kenefick worry about that,” the ice mage pressed. “Doc said Njordenfalls was by far the biggest attack of the three, so that’s what we should focus on.” 
 
    “Right,” I agreed as I let out a heavy sigh. “Njordenfalls also has the worst capability for defence, and Layla and Cyra don’t have a banisher with them. They’ll need to hold out for many hours before one arrives.” 
 
    “You think it matters if they don’t have a banisher?” Ashla asked. “It could be a permanent rift, for all we know. Doc didn’t have that kind of information.” 
 
    “It could be,” I admitted. “In which case, the lack of a banisher won’t matter. Still, I have a feeling this isn’t a permanent rift.” 
 
    Ashla gave me a questioning glance, but I didn’t have any real answers for her. I didn’t think Phi had managed to open a permanent rift, though my only reasoning was the gut feeling in my stomach that told me she hadn’t. 
 
    “How long does it take to get to Njordenfalls from here?” Ashla asked as she turned to me with a concerned twist to her mouth. 
 
    I reached down to snag the map from my travel bag, and I pulled it open so I could examine our airship path. 
 
    “Just under an hour,” I replied. “We’re really close in terms of north and south, so we’re heading directly east to reach Njordenfalls.” 
 
    “Less than an hour,” Ashla mused. “Okay, wake me up right before we’re there, like during the descent. I’m going to power nap the shit out of this trip.” 
 
    “Good luck,” I replied skeptically. “I’ll wake you up, I guess, since there’s no way I can hope to sleep right now.” 
 
    “Too nervous?” Ashla asked as she slumped sideways and cradled her head in one hand. 
 
    “Too eager,” I replied seriously. “I’ve been waiting to take Phi out for a long, long time. She sure likes running, but this time, I’m not letting her get away.” 
 
    My sister draws her last breath today, Sera hissed in the corner of my mind. I’ll rip her heart out with my bare hands, if I must. 
 
    “Wow,” Ashla said as she gazed at me. “You really mean it, don’t you? I shivered a little, just then.” 
 
    “I do mean it,” I answered as determination blazed within me. “She’s not getting away.” 
 
    “Good,” the ice mage hummed before she yawned widely. “I’m ready to kick that bitch to the curb.” 
 
    The ice mage laid her head down to sleep, but I couldn’t find the same willingness for rest inside me. I knew a nap would help, but tension snapped in my chest like a taut cable. My hands were clenched so tightly, it felt as if I was about to dig my fingers straight through my palms. 
 
    Every jolt of the ship made me nearly leap up in anticipation of our landing, but time and time again, it was only a breeze. It seemed unfair that somewhere out there, Cyra and Layla were fighting for their lives, yet today’s weather was just as sunny and bland as usual. The mundane growl of hunger in my stomach seemed ridiculous when only a few miles away, Phi could be commanding an army of monsters to wreak destruction on the land of Mistral. 
 
    Would Cyra and Layla really be alright? Would Nia and Varleth win without help, and could Braden, Gawain, and Almasy seize victory on their own? I felt like a fool for leaving anybody behind, but I couldn’t save everyone at once. I was just a man, just a summoner, just one mortal in a sea of mortals. 
 
    Why stay ordinary? Sera questioned in a curious whisper. Why suffer, like some masochistic weakling born to live and die in the dirt? You mewl about your problems, yet you don’t take the one action that could fix them. You were destined for greatness, Gryff. You only have to free me, love me, and we can change the world …  
 
    Shut up, I told the Archon, but my protest sounded weak to my own ears. Somewhere deep inside, I was damn tired of seeing Phi get away with murder. In some corner of the dark, small part of my mind, I was ready to see her stopped no matter the cost. 
 
    Think about my words, Sera whispered before she ghosted away from the forefront of my thoughts. 
 
    Suddenly, the ship lurched to a halt and hovered in position. 
 
    “Landing!” Erin shouted at the top of her lungs. “I hope you can hear me, ‘cause I’m not waiting around to set Diomesia down!” 
 
    “Got it!” I called back. 
 
    Beside me, Ashla startled into confused wakefulness. 
 
    “Are we there?” the ice mage asked thickly. “I just put my head down.” 
 
    “We’re there,” I confirmed darkly. “Make your final preparations, because we’re going to jump in fighting if we have to.” 
 
    “Got it,” Ashla replied, and she rummaged in her travel pack to shove some hardtack bread into her mouth. “You should eat, too. It’s been a long time since our last meal.” 
 
    “Right,” I said distractedly as I tried not to let my whirling thoughts get the better of me. 
 
    I snagged a piece of beef jerky from my bag and ripped at it viciously to get my stress out. Ashla sent me a few side-eyed glances, but she didn’t comment on my volatile state. 
 
    The airship rumbled and jolted as it touched ground, and I hastily stuffed the rest of the jerky in my mouth. 
 
    “Ready?” Erin asked as she ducked out of the cockpit. 
 
    “Give me a minute, then I’d better be,” Ashla replied intensely as she unbuckled her safety harness. 
 
    “Almost there,” I said as I rose from my seat and checked my bandolier and pouches. 
 
    My hand ran into a new shape of crystal in my hip pouch, and I pulled it out to examine it. It was green and globular with a sort of dull, muddy color streaked through it, but otherwise, it didn’t have much distinction. 
 
    “What’s that?” Ashla asked me as she frowned at my new essence crystal. 
 
    “Fish monster,” I replied as I remembered stuffing the new crystals into my pouch during the action. “I’ve got a lot of them, now. I’m glad I always carry so many empty essence crystals with me.” 
 
    “You’re always prepared,” Ashla observed as she strapped on a pair of white, leather gauntlets. “I’m not surprised you’ve got a whole stash of extra crystals.” 
 
    “Alright,” I told Erin, “we’re ready enough. Let’s do this.” 
 
    Erin slammed the palm of her hand on the ramp button, and we charged as a team down the hatch and out the door. 
 
    Instantly, I noticed the monsters at the base of the ramp, but I also caught a brief glimpse of the familiar Njordenfalls river and grass. I couldn’t see the destruction itself, though there was a haze of foreboding smoke on the horizon. Erin wasn’t able to set down very near to the village itself, so there wasn’t much to see beyond the trees. 
 
    “Goblins!” I yelled as the first of the monsters rushed us. 
 
    We had little time to prepare, since they’d obviously been waiting for us. The goblins met us instantly at the bottom of the ramp, and Ashla plunged her axe into the skull of the first one as it reached us. It gurgled and died without fanfare, and she heaved Bessie free from the dissolving corpse. 
 
    These dozen-or-so enemies were just normal goblins, no special abilities or weapons, and they held nothing more than crude, rough pieces of metal that could barely be called swords.  
 
    In short, they were a piece of cake to get rid of. 
 
    “Warm welcome,” Ashla grunted as she sliced through another goblin limb. 
 
    “I’d say a little closer to annoying than warm,” I huffed back as I threw out two axe goblin crystals to combat them. 
 
    I felt a little extra mana get sucked away as the summoning completed, but I wasn’t surprised. It had been just a couple hours since I’d last used practically every single one of my monsters, and it would cost nearly double the mana to summon them again. Doc’s potion did the job of fixing up my various scratches and bites, but no amount of wound healing and magic regeneration would solve the cost of summoning a monster twice in one day. 
 
    My axe goblins sheared through their enemies with ease, and Erin picked off the stragglers with a flaming sword that left flickering, fiery wounds on their charred bodies. 
 
    “You’re getting better at fire magic,” I complimented as I directed my axe goblins to pin down the stragglers. 
 
    “I’m still not even close to how a real fire mage would fight,” Erin answered as she whipped her flaming sword through the torso of a blue-skinned goblin, “and I probably never will be, but I’m okay with that. Flexibility is more fun than becoming an expert at one thing.” 
 
    “I feel the same way about summoning,” I responded as my axe goblins finished off the last enemy. 
 
    “Phew,” Ashla huffed as she leaned on her axe. “I hope it’s not a bad sign that a bunch of grunts were all the way out here.” 
 
    “I hope not,” I echoed in similar worry. “I’m guessing Cyra, Layla, and the soldiers have their hands full with worse monsters.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” Erin urged. 
 
    I recalled my axe goblins before I led my team at a jog along the river of my childhood. We passed a few copses of trees before we were greeted by the vision of a meadow and an empty, half-destroyed military encampment.  
 
    Tents were ripped open by claw marks, and various crates of supplies had been trampled and strewn across the ground. Hardtack was crumbled into the dust, and a few uniformed bodies lay strewn around like discarded children’s dolls. Most lay in large pools of their own blood, and all were silent and unmoving. 
 
    “Should we check for survivors?” Erin asked as her expression tightened in concern. 
 
    “I don’t think the military left anybody here except for the dead,” I answered grimly. “Let’s keep going, we need to hurry.” 
 
    We dashed along the small trail that led up the river, and grass gave way to dirt as we neared the town itself. The sounds of fighting, screaming, animalistic roaring, and chaotic destruction filled our ears as we made the final turn past the forest and into the village itself. 
 
    We stopped and stared as the three of us tried to understand what we were seeing. Phi was waging full-out war on Njordenfalls, and the town was losing. 
 
    Teams of organized soldiers in military-green uniforms fought desperately against an onslaught of monsters both familiar and unknown. Buildings raged and crackled with blue fire, and ash bloomed into the air in a cloud of black, billowing smoke and debris.  
 
    Through it all, an enormous monster in the form of a blue-skinned woman strode through the village, and her bare feet crushed monsters and soldiers alike as she walked. She wore nothing more than a black leotard wrapped in golden chains, and a faint blue aura surrounded her. She was at least fifty feet tall, and her white hair, milky eyes, and angelic wings were unmistakable. 
 
    “Phi,” I growled. 
 
    My sister, Sera spat with vehemence. 
 
    “She’s really here in the flesh,” Ashla breathed. “This must be the epicenter of her attack.” 
 
    “What should we do?” Erin asked as she ran her fingers distractedly through her short, orange hair. “There’s so much fighting … “ 
 
    “Let me think,” I murmured as I examined the rest of the village. 
 
    Behind a few of the burning buildings, I caught a glimpse of a large, churning rift. It was certainly volatile, but it wasn’t bordered by anything out of the ordinary, and it was lacking any sign of golden chains or glowing writing that characterized the permanent rift that nearly opened in Ortych Sands. 
 
    “Is it a normal rift?” Ashla asked as her eyes flickered from me back to the portal. 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied, “I’m almost positive Phi doesn’t have what she needs for the permanent rift. Perhaps this attack is necessary in some way.” 
 
    “Blood sacrifice to fuel the magic?” Erin wondered out loud. 
 
    “Could be anything,” Ashla refuted. 
 
    I turned my gaze to the less significant parts of the battle. A crowd of refugees sheltered along the bank of the river as soldiers formed a protective ring around them. The soldier guard tried to stave off the monster onslaught, but members of their team were dropping like flies. Two mages in familiar academy cloaks stood at the head of the protective soldier ring, and the mages fought beside a silver-scaled dragon and an elephantine, snake-headed hyppocrans. 
 
    “Cyra and Layla,” Erin gasped as I pointed out the two mages. 
 
    “We should go help them first,” I decided, and I stepped forward. “Alright, we know where we need to be, so let’s try to not draw attention to ourselves until we’re there. Let’s move out.” 
 
    The two women nodded and followed me as I led our group into the fray. Most of the monsters were engaged in combat with the platoon soldiers, and I knew they wouldn’t be looking for a fight until their current victims were dealt with. I led my team sideways first, then snuck along the riverbank as we wormed around the backsides of buildings. 
 
    “Shadowcat,” Ashla hissed out as we crept beside the riverbank. 
 
    I froze, and the two women stopped beside me. 
 
    Sure enough, a dark, pantherlike Shadowcat prowled along the edge of the building in front of us. The jagged spikes on its legs and back rippled as it walked, and it growled softly as it searched for prey. Shadows rolled off it like tendrils of smoke, and a bolt of fear ran through me. 
 
    “Don’t let its aura of dread get to you,” I whispered to my teammates, but it was just as much to remind myself.  
 
    The nightmare I had in Svellfrer’s Rest was still vivid in my mind, and I expected the golden-eyed cat to speak in my friends’ voices at any moment.  
 
    I shook off my fear and reminded myself it was nothing more than the effect of the Shadowcat’s aura.  
 
    “Let’s take it out,” I rasped, and we moved into combat together. 
 
    Ashla layered ice at the shadowcat’s feet while Erin simultaneously lobbed a fireball at its face.  
 
    The cat roared and leapt free of the ice, but the fireball hit it in the chest and knocked it to the ground. The shadowcat’s fur burned fitfully, but it snarled and shook its body like a dog shedding water, and the fire snuffed out. It roared again and pounced forward to rend us from head to toe. 
 
    I threw out a wallerdon and a daggerdillo, and my two monsters combined to form a steel-spiked wall in front of us. 
 
    The shadowcat dug its claws into the earth and ground to halt, but it still got a flank full of shallow gouges as it spun sideways to try and stop its momentum. It snarled and skirted my wall, but Ashla was waiting. 
 
    She swung Bessie in a wide arc that slashed deep into the cat’s chest, and the monster stumbled away in pain as her strike hit home. 
 
    I slapped a speed slug on my neck, drew my rhin dagger, and sprinted at the cat while it was still distracted. The shadowcat was quicker than I expected, and it turned to face me with its fangs bared. 
 
    Erin stepped forward and threw a white-hot jet of fire in its face, and the shadowcat cringed away as the flame blinded it. 
 
    I dropped to my knees and slid the rest of the way with slug-fueled speed, and I buried my rhin dagger in the shadowcat’s throat. 
 
    Instant panic filled me as I was exposed point-blank to the influence of the cat’s dread aura, but the monster shuddered and collapsed quickly. The second the life left the cat’s eyes, I felt the fear lift away. 
 
    I sheathed my dagger and withdrew my daggerdillo, speed slug, and wallerdon before I hastened to my feet. 
 
    “Fuck,” Ashla swore as she sheathed her double-bladed axe again, “I forgot how utterly terrifying those things are.” 
 
    “I wish I’d stop running into them,” I agreed with a shiver. “Let’s keep going.” 
 
    We hustled along the riverside as we halved the distance to Cyra and Layla. A few random goblins, chatteroshi, and bandersnatches threatened us along the way, but they were all easy to deal with quickly and efficiently. It was alarming just how many different kinds of grunt monsters there were running around the village of Njordenfalls, but at least we weren’t running into any flying ones. 
 
    “I bet Phi opened that other rift we fought at,” Ashla said consideringly. “Gargoyles, beakroks, and imps so close to Njordenfalls. I’m sure they were supposed to swarm in and surround the town from the outside, like a backup team.” 
 
    “I bet so,” I answered. “She’s probably been planning this for days or weeks while she gathered her army.” 
 
    “I really don’t like monsters with brains,” Erin added with a shudder. 
 
    The ground between us as our goal narrowed, and I could hear Cyra and Layla shouting orders to the people around them as we approached. I decided we had a clean shot straight to our teammates from our current position, so I picked up my pace. 
 
    Suddenly, an enormous dracon lumbered into view between us. Its hide was covered in coppery, shiny scales, and they gleamed like precious metal in the sunlight. A row of bronze spikes trailed from between the dracon’s ears all the way down to the ends of both of its reptilian tails, which forked into two parts just behind its hindquarters. Each tail was tipped with a cluster of spines that glistened with deadly sharpness. 
 
    The dracon had four powerful legs that ended in long, bloody talons, and its snout was thin and crocodile-like. It was a monster that seemed similar to the similarly-named dragon in its appearance, but every part of the dracon was ever-so-slightly more beastlike and less refined. It had no wings, and it walked with a lumbering, side-to-side gait as its tails moved in counterpoint for balance. 
 
    The dracon stopped and sniffed the air thoughtfully as its reptilian eyes narrowed to slits, and it turned to face the group of Njordenfalls refugees with hungry interest. 
 
    Of course, Cyra and Layla stood in its way, and they weren’t about to let the dracon even get close to its targets. Layla yelled out a suggestion, and Cyra directed Kalon to meet the dracon face-to-face in battle. 
 
    Kalon grew to nearly match the dracon in height, and her size stopped changing after she reached a few hands taller than a plow horse.  
 
    Silver dragon met bronze dracon in battle as Ashla, Erin, and I sprinted to catch up. Kalon’s talons flashed, and her white teeth gleamed in the sun as she sank her teeth into the dracon’s hide. The dracon slashed back in turn, and it wrapped its thick forelegs around Kalon’s torso before it twisted sideways and rolled both of them over. 
 
    Normally, I wouldn’t worry about Kalon’s ability to take the dracon in combat, since dragons were famously the more powerful and intelligent of the two types of monster. However, her hide was already scored with bloody wounds, and her chest heaved as her breath came fast and labored with exhaustion. 
 
    “She’s exhausted,” I warned my companions, “we have to help.” 
 
    Ashla, Erin, and I charged into battle with our spells at the ready and our weapons drawn. 
 
    The dracon had its back to us when we reached it, so I slammed my father’s dagger deep into one of its tails. The blade bit deep, but stopped against the bony vertebrae inside, so I leaned my knee down onto the hide of the beast and followed it up with a slash of my rhin dagger as well. 
 
    The tail split in half, and the lower end of it clattered uselessly to the rocky ground below as the spined portion fell off entirely.  
 
    Then the dracon whipped around to confront me, and it raised its deadly claws to attack.  
 
    Kalon chose that moment to leap up, and she clawed her way to the top of the dracon before she bit down hard between the spines on the back of its neck. Her teeth punctured straight through the coppery scales, and the dracon reared back in agony as it tried to claw her off. 
 
    Ashla shot out a spear of ice that stuck into the dracon’s side like a planted flag, but it didn’t quite go deep enough. 
 
    Erin shot out a fireball that seared away at the same spot, and the ice spear melted enough to fall out. 
 
    Kalon tore off one of the dracon’s ears as she fought viciously to overcome it, but the dracon rolled sideways and tossed her off. The little silver dragon was thrown toward the riverbank, but she snapped her wings out for balance and recovered quickly. 
 
    The dracon advanced on her to deal another blow, but I sunk my rhin dagger into its lower right leg and dragged a deep line across the tendon at the back of its heel. Something snapped under my blade, and I stumbled away as the dracon roared in pain and anger. 
 
    The dracon turned on me, and I narrowly dodged as the remaining tail whipped through the space I had been. 
 
    “Again, same spot!” I shouted to Ashla, and the ice mage’s eyes lit up with understanding. 
 
    Ashla created another spear, and this time she held it between her hands and darted forward to drive it directly into the same spot as the first one. The spear sunk past the long stab wound from before, but it traveled further still, and Ashla thunked it deep into the dracon’s flesh.  
 
    Suddenly, the dracon seized up as the ice spear hit something vital, and blood gushed from its nostrils and from between its elongated jaws. 
 
    “You hit its lungs,” I called out. “Step away, it’s dead.” 
 
    Ashla and Erin scurried back, and Kalon got to her feet unsteadily by the side of the river. I took a few measured steps away and watched as the dracon took one small step forward before it swayed, spat up more blood, and collapsed. 
 
    Ashla watched it for a moment, then she turned excitedly to the tail I cut off earlier. I watched in confusion as she bent down and wrested a spine from the sharp clump on the tip. 
 
    “These are perfect for healing potions,” the ice mage chortled. “Doc will be so pleased if I give him these. I won’t have to pay him back for the elixir we took.” 
 
    “I don’t think he cares we took his elixir,” I told Ashla with a wry smile. 
 
    “He will once he learns we used it to get into another fight,” Ashla shot back, and I had to agree for once. 
 
    Cyra waved and gestured us over from where she stood near Layla, the soldiers, and the refugees. They were still fending off smaller monsters, and Kalon got to her feet and bounded over as she shrank to a more dog-like size. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Erin urged as she hurried past Ashla and me. “They need us, and we need to figure out what the hell is going on.” 
 
    We hastened over to Cyra and Layla, and as we reached them, I threw out three heavy, apple-sized crystals the color of gray slate. My three box trolls emerged, and I paired them with three speed slugs from my bandolier. 
 
    The box trolls were tall as a man’s chest with broad shoulders and grossly muscled arms. Long, fine hairs grew from their limbs and chests, and they grunted dumbly as they followed my orders and entered the battle to hold off the smaller grunt monsters.  
 
    I usually never had much reason to use my box trolls in combat, but I was running low on monsters I hadn’t used yet, and I wanted to save any double-summons for if it was truly necessary later. 
 
    “Maker, am I glad to see you three!” Cyra gasped as we neared. “We’ve been fighting for ages, but it’s like they never stop coming.” 
 
    “I’m glad to see that the two of you are okay,” I breathed with relief as I checked Layla and Cyra over for serious wounds. “What about the people of Njordenfalls?” 
 
    “Almost everybody is safe,” Cyra explained as she pointed toward the huddle of refugees behind her. “Don’t worry, Tabby is okay, too.” 
 
    The civilians behind the ring of soldiers looked miserable and panicked, but more than a few of them clutched tightly to pitchforks and lumber axes. Just as I expected, the people of Njordenfalls wouldn’t go down without a fight. 
 
    “Good,” I said with a smile. “You two did an amazing job to save so many. What do you need from us for support?” 
 
    “We’re a little lousy on the mana front,” Layla chipped in as she directed her hyppocrans over to a new batch of goblins, “but we’re okay. How many others came with you? We need a team in that rift as soon as possible, if we want to control the damage out here.” 
 
    Ashla and Erin exchanged regretful glances as I cleared my throat to break the bad news. 
 
    “We’re the only three so far,” I told the petite mage soberly. “We were coming back from Svellfrer’s Rest when we spotted another rift back an hour west. We landed and fought for a bit, and we detoured as soon as we heard what was happening here.” 
 
    “So … “ Cyra breathed out, and her eyebrows lifted in worry. “You three are the only arrivals, and you’ve already been fighting.” 
 
    “I’m sure more teams are on the way,” I said, and steely determination filled my voice. “We can hold out until they get here.” 
 
    “How much mana do you have left?” Layla asked as her hyppocrans stomped a ghoul flat with its elephantine feet. 
 
    “We all topped up,” I explained, “but I’ve already used pretty much every monster in my arsenal at least once. I’m going to drain out quickly.” 
 
    “Here,” Ashla said as she dug in her bag. “It’s nothing close to as restorative as one of Doc’s potions, but we still have these two standard-issue Academy elixirs for mana.” 
 
    “Better than nothing,” Cyra huffed as she took the turquoise vial of liquid. “I know how hard it is to get your hands on any potions at all these days.” 
 
    “We only had one between the two of us,” Layla added as she took her own dose from Ashla’s hands. “Single-dose, so we could only top off halfway.” 
 
    “I’m afraid this won’t refresh you much more than that,” Ashla explained, “but it’s all we have.” 
 
    “We’re going to go take out some monsters,” Erin explained as she formed the beginning of a fire spell between her hands. “Gryff can figure out what we’re going to do in the meantime.” 
 
    “Stay safe,” I told the two mages as Ashla and Erin jogged away to fight monsters on the other side of the protective ring. 
 
    I watched as they began to fling spells, and the fighting soldiers began to regain a little ground. 
 
    “I guess that means we have to drink now,” Cyra mourned. 
 
    The tawny-skinned summoner gazed at Kalon as the dragon slashed her way through a sythe-armed chatteroshi. 
 
    “Bottoms up,” Layla sighed with a wary glance at the turquoise liquid. 
 
    The two mages downed their potions and immediately started to cough and wheeze. 
 
    “Spicy,” Cyra elaborated as she wiped at her watering eyes, “and it tastes like cow dung.” 
 
    “Slum shit is what it tastes like,” Layla argued as she doubled over with her hands on her knees. 
 
    “You don’t sound very appreciative of our presents,” I quipped as my box trolls slammed through their enemies. “Anyway, what’s your plan for dealing with Phi? We’re losing too many lives to her.” 
 
    Yes, let’s ruin her, rip her to pieces! Sera hissed vehemently. 
 
    The enormous Archon was still trodding through the streets, and the screams of soldiers echoed in her wake. Those caught in her path were trampled, and my jaw clenched in anger at the thought of how carelessly she destroyed their lives. Though Phi seemed contained to the main street of the village for now, I had no doubt she could break through the mass of tightly-clustered buildings and crush every last refugee if she became so inclined. 
 
    “Our plan was to keep fighting grunts,” Layla explained, “and just wait for somebody smart to come in and take care of Phi for us. Look, here you are! Our plan worked.” 
 
    “Got it,” I chuckled, “I’ll come up with something.” 
 
    I put my head to work as I directed my box trolls on who to fight next.  
 
    As I stared at them, a lucky bandersnatch leapt off the roof of a nearby house and sank its teeth into the jugular of one of my trolls. I recalled the felled troll even as I directed the other two to take the bandersnatch out. 
 
    The trolls were a bad omen of what was to come, here. We had good fighters, but we were vastly outnumbered, and in the end, we would lose. The fight on this side of the village was slow, and we had many survivors among the people of Njordenfalls, but soldiers were dying by the minute. If things continued on like this, Phi would certainly win the battle. 
 
    “We have to confront her,” I decided as my brow furrowed in concentration. “Once and for all. Cut off the head of the snake, or we’re doomed here.” 
 
    “What, we just rush in?” Layla asked in confusion. “Leave behind our good, defensive position, and throw away our resources just to attack her?” 
 
    “It might fail,” I agreed as I shook my head in consternation, “but it has a better shot at victory than this. We’re losing by inches. I say we blow it up for one good chance at knocking out a demi-goddess.” 
 
    “I suppose … “ Cyra murmured, “I suppose it’s better than what we’re doing now. However, I want all these refugees safe. I’m not making rash decisions with their lives on the line.” 
 
    “Of course,” I agreed. “I say we get them back to Erin’s airship and load everybody up. Send them off back to Varle Enclave, if the ship isn’t too heavy.” 
 
    “Erin will have to decide that,” Layla put in. “I missed that school lesson, since I never took refugee airship physics one-o-one.” 
 
    “I’ll go ask her about it,” I told the two summoners, and they nodded in response. 
 
    I directed my two remaining box trolls to follow me as I jogged over to Erin and Ashla’s portion of the perimeter. The mimic and the ice mage were dealing with a particularly nasty ogre, and it still fought on with brutal strength despite being peppered with arrow wounds. 
 
    “What’s up?” Erin panted between fireballs as I jogged up to her. 
 
    “I need your help figuring out some airship stuff,” I said, and I relayed my refugee evacuation plan. 
 
    “With this many people, they’d barely fit on the airship while standing shoulder to shoulder,” Erin explained grimly. “I think it’s a good idea to seal them away in the safety of the cargo hold, but I wouldn’t fly them anywhere.” 
 
    “That’ll have to be good enough,” I decided. “Alright, let’s get these villagers moving.” 
 
    There was no real leader among the platoon members around us, as far as I could tell, so I simply raised my voice like General Kenefick would have. 
 
    “Keep perimeter guard formation,” I barked out at the top of my lungs. “Move the refugees southwest along the river, and stow them on the airship. Do not take off, or you risk killing everybody, alright?” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” one gangly soldier shouted out as she saluted me briefly. 
 
    There were a few more scattered responses, and I worried the platoon wasn’t going to listen to me. In a matter of minutes, however, we were moving as a squad with the refugees at the center. 
 
    We attracted a lot of attention, and a few soldiers fell as monsters swarmed our moving ring of guards. I threw out my roosa and felt mana tug away from me with the cost of the resummon. At least it was a monster I had personally caught, so the loss wasn’t as drastic. My scorpion-like roosa got to work as it crushed goblins in its claws and sank its venomous stinger into ogres. 
 
    The next thirty minutes were monotonous, but my chest was tense as I tried to watch for as many threats as possible. Grunt after grunt threw themselves at us, and every soldier loss felt like a blow to me personally.  
 
    As we moved past the borders of the village, a new voice spoke directly into my mind. 
 
    What’s this? Phi asked, and her mature voice was soft and elegant as it filtered through my head. Little Gryff, come to play? Can’t say I’m surprised. After all, I did make sure to target your hometown. 
 
    “What the fuck does she mean?” Layla asked from beside me, and her eyes widened in alarm. 
 
    “She’s messing with me,” I told Layla, and it was just as much to reassure myself. “There’s a permanent rift location here, and she must think we don’t know that.” 
 
    Her words meant nothing. I just had to ignore her. 
 
    Sure, there’s a permanent rift location here, Phi whispered into my mind. Ortych Sands would have been much easier to send an army through, though. I chose this spot, Gryff, because I knew you would come and find me. 
 
    “She wants Sera,” I realized. “The sisters have been at each others’ throats for centuries. She wanted to lure me out here so she could fight Sera again.” 
 
    Of course, Gryff, Phi hummed in an unreadable monotone. All I want is Sera. 
 
    She said it so coolly, I began to doubt my own guess.  
 
    Poor Gryff, Phi whispered. You don’t know who you really are …  
 
    “Keep your mind on your monsters,” Layla urged me. “Don’t let her get to you.” 
 
    Let her get to you, Sera cut in with a growl of anger. You should want to tear her limb from limb, just as I do. 
 
    There were too many damn Archons in my head, and I slammed my well-practiced mental walls into place to block them out.  
 
    We reached Erin’s airship without too much more action, and the refugees filed onboard as a small squad of soldiers organized to stay behind and guard them. When the last man was aboard, us five mages gathered to plan our attack. 
 
    I murmured my strategy to them, and they nodded in agreement as they listened to what I had to say. 
 
    “Well,” Layla said with a playful smile, “it’s not the stupidest plan I’ve ever heard out of your mouth.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that one?” Cyra asked with a frown. 
 
    “Bah,” I scoffed, and I led my team at a jog down the path by the riverside. “Come on, time is wasting.” 
 
    They followed obligingly for half a silent second before the commentary started up again. 
 
    “I think it’s spectacular,” Ashla commented as she grinned and ran her hand along Bessie’s handle. 
 
    “I’m going to regret following you guys,” Erin sighed as she pushed her orange hair out of her face, “but I guess this is the best idea we’ve got.” 
 
    I grinned at the show of support as I ran. When we jogged past the trees and entered the village clearing, we stopped to take in the view for a moment. 
 
    Phi crashed through buildings without a care in the world. As we watched, she leaned down to pick a soldier up by the nape of his shirt. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked, and I ran my fingers along my bandolier in one last check born out of old habits. 
 
    “Ready,” the women chorused in unison. 
 
    Suddenly, Phi looked up and spotted us. She pinched distractedly at the soldier’s shirt as she tilted her head questioningly at our team of five. 
 
    Pity Gawain couldn’t join us, Phi’s voice slithered through my skull with elegant dismissal. I would’ve loved to bring so many stories to an end all at once. No matter, you five will do fine. 
 
    She flicked her fingers without looking, and the soldier went flying off into the forest. Branches cracked as he slammed through them, and I knew he couldn’t have survived the fall. 
 
    Erin gasped beside me, and Cyra flinched in response to the soldier’s death. 
 
    “You’re going to regret doing that,” I ground out under my breath, and my jaw tightened in fury as I glared at Phi. 
 
    Am I? Phi asked and she brushed an idle hand through her snow-white hair. Are you picking a fight, little Gryff? 
 
    “You bet your ass we are,” I snapped back. 
 
    Lovely, Phi replied simply. Let’s see what you’re really made of, then. 
 
    The blue-skinned Archon crouched, and a puff of dust and ash kicked up around her feet. 
 
    Then she let loose at a dead sprint, and the fifty-foot angel woman came charging straight for us. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    Phi charged us, and she smashed houses underfoot as her bare feet carved out furrows in the earth. The ground beneath me trembled as the vibrations from her approach grew stronger. 
 
    “Maker help us,” Cyra breathed in anticipation. 
 
    This wasn’t in my plan. 
 
    Of course, it wasn’t in my plan to get into a snappy argument with the fifty-foot demigoddess in the first place. I had assumed we would stroll back to the perimeter of the village, and Phi would ignore us for long enough so I could get my monsters rolling. 
 
    Still, I wasn’t about to go down without a fight.  
 
    “Let’s kick her ass,” I barked out, and I moved my hand to a different crystal on my bandolier. 
 
    I threw out an essence crystal shaped like a shooting star, and an enormous flash of smoke cleared away to reveal my baroquer. Mana drained from me as I resummoned him for the second time today, and I felt the elixir’s fresh mana drain away partly. 
 
    My baroquer unfolded to his full height, and I ordered him to brace himself as I gave him a speed slug for augmented fighting ability. The slug wiggled into place, and my baroquer crouched and laid his blade down as he stepped one foot back in preparation for Phi’s arrival. 
 
    Too weak, Phi boomed through my mind, and she jumped the final building before she sprinted straight for my baroquer. 
 
    My baroquer held out his hands to catch Phi so he could throw her using her own momentum. It was a standard trick I learned in Academy training duels, and my baroquer followed my instructions to the letter. 
 
    Instead of finishing her charge normally, Phi dropped to the earth and slid forward with her feet angled drastically to stop her momentum. Dust kicked up in enormous clouds as she dug giant trenches in the earth with her heels. 
 
    Phi slid straight up to my baroquer, and in a flash of a second, she planted her hands on the ground to kick directly upward into his helmeted head. 
 
    Her foot connected perfectly with my baroquer’s chin, and his head snapped back painfully as the force of the kick knocked him over backward. My baroquer’s legs folded as he landed on his back, and I gasped as I felt fear and shock echo both ways through our bond. 
 
    Phi bent down and picked up my baroquer’s discarded sword. 
 
    Fighting with this would be hardly sporting, Phi mocked as she examined the blade. You shouldn’t use a sword against an unarmed woman.  
 
    She turned slightly and pitched the sword over her shoulder, and it shot through the air with frightening speed and power. The sword hurtled end-over-end until it landed somewhere near the rift at the far side of the Njordenfalls village. 
 
    “Get her!” Cyra cried, and Kalon launched from the ground while her silver wings flared around her in an impressive show of speed. 
 
    Ice and fire peppered the Archon’s heels as Ashla and Erin launched their own attacks. Their magic hit home, but the spells barely left a mark on Phi’s pale blue skin. Frost barely clung to her, and fire only created slight discolored marks, like Phi had been merely brushed with ash. 
 
    As Kalon approached, Phi reached out one casual hand and snatched the silver dragon straight out of the air.  
 
    The Archon’s speed was uncanny compared to her size, and her hand blurred so quickly it was almost invisible. 
 
    An argentim dragon? Phi mused as she examined Kalon’s struggling form. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen one of these. No matter. 
 
    She clenched her blue-skinned hand, and Kalon squealed as the pressure increased. 
 
    “Kalon!” Cyra shouted as she recalled her dragon familiar. 
 
    The silver, scale-shaped essence crystal returned to Cyra’s hand as Kalon disappeared from Phi’s grip. 
 
    I commanded my baroquer to attack, and he swept his armored legs sideways to knock Phi off her feet.  
 
    The Archon hopped up like she weighed nothing more than a feather, and my baroquer’s sweep passed under her harmlessly, but then Phi stepped forward and planted her bare foot on the center of my baroquer’s chest. 
 
    Let me out, Sera hissed from the corner of my mind. I’ll kill her for us. You need me, and you know it. 
 
    You’re the last thing I need, I told the Archon in my head. 
 
    My baroquer grabbed Phi’s foot by the ankle before he rolled sideways. The Archon stumbled, tripped, and fell, and they both ended up in the dirt. 
 
    Dust sprayed at us, and I tugged my teammates back from the fray as my monster tussled with Phi. They turned over and over, and I tried every arm lock and dirty move I knew. Every time I thought I had the upper hand, Phi twisted away again like water between my baroquer’s fingers. 
 
    She’s eons old, Sera whispered. You cannot hope to best her in combat. She’s been fighting since long before you were born. 
 
    I shook off Sera’s words. I’d beaten plenty of people who were older than me before. What were a few more millenia, after all? 
 
    My baroquer flipped Phi over and pressed an armored knee into the Archon’s back as he wrapped his elbow around her neck in a headlock. The position felt secure, and her golden chains creaked as my baroquer squeezed tightly at her neck. 
 
    Phi slammed her head backward, and the crown of her skull shot toward my baroquer’s helmed face. He reared back to dodge her attack, and she slithered and rolled out of his headlock with ease. 
 
    In a split second, she blurred with speed and threw him groundward. A childlike giggle echoed through our heads as Phi slammed her palm into his chest. The blue-skinned Archon dug her fingers into my baroquer, and his chestplate popped as her fingernails punctured four deep holes in his armor. 
 
    “Shit,” I swore, and I commanded him to knee her in the chest. 
 
    My baroquer’s armored boots planted directly on Phi’s tender stomach, and he pushed with all his might to throw her away. 
 
    The Archon merely went with the blow, and she took a couple steps back until she ended in a crouch without breaking a sweat. A white-toothed smile spread across her face, and her milky eyes glowed with contentment. 
 
    “She’s not even trying,” I huffed out. 
 
    “I’ve been throwing my best spells at her,” Ashla panted as a complex ice spell glowed and rotated between her fingers. “Nothing makes a dent.” 
 
    “Nothing here, either,” Erin rasped. “It’s like she’s immune to magic entirely.” 
 
    I wish I could say I was doing better, but as my baroquer leveled a kick at her, she seized his foot and twisted until he slammed to the ground. 
 
    The earth underneath us trembled, and I bit my lip as Phi launched herself at my baroquer with a straight-armed punch that dented his chestplate. Pain echoed through our bond as he suffered yet another blow. 
 
    She was faster, stronger, and more experienced, and my mind raced as I tried to think of something, anything, that would turn the tide of the battle. 
 
    Layla smashed an essence crystal between her hands, and I shook my head at her. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked in a hushed tone. 
 
    “She won’t catch my keichim,” Layla whispered, “since she can’t see it coming.” 
 
    Layla’s batlike familiar could deliver a pretty good electric shock after it gathered energy in its wings, and it had the added benefit of being near-invisible on command. 
 
    “Be careful,” I murmured back. “There’s no telling what she can do.” 
 
    “She’s distracted,” Layla dismissed as her expression grew concerned, “and for that matter, so are you.” 
 
    Phi swung a right hook at my baroquer while I wasn’t paying attention, and her fist left a deep dent in his left shoulder plate. I quickly commanded him to block her next punch, and he just barely managed to avoid a similar dent on his other shoulder. 
 
    Having fun, Gryff? Phi asked in my head. I enjoy a good fight, you know. Playing games always makes me happy. 
 
    “If you like playing so much,” I yelled, “stop killing your opponents.” 
 
    My baroquer backed up my words with a series of simple jabs and feints designed to confuse and tire the opponent.  
 
    Phi dodged and stepped away effortlessly with perfect footwork as she avoided every real attack and ignored every fake one. My baroquer kept his guard tight and close to his face, but she didn’t throw any counterattacks. 
 
    Winning without a good kill at the end isn’t a win at all, Phi retorted as she weaved under another jab. Though I’ll make an exception for you, Gryff. I need your body for what I have in mind. 
 
    Suddenly, electricity arced through the air, and fire sparked across the crown of Phi’s head. The silvery outline of Layla’s near-invisible keichim still darted around Phi’s face as it let loose a series of electrical attacks. 
 
    Phi shoved my baroquer by the shoulders, and he was thrown backward into the copse of trees behind the two fighters. 
 
    “Get fucked, bitch!” Layla shouted as she commanded her keichim to let loose incredible bolts of lightning directly into Phi’s face. 
 
    Phi leaned back and bared her teeth in irritation as the keichim set fire to part of her snowy hair. Then the Archon ran her blue-skinned hand along the white strands, and the flames snuffed out as if they had never existed. There wasn’t even a mark on her pure, ivory-colored hair. 
 
    A keichim, if I’m not mistaken, Phi huffed. What an annoying little rodent. 
 
    The Archon opened her mouth and breathed out a cloud of white vapor which quickly spread and settled around her head. 
 
    Layla gasped, and I didn’t realize what had happened until her keichim slammed into the ground below. Its camouflage flickered and disappeared, and I caught a glimpse of the still, unmoving body of the keichim before Layla recalled it. 
 
    Anger rushed through me, and my baroquer got back to his feet just in time for me to order him in for another attack. My armored giant picked up a nearby broken tree trunk and heaved it at the Archon with all his strength. 
 
    Phi held up her forearm, and the tree glanced off as it shattered into a shower of dirt and splintered wood. 
 
    I didn’t wait, though, and my baroquer followed up the throw with a kick that connected just barely with Phi’s chest as she dodged away. I ordered my baroquer to get in close, and he threw a series of punches to keep her off her guard. 
 
    Excitement thrilled through me as I felt the taste of victory for the first time. Maybe, if we kept this up, we could actually beat her. 
 
    Suddenly, Phi stepped forward and ducked with blinding speed. I directed my baroquer to back off, but she planted her bare foot on top of his shoe in a stomp that crunched the metal of his boot inward. 
 
    I’m the winner, Phi announced. Your monster fought valiantly, but he’s no match for me. 
 
    The blue-skinned Archon grabbed my baroquer by his damaged shoulder and clenched her hand around the metal plating there. As she squeezed, my baroquer struggled helplessly against her while he tried to escape. Phi placed her other hand against my baroquer’s cheek, and after she clenched her fingers in a firm grip on his helm, she pulled in one smooth motion. 
 
    My baroquer’s neck cracked, and his head parted from his shoulders in one hideous sound of grating metal. 
 
    Horror thrilled through me as I watched helplessly, and I could do nothing but recall him. 
 
    My baroquer’s decapitated head vanished from Phi’s grip, and his body dissolved out from under her other hand. 
 
    “What do we do?” Ashla asked in hollow terror as she thrust one more spear of ice toward Phi’s leg. 
 
    The point of it glanced harmlessly off the Archon’s calf, and nothing but a discolored scratch was left behind. 
 
    Let me free, Sera hissed from inside my head, and I will kill her myself. 
 
    “My baroquer was supposed to weaken her,” I said helplessly. “Without any damage done, I don’t know if I can finish her off … “ 
 
    “We have to keep going,” Cyra pressed. “I wish we could get the soldiers involved, but I doubt it would do us much good.” 
 
    “There are barely any survivors left,” I agreed hastily. “Alright, I’m going to use my pyrewyrm, and hopefully it can weaken her in time for the final blow. I need to save the rest of my mana for that last attack, though.” 
 
    “Use the pyrewyrm,” Layla urged. “We have to try.” 
 
    I threw out the gray essence crystal for my pyrewyrm, and my monster burst from it with a shriek and a whirling of smoke. 
 
    “Alright,” I told the women. “Stay safe on the ground. I’m going to be flying circles around her, and I don’t want you getting crushed underfoot.” 
 
    “No worries,” Ashla said as she passed me and walked over to my serpentine monster. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked as I met her at my pyrewyrm’s side. 
 
    “I’m going to ride it,” Ashla announced as she pulled Bessie out and rested the axe on one shoulder. “If your pyrewyrm can’t do any damage, at least my Bessie can make a dent in her.” 
 
    “No way,” I argued. “It’s not safe.” 
 
    “None of this is safe,” Ashla retorted, “and sitting here wasting my mana is far more likely to get us all killed in the long run. I’m sorry, Gryff, but it’s not up to you.” 
 
    I watched in shock as the ice mage rested her hands on my pyrewyrm’s flank as she waited for me to command him to bend down. 
 
    “Wait,” I said brusquely. “If you’re going to do this, we have to take Erin. She knows how to fly better than I do, and my pyrewyrm has experience in listening to her.” 
 
    Erin was already ahead of me, and she joined us by my pyrewyrm’s side. 
 
    If you’re going to take so long, Phi said as she pounded toward us, I’ll end this myself. 
 
    “Shit,” I swore. “Let’s hurry.” 
 
    I ordered my pyrewyrm to bend down, and I helped the two girls mount it before I followed them and clambered aboard myself. 
 
    “I won’t fail,” Erin told me as she leaned forward to speak into my ear, and her voice was steely with determination. “Trust me on this. I won’t.” 
 
    “I trust you,” I said as my pyrewyrm spread its shadowy wings wide. “You’ll keep us all safe.” 
 
    My pyrewyrm crouched, and it burst from the ground with powerful wing beats as it took to the air. 
 
    Phi stopped to watch my monster fly toward her. 
 
    Four for one, she observed in her mature, elegant voice. More fun to destroy. 
 
    As we flew, I slipped a speed slug crystal from my bandolier and cracked it between my hands to release the monster within. I attached the slug to my pyrewyrm’s neck, and we instantly picked up speed. 
 
    The wind whistled as we cleaved through the air like a knife through warm butter. My stomach lurched as we dipped and wove, and we avoided a clear path to keep Phi from knowing where we would be next. 
 
    Ashla was sitting behind both Erin and me, and she twirled her axe menacingly as I directed my pyrewyrm to shoot past Phi’s face. As we did, the ice mage thrust her double-bladed axe outward in a display of pure muscle, and the weapon sheared a section of Phi’s snowy hair off as we passed. 
 
    A fine, pink line about two feet long opened up on Phi’s cheek, and red blood trickled from the wound. 
 
    You’re starting to get on my nerves, Phi hissed, and real anger filled her voice this time. 
 
    She breathed out another cloud of the white, deadly vapor, but Erin pressed against me to direct us as we twisted away from the cloud and into clean air. 
 
    Phi swiped out an eager hand to catch us, but Erin turned us away in a teeth-chattering upward pull that made my head feel strange with the force. 
 
    We leveled out just in time to sweep past Phi’s face again, and Ashla laid open an identical scratch on the Archon’s other cheek. 
 
    Phi’s golden chains rattled as she snatched toward us again with growing anger, but we dipped out of the way smoothly as Erin guided me from behind. 
 
    You’re lucky I need Gryff alive, Phi snapped, or I’d crush you all like flies. 
 
    “I don’t buy it,” Erin replied in my ear. “We’ve got this.” 
 
    We rose again as the pyrewyrm made as if to do another flyby, but Phi was expecting it this time. Her hands snapped up toward her ears, and she turned her palms toward us as she prepared to snatch us out of the air. 
 
    Instead, my pyrewyrm dropped straight down and darted directly under Phi’s upper arm. Ashla laid her axe heavily into the soft flesh of Phi’s upper torso, and her blade cut deep until it glanced off a rib bone and bounced away. The black fabric of Phi’s leotard split open, and blood flowed out readily to drip onto the ground below. 
 
    The ice mage wrested her axe back under her control as we peeled away behind Phi’s back. As we went, Erin threw out a gout of fire that seared a flaming line across the lower portion of Phi’s long, ivory hair. 
 
    The blue-skinned Archon shrieked and twisted around to try to grab us, but my pyrewyrm dropped again and twisted between her bare, pale legs. I snapped my rhin dagger into my hand as we brushed closely past Phi’s leg, and I ripped a clean line through the soft meat of her thigh as we went. 
 
    Blood gushed from the wound as my knife sliced clean through the dermal layers, and Phi swung her leg around to kick us. 
 
    “We’re going to get hit!” Ashla screamed over the sound of wind in our ears. 
 
    She was right, the kick was inescapable. I crushed my bullet bass crystal between my hands just as the blow neared. 
 
    Metal covered our skin in the instant before Phi’s shin connected with my pyrewyrm, and my chrome-coated monster took the blow. 
 
    We hurtled through the air as we lost control of our momentum, and the ground flew up to meet us rapidly. I took off the bullet bass coating to give my pyrewyrm every ounce of lift it could use, but we still continued to plummet.  
 
    I caught a glimpse of Layla and Cyra’s terrified faces as we whirled, and then they vanished again in a blur of movement. If I didn’t do something drastic, we would crash into the earth at full speed. 
 
    Suddenly, Erin clutched tightly to me to show me exactly how to bend the tail and move the wings.  
 
    We spun uncontrollably for a few seconds before her careful directions took effect, and my pyrewyrm leveled out with muscles that trembled in effort. A shock of pain rippled through the bond between us, but I checked on my pyrewyrm’s condition carefully and decided nothing was broken. We could still fly unhindered, so we couldn’t afford to rest now. 
 
    “Another pass,” I murmured to Erin, and the mimic nodded tightly. 
 
    We climbed high and stayed clear of Phi while our speed was still low. My pyrewyrm gained back its strength as we flew, and the trembling in its muscles faded. 
 
    You humans are just like little gnats, Phi snapped as she watched us fly. Buzzing around, pestering people, good for nothing except breeding and dying in the span of a sunrise. It makes it all the more infuriating that you stole my world from me. 
 
    We climbed higher still, and the wind whipped at us as we spiraled overhead of the Archon. 
 
    When I get a hold of you, Gryff, Phi continued, I’m going to rip Sera out of your mind myself. When I seat my mind in her place, there will be nothing left to keep me from reclaiming my rightful land.  
 
    “Why do you want me so badly?” I shouted into the wind, but my voice tore away on the air, and I doubted she could hear me. 
 
    Gryff, Sera spoke up, you cannot let her win. At all costs, you cannot let her take your mind. She’ll cripple us both if she gets what she wants. Your mind will never be whole again, not with that kind of brute telepathic attack. 
 
    I would rather die than let Phi in my skull. I saw what she did to Gawain, and I had no doubt it would be even worse with me. 
 
    Good, Sera whispered. Remember that, when she’s about to win. You always have a way out by freeing me …  
 
    She won’t win, I told Sera firmly.  
 
    “Why the fuck does Phi want in your head so badly?” Ashla yelled. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I shouted back honestly, and frustration rose within me. “I wish I did.” 
 
    Nothing in my life was making sense these past couple of weeks. One minute, I was solving ancient cipher riddles, and the next I was faced with the mystery of my own past. My parents were named, but they were unfindable. My birth village was gone, but there was no record of it ever having existed. Now, Phi was going to lay ruin to the entire earth by starting in my hometown, for the express purpose of drawing me in. I didn’t have any idea what to believe anymore. 
 
    “Dive!” I shouted as I shook off my misgivings. “Let’s give her hell!” 
 
    My pyrewyrm folded its wings and dropped like a rock. The three of us clutched tightly to its spikes as our legs lifted up with the force of the fall. Tiny adjustments of my pyrewyrm’s folded wings and tail sent us spiraling in completely different directions, and I knew we were nearly impossible to track reliably. 
 
    Phi breathed out a cloud of deadly vapor, and it spread like a protective layer over her head. It was difficult to see her through the wisps of white, but I still had my eyes on my target. 
 
    “Everybody, hold your breath!” I yelled as we neared the cloud. 
 
    I took a deep gulp of air, and we shot through the white mist as a puff of vapor parted before us. Once we were through, I released my held breath and thanked the Maker I’d been right about how it worked. 
 
    Phi’s eyes widened in surprise as we zipped unscathed through the mist, but she had no time to react. My pyrewyrm shot directly past her face, and Ashla had her axe primed and ready. 
 
    Bessie’s ice-honed blade carved a deep furrow from the middle of Phi’s forehead, through her right eyeball, and halfway through her cheek before it jammed up along the cheekbone. We were going too fast for Ashla to regain her grip, however, and the axe tore free from her hands as we zipped past our target. 
 
    Immediately, Phi began to shriek and rage. 
 
    My eye, my face! she screamed as she covered the right side of her face with her blue-skinned hands. 
 
    Phi ripped Bessie free from her cheekbone by the haft, and in a second, she crushed the axe in the palm of her hand. Metal powder crumbled away between her fingers, and Ashla yelped at the sight. 
 
    “Bessie!” the ice mage cried out mournfully as she watched her axe blow away on the wind. 
 
    How dare you! Phi bellowed in our heads with ear-splitting volume. I’ll destroy you all! Insolence does not begin to cover your actions today. When I get through with you, there won’t be a shard of bone large enough to bury. 
 
    “Another pass!” I yelled to Erin. “Closer this time, we only have my daggers left.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” she responded with worry. “Maybe this is where we move on to the next step of the plan. She could be weak enough, like this.” 
 
    “Look,” I pointed out, and the mimic’s eyes flicked up watch to the Archon. 
 
    Phi had regained control of her temper, and she removed her hands from her face. Blood dripped down her fingertips and painted her chin red, but the wounds themselves no longer flowed. Her wounded eye ran pink with bloody tears, and I doubted she could see out of it, but her eye wasn’t even swollen shut. She seemed able to ignore it as easily as a human would ignore a papercut. 
 
    “Maker,” Ashla breathed. “My poor Bessie is gone, and for what? She’s barely even bothered.” 
 
    “She’s bothered, alright,” I answered. “Her pride is hurt, even though she’s just as good at fighting with one working eye.” 
 
    “So, we take the other one out,” Erin continued grimly. 
 
    “We take the other one out,” I confirmed. “One more pass, this time with the daggers.” 
 
    “Let’s do it,” the orange-haired mimic agreed with determination. 
 
    My pyrewyrm dashed low to the ground away from Phi, and I gave the signal with waving arms as we flew. There, Cyra and Layla crouched among the trees at the sidelines of the battlefield, and I saw them signal back as they got my message. 
 
    Suddenly, a white-scaled monster flashed out onto the field. It was built like a snake with a wide, flat head, no eyes, and small segmented legs that jutted out from its sides. Cyra’s petripede was dazzling to look at in the sun, but its gleaming scales were nothing compared to its ability to stun and blind an opponent. I’d seen Cyra use it successfully on some bandits when I first met her, and I knew how potent the ability could be.  
 
    Accompanying Cyra’s petripede was Layla’s keichim, though it was difficult to see it even when I knew where to look. Layla folded her legs underneath her and sat on the ground as the toll of using so much mana took hold of her.  
 
    At least Cyra hadn’t summoned the petripede yet today, so she had just enough mana left to control it, which would be a difficult task. Unlike Layla’s familiar, which was easy to manage even at long distances, Cyra’s management of the petripede would be stretched to its very breaking point as it got further from her. 
 
    The silvery outline of Layla’s keichim fluttered on the wind and grew until it was big enough to load the petripede onto its back. The white-scaled petripede winked out of view, and both monsters were practically invisible now. 
 
    So far, so good. 
 
    Layla’s keichim had the ability to grow and shrink at will, but even at its maximum size, it would have a difficult time flying while laden with the petripede. It was up to us to distract, stall, and protect them until they were close enough to Phi to attack. 
 
    The pyrewyrm swept back toward the blue-skinned Archon, and we engaged her for a while by flying wide circles around her. We never got close enough to attack, but we also weren’t close enough to be caught, and that was good enough for now. 
 
    Phi’s face formed into an angry snarl as her rage at us grew.  
 
    You run only because you know you can’t win, Phi snapped through our minds.  
 
    Suddenly, a telltale flutter of a silvery outline caught my eye close by, and I knew the keichim was close enough for the final moment. I ordered my pyrewyrm toward the Archon, and with Erin’s careful guidance, my monster darted just over the top of Phi’s head. 
 
    Phi looked up with her eyes wide as she reached to snag us, but it was then that the keichim flickered into view just in front of her face. 
 
    Then the petripede released its flash. 
 
    Blinding light filled the clearing, but my pyrewyrm flew true and straight as its eyeless face kept it protected. Yellow, piercing light filled my vision despite my own tightly-shut eyes, and I waited for it to fade before I dared to open them again. 
 
    When we zipped around the side of the Archon’s head, the petripede was already recalled. I was amazed Cyra was able to control it so well at this distance at all, and I knew she was probably exhausted now. 
 
    Phi was struck temporarily blind by the petripede’s attack, and now was our chance to take out her other eye. Once she was fully blind, then we’d have a fighting chance. 
 
    I unsheathed my daggers to give the blow just as we skirted past her ear, and I raised my rhin dagger high as I gripped the hilt tightly. 
 
    Suddenly, Phi’s hand rose up and slammed into us. 
 
    I felt bones crunch as her palm connected with my pyrewyrm’s flank and left wing. Her fingers slammed into my left leg, and I yelled in pain at the full force of it bruised the bones in my foot and leg. 
 
    The angle was even worse for Ashla and Erin, and the two mages screamed in agony as Phi’s fingers crushed into them. I knew without a doubt that Ashla would have a broken leg on that side, if not worse. 
 
    You thought I would be helpless if I was blind, Phi snapped in rage. Unfortunately for you, I still have ears. I heard it the instant you flew past me. 
 
    “No!” I shouted in despair, and my pyrewyrm began to spiral out of control as its left wing struggled feebly against the air. 
 
    Now you die, little mages, Phi hissed in satisfaction. If I didn’t need Gryff, I would let the fall kill you. As it stands, I think I’ll enjoy doing it myself. 
 
    Phi brought her palm up under my struggling pyrewyrm, and her hand crushed my monster’s legs roughly as we jolted to a stop. 
 
    I couldn’t bear my pyrewyrm’s pain any longer, and I recalled it hastily to my hand. Ashla, Erin, and I slumped into Phi’s palm as my monster disappeared from underneath us. 
 
    Now, Phi asked with malicious glee, how would you two humans like to die? Crushing, suffocating, or throwing? Personally, I’d pick throwing. It must be nice to really fly before your life is over forever. 
 
    The pale fingertips of the Archon’s other hand approached as she made to snag Erin by the fabric of her shirt. 
 
    Gryff, Sera urged in my head, you have to summon me. It’s the only way. 
 
    “Eat shit,” I snarled out, and I crushed a large, glowing essence crystal between my hands. 
 
    My mana sucked away from me in one enormous drain as the sun giant exploded from its crystal. 
 
    All hell broke loose. 
 
    The giant burst free directly on top of Phi’s palm, and the weight of it instantly dropped the Archon’s hand like a rock. Phi howled and stumbled away in pain as she clutched at her arm. 
 
    The giant unfolded to its full height of nearly seventy feet as its feet slammed into the ground in two echoing booms. It was all I could do to order it to grab us as we plummeted from the sky. 
 
    The giant’s hand caught us gently before we fell too far, but Ashla still yelled as she clutched at her left leg. Blood ran down her leg from a jagged gash in her calf, and I realized her bone must have snapped sideways and punctured her skin before it slid back inside. 
 
    This kind of critical injury could heal up perfectly, or it could cripple a warrior for life. I wasn’t about to take chances on Ashla’s future, though, and I wanted her out of the fray as soon as possible. 
 
    “Get her back to safety,” I told Erin urgently as the mimic stared wordlessly at the sun giant that held us. 
 
    “I … “ Erin said with hollow shock. 
 
    “Take her back,” I commanded as I gripped Erin by the shoulder. 
 
    The mimic snapped out of her daze, and she nodded as fiery resolve filled her eyes. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” she said. 
 
    I had the sun giant put both of them down hastily, and I watched as they scurried off into the forest behind the battlefield. With any luck, I could keep that portion of the woods safe from our fight. 
 
    I took a moment to examine the sun giant with awe. The most powerful giant I’d ever faced before now was an ice giant, and that was a far cry from the ordinary, garden-variety giant. The might and size of the ice giant paled in comparison to the sun giant. 
 
    Where the ice giant’s eyes were white and frosty, the sun giant’s eyes shone like two balls of pure, yellow light. The sun giant’s limbs were long and lean, and its yellow, hardened skin glowed red underneath like the sun itself was trapped in its bloodstream. Its face was characterized most prominently by two, pure-white fangs which curved over its upper jaw from below, and its nose was stubby and squashed below its luminous eyes. The palms of the sun giant’s hands seemed to radiate glowing energy, and heat warped around them like shimmers in the daylight. 
 
    Phi glared at me with murder in her eyes as she dropped her injured arm. 
 
    You sprained my wrist, she growled in rage. You scheming, slimy little human. Who are you to dare tame a sun giant? 
 
    “I’m just using a good man’s gift,” I shouted back at the Archon. “It’s the least I can do for the one who raised me.” 
 
    Before I’d left for my first semester at the Academy, Maelor had gifted me the sun giant and asked me to use it well. I didn’t have enough mana, experience, or skill to summon the sun giant for the better part of a year and a half, and I’d never brought it out before now. Truthfully, before I’d summoned it, I hadn’t even known I would be able to. 
 
    There’s no way a child like you can hold that beast, Phi mocked with obvious derision. I could just stand here and wait for your mana to run out, and I’d win. 
 
    “Be my guest,” I called back as I wiped the sweat off my forehead. “I’ve got all day.” 
 
    I ordered the giant to put me on its shoulder, where I would be more safe, and it complied. 
 
    The truth was, every second I held the sun giant under my control, the mana poured from me like sand through my fingers. Just holding the beast in one place made my jaw clench with effort, and I couldn’t imagine ordering it around in combat like I did with my baroquer. 
 
    I may have summoned the sun giant, but I was far from ready to use it. What option did I have, though? I had to take Phi out with this monster, or I would truly lose the battle here. 
 
    My bluff sounded good, but Phi could see the slump in my shoulders and the trembling in my hands. She must have figured out I started this battle already tired from a day of fighting, or I would’ve used my other monsters more freely. My exhaustion was transparent, no matter how much I tried to hide it. 
 
    Let’s test your control, Phi snarled as she advanced toward me with her pale hands upraised. 
 
    I ordered my sun giant into a fighting stance, but my control of it was slippery at best, and it opted to simply raise one hand instead.  
 
    Phi approached, and I told my giant to back away. Again, it didn’t listen, and its glowing palm radiated more brightly as it stood frozen in place. 
 
    Phi launched herself at my giant in one deadly-fast tackle, and my giant’s palm pressed against her chest as she leapt for it. As its palm contacted her torso, an explosion burst into flame between the two. 
 
    Fire licked along the edges of the explosion, and liquid lava dribbled down from the heart of the blast. My eyes watered as I struggled to look into the core brightness of it. 
 
    Phi shrieked in pain as the lava spattered over her chest, and parts of her leotard burned away completely. Her hair caught on fire, and she stumbled away with a blackened, gruesome wound in the center of her chest. 
 
    A few quick swipes of her hands put the fire out, but it was clear Phi was truly damaged by this attack. She panted harshly as pure fury lit her eyes ablaze, and red, blistered flesh began to form around the blackened section. 
 
    The only problem was, I couldn’t control the sun giant at all anymore. 
 
    It lumbered dumbly toward Phi with no thought in its head, and the Archon’s fury turned into action as she snapped a kick directly up into the giant’s chin. My monster groaned and lurched back as it rubbed at its chin. 
 
    Phi followed it up with several jabs, and again, every single one of them hit home. Then she lunged forward and grabbed the sun giant by either side of its neck. 
 
    I directed the giant to do something, anything, but it only scrambled to try to pry Phi’s hands away. If it was smart, it would do another palm attack, or twist its head to one side, or kick, but it simply grabbed at the Archon’s fingers as it tried to remove them. 
 
    I drew my daggers and slashed fruitlessly at the Archon’s knuckles from my position on the giant’s shoulder. Phi hissed as my daggers cut deep lines into her fingers, but her hands didn’t budge an inch. 
 
    My monster began to shudder, and its knees weakened until it collapsed. Still, Phi’s hands continued to squeeze. Her knuckles creaked as she increased her force, and my sun giant’s radiant eyes began to flicker and dim as it lost all access to air. 
 
    I felt the life of the giant dim to nothing, and I decided to cut the mana drain loose. I recalled it back to its crystal, my monster disappeared, and weightlessness seized me as I dropped into thin air. 
 
    The fall didn’t last long. Phi seized me in her blue-fingered grip, and she drew me uncomfortably close to her snarling face. 
 
    You lose, she spat in my head. You had all those monsters, all those little friends of yours, and now you’re all alone. You’re mine, now. Mine, and I’m going to use you for the only thing you’re good for. When I open that permanent rift, my armies will march across Mistral and snuff the life from your dear countrymen. When I’m done with them, I’ll move on to the rest of humanity, and your sickness will be stamped out for good. No child will be spared, no mewling infant will sway me to mercy. Mankind slighted me, and now mankind will pay. 
 
    Rage flared inside me, but frustrated curiosity warred with it almost as strongly. 
 
    “Why do you need me?” I asked as I grew desperate for answers. 
 
    Why don’t you ask Sera? Phi sneered back. After all, it’s not like she chose you by accident. 
 
    Sera just wanted a strong summoner to possess, didn’t she? I assumed she tried to overpower me instead of Cyra or Layla because she had a much better chance of seducing a man. Wasn’t that why the Archon chose me? 
 
    There is a power within you, Sera whispered in a voice that teased at hidden knowledge. You have unique potential, Gryff. Yes, I chose you for this purpose, and so I would never hurt you. Think of this, and make the right decision now. Free me, and I will destroy Phi for both of us. 
 
    Silence, Phi demanded with a smirk. You’re finished, dear sister. Gryff’s power will be mine, even if I have to tear his mind to shreds to get it. 
 
    Suddenly, Phi’s vicelike grip around me tightened, and a simultaneous shock of pain shot through my mind as I felt the blue-skinned Archon pry at the walls of my willpower. She was blunt and wild in her attacks as she battered at my mind, but I began to shudder with the pain of it as she chipped away at my defences. 
 
    Let me free! Sera insisted urgently. Summon me, and I will kill her myself. Use your head, Gryff. This is the only option left for both of our sakes! 
 
    I couldn’t let Sera win, not after so long, but Phi’s grip around my body was beginning to make me dizzy with lack of air. As my vision blurred and darkened, my mental defences began to soften.  
 
    Slowly, Phi was beating me. 
 
    I twisted weakly in the blue-skinned Archon’s giant hand as I struggled to free myself, but I didn’t have even an inch of space to gain. Sparks of random color began to pop before my eyes as my chest heaved ineffectually for air it couldn’t draw in. 
 
    Do it, Gryff, Sera’s voice insisted distantly. Summon me! 
 
    No, Gryff, Phi gloated, give in to my power. I’m the stronger of us sisters now, and I will have you no matter how long it takes. Why drag out the pain? Do it, give in. 
 
    My vision blurred into one streak of colorful darkness, but I clung to consciousness with iron determination. 
 
    Do it! the voice in my head insisted. 
 
    Was it right for me to make a choice? Was there really a lesser of two evils here, and was it worse to let both into the world? 
 
    I sparked the mana inside me, and I reached for the one summon that could possibly win me this fight. 
 
    I set Sera free. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    The walls within me that held Sera back crumbled into dust, and the Archon rushed into the world with unchecked, uncontrolled power. 
 
    Instead of Sera possessing me or me overcoming her, we’d reached a third option of mutual separation. Mana drained from me as Sera manifested with the help of my magic, and I gasped as I felt her leave. I knew exactly what this meant, however, and my heart pounded with fear. 
 
    Sera was out in the world with nothing to control her, and I would pay for it if she beat Phi. 
 
    I was used to the familiar flash and whirl of smoke that accompanied a summon, but this was immediately different. Instead of Sera appearing instantaneously, a cloud of black smoke flowed from the wing-shaped marking on my back. I’d had that tattoo-like pattern on me ever since Sera first possessed my mind, and now it flowed away like liquid shadow to hover atop Phi’s knuckles.  
 
    No! Phi snapped in wild anger, and her fist clenched around my chest. 
 
    I gasped as I struggled for air, but my eyes stayed fixed on the ink-dark smoke. 
 
    The cone of black shadow whirled slowly upwards, and when it passed over, Sera’s angelic form was revealed. The shadows parted to show her bare toes, ankles, coal-colored outfit, and it continued on all the way up to her midnight-black hair. 
 
    “Hello, dear sister,” Sera crooned, and she stretched her arms theatrically, like a woman waking up from a long nap. “You always did have a flair for the dramatics, but this is just gaudy, isn’t it? Tall as a building, all telepathy and no actual speech, you’re truly impressing every dirt-groveling mortal you come across.” 
 
    You always had a knack for showing up where you’re least wanted, Phi spat. Spare me the arrogant attitude, for once. I’m going to bury you away, and then we’ll see for real who’s the most powerful of the two of us. 
 
    “Unlike you,” Sera drawled, “I don’t need to look like an overgrown ogre for people to take my seriously. Though, maybe that’s because I don’t have the temperment of a spoiled child.” 
 
    Phi snarled audibly, and her free hand formed a fist that came straight down to smash Sera’s human-sized form. It looked certain Sera would be crushed, but instead, the dark Archon simply caught Phi’s incoming fist with the flattened palm of her right hand.  
 
    Phi’s fist trembled as it pressed against Sera’s tiny palm, but my Archon didn’t even move a muscle out of strain. Sera was perfectly, terrifyingly still. 
 
    “That’s what you get for diluting your strength into such a large form,” Sera chided blithely. “Honestly, sister, who taught you how to fight?” 
 
    You did, Phi snarled with outright anger. 
 
    “Well then, of course you can’t fight properly,” Sera tutted. “I never taught you a single move that could ever be used to defeat me.” 
 
    Phi roared wordlessly before she lifted her fist and swept it sideways to backhand Sera away. 
 
    Sera hopped up as quick as a flash, and the giant hand passed harmlessly underneath my dark Archon. 
 
    You’re going to suffer for your arrogance, Phi shrieked with obvious jealousy, and I’m going to snatch Gryff right out of your claws. 
 
    “Good luck with that,” Sera replied mockingly, “Gryff has fallen to my power. Now that I’ve earned dominance over him, you’re the only thing that stands between me and ultimate victory over mankind.” 
 
    Sera skipped across Phi’s giant hand before she bent down and slashed at her sister’s fingers with her long, sharp nails.  
 
    Phi’s hand flinched open, and the vice-like grip around me vanished as I collapsed weakly to my knees. I was ready to summon another monster to get us out of there, but Sera gripped my arm and tugged me off the side of Phi’s palm, out into thin air. 
 
    We dropped like stones toward the hard, unforgiving earth, and I didn’t have a single flying monster in hand. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I shouted in panic as the wind whistled past us, but Sera just grinned back at me wordlessly. 
 
    Then she snapped her long, pale fingers, and instantly, I landed on the back of something smooth and chitinous. I winced as my ribs bruised painfully from the landing, and I propped myself up to look around in confusion as I tried to figure out what had happened. 
 
    A large flying monster had flashed into existence beneath us. Its four wings buzzed in odd patterns as it flew, and the sun glittered off the shiny, iridescent membrane of each long, partly-translucent wing. The monster was mostly black in color, though brief white accents along its spine gave it a startling look.  
 
    Its head was scaled and dragon-like, with a long snout and two reptilian nostrils, but its eyes were large, insectoid orbs that reflected a hundred different colors as the light hit them. Its back and tail were made of a segmented exoskeleton like an insect, though its tail ended in an arrowhead spike reminiscent of a dragon. The entire creature was perhaps fifteen feet long, and it showed no sign of effort from carrying both Sera and me. 
 
    Sera was seated sideways on the creature just behind me, and her legs dangled idly off the side of its tail as we flew like a bullet away from Phi. 
 
    “What do you think?” Sera asked coyly. “My snapdarner is quite the creature, isn’t she?” 
 
    “She’s quite the overgrown dragonfly,” I responded with stunned disbelief. “You can summon your own monsters?” 
 
    “Of course I can,” Sera scoffed. “Anything my little sister can do, I’m even better at. Phi has power, but no wisdom for how to use it. Thanks to you freeing me, I’m going to rip her to pieces and claim my rightful place as ruler of all realms. Together, we’ll command a land of monsters that bend to our every whim.” 
 
    Sera leaned in and ravished me with a kiss that sent fire searing through my spine. As her tongue sought mine, I pulled away and gasped in fresh air. 
 
    “You’re a bloodthirsty killer,” I snapped. “You’ll destroy humanity just for power. You’re no better than Phi.” 
 
    “I’m infinitely better than Phi,” Sera disagreed, and her eyes narrowed in annoyance. “The difference between us is vaster than the difference between a mouse and a mountain. Phi is no more than a blip on the history records, while I am inevitable. Don’t worry, Gryff. Humanity’s end will come about quickly, without much pain.” 
 
    “I won’t let you,” I swore fiercely. “After Phi is gone, I’m putting a stop to you.” 
 
    “I’d like to see you try,” Sera responded with a lazy blink of her yellow eyes. “If you can’t defeat Phi, what hope do you have of holding up in a fight against me?” 
 
    I opened my mouth to reply, but Sera waved a hand dismissively to cut me off. The snapdarner turned suddenly and zoomed back toward Phi as the blue-skinned Archon thundered toward us on giant feet. 
 
    “We’ll see if you can even beat Phi,” I yelled over the roaring wind. “So far, you don’t have me convinced.” 
 
    “Simply watch,” Sera hissed as her yellow eyes narrowed at her sister, “and you’ll see.” 
 
    Sera snapped her fingers again, and a new monster flashed into existence on the ground below us. It looked almost like a wild boar, though it was maybe thirty or forty feet long, and larger than an elephant by a long shot. Two wicked tusks curled from its lower lip, and each tooth gleamed ebony-black in the light. The beast’s irises glowed the same yellow color as Sera’s eyes, and its black hooves left imprints of festering black liquid in its wake. 
 
    “It’s tar,” Sera explained without waiting for me to ask. “Stepping in the bre’gura’s path is a sure way to lose to me.” 
 
    “How many monsters do you have on call?” I asked as my brow furrowed into a tense knot. 
 
    The snapdarner buzzed and swerved underneath us, and I clutched at its segmented carapace to keep my balance. 
 
    “Just three monsters,” Sera answered easily, and a smile curved over her luscious lips. “Three is all I need.” 
 
    The bre’gura suddenly charged, and dust flew behind it as it left a trail of sticky black hoofprints in its wake.  
 
    Phi’s giant form crouched in response, and the blue-skinned Archon braced for the boar monster’s arrival. Her ivory-colored wings usually stayed tucked against her back, but she spread them to balance herself as the bre’gura approached. 
 
    The final feet between them disappeared, and Phi met the bre’gura halfway as she lunged to catch it by its ebony tusks. She underestimated its power, however, and the balls of her feet skidded through the grass as she fought to maintain her position. 
 
    The bre’gura tossed its head, and its right tusk gored a huge slash across Phi’s stomach. Blood spattered onto the ground, and the Archon bared her teeth in a snarl as she pushed against the monster’s tusks. 
 
    This old trick? Phi growled through our heads. You forget, sister, I haven’t been imprisoned for centuries, and things have changed since then. 
 
    Phi twisted her hands sideways, and one of the bre’gura’s tusks cracked loudly before it snapped entirely in half. The bre’gura squealed, and Phi flipped the broken tusk around in her hand before she stabbed it forward, directly into the monster’s snout. 
 
    The bre’gura erupted into pained squeals that made me flinch with their volume. The beast stumbled away from the blue-skinned Archon, and black blood dribbled from its face as it did. 
 
    Sera hissed and recalled her monster with a quick gesture, and the bre’gura vanished from the field. 
 
    “Better to rest it than to waste its life on a fight it won’t win,” my dark Archon murmured. 
 
    My breath caught in my throat at how quickly Phi had gotten the upper hand. If Sera was down to only two monsters now, how could she possibly hope to win? 
 
    As if to underscore my point, Phi snapped her huge fingers, and a monster of her own flashed into existence by her side.  
 
    It was about the size of a large cow, and it was neon blue and amphibian-like, as far as I could tell. Though its skin was slimy and smooth, it had a long, narrow tail that ended in an odd tuft of feathers. Two pointed, feathered ears sprouted from its frog-like head at an angle, and its cheeks bulged and shrank repeatedly as it fixed its unblinking eyes on us.  
 
    “What the hell is that?” I asked as I leaned over the side of the snapdarner to get a better look. 
 
    “I haven’t seen this one before,” Sera mused, “though it appears to be a blue variant of a venlusai, which frequent the southern regions far from Mistral. If it has the same abilities as a normal venlusai, its skin is venomous, and its retractable tongue is powerful enough to reel an enemy in.” 
 
    “In other words,” I groaned as I stared down at the venlusai, “we’re in trouble being this low to the ground.” 
 
    Suddenly, a blue, slimy tongue shot into the sky, and my stomach dropped as Sera’s snapdarner barely managed to dodge the tongue with deft movements. 
 
    You’re old, sister! Phi shouted mentally. Prepare for the real world, the new me, and your destruction! 
 
    Phi cackled eerily through our minds as we rose higher into the sky to get distance from the venlusai.  
 
    “You can’t beat her,” I accused as I twisted to stare at Sera. 
 
    “It may seem that way,” the Archon purred with a smile, “but you haven’t seen my third monster yet.” 
 
    Sera snapped her fingers, and a behemoth descended on the battlefield. 
 
    “Leviathan,” I breathed in horror as my eyes widened at the sight. 
 
    It must have been over a hundred feet long, though it coiled instantly in a serpentine heap behind Phi’s venlusai after it appeared. The leviathan’s fishlike hide was dark gray and rough, and a tiny sliver of a yellow eye gleamed from its giant head. Dozens of thick, muscular tentacles split off from its main body all along the last two thirds of its length, and two bony frontal fins propped the creature up partially. Its tail ended in a whale-like fin that lay flat on the ground, and its mouth was a mass of writhing tentacles. I caught a glimpse of a bony, beaklike part within the mouth tentacles, and I shuddered to think of it closing around an enemy. 
 
    The leviathan lunged, and in an instant, it seized the venlusai in its long body tentacles. Those limbs squeezed with terrifying power around the venlusai’s body, and the froglike monster struggled to free itself with helpless desperation. In an instant, the tentacles twisted, and the venlusai’s bones crackled before it shivered and died. 
 
    You fool, Phi gloated, your leviathan is poisoned now. Good luck winning with only a snapdarner and an injured bre’gura. 
 
    “Really, I’m the fool?” Sera shouted in a querying tone, and I frowned in perplexity at the exchange. 
 
    The tentacles the leviathan had used to strangle the venlusai suddenly blackened and shriveled, and I watched in shock as they dropped off the monster’s body entirely. The limb loss seemed to not affect the leviathan at all, and the only damage was a series of slightly lighter calluses that formed on the monster’s body where the tentacles had once attached. 
 
    “It can drop the poisoned limbs at will,” I released breathlessly. 
 
    “Like what you see?” Sera asked with a pleased lilt to her voice. “Now you know why you should just give in and join me in my conquest. We could be unstoppable, untouchable … just you and me, and the children I bear you. Nobody will ever compare to the kind of love I can show you, Gryff.” 
 
    I found myself leaning in as she spoke, but I scoffed and shook my head in disgust as I regained my senses. 
 
    “I’ll never join you,” I insisted, and the force of my emotion rang out hotly from my voice. “I don’t even know why you want me, but I know you have nothing in your heart but lust for power.” 
 
    “Power,” Sera repeated, and her voice grew musing. “Yes, I suppose that’s what I find attractive about you. So much potential, so much buried strength you can’t even see. You are the only human in this world worthy of my attention.” 
 
    She shivered, and her pupils dilated with curious lust as she leaned toward me across the back of the snapdarner. 
 
    “Sera …” I warned, but it paled in the face of that alluring expression. 
 
    “You might be the only man who could overpower me,” she purred. 
 
    Come on and fight, Phi snarled from the ground where her giant form loomed. Or are you too afraid of being destroyed by my final monster? 
 
    “She has only two?” Sera wondered out loud. “All Archons can easily keep at least three monster essences within their souls on this plane without too much strain, though the Shadowscape allows us to summon even more. What happened to her third one?” 
 
    “Oh,” I realized suddenly, “I think I stole it. She sent her vingehund out to fight me earlier this year, and I captured it in an essence crystal.” 
 
    “You stole your vingehund from her?” Sera asked with a surprised blink. “I suppose that explains where you got such a rare monster.” 
 
    That’s it, Phi growled, no more waiting around. 
 
    Phi snapped her fingers, and a small, glowing creature appeared in the palm of her open hand. It was tiny, and I couldn’t see a thing beyond the blue aura that surrounded it. 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked in confusion. 
 
    “Ripper vole,” Sera breathed, and her eyes widened in shock. “Can she really use it and live?” 
 
    “What’s it do?” I questioned. “It doesn’t look like much.” 
 
    “Similar to your speed slugs,” Sera explained grimly, “it enhances the Archon who uses it. It comes at a cost, though, and I never considered Phi could sustain the effects …” 
 
    Quick as a shot, the ripper vole scampered up Phi’s arm and settled at the back of her neck where it disappeared under the Archon’s snow-white hair. The blue-skinned Archon flinched briefly, and I imagined the ripper vole attaching to her with sharp, rodent teeth. 
 
    Yes, yes! Phi bellowed as she stretched out her arms. Face me now, and die! 
 
    Her white wings spread out at her sides, and Phi’s blue aura suddenly swirled with shocks of blood-red that overtook her natural color and turned it muddy and vile in appearance. Meanwhile, Phi’s blue skin underwent a similar change, and it darkened to a sickly shade of indigo-gray that reminded me of rotting flowers. Two scarlet, bony horns burst from the Archon’s forehead, and her muscles rippled into bulging, unnatural sizes. She smiled, and I noticed every one of her teeth had lengthened into pointed, curving fangs. 
 
    Behold, Phi gloated, and the telepathic power of her words seared into my brain like a scalding iron. Your destruction awaits. 
 
    She laughed in a hoarse, bloodcurdling voice, and I flinched as the sound of it washed over me. 
 
    “How bad is this?” I asked Sera as dread settled in the pit of my stomach. 
 
    “This is the worst case scenario,” Sera responded, and worry colored her voice for the first time. “My leviathan is strong, but it’s not precisely meant for fighting out of the water. The ripper vole’s effects are powerful, though they are slightly different for every Archon. It’s impossible to say if Phi can wield it properly, but if she can, we’re in trouble.” 
 
    Phi charged Sera’s leviathan, and her hands met its larger tentacles halfway. They struggled for a moment, and then Phi dipped her head to slash a long wound along the leviathan’s upper body. 
 
    Sera hissed and recalled her leviathan with a hand gesture. 
 
    “Aren’t you worried about the mana it will take to send it out again?” I asked with concern. 
 
    “It’s different for the monsters Archons summon,” Sera explained distractedly. “In the human realm, it doesn’t take me any mana to summon them, but my monsters don’t heal instantly like yours would. It might be days before my bre’gura regrows its tusk.” 
 
    I marveled at Sera’s easy admission of such important information, but I shook off my awe as my mind raced over possibilities for how to handle this situation. We had a difficult fight ahead of us, for certain. 
 
    “Right,” I decided, “time to bring out the support team.” 
 
    I snagged four essence crystals from the lower end of my bandolier, and I tossed them out as one big group. I watched as they dropped out of sight toward the distant ground below. Then I snagged nine crystals from my pouch with a bit of searching, and one by one I threw those out as well. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Sera asked in bafflement. 
 
    “Building your leviathan an ocean,” I explained with a grunt of exertion as I directed thirteen monsters at once. 
 
    I barely had any mana left, and sweat beaded on my brow as I used even these minor monsters. Resummoning anything large would likely knock me out instantly, if I tried it. 
 
    My first four monsters, the drillmoles, quickly burrowed into the ground far below, and I watched the ground churn as they rocketed through dirt and stone to loosen it one layer at a time. As soon as they started, my other nine, fishlike creatures got to work. 
 
    Truly, I was impressed by the two-legged fish I had picked up in the craus’lar. I’d doubted the actual applicability of my plan, but the fish spread out in a line on their weak, land-capable legs, and water gushed from each one by the gallon as it flowed without fail into the churned earth. Loosened dirt quickly turned to mud, and soon the entire clearing was morphing into sloppy, unstable ground. 
 
    Ridiculous, Phi mocked as she stepped back from the growing sludge of mud and water in the clearing. Are you going to filth me to death? Let me show you what a real attack looks like. 
 
    Phi snapped her wings open, and muscles bulged in her torso and shoulders as she launched herself from the ground. 
 
    Then the Archon flew straight for us, and my heart clenched as her fingers stretched out to grasp our snapdarner. 
 
    At the last moment, Sera’s flying monster dropped downward, and we swooped under the enhanced Archon’s massive wing feathers in the nick of time. The snapdarner darted away to the other side of the clearing, and I watched as Phi receded to a safe distance. 
 
    “We don’t have much time,” I said quickly, “so you have to listen to me now, if you want to win.” 
 
    “I’m listening,” Sera responded skeptically as her yellow gaze flickered over to me. 
 
    “I want you to follow this plan,” I proposed, and I explained to Sera exactly what I had in mind for Phi. 
 
    “Fine,” Sera agreed as her eyes narrowed speculatively at me. “We’ll do it your way, but I decide how it ends. I want to make her suffer for what she did to me, you understand?” 
 
    “If you kill Phi,” I warned, “she’s only going to come back eventually. Because of the Archon capacity for resurrection, we have to capture her.” 
 
    “And just how do you plan on doing that?” Sera asked as her brow lowered in consternation. 
 
    “Simple,” I explained as I patted my pouch of empty essence crystals. “I’ll catch her like any other monster.” 
 
    “She’ll need to be barely clinging to life if you hope to catch her,” Sera hissed, “and even then, no ordinary crystal can hope to properly contain her forever. I’m killing her. You’ll have to accept disappointment.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that,” I warned as I flicked my eyes over to examine Phi. “I’m not just going to kick the can down the road and leave this problem for the generation after me, when she comes back to full strength.” 
 
    Then I set my plan into motion. 
 
    Phi charged back at us with her wings outstretched to leap into the air, but the snapdarner dropped back down to hover a mere thirty feet off the ground, and Phi folded her wings in response to our lower height. She followed us straight across the field and through the muddy section, which was now closer to becoming a shallow lake as my monsters did their work. 
 
    You can’t run forever, Phi taunted as she sprinted through the water on enhanced legs. 
 
    “Now!” I shouted, and Sera snapped her fingers twice. 
 
    Her leviathan reappeared, and it dipped quickly beneath the rippling, splashing water to disappear in the murky lake. Phi stopped and twisted around to try to spot the monster, but she spun aimlessly without ever catching a glimpse. 
 
    The second monster Sera summoned was her bre’gura again, and the boar-like creature stood at the shoreline of the lake for a moment before it began to run in a ring around the perimeter of the water. The bre’gura was stunningly fast, and it left a tarry, black mess in its hoofprint trail that began to seep and mix with the water at the lake’s edge. 
 
    Suddenly, the leviathan lunged from the water, and the lake surged around it as its behemoth form shot upward with devastating power. Its larger tentacles clung to Phi’s wrists and ankles, and it heaved itself upward to dig its beaklike mouth directly into her stomach. 
 
    The white-eyed Archon howled in pain, and she thrust out at the leviathan with wild, muscled blows.  
 
    Phi ripped two tentacles off entirely, and they fell into the muck below as the leviathan fought the white-eyed Archon. Phi’s next blow cracked against the monster’s serpentine body as her fist broke a few rib bones. 
 
    Sera ordered her leviathan off the attack, and it slunk beneath the murky water once more before it swam away from its victim. 
 
    Now freed, Phi stumbled away from the water and ran back onto the dry dirt at the edge of the lake. Unlike her wounds from before, the deep gash of her stomach wound began to seal and heal up as blood bubbled hotly from the cut. 
 
    “Regeneration,” Sera spat. “We’ll have to drain all her mana, or we could just take her out in one go.” 
 
    “Mana takes too long,” I decided, “so we’ll take her out in one go.” 
 
    “So we will,” Sera agreed with a dangerous glint to her yellow eyes. 
 
    The water stirred as the leviathan pinpointed Phi at the water’s edge, and ripples flowed in its wake as it approached speedily.  
 
    Phi spotted the telltale signs of the oncoming leviathan, and the white-eyed Archon tried to rush away. When she moved her legs, her bare feet stuck and sank into the black, tarry hoofprints of the bre’gura. Phi frowned and beat her wings to lift free of the tar, but her feet remained entombed. She was trapped completely, and her movements grew erratic as she twisted, pushed, and dragged to try and free her feet.  
 
    Then the leviathan rose from the water’s edge, and Phi tumbled to her knees as she tried and failed to loosen her feet enough to pull free. 
 
    Let’s see how your pathetic trap fares against real power, Phi snapped with fresh confidence as she stopped pulling away. 
 
    The tips of her scarlet horns glinted and glowed as power formed between them in a gathering ball of red and blue magic. The leviathan lunged, and Phi’s power ball shot forth in a beam that seared its gray hide with magic so powerful it burned the leviathan’s skin in ripples of blue and red fire, and lava-like liquid dripped to the water below. The leviathan thrashed in pain as it tried to duck and weave around the beam of energy, but Phi kept up her onslaught with careful precision, and it was beginning to do serious damage. 
 
    “I have to retreat,” Sera insisted as she began to order her leviathan away. 
 
    “No,” I insisted as I scanned the ground below, “order it forward at all costs. One decisive sprint is all we need.” 
 
    Sera gave me a skeptical glance, but she obeyed, and her leviathan surged toward the white-eyed Archon in one aggressive movement as it embraced the assault of the power-beam. 
 
    Lava dribbled down from the point of attack, and the hot liquid landed directly on the pool of tar Phi knelt in. 
 
    In an instant, the giant Archon caught aflame in a blaze so hot, I had to squint and look away. 
 
    Phi shrieked as the burn scalded through flesh and tissue with blistering force, and she beat her wings reflexively to try and pull free of the situation. Her feathered wings fanned the flames, and the inferno roared up around the Archon stronger than ever. 
 
    Phi realized her mistake quickly, and she dropped to her stomach to smother the flames with her body. The golden chains around her torso rattled as they ground along the dirt and tar, and Phi’s shrieks subsided into cursing and growling as the inferno devoured her. 
 
    “Not so fun a game when you’re not winning,” I retorted privately to myself, “is it?” 
 
    The bre’gura pounded around the edge of the lake as it returned, and its ebony tusks flashed dangerously in the sun as it charged straight for Phi’s prone form. 
 
    The white-eyed Archon heaved herself up from the charred remains of the burnt tar just in time to receive two bre-gura tusks directly to her lower back. 
 
    Phi arched and flailed as the tusks gored into her abdomen, and blood flowed like water down the small of her back. The broken tusk had left a jagged, wide cut straight through the surface of her flesh, and I imagined it hurt even more than the deep puncture wound of the other, intact tusk. 
 
    You’re all cheaters, Phi bellowed as she twisted around to grab the bre’gura by its tusks just as before. She never got the chance to do any damage, though, since the leviathan was waiting right behind her. 
 
    The watery serpent lunged free of the lake, and water splashed behind it as it sank its beaklike mouth directly around Phi’s left shoulder. 
 
    Bre’gura and leviathan both slashed, stabbed, and tore at the Archon as she sought to fight them off, but she was already thoroughly weakened from the extensive burns as well as the eye injury and other wounds she’d suffered earlier at the hands of me and my friends. Phi collapsed, and her fragile attempts to defend herself weakened until she simply curled up and lay in the mud. 
 
    I recalled my fish and drillmoles, and I sagged with relief as the drain on my last dregs of mana ceased. 
 
    “Now for some real payback,” Sera gloated, and her snapdarner zipped down to meet Phi on the ground.  
 
    The flying monster’s six insectoid legs clung to the ground beneath it, and Sera hopped off before she walked toward Phi in menacing, slow steps. 
 
    As she walked, her form grew rapidly, and I stared as Sera reached an enormous, fifty-foot height to match Phi’s. Sera stepped forward, and the expanse of her pale skin nearly glowed as the sunlight reflected off it. 
 
    The leviathan and the bre’gura parted just as Sera reached her target, and the dark Archon planted one bare foot directly on Phi’s stomach with crushing pressure. 
 
    Phi gasped and sputtered as pain from her burns and cuts were amplified by Sera’s simple, unrelenting press. Phi began to curse and cry out anew, but Sera only tilted her head with predator-like curiosity as she watched her younger sister suffer.  
 
    If you had been in my place, Phi ground out through her gasps and pants, you would have done the same thing. 
 
    “I would have,” Sera agreed easily, “but the difference is, I would not be lying on the ground like you are now. Many Archons sided against me, but only you were foolish enough to do it and never anticipate my return.” 
 
    Sera delivered a kick to Phi’s ribs, and a smile spread over her beautiful face. She kicked again, then again, and she knelt to add in a few well-placed punches and head-slams. 
 
    Phi’s wounds continued to heal slowly from the influence of the ripper vole, but Sera was content to inflict as much suffering as possible while she had the opportunity. It was clear Phi couldn’t keep up with her regeneration for long. 
 
    I hurried over at a jog while I rifled through my pack for an empty essence crystal. I had no idea if it would really work or not, but I wasn’t about to abandon this task for the young mages who would one day take my place. Phi was too big of a threat to simply delay, and I only knew of one method to truly put a stop to her. 
 
    As I neared, Sera reached down and tore the ripper vole straight off Phi’s neck. Her giant, pale hand crushed the little monster in her grip, and blue and red aura sizzled off the rodent’s body in droves before she dropped the ripper vole to the earth below. 
 
    Phi’s scarlet horns shriveled and broke off, and her skin slowly faded back to plain blue even as her aura cleared of red streaking. Her powerful muscles shrank, and Phi collapsed weakly into the dirt below as her last remaining shred of strength was leached away. 
 
    Now that Phi’s regeneration was stopped, Sera switched from blunt strikes to cutting attacks. She drew her sharp, deadly nails across Phi’s skin in quick blows that flayed open flesh and exposed lower layers of muscle tissue with every stroke. 
 
    “This is for conspiring against me,” Sera snarled as she sliced open a cut on Phi’s cheek, “and this is for the dark cave in which you left me.” 
 
    Another terrible slice opened up across Phi’s neck, and blood welled up as the white-eyed Archon choked out a pained cry. 
 
    “Here’s for the silence, and the pain, and the boredom,” Sera growled as she cut more strokes into Phi’s arms. “This is for your sheer arrogance, that you thought I wouldn’t beat you this time.” 
 
    Sera plunged her fingernails deep into Phi’s chest, and the blue-skinned Archon choked out a breathless gasp as her left lung was punctured. 
 
    This was my chance, I realized as I watched the life begin to drain from Phi’s body from a hundred different cuts. 
 
    I sprinted in with my rhin dagger and my crystal clutched in each of my hands, and I shot past Sera just as she began to realize what I was about to do. 
 
    “Stop!” Sera shouted in desperation while I plunged my dagger straight into Phi’s quivering shoulder. 
 
    My rhin dagger hit bone, and I wrenched it free with a sickening squelch as blood welled from the new wound. 
 
    “This is for Njordenfalls!” I shouted as I positioned the empty essence crystal above the dagger wound. 
 
    Sera cursed, and the dark Archon reached for me even as I raised the crystal and slammed it home. Blood welled up as I drove it deep, deep inside Phi’s giving flesh, and the crystal heated as a bond suddenly sparked to life inside me. 
 
    The world spun around me as I felt the crystal take, and the bond snapped fully into place between Phi and myself as she dissolved beneath my bloody hands and was sucked into the empty crystal. 
 
    A sickening feeling lurched through my entire body and mind as I felt the connection between master and monster form and strengthen between Phi and me. The blue-skinned Archon’s rage was palpable, but she could do nothing as the essence crystal worked against her. 
 
    The crystal in my hand was round and large, about the size of an apple, and it glowed with unsettling blue light as I turned it around. 
 
    “Summon her back,” Sera demanded, and she shrank back to her normal size until her yellow eyes glared directly into mine with a crazed bloodthirst. “I’m not finished with her, Gryff, summon her back.” 
 
    “No,” I snapped in response, “I’m keeping her right where she is. Your method of revenge is shallow and temporary, at best. I’m going to keep Phi locked away forever. Can’t that satisfy your taste for blood?” 
 
    “It’s too painless,” Sera snarled, and her eyes gleamed with unnatural, feverish light. “I need her to scream for mercy. I need it, you understand?” 
 
    “No,” I replied simply, and I tucked the essence crystal into my hip pouch. 
 
    Sera lunged for it, and I stepped away as she reached to snatch my pouch away from me. Her sharp fingernails left deep scratches on the leather of the bag, but the fabric held together. 
 
    “If you won’t give it to me,” Sera growled as her yellow eyes narrowed, “I’ll take it for myself.” 
 
    The Archon lunged, and her knife-sharp nails reached right for my throat. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    Her fingers wrapped around my throat, and I struggled as she squeezed at my windpipe. 
 
    “You won’t kill me,” I tried to say, but the words came out nearly too weak and raspy to be heard. 
 
    “You’re right,” Sera agreed, but her hand didn’t loosen. “I won’t kill you. You’re far too valuable for me to risk my monsters on, but I can make you do exactly what I want to get my sister back. All I have to do is possess you, once and for all.” 
 
    A smile spread across the Archon’s lips, and her excitement grew palpable as she squeezed at my throat. 
 
    My vision blurred and grayed at the edges as I fought to breathe, and I kicked and scratched wildly at Sera to try to push her off me. The Archon’s arms were like solid steel, and fighting against her felt like trying to move a building. 
 
    Her mind slammed up against mine, and it was nearly as powerful as Phi’s attack had been in the Shadowscape. I threw up walls to block her attack, but they faltered and threatened to crumble as she slashed away at my defences. 
 
    Sera really was stronger, and now I was going to pay for my decision to let her free. 
 
    Her hands squeezed my neck as her mind sliced into my head, and my hope began to fade as my defences weakened and faltered.  
 
    Suddenly, a gunshot rang out, and a bullet slammed into Sera’s right shoulder. She spun away as the force of the gunshot pushed into her shoulder blade, and her pale hands released me as she hissed out in pain. 
 
     I fell away and scrambled backward on my hands as I fought to regain distance. My breath rasped harshly through my throat, and my vision blurred as air filled my lungs once more. 
 
    In the distance, a soldier squad advanced from the edge of the clearing at a jog as they skirted the edge of my muddy lake. At the head of the group, three female mages led the charge, and I grinned as I recognized Cyra, Layla, and Erin in their academy cloaks. 
 
    “Charge!” shouted Erin’s voice as the orange-haired mage pumped her fist in the air, and the entire group picked up speed as they approached at a run. 
 
    “Fools,” Sera spat as she pressed her hand across her bleeding shoulder wound. “I hope they’ll enjoy the privilege of seeing my leviathan one last time before it rips them to shreds.” 
 
    Anger flared within me, and I launched to my feet to face Sera fully.  
 
    “You won’t touch them,” I snapped. 
 
    “You’re going to stop me?” Sera scoffed as her full lips pulled into a mocking smile. “You don’t have enough mana left to summon a single imp, let alone the monsters required to defeat me.” 
 
    “No,” I agreed as my hand fell to my rhin dagger, “but I do have this.” 
 
    I lunged forward, and my right hand swerved into a feint as my left seized my father’s dagger and swept it forward, directly into Sera’s right hip. 
 
    The Archon fell for my feint, and I was shocked as my father’s dagger plunged home and hit bone as it dug deep into Sera’s flesh. I tore a deep wound straight up across her stomach, and arterial blood sprayed out in rhythmic spurts as my dagger cleaved flesh and muscle aside. 
 
    “Have you forgotten which one of us is really in charge?” Sera sneered as she knocked my blade away. 
 
    I knew my attack must have hurt her, but she didn’t seem to care. Even the advancing horde of soldiers and mages didn’t make her flinch, and my stomach turned over as I met Sera’s alien, yellow gaze. For a moment, I thought I could see exactly how old she was, and she no longer seemed like a woman, but more like a hungry creature from a dark cave. Her eyes reflected the passage of millenia, and when she smiled, it looked more like a wolf baring its teeth. 
 
    Then the Archon grinned wider, and her mind slammed into mine in the powerful wave of a telepathic attack. 
 
    I staggered under the mental blow, but I shored up my defences and met her attack halfway. I felt the walls of my mind buckle under the strain of Sera’s power, and instead of focusing on stabilizing my defences, I abandoned the task altogether to sharpen my offense into a single, pointed spear of willpower. 
 
    “How dare you threaten the people I love,” I spat as I advanced on her with my daggers drawn. “You’ve stolen my mind, terrorized me at every turn, and hurt my closest friends for weeks. Nia and Varleth are alone in the north, and they’re probably fighting right now. Ashla’s leg is broken, and she might never walk again. Braden, Orenn, Nia--so many people have lost their homes and families to monsters like you.” 
 
    The anger bolstered my willpower, and heat filled my gut and boiled over into my emotions. My mental power hardened like quenched steel, and I poured the sharpened edge of my rage into the next thrust at Sera’s mind. 
 
    Sera’s eyes widened as she staggered away from me by a single, small step. 
 
    “I’m sick and tired of being thrown around by demigods and monsters,” I continued, and cold fire laced my words as my fury grew. “You say I have special power? Well, I’m done with sitting around and letting you manipulate me like some kind of helpless puppet.” 
 
    “You can’t hope to stand against me,” Sera hissed, but her yellow eyes flickered with new uncertainty. 
 
    “You want my power?” I asked in a voice full of thunder, and a strange new feeling bubbled up within me. “Here, take it.” 
 
    The new force inside me blasted outward, and I felt Sera’s mind crumple under mine as power thrummed inside my chest. The Archon tried to retreat away from my mind, but I stabbed a spear of willpower through her and pinned her down like an insect. 
 
     As Sera’s mind folded under the weight of my own, her physical body collapsed as well. Her knees hit the ground, and I walked forward as I solidified my mental power over her. 
 
    “You’re wrong, Sera,” I said in a tone as calm and cold as a frozen lake. “You hold no dominion over me, and you never have.” 
 
    “How can you be doing this?” she gasped as she panted from the ground.  
 
    “It’s not about how strong or weak you are,” I told her as I stopped and stared down at her desperate face. “It’s about how well I know you. And I do know you, Sera, I know you better than you know yourself.” 
 
    I flexed the strange new power within me, and the Archon gasped as she stared up at me. 
 
    “For weeks, we’ve lived with our minds fused together,” I muttered. “For the first time, I think I can truly grasp how you think and feel. I’m sorry for how you’ve suffered, I truly am. Humanity pushed you out, and Phi locked you away. For over a thousand years, you languished alone in your cave, just waiting for the perfect opportunity to free yourself.” 
 
    “Release me,” Sera pleaded, and she stared at me with desperation written across her face. 
 
    “Even when you escaped your cave,” I continued, “you became no more free than you already were. You’ve been trapped by your endless obsession with revenge. No, I won’t release you, Sera. If you want to fight by my side so badly, you’ll have to accept that on my terms. You’re mine, now.” 
 
    I reached out my hand and placed it on Sera’s forehead gently, and the growing force within me flowed freely between us. Drop by drop, our power mingled, and the bond between us strengthened into an entirely new category. Our minds and emotions mingled for a moment, and Sera finally stopped fighting the mental pressure I held over her. 
 
    “How is this possible?” Sera asked as she gazed up at me with wide eyes. “You’ve surprised me, Gryff. I knew you were powerful, but I didn’t suspect you could wield it just yet.” 
 
    “I’m full of surprises,” I answered as my eyes narrowed at the Archon. 
 
    “Now that you’ve had a taste of power,” Sera murmured with a mysterious smile, “I wonder if you’ll want even more?” 
 
    Before I could respond, my back suddenly tingled and burned, and I recognized it as the same feeling from before, when I first absorbed Sera. I didn’t know for sure, but if I had a mirror, I’d guess a new wing tattoo had etched itself into my skin. The opposite side of my shoulder tingled and burned, and I suspected the single wing from before had finally formed into a complete set. 
 
    “You’re done here,” I told her with a weary, relaxed sigh. “Come back and rest.” 
 
    My order held the ring of a true command, and Sera’s form faded and dissipated into black, swirling smoke as she returned to the tattooed markings on my shoulder blades. Liquid shadow misted up my arms and disappeared under my shirt as I recalled Sera, and I turned around as the final drop vanished. 
 
    Layla and Cyra stared at me from a dozen feet away, and at twice that distance, Erin held back the rifle-bearing squad of soldiers with firm orders and a stern gaze. 
 
    I caught a few nervous, wide-eyed glances from the battle-ragged squad as they examined me from far back, and I could tell the soldiers were uneasy with what they’d just witnessed. 
 
    “Don’t worry!” I called out as I waved a hand at the squad. “Just capturing a tough monster. Everything is fine, now.” 
 
    My casual tone seemed to ease a few concerned minds, though I knew what they’d witnessed was decidedly strange. As far as the public was concerned, monsters didn’t talk, and any of the squad members who had basic knowledge of summoning would know the capture and recall I’d just performed looked fishy. 
 
    Hell, if I was being honest, I was as freaked out as they were. 
 
    “Gryff?” Layla squeaked out, and she darted up close to me as Cyra followed in her wake. 
 
    “I’m so glad to see you’re okay,” I returned awkwardly, and I tried to shake off the distraction of the adrenaline still pumping through my veins. 
 
    “Did I just see what I think I saw?” Cyra asked urgently in a lowered voice. “You caught Sera for real?” 
 
    “Are you still partly possessed?” Layla asked with wide eyes. “Is she gonna take over? Can you summon her like a monster? Is she talking to you still?” 
 
    “Hold on,” I said with a wry smile as I held up my hands. “I’m not even sure what happened myself, much less what’s going to happen next. If I’m not mistaken, though, I think I don’t have to worry about Sera anymore.” 
 
    “What about Phi?” Cyra asked in concern as she glanced around. “We were busy clearing up the monsters and evacuating the injured, but I thought I saw her fall earlier.” 
 
    “Sera wanted to kill her,” I explained as I rummaged in my hip bag, “but I put her inside a crystal, instead. I don’t want her returning from death to terrorize us later.” 
 
    I pulled out the apple-sized orb of glowing blue crystal, and the girls gaped in surprise as they examined it. 
 
    “I didn’t realize you could put an Archon in a crystal,” Cyra murmured in bafflement as she tapped a fingernail against the surface of the orb. “Is she yours, now, just like any other captured monster?” 
 
    “Maybe,” I said doubtfully, “but something about it doesn’t feel right. It’s almost … malicious, in some way. I think if I let her out, she would go right back to trying to destroy the world.” 
 
    “Ah well,” Layla sighed with a shrug. “Guess we’ll just leave her in there forever, then.” 
 
    A sudden shock blazed from my fingertips down my arm, and I yelped as I nearly dropped the glowing orb. 
 
    “Did she hurt you through the orb?” Cyra asked in shock. 
 
    “Put it away, put it away,” Layla chanted as she pulled my hip pouch open. “We’re so fucking screwed if that crystal breaks.” 
 
    I hastily set the crystal back in my hip pouch, and I sealed it shut with the drawstring. 
 
    “This doesn’t seem like a good way to restrain a demigoddess,” Cyra said nervously as she stared at the thin bag which held the orb. 
 
    “Definitely not,” I admitted with equal concern. “I can’t worry about it now, though. We have a rift to guard, don’t we? Who’s watching it, now?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about the rift,” Cyra dismissed with an amazed shake of her head. “Two monster response squads got here just before we ran over to help you, and I think they’ll be enough.” 
 
    “That was fast,” I said in surprise. “Whatever Grand Mage Kenefick is doing to speed up response times, it’s working.” 
 
    “Arwyn came, too,” Layla added with a relieved smile. “Ashla’s getting looked at, and it seems like her leg is going to heal fine.” 
 
    My tension eased as I received that news, and I gave Layla a tight-lipped smile in response. 
 
    “I’m sure she’ll enjoy all the potions she has to drink in the meantime,” I joked as my worry melted away. “Have you heard anything from Svellfrer’s Rest and Ortych Sands?” 
 
    “It’s too early to have any reports back,” Cyra replied uncertainly, “but from what I heard, Svellfrer’s Rest had a monster response squad already near the area, and the nearest town to the south had at least one soldier platoon stationed there to combat bandits. If Nia and Varleth paced themselves, I’m sure they could hold out the hour or two it took for backup to arrive.” 
 
    “Good,” I replied solidly. 
 
    “As for Ortych Sands,” Cyra continued, “Arwyn told me their soldier platoons were already stationed in place, and I doubt it took long for a Varle Enclave response squad to arrive.” 
 
    “We got lucky,” I commented as I turned the situation over in my head. 
 
    “Or we got prepared,” Layla cut in with a shrug. “We know Kenefick is always trying to think ten steps ahead, and Sleet’s even worse. Those two old coots probably planned for this whole battle ahead of time, regardless of what kind of scout reports we came back with.” 
 
    “I can’t say it would surprise me,” I snorted as I shook my head. “At least it paid off, since none of the locations were left defenceless.” 
 
    We walked over and met up with Erin and the soldier squad. There were sixteen of them, I noted after a quick count, and my stomach sank as I considered exactly how many they might have started out with. If I remembered correctly, there were fifty riflemen in the typical platoon, which made it likely that over half of the platoon members were dead. 
 
    “Which one of you fired the shot at that monster?” I asked as I raised my voice. 
 
    A petite woman raised her hand timidly, and I grinned as I met her nervous eyes. 
 
    “You did amazing work, there,” I complimented the soldier. “That shot was a lifesaver. You should be proud of yourself, today.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” the petite soldier said in a quiet, quavery voice. 
 
    “She’s a fuckin’ star at shooting,” another soldier quipped out in a booming voice. “Real gem, if you ask me. Pardon my language.” 
 
    I took note of the shooter’s name patch, which spelled out ‘Loenson’ in embroidered letters. Maybe I could mention this to Kenefick later, and he could make sure she got the position she deserved as a sniper of that caliber. 
 
    “Are things … taken care of?” Erin asked as she glanced at me with concern. 
 
    “Both monsters are captured,” I replied as I caught on to her reluctance to talk about the Archons in more frank terms. “We don’t have to worry.” 
 
    “Let’s get you looked at in the healer’s tent,” Erin decided as her eyes traveled over my minor injuries. 
 
    I agreed, so Cyra, Layla, Erin, and I walked together through the ruined village of Njordenfalls. 
 
    The little town was a terrible sight. Many of the trees bordering the village were downed, and those that stood looked like they’d been struck by a tornado. Cracked branches, stripped leaves, and burned bark marred many of the maples, elms, and pines around the village. The houses themselves were even worse, of course, and I estimated a good three-quarters of the buildings would need significant repair. My chest ached as my eyes fell on Tabby’s ruined inn, which had suffered a complete collapse of its roof. I couldn’t see any fire damage, at least, but anger roiled within me as I realized it was likely Phi who destroyed it. 
 
    The streets that were once full of the injured and fleeing were now clear, though the corpses of soldiers and citizens remained. The dead would be left until the living had been completely taken care of, and no sooner. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Gryff,” Erin said gently as she touched me on the arm. 
 
    “It could’ve been worse,” I said with stolid firmness. “I wish it hadn’t happened, but Njordenfalls will recover. For that, I should be grateful.” 
 
    We traveled back along the river toward Erin’s airship, and I saw the healer’s tent come into view. The tent itself was just being erected, and I watched as four soldiers draped the white and red cloth overtop the structural poles. Once the cloth was up, the tent would keep both patients and healers from overheating or being scalded by the sun. 
 
    As I expected, Arwyn was knee-deep in the healing process, and she could only glance up and jerk her head sideways at us before she went right back to wrapping up a patient’s wound. 
 
    “That’s her way of being overjoyed we all lived,” Layla explained smartly. 
 
    “Did any of you take any mana potions?” I asked as I glanced over at the three women. 
 
    “There aren’t any left,” Erin answered with a sigh. “I’m glad as hell you dealt with Sera, because we were mostly there as a bluff.” 
 
    “I see Ashla!” Layla chirped, and she dashed away before we could ask any questions. 
 
    “Let’s go say hi to her,” Cyra suggested in a calmer fashion, and we followed in Layla’s wake to find the ice mage. 
 
    Ashla was laid out on a simple mat on the ground, and a blue sheet covered her from the neck down. Layla was already chattering away to the injured mage, and Ashla nodded along as a smile teased at her lips. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” I asked as we knelt around Ashla’s mat to talk to her more closely. 
 
    “Like a giant punched me in the leg,” she responded, and her chocolate eyes sparkled with humor. 
 
    “It was more of an open-handed hit,” I amended, and I frowned at the blue sheet as I fought the urge to peel it back and see the damage for myself. 
 
    “Don’t worry, idiot,” Ashla quipped, and she lifted an arm to flick me on the shoulder. “It’s a broken leg, not a mortal wound. I could’ve gotten this falling out of a tree. I’ll be healed up in no time, you’ll see.” 
 
    “I’ll visit you in Meridan’s clinic,” I promised decidedly. “You might heal quickly, but I’ll be there just in case.” 
 
    “You’re a sweetie,” Ashla responded with a smile. “I’m glad to hear it. Now, before I die from the anticipation, will you guys tell me what the hell happened with the giant monster who’s been terrorizing this village?” 
 
    “Ah,” I said as I gleaned her meaning. “That giant monster.” 
 
    It was difficult to explain what had happened without spouting top-secret knowledge to all the patients and healers nearby, but I skirted Phi and Sera’s actual identities with some vague pronoun usage, and the word ‘Archon’ never came out of my mouth. Ashla and Erin nodded along in tense anticipation as my story continued, but they both seemed satisfied at the end of it. 
 
    “That’s it, then!” Ashla exclaimed in joy. “A final victory, don’t you think?” 
 
    “It could be,” I said cautiously, and a smile lit my face despite myself. “I feel like I won’t be truly relaxed until I hear the Svellfrer’s Rest and the Ortych Sands teams are alright. Nia, Varleth, Almasy, Braden, and Gawain could still be fighting, for all we know.” 
 
    “They’ll be fine,” Ashla dismissed with a gleeful grin. “Nia and Varleth could outlast the end of the world with how careful they are, and Ortych Sands has all the backup in Mistral.” 
 
    “I know,” I allowed with a shrug, “but I’m still waiting to celebrate.” 
 
    “Just watch,” Ashla retorted. “The day will be over before you know it, and everybody will turn up just fine.” 
 
    “If you say so,” I answered reluctantly. 
 
    Of course, Ashla ended up being exactly correct. The rest of the cleanup operation flew by, and I joined the crew of soldiers to help with body disposal. Layla was commandeered by the healing team to help with assistant tasks in the patient tent, but Cyra, Erin, and I joined the few remaining soldiers in the work to clean up the dead. 
 
    As we labored to carry away bodies, the few able soldiers who were left helped us as they gave reports and told their sides of the story. 
 
    Hearing the soldiers speak was a stark reminder of just how much had been lost in the fight against Phi. Nine Njordenfalls citizens were missing or found dead in total, and fifty-two soldiers were dead or presumed dead. One-hundred soldiers had entered battle, and only seventeen survived in the first platoon, while thirty-one survived in the other. The larger number of survivors in the second platoon was only attributed to the fact they were stationed in a camp near the permanent rift location, a little further from Njordenfalls village. When the fighting broke out, they suddenly found themselves the lucky ones. 
 
    Soon, the first airship back to Varle Enclave was ready, and Arwyn found us as we bagged up a victim of a clawed monster. 
 
    “Vacation is over,” the red-haired professor announced with a tired sigh as she wiped the sweat from her forehead. “I’m going to go back to Varle Enclave with the victims who need clinic treatment. I suggest you all come as well, and don’t make Sleet wait any longer for a proper report.” 
 
    “Understood,” I responded with proper seriousness. 
 
    Arwyn nodded, but she broke into a sudden smile that lifted my heart. 
 
    “Good work, you idiots,” she said as she gave Erin and me firm pats on the shoulders. “I really wanted to ream you out for disobeying protocol and flying straight to Njordenfalls, but I can’t bear to do it when you saved so many lives and ended such a big threat. You’re the luckiest, stupidest leader I’ve ever met, Gryff.” 
 
    “Thank you?” I said in a hesitant, questioning tone. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” the professor responded smartly as she gave me a lightning-quick wink. “Now, let’s go before they get impatient waiting for their pilot. Your ship is the one we’re using, Erin.” 
 
    We filed into Erin’s airship, and my eyes widened at the sight of it now packed with the wounded. The orange-haired pilot gawked for a moment before she picked her way gingerly through the chaos and disappeared into the hold. 
 
    “I guess it fits within the weight limits,” I assumed as I watched Erin go. “Kinda amazing, what these new airships can do.” 
 
    “No kidding,” Layla replied with a whistle. 
 
    “Guys!” Ashla’s voice called from the back of the ship, and I picked my way through the injured on the floor to find her. 
 
    After I evaded a few sprawled bodies, I stopped at Ashla’s side. She was propped up against the back wall of the airship with her legs stretched out in front of her. The blue sheet was gone, and I could see her bandaged leg in its full, splinted glory. 
 
    “Little cramped in here, huh?” the ice mage asked with a grin. 
 
    “I guess safety harnesses get forgotten about in an emergency,” I replied as I looked at the critical conditions of a few of the patients. “Hopefully, we won’t run into any turbulence.” 
 
    “Even if we do,” Ashla snorted, “we’ll be in Meridan’s hands soon. She’ll heal everybody on this ship with pure mother-hen power.” 
 
    “No kidding,” I agreed in amusement.  
 
    “I’m sure she’ll be delighted to find out you got hurt,” Cyra added with a rueful expression of regret. 
 
    “Don’t remind me,” the ice mage groaned. 
 
    “Hey,” I said as an idea occurred to me, “can somebody look at my back for me? I felt something after the battle, and I need to know for certain what happened to Sera’s marking.” 
 
    Cyra helped to lift up my shirt, and the girls leaned in to look at my shoulders. 
 
    “The tattoo from before,” Ashla murmured, “it’s not just the one side anymore. There are two symmetrical wing shapes now, like they’ve always been there or something.” 
 
    “Huh,” I responded as my eyebrows raised. “I guess I really did beat her.” 
 
    “You sure?” Ashla asked. “Two tattoos doesn’t mean anything definite.” 
 
    “If I’m wrong,” I replied, “at least Varleth will have both his eyes on me.” 
 
    We all laughed, and the tension in my chest loosened as the ship lifted off and soared into the sky above. 
 
    We were going home, and this time, finally, we’d gotten a real victory. 
 
    I spent some time watching Arwyn bustle around the airship as it flew. The healer worked tirelessly to stabilize her patients, and it seemed like all was going well. She and her mousy-haired assistant worked like a well-oiled machine, and patients never wanted for water or warmth for a second before Arwyn and her assistant took care of their needs.  
 
    I began to grow drowsy on the airship as the exhaustion from mana depletion overtook me, even though I didn’t have a real seat or blanket. I kept my back against the wall, and Ashla and Layla were warm enough on either side of me to lull me into a fast, dreamless sleep. 
 
    When I woke up, it was to the turbulence of the airship landing. The cabin hold creaked and shuddered as the ship lowered through wind currents, and Layla startled awake next to me in the next few moments. 
 
    “Didn’t I just go to sleep?” she complained in a quiet, rhetorical mutter. 
 
    The ship set down with a familiar jolt, and Erin emerged to pick her way through the crowd of patients as she made her way to the ramp button. The door opened, and late evening sunlight shone into the dim cabin as the ramp lowered all the way to the ground. 
 
     Immediately, soldiers rushed in to take the wounded off on wood-strengthened gurneys. Ashla stretched awake beside me as the patients were taken away, and she blinked in bewilderment as the next pair of soldiers reached her with a travel gurney.  
 
    “Have a fun trip,” I told the ice mage as the soldiers loaded her up with careful, coordinated efforts. 
 
    “This is mortifying,” Ashla groaned as the soldiers tightened the canvas straps of the gurney around her. “I feel like a newborn baby being swaddled by its parents.” 
 
    One of the soldiers chuckled in amusement, but they carried her away despite all her protests. Layla snickered beside me as she watched the procession, and Cyra yawned as she shook her head at the antics. 
 
    Finally, the wounded were gone, and it was our turn. Erin emerged from where she’d been waiting in the low hallway between the cockpit and the cabin, and she joined us as we exited the airship and closed up the hatch behind us. 
 
    “Your Diomesia has been doing a pretty good job,” Cyra commented as she patted the ship on its metal hull. “I can see why you like her so much.” 
 
    “She’s a saint,” Erin replied with a proud sniff. “I’m glad you understand, Cyra.” 
 
    I grinned at the exchange, and we made our way back to the Academy with tired feet and light hearts. The huge wooden doors opened to us as they were magically commanded to do so, and we scurried through them into the lobby. When we took a few steps inside, we were met instantly by a messenger in the form of a student. 
 
    “Headmaster Sleet wants you to join him for a meeting in the usual spot,” the pudgy student said as he examined our ragged team. “Hope you know where that is, ‘cause I sure don’t.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said gratefully to the student. “Sorry you had to go out of your way.” 
 
    The pudgy student shrugged, and he tugged at the tight fit of his fire mage robes before he strolled away without another word. 
 
    “Glad we had those few seconds to get all rested up,” Layla commented dryly, but we hurried along to the secret meeting room anyway. 
 
    We pounded down the staircase and through the door, and we were met by the expectant faces of Grand Mage Kenefick, Professor Lle’shenne, and Headmaster Sleet himself. I was surprised to see Braden and Gawain seated just behind the three administrators, and my face brightened in joy as I grinned at them. 
 
    “Man,” I greeted in a gush of relief, “am I glad to see you two. What about Almasy, is he fine?” 
 
    “Totally fine,” Braden answered with a steady smile back at me. “He’s just running another mission, of course. The guy never quits.” 
 
    “Sounds about right,” I agreed. “I swear, Almasy would marry his ship if it could say the wedding rites back to him.” 
 
    “He’ll find a way some day,” Braden answered. “I bet he could weld the ring to the steering wheel.” 
 
    “Now that we’ve all had a friendly chat,” Grand Mage Kenefick interrupted in a dry tone, “perhaps we could get to some actual reporting of events?” 
 
    “Sorry,” I apologized quickly as I took my seat. “I should have jumped straight in with that part. Just a little giddy from the long day.” 
 
    We settled into our chairs, and Cyra started the narration of their experience in Njordenfalls before Ashla, Erin, and I arrived. 
 
    Phi had come through the rift almost the second it opened, it sounded like. Tabby had run to warn both soldier platoons while Cyra and Layla coordinated evacuation efforts. The reason the casualty count among the Njordenfalls citizens was so low was almost entirely because of this initial effort, and I was thoroughly impressed by how well the two women handled the situation. 
 
    Eventually, Cyra’s narrative ran up against the moment when Ashla, Erin, and I’d arrived, and I took over to explain our own piece of the day’s events.’ 
 
    I described everything starting from Svellfrer’s Rest, and my teammates filled in the gaps with details whenever my story began to grow sparse.  
 
    One spot I did get stumped at was when I tried to describe what had transpired between Sera and myself at the end of our encounter. My story was already filled with vague insinuations that Phi and Sera needed me for something, and the truth was, it upset me to describe out loud the level of their desire to possess me. My description of the mental battle between me and Sera wasn’t very comprehensive, and in the end, I couldn’t explain how I’d won over the dark Archon. 
 
    “You subjugated her?” Grand Mage Kenefick asked as a frown creased his mouth and brow in consternation. “Was it some kind of magic word? A certain trick with summoning magic, because of the bond between you?” 
 
    “It was like nothing I’ve ever felt before,” I described honestly. “I couldn’t tell you where it came from, or if I could do it again. All I know is that Sera is now under control, and that’s good enough for me.” 
 
    “Is she still talking to you?” Headmaster Sleet asked as he gave me a long, scrutinizing look. 
 
    “Not anymore,” I replied, “but I’m not sure if her silence will last.” 
 
    Professor Lle’shenne looked disturbed, and her eyes were wide as she sat stiffly back in her chair. Grand Mage Kenefick was just as tense, though his stiffness stemmed from the frustrated, burning desire to know more. 
 
    “Well,” Headmaster Sleet cut in as he stroked his white beard, “it’s certainly unusual. However, I trust Gryff on his assessment of however dangerous he thinks the situation is. It certainly doesn’t sound like Sera will be bothering him anymore, but we can’t know for sure until some time has passed, and he has examined the new bond fully.” 
 
    “What about Phi?” Professor Lle’shenne put in as she leaned forward in her chair, and her frown deepened. “Even if Sera is somehow taken care of, and the ciphers were incomplete in their knowledge of Archons, there’s still the matter of this Archon essence crystal.” 
 
    “I don’t know much,” I said honestly with a grimace. “I have it here, so I invite you to help me figure out exactly what this essence crystal’s properties are. 
 
    I pulled out the warm orb of blue essence crystal, and it glowed brighter as I set it on the meeting table. 
 
    Grand Mage Kenefick leaned back in shock as the crystal touched the mahogany surface of the table, and Professor Lle’shenne let out a quiet gasp of surprise and dismay. 
 
    Headmaster Sleet didn’t react in any visible way except by continuing to stroke his white beard, but his cloudy eyes flickered to me with a grave, serious set to his wrinkled face. 
 
    “This essence crystal is highly unstable,” the Headmaster explained calmly as he nodded toward the glowing blue orb. “The radiance it gives off is no mere ornamental effect, but rather a sign of magic leakage. Phi’s very influence cannot be contained properly by this crystal, so it shows visual signs of the Archon’s power stretching against the confines of her cage. 
 
    “In other words,” Lle’shenne added with a shudder, “you need to find a better prison to contain her, or she’s going to be able to manipulate the world around her in unforeseen ways.” 
 
    I sucked in air through my gritted teeth and released it again in one long sigh. 
 
    “Perhaps the crystal caves can contain her,” I suggested as my mind turned the problem over. “Sera was kept in a pillar of crystal big enough to keep her power stable for centuries. If we put Phi in that same space, it should solve the problem.” 
 
    “At least until the next unwitting traveler comes through,” Lle’shenne retorted, “and Phi decides to possess them in the same manner Sera did with you.” 
 
     “That … “ I trailed off as my idea crumbled away. “That is a concern. It would maybe take years for her to regain enough power to break free, but that’s just pushing this problem into the future. I don’t want to do that, not after capturing Phi specifically so she couldn’t be reborn and destroy humanity a century from now.” 
 
    “This issue may require more research from our team of scholars,” Sleet suggested as he turned the end of his staff to indicate Ll’shenne. “For now, let us move on to some of the news reports we’ve been getting in for the past few hours.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Grand Mage Kenefick put in approvingly. “These reports might help us come to some decisions for the future, I should think.” 
 
    “Svellfrer’s Rest is doing well,” Sleet began as he smiled kindly at us. “The two remaining scout team mages, Nia and Varleth, were the only ones at the scene for two hours. Despite this, they held back the monster horde with ingenuity, talent, and impressively hard work. The soldier platoons arrived, and the monster threat was wiped out when a small squad of soldiers escorted Nia and Varleth inside the rift to find the catalyst. As you can see, the team at Ortych Sands was even better prepared, and their fight was concluded with minimal injuries or casualties.” 
 
    Braden and Gawain nodded, and pride swelled in my chest to see the large summoner sit straight up with newfound confidence. 
 
    “Let’s hear how things went at Ortych Sands,” Grand Mage Kenefick decided as he leaned forward in his chair. 
 
    Gawain and Braden started on their narrative of the Ortych Sands fight. It sounded pretty tame in comparison to Njordenfalls, but it was still a much bigger horde of monsters than was usual for a regular rift. 
 
    “You encountered a sandwyrm,” Sleet mused as he leaned on his staff. “At Svellfrer’s Rest, it sounds like the largest enemy was a bluewing. In both cases, the monsters that appeared were well-suited to the surrounding climate. I suspect Phi had a hand in organizing every part of these attacks.” 
 
    “It would pan out,” Grand Mage Kenefick agreed. “What other conclusions did the academics draw, professor?” 
 
    “I’ve made some notes in the report about scholar findings,” Lle’shenne answered as she brushed her dark hair out of her face. “We found it interesting that despite the threat of a permanent rift location at all three major monster attack sites, no permanent rift was opened. It’s clear that whatever exact conditions an Archon needs to open a permanent rift, these conditions were not met in Phi’s case. This raises the hope that all permanent rift openings can be avoided, but we have to know for certain why Phi nearly opened one in Ortych Sands before.” 
 
    “That mystery may have to remain for now,” Sleet mused as he considered the situation. “Any other determinations, Professor Lle’shenne?” 
 
    “There is some great news,” Lle’shenne replied, and her face grew warm as she spoke. “Based on sightings of Phi that coordinated with monster attacks, we can assume Phi’s presence was at least partly responsible for the increased numbers of rifts lately. With Phi captured, I expect for us to see a decrease in monster attacks anywhere from twenty percent to eighty percent.” 
 
    Gawain whistled as he shook his head in astonished amazement. 
 
    “Eighty’s a damn good number to hear,” the fire mage commented with a firm nod. “I’m not so sure about the exact percentage of decrease, but I was with Phi a few times when she gathered monsters. I think she was responsible for a large number of the recent attacks, whether or not she actually showed up. More than twenty percent, for sure.” 
 
    “Good to hear,” Lle’shenne breathed in relief. “I’ll make a note of that, though we won’t be able to come to a more accurate observation for another month or two. With that said, I think that’s all our academic findings so far.” 
 
    “Sounds like there’s some important data to gather,” Grand Mage Kenefick observed as he ran a hand across the stack of paper reports in front of him. “Schedule another meeting for three days from now, and we can decide what our next moves are at that time.” 
 
    The meeting dispersed slowly as various people split off to discuss things with each other. Lle’shenne talked over reports with Kenefick, and Braden and Gawain mingled with Cyra, Layla, and Erin as they all caught up on various events of the last week. 
 
    I wanted to do the same, but something drew me over to Headmaster Sleet instead. 
 
    “I have something to ask you about,” I started hesitantly as I met Sleet’s cloudy eyes. “It’s about why Phi and Sera both want me so badly.” 
 
    “Ah,” Sleet hummed out, and he nodded slowly. “It may have escaped the notice of others, but you’re concerned about the fact Phi wanted you after all, and not Sera.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I confirmed in a low voice. “There’s some kind of power in me the Archons want to get a hold of.” 
 
    “What do you think that is?” Sleet questioned. 
 
    “Opening permanent rifts,” I replied honestly. “The only time Phi almost managed to do it, she was taking control of me. Then she attacked Njordenfalls to lure me in, partly because it’s my hometown. I think she wanted to use me again.” 
 
    “I suspect you may be right,” Sleet admitted. “However, permanent rifts are not the only odd thing that has happened around you, Gryff. You have to consider the way in which you subdued Sera and added her full marking to your skin. You seem to have a singular talent for controlling Archons.” 
 
    “Maybe anybody could control an Archon,” I debated, “with the right circumstances.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Sleet mused. “Perhaps not. There is something special about you, Gryff, and only time will tell exactly what that is.” 
 
    “You don’t sound very concerned about this,” I pointed out. “What about that prophecy? Maybe I shouldn’t be allowed to go out and fight with Sera under my control. What if-- “ 
 
    “Don’t worry about possibilities,” the Headmaster interrupted. “Keep doing what you think is right, Gryff, and that’s all you should be concerned about.” 
 
    My protests died within me as I looked at Sleet’s serious expression. 
 
    “If you say so,” I agreed reluctantly. “I do want to help against the monsters as much as possible, but there’s so much I just don’t know about myself.” 
 
    “For now,” Sleet suggested, “you should just relax. Take the time to rest and recuperate while you have the chance.” 
 
    I nodded in response and filed away my concerns for later as I left the meeting room. My friends followed me in good cheer, and I joined their conversation about the sandwyrm as we wandered down the cafeteria. 
 
    “When it opened its mouth, it smelled exactly like an earthworm,” Braden decided. “Kinda like wet rain, or rotting leaves.” 
 
    “This was in the middle of the desert, though,” Gawain argued. “Plus, it’s a carnivore. Did you not see those thousands of teeth? Smelling like earthworms doesn’t make sense at all.” 
 
    “That’s what it smelled like!” Braden protested. “I’m sure you had to smell it, you were right there.” 
 
    “I didn’t smell a thing,” the fire mage retorted as he crossed his arms. 
 
    “Maybe Braden was just smelling Gawain’s perfume,” Layla suggested as a wicked grin stretched across her petite face. 
 
    The fire mage scoffed and jerked his head up in a proud huff. 
 
    “You’re so low to the ground,” Gawain retorted, “you’d probably need a ladder to smell anything but dirt and grass.” 
 
    “Hey,” Layla whined, and she elbowed Gawain in the stomach lightly. 
 
    The fire mage rolled his eyes and pushed her away slowly. 
 
    We went to the cafeteria for an early dinner, since all of us were starving from the long day of fighting. The past twenty-four hours were one large blur to me at this point. Had I really woken up in an ice hut with Erin just this morning? I was certainly feeling the long day in my muscles, and almost every part of my body felt sore and battered. Mana could be recovered easily with an elixir, but it didn’t change the level of exhaustion felt in a mage’s body and mind. 
 
    “I hope Arwyn and Ashla are doing okay,” I said during a lull in our dinner conversation. 
 
    “I’m sure Arwyn is busy with all these new patients to take care of,” Erin reassured me. 
 
    “Maybe you should go see Ashla today,” Cyra suggested. “I know we just saw her, but you’ll worry all night long if you don’t.” 
 
    “I just want to know how her condition is,” I defended myself. “It’s a normal concern.” 
 
    “It’s a broken leg, Gryff,” Gawain sighed as he rolled his eyes. “You’re going to tense up so hard, your face will never go back to the way it used to be.” 
 
    I suddenly realized how hard I was frowning, and my expression melted away under a sheepish look as I tried not to seem self-conscious. 
 
    Gawain snickered anyway, and Layla giggled loudly in tandem. 
 
    “I’ll go see her, then,” I relented as I blocked out the snickering noises of my friends. “Just for the record, I liked it better when you two were enemies.” 
 
    I jabbed an accusatory finger at Gawain and Layla in turn, and they both wrinkled their faces in disgust. 
 
    “Oh, we’re still enemies,” Layla asserted with alarming force as she pounded her tiny fist on the table. “I’ve got plans for wrecking him, just you wait.” 
 
    “Layla’s my least favorite person in this school,” Gawain grumbled, “and that includes the maid who doesn’t fold my bedsheets correctly.” 
 
    “His bedsheets,” Braden groaned as the big summoner put his head in his hands. “I can’t believe I just heard that.” 
 
    “Well,” I commented lightly as I stood up with my empty tray, “this was enlightening. I’m going to be off before I spur on any more declarations of war. Take care, guys.” 
 
    My friends said goodbye, and I dropped off my tray before I made my way down to Meridan’s clinic. I knocked on the door quickly before I entered, and my eyebrows shot up in surprise at the scene inside. 
 
    At least a dozen injured soldiers were set up in the lobby area on makeshift cots, and my eyes fell to a healer’s assistant who bustled around the room with a harried expression. 
 
    “Excuse me,” I asked in a hushed tone, “do you know where I can find an ice mage named Ashla?  
 
    “Do you have a description?” the assistant asked without looking up at me, and he darted efficiently through the room of patients to recover a paper file from the desk. 
 
    “Dark hair, pointy nose, broken leg,” I started off hesitantly. “Is that enough?” 
 
    “I guess so,” the assistant muttered under his breath. “She’s in Healer Arwyn’s lab, I think. They’re friends or something, so Arwyn let her in to clear up some space.” 
 
    He snagged another clipboard at the end of a patient’s bed and began scribbling quickly on it without a single glance up at me. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said gratefully to the overworked assistant. “I’ll get out of your way, now.” 
 
    The assistant didn’t respond, which was just fine by me. I squeezed through the cots and hurried down the hallway toward Arwyn’s lab, and I felt a flash of gratefulness that the healer had the foresight to move Ashla away. I was sure she knew it would be impossible for us to discuss secret topics while the ice mage was confined to a room surrounded by other patients. 
 
    I knocked on Arwyn’s lab door before I opened it, and Ashla responded in a muffled voice to say I could come in. 
 
    “Just me,” I announced as I opened the door. 
 
    “Gryff!” Ashla exclaimed as her eyes lit up with pleased excitement. “I’m so glad to see you. I’ve been dying, here.” 
 
    “You don’t look close to death,” I observed with a warm smile as I closed the door behind me. 
 
    “Death by boredom,” Ashla corrected. “I really need a drawing pad and a pencil, but Arwyn doesn’t keep any good paper in here.” 
 
    “In that case, I’ll find you something,” I promised. “Should I go now or wait until after we’re done talking?” 
 
    “Go now,” Ashla urged. “I’ve got the best weapon idea ever, and I’ve gotta put it on paper before it disappears from my brain forever.” 
 
    “Got it,” I responded, and I began to back out the door. 
 
    “One more thing,” Ashla added hurriedly before I could leave. “Since we have this private room … maybe you should come back with some things to stay the night.” 
 
    The ice mage gave me a suggestive look, and my breath caught in my chest at the fire smoldering in her chocolate eyes. 
 
    “That sounds like an excellent idea,” I breathed, and Ashla grinned as I darted out the door immediately to hurry back to my room. 
 
    There was no time to waste. This was going to be a very good night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    I spent the next ten minutes on an uneventful trip to fetch drawing supplies and a change of clothes, and I hurried back into the clinic with everything tucked into my arms. The assistant raised an eyebrow as I passed, but he remained focused on his task of bandaging a patient’s arm. 
 
    “Drawing supplies are here,” I announced as I opened the door into Arwyn’s lab room again. 
 
    “Thank the Maker,” Ashla breathed as she held out her hands impatiently. “Hand it over, quick, quick.” 
 
    I gave Ashla the sketchbook and bag of pencils and pens I’d picked from my room. The ice mage quickly flipped the sketchbook open, and she rifled through it impatiently to a blank page without any class notes. 
 
    “Is it another axe?” I asked as I watched Ashla begin to scribble quick sketch lines onto the page. “I’m so sorry about Bessie, by the way.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Ashla dismissed as her pencil flew across the page. “I miss her, but I never would have improved on my original design if she was still intact. Once I got over mourning the loss, I realized I could do so much better.” 
 
    “What’s different?” I asked as I examined the shape she was etching out. 
 
    “Bessie was symmetrical and double-bearded,” Ashla explained, “and quite heavy, but she really bit deep into monster hide. I want to keep the good parts but add a little bit more. If I thin both blades out at the base, I can reduce the weight, and then add a third metal piece to the very end. A long spike here, emerging from the head of the weapon, would be useful for spearlike stabbing to keep lunging monsters from getting the upper hand on me.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I murmured as I frowned at the design. “Like a halberd, right?” 
 
    “Sure,” Ashla agreed excitedly, “if you ignore all the other parts of a halberd that make it one.” 
 
    I laughed at her comment, and I had to admit I was far out of my depth when it came to knowledge of weapon types. I preferred simple, utilitarian weapons that could be used as tools in daily life, like a lumber axe or my daggers. Maybe it was just my country upbringing, but the thought of trying to lug around a battleaxe was out of the question. 
 
    “You’re happy with your design, though?” I asked as I looked at the weapon she was finishing in her sketch. 
 
    It looked dangerous, that was for sure. The arched twin blades were more wickedly curved than the ones on Bessie, and the spike emerging from the center could easily stop a shadowcat or a bandersnatch in its tracks. The main disadvantage of a battle axe was its slow speed against smaller, fast monsters, and the spike would do a great job of negating that. 
 
    “I’m extremely happy,” Ashla gushed as she held the sketchbook back at arm’s length. “She’s going to be a beauty, for sure.” 
 
    “What are you going to name her?” I asked curiously. 
 
    Ashla sent me a scolding look as she narrowed her eyes. 
 
    “You can’t name a weapon before it’s made,” Ashla chided me seriously. “A design means nothing compared to what actually comes out of the forge.” 
 
    “Oh,” I replied as I grinned in amusement. “Of course, why didn’t I realize that?” 
 
    “You’re a country yokel,” Ashla told me dramatically, “of course you didn’t know.” 
 
    “Mmhm,” I hummed as I walked over and slouched into Arwyn’s desk chair. 
 
    “You brought clothes for tomorrow?” Ashla asked as she perked up to see the folded bundle in my lap. 
 
    “I sure did,” I confirmed with a lingering look at Ashla’s thin white clinic gown. “I don’t know how you’re planning to work around your broken leg, though.” 
 
    “I’ll figure it out,” Ashla purred with a slow, sultry voice. “It can’t be any harder than battling a demigoddess.” 
 
    “I don’t think it will be,” I agreed with a knowing smile. “We just have to hope nobody walks in on us.” 
 
    “Maybe we’ll just have to keep the door locked,” Ashla suggested teasingly. “After all, we could be talking about Mistral government secrets.” 
 
    “Maybe we could be,” I agreed as I played along. 
 
    Then I got up and clicked the door lock to the side before I turned back to face Ashla. 
 
    To my surprise, Ashla had unbuttoned the back of her clinic gown, and she gave me a heated look of desire as she dropped the thin fabric off her shoulders. My eyes locked on to her full, voluptuous breasts, and lust pooled in the pit of my stomach at the sight of her rosy pink nipples. 
 
    The essence crystal lamp on the wall let off a bright, white glow, and her skin shone like cream in the light. I reached for the lamp distractedly and turned it to a lower setting, and Ashla’s skin took on a golden bronze color in the dim room. 
 
    “Like what you see?” Ashla asked in a quiet, seductive voice. 
 
    “I could never get tired of this sight,” I admitted as an appreciative smile broke over my face. “I have to say, you make the clinic gown look damn good.” 
 
    “By barely wearing it, you mean,” Ashla corrected as she teased the gown off her waist entirely before she dropped the garment on the ground. 
 
    “You might be right on that one,” I replied as I crossed the room over to the ice mage’s cot. 
 
    I ran my hands appreciatively over Ashla’s bare thighs, though the bandages over her injured leg stopped me in my tracks. 
 
    “Just checking my wound?” Ashla asked teasingly. “Very doctorly of you.” 
 
    “I might have some ulterior motives,” I replied huskily, “though I’m also trying to figure out how to do this without hurting you.” 
 
    “Maybe I like it rough,” Ashla said suggestively as she trailed a hand along the front of my shirt. 
 
    I complied and tugged my shirt off over my head before I threw it to the floor without care. 
 
    “I could agree with rough,” I murmured as I reached over and ran my hands over the pliant flesh of Ashla’s breasts. 
 
    The ice mage’s eyelids fluttered, and she made a pleased sound deep in her throat as I squeezed and teased around her nipples. 
 
    “Pants too,” she demanded as her eyes hung heavily on my hips. 
 
    My cock strained against the fabric visibly, and I unbuttoned my trousers before I pulled them and my shoes off completely. 
 
    “There,” I said, “now we’re both naked.” 
 
    “Just the way I like it,” Ashla replied, and she trailed a hand down my stomach to the tip of my cock.  
 
    “Me too,” I agreed breathlessly as my cock jumped against her touch. “Definitely better this way.” 
 
    “I don’t think there’s room on this cot for two,” Ashla hummed as she arched her back enticingly. “You might have to stand.” 
 
    “Then I will,” I agreed, and I shifted her sideways until her good leg hung off the cot entirely. “Feeling good?” 
 
    “Better with you inside me,” Ashla answered in a sultry tone. 
 
    I smiled and teased a finger inside her to test how wet she was. She gasped as I slid into her entrance, and I crooked my index toward the front of her pussy. 
 
    Ashla gasped and twisted around as she reacted immediately to my movements. She reached a hand down to tease at her clit, but I stopped her before she got too far. I held her wrist as I bent my face down to her clit, and I teased it with my tongue before I started sucking eagerly. 
 
    Ashla moaned deeply as I worked my finger in and out of her in conjunction with licking and sucking her clit. I traced idle patterns over her pink folds before I grazed her lightly with my teeth, and the ice mage hissed a desperate breath in response. 
 
    Slowly, her pussy became more slick and wet, and the skin on her stomach and chest flushed pink with blood as Ashla’s arousal increased. Her gasps grew louder as she got close, and I sped up until she was nearly shouting my name. 
 
    Ashla shuddered as she climaxed, and her thighs tensed on either side of me as I finally pulled away. She gave me a sultry, satisfied look, and I smiled as I saw how well my performance had played out. 
 
    When I pulled my fingers out of her, my hand was coated in liquid, and I could tell she was ready for me. 
 
    I picked up her good leg and levered it up to my shoulder as I shifted for a better angle. Ashla quickly moved the pillow from under her head down to her hips, and it gave us the extra incline needed to reach the perfect height. 
 
    My cock slid into her easily, and I paused as her intense heat enveloped me and filled me with blissful pleasure.  
 
    “You feel so good,” Ashla moaned as the muscles in her thighs tightened and released in desperate anticipation. “Keep going, I want you deep inside me.” 
 
    I grasped her upraised leg tightly around her calf as I stepped in close and picked up a steady, slow rhythm. 
 
    “More?” I asked as Ashla twisted and squirmed on the cot. 
 
    “More,” she demanded in a rough voice. “I want all of you.” 
 
    I complied, and I rammed my cock into her with increasing speed. The slap of flesh meeting flesh echoed through the room, and Ashla’s breasts jiggled as each thrust pushed her whole body back and forth. 
 
    “Rougher,” she ordered as her dark, dilated eyes flickered up to meet mine. “I want to feel how strong you are.” 
 
    I couldn’t resist a command like that, and I gripped her tightly by her good leg as I drilled into her without pause. My cock pounded against the end of her pussy, and Ashla finally began to gasp and moan uncontrollably with every movement.  
 
    Still, her dark eyes opened and locked onto mine, and she mouthed the order for more. 
 
    “Rougher,” she panted out almost inaudibly. “I know you want to.” 
 
    “Just tell me when to slow down,” I told Ashla before I leaned in to knead her breasts with rough, eager strength. 
 
    She grinned playfully as I did, and I laid a light slap across her left breast to heighten the sensation for her. Meanwhile, my thrusts took on a slower, heavier rhythm, and I filled her up with every stroke. 
 
    “Perfect,” she moaned as my cock slammed in and out of her. “Maker, you feel so good.” 
 
    I flicked across her clit with one finger, and Ashla’s whole body jumped as the intense sensation shot through her like an electrical shock. She moaned as I dragged my fingers across her wet folds, and I pressed my hand against her clit with warm, even pressure as I began to rub her off. 
 
    Ashla’s moans grew until their volume threatened to get us discovered, so I leaned forward and pressed my other hand lightly over her mouth. I felt her smile grow under my palm, and she nodded eagerly as I increased the pressure to quiet her pleased noises. 
 
    Ashla breathed through her nose in quick pants as she emitted more muffled moans and gasps, and she pressed her hips into the hand on her clit as she sought for release. I finally gave it to her with a final, quick series of hand movements, and she came with a suppressed shout as my hand stifled the noise. Her voice fell into a low groan, and I could hear my cock sliding wetly out of her pussy each time before I thrust deeply into her. 
 
    Ashla tightened her leg around my shoulder as if to draw me in, and her dark eyes met mine with such heated intensity, I could feel my temperature rise instantly. As the pleasure inside me built, I rammed my cock through her in a final thrust, and I came immediately. 
 
    Hot seed spurted from my cock and filled Ashla’s pussy, and we both cried out and spasmed around each other. Each of our climaxes seemed to last an entire minute, and I felt as if I’d filled her to the brim with my seed. 
 
    “Damn,” I whispered as I pulled out of her slowly.  
 
    “Damn is right,” Ashla sighed in perfect contentment as she relaxed back onto the table. “You really filled me. I’m dripping all over the bed.” 
 
    “Want something to clean up with?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” she purred. “I really like feeling your seed in me. I’ll keep it inside me all night.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said as I pulled her leg down and set it next to her injured one. Then I walked over and kissed her full on the lips. Ashla sucked greedily at my mouth, and I let her explore me with her tongue as we both enjoyed the afterglow that came from such good, simple sex. 
 
    “I like this rougher version of you,” Ashla murmured as she pulled away from my mouth to talk. “Reminds me of how you beat Phi and Sera, just like the hero you are.” 
 
    “If I’m a hero, you’re just as much one as I am,” I pointed out before I leaned down and pressed a slow kiss to her lips. 
 
    “Mm,” she hummed wordlessly. 
 
    I pulled away and licked my lips as I took in the glorious sight of Ashla in the dim light. Her face looked regal as the shadows fell over her nose and brow, and her curly hair fell around her shoulders like a waterfall preserved in time. Her legs were slightly spread, and I could see a small stream of my climax dripping out of the lips of her pretty pussy. 
 
    “I think I like the taste of this hero,” I said with a pleased smile. “A little more spicy than sweet, but it suits you.” 
 
    “I’m no spicier than any other woman,” Ashla laughed at the comment. “You just like using metaphors too much.” 
 
    “I do,” I admitted easily. “It’s easy to make them, when you’re so stunning.” 
 
    Ashla groaned in protest at the cheesy compliment. 
 
    “You’re going to put me in an early grave with that kind of language,” she warned. 
 
    “I’ll switch to poetry, then,” I countered lightly. 
 
    “If you switch to poetry,” Ashla threatened, “I’m going to switch to breaking both legs. Then how are you going to have sex with me?” 
 
    “Very carefully,” I replied with a chuckle. “Beautiful martyrs like you deserve pleasure, after all.” 
 
    “I think it’s only martyrdom if I throw myself in front of the next giant hand on purpose,” Ashla pointed out with humor. 
 
    “You mean you didn’t do it on purpose this time?” I asked in mock confusion. 
 
    Ashla punched me lightly in the hip, and I grinned playfully at her exasperation.  
 
    “Go to bed, idiot,” Ashla told me shortly. “I know you slept on the airship, but you look like walking death.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s the look I was aiming for,” I suggested. 
 
    “Yeah right,” the ice mage snorted as she rearranged her curly hair into a neater look. “You’re just past the point of tired. The minute you hit the mattress, you’re going to be fast asleep. Hand me my gown, would you?” 
 
    I knelt obligingly and picked up the clinic gown for Ashla before I handed it over. 
 
    “Today has been a successful day,” I murmured, “so what if I don’t want it to end?” 
 
    “Too bad,” Ashla quipped succinctly. “Today was shitty compared to how tomorrow is going to be. It’s the people of the future we’re really saving, not the people of today. If you’re feeling good about putting the Archon threat away, just wait until no more soldiers have to be sent out to losing battles. 
 
    “You’re right,” I agreed, and I rubbed the back of my neck. “Why did I bring those extra clothes, again?” 
 
    “Like idiots,” Ashla responded, “we thought we’d both fit in this cot at once. Doesn’t look likely, though.” 
 
    “Not really,” I admitted, and I let out an enormous yawn. “I’ll head back, then.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Gryff,” Ashla said with a warm smile. “Get lots of good, dreamless sleep.” 
 
    “Goodnight,” I replied, and the realization of my newfound freedom dawned on me like a pleasant sunrise. “I think I will.” 
 
    I wandered back through the full clinic and strolled through the night air in the direction of my dorm room. I was sure Braden would notice how I disappeared for a suspiciously long time, but there was nothing to be done for it. 
 
    At least I already had my clean clothes with me, so my first stop was to the baths for a good, long soak. The water felt like the best kind of massage on my sore muscles, and the dirt that flowed away from me revealed a host of tiny scratches and cuts I sustained in battle. It was amazing to see all the injuries I never noticed in the midst of adrenaline. I also had a reddened mark on my leg from where the craus’lar’s stomach fish bit me earlier, though Doc’s elixir had sealed it up after that battle. 
 
    Maybe while I was relaxing after this victory, I could do some monster identification. I’d seen a lot of odd things recently, and it always made me feel better to put names to faces, even if it was after the fact. 
 
    In fact, there were a lot of things I was going to now have the opportunity to do. With Phi and Sera under control, I could start really studying again. Arwyn’s study guide was still waiting to be memorized, and I wanted to get back in the habit of dueling and strengthening myself so I could be properly prepared to fight.  
 
    Maybe I could even do some research about who my parents were, and where I really came from. After all, the Archons kept saying such vague things about me not really knowing myself. It was time to change that and seize control over who I actually was. 
 
    When I started to get too hot from the bathwater, I heaved myself out of the pool and padded over to the wall to snag a towel. The air was chilly against my battered skin, but it was fresh and invigorating, and I felt like new things were just on the horizon. 
 
    As I was getting dressed, my hand fell heavily on the leather hip pouch that contained Phi’s essence crystal. It felt wrong to carry it around, but the thought of leaving it in my room dug a deep pit of dread in my stomach. At least if something bad happened to the crystal while I was carrying it, I’d be able to respond right away. If Sleet didn’t propose an idea for Phi’s essence crystal during the next meeting, I definitely wanted to bring it up. 
 
    With my mind settled on that matter, I went back to my room and opened the door quietly. It was a little early for Braden’s bedtime, but as I suspected, he was completely knocked out in bed with the covers drawn over his head. I wasn’t surprised he was worn out from his battle in Ortych Sands, and I definitely agreed with his decision to fall asleep early. 
 
    I emulated my friend by stripping down for bed as quickly as possible, and within minutes of me slipping under the covers, I was out like a light. Sleep came easy, and unlike so many times before, Sera didn’t bother me even once during the night. 
 
    I woke up late in the morning, and I got started on my day with a strong sense of lazy relaxation. I visited Maelor, talked to my friends, and ate lots of Academy food to make up for all the hardtack bread and travel jerky I’d had to consume lately. The day was nearly perfect already, but then during dinner, Nia and Varleth walked into the cafeteria. 
 
    “They’re back!” Layla squealed with uncontrolled volume, and she dashed out of her chair to see the two mages as they walked in. 
 
    Nia’s eyes met mine from across the room, and my breath caught in my throat at the warm blue color of her gaze. I felt as if I’d been knocked adrift in the ocean of her stare, and I could hardly think, let alone say a word or walk. 
 
    Nia solved my problem by hugging Layla briefly before she came straight over to our table with Varleth in tow. 
 
    “I heard you did some amazing things, Gryff,” Nia told me warmly in a melodic voice that rang with relief. 
 
    “I had more than a little help,” I explained as I glanced at Erin, Layla, and Cyra. “Ashla deserves plenty of credit as well, but she’s still in the clinic until tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “I’ll go visit her later,” Nia decided, and her eyes sparkled as she glanced back to me. “Still, I’m glad you’re okay. You don’t know how much I worried about you, since you always insist on doing things the most dangerous way.” 
 
    “I do not,” I protested, but I didn’t bother keeping up the pretense. “Honestly, I doubt you could have worried anywhere near as much as I did.” 
 
    “It’s true,” Erin pointed out with a knowing glance at me, “he was off in his head up until the minute Headmaster Sleet told us you were alive and well.” 
 
    “Also, I lived too,” Varleth inserted dryly. “Hooray, Varleth, we’re so glad you made it back.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” I allowed as I patted the banisher dismissively on one shoulder. “You’re alive as well, that’s very tolerable.” 
 
    The two of us broke into chuckles, and we gave each other a real hug this time. 
 
    “Good to see you, man,” Varleth told me warmly as we broke apart.  
 
    “It’s been a rough few days,” I agreed. “I’m really glad we all made it through.” 
 
    Nia stepped in to hug me next, and she smelled like cold winters and pine wood, as if she’d stepped straight out of the north to get here.  
 
    “When’s the next meeting with the Headmaster?” Nia asked as we stepped back from the hug. 
 
    “Three days from yesterday,” I answered, “though I’m not sure if that was an exact timeline, so much as it was wishful thinking from your father.” 
 
    “Eh,” Layla chipped in, “why worry about it? Sera’s put away, Phi is in the bag, and we’re thinking the monster attacks are going to go back to normal. What else is there to do but return to school?” 
 
    “There’s always something,” Nia answered knowingly. “I like the idea of a break, but I’m not going to put away my travel pack just yet.” 
 
    My friends nodded reluctantly, and I had to agree with Nia as well. Even if nothing new came up, Phi wasn’t quite dealt with so much as she was put to the side for now.  
 
    Nia and Varleth went to get their own food, and we spent the meal in pleasant, excited chatter as everybody caught each other up. When we finished our roasted mushroom pasta and clam chowder, we started to split to our own tasks. Nia went to give Ashla a visit, and Gawain wanted to catch up on selecting new fabrics to be tailored for him, whatever that meant. The girls all had a dozen different things to do, but Braden and Varleth were both going to the library, and I decided to join them. 
 
    The first thing I did was return my book on monster behavior from before, and then I found the largest bestiary of aquatic monsters in the entire building. It was painstaking to flip through the pages looking for the type of fish monsters I now owned, but I finally found them in an enormous section labeled ‘land-capable aquatics.’  
 
    The page described them as relatively harmless, Grade E monsters that produced water with varying degrees of pressure. I would probably argue against such a low grade, since I knew just how hard those water bullets could hit. There was nothing written in the book about them living inside craus’lar stomachs, but I was willing to bet it wasn’t a singular incident. 
 
    “Robaguas,” I muttered as I read the header of the page to myself. “Kind of a stupid sounding name.” 
 
    “Not as stupid as yours,” Gawain retorted from the seat across from me. 
 
    “At least I’m trying to educate myself,” I complained. “You’re just reading about horse genealogy.” 
 
    “I’m educating myself,” Gawain argued calmly. “Just because horses hate you doesn’t mean they aren’t worth breeding and caring for.” 
 
    “Give me an airship any day,” I said as I shook my head. “Horses are pointless if you have the option of flight.” 
 
    “Sometimes you don’t have that option,” Gawain said as he flipped the next page, “and then you’ll be wishing you’d had the foresight to breed a perfect steed for your journey.” 
 
    “I hope you realize someday just how weird and snobby that sounds,” I told him seriously, “and I wish I had never heard it.” 
 
    Gawain huffed in amusement, and I grinned back at him as I snapped my bestiary shut.  
 
    “See you later,” Gawain told me, and I gave him a quick wave goodbye as I left the library. 
 
    It was time for bed soon, and I wasted no time getting to sleep so I could have my full amount of rest. It was so refreshing to sleep through the night without Sera sending me dreams for me to fight against. 
 
    Of course, that night, my expectations of a simple rest were shattered. 
 
    Something is stirring, Sera’s voice whispered in my mind. Now that we are one, it’s up to you to keep us safe, Gryff. 
 
    “What’s happening?” I asked, and my voice echoed oddly in the gray, featureless landscape of the dream. “What do I have to keep us safe from?” 
 
    There were nine Archons, Sera warned, when our power was strong, and the land was ours. We cannot die, and so there are nine still. Seven are unaccounted for, either sleeping, or waiting, or trapped. 
 
    “Well?” I asked in confusion. “We knew that, to some extent. Why are you bringing it up now?” 
 
    One has awoken, Gryff, Sera said, and her voice grew nervous and uncertain. One has awoken, and in her wake, this time of peace will shatter. 
 
    “Where is she?” I asked urgently. “What’s she going to do?” 
 
    She is in a land far away, Sera whispered, and her voice faded as she spoke. Don’t delay, Gryff. She may be far, but only you can stop her. Only you have that power …  
 
    Sera’s voice trailed away, and I fought to cling to the dream as it slipped between my fingers. 
 
    I jolted awake as the dream departed, and a knocking at the door interrupted my thoughts. 
 
    “Gryff,” Nia’s voice called, “we have an emergency meeting. You have to get up.” 
 
    “Nia?” I asked as I rubbed my eyes. “What’s so urgent? Can I eat breakfast first?” 
 
    The dream still clung to me like cobwebs in my mind, and I shook off Sera’s warnings as I sat up distractedly in bed. 
 
    “You’ve got to come quickly,” Nia pressed as her voice cut urgently through the thick door. “It’s about the southern lands, the country of Luratamba. A new Archon has been sighted.” 
 
    End of Book 8 
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