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 Chapter One 
 
    Lustful moans filled the air, and I swam in an ocean of soft lips, beautiful faces, and silky limbs. My lovers surrounded me and blanketed my body with tender touches, and I sighed as I enjoyed their caresses.  
 
    I hoped it was a long time before I woke up.  
 
    While I’d enjoyed my time on Eyrie Island, I missed my lovers back in Mistral. Over a week had passed since I’d been separated from my team. I’d left most of them on a boat off the coast of Utun as Varleth and I had gone after a catalyst. The next thing I knew, I was in the middle of a hurricane, and I’d ended up crash landing my pyrewyrm into the ocean.  
 
    I’d woken up stranded on a strange island, and I’d been working on finding a way back to my friends when I met Freya. She’d been captured by some bastards who shapeshifted into wolves, so I helped her defeat them, and we’d formed an alliance as a result. 
 
    Then the beautiful warrior princess had invited me into her bed, and we’d joined our bodies. It wasn’t until later that I found out the blonde shapeshifter considered herself to be my wife according to the customs of her people, but she seemed excited about meeting my lovers, so it didn’t bother me what label she gave our relationship. 
 
    I searched for my hawk woman wife in the tangle of bodies, and happy giggles erupted from the other women in the pile as I moved against them.  
 
    “Gryff!” Freya suddenly exclaimed, and her voice cut through my dreamscape. 
 
    I turned with open arms to where I’d last seen her in my dreams, but my eyes fluttered open as my hands wrapped around a pillow instead of my shapeshifting lover.  
 
    I frowned at my discovery. I’d had Freya wrapped in my arms when I fell asleep, after all. 
 
    “Freya?” I yawned and stretched in the low bed. Then I scanned the room for the lovely shapeshifter as I blinked in the bright light. The morning sun shone down through the opening at the peak of the hollow mountain, and the warm yellow light illuminated my rock hewn dwelling. 
 
    “Gryff, please,” Freya’s voice pleaded, and her words wavered with obvious fear.  
 
    Her tone made my eyes shoot wide open as I woke up fully and found her with my gaze. The blonde warrior princess stood in the threshold of my dwelling, and her gold-flecked brown eyes darted from me to the stairs behind her.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked as I swung my legs over the side of the bed. My instincts recognized the urgency in her tone and body language as an obvious emergency, so within moments, I was dressed and armed with my bandolier.  
 
    “T-There’s a … hole in the s-sky,” the blonde shapeshifter stammered as she held her shaking fists clenched at her sides. “Gryff, s-shadow beasts are coming out.”  
 
    My stomach dropped as I processed her response and realized a rift had opened up near Eyrie Island. Then I crossed the few steps between us and swept Freya up into a tight hug. 
 
    The warrior princess stiffened for an instant, like she’d forgotten who I was in her frightened state, but then she relaxed against me and sobbed softly into my chest. The absence of her stoic demeanor, even if only for an instant, concerned me. Freya’s reaction showed how truly upset the warrior princess was.  
 
    A rift was a portal to the monster realm called the Shadowscape, and it looked like a rip or a tear in the air and radiated a putrid stench of decay and death. From my experiences with the Monster Response Squad at the Academy back in Mistral, I knew that rifts could vary in appearance, shape, and size, but they always stank. 
 
    Monsters used the rifts to enter the human world, and they caused chaos, death, and destruction as they waged their endless war against mankind. The Archons I’d defeated had used the rifts in various ways to maneuver their armies and launch their attacks, but since I’d captured four of the monster goddesses so far, I had their knowledge and abilities included in my assets.  
 
    So, I was more than capable of handling a rift and protecting Hawk Clan.  
 
    “It’s okay, Freya,” I murmured as I stroked her hair and held her against me. “I’ll take care of it, don’t worry.”  
 
    “Gryff, no,” Freya argued and pulled away. She stared up at me with her eyes brimming over, but her brows were furrowed, and she had a stubborn lift to her chin. “You are my husband, and I go where you go. You may be powerful, but you are only one warrior, you cannot defeat them alone.” 
 
    “I’m not going to be alone.” I smirked. “I know you’re going to be by my side, but it would help if I could summon my monsters, too. I know what I’m doing, I’ve handled more rifts and monsters than I can count, but I’ve always had my monsters by my side when I succeeded.” 
 
    I released her from my arms as I spoke and squeezed her hand before we turned toward the stairs. Freya set a rapid pace as we were headed to the dock at the base of the mountain the Hawk Clan village was built into, but I kept up easily. It would be best if we got to the site of the rift quickly, and the dock was the only other way off the island village beside the hole at the peak.  
 
    “I understand what you’re saying, Gryff,” Freya continued our discussion as we jogged down the steps. She gnawed on her lower lip, but she still kept her eyes on the path ahead. “And you know I trust you no matter what, but I cannot speak for the rest of Hawk Clan.” 
 
    “They just need to see my monsters kick ass at the rift, and they will figure it out,” I chuckled and squeezed her hand. “I’d rather apologize to healthy, alive, and safe shapeshifters than mourn dead warriors.” 
 
    “Alright, Gryff,” Freya relented after a long moment of silence. “Do what you have to do to save my village, and I will fight by your side till the end.” 
 
    “Plus,” I chirped, eager for the long overdue end to the monster ban, “you’ll get to see how a Mistral mage really fights!” 
 
    Freya flashed me a small smile but didn’t respond.  
 
    Still, I noticed the tension in her shoulders had eased, and I was pleased I’d managed to help calm her down a little. The blonde shapeshifter was a fierce warrior, but it was reckless to go into battle in a weakened mental state.  
 
    We moved quickly, which made conversation difficult, so we continued in silence the rest of the way to the dock. In the meantime, I took the opportunity to strategize. I needed to be prepared for anything, since there was no telling what would come out of a rift in this area.  
 
    Freya and her village of shapeshifters lived in a remote territory far away from my homeland of Mistral and off the Southern continent I’d recently visited. I’d deduced from the translation difficulties when we’d first met that the hawk people were unfamiliar with monsters, rifts, and the Shadowscape. There were no words in the clan’s language for rift, Shadowscape, catalyst, banisher, or summoner, and their magic seemed to be tied to their genetics. I hadn’t received any shapeshifting powers yet even though I’d performed all their initiation rituals, so there had to be more to it than just completing the three trials of the Warrior’s Test. Besides the different animals the different clans shifted their forms into, no one in the area had any magical abilities.  
 
    The ability to shapeshift also seemed to be isolated within the island territories of the clans. The shapeshifters gave credit to their unnamed goddess, but I had a growing suspicion the deity the shapeshifters worshiped was actually an Archon. 
 
    The theory fit in with the patterns I’d observed in the Southern continent. Utuni and Miralea were worshipped by the people of Utun and Luratamba for thousands of years, and the entire culture of the countries were shaped by the religions formed. Then the Archons awakened from their hibernation-like slumbers and used their followers to gain power. 
 
    So, while I was skeptical of the shapeshifters’ goddess, I’d wait until I had evidence of malintent.  
 
    Is a rift not a sign of Veopa’s intent? Sera asked, and her nervous tone concerned me. This is her response to your presence here.  
 
    Whether or not my presence had awakened an immortal deity, I still needed to keep whatever came out of that rift away from Eyrie Island, so I frowned as I pushed Sera’s words out of my thoughts.  
 
    There would be time to deal with that later.  
 
    I was able to get a better estimate of the sun’s progress as we neared the center of the cone, and the cliff wall no longer obstructed my view. It looked to be mid-morning, which meant I’d have to guard the rift all day long. 
 
    I’d handled my fair share of rifts, but I still wished I had a banisher with me, since they had a special kind of magic used to destroy the catalyst that held the rift open. I frowned as my thoughts turned to Varleth.  
 
    I didn’t know where the banisher was, or any other banishers for that matter, so I would just have to make do with what I did know.  
 
    Freya and I ran across the rope bridge that spanned the gap across the hollow mountain and descended the final steps to the dock a few moments later. I’d been so lost in thought I hadn’t noticed the shapeshifters swooping down from the air to land on the rocky ledge, so it took me a moment to regain my focus amidst the flurry of feathered warriors crowding the dock.  
 
    “Archers to the boats!” I heard Chief Fenrir’s commanding voice bellow out and echo off the cliff walls of the village. “Do not let the shadow beasts touch land. Protect the island!”  
 
    I scanned the crowd for the source of his voice and watched the tall dark-haired shapeshifter climbing into a boat on the far end of the dock.  
 
    “I need to get out there fast,” I said and turned to Freya. “I could fly if I can summon one of my monsters.” 
 
    “It would be best to wait until we leave the island,” Freya said as she shot a nervous glance at the people around us. “With shadow beasts attacking nearby already, if my people saw one inside the village, they would panic.” 
 
    Damn it. That made sense. 
 
    “Alright,” I sighed and raked a hand through my hair, “let’s get on a boat.”  
 
    Freya nodded and turned to scan the dock for an available vessel. When she’d found something, her gold-flecked eyes lit up, and the warrior princess beckoned me to follow her before she darted through the crowd.  
 
    A few moments later, I sat on a wooden bench in one of the small sailboats used by Hawk Clan. Freya lifted the long pole used to shove the vessel out of the pool of water, and she maneuvered the ship toward the stone archway.  
 
    I worked the muscles in my jaw as impatience gnawed at me, but I resisted the urge to toss out my duvarku crystal and have my otter-like monsters hasten our progress toward the rift. Then the boat slid beneath the opening in the cliff wall and pushed out into the ocean waves.  
 
    Freya stashed her pole, crossed the ship to the mast, and unfurled the sail. The turbulent winds common in the area immediately snapped the material taut, and the little ship lurched forward. Then the blonde shapeshifter returned to the rudder and gripped it firmly as she guided the ship away from the island.  
 
    I scanned the waves and couldn’t see the rift, but I noticed the line of hawk warriors flew straight to the west. 
 
    “Let’s follow them,” I said as I pointed, and with my other hand, I reached for my duvarku crystal and tossed it into the water.  
 
    Freya nodded and pursed her lips as she tugged the rudder to the side.  
 
    My green otter-like monster bobbed up from beneath the waves an instant later, and I grinned. Then, after I sent a mental command through the bond I shared with my summons, the one monster split and divided into two identical otter-like creatures, and the glowing antenna sprouting from their heads wobbled as my monsters swam beside the boat. 
 
    Freya gasped loudly from behind me, and I turned to check her reaction to my summons. The warrior princess stared at my monsters with wide eyes, but she looked more curious than afraid, so I let out the breath I hadn’t even realized I was holding.  
 
    “They’re amazing,” the blonde shapeshifter murmured as she watched the otters glide effortlessly through the waves.  
 
    “They haven’t even done anything, yet,” I laughed. Then I commanded my monsters to position themselves below the hull of the boat and aid the progress of our vessel with their strong swimming abilities.  
 
    “What are they doing?” Freya searched the water for the monsters when they dipped below the waves.  
 
    “Just wait,” I teased as I settled comfortably into my seat to watch her reaction.  
 
    Then the boat lurched forward with increased momentum, which caused the prow to lift above the waves, and a foamy wake churned behind us as we sped across the water. I’d used the technique discreetly before, and I’d enjoyed watching the confused warrior princess analyze our increased speeds during our previous voyages.  
 
    Freya’s eyes widened at the familiar sensation, then she caught me in an icy glare. 
 
    “You made our boat go faster all those times,” she accused me with furrowed brows and a clenched jaw, but her eyes danced with obvious amusement. “I thought I was going crazy, Gryff, that’s not nice.”  
 
     “Hey, I’m an impatient man,” I chuckled. “I knew I could get us there quicker, and I did what I had to do. I seem to remember you being very pleased when we got to your village faster.” 
 
    “That’s true.” The blonde shapeshifter blushed as she turned her gaze to the western horizon. “Thank you for not summoning them in the village.” 
 
    “The last thing I want to do is scare the villagers even more,” I reassured her with an earnest grin. “I’d like to keep the monsters as far away from Eyrie Island as possible.”  
 
    “Let’s do it.” Freya nodded, and her gold-flecked eyes blazed with battle lust. 
 
    Maker, she was sexy.  
 
    I glanced at the eastern sky behind us. The sun climbed toward its apex, but it was still clinging to the horizon. Without a banisher, my only option was to hold back the tide of monsters until the moon rose. Monsters couldn’t survive night time in the human realm, and rifts closed when exposed to moonlight, but sometimes the rift would reopen when the sun rose the next day.  
 
    I’d taken the lack of rifts for granted while in the shapeshifters’ territories, but it looked like my luck had finally run out. The fact that there hadn’t been a rift in these parts for a long time made me think the sudden appearance of a rift outside Eyrie Island was no coincidence.  
 
    Did this have something to do with our attack on Skara? 
 
    In exchange for saving Freya’s life, the warrior princess had agreed to help me get a ship so I could go find my friends. I had to complete a bunch of trials and prove my abilities first, but then the people of Hawk Clan helped me steal a ship from the Moose Clan city.  
 
    My new ship laid anchored on the southern side of Eyrie Island, tucked between the coral reefs that encircled the mountain. I’d barely had time to enjoy my prize, though, since we’d only gotten back to Freya’s village yesterday.  
 
    Suddenly, my duvarku sent a call of alarm through our bond, and I followed the magical connection to find out what had upset my summons.  
 
    Water monsters swam below the ship and snapped at my duvarku with their fangs. My summons thrashed against the attack but were still trying to keep up the boat’s momentum, so I relented my command, instructed them to defend the waters, and reached for my bandolier at the same time.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Freya shot me a quizzical look as she noticed the slowing speed of our vessel. 
 
    “Water monsters,” I explained. “So, I’m gonna summon my other swimmers, then start gearing up, okay?”  
 
    “They’re down there?” Freya eyed the water suspiciously before she nodded her consent. “Time to gear up, then.”  
 
    “I’ve been practicing some things that I think you’ll like.” I grinned and tossed out my crystals, and at the same time, the warrior princess began to shift into her hawk form.  
 
    I observed the process from my peripheral, and even though I’d seen my lover shapeshift before, it was still an incredible thing to witness.  
 
    Freya’s wavy blonde hair fluttered in the breeze and transformed into russet brown feathers which sprang down her back and settled into place. Next, the warrior princess stretched out her arms, and an instant later, she unfurled wings where her limbs were. The shapeshifter’s face had also twisted, blurred, and finally settled into the yellow hooked beak and wide eyes of a powerful raptor.  
 
    The only difference between the warrior princess and a normal hawk was her size. Her height had changed only slightly during her shift, and her wings spanned eight feet wide when extended.  
 
    Freya was a force to be reckoned with. 
 
    I eyed the sharp tips of her yellow talons as she pushed off from the boat and up into the air. I’d seen the warrior princess sink those talons into an enemy and lift him several stories into the sky before dropping him to his death.  
 
    Like a body bomb.  
 
    I chuckled as I decided the official nickname for my lover’s attack. Then I turned my attention to my summons erupting from their crystals around me, and the boat was quickly becoming crowded with monsters. 
 
    My speed slugs slithered forward as they predicted my intention for summoning them. The green monsters were about the size of my forearm and had slimy skin. They were a fairly rare monster to obtain, since they were fast and capable of jumping, but they were a valuable asset to keep on hand. The speed slugs had the useful ability to enhance the speed of humans and monsters when attached to the body, so with speed slug enhancements, I could run long distances in record times without tiring. I’d seen some humans get sick from the effects of the monster, but I’d done it so many times now it almost felt natural.  
 
    So, I picked up one of the two slugs, attached it to my neck, and took a moment to breathe as the energy coursed through my veins and charged my muscles. Then I turned my attention back to my other summons. 
 
    I’d tossed out several robaguas crystals, my vingehund, and my bullet bass, and I commanded the robaguas to jump into the ocean and join the duvarku’s battle below the waves. The odd fish-like creatures obeyed immediately, and they kicked off from the hull of the boat with their slightly humanoid legs before diving into battle.  
 
    My bullet bass hovered nearby on its rubbery wings and awaited my command. The small metallic fish looking monster was another one I couldn't do without. Its diminutive appearance was misleading because of the monster’s indispensable ability to extend its chrome armor to others.  
 
    With a wave of my will, I coated myself and my monsters with the bullet bass armor, and I sensed my duvarku’s excitement as it tore into enemies with renewed vigor.  
 
    Apparently, my monsters appreciated being protected.  
 
    Finally, I turned to my vingehund and gave the canine-like flying monster an affectionate head rub. My monster’s tongue lolled out of the side of her gaping maw as her eyes rolled with pleasure at my touch. Her light blue feathered wings ruffled when I hit an itchy spot, and my vingehund pushed into my hand to make me scratch harder.  
 
    “Good girl,” I told her with a grin.  
 
    Then I grabbed the second speed slug and attached it to my vingehund’s nape. My canine-like monster blinked and shivered for a moment before she chirped out a happy bark, and then she tossed her head back and eyed the sky.  
 
    I sensed her desire for battle through our bond, but I made my monster wait until I finished extending my bullet bass armor to her body and wings. Each individual feather was essentially painted with a nearly indestructible metal, but it was light enough that I wasn’t worried it would disable her flight.  
 
    Finally, I gave her the command to hunt and kill monsters, but I made sure to remind her not to kill hawk people. 
 
    My vingehund buzzed with restrained energy as she waited for my command, then at my signal, she zoomed into the air so fast I barely saw her take off. An instant later, I sensed her pleasure through our bond as she spied a flying monster to the west.  
 
    My monster accompanied the information with an image of the rift. The flying beast could see further from her vantage point, but the rift was closer than I’d expected.  
 
    I gritted my teeth as I realized how close to the village it was. We’d traveled for less than half an hour before the sea monsters had begun their attack on my duvarku.  
 
    Suddenly, a hawk swooped through the sky at the edge of my vision and pulled me out of my thoughts. Freya might wait for me, but I wasn’t going to stick around to find out. 
 
    Time to get into the air.  
 
    With a wave of my will, I commanded my vingehund to grant me her wings, and an instant later, I felt the new appendages extending from my shoulder blades. Instead of my arms transforming into wings like the hawk people, my wings were more like the angelic limbs of my Archons: Sera and Phi. I ruffled them tentatively with a mental command, and my face split into a wide grin as I sensed each individual feather. The wings extended outward from my shoulders for about a foot, then a joint angled the length of the appendage down along my back. The tips of my feathers nearly touched the deck behind me, and my muscles twitched to adjust to the unfamiliar weight. Then I could feel the wind tugging against me, and my urge to fly skyrocketed.  
 
    This was going to be so fucking amazing.  
 
    I took a moment to coat my new wings with bullet bass armor and flexed them experimentally to see how the metallic coating affected my movement. Satisfied, I turned my gaze to the clouds and lowered into a squat.  
 
    With my next breath, I kicked off from the bottom of the boat and launched myself into the air. I’d seen enough shapeshifters do it, so I had a general idea of the sequence required for an ocean take off.  
 
    I was rewarded with the wind slicing against my face, and then I extended my wings. I pumped with a furious clench of muscles and caught the wind to quickly level out. The Hawk Clan sailing vessel bobbed on the waves far below me, and it grew smaller as I rose higher. Then I whooped with uninhibited joy as I rolled and flew through the air while I experimented with my new flying ability.  
 
    Maker, this was awesome. 
 
    I grinned and turned my gaze to the red-tailed hawk circling the small ship below me. A moment later, I cruised on the air currents beside the hawk woman, and I could have sworn I saw a smile in her eyes as I soared next to her. It was hard to tell her facial expressions when she was in her bird form, but there was no mistaking the glimmer in my lover’s gold-flecked eyes. 
 
    Before I had time to fully enjoy the sensation of flight with my shapeshifting wife, a volascura swooped out of the clouds, and the red-tailed flying monster snapped its fangs at my neck.  
 
    I grabbed the squirrel-like monster by one flapping wing and ripped it off my chest. My altitude dropped slightly as I struggled with the feathered varmint, but it only took me a second to grab my rhin dagger and drive it into the monster’s torso. I growled and yanked my blade free before I dropped the dying monster into the ocean below. Then I took a deep breath and scanned the clouds for another enemy.  
 
    I’d kind of missed fighting monsters. I was ready for more.  
 
    I caught Freya’s wide-eyed stare as she swooped past me. For a moment, I saw myself through her eyes, with my metallic skin shining in the sun as I flew through the clouds. It was a big change from how she’d seen me fight before, like a normal human on my feet with daggers in hand.  
 
    I’d used my bullet bass armor without any disguise on the island where we’d met, but I suspected the warrior princess had been too distracted by my summons at the time to notice my metallic coating. 
 
    Even if my shapeshifting lover was freaked out by my abilities, I knew I’d have the upper hand against the attacking monsters, so I shrugged off her reaction and turned my attention back to the sky.  
 
    Suddenly, the clouds parted, and the rift came into view. It hovered over the water, but the pointed oval shape grazed the waves at the bottom. The rift had the same properties as other rifts I’d seen, but it had a narrow shape that reminded me of a cocoon. The clouds surrounding the rift started to drift away from it, as though the magic pulsating from the portal was pushing them away. Beyond the rift, the sky was a cloudy gray-white, and I was willing to bet I could have smelled the snow in the clouds if it wasn’t for the rift. The stench of death and decay assaulted my senses and made my eyes water, and I grimaced as I scanned the area.  
 
    I noticed a clump of boats floating on the waves below, and then I saw the hawk people launch from the ships into the air when a flock of flying monsters emerged from the rift.  
 
    I jumped into the fray without hesitation and joined the shapeshifters’ attack.  
 
    The flock consisted of a variety of flying monsters. I saw more volascura as well as some beakroks, elemental imps, and several monsters I didn’t recognize, but I pumped my wings and dove into the mass of chittering creatures as they swarmed toward the hawk warriors.  
 
    A flurry of white fluff zoomed past the corner of my eye. Then I heard a high-pitched growl as the monster latched onto my chest and tore at my torso with sharp claws. I hissed as the monster’s talons cut into my skin, and I grabbed at the white fluffy ball.  
 
    The monster was small and round, covered in soft downy feathers, and had short, stubby gray leathery wings. It looked like an angry snowball with its feathers all puffed out, and its red eyes glared at me as it struggled against my grip.  
 
    I didn’t waste any time in dispatching the monster, and I quickly eliminated it with a single thrust of my dagger.  
 
    The winged monsters of the swarm around me snapped at my face and legs, but their fangs only grazed off my bullet bass armor. Still, stabbing each one with my daggers would take too long, so I switched strategies. 
 
    I grabbed an essence crystal from my bandolier and crushed it between my fingers. An instant later, my kalgori hovered in the air at my side, and I could already feel the murderous glee of the butterfly-like monster as it eyed the storm of wings around us. The kalgori, also referred to as the bladewings, the gale, or the storm of knives, was an insectoid monster with glowing green wings tipped in sharp steel blades.  
 
    The tiny monster was actually a higher-grade C beast because of its ability to multiply exponentially until an entire swarm of kalgori attacked as one. They were bloodthirsty and deadly, which worked well for my needs.  
 
    I grinned and commanded my kalgori to multiply while I also transferred my summons’ blade tipped wings to myself. I molded the blades with my will until my wings, forearms, and fists were lined with thin, sharp edges. Then I released my horde of kalgori on the swarm of flying monsters before I joined in their attack with my speed slug enhanced, blade tipped body.  
 
    I ripped through the creatures’ bodies like a knife through butter, and gore sprayed in my wake.  
 
    My heartbeat thumped in my ears as adrenaline coursed through my veins, and I thrust out an arm and cut through three monsters at once. The sounds of monster chunks splashing into the ocean below created a staggered soundtrack to my bloody flight, and I mirrored my monsters’ bloodthirsty glee.  
 
    I flew in a tight figure eight formation at the center of the kalgori storm that encircled the swarm. Then I pumped my wings faster and faster until the world spun and blurred around me, and with each splash of a fallen enemy, my heart pounded faster.  
 
    My kalgori hummed with pleasure through the bond we shared, and if I wasn’t mistaken, our bond had strengthened. My monster predicted my commands more and more, like it had a sudden desire to please me.  
 
    Was this from learning to mimic my summons’ attack methods? 
 
    Then I sensed my butterfly-like monster searching for a new opponent through our bond, and I realized the swarm had been annihilated. The skies were clear for now, but after a quick scan, I noticed some hawk warriors thrusting spears into the water from a boat below me.  
 
    I circled lower and sent out a mental call to my swimming monsters, and my duvarku and my robaguas quickly responded and veered toward the rift beneath the waves. As I banked and hovered closer to the boat, the hawk warriors spotted me and called out in alarm. 
 
    “There’s another beast!” a man yelled as he pointed at me. “Guard yourselves!”  
 
    “I’m not a beast!” I shouted, and the man gasped.  
 
    I growled with frustration as I tried to figure out the easiest way to reassure the warrior. Then, with a wave of my will, I pushed the bullet bass armor off my face.  
 
    “G-Gryff?” The hawk man’s eyes widened as he recognized me. 
 
    “This is how I fight,” I ignored his shock and rushed to explain. “I’m trying to help you.”  
 
    “Right.” The warrior straightened his shoulders and gave me a firm nod. “There’s beasts in the water, but they leap out to attack.” 
 
    “I’ve got some friends below the waves taking care of it,” I told him. “Stay defensive around the water, but you guys are more useful up in the air.”  
 
    He nodded again and eyed the sea, but besides the rocking of the waves, the ocean was still. I’d sensed my platoon of swimming monsters destroying the sea beasts while I’d talked, but the hawk warriors would figure it out sooner or later.  
 
    So, I shrugged and turned my attention to the rift.  
 
    The edges glowed with a blue-white haze, but the center had the ominous purple-black shimmer typical of the portals to the Shadowscape. I could see some kind of lettering or runes etched into the perimeter of the rift, but the glow of the blue-white circle was too bright for me to clearly see the details. Hazy blurs swam across my vision from squinting at it, so I blinked and shook it off.  
 
    It didn’t look like any larger monsters were coming through the rift yet, but we still had a long day ahead of us. I had a few tricks up my sleeve if things got too bad, but I was confident I could hold the line until the sun set.  
 
    My vingehund circled the sky above me, and she was impatiently watching the rift and was eager for an opponent. I sensed my duvarku and all my robaguas scouting the perimeter in the water below, and my kalgori hovered behind my back in a swarm of fluttering blade-wings.  
 
    Whatever came through the rift next, I would be ready.  
 
    “Gryff!” Freya’s voice cut through my thoughts. 
 
    I turned my gaze toward the source and found her standing on a ship below. The warrior princess was in her human form and waved when I noticed her.  
 
    I swooped toward the blonde shapeshifter and eased back my bullet bass armor as I lowered onto the ship. Once I stood firmly beside my lover, I discarded my wings with a wave of my will. 
 
    Freya eyed me while I finished my transformation and blushed when I caught her watching me.  
 
    “The way you shift is very different from us,” she observed. “It made me wonder what you think of our shifts.” 
 
    “I was pretty mind blown at first,” I admitted with a shrug. “I’d never seen anyone shapeshift before I met you on Last Island.”  
 
    “I had no idea you could actually fly.” Freya shook her head. “I thought it was a metaphor when you said you’d earned your wings … ” 
 
    “I captured my vingehund in the Shadowscape.” I smirked and eyed my circling summons. “It was a tough battle, so believe me when I say I earned those wings.” 
 
    I didn’t bother to mention to the blonde shapeshifter that I’d only recently learned how to adopt my monsters’ abilities onto my own body. Let her think I’d been flying my whole life if she wanted to. It wasn’t an important detail, after all.  
 
    Before the warrior princess could respond, the curtain of the rift bulged, and a flock of the white puffballs flew out. The monsters swarmed the warriors on the ship, and I cursed as I hurried to pull my armor and wings back on.  
 
    I managed to coat myself with the bullet bass chrome seconds before my entire body was covered with biting, scratching monsters. I extended my kalgori blades and my vingehund wings while I simultaneously punched at the writhing fluffy monsters.  
 
    I’d never seen this type of monster before, and while at first glance I would have considered them to be grunts, the gray-white beasts were a handful in a swarm.  
 
    Freya buffeted into view with powerful pumps of her wings and ripped two monsters off my body with her talons. The blonde shapeshifter had fully transitioned into hawk mode, and her bird eyes gleamed with rage as she twisted her beak down to shred the monsters to pieces.  
 
    The warrior princess pumped her wings and rose into the air before she dropped the bloody viscera from her grip. The remains of the beast splashed into the ocean and disappeared from view below the waves.  
 
    The fluffballs’ fangs couldn’t make a dent in my bullet bass armor, but I was growing tired of their ferocious growls and the writhing bodies that covered my arms, legs, and torso.  
 
    So, I grunted as I scooped as many of the puffy monsters into my arms, and then I severed their bodies with my kalgori blades as I squeezed them against my metal plated chest.  
 
    The remaining monsters attached to my person were dispatched easily enough, and a few moments later, I stood on the boat coated in the fluffballs’ blood and white feathers.  
 
    “You okay?” Freya asked from the air above me. The warrior princess had shifted her face back into her human form so she could speak to me, and the effect was unnerving and reminded me of the Archons.  
 
    This human cannot compare to the power of an Archon. Sera sniffed. I have more power in my smallest toe than this mortal.  
 
    I hadn’t meant to offend the dark-winged goddess, but I had to admit, Freya was a force to be reckoned with.  
 
    Hmph, Sera snorted and receded back into her corner of my consciousness.  
 
    “I’m great!” I called up to my shapeshifting lover. “None of this is my blood.”  
 
    “How long will they keep coming?” Freya’s gold-flecked eyes flickered to the rift, then returned to my face.  
 
    “Until the rift is hit with moonlight,” I sighed but gave her an encouraging smile. “Don’t worry, we can hold off whatever that thing spits out.” 
 
    Freya nodded distractedly and set her lips into a firm line. The warrior princess was obviously worried about her village and her people, which was entirely understandable under the circumstances, but I admired her ability to stay focused on the fight and not let her emotions affect her. 
 
    We held the line for hours as the sun inched across the sky. Nothing big ever came out of the rift, but several more hordes of flying creatures and sea monsters emerged in waves. Long periods of quiet waiting separated the onslaught, and the warriors switched out with fresh fighters from the village around mid-day.  
 
    Neither Freya nor I ever left the rift. The warrior princess fought bravely and savagely, and her attacks left no room for mercy. I could tell she was tired, though, and when the sun began to dip along the ocean’s edge, I decided to offer her a break. 
 
    “You could fly back to the island for a while and rest, you know,” I suggested with a soft smile. “It’s been a really long day, and I can tell you’re tired.” 
 
    “It won’t be much longer now, right?” The blonde shapeshifter eyed the setting sun and lifted her chin in stubborn determination. “I stay with you, Gryff.” 
 
    I chuckled and dropped it. If my woman wanted to stay by my side, it was fine with me.  
 
    Freya was right, anyway, the rift would soon dissipate when the moon rose. The portal could still reopen tomorrow, though, so I would have to make sure we kept a close watch on the area for a while.  
 
    So much for heading toward Mistral today. My voyage would have to wait until I knew Hawk Clan was safe.  
 
    Suddenly, I heard a cry of alarm from one of the nearby hawk warriors, and I was pulled out of my thoughts. 
 
    “What kind of monster is that?” Freya gasped as she eyed the sky with her heightened hawk vision.  
 
    I cursed my lack of enhanced sight and wondered how strong my vingehund’s vision was. 
 
    What did I have to lose?  
 
    So, with a wave of my will, I transformed my eyes to match my vingehund’s sight and scanned the horizon. Bright colors danced in my vision, and I noticed Freya’s body pulsing with a warm, red light. 
 
    Could I see people’s blood now? 
 
    I wasn’t sure what sort of vision my canine-like flying monster had, but this was definitely unlike anything I’d ever experienced before. And I’d gone on a psychedelic trip from water dragon eggs. I could see more clearly for a long distance, and I quickly noticed the shape Freya was referring to.  
 
    But it wasn’t a monster at all.  
 
    An airship pushed through the clouds about two miles ahead of the rift. I would recognize the shape of an airship anywhere after how many I’d flown on during my time with the Monster Response Squad. The flying vessel resembled a fish, with its rounded shape and large rudders on the sides and tops, and behind the airship, exhaust ports puffed out a slew of fumes.  
 
    With my vingehund enhanced sight, I could see for miles even in the growing shadows of dusk. From this distance, I spotted a human behind the large domed window on the front of the flying vessel, but I didn’t recognize who it was behind the pulsing red aura in my vision.  
 
    I glanced over the airship and noticed a label painted on the side of the hull and a sigil I instantly recognized.  
 
    Varle Military Dept. Official Aircraft 
 
    “That’s not a monster!” I laughed and waved up at the airship. “It’s people from Mistral!”  
 
    Before the hawk woman could react, the air around us tightened uncomfortably. Suddenly, the cloud coverage split, and moonlight shone onto the curtain of the rift, which flickered and shuddered from the beam.  
 
    Then the portal to the Shadowscape dissipated with a sharp snapping sound that made my ears ring.  
 
    We’d done it.  
 
    Hawk Clan had survived their first rift. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    I dismissed my monster enhanced eyesight and met Freya’s gaze. 
 
    “I think some of my friends might be on that airship,” I explained with a wide grin.  
 
    “Airship?” the blonde shapeshifter said the unfamiliar word tentatively with her head cocked to one side.  
 
    “It’s like a boat that can fly.” I shrugged and turned my eyes back to the approaching vessel.  
 
    The airship had travelled quickly, and I could see it clearly even with my human sight. I watched as the airship drew closer and lowered from the clouds to hover over the water.  
 
    “So, they will not attack us?” The warrior princess stood tensely, like she was ready to attack the approaching people, and I knew she wouldn’t hesitate to annihilate anything in our path. 
 
    “I don’t think so.” I frowned. “I couldn’t see their faces from this distance, but we will find out soon enough. Either way, we can handle whoever is on that airship.” 
 
    I dismissed my remaining enhancements with a wave of my will and took deep breaths to calm my racing heart. 
 
    I hadn’t seen anyone from Mistral in weeks.  
 
    I’d tried to stay focused on the tasks at hand during my struggle to get a boat, but I’d been plagued with homesickness and worry for my friends.  
 
    While I desperately hoped my friends were on board, I knew it was unlikely. My friends had been headed to an airship when we’d been separated, but the approaching airship didn’t look like any I’d seen before. This airship did not resemble Erin’s small vessel at all, it looked more like the larger vessels used to fly longer distances.  
 
    So, there was a chance the approaching airship would be full of strangers.  
 
    When the flying vessel was about a hundred feet away from us, the side bay door began to open. The metal creaked as the hinges pulled the door down, but as soon as a gap appeared in the hull, a head of dark curly hair stuck out into the wind.  
 
    I squinted through the wind created from the hovering airship engine and peered into the crack on the hull.  
 
    “Gryff!” the woman on the airship called out, and she waved a slender hand enthusiastically. 
 
    Maker, was that Cyra? 
 
    “It’s me!” I managed to respond past the lump in my throat, and I waved back.  
 
    Suddenly, a silver ball flew from the opening in the airship’s hull and launched through the air toward me. The shape grew steadily larger and unfurled bright pink wings, and then I realized it was Kalon.  
 
    The appearance of the small dragon confirmed Cyra’s identity. Kalon was the dark-skinned summoner’s familiar, after all. 
 
    Kalon chirped happily as she circled the ship and swept her gaze over me. Then, with her scouting duty done, the silver dragon pumped her wings and angled back toward the airship. 
 
    I laughed with sheer abandon and continued to wave enthusiastically at my approaching lover.  
 
    “We have to get closer!” I exclaimed to Freya as I glanced around the small Hawk Clan vessel I stood on.  
 
    “There is little wind right now,” the warrior princess observed. “We would need to paddle.” 
 
    The blonde shapeshifter was the only other person on the boat, and the rest of the warriors’ ships had drifted into a scattered formation to circle the rift during the battle. I could barely make out the shapeshifters’ forms from this distance, but I could tell they all stood facing the approaching airship. While I was half tempted to summon my wings and fly up to meet the airship, I knew it would be better to explain my new abilities to my friends first.  
 
    So, I searched along my bond with my duvarku and found the swimming monsters circling the ocean below the boat. I sensed their boredom and had to fight back a chuckle. With the rift closed, at least for the night, my summons had run out of enemies to destroy. The sturdy swimmers were good for more than just killing monsters, though, so I once again used them to my advantage.  
 
    I gave the otter-like monsters the command to push our vessel toward the airship and crossed to the rudder.  
 
    Freya eyed my actions silently and glanced at the water as we pushed through the waves. Then the warrior princess smirked at my obvious eagerness and picked up a paddle.  
 
    A few moments later, the small sailing vessel pulled below the hovering airship. By the time we were directly beneath the flying ship, the bay had opened fully, and more faces joined Cyra’s. 
 
    I struggled to breath as I stared up at my dark-skinned lover. Her soft, round cheeks were lifted into a wide grin, and she waved eagerly without pause. I mirrored Cyra’s enthusiasm, and I stared up at her like she would disappear if I blinked.  
 
    “Gryff, is that really you?” Arwyn called down, and her long flame-like hair whipped around her shoulders from the wind coming off the engines.  
 
    “We’ve been looking for you all over the ocean!” Nia exclaimed as she stepped up beside the two women, and her piercing blue eyes were gleaming with joy as she stared down at me from the bay.  
 
    My heart leapt into my throat as I took in the image of my ashen-haired lover. Nia looked like something out of a dream, and her flawless pale skin created a doll-like energy to her appearance. I shook my head to dispel the mystifying effect of the sight of her.  
 
    “I can’t believe you guys are here!” My mind raced as I processed the sudden appearance of my friends. “But I haven’t seen you since Utun, what are you doing so far south?” 
 
    “We will talk more when we come down,” Arwyn shouted, and the women disappeared from my view back into the airship. 
 
    “These are the people you’ve been looking for?” Freya asked in a nervous tone. “Your women?”  
 
    I glanced at the blonde shapeshifter and noticed she held her shoulders stiffly and her lips in a firm line.  
 
    “They are my women, yes,” I replied and crossed the boat to stand beside her. Then I took one of her hands in mine and gave it an encouraging squeeze. 
 
    Freya smiled softly but still eyed the airship with apprehension.  
 
    I knew the warrior princess would relax once she got to know my friends, so I ignored her anxiety for the moment and enjoyed the excitement of the reunion.  
 
    Suddenly, a rope ladder sprang from the open bay and tumbled down over the water. The tendrils jumped when it reached its full lengths and shook from the vibrations of the airship.  
 
    “Oh, Gryff, I’ve missed you so much!” Cyra climbed down first and launched herself onto me with a fierce hug. The summoner smelled like exotic spices and ripe fruit, and I dug my face into her hair to absorb her scent.  
 
    Her curly dark hair enveloped my face as the wind whipped around us. Cyra’s soft, round cheeks pressed against my jaw, and I could tell she was grinning. Her thick bandolier was stiff and lumpy between us, but I ignored the discomfort and wrapped my arms around her as I squeezed her even closer. The dark-skinned summoner wore red leather pants so tight they looked like they’d been painted onto her skin, and I grabbed her generous ass greedily as a low groan escaped my throat, but as my hands explored her body, I could feel the tight straps of her shirt.  
 
    “Fuck … ” I moaned as I absorbed my lover’s presence. I’d almost forgotten how hot she was.  
 
    Cyra jumped up, locked her stiletto heeled boots around my lower back, grabbed my cheeks in her hands, then covered my face in energetic kisses. 
 
    I hadn’t seen the summoner mage since she’d shown up in Utun on an airship, but we only had a short time together before she went back to Mistral. Cyra had filled my position working with Maelor when I’d left for the Academy, but she’d ended up enrolling herself, and then she joined the Monster Response Squad. I’d rested easier knowing Maelor was looked after by someone as compassionate and hardworking as the dark-skinned summoner, but I’d missed the smell of her terribly. 
 
    I sat her down with reluctance as I turned to greet the next arrival.  
 
    The second person to step onto the small sailboat was Nia, and I could tell the ashen-haired mage was overwhelmed by the look in her beautiful blue eyes. 
 
    “I thought I’d lost you,” the elementalist murmured as she wrapped me in a tight embrace. Her perfect breasts pressed against my chest, and the heat of her body washed over me.  
 
    Nia Kenefick and I went way back to my first day at the Academy. The prideful mage had acted as an ambassador for the school, and she’d begrudgingly showed me to my dorm on my first day there. From the moment I’d met her, I’d been amazed at her fiery determination, unquenchable thirst for knowledge, and passion for perfecting her skills. Then I learned she was the famous prodigy of the renowned Kenefick family, and I respected her even more.  
 
    Since then we’d become class rivals, sparring partners, friends, squad mates, and lovers. We’d fought side by side more times than I cared to count, journeyed through the jungles of Luratamba, and devoured every inch of each other’s flesh with a passion that never faded. The ashen-haired woman was perfect in my eyes, and holding her in my arms again felt like a dream.  
 
    I placed a line of soft kisses along my lover’s jaw, and I lingered for a moment on the scar etched into her delicate chin. Then I turned to greet Arwyn Hamner as she stepped down from the rope ladder and set her long legs on the deck.  
 
    “I am so glad you are okay, Gryff,” the healer breathed with a flushed face and dancing eyes.  
 
    Before I could properly respond, Braden suddenly climbed onto the Hawk Clan vessel, wrapped his thick fist around my hand, and gave it a firm shake. The ox-like mage filled the boat with his massive frame, and my roommate had grown a short curly beard that framed his square face and added a feeling of maturity to his appearance. 
 
    “Funny running into you here,” the summoner greeted me with a smile. “It’s been a long time, Gryff.”  
 
    “You are the last person I expected to see today!” I grinned and clapped the tall man on the shoulder. “This day just keeps getting better and better!” 
 
    Then a strange woman stepped onto the boat from the rope ladder and waved at the people who remained on the airship. The bay of the airship began to slowly close, and the flying vessel’s engine purred as it lifted up higher into the sky.  
 
    “The rest of the crew isn’t coming down?” I asked Arwyn. 
 
    “That style of ship isn’t capable of ocean landings.” The healer spoke in a matter-of-fact tone, and I could tell she was no longer thinking of the airship with me in front of her. “So, I directed the platoon to land on the last island we passed and await my orders.” 
 
    As the airship pushed into the clouds and flew away, the new woman turned to face me. She had straight black hair that hung to her shoulder on one side, and the other side of her head was buzzed short behind her ear. Her big green eyes latched onto my face, and she approached me with a growing smile. 
 
    “So, you’re Gryff, huh?” The woman took my hand in hers with a huge grin. “I’ve heard so much about you, it’s so nice to finally meet you, I almost thought Braden was making up some of his stories … ”  
 
    The woman babbled without pause while she dropped my hand and flicked her hair behind her shoulder. Then she slid her hand into Braden’s and shot the summoner a smile while she talked.  
 
    I tried to keep up with what she was saying as best as I could, and as I waited for an opening to respond, my eyes trailed appreciatively over my lovers. Then I blinked and realized the woman was still talking, so I forced myself to focus on her words.  
 
    “ … I didn’t think we would actually run into you, it’s pretty incredible, don’t you think?” The woman took a breath and then gasped. “Oh, I’m so sorry! I forgot to introduce myself. I’m Mati.”  
 
    “Nice to meet you Mati,” I chuckled and glanced around at the crowded vessel. “I agree, this is pretty incredible.”  
 
    “While I am dying to catch up,” Arwyn interrupted with a warm smile, and I could tell from her tone that she was used to Mati’s talkative nature, “we should really get someplace more comfortable first. That rift could open back up first thing in the morning, so we should all get some rest while we can.” 
 
    “You’re right.” I nodded, and then I turned to my shapeshifter lover and quickly summarized Arwyn’s words in her language.  
 
    When I began speaking in the language of the Hawk Clan, everyone turned to look at the warrior princess with wide eyes as though they only then realized she was there. 
 
    “I will take them to Eyrie Island,” Freya told me in her native tongue. “It is not far from here, less than an hour by boat.”  
 
    I translated her words to my friends with Sera’s assistance, and the communication was so smooth, it was like the women spoke directly to each other. 
 
    “That would be lovely, thank you,” Arwyn replied diplomatically and inclined her head to the warrior princess. “I hope the rift didn’t cause too much damage to your home.” 
 
    “We managed to hold the line here,” I told the red-haired healer with a proud lift of my chin. “As far as I know, not a single monster made it to the island.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t expect anything else from you,” Arwyn murmured with a twinkle in her eyes. “I’m proud of you for handling things on your own.”  
 
    “I can take care of myself,” I replied and blushed as I cleared my throat. “But I had a lot of help from the hawk people, so I can’t take all the credit.”  
 
    “Hawk people?” Arwyn arched her eyebrows questioningly, and I saw her amber eyes flick to Freya before they returned to my face.  
 
    “We certainly have a lot to catch up on.” I grinned and turned to Freya as I switched to her language. “Ready to go home?”  
 
    The blonde shapeshifter nodded firmly and leapt into action, and a few moments later, the sail unfurled to catch the wind. Then my friends settled into their seats, since they obviously sensed they would be more helpful by staying out of the way.  
 
    “I’m so glad to get off that airship!” Cyra stretched her arms, and Kalon, now miniature and hiding behind the summoner’s curly hair, scrambled to keep her hold. Cyra chuckled and bumped her nose against her tiny dragon familiar.  
 
    As the dark-skinned summoner stretched, the fluid movements of her body filled my attention. I found myself analyzing the delicious chocolate color of her throat, and I stared with fascination at her juicy lips as she smiled at me. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re off the airship, too,” I laughed. Then I gave my duvarku a mental command to speed up our progress back to Eyrie Island. “I was about to come up there, I was so excited.”  
 
    “It is an interesting coincidence,” Nia noted with a soft smile. “We were on our way to close the rift when we saw you. Even with the sun setting, we knew we had to do something. Good thing, too. We would never have found you if it wasn’t for that rift … ” 
 
    I’d never seen anything as beautiful as Nia’s blue eyes reflecting the light of the pale moon. Flashes of memories ran through my mind as I imagined the liquid quality of her eyes when she orgasmed, and I resisted the urge to leap across the boat and rediscover my lover’s body in front of all of my friends. 
 
    “I’ve been at the rift all day.” I nodded and shook off my haze of desire. “Nothing major happened, though.”  
 
    I glanced over my shoulder at the ocean waves where the rift had stood. It seemed like hours had passed since the portal vanished, but it had only been a few minutes.  
 
    While I wouldn’t say I missed the humans, Sera said with an amused tone, I do enjoy the excitement coursing through your veins.  
 
    Not even the Archon’s teasing could put a damper on my mood, though, and I grinned as I glanced around the vessel at my friends. My heart swelled in my chest, and I blinked rapidly as my eyes started to water.  
 
    I was a strong person, but even I was susceptible to a tender-hearted reunion.  
 
    I chuckled and shook my head in awe at the sudden appearance of my friends. I’d had a feeling the airship’s passengers were Mistral mages, and I’d hoped it would be people I knew, but I never dreamed I would be sailing to Eyrie Island with Cyra, Arwyn, Nia, Braden, and my newest friend, Mati, in tow. 
 
    Braden and Mati sat snuggled close together on one of the plank seats, and the adoration in my roommate’s eyes was obvious. I could tell Braden was smitten, and it seemed Mati returned the feeling since she gazed lovingly up at the summoner. While the talkative woman wasn’t the type I would normally be drawn to, it was already obvious she and Braden were well matched.  
 
    Good. My friend deserved to find love.  
 
    I was suddenly surrounded by my lovers, and my blood grew warm as I realized my dream from the previous night could soon become a reality. I swallowed hard as I pictured Cyra’s rich caramel skin, Nia’s long legs, and Arwyn’s luscious red lips combined with Freya’s wild blonde curls in a pile of flesh.  
 
    Maker, I was a lucky man. 
 
    I gazed at Nia’s ashen colored hair as the elemental mage peered out at the water, and memories of sparring matches where her forehead was dappled with sweat and her shirt clung to her breasts filled my mind’s eye.  
 
    Cyra leaned in to whisper something in the beautiful elemental mage’s ear, and I felt my mouth water as I watched the dark-skinned summoner press her breasts against Nia’s side. 
 
    Arwyn ran a hand through her flame colored hair and cast a longing look over her shoulder at me, almost as though she was reading my sensual thoughts. The healer ran her tongue discreetly over her thick, red lips, then winked at me. 
 
    We definitely had a lot to catch up on, and I was growing anxious for the chance to talk, so I turned my attention to our voyage, channeled all my will and power into my command, and urged my duvarku forward faster.  
 
    The otter-like monsters spurred through the water with determination, and I sensed their pride through our bond and smiled. I enjoyed the deepened connection I’d experienced with my summons recently. The more I tuned in to their abilities and fighting styles, the more I understood them.  
 
    A thrill ran down my spine as I realized I’d soon be able to tell Braden and Cyra about my new techniques and experiments. The only other summoners I knew and considered friends were Maelor and Layla, but I would explain my new abilities to them when I got back to Mistral. I pictured my friends flying through the air with their various summons’ abilities and choked back a laugh at the image. 
 
    Suddenly, Freya crossed the boat and stood beside me at the rudder. Her brows were furrowed, and her gaze was locked on the distant peak of Eyrie Island.  
 
    “I should go let everyone know we will have visitors,” she said with her lips pressed into a thin line. “There have been a lot of surprises today, it would be best to ease them into it.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea.” I nodded and followed her gaze to the island.  
 
    “I’ll fly ahead,” the warrior princess said with finality, and a moment later, she pushed off from the boat and launched her bird form into the air. 
 
    My friends gasped as the blonde woman shifted into her hawk body and took off, and then their eyes locked onto my face. 
 
    “That’s so cool!” Cyra exclaimed with wide eyes. “She just turned into a bird!” 
 
    “I thought shapeshifters were merely a myth,” Arwyn mused, and I could already see the wheels spinning behind her eyes. “Is she the only one with this ability?” 
 
    “The whole clan are shapeshifters,” I explained, “and other clans in the region can turn into other things. Freya is the daughter of the chief. She went to tell the Hawk Clan we are coming.” 
 
    “I noticed some people on ships fleeing the area as we approached,” Nia supplied. “I was too focused on the rift to pay much attention, though. I didn’t notice anyone change into a bird.” 
 
    “You guys just missed it.” I smirked. “A few moments before you showed up, pretty much everyone around me was a bird.”  
 
    “So, are they human or are they monsters?” Mati asked with her head cocked to one side. Then a smile stretched one side of her lips up, and her green eyes sparkled. “Or animals? Or hybrids? Ooooh, are they like werewolves?”  
 
    “They’re human,” I reassured everyone and shrugged. “Not really sure how or why, but they’re all shapeshifters. I think it’s really great.” 
 
    “It’s fascinating!” Arwyn breathed. “To confirm myths with a developed civilization of people is groundbreaking. I know of several academics who have officially lost bets on the subject.” 
 
    “I don’t remember any of our textbooks ever mentioning the ability to shapeshift,” Nia said and frowned. “I’m sure I would have remembered something like that.” 
 
    “Just wait until we reach the village,” I said with a grin. “I can’t even describe it to you.” 
 
    “How long until we get there?” Braden asked and glanced around. He eyed the nearing peak of Eyrie Island questioningly, but I knew from my own experience the Hawk Clan village seemed unassuming from this angle.  
 
    “That’s it right there,” I said and jerked my head in the direction of the mountain.  
 
    “That’s just a mountain,” Mati said in a skeptical tone. 
 
    “Like I said,” I repeated, and my grin grew so large my cheeks ached. “Just wait.”  
 
    Suddenly, a raptor swooped out from the edge of the mountain and soared toward the ship. A few moments later, Freya fluttered to land a few feet away from me, and I blinked as I processed her quick appearance. 
 
    “Everyone is ready to greet the foreigners,” the warrior princess informed me in between labored breaths. She’d obviously flown as fast as she could to complete her task, and her face was flushed with a soft pink hue. “They’re actually pretty excited. I think you may have changed more than a few opinions about outsiders.”  
 
    “Happy to help.” I grinned and reached for her hand. The joyful facial expression seemed to be my new norm, but I couldn’t help the overwhelming happiness pumping through me.  
 
    “I also set up sleeping arrangements for your friends,” she added. “Not too far from your dwelling, but I didn’t think everyone would sleep comfortably in such a small space.” 
 
    “That’s very thoughtful,” I said and squeezed her hand. “It’s true, Braden would take up the whole bed and leave the rest of us with the floor.”  
 
    “Braden is the big one?” Freya leaned forward to whisper conspiratorially into my ear as her eyes swept across the boat to my summoner friend.  
 
    “Yes,” I chuckled. “We are roommates back at the Academy, the school I go to in Mistral.” 
 
    “School?” Freya tilted her head in the familiar confused expression she had whenever I mentioned my homeland.  
 
    “A place to teach young people and train them to fight,” I explained patiently. “Think of it like the Warrior’s Test, but it lasts years.”  
 
    The warrior princess’ eyes widened as she thought about my words. She shook her head, but I noticed a small smile flash across her face before she set her lips into a firm line. Then the blonde shapeshifter stared at the waves with unfocused eyes for a long moment before she spoke again. 
 
    “Mistral sounds very different from the territories,” Freya said in a thoughtful tone. “No wonder you are such a strong warrior.”  
 
    I hoped she would soon adapt to the cultural differences, since the shapeshifter seemed determined to be my wife. I swallowed, and my eyes flicked over to Arwyn, Nia, and Cyra.  
 
    How would my lovers feel about Freya?  
 
    I’d cross that bridge when I came to it, but for now, I had more pressing questions.  
 
    Like where were my other friends?  
 
    I pushed back my thirst for answers and refocused on the warrior princess.  
 
    “In the end, we are all just humans.” My smile softened, and I squeezed her hand again. 
 
    Freya returned my smile before she took a deep breath and turned her gaze to the island.  
 
    “That means we should hurry up and get to the food, huh,” the warrior princess teased. 
 
    “Hey, you said it, not me,” I chuckled and let go of her hand. Then I tugged on the rudder to angle the ship toward the nearing archway.  
 
    I’d forgotten about eating during the all-day struggle at the rift, but my stomach growled at the mention of food, and I eyed the entrance to Eyrie Island with increased urgency.  
 
    I heard startled gasps across the sailboat as we dipped below the stone barrier and entered the pool at the base of the mountain. I took a moment to recall all of my monsters and returned my crystals to my bandolier as I watched the reactions around the boat.  
 
    My friends craned their necks and stared with wide eyed amazement into the hollow cone the village was carved into. 
 
    “Incredible!” Arwyn exclaimed.  
 
    I took in her excited expression, and my heartbeat quickened. I could listen to her gasp all day long. 
 
    Hawk people circled the dock awaiting our arrival, and they swarmed around the ship as soon as we entered the mountain. The winds kicked up by the multitude of flapping wings blew stray strands of hair across my face, and Mati squealed and buried her face against Braden’s chest.  
 
    The large summoner wrapped a protective arm around the woman and eyed the circling hawks nervously.  
 
    Then the boat nudged against the rocky ledge, and a shapeshifter on the dock rushed forward to secure the vessel. My friends clambered to the ledge, and they smiled tentatively at the growing crowd as more and more hawk people landed on the dock and shifted into their human forms.  
 
    Freya climbed onto the dock in front of me and shot an icy glare at the throng of shapeshifters. 
 
    “Gryff has brought friends and allies to meet our people.” The warrior princess spoke in a loud, commanding tone, and a hush fell over the crowd. “We are having a feast to welcome our visitors, not ogling like fledglings. Go!” 
 
    The blonde shapeshifter waved her hands and shooed the hawk people away before turning to face my group of friends. 
 
    Then I stepped up to her side to aid the translations as the warrior princess addressed my team. 
 
    “I apologize for the rudeness of my people,” Freya said and dipped her head. “We do not have visitors very often.” 
 
    “We are grateful for your hospitality,” Arwyn replied, and she cast the hawk woman a warm smile. “Your village is breathtakingly beautiful. I feel privileged.” 
 
    Freya’s chest puffed out with pride as she heard me translate Arwyn’s words, and she grinned at my red-haired lover. 
 
    “Please,” the warrior princess said and gestured toward the stairs behind us. “Follow me to the dining hall, and you can talk to Gryff while you eat.” 
 
    “I could go for some real food,” Braden commented with a sheepish grin. “We’ve been eating a lot of travel rations.” 
 
    “Yes, we need to keep you fueled up,” Mati said as she smiled up at Braden, and I had to fight back a giggle. 
 
    They were so darn cute.  
 
    “Alright.” I cleared my throat and nodded to Freya. “Lead the way.” 
 
    I walked with my team behind Freya as she led us to the dining hall. I was confident I could have found the cavernous gathering space on my own, but it was nice to have her guide us so I could focus on my friends.  
 
    A short while later, my team and I sat with Freya at a table in the dining hall, and everyone had a plate heaping with roasted meats, vegetables, and mugs of mead. Freya sat to my left side, and Cyra to my right. Arwyn and Nia sat directly across from me, with Mati and Braden huddled together on the bench beside them.  
 
    “This food is delicious,” Cyra said and bumped her shoulder against me. “Maelor will be pleased you have been eating well. The old codger hasn’t been the same since he found out you were missing. He told me he would have sent a letter with me, but he didn’t want to get his hopes up.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to see him again,” I murmured and swallowed down the lump in my throat. “I will find a way to get word back to him.”  
 
    Kalon peeped her pointed nose out from beneath Cyra’s curls and chirped at me, and while I wasn’t as connected to the silver dragon as her summoner, even I could sense her sympathy.  
 
    The thought of Maelor giving up hope made me sick to my stomach. I had to find a way to write to him soon. The poor old man deserved better than to live out his life thinking I was dead. 
 
    My stomach growled and pulled me out of my thoughts. First things first, I needed to eat.  
 
    I looked around the table and let out a satisfied sigh before I dug into my meal. Nia caught my gaze, and her brilliant blue eyes shimmered with joy as she stared at me. Cyra nuzzled her nose against Kalon as the silver dragon clung to her shoulder, and Arwyn slid a dainty bite between her lips as her eyes closed with pleasure at the taste. I couldn’t get enough of the sight of my lovers gathered around me, and the urge to see them closer, with less clothing in the way, filled my chest. Still, I needed to eat, so I shook away my desire and focused on my food. After I’d only taken a few bites, though, my impatience got the better of me, and I pushed my plate away. 
 
    “So, tell me,” I said and cleared my throat to get everyone’s attention. “How did you guys end up all the way out here?”  
 
    “I have a feeling it will be a long story,” Arwyn hesitated with a frown. “I don’t even know where to begin.”  
 
    “Well, maybe you can clear up a few questions for me and go from there,” I suggested.  
 
    “That’s a good idea, Gryff.” Arwyn nodded, and the look in her amber eyes made me feel like she wanted to memorize the lines of my face. “Ask away.” 
 
    Arwyn took the lead easily and obviously spoke for the group as she turned to face me. The beautiful mage ran a hand through her flame-like mane and tossed it over her shoulder, and I took a moment to drink in the sight of her. She wore a white buttoned blouse tucked into high waisted black trousers, and a leather strap crossed her torso between her breasts, attached to a pouch that ran down her side, and latched onto her leg. Her creamy skin looked just as silky as ever, and my mouth watered as my eyes trailed over her high cheekbones, slender jaw, and luscious lips before my gaze wandered down her statuesque frame to take in her breasts straining against the fabric of her shirt.  
 
    Arwyn Hamner was a teacher at the Academy, an experienced leader of Monster Response Squads, a skilled healer, and a talented fabricator. Not only was the professor of history one of the first people I’d met after enrolling at the Academy, Arwyn was also my confidant, friend, teacher, counsellor, and lover.  
 
    Maker, I’d missed her. 
 
    I swallowed and thought about the best way to approach my questions. 
 
    “I was on a boat headed to the northern coast of Luratamba when we ran into a rift.” I frowned as the details of that day returned to my mind. “Varleth and I entered the rift, but I was caught in a flying horde and lost my visual. The rift dissipated before I saw Varleth again, and then I was in the middle of a hurricane.” 
 
    “We’d hoped the two of you had remained together.” Arwyn frowned. “The rift remained open for almost a week. When it finally closed, you and Varleth were gone. Our friends who were with you searched for both of you for a long time before returning to Mistral. I heard reports of cyclones far to the south, but I didn’t connect it to the rift at the time … ” 
 
    My stomach twisted as her words hit me in the gut.  
 
    “How long has it been since Layla, Erin, and Ashla returned to Mistral?” I asked and worked the muscle in my jaw.  
 
    “Three months have passed since your team returned.”  
 
    I leaned back, avoided the concerned eyes of my friends, and cast my gaze to the ceiling. The carved stone dome was smooth except for a few random stalactites beginning to form, which made me wonder if the shapeshifters regularly scraped the ceiling.  
 
    Time was weird in the Shadowscape, I’d always known that to be true, but it had never affected me like this before. The feeling was similar to being trapped in an alternate reality or waking up from a complex dream.  
 
    I shook my head to dispel my uneasiness and ran my hands through my hair. As I slowly processed the new information, my heart sank with the sudden realization that Varleth was still missing. 
 
    “So, you don’t know where Varleth is?” I asked after a long moment, and I held onto the hope that I’d misunderstood. 
 
    “We had hoped you knew.” Arwyn frowned and gave me a worried look. “Our guess was if you both were alive, you would be working together to get back to Mistral. But we never found you.” 
 
    “The search party was called off?” I gritted my teeth.  
 
    “We looked everywhere, Gryff,” Nia interjected with a pained look. “After a while, we all had to face reality and continue the fight.”  
 
    “I know,” I sighed and relaxed my expression. I hadn’t meant to upset the elemental mage, but I was responsible for guarding Varleth in the Shadowscape, and my failure had sharpened my words. “I’ve been trying to get back. I finally got a ship yesterday, and I’d planned on heading north when the rift opened.” 
 
    “We should stay at least a day to make sure it doesn’t reopen,” Mati interrupted. Then she grinned at me and tapped a black sword strapped to her side. “It’s my duty to destroy it, and I’m going to see that through.”  
 
    “You’re a Monster Response Squad member?” I arched an eyebrow at the black-haired woman.  
 
    “Yep.” She smirked. “Every team has to have a banisher, after all.” 
 
    “Definitely an asset.” I nodded, but the mention of her abilities only turned my thoughts back to Varleth.  
 
    A banisher was a class of mage with the ability to destroy the catalyst holding a rift open. They worked their special type of magic to absorb the essence from the catalyst, and in the process, the crystal and rift were destroyed. During my time on the Monster Response Squad, I’d mostly worked with Varleth, and I was barely acquainted with any other banishers. 
 
    The surly gypsy had accompanied me on several missions into the Shadowscape and all around the world. At first, the dark-haired banisher had resisted any connections, but after some time, we’d formed a close friendship. I would trust Varleth with my life, and I knew he felt the same way. 
 
    I’d been responsible for guarding his back, so I felt doubly responsible for returning him safely to Mistral.  
 
    I would find him. No matter what. After all, my friend was way too cranky to die.  
 
    I’d been lucky during my time in the territories, and no rifts had opened since the hurricane. I’d gathered from the Hawk Clan that there hadn’t been any monster activity in these parts for a very long time. The shapeshifters had legends of shadow beasts and powerful mages, but they treated the tales as metaphors for their way of life instead of as an accurate history.  
 
    My friends had perfect timing since they’d arrived with a banisher moments before the first rift had dissipated. If it reopened in the morning, we would be ready.  
 
    I cleared my throat and shook off my heavy thoughts. I already had a lot to process, but there were still some questions I needed answers to.  
 
    “So,” I said and directed my gaze to Arwyn. “If you aren’t here looking for me, why are you here?”  
 
    “It’s true, we aren’t here to find you, but--” The beautiful mage shot me a bright smile. “I am beyond happy we did.” 
 
    “Me, too.” I smiled back and reached across the table to squeeze her hand. “Go on.” 
 
    “The researchers and I have continued our work on the ciphers,” Arwyn continued as she returned the pressure of my grip, then released my hand. “There is still a lot we don’t know, but the biggest piece of the puzzle seems to be the identity of the twelve Guardians.” 
 
    “I remember that.” I frowned as the Beastmaker prophecy sprang to mind. “They were the human mages who separated the monster realm from the human world, right?” 
 
    “Very good.” Arwyn inclined her head. “I’m pleased to see your memory hasn’t been affected from your academic absence.”  
 
    “Why do you need to find out who they are?” I arched an eyebrow at the healer and dismissed her teasing jab about my long departure from the Academy.  
 
    “From what we have learned, the Beastmaker prophecy starts with a child of the Guardians. In order to figure out who the descendants are, we need to find a record of some kind.” 
 
    “There wasn’t anything about it in the library at the Academy?” I’d spent an extensive amount of time in the Academy library, and while the vast archives held an expansive list of records, I’d struggled to find things in the past. I knew Arwyn was a persistent researcher, though, and if anybody could find the information, it was her.  
 
    “Unfortunately, no,” Arwyn sighed, and I saw the exhaustion in her eyes. “I searched every library in Mistral, then went to the Southern continent, but most of their records were destroyed in the recent upheavals.”  
 
    Damn.  
 
    The Archons Utuni and Miralea had left their mark on the Southern continent while they fought their war against mankind, but it sounded like the long-term damage was worse than I thought. I was glad I’d taken care of them once and for all.  
 
    I hope you take care of me again soon, Miralea purred, and I sensed the jaguar goddess stretch sensually in my consciousness.  
 
    I ignored the Archon’s suggestive words and returned my thoughts to Arwyn and the others’ sudden appearance.  
 
    The healer had waited patiently while my eyes were unfocused, and I was grateful for the extra time to process these developments. Then I met her eyes again, and Arwyn cleared her throat with a small nod. 
 
    “We have one avenue left,” she explained and spread her hands across the wood planks of the table. “There is a legendary library in the country of Vay on the Southern continent, and if the findings of my research are correct, it is still intact.” 
 
    “How far away is Vay?” The name sounded familiar, and I searched my memory for the reference.  
 
    “Further to the south, past this archipelago. Vay is referred to as the Edge of the World and is one of the most southern inhabited lands.”  
 
    I smiled to myself as Arwyn’s demeanor smoothly transitioned into a teacher lecturing her students about world history. Her brain had always attracted me, and I loved watching her amber eyes light up as she explained information.  
 
    “Before we left Mistral and went after Miralea,” I said as I recalled a previous time we’d spoken like this, “you mentioned the goddess Veopa in connection to Vay.” 
 
    “Yes.” Arwyn nodded. “Veopa is worshiped by the people of Vay, but we know very little about their culture or religion. Very few expeditions have returned from the southern seas, leaving us with little information. For example, there is no record of a civilization occupying this chain of islands.” 
 
    “Let alone that they have shapeshifting powers.” I smirked. “I was pretty shocked at first myself. I’d never even heard of it before.”  
 
    I glanced over at Freya, and while the stoic woman kept her expression blank, her eyes twinkled when they met mine. I could tell the warrior princess was interested in my friends and our conversation, but I hadn’t been translating, so she hadn’t understood what we’d said. 
 
    The name Veopa hadn’t sparked a reaction from the warrior princess, though, so either her people referred to the goddess by a different name, or the language barrier had prevented her from understanding. 
 
    “I have heard legends and tales of shapeshifters,” Nia offered with a shrug. “My family had an old children’s storybook with a tale of fighting animal people.” 
 
    “I think my family had that same book!” Mati gasped and elbowed Nia.  
 
    The ashen-haired mage shot the banisher a sideways look, and I knew from my experience with the elemental mage that she did not enjoy unexpected physical contact. While she’d warmed up to me and always granted me free access to her body, I could tell Mati’s gesture had made her uncomfortable.  
 
    Nia ignored Mati’s comment, which made me wonder if there were tensions between the two women. It could just be the stark differences between them or a period of just getting to know each other.  
 
    I’d missed a lot of things. Who knew what else had changed since I’d last been in Mistral?  
 
    “So,” I said to redirect the conversation back to the matter at hand, “Veopa is worshipped in Vay, and possibly the island territories as well. The hawk people mention a goddess but have never specified a name. With the sudden appearance of a rift, I have a feeling she isn’t hibernating.” 
 
    “Our research confirmed Veopa has awakened.” Arwyn nodded, and then her amber eyes pierced into me. “The other Archons, are they still restrained?” 
 
    I noticed Freya’s confused head tilt in the corner of my eye as she listened to us speaking in Mistral. I hoped the warrior princess didn’t feel left out, but translating every word would take too much time. 
 
    “Yes, they are secure,” I assured Arwyn. “Miralea is tamed, but Utuni is still rebellious.” 
 
    Arwyn glanced at my hands, and her eyebrows shot up as she took in the new tattoo on the back of my fist. The gold ink flickered in the light of the torches, but even in the dim lighting, the jaguar paw print was easily visible.  
 
    “We will talk more about that later,” I said and scratched my most recent tattoo self-consciously. “It sounds like I have another Archon to defeat.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Arwyn murmured absently as her eyes lifted to my face. “We had intended to enter Vay covertly and continue our research without interacting with the goddess. Without the ability to subdue an Archon, our only option would be defense and stealth.” 
 
    “Well, now you have the ability again.” I grinned and lifted my chin. “I’m starting to get the hang of it now.”  
 
    “While that is advantageous, our first priority is our research.” Her tone was one of a squad leader and experienced strategist. Arwyn was not one to get sidetracked from her mission, and she always saw it through to the end. “Once we acquire the knowledge we seek, we can transition into a more offensive strategy. I’m assuming you are joining us, but in the end, the choice is yours.” 
 
    “I don’t want to separate again,” I replied, and my brows furrowed. “There would be no telling when we could reunite, and I can’t take that risk.”  
 
    “Good.” Arwyn nodded firmly, but some tension eased from her shoulders. 
 
    “But,” I said and lifted a hand to pause her relief. “We need to look for Varleth first. That’s my one condition.” 
 
    Arwyn exchanged a nervous glance with Nia, and the younger woman shrugged.  
 
    “We won’t be able to search efficiently from the air.” The red-haired healer gnawed on her thick bottom lip. “I told the airship crew to land on an unoccupied island nearby and set up a camp. We established a plan when we saw the rift, and until I debrief them, they will continue to follow those commands.”  
 
    “I have a ship,” I countered. “The crew can follow our path in the air while we search from the ground. We would have reinforcements available if needed but also avoid having to explain the airship to everyone.” 
 
    “I hope they will not upset the locals by landing nearby,” Arwyn mused. “If they need to relocate their campsite, I should alert them quickly. Whether we rejoin them or split up, I will need to debrief them tomorrow.” 
 
    “The airship went to land on an island and make camp for the night,” I explained in the Hawk Clan language as I turned to the warrior princess. “Is that okay, or should we have the men come here instead?” 
 
    “The airship scared my people,” Freya offered quietly. “It would be best if it stayed out of sight.” 
 
    “The people in these territories are pretty skittish,” I explained to my friends after I translated her words. “Today was the first time they saw me summon monsters, and I’m sure everyone’s nerves are frayed from the whole experience.” 
 
    “Alright,” Arwyn relented and inclined her head to Freya. “I will respect the culture of the residents and split our troops. We will look for Varleth as we travel south, but our ultimate mission must remain the library.” 
 
    “That works for me.” I grinned. “We will find him before we get to Vay, I can feel it.”  
 
    “So, are we going to camp out with the crew tonight or stay in the shapeshifters’ village?” Braden piped up from further down the table.  
 
    The large summoner had remained quiet for the majority of our discussions, but I could tell he’d grown more confident since I’d first met him over a year ago.  
 
    “Let me ask the princess.” I shot my roommate a grin before I turned to Freya and translated the question. 
 
    “I have arranged lodging for your friends,” Freya explained. “There is a larger dwelling near ours that is currently being prepared for you.” 
 
    I tweaked the translation slightly to avoid the subtle mention of our recent union. I could explain those details later. 
 
    “Oh, that’s so nice!” Cyra gasped with a wide grin. “I was hoping we could see more of the village before we left!”  
 
    “Yes, thank you for your generosity,” Arwyn added, but she paused as her eyes flicked between me and Freya. “It is very thoughtful to give us a space close to your dwelling.”  
 
    “You are most welcome.” Freya gave the red-haired healer a small bow of her head. “It is lovely to meet the friends I have heard so much about, and it is obvious my husband cares for you all deeply.” 
 
    I translated her words before I’d even processed what she’d said, and then I  gulped as I realized my friends had heard every word. 
 
    The table suddenly went dead quiet.  
 
    “H-Husband?” Arwyn’s eyes widened, and her lips parted slightly as the word hung in the air.  
 
    Damn it. This was not how I wanted this to go down.  
 
    I sighed and resigned myself to translating my shapeshifting lover’s words verbatim. 
 
    “Yes,” Freya replied and gave the adept mage a friendly smile. “I’ve been anxious to meet my other sister wives. Gryff told me they were strong warriors.” 
 
    But I didn’t have time to translate.  
 
    “You got married?” Nia slammed her hands on the table and rose halfway from her seat to lean over toward me. Her blue eyes pierced into mine with a demanding heat, and her cheeks flushed pink. 
 
    “It’s a long story,” I sighed and cast a sheepish grin at my friends. “I don’t even know where to start.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    “This is definitely a story I need to hear!” Cyra gasped, and her dark brown eyes were wide as she locked her gaze onto my face.  
 
    Kalon peeked out from beneath the curtain of the summoner’s curls, and the silvery reptile chirped her agreement with a curious expression on her dragon face. 
 
    How much did the monster understand about our conversation?  
 
    Kalon was different from most monsters because she was Cyra’s familiar, and being a familiar granted the silver dragon extra abilities, like being able to stay out of her crystal for extended periods of time.  
 
    While I wanted to explain to my friends how I’d ended up married to a shapeshifting warrior princess, the hostile energy radiating from Nia made me hesitant.  
 
    “Do you want to listen, or do you want to fight me?” I arched an eyebrow at Nia as she towered over the table and trapped me with her piercing stare.  
 
    The ashen-haired mage glared at me, and for a moment, it looked like she might actually want to fight. Then Nia released her breath and settled back into her seat.  
 
    “Fine. I’m all ears.” Her face was flushed a hot pink hue, but she quickly regained her composure. 
 
    The multi elementalist had a reason to be upset. It had to be a surprise to find your long missing lover only to learn he’d gotten married. I longed to explain to her how the label didn’t change anything between Nia and me, but it was not the time. 
 
    I wanted to have the privacy to discuss it with my lovers personally, not explain to the entire group in the Hawk Clan dining hall.  
 
    Too late, now, though, so I let go of my frustrations and prepared myself to explain my recent experiences. 
 
    “I am very eager to hear about this new development as well.” Arwyn cleared her throat and rested her elbows on the table to nestle her chin in her delicate hands. “Please, tell us everything.” 
 
    “So, I had to complete a few trials to prove my skills as a warrior before the chief would help me steal a boat. In the process, me and Freya grew closer and well … ” I lifted my hands with my palms up in a gesture of helpless surrender. “She told me later that according to their laws, she was now my wife.” 
 
    My friends gasped, and I noticed several eyes flick toward the blonde shapeshifter sitting by my side. I hoped my suggestive wording would suffice to explain the full concept, since I’d rather not talk about my sex life with Braden and Mati present.  
 
    “You didn’t even wait for us to be there?” Braden teased as though he’d heard my thoughts. “I kind of hoped you would want me to be your best man.” 
 
    “It wasn’t like that,” I argued and shook my head. “It doesn’t change anything, it’s just a label that helps the shapeshifters understand our relationship…” 
 
    My words faded as I looked around at their skeptical faces.  
 
    Suddenly, Freya cleared her throat, and everyone locked their gaze onto the warrior princess.  
 
    “Gryff has already proven himself to be a more powerful warrior than my people have previously encountered, and as the strongest warrior in my clan, it is an honor to be by his side as he defeats his enemies.” The warrior princess lifted her chin, and her gold-flecked eyes shimmered in the torchlight. “But Gryff is a free man, and he can choose to express his feelings however he desires. I am bound to him with a life oath, and I will proudly serve him until I fall in battle.” 
 
    I translated her words to my friends while she spoke, and I marveled at the fierce princess. Freya may feel honored to be my wife, but her words made me feel the exact same way. 
 
    “Very well,” Arwyn replied and shook off her shocked expression. “I gather you will be joining our team, then?” 
 
    “I go where Gryff goes,” Freya confirmed, and her face had a hardness that left no room for debate. Then her gold-flecked eyes drifted over Arwyn, Nia, and Cyra and she pointed.  
 
    I inhaled sharply, and my translation halted as she continued. 
 
    “You kissed my husband when you arrived. Are you three women my husband’s warrior wives?” The warrior princess stood behind me, and she spoke in her language while I sat in silence.  
 
    “What did she say?” Arwyn blinked at me after Freya spoke. 
 
    “Uhh, nothing,” I said to my teacher, and then I turned to Freya and held out my hands as I continued in her language. “Hold on, we don’t need to talk about all this stuff right now, right?”  
 
    “You said you had strong warrior women in your homeland.” Freya’s eyes narrowed as her gaze flicked from me to my Mistral lovers. “Do they not want to know your wife is also capable of raising your children?” 
 
    “Gryff, what’s she saying?” Cyra chirped, and I felt the eyes of my friends burning into the back of my head.  
 
    “Look, we can talk about it later--” I started to plead with my wife. 
 
    Freya frowned and pointed to my crotch. “You are a powerful warrior, you need strong wives.” She gestured to my wide-eyed friends. “I must be able to speak with my sister wives, and for now I need your help.” 
 
    “Let’s just keep the baby talk to a minimum, please?” I gave her my best smile and reached out for her hands in the hopes of convincing her to slow down.  
 
    “Tell them my words, Gryff.” Freya lifted her chin stubbornly. 
 
    “Gryff?” Arwyn called in a worried tone. “What’s going on?” 
 
    I sighed and turned back to my friends. “It's nothing, okay, let’s just change the subject.” 
 
    “Tell them, Gryff,” Freya said calmly as she pointed at my crotch again and then gestured back to the three women. “Tell them I will bear you children along with the ones they will give you, and we will all need to work together to ensure you have well trained offspring who will honor you.” 
 
    “She’s pointing at your crotch and then pointing at us,” Cyra snickered. “She also looks kinda mad. What’s she--” 
 
    “Really.” I cleared my throat. “It’s not a big deal.” 
 
    “No way,” Nia argued as she pointed at my face. “You are blushing. Spill it, farm boy. What is she saying? Tell us.” 
 
    I sighed and raked a hand through my hair as I tried to think of a way out of the conversation.  
 
    “I am Gryff’s wife, and I will give birth to his children. Tell them.” 
 
    Freya jerked her head at me and cleared her throat. From her demeanor, it was clear I was expected to translate her words, so I swallowed down the dread rising inside my chest and obliged. 
 
    “She said she’s my wife, and she will give me children,” I sighed.  
 
    Nia’s mouth opened as though to protest, but instead of speaking she just blinked in shock, so Freya continued. 
 
    “I wish to share my husband with the women he chooses, and together we will bring honor to him by working together. Gryff is more than capable of providing for our family, but I wish to know the warrior wives who share my husband’s heart. Tell them.”  
 
    Arwyn frowned deeply, but when I opened my mouth to comment, the redhead gestured for me to translate. So, I took a deep breath and ignored my sudden urge to run out of the dining hall.  
 
    “Warrior wives?” the healer questioned in a calm tone after I’d translated. 
 
    “Yes.” Freya nodded, but she shot a confused glance at me. “Gryff assured me he had strong wives who would help us raise his children into powerful men and women.” 
 
    I paused my translation and stared at my wife with pleading eyes. “Things are different in my country, children aren’t a priority in Mistral. Maybe someday, when the monster attacks end, but … ” 
 
    “Gryff.” Freya eyed me sternly, and I recognized the dignified air of a leader as she urged me to continue translating. 
 
    “What did she say?” Cyra demanded in an eager tone. “Come on, Gryff, you can’t stop now, it was just getting good!” 
 
    “Yeah, Gryff,” Nia added, and the elemental mage leaned over the table to implore me with her eyes. “Tell us what she said.” 
 
    I let out a big breath and glared at my friends. “Fine, but it’s not what you think.” 
 
    “We will be the judge of that,” Arwyn said in a lilting voice. “Out with it.” 
 
    I growled, but I finished translating my shapeshifting wife’s words to my Mistral friends.  
 
    “Children?” Cyra gasped, and her eyes bulged out of her head. “We’re supposed to have your children?” 
 
    “When did you decide to have children?” Nia demanded with her hands on her hips. “What in the Maker’s name happened to you, Gryff?” 
 
    “Hey, Freya said it, not me,” I said in a defensive tone.  
 
    “Are you going to be a father?” Braden guffawed, and the ox-like summoner smacked the table as he burst out laughing, which caused the dishes and mugs to rattle and shake.  
 
    “No.” I said sharply, then I held up my hands in surrender. “Not for a while at least … I don’t think?” 
 
    “Tell her I am a strong warrior woman,” Cyra said suddenly, with an exaggerated wink. “I don’t care if you call me wife or girlfriend, I’m not going to be left out of this party!” 
 
    “While I planned on children coming much later, I never thought about having other women to help with everything.” Nia sounded curious, and from the look in her intelligent blue eyes, it seemed like she was taking the notion seriously. “It could be kinda … nice, actually.” 
 
    “Many cultures entertain unusual marriage rituals and customs.” Arwyn spoke in an even tone, but she seemed hesitant to meet my eyes. “The idea being it takes a village to raise healthy children, so the more helping hands you have, the lighter the load. It seems to ease some of the marital tensions that lead to unhappiness in the relationship, but I haven’t spent enough time studying the topic to be an expert on the subject.” 
 
    I translated as smoothly as I could so my wife could get the full scope of my lovers’ reactions, but Braden’s laughter continued the entire time. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Gryff,” my roommate wheezed as he tried to compose himself. “I just got an image of you covered in baby poop, and I … I … ”  
 
    The large summoner couldn’t even get out the rest of the sentence before giggles bubbled out again.  
 
    “So, you’re all going to get married and live together?” Mati asked, and she raised an eyebrow as she took in Braden’s uncontrollable mirth. “Wouldn’t that get really crowded? I met those other three girls a while ago, and they were all talking like they were your girlfriends, too. How do you do it?” 
 
    “I don’t think about it too much.” I smirked. “I just take things day by day.” 
 
    “Just promise me one thing,” Braden said between gasping fits of laughter.  
 
    “Anything, my friend.” I steeled myself for the joke I knew was coming, but Braden got control of himself and gave me a serious look. 
 
    “I want to be Uncle Braden to your kids.” The ox-like summoner’s face started to redden until there was a purplish hue to his cheeks, and then a laugh exploded out of him so hard, spit sprayed from his mouth.  
 
    I sighed and shook my head. “I’m glad I could entertain you.” 
 
    “You just gave me a lifetime’s worth of jokes,” Braden chuckled. “Thank you, Gryff, thank you so much. I knew someday your charm would come back to bite you in the ass.” 
 
    “If you are as strong as my husband says,” Freya continued eagerly after Braden had once again succumbed to his giggle fits, “then our children will become very powerful. I cannot wait to learn more about you and become closer to my fellow wives.” 
 
    I hesitated, and Cyra jabbed me in the ribs. Hard. 
 
    “Translate, summoner,” she growled with a devilish smirk. “She doesn’t look like the kind of girl who ever smiles, and she’s giving us big grins.” 
 
    “Come on, guys,” I pleaded, but I was met with resolute eyes as I searched for an ally among the group.  
 
    “Are you trying to keep things secret from us?” Nia questioned, and I sensed from her tone my only choice was to comply. I didn’t want to be on Nia Kenefick’s bad side, after all. 
 
    So, I translated my wife’s words obediently, and I resigned myself to the embarrassment that would surely follow.  
 
    Arwyn snorted when she heard my wife’s words, but she quickly cleared her throat, schooled her expression, and then began to address Freya in a warm teacher-like tone. “We are honored to have you among us, Freya, but let’s talk about the sister-wives situation at a later time.” 
 
    “That conversation definitely needs to be a group activity,” Nia added. 
 
    “Exactly.” Cyra nodded with a mischievous grin on her face. “The Maker himself couldn’t keep me from being there.” 
 
    “Yes,” Freya agreed as soon as she heard me translate my lovers’ words. “I must first see if you are strong enough warriors. Gryff’s offspring will be powerful, so we need to ensure they are raised by the best and most capable of being my sister-wives.” 
 
    “What did she say?” Nia asked me. 
 
    “Uhhh … Look--” 
 
    “Gryff.” Freya frowned. 
 
    “She says it will be good to wait, so she can make sure you are all fit to be my warrior wives and also have babies with me. Also, sister-wives, and … yeah--” 
 
    “Wait, hold up,” Cyra laughed as she raised her hand. “She doesn’t think we are good enough? Ohhh. No. She. Didn’t.” 
 
    “Well--” I started to say. 
 
    “She doesn’t know us quite yet,” Arwyn said as she turned to Cyra. 
 
    “Yes,” Nia continued as she faced Freya. “She has no idea how powerful we are, but we’ll prove ourselves to her. Won’t we, ladies?” 
 
    “Yep,” Cyra snorted. 
 
    “Oh, yes, we will,” Arwyn agreed. 
 
    Then my three lovers all stared at Freya, and their eyes narrowed slightly. 
 
    The blonde shapeshifter seemed to realize what the other three women had said, and she just gave them a stoic nod and then crossed her arms. 
 
    Oh, shit. I was in trouble. 
 
    It was hard to deny the power of the fierce warrior princess. 
 
    “Freya is amazing,” I started in an effort to bring some peace to my women, “and she will be a useful guide as we travel through the territories.” 
 
    “I’ll say,” Cyra snickered. “She turned our badass leader into a family man in record time. I’m impressed.” 
 
    “I’m withholding judgement until I see the long-term consequences,” Nia commented in a scholarly tone. “But the shapeshifting princess is a welcome addition to the crew either way.” 
 
    “Well, I guess that’s settled, then.” Arwyn ran her hands through her hair, and the flame-like waves danced across her back.  
 
    My mouth watered as I watched her movements.  
 
    I was hungry for more than food. 
 
    Still, I hadn’t eaten all day, and it wouldn’t be smart to go to sleep on an empty stomach. Especially not when a plate of food sat waiting in front of me. 
 
    “We can meet back up in the morning and sail out to the rift site,” I said as I pulled my plate closer. “Everyone should get some sleep and be ready to handle whatever happens tomorrow. Then we will make a plan to find Varleth.” 
 
    “And continue our voyage to the library in Vay,” Arwyn added.  
 
    “Trust me.” I nodded and gave the beautiful healer my best smile. “I understand how important this mission is.” 
 
    Arwyn rolled her eyes and chuckled, then cast her eyes at my food. 
 
    “Eat, Gryff.” Her amber eyes showed the internal battle she fought, and I could tell she longed to embrace me. “We aren’t going anywhere.” 
 
    “You’d better not go anywhere,” I growled as I struggled to control my sudden desire. “I’m not letting you out of my sight again!”  
 
    I took a deep steadying breath and turned my attention to my food. One thing at a time. It only took me a few moments to devour everything on my plate, but I ate in a blur as my thoughts raced, so I barely tasted any of it.  
 
    I gulped down the mug of mead when I finished eating and burped loudly.  
 
    “The shapeshifters have good mead,” Braden chuckled and responded with his own loud burp. 
 
    “I agree with the big guy,” Cyra added with a wide smile. Then the dark-skinned summoner threw back her head and let out a burp so loud it echoed across the cavernous room.  
 
    Freya chugged the last of her own mug, and without saying a word, the stoic warrior princess responded with a long, steady burp. The sound got lower and lower as the shapeshifter maintained the note. Then suddenly, she stopped, and the burp sound clipped short as silence fell.  
 
    Everyone at the table looked around at each other and blinked for a long tense moment. 
 
    Finally, someone giggled, and I heard a snort, and then I couldn’t help the laugh that bubbled up from my gut. A moment later, everyone at the table had been infected with the contagious laughter, and the tension in the air dissipated as the chuckles created an energetic release. 
 
    They always said laughter was the best medicine, after all.  
 
    I sighed with a satisfied smile as my laughter finally faded, and I wiped tears from the corners of my eyes.  
 
    “Alright, whenever you guys are ready to go get some sleep, let me know.” I glanced around the table at the happy faces of my friends, and my heart swelled. “We will regroup in the morning.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me.” Braden smiled and glanced at Mati. “It will be nice to not have to sleep on an airship.” 
 
    “Maybe you won’t drool on my shoulder, then,” Mati chirped and elbowed the ox-like summoner’s stomach.  
 
    “Hey, it wasn’t that bad,” Braden grumbled, and a blush crept up his neck.  
 
    “I’m teasing, babe.” Mati gave my tall friend a sweet smile. “Drool away, anytime.”  
 
    I chuckled as I witnessed the banter between the new couple. It was different to see Braden in a relationship, but I could tell my friend was happy, and that was all that mattered to me. 
 
    “At least we will be close to you,” Cyra murmured and licked her lips as her gaze flicked over my body. “I’ve really missed you, Gryff.” 
 
    “I missed you, too.” My pulse quickened at her suggestive tone, and I reached a hand beneath the table to stroke her thigh.  
 
    The dark-haired summoner let out a soft gasp, and her eyelashes fluttered.  
 
    “We will have more than enough time to catch up soon,” Nia said, and the ashen-haired mage gave me a subtle wink when we made eye contact. “We have a lot of lost time to make up for.” 
 
    “I agree.” Arwyn leaned forward with her full breasts pressed against the edge of the table, and her amber eyes were warm with desire as she gazed at me. “It’s been way too long.” 
 
    “You took the words right out of my mouth,” I replied and sighed. 
 
    I was warm, safe, and surrounded by friends and lovers. My three Mistral women seemed more than eager to get me alone, and I knew Freya was anxious to get to know them, but I still had questions gnawing at my gut.  
 
    I didn’t want my uneasiness to distract me while I caught up with my lovers, so I would have to deal with my nagging thoughts before I gave my women my full attention.  
 
    I frowned as I thought over everything I’d learned.  
 
    Veopa had awakened. The Archons continued to rise from their hibernations and gathered minions to wage war on mankind. I’d captured four Archons so far, but it seemed like the war was far from over. From what Arwyn had said, it was now obvious the only way we would be able to stop the onslaught of monster attacks for good was to uncover the knowledge hidden in the library of Vay.  
 
    The mystery of the Guardians itched at my thoughts. I had the frustrating feeling that I was forgetting something important, and it grated on my nerves.  
 
    Would the Archons know who the Guardians were?  
 
    Miralea and Phi’s silence was predictable, but the lack of Sera’s sudden commentary when I mentioned the goddesses concerned me. My instincts told me the Archons knew more than they’d already told me, but they seemed hesitant to divulge any more information. 
 
    I’d have to make them tell me, then. After all, what was the point of harboring the consciousness of immortal beings inside my mind if I couldn’t access their knowledge and abilities?  
 
    I clenched my teeth and worked the muscle in my jaw as I made a plan to question the Archons in my dreamscape.  
 
    “I think we are all ready to sleep,” Arwyn said and pulled me out of my thoughts.  
 
    “Good.” I nodded. “It could be a long day tomorrow if the rift reopens. We should all get as much rest as we can.” 
 
    “A wise leader, as always,” Arwyn replied with a soft smile.  
 
    I blushed and cleared my throat as I turned to Freya. Then I quickly explained in her language that my friends were ready for bed. 
 
    The blonde shapeshifter was, as usual, prepared to lead us to the dwelling. The warrior princess motioned to a Mouse Clan slave who stood nearby and directed them to clear our table. Then she gestured for my team and me to follow her and turned to leave the dining hall.  
 
    The dwelling she took my friends to was a little further up the stairs from my dwelling. It resembled a bunk house, with several rooms carved into the stone mountain and a large bathroom in the center.  
 
    Braden and Mati waved goodnight and ducked inside the first room to the right. Then Arwyn wrapped me in a warm hug before she held me by my shoulders and cast an analytical glance down my person. 
 
    “You look uninjured for once,” the healer noted. “That makes me think you only get hurt so you can spend more time with me.” 
 
    “You are my favorite healer,” I chuckled and brushed my lips against her cheek. “Get some rest. We will talk more tomorrow.” 
 
    Her amber eyes danced along the lines of my face for a moment, and then the red-haired professor sighed and dropped her grip on my shoulders. Arwyn gave me a soft smile as she turned and headed to a room.  
 
    “I will sleep well tonight,” Cyra said and gave me a wink as she waved goodnight. “Now that I know you’re okay.” 
 
    “Come get us first thing in the morning,” Nia requested and squeezed my hand in hers.  
 
    “Promise.” I grinned and kissed the elemental mage on the cheek. “As soon as my eyes are opened, I’m coming for you.” 
 
    “I … I thought you were gone forever,” she whispered as her delicate brow furrowed.  
 
    “I’ll never leave you,” I muttered into her ear, and then I pulled away a bit so I could look into her beautiful face. 
 
    The ashen-haired mage shivered from desire, and her eyelids lowered over her blue eyes. Then Nia held my gaze for a long moment before she turned to find a room of her own. 
 
    After I’d said goodnight to my team, Freya and I turned back down the stairs toward my dwelling. The blonde shapeshifter shot me a wide grin before we climbed down, but I was too lost in thought to hold a conversation with her.  
 
    I guess that happened sometimes when you were married, though. 
 
    A fire burned in the pit at the center of our dwelling, and a fresh herbal smell clung to the air. The bed looked recently remade, and the clutter had been removed from the kitchen space.  
 
    I was starting to get used to the Mouse Clan service on Eyrie Island.  
 
    I yawned as I pulled off my bandolier and kicked off my boots.  
 
    Freya gave me a sympathetic smile, then busied herself with banking the fire for the night. The village could be cold when the heat of the sun no longer warmed the stone mountain, so I left the warrior princess to her task and finished getting ready for bed. When I was completely undressed except for my briefs, I stretched out on the low mattress and sighed as my aching muscles finally relaxed.  
 
    It had been a long, stressful day, and even though it had ended with the excitement of reuniting with my friends, I was beyond ready to get some sleep.  
 
    I doubted I would get enough rest tonight, though, since I planned to interrogate the goddesses in my consciousness while I slept. I would rest easier after I’d gotten some answers, so I would deal with the consequences tomorrow. 
 
    A moment later, Freya joined me on the low platform. The blonde shapeshifter had removed her clothing and sighed happily as she slid her naked body against me.  
 
    I stroked her pale skin with soft caresses as the fire light flickered around the room. It didn’t take long for my shapeshifting lover to fall asleep, and I gazed at her peaceful expression for a long moment before I settled in to doze off myself.  
 
    I didn’t waste any time, however, and as soon as I was asleep, I transformed my dreamscape into a dark room and summoned my Archons. 
 
    “Hello, lover.” Sera swept into view an instant later, and her yellow eyes lit up with pleasure when she saw me. Her black wings fluttered behind her, and her long black hair slid over her shoulders as she moved effortlessly through my dreamscape. “Or do you prefer to be called master?”  
 
    Sera wore strips of black fabric that ran down her torso and did little to cover the sensual curves of her body. The dark-winged Archon had perfect proportions, and her large breasts curved down to her wide hips in the shape of an hourglass. The goddess appeared ageless, with the porcelain skin of a new doll, but her gleaming fangs and glowing yellow eyes added a sinister quality to her beauty.  
 
    “You called?” Phi appeared by my side a moment after her sister. The white-winged Archon shot a glare in Sera’s direction while her white wings bristled angrily, and I sensed a competitive tension between them.  
 
    Phi wore a black leotard that covered her torso, and while it had been several months since I’d defeated the goddess, the outfit was still torn in a few places from our struggle. I could see her skin through the holes, and it shone with a blue tint even in the dim lighting of my dreamscape. The gold chains, which had once restrained her arms behind her, were broken and hung around her neck like a scarf. The white-winged Archon’s red eyes filled with desire the instant she saw me, and she revealed her rows of white fangs when she smiled. 
 
    “Where’s Miralea?” I arched an eyebrow and sensed the jaguar goddess through our bond. Then I let out my breath when I found her approaching. 
 
    “They told me to wait,” the feline-like goddess pouted, and her orange eyes flickered to Sera and Phi. “I wanted to be first.” 
 
    The jaguar goddess’ brown hair hung to her shoulders and was littered with petals from the tattered remains of her flower crown. Her skin had a light brown hue, and her entire body was covered in a soft downy fur. Vines wrapped around the Archon, and they barely concealed her breasts and the crevice between her thighs.  
 
    I’d only recently completed my bond with Miralea, but I was confident the goddess of the jungle was an ally. She certainly seemed eager to please me, after all. 
 
    “Well, you’re here now.” I shrugged. “I don’t care who was first.” 
 
    “I was first,” Sera said simply. 
 
    Behind her, Phi bristled, and her white wings shook with seething jealousy. 
 
    “Enough.” I frowned at the Archons as I took control of the conversation. “I’m not here for bickering. I have questions. I’d hoped you three would be mature enough to put your differences aside for once and help me.” 
 
    “I want to be good, Gryff,” Phi murmured and bit her lip. “I’ve been trying to be nice to Miralea, even though she keeps biting me.” 
 
    “If you would listen when I said leave me alone,” Miralea retorted with a low growl building in her throat. “Then I wouldn’t have to bite you.” 
 
    “Aww, you just need snuggles,” Phi said and reached out to stroke the jaguar goddess’ hair. “I’ve been dying for a new toy, and you’re such a cute kitten.” 
 
    “Don’t touch me!” Miralea hissed, and her feline tail snapped behind her to emphasize her words. Still, the jaguar goddess didn’t move away from Phi’s touch, and the white-winged Archon’s smile grew as she petted Miralea a few more times. 
 
    “I knew you would need me sooner or later,” Sera purred and blocked my view of the other Archons as she slid up and rubbed her perfect body against my side. “Summon me, and I will give you everything you need.”  
 
    I shivered, more in response to the feeling of her breasts against me than to the demanding suggestion, but it would take a lot more than that to distract me.  
 
    “I need answers, that’s all.” I swallowed and pushed the seductive Archon away from me.  
 
    “I don’t want to talk for very long,” Phi said in a pouty tone. “I’m too tired from guarding Utuni. She is so annoying, Gryff.” 
 
    “While I hate to agree with my sister,” Sera said with a frown, “I do not understand why you continue to restrain Utuni when you could simply subdue her.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Miralea purred and rubbed her face against my chest. “Utuni was really mad when you claimed my body. She’s pretty strong, even on her own, but it would be easy for you to claim her, too.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of Utuni soon.” I frowned.  
 
    Phi sniffed and Sera rolled her eyes, but Miralea just continued to purr and rub herself against me.  
 
    The fact that the Archons were actually agreeing on something for once bothered me. While it had been somewhat easy to subdue Miralea and earn her full mark, I wasn’t anxious to force myself on Utuni. 
 
    I wasn’t a coward, but aspects of my final struggle with Miralea hadn’t sat right. I’d beaten the jaguar goddess so much any mortal would have died more than once from the damage. So, I wanted to find another way, if I could. Worst case scenario, I already knew what had worked before, and I could repeat the process again if I needed to.  
 
    “Forget about Utuni for now,” I said and pushed Miralea off me. Then I cleared my throat and gave the three Archons a steady look. “What do you know about Veopa? Arwyn said she has awakened, what is she going to do next?” 
 
    “I don’t know much about her,” Sera sighed. “I heard the healer’s words, and my lack of knowledge bothers me. It seems we are in the middle of her realm of influence and basically blind in the water.” 
 
    “You’ve never met her before?” I arched my eyebrows and put my hands on my hips. I wasn’t about to drop it. “I thought all of you Archons had lived for a millennia, and I remember you telling me you’d met the other eight before.” 
 
    “There was a gathering I went to once.” The dark-winged Archon waved her hand dismissively. “Veopa was there, but she was wearing a big hooded cloak, so I don’t even know what she looks like.”  
 
    Sera’s admission surprised me. I’d considered the rulers of the monster realm to be somewhat all knowing, or to at least know a lot more than the mortals who lived for a fraction of their lifetimes.  
 
    “I didn’t go to that party.” Phi sniffed and crossed her arms. “Sera said I would get in her way, and I was mad.” 
 
    “You’re always in the way,” Sera snapped at her sister. 
 
    “Stop,” I commanded in a firm tone, and the arguing Archons instantly fell silent.  
 
    I liked that I didn’t have to raise my voice or constantly overpower them. They knew what I was capable of, and I didn’t think any of them were in a rush to anger me.  
 
    “Do you know anything about Veopa, Miralea?” I questioned as I locked the jaguar goddess in my gaze.  
 
    “I’ve heard a lot about her, but she avoided me.” Miralea shrugged. “She’s a greedy bitch, I know that much.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Veopa hordes everything. She gathers lands, monsters, worshippers, and powers, and keeps them all to herself.” The jaguar goddess let out a low growl. “I just wanted to play with some bird and mice people, but she wouldn’t even let me enter her territory.” 
 
    “How did she stop you?” The interplay between the Archons fascinated me, and every bit of information I could get would help me defeat the newly awakened Veopa.  
 
    “The moment I went south from Luratamba and went toward her lands, Veopa sent an army of monsters after me.” Miralea rolled her orange eyes. “It was total overkill. I wasn’t that interested, I was just bored. So, I went back home and let the greedy bitch keep her treasures.” 
 
    “So, you knew about the shapeshifters?” I nodded encouragingly as I listened.  
 
    “I heard there were animal people, yes.” Miralea cocked her head to one side and gave me a curious look. “Are you saving the hawk woman to eat later?” 
 
    “I’m not going to eat Freya,” I chuckled. Then I gave the jaguar goddess a stern look. “And neither are you, by the way.”  
 
    “Fine,” Miralea sighed, and her tail drooped. 
 
    “At least I know more about Veopa now.” I smiled at the Archon. “Thank you for telling me what you knew.” 
 
    “I’m sure there is more you wish to know,” Sera interrupted and pushed Miralea away to stand next to me. “While all Archons have lived for a millennia, some of us are wiser than others and less driven by childish impulses.” 
 
    The jaguar goddess hissed at the dark-winged Archon but receded a few paces.  
 
    Apparently, Sera still ruled the hierarchy of beings in my brain.  
 
    “What else do you know, Sera?” I asked in a teasing tone.  
 
    I could play along for now, but I sensed a sinister energy to the dark-winged Archon’s demeanor. She seemed on edge, or overly excited, and while I trusted her to a degree, I knew there was more beneath the surface when it came to my Archon lover.  
 
    “I’ve told you before that I could tell you about your past,” Sera murmured as she rubbed her body against me.  
 
    My hands automatically wrapped around her, and I caressed her back as I looked into her yellow eyes.  
 
    “Then tell me,” I whispered into her ear, then bit her lobe.  
 
    “Take me, Gryff.” Sera’s black wings shivered, and she moaned. “Give me your seed … Once I’m impregnated with your offspring, I will tell you everything you want to know. You have no idea what is happening, and I could help you.”  
 
    The dark-winged Archon trailed her tongue from my collar bone to my jaw, and I felt my cock thicken in response to her hot breath on my skin.  
 
    “Tell me everything, and then we will talk about offspring,” I managed to gasp out before Sera reached down to stroke my growing bulge through my pants.  
 
    “That’s not fair!” Phi groaned from behind her sister. “You promised me your first offspring.”  
 
    Before I could respond, the white-winged Archon moved behind me and ran her sharp nails gently down my back as she kissed the nape of my neck.  
 
    “I didn’t promise anyone anything,” I argued and tried to hold onto my composure. “I am willing to negotiate after I have answers.” 
 
    “I am not going to sit back and watch another Archon take my place,” Miralea muttered as she moved to squat between me and Sera. “If anyone should get your seed, it is me. I want to give you a child. Please?”  
 
    Then the jaguar goddess proceeded to lick and kiss the outline of my dick through my pants as her hands glided over my legs and up to my stomach.  
 
    I inhaled sharply as my blood grew steadily hotter.  
 
    I knew I could resist the tempting seductions of the Archons, though, so I controlled my breathing and ignored the lustful urgings of my goddess lovers.  
 
    “Who are the Guardians?” I persisted and began to gently push the women away from me.  
 
    “That’s boring,” Phi pouted, and her eyes twinkled as her gaze travelled to my butt. “I want to feel you exploding hot and creamy inside me instead.” 
 
    “Not until I get answers,” I growled as I fought against my own desire with sheer will power.  
 
    “I was the first to join your side.” Sera licked her lips as she ran a slender finger down my chest. “I deserve to be the first to bear your child.” 
 
    “Then you should be the first to tell me what I want to know,” I retorted and swatted her hand away.  
 
    The dark-winged Archon frowned with disappointment and turned up her nose.  
 
    “I already explained my requirements.” Sera spoke with finality and pulled away from me. “I will not negotiate further.”  
 
    “You are my summons, and you will do as I command.” I clenched my fists as I prepared to teach the Archon exactly who was in charge here.  
 
    “I will do as you command in battle, translate, and share my powers,” Sera corrected as she turned to walk away from me, but she paused after she’d only moved a few paces. “All I have control of is my knowledge. I will not share it freely.” 
 
    “Can you at least tell me about the Beastmaker?” Desperation climbed up my throat, but I spoke with cold resolve. I wasn’t about to let the Archon manipulate me into impregnating her.  
 
    “Oh, we were just talking about that!” Miralea giggled then turned her attention to delicately licking the back of her feline paw.  
 
    “Shut up, Miralea!” Phi hissed and shot a warning look at the jaguar goddess.  
 
    Miralea shrank away from the cold look in Phi’s red eyes, and her gaze flickered toward the shadows as though she was searching for an escape.  
 
    It seemed Miralea might be the weakest link among the three Archons I contained in my consciousness. I had a feeling I could get more information from her once we were alone, but it didn’t seem like the others would let her talk. 
 
    That would have to wait for another time. 
 
    I ignored Phi and Miralea as they exchanged hostile glances, and I caught Sera in my gaze. 
 
    “You would tell me if I was the Beastmaker, right?”  
 
    I hoped the connection I shared with the dark-winged Archon would be enough to loosen her lips. I knew she held a deep attraction for me that surpassed the physical, but her obsession with my seed stood between us like a brick wall.  
 
    “While I belong to you, Gryff, you will never fully control me.” Her yellow eyes flickered to Phi and Miralea before returning to my face. “Proclaim your preference for me and claim my womb.” 
 
    “He does not prefer you, right, Gryff?” Phi’s red eyes snapped to my face. “I am your favorite. I gave myself willingly and taught you my illusion magic.” 
 
    The air crackled with tension as the two Archons waited for my reply. Then Miralea slipped between them and sat on her haunches at my feet.  
 
    “Why waste your time having one child at a time?” Miralea smirked. “I can give you a litter of powerful offspring. I will tell you what you want to know.” 
 
    “Gryff would never pick an ugly beast like you,” Sera hissed at the jaguar goddess. “Learn your place. I am his favorite.” 
 
    “No,” Phi growled in a low voice as she glared at her sister. “That’s where you’re wrong. I am Gryff’s favorite. I will birth his offspring!”  
 
    Suddenly, Sera lashed out at her sister and cut into her collar bone with her sharp fingernails. 
 
    Phi groaned with rage and lunged for the dark-winged Archon. Sera countered with a sideways kick to the white-winged goddess, and Phi flew backward into Miralea. 
 
    Miralea screeched in pain from the impact, but then the jaguar goddess growled as she ripped into Phi with her claws.  
 
    “Get off her, you mangy stray,” Sera yelled as she grabbed Miralea and ripped her away from Phi. 
 
    Miralea scratched at Sera’s arm and kicked at her ribs, and the dark-winged Archon released the jaguar goddess from her grip.  
 
    It had happened so fast I’d barely had time to register the full-on fight occurring in front of me.  
 
    “Enough!” I yelled with the full force of my rage, and I shot out a blast of my will.  
 
    The attack hit the three bickering Archons and knocked them off their feet, and the goddesses whimpered and stood back up with shaky balance.  
 
    I inhaled sharply when I noticed the hint of fear in their eyes. I forgot sometimes how powerful I could be, and a strange thrill ran down my spine. Then I let out a deep breath and regained control of my anger.  
 
    Before I could reprimand the squabbling goddesses, though, I felt an urgent tugging on my arm. A moment later, my dreamscape swirled away from me like water receding down a drain, and I blinked up into the bright light of day.  
 
    Suddenly, a loud screech pierced the air and echoed off the cliff walls above me.  
 
    Freya tugged on my arm, and I recognized the sensation that had caused me to wake up. Her gold-flecked eyes were worried when I met her gaze. 
 
    “That’s an alarm call,” she said as another high-pitched screech split the air. “Something bad happened.” 
 
    “Let’s go find out.” I jumped up and quickly pulled on my clothes, boots, and bandolier. By the time I’d tossed my thick wool cloak over my shoulders, Freya stood at the entrance to our dwelling waiting for me. 
 
    Maker, she was quick. 
 
    I grabbed her hand and gave it a soft squeeze before we hurried down the long, curved stairway. I’d grown familiar with the path from the docks to my dwelling and barely registered the rope bridge when we crossed over the gap to the other side of the mountain.  
 
    As we rounded the final curve of stairs, I spotted the back of Chief Fenrir’s head on the dock. The dark-haired shapeshifter stood talking to a warrior I was unfamiliar with, and even from this distance, I could see the tension in the chief’s shoulders.  
 
    “Father, what’s wrong?” Freya asked as we approached Chief Fenrir.  
 
    The tall man turned at the sound of his daughter’s voice, and his dark eyes were clouded with worry.  
 
    “There has been an attack on another Hawk Clan island.” His tone was solemn.  
 
    “Oh, no.” I swallowed. “Did anyone make it back?” 
 
    “The scout watched the attack from the air, but he was outnumbered, so he returned with the news.” Chief Fenrir’s frown deepened. “If his report is true, my people are held captive but still alive. It is against our nature to be caged. Hawks must fly free.” 
 
    My heart sank. I’d freed several shapeshifters from many different clans when I stole my ship from Skara, the main island of the Moose Clan. The shapeshifters had been imprisoned in cages in the city, Freya’s mother among them.  
 
    The Moose Clan bastards had turned against their own kind, and while the island territories had been waging war with each other for a long time, kidnapping people was a new low.  
 
    I’d hoped my attack on Skara would be enough to make the Moose Clan more hesitant, but they hadn’t wasted any time recovering some of their lost prisoners.  
 
    I clenched my teeth and resisted the growl rising in my throat.  
 
    “We will rescue the hawk people,” I assured the chief. “With my friends’ help, I will have them home safely in no time.”  
 
    “Why would the foreigners fight for my people?” The dark-haired shapeshifter frowned and gave me a skeptical look.  
 
    “Because they are the kind of people who show up at rifts just in case others need help,” I said with a proud gleam in my eye. Then I raised my chin and faced the chief squarely. “They are powerful warriors, and I’m sure they will want to help you.” 
 
    “As you wish, Gryff,” Chief Fenrir relented and inclined his head.  
 
    With that settled, I just needed to go wake up my friends and ask them to help me save a bunch of hawk people. 
 
    Before breakfast.  
 
    Easy. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    I didn’t wait to see if Freya followed me as I raced up the stairs to the dwelling my friends had spent the night in. The village passed by me in a blur, and what felt like only a moment later, I stood at the entrance to the bunk house.  
 
    Freya panted as she joined me, and I shot the warrior princess an apologetic smile for making her run.  
 
    “Gryff?” Arwyn called out as she came out of a bedroom to the right of the entrance. Her flame-colored locks were pulled back into a tight braid that trailed between her shoulders, and the healer’s face lit up with a bright smile when she saw me. “Good morning.” 
 
    “Good …  morning,” I wheezed and reminded myself to breathe.  
 
    Even though I’d just seen the beautiful woman the night before, I still had to take a moment to catch my breath at the sight of her.  
 
    Then the smile on Arwyn’s luscious lips faded as her observant amber eyes took in my sweaty brow and panting breaths. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” The healer wasted no time addressing the situation. 
 
    “One of the Hawk Clan’s islands was just attacked,” I explained in an urgent tone. “Several clan members were captured, and they will likely be imprisoned for a long time if we can’t help them.” 
 
    “What are we doing?” Nia inquired with an arched eyebrow as she entered the main living space.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Braden yawned as he ducked below the doorway to his bedroom and joined us. Mati blinked sleepily at me from his side a moment later, and surprisingly enough, she remained silent. 
 
    I guess she wasn’t a morning person. 
 
    “Did the rift reopen already?” Cyra walked out of the last bedroom and shot a questioning glance at me as she approached. 
 
    “No, I haven’t heard anything about the rift yet, which is good news, but there was an attack.” I looked around at my gathered friends and paused while they processed my words. Then I put on my best smile. “Anyone want to help me save a bunch of hawk people?” 
 
    Arwyn frowned, and it looked like she was about to speak. Then Nia suddenly stepped forward with a determined fire in her blue eyes.  
 
    “It would be an honor to return the kindness shown to us by Hawk Clan.” The elemental mage spoke with the trained diplomacy of the Grand Mage’s daughter, and the very Kenefick comment reminded me of her famous lineage. Then the ashen-haired mage held her head high as she directed her next words more toward Freya than to me. “I will join your fight.” 
 
    The Kenefick family were among some of the most well-known and widely respected mages in all of Mistral. Nia’s father, Gallahar Kenefick, was the highest ranking general in the unified Enclave military when I’d met the multi elementalist at the Academy. Since Gallahar was considered one of the most powerful and gifted mages in the world, he’d been an obvious choice for Grand Mage after the council had fallen to pieces. 
 
    General Kenefick had taken over the duties of Grand Mage with the same drive and determination I often saw in his daughter. Nia grew up under the pressure of a famous name and had outperformed most of her classmates in every subject. The ashen-haired mage was driven, strong, and incredibly talented, and I loved and admired her for all these reasons.  
 
    I tried my best to give justice to the weight of Nia’s words as I translated them to Freya.  
 
    “I will go as well,” Arwyn added after I finished my translation. “The victims of the attack could be in need of a healer, and the faster I treat any life-threatening wounds, the more likely everyone will survive.” 
 
    “What if the rift reopens while everyone is chasing after shapeshifters?” Mati interjected with a frown, and she glanced up at Braden. “It’s my job to make sure the rift is taken care of, I can’t vacate my post.” 
 
    “I’ve got your back,” the big summoner murmured to his girlfriend. “No matter what.” 
 
    “You’ve got a point,” I admitted and worked the muscle in my jaw as I thought up a solution. “I hate to admit it, but we might have to split up, just for today.” 
 
    “Good call,” Arwyn said and nodded her approval. “Mati and Braden should stay on Eyrie Island in case the rift opens, but it would be helpful if we could communicate … ”  
 
    “It will be okay.” Braden’s voice was clear and firm as he raised his chin and looked me straight in the eyes. “I can take care of the rift until you get back. I’ve been Mati’s tank for a while now, I can handle it.” 
 
    My chest swelled with pride at the obvious growth my roommate showed. When I’d first met the tall summoner, Braden would get nervous easily and often stammered. He’d been terrified of monsters, even his own summons, but his drive to help people had pushed him into being a summoner when he joined the Academy. Since then, I’d seen him come a long way, but it was still a shock to hear him sound so confident and brave. 
 
    Did Mati and her banisher abilities have anything to do with that? 
 
    “I want to see more shapeshifters,” Cyra gushed and pulled me out of my thoughts. “I want to help, and I would hate just sitting here waiting for you to get back. Also, I really missed Gryff, and I want to spend more time with him getting all hot and sweaty. You know … in combat or whatever.” 
 
    “That’s settled, then.” I planted my hands on my hips and gave a firm nod. “Braden and Mati will stay here to guard the rift site, and Arwyn, Nia, and Cyra will come with me to save the hawk people.” 
 
    Arwyn’s gaze looked worried, but Nia responded with a firm nod, and Cyra gave me a teasing salute.  
 
    “Follow me,” I said and turned toward the stairs. “We should discuss strategy with the chief before we head out.” 
 
    Freya had watched silently during our exchange, but I saw a small smile tug at the line of her lips before she regained her typical stoic expression. Then the warrior princess trotted to catch up with me and began to lead our group toward the docks.  
 
    Maker, it was awesome my friends were here. Rescuing the hawk people would be easy with their help.  
 
    I walked beside Freya at the head of the group as we moved to the dock at a quick pace, and even with the growing tension of impending battle, I was in a fantastic mood. I was ready to fight side by side with my lovers again, if only so I could see them in action. The women who followed me down the carved stone steps were some of the most powerful mages I’d ever encountered, and I felt stronger in their presence.  
 
    It was good to be in the company of people you trusted with your life when heading into a fight. 
 
    I couldn’t help the smile on my face as we descended the stairs, but I quickly schooled my expression when we arrived at the docks, since I didn’t want to offend the chief by appearing happy while his people were attacked.  
 
    I spotted the tall chief instantly since his head towered over the people around him. I glanced over my shoulder as I veered toward the chief to make sure my friends kept up, and I noticed my friends struggled to maintain their composure. The three Mistral women wore awed expressions as they observed the cliff city, and they shot curious looks at the shapeshifters around us. 
 
    Arwyn and Nia kept their faces dignified as they absorbed as many of the sights and sounds as they could, but Cyra gaped unabashedly as she glanced around. Then the curly-haired summoner noticed me watching her and winked.  
 
    I didn’t have time to comment on my friends’ reactions, though, since Freya approached her father and got his attention. 
 
    “Father,” the warrior princess greeted the chief in her native tongue. “These are the Mistral mages who wish to help Hawk Clan.” 
 
    “Very well,” Chief Fenrir replied, and his observant dark eyes swept over my crew. “We will accept all offers of assistance with this mission. If these warrior maidens fight as well as you, Gryff, then I am honored to have them fight by our side.” 
 
    I quickly translated the courtesies to my friends, but before I let Arwyn or Nia continue the time-consuming diplomacy with their own responses, I turned back to the chief as I finished. 
 
    “I know we haven’t had a chance to talk about the rift, but my other friends are going to stay in the village to make sure it’s gone for good.” I gave the dark-haired shapeshifter a steady look and took a deep breath before I continued in an even tone. “I used my summoned monsters to help keep the shadow beasts coming out of the rift away from Eyrie Island. I request your permission to summon them for this mission, too.” 
 
    Chief Fenrir eyed me silently for a long moment, and Freya stirred at my side, but I subtly motioned for her to wait. 
 
    “Gryff of Hawk Clan, you are one of my people now,” the dark-haired shapeshifter finally said. “You are our best warrior, so I trust you to do what needs to be done in order to save our people.”  
 
    I let out my breath as the tension dropped from my shoulders.  
 
    “Thank you, Chief Fenrir.” I bowed my head respectfully. 
 
    When I met his gaze, the pride in the chief’s dark eyes was obvious. I recognized the expression since it was similar to the way the shapeshifter often looked at his daughter, Freya.  
 
    “Go save our people.” Chief Fenrir nodded firmly. “Head to the southeast, but veer to the west after half an hour. Freya knows the way. I will send reinforcements once I have more warriors gathered.” 
 
    I didn’t hesitate to follow his command and turned to my friends with a strategy already forming in my mind. 
 
    “So,” I said in the Mistral language, and I couldn’t stop myself from grinning. “We’re going to fly there.” 
 
    Cyra immediately nodded and murmured a command to Kalon. The silver dragon jumped from the summoner’s shoulder and grew steadily until her head bobbed near my shoulder when she landed. Then Cyra’s familiar unfurled her bright pink wings and chirped happily. 
 
    The shapeshifters nearby gasped and leapt away from the large monster, but I was grateful to hear Chief Fenrir’s loud voice call out over the noise of the docks. 
 
    “These beasts are allies and mean you no harm,” the dark-haired leader shouted. “We all fight for the glory of Hawk Clan!” 
 
    The hawk people were normally a raucous bunch, and I would have expected a battle cry or two in response, but the shapeshifters continued to eye Kalon apprehensively.  
 
    Oh, well, the hawk people would get over their shock soon enough. By the time I left Eyrie Island, I bet every clan member would be comfortable with our summons.  
 
    While Cyra climbed onto Kalon’s back and gestured for Nia to join her, I tossed out the essence crystal for my vingehund.  
 
    Arwyn and Freya stepped back a few paces as my monster erupted onto the rocky ledge of the docks, and the canine-like beast barked happily as she trotted over to my side.  
 
    “Arwyn, your ride awaits,” I said, and I gestured to my vingehund with an overly dramatic flourish of my hand. 
 
    “Will she be able to carry us both very far?” Arwyn looked doubtful but moved forward and positioned herself between my monster’s wings.  
 
    “She only needs to carry you,” I replied and winked at the red-haired healer.  
 
    Before Arwyn could respond, I gave my winged summons the mental command to fly toward the opening at the mountain’s peak.  
 
    My vingehund pumped her wings and jumped into the air, and Arwyn clung to her back as the tail of her braid whipped around from the motion. My monster circled the dock and then spiraled upward to the opening, and I heard the healer’s laugh echo down to us. 
 
    I sensed my monster’s interest in the hawk people flying around her, but I gave a firm mental reminder to leave the shapeshifters alone.  
 
    I caught Cyra’s eye, and she nodded to confirm she was ready. Then the dark-skinned summoner pulled Nia’s arms around her waist beneath her breasts and winked at me. 
 
    “See you at the top!” Cyra waved, then leaned down to murmur to Kalon. 
 
    The large dragon jumped into the air, unfurled her bright pink wings, and followed the spiral path of my vingehund. Kalon’s shadow washed across the pool of water as the large dragon neared the opening, and she nearly blocked out the light of the sun. 
 
    I heard several terrified shouts from the hawk people, but I ignored them and focused on my own wings. With a tug on my mana, I transferred my vingehund’s wings to myself, and as I shaped the appendages with my mind, I marveled at how easy and smooth the transition felt.  
 
    I was getting better at this. 
 
    I grinned as I flexed my feathers and sensed the air around me. Then I crouched slightly before jumping up and pumping my wings. The added momentum boosted my take off, and a moment later, I hovered over the people on the dock. My legs angled behind me from the way my body hung beneath my wings, and I curled my feet up to minimize wind resistance. 
 
    I waved to Chief Fenrir, and I made sure to store the image of his wide-eyed shock in my memory as the dark-haired shapeshifter returned the farewell. Then I turned my gaze to my friends above me, and I pumped my wings to lift me higher. My back muscles flexed as they adapted to the unfamiliar activity, but I’d spent so much time training at the Academy, I was more than strong enough to maneuver my powerful new appendages.  
 
    The hollow mountain of the village closed in around me as I neared the peak, but a moment later, I crossed the perimeter of the opening and burst into the sky. I squinted into the wind and scanned the air for my friends. My vingehund circled the clouds above the island, and Kalon banked her pink wings to hover nearby.  
 
    Then Freya flew from the opening of the mountain peak in a tight spiral and unfurled her wings to hover at my side. The warrior princess had left her face in human form with her feathers replacing her hair, but her gold-flecked eyes seemed bigger and more bird-like as she stared at me. 
 
    “Even though I saw you flying so much yesterday,” Freya breathed as she fluttered her wings to stay aloft, “it still amazes me to watch you fly up out of the village.” 
 
    “It took me a little time to get used to it, too,” I chuckled. 
 
    “You can fly?” Cyra yelled at me through the air. “How are you doing that?” 
 
    It was hard to hear her through the wind and the sounds of wings, but the amazed expression on her face spoke loudly enough.  
 
    “That’s incredible, Gryff!” Nia called from her seat behind Cyra. “I didn’t know you could summon wings!” 
 
    I sensed my vingehund circling lower and turned to see Arwyn approach. 
 
    “You’re flying!” the red-haired healer exclaimed from my summon’s back as soon as she saw me. Arwyn’s eyes darted to my vingehund’s pale blue wings before her gaze returned to my similar looking appendages. Then understanding dawned across her face, and her amber eyes were bright as she smiled. “It’s like the bullet bass, you’ve transferred the properties of your summons to your own person!”  
 
    “Exactly!” I grinned at how clever the redhead was. “But we can talk more about it later, it's hard to talk with all this wind.”  
 
    A loose strand of hair snapped across my face, almost as though to emphasize my point. 
 
    “We will definitely talk more about this later!” Cyra called out with a wide grin. “I want you to teach me!”  
 
    A thrill ran down my spine as I pictured my summoner friends experimenting with their own monsters. My discovery could revolutionize the entire summoning class of magic.  
 
    I didn’t have time to enjoy the thought, though. People’s lives were in danger.  
 
    “Let’s head out,” I shouted to the entire group in a loud voice that cut through the wind. “The chief said to head southeast for half an hour, then veer west, but Freya will lead us.” 
 
    I angled my wings, turned to my shapeshifting lover, and spoke in her language. 
 
    “Your father said you knew the way,” I said, “so you lead.”  
 
    Freya gave a curt nod before she completed her transformation into bird form, and she pumped her wings to rise into the clouds. The reddish-brown feathers on her tail expanded into a wide square shape, and I watched for a moment as the shapeshifter flew away. 
 
    Before the warrior princess was out of sight, I gestured for Kalon to follow her, and the silver dragon chirped before she lunged through the sky after the shapeshifter with Cyra and Nia in tow. Then I gave a similar mental command to my vingehund before I followed in the rear. I scanned the clouds around us, but all I could see were dull gray plumes, so I focused my gaze on the back of Arwyn’s head as she rode my vingehund ahead of me. 
 
    We rose into the clouds for a short while before we pulled above them, and as I barreled through the plumes, icy needles and drops of rain stung my face. Once I’d joined my flying friends and completed the team, I noticed Freya had paused until the rest of the group broke through. When she saw me, the shapeshifter nodded her hawk head and turned to the southeast.  
 
    Freya kept up a fast pace as we soared through the air, and I noticed a few islands below us, but I knew from the chief’s description that the attacked island was further away. The cloud coverage blocked my view of the ground for the majority of the flight, but I kept an eye on the sun to track our progress, and after we’d flown for half an hour, we veered to the west.  
 
    I trusted the warrior princess to guide us to the correct island, but traveling with my own wings was a new experience for me, so it was hard to gauge distance or speed.  
 
    My shoulders began to ache from the extended use of my back muscles, but the sensation of flight was too exhilarating for me to care. I could tell I still had plenty of mana, even after maintaining my summoned wings for so long. I’d expected the new abilities to be more draining, but I’d noticed an increase in my stamina lately, so I was confident I’d gotten stronger.  
 
    A short while later, the clouds below me parted, and I saw a small island covered in thick evergreen trees. At the center of the island, fields of crops filled a circular clearing, and at one edge, a large dwelling was built into the boughs of a gigantic pine tree. Beneath the tree house, a row of mounds scattered across the perimeter of the village. Smoke curled up from the fields and buildings on the island, and I could see debris littered across the open space.  
 
    It was obvious the village had recently been attacked, and I frowned and pumped my wings firmly to pull abreast with Freya.  
 
    The warrior princess noticed me from the corner of her eye and instantly shifted her face into human form. 
 
    “I’m assuming that’s our destination,” I stated simply as I jerked my chin toward the burning village. 
 
    “Yes,” Freya confirmed through tight lips. “I don’t see any enemies, though.” 
 
    Suddenly, a scream pierced the air.  
 
    My eyes snapped to the village, and I saw a group of people entering the clearing from the tree line. I was far above the island, so it was difficult to make out the details of the scene below me, but even from this distance, I could see the gray-white speckled fur and feline heads of the people on the ground.  
 
    From a quick glance, I counted twenty warriors as they exited the trees. The shapeshifters walked on human legs covered in clothing, but several had bare chests covered in fur as they moved toward the center of the clearing.  
 
    Then I saw a woman in the middle of a field. 
 
    Well, I assumed it was a woman from the long, gray hair and shape of her head, but she ran on four legs, and her entire body was covered in a light gray fur. Then I spotted the fluffy tail above her legs. 
 
    A rabbit woman. She was a rabbit woman. 
 
    “We have to help her!” Nia suddenly called out and pointed to the snow leopard warriors angling toward the woman. “She’s going to run right into them!” 
 
    “Let’s go!” I commanded with a firm nod.  
 
    My companions darted toward the island below us, and I followed on their tails. While I dove down to the island, I grabbed several crystals from my bandolier, crushed them in my fists, and quickly geared up for battle as I descended. As the group neared the ground, our formation split into a multi-pronged spear as each person targeted an enemy and locked on. By the time I was a hundred feet away from the closest snow leopard warrior, I was fully protected by my bullet bass coating, had the enhanced energy of a speed slug, and held a dagger in each hand. 
 
    If the look of terror on the shapeshifter’s face when he spotted my rapid approach was any indicator, I looked cool as fuck.  
 
    An instant later, I was a few feet away from the warrior, so I angled my wings sharply and brought my legs forward, then thrust my feet into his chest as I landed. I slammed my daggers into the warrior’s feline neck as he hit the ground, then ripped my blades free and stepped over the shapeshifter as his life faded.  
 
    I spotted Kalon in my peripheral as she snapped at a shapeshifter with her fanged jaw stretched wide and ripped into the snow leopard’s torso. The shapeshifter screeched in pain and swung his axe wildly at the dragon as blood gushed from his open wound, but it was to no avail. 
 
    Kalon spit out a chunk of bloody fur and swiveled to slam her tail into the snow leopard. The warrior groaned from the impact, and his feet kicked out beneath him as he fell to the ground. Then the large silver dragon sprang onto the fallen warrior and planted a thick armed claw on his chest before she tore into his flesh with her teeth. 
 
    The snow leopard’s death cry reverberated throughout the clearing, and as the echoes faded, I scanned the area for my friends. Cyra and Nia were no longer sitting on Kalon’s back, but I couldn’t see them through the smoky haze of the village. I also sensed my vingehund nearby, but couldn’t get a visual.  
 
    My summons confirmed Arwyn’s safety through our bond, though, so I left it to continue tearing into her enemies. It looked like I was on my own for now, but I was perfectly okay with that, since I knew my lovers were strong fighters and smart enough to take care of themselves.  
 
    So, I turned my focus to the task at hand.  
 
    I stood at the tree line a few feet away from the towering pine tree with the building at the top. From a quick scan, I gathered that the only access to the dwelling was from the air, which made sense considering this was a Hawk Clan island. The earthen mounds around me also looked like dwellings, since each one had a wooden door and a small window facing the clearing.  
 
    I heard the crackle of a thunderstorm nearby, and goosebumps erupted down my arms as a gust of wind blew across the island. Then I heard the sharp clap of a lightning bolt followed by screams of pain, and the smell of burning flesh filled the air.  
 
    Nia Kenefick fought with multiple elements, and the ashen-haired woman was a powerful mage.  
 
    I just hoped she left some of these ass-cats for me. 
 
    Before I could inspect the area any further, I heard a rustle in the trees behind me, so I turned to investigate. Three snow leopard warriors crept toward me through the trees, and while their dappled fur helped them blend in with the shadows of the forest, I could sense their presence.  
 
    I clenched my teeth as I prepared to fight, but a thrill of anticipation ran down my spine. 
 
    This was going to be fun. 
 
    I flexed my speed slug enhanced muscles, twitched my vingehund wings, and twirled my daggers in my hands. Then I dashed forward and ran into the trees in a blur of motion. Between my wings and my speed slug abilities, I was able to jump from tree to tree in a flash of zigzag movements until I reached the closest warrior, who spotted me a moment too late.  
 
    I pushed off from the trunk of a tree, lunged at him with daggers extended, and landed on his chest the same moment he turned to face me. I dug my daggers into his neck, and the blades scraped against his collarbone as they tore into his flesh.  
 
    I shuddered from the bone-scraping sound and wrenched my daggers free.  
 
    The snow leopard’s pale smoky eyes blinked in shock as blood sputtered from the wound in his neck, and he let out a raspy moan before collapsing to the ground, dead.  
 
    I eyed the trees for my next opponent but couldn’t see any, so I pulled on the bond between me and my vingehund and shifted my summons’ sight to myself.  
 
    My vision blurred and refocused as I adapted to my monster eyes, but then I spotted the pulsating red aura through the trees to my right.  
 
    Not only could I see through trees, I could see people’s body heat, or blood, or something …  
 
    Maker, this was fucking awesome.  
 
    I grinned as I shot forward with a pump of my wings and kicked off from a tree to my left. Once again, my zigzag movement through the forest propelled me into the warrior before he even saw me.  
 
    I barely registered the spray of blood that splashed against my face as I stabbed the warrior’s muscular neck and wrenched my blade free. My heartbeat thumped in my ears, and I already saw another hazy red aura further on.  
 
    The second shapeshifter fell to the forest floor, and blood spilled from his body to drench the layer of pine needles beneath him as he died.  
 
    I killed a third, then a fourth, and as my opponent crumpled beneath my daggers, I scanned my perimeter for more red blobs. The only ones I could see appeared to be closer to the center of the island, but I deduced there were more than one from the width and strength of the hazy red pulses.  
 
     I launched forward with a bloodthirsty grin, but then I swallowed down some of my battle lust as a thought occurred to me.  
 
    Was Utuni influencing me in some way? 
 
    Before I could finish my thought on the Archon, I burst out of the tree line and into the clearing. I blinked and looked for a snow leopard warrior, then suddenly realized the group of pulsating red auras actually belonged to my friends. 
 
    I dismissed my vingehund sight and took a deep breath.  
 
    What if I’d gotten carried away? Was my control as ironclad as I thought? 
 
    I brushed off my uneasy thoughts and glanced over my team. They looked uninjured, but they watched the tree line with a defensive stance. Cyra, Nia, and Freya stood in a protective semi-circle around Arwyn, and the redhead worked her healing magic on the woman I’d seen earlier.  
 
    The shapeshifter had long gray hair, but her face didn’t show any signs of aging, so I guessed her to be a little older than me. She had big, brown eyes and a small nose, and her front teeth poked out from her lips. When I’d seen the shapeshifter before, she’d partially shifted into the form of a rabbit, and the rodent characteristics were obvious in her facial features.  
 
    The rabbit woman had a long gash on her arm, and she cradled her limb against her chest while Arwyn’s hands floated above the skin. 
 
    The red-haired healer’s eyes were closed, and her brows were furrowed as she concentrated on her magic. I knew from previous experience not to interrupt her, so I turned my attention to my other lovers. 
 
    “Is the rabbit woman the only one here?” I asked Nia and Cyra in Mistral. 
 
    “I spotted a boat on the southern side of the island when we landed,” Cyra offered. “We saw the enemies in the clearing before I could tell you.” 
 
    “They could be holding the captives on the boat,” Nia suggested. 
 
    “Let’s go check it out.” I nodded. “Someone should stay with Arwyn, though.” 
 
    “I will,” Nia volunteered and raised her chin. “Send a monster if you need help.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea.” I grinned. “But I don’t think I’ll need it. Back in a flash.” 
 
    Then I turned to Freya and translated the next stage of the plan, and the warrior princess nodded firmly and leapt into action.  
 
    The blonde shapeshifter was obviously eager to ensure her people’s safety.  
 
    Kalon jumped down from Cyra’s shoulder and grew into her full size, and as the dark-skinned summoner climbed onboard, I wondered if the monster had predicted her desire, or if Cyra had communicated it. 
 
    I’d have to catch up with my summoner friend on our different approaches to our calling later. First, I needed to deal with some more ass-cats.  
 
    I followed Freya and Kalon into the air and over the tree line to the south. A few moments later, the boat Cyra had mentioned came into view. It looked old and rundown, rust crept along the hull, and a greasy liquid oozed from a pipe on the stern. On the deck of the ship were lines of cages filled with people, and rage built in my chest as I noticed how many prisoners were women and children. 
 
    This village was a farming community, and from what I’d seen, I doubted if there were more than five warriors living here. These assholes were kidnapping innocent civilians. I’d seen enough to seal their fate.  
 
    As we flew closer, five snow leopard warriors climbed onto the upper deck from inside the ship. I saw one of them point to us and cry out in alarm as we approached from the sky, but in the next breath, I was on the boat with a dead warrior beneath my feet.  
 
    Another warrior lunged for me from a few paces away, but I tossed my rhin dagger into the air, caught it by the blade, then launched it spiraling end over end until it landed in the warrior’s eye. My dagger slid into the shapeshifter’s skull, and his feline-like face crumpled as he took his last breath.  
 
    I crossed the distance between me and the fallen warrior and wrenched my blade free from his head, then turned to look for another opponent.  
 
    No other snow leopard warriors stood on the deck, but Kalon had a shapeshifter pinned to the planks with one heavy front leg. Cyra stood by her familiar’s side and beckoned me over when I caught her gaze. 
 
    Freya fluttered down from the air, and I spotted blood dripping from her talons before she shifted back into her human form. Then the warrior princess walked by my side as we approached Cyra and Kalon. 
 
    “Thought we should leave one cat alive,” Cyra said with a shrug. 
 
    “Smart,” I complimented her with a wide smile. “Thank you, and thank you, Kalon.” 
 
    Kalon chirped happily at me, then lifted her leg to release her captive. 
 
    The warrior scurried to his feet and moved to escape, but I grabbed him by his upper arm and slammed a right hook into his face. 
 
    “You’re going to answer some questions,” I declared and held my fist up, ready to punch him again if needed.  
 
    “Kill me quickly, please.” The warrior cowered away from my raised fist with wide, terrified eyes. “Grant me an honorable death, so I may serve the goddess.” 
 
    “I don’t want to kill you at all,” I growled. “But you assholes are kidnapping innocent people. What the fuck are you doing with your victims? Where were you taking them?” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” the warrior pleaded and held up his hands in surrender. “This whole mission didn’t sit right with me from the beginning, but I am nothing without my gift, I cannot lose it.” 
 
    “Start at the beginning,” I said in a stern voice as I lowered my fist, but I didn’t release my grip on the shapeshifter’s arm. “Why this village? This island is far from your territory, and undisputed.” 
 
    “Moose Clan said any shapeshifters, and as many as we could get.” The snow leopard warrior shrugged, and his eyes flickered across my face. “My boss said this way we would be one and done.” 
 
    “Where were you taking them?” 
 
    “To a temple in Vyguard.” The shapeshifter gulped. “They were going to be sacrificed to the goddess.”  
 
    “So,” I pushed and arched an eyebrow. “You helped the Moose Clan kill shapeshifters. Did you ever stop to think you might be next?” 
 
    “The Moose Clan lieutenant said we would be spared if we helped,” the warrior blubbered. “And they aren’t killing them … exactly … Still, I am not about to do anything to lose my gift. If I have to kidnap a few Rabbit Clan farmers, then fine.” 
 
    “Wait,” I said and halted his defensive rant. “What do you mean they aren’t exactly killing them? And what do you mean about losing your gift?” 
 
    The shapeshifter hesitated, and I watched the nub in his throat move as he swallowed hard. 
 
    “After the sacrifice … ” The warrior paused, and his eyes flicked around my group. “The shapeshifters are just … animals.” 
 
    My stomach dropped as I processed his words. 
 
    How was that even possible?  
 
    White hot rage pulsed through my body, and I clenched my jaw. Then I punched the snow leopard warrior so hard in the face, his eyes crossed and his body went limp. As the unconscious warrior crumpled to the ground at my feet, I took a deep breath and regained control over my anger.  
 
    Veopa was going down. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    I took a deep breath and turned to Freya and Cyra. Kalon eyed the unconscious warrior with a watchful stance, so I wasn’t worried about the shapeshifter waking up and trying to escape.  
 
    “What just happened?” Cyra questioned in Mistral, and I realized she hadn’t understood a single word of my interrogation.  
 
    “D-Did he just say what I think he said?” Freya stammered and took a step away from the unconscious snow leopard. Her eyes were wide, her face pale, and she looked more upset than I’d ever seen her before.  
 
    I reached for the warrior princess’ hand and felt her stiffen at my touch, but I ignored her reaction and squeezed her hand warmly. The blonde shapeshifter finally tore her eyes away from the snow leopard warrior and met my gaze, and her gold-flecked orbs were full of conflicting emotions.  
 
    “The snow leopard warrior said the kidnapped shapeshifters are being sacrificed,” I told Cyra in our native tongue, and I swallowed hard. It sounded even worse coming from my own mouth. “And afterwards the victims are left as animals.” 
 
    “Maker … ” Cyra shuddered visibly and wrapped her arms around herself.  
 
    “I’ve never heard of the goddess revoking her gifts before,” Freya murmured. Her eyes were unfocused, and I could tell she was talking more to herself than to me. “If you prove you are worthy, then you are worthy. What have we done to anger her?” 
 
    “This isn’t your fault,” I said sharply. I wasn’t about to let the shapeshifters blame themselves for the power-hungry actions of an Archon. “This isn’t about being worthy at all, so stop talking like that.”  
 
    “I-I’m sorry, Gryff,” Freya replied and shook off her fearful mutterings.  
 
    “I didn’t mean to raise my voice, or to upset you,” I said as I took a deep breath to compose myself, “but the goddess Veopa is the one responsible for this, not you.” 
 
    “I do not recognize the word ‘Veopa.’” Freya frowned, and her gaze wandered over the cages of imprisoned shapeshifters. “All I know is my people have a gift, a magic given to us by the goddess, and we must prove we are worthy of it. I did not think the price was so steep, though.” 
 
    I swallowed down the guilty lump in my throat when I remembered the victims of the attack. I’d been so distracted by the gut-wrenching information that I’d forgotten to finish my mission. 
 
    “Let’s get everyone out of these cages,” I suggested and changed the topic with a subtle redirection. 
 
    We could talk more about the shapeshifters’ mysterious goddess later. I was confident I could make the hawk people see how their deity wasn’t as wonderful as they thought. I’d done it in Luratamba and in Utun, and I was ready to do it again. Even if I had to fight through an army of shapeshifters, Veopa would pay the consequences for her actions.  
 
    Cyra, Freya, and I quickly broke open the rusted, haphazard cages lining the deck of the ship. Several hawk people shifted and flew away before I could even talk to them, but the people who remained suffered from a variety of injuries, so I let the flying shapeshifters leave in peace.  
 
    It bothered me that the warriors obligated to protect this village may be in the group flying away from me, but I would discuss the strengths and weaknesses of the clan’s defenses with the chief at a better time.  
 
    The prisoners shuffled onto the deck and stood in a loose crowd, and after a moment, everyone turned to look at me.  
 
    I blinked. 
 
    Was I supposed to say something? 
 
    I caught a teasing smile stretch across Cyra’s lips in my peripheral, so I cleared my throat before she could say anything. 
 
    “I am sorry for the pain you have endured today,” I said in the language of the clans. “My team and I will escort you back to Eyrie Island where you can recover from the attack.” 
 
    Short and simple. That wasn’t so hard. 
 
    “I cannot fly,” a woman with obvious raptor-like features spoke up. “My arm is broken.” 
 
    “I have a healer mage with my group back in your village,” I reassured the woman with a warm smile. “Once she rejoins us, she will start with the most badly wounded first, so please be patient.” 
 
    “A m-mage?” A shapeshifter in the group stepped forward as he stammered out the unfamiliar word, and from the round shape of his nose and his small beady eyes, I guessed him to be one of the rabbit villagers. “Is that like a shaman?”  
 
    “If a shaman uses magic,” I replied with a raised eyebrow, “then, yes. My friend can use her magic to heal wounds and repair injuries.” 
 
    “A shaman is a shapeshifter, too, but shamans lead our rituals in service of the goddess,” Freya offered with a frown. “I do not think even they can use magic the way you and your people do.” 
 
    “So, basically a priest?” I summarized, but the warrior princess only shrugged in response.  
 
    The cultural differences were hard to ignore, but this wasn’t the time to elaborate on our various religious terms. While we’d defeated all the snow leopard warriors, I didn’t want to spend any more time here than was needed. We could teach each other words later.  
 
    So, I placed my hands on my hips and surveyed the boat I stood on. The vessel was larger than the Hawk Clan sailboats, at least twice the size, and was made of metal instead of wood. The upper deck circled around a wide, metal pipe, but I didn’t see any of the typical sailing mechanisms.  
 
    “Do you know how to sail this?” I asked Freya in her language.  
 
    “I have never seen a boat like this before,” the warrior princess replied and shook her head. “There are no sails.” 
 
    She was right about that. Besides the pipe and the door to the lower deck, the only thing I could see were cages.  
 
    “We should regroup with Arwyn and Nia,” Cyra suggested. “I could go get them, Kalon could carry them in two trips.” 
 
    “Okay, and while you do that,” I said with a grin, “I’ll tie up the ass-cat and figure out how to use this boat.” 
 
    “Back in a jiffy!” Cyra called out as she hoped onto Kalon’s back.  
 
    The silver dragon leapt into the air and pumped her bright pink wings as she angled over the tree line toward the village.  
 
    I watched my dark-skinned lover fly away for a moment, then turned to the enemy warrior lying unconscious behind me. I found some rope on the deck and lashed the warrior firmly to the ship’s rail, and after I verified the prisoner was secure, I headed toward the door to the lower deck.  
 
    Behind the door was a short hallway with three doors to the left, right, and straight ahead. I tugged open the door to my left and found sleeping quarters, and the door directly across the hall from there held a small kitchen and table. The door at the end of the hallway opened into a control room, and a huge stove occupied the majority of the space. The wall on my left side held a panel of levers and switches, and a circular metal shape that resembled a helm was attached to a post in the middle of the room. As I moved further into the space, I noticed a pile of dark, sooty rocks lying in front of the stove door.  
 
    I wasn’t sure what to make of the technology I’d found or where to start, but I shrugged and headed back to the upper deck.  
 
    I had other ways to move a boat. 
 
    Arwyn and the rabbit woman stood on the deck when I crossed the threshold and joined them, and I spotted Kalon in the air as Cyra and her summon went to get Nia. When I approached, the red-haired healer gave me a bright smile, but the rabbit woman seemed fearful when she saw me. The shapeshifter no longer nursed her arm to her chest, so I assumed her injury was fully healed.  
 
    “I want to start helping the injured,” Arwyn began, “but with the language barrier, I think it would be best if you helped me translate at first, until they learn I do not mean them any harm. No one has a fatal wound, and I need a moment to regain my strength. Healing a shapeshifter is different than I expected, and it took some adjusting.” 
 
    “I already told them you were coming,” I chuckled. “Let me get the boat moving, and then I’ll translate for you.”  
 
    “When did you learn so much about boats?” Arwyn shook her head in awe. “You have changed a lot since I last saw you.” 
 
    “I don’t really know much about boats, but I know how to summon swimming monsters.” I smirked. “I’m still the same me, but it has been a while.” 
 
    “Show me how your summons can sail this ship?” the healer requested as she stepped closer and wrapped her arm around my elbow.  
 
    “With pleasure,” I murmured and led her to the back of the vessel.  
 
    We climbed up a few steps onto the roof of the cabin, and the small area was lined with a metal railing that circled from the stairs to the giant pipe sticking up from the center of the boat. I stopped at the railing at the back of the ship and tossed several essence crystals into the ocean below.  
 
    Then I heard the snap of wings and craned my head to see around the pipe, and Kalon, Cyra, and Nia were landing on the deck.  
 
    Perfect timing. 
 
    An instant later, my duvarku and my robaguas popped their heads above the water and awaited my command. Before I took my next breath, my duvarku had split into two identical otter-like monsters, and their fleshy catfish-like tendrils wiggled as they looked up at me. 
 
    Arwyn watched silently as I commanded my monsters to push against the hull of the boat, but when she felt the vessel shift and begin to move, her eyes lit up with understanding.  
 
    “Very clever,” she said in a pleased tone.  
 
    “I’ve had to get creative lately.” I shrugged. “When I first got here, Freya and Hawk Clan were very leery of foreigners. She asked me not to summon any monsters in front of the shapeshifters.” 
 
    “You had your summons out when we arrived,” Arwyn noted. “Did the rift force your hand?” 
 
    “Yep.” I nodded. “I was fine with being discreet until people’s lives were in danger.” 
 
    “I think you made the right call.” The healer looked at me with pride in her amber eyes. “You’ve always had a natural talent for leadership.”  
 
    “I learned from the best,” I countered and winked at her. “Come on, let’s go help the wounded.” 
 
    “You took the words right out of my mouth,” Arwyn replied and headed down to the lower deck.  
 
    I spotted Nia and Cyra on the prow of the ship and waved before I led Arwyn to the group of rescued people huddled together talking to Freya. My shapeshifting wife nodded when she saw us approach, and she turned back to the group and spoke in a loud, clear tone. 
 
    “This woman is here to help you. She will heal your wounds, but it takes time and energy.” The warrior princess gave the people a stern look. “Do as she says or you will answer to me.” 
 
    “Freya just intimidated them into letting you heal them,” I chuckled to Arwyn.  
 
    “I don’t want to scare them,” the redhead mused.  
 
    “Trust me,” I reassured her, “the shapeshifters respond well to firm commands. Their entire way of life is built around war and survival, so the fastest way to get through to them is by showing strength.” 
 
    “That makes sense.” Arwyn shrugged. “I suppose I don’t need you to help me translate, then.” 
 
    “I’ll come check on you in a few minutes.” I squeezed her hand as she pulled away from me. “There’s more I want to talk about, but it can wait until after the victims are all healed.” 
 
    Arwyn smiled softly and waved before she moved toward the gathered shapeshifters. Once she scanned the group and found the worst wound, the red-haired healer got straight to work.  
 
    I watched for a moment to make sure she wouldn’t need any help communicating, but the shapeshifters shuffled into a misshapen line to wait for the healer’s attention, so I turned to where Cyra and Nia stood at the boat’s rail. Kalon had once again resumed her post on her dark-skinned summoner’s shoulder, and Cyra stroked the dragon’s silver snout.  
 
    The ship’s momentum increased, and the deck lurched beneath my feet, but I managed to keep my balance and continue my trek across the boat. My swimming monsters were hard at work beneath the hull, and they sent their feelings of pride through our bond as they maneuvered the large vessel toward the eastern horizon.  
 
    “You know how to sail this thing?” Cyra questioned with an arched eyebrow. 
 
    “My monsters do.” I grinned at my dark-skinned lover. 
 
    “We’ve really missed you, Gryff,” Nia breathed as she slipped her hand into mine.  
 
    “We need to catch up soon,” Cyra agreed as she took my other hand.  
 
    “I couldn’t agree more,” I replied and squeezed my lovers’ hands as I pulled them in closer. “After we get back to the village and debrief the chief, I’m all yours.” 
 
    “I hope we find Varleth soon,” Nia sighed as she leaned her ashen-haired head against my shoulder. “I haven’t been able to relax the whole time you were missing … ” 
 
    “We will find him, I know it.” Cyra flashed a confident smile. “Gryff is a good luck charm, after all.” 
 
    “That’s true.” Nia smiled sweetly, and her beautiful blue eyes were bright as she turned her gaze to the water. “Now that we are back together, nothing will stand in our way.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit, woman,” I teased the elemental mage. 
 
    Cyra giggled, but Nia rolled her eyes and didn’t respond. So, I chuckled and turned my gaze to the fog dancing over the ocean ahead of us.  
 
    We stood in silence facing the prow of the ship, and as we slid over the waves toward Eyrie Island, I controlled the direction of the vessel through my bond with my summons. I was fairly confident I’d adjusted for the different method of travel, flying was faster than sailing after all, but I started to watch the horizon anxiously after a while. Then, in the same instant the towering peak of the village came into view through the dense fog that blanketed the island, Arwyn and Freya joined the three of us at the front of the ship.  
 
    “That took me longer than I expected,” Arwyn observed, and the red-haired healer’s brow was dappled with sweat. “I feel like I just took a crash course on shapeshifter anatomy.” 
 
    “Are they that different from us?” I asked and glanced at my shapeshifting lover discreetly.  
 
    Freya stood facing the ocean and eyed her village eagerly, and I could tell the warrior princess was ready to bring her people home safely.  
 
    “It’s pretty incredible.” Arwyn nodded, then slid effortlessly into the tone and demeanor of a professor as she explained. “It is as though they continuously run two sequences of genetics simultaneously, so if I didn’t take that into consideration, there could be a chance I would only partially heal them, but the additional consequence of healing such an intricate organism is it took twice as much power and concentration.” 
 
    “Whoa, that sounds complicated,” Cyra commented with wide eyes. “So, it’s like the shapeshifters are both human and animal at once?” 
 
    “More or less,” Arwyn replied and shrugged her thin shoulders. “But there is much I do not know or understand about their species yet. That is merely my first observation.” 
 
    “Do you think they would be open to future delegates from Mistral?” Nia asked, and I could see the connecting thoughts in the intelligent woman’s eyes. “We could learn so much if they welcomed it.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted and furrowed my brow. “They were very against foreigners when I showed up. Freya looked like she wanted to kill me at first, but then I saved her life, and she realized I wasn’t going to hurt her. I think the clans are all very reclusive and private, except for the Moose Clan.” 
 
    Almost as though on cue, the mists parted, and my ship came into view. The vessel I’d stolen from the Moose Clan city of Skara was anchored on the southern side of Eyrie Island, out of the way of the archway entrance on the other side of the mountain. My ship was bigger and made with more metal than the Hawk Clan vessels, but it was similar in size to the Snow Leopard Clan boat I stood on. My ship was wider, though, and had more room below deck. 
 
    I chuckled to myself as I realized my obvious preference for the ship I already considered my own. At least now I had options. I hadn’t had time to enjoy my ship yet, but soon I would use the vessel to search the island territories for Varleth as my team and I traveled toward Vay.  
 
    I would find my friend and the name of the Guardians, and then end this war with the Archons once and for all. First, I needed to wrap things up with the chief, though, so I pushed off my thoughts and focused on angling the Snow Leopard Clan ship around the island. We circled the northern perimeter of the hollow mountain, and when I spotted the archway to my right, I recalled my swimming monsters with a wave of my will, then stashed their essence crystals back into my bandolier.  
 
    Small Hawk Clan boats pushed out of the entrance to meet us, and a few moments later, all the larger vessel’s occupants had been transported to the docks. The clamor of flying shapeshifters was surprisingly quiet upon our arrival, but I heard a sharp trill from above announcing our appearance, then a few hawk people flew down to meet us on the rocky ledge.  
 
    I kept a firm grip on the snow leopard man I’d detained, but even though he was no longer unconscious, the dejected warrior hung his head limply and followed my guidance without resistance. Still, I was grateful we’d managed to bind his wrists securely with the rope we’d found.  
 
    I didn’t see the chief anywhere on the docks, so when I caught Freya’s eye, I jerked my head in the direction of Fenrir’s dwelling. 
 
    “I want to take this bastard to your father,” I told my shapeshifting lover.  
 
    The warrior princess nodded curtly and led our group up the carved stairs, across the rope bridge, and up the other side of the village to the stone walled house built into the cliff side. I felt the snow leopard warrior shudder in my grip as he peered over the edge of the bridge to the pool at the base of the mountain. Eyrie Island could be unnerving, but I’d gotten used to the vast yet claustrophobic village, so the height didn’t bother me. Memories of the first time I met Chief Fenrir flashed through my mind, though, as I shoved my captive ahead of me and ducked under the doorway behind him.  
 
    “Father, we saved the villagers,” Freya said and bowed to her chief. Then she cleared her throat, and when she spoke again, it was in a clipped, controlled tone. “Gryff captured an enemy warrior and brought him here for you to question.” 
 
    Chief Fenrir stood near the window when my group crowded into the small room, but he crossed to sit on the bench against the wall while his daughter talked. His shrewd eyes swept over my team and my captive before he returned his gaze to Freya. 
 
    “Your mission was successful before I was able to send reinforcements.” His dark eyes glimmered with pride. “I am glad my people are safe. Thank you.” 
 
    He directed his final words to the entire group, so I quickly translated what he said into the Mistral language.  
 
    “Did the rift reopen?” Nia said after giving the chief a perfect curtsey. “Are our friends okay?” 
 
    “R-Rift?” The chief tilted his head to one side as he muttered the unfamiliar word.  
 
    I’d spoken it in Mistral since the language of the clans didn’t have a translation for it, so the tall shapeshifter was obviously confused. 
 
    “She means the hole in the sky,” I explained in the hawk people’s tongue. “We call them rifts.” 
 
    “Oh, I see.” The dark-haired shapeshifter chuckled. “Rift. To answer your friend’s question, no. There were no reports or sightings that the … rift … had opened again. I tasked a Mouse Clan woman with providing them with food while they awaited your return.”  
 
    Nia let out a sigh of relief when I’d translated the chief’s response. We could catch up with Braden and Mati later, but I was more focused on getting more answers from the man we’d captured.  
 
    I planned to find out whatever was going on in the territories before any more hawk people were attacked.  
 
    “While I’m glad the rift didn’t reopen, and the mission was a success,” I said to the chief and returned to the reason I stood before him, “there is some new information, and I’m not sure what to make of it.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Chief Fenrir frowned and locked me in his steely gaze. “What happened?” 
 
    “I think you should hear it from the horse’s mouth,” I said and jerked my head pointedly at the snow leopard man.  
 
    “Horse?” The chief looked confused. “This man is a snow leopard, I can tell by his features.” 
 
    “Never mind,” I sighed. “Just listen to what he has to say.”  
 
    I shook the snow leopard warrior’s arm and shoved him forward into the space between me and the chief. My friends spread out behind me, and they blocked off the door while they also got a good view of the interaction.  
 
    Freya crossed the room and stood by her father, and I noticed a worried look in her gold-flecked eyes when she glanced at the chief. The warrior princess was obviously concerned about how Fenrir would handle the information that had upset her so deeply.  
 
    Still, he had to know. 
 
    “Tell the chief what you told me,” I instructed the enemy warrior. 
 
    “The Clans have angered the goddess.” The snow leopard man’s eyes flicked between me and the chief, and he darted his tongue across his lips. “She is revoking the Gift.” 
 
    “You are one of the warriors who kidnapped my people and shoved them into cages?” Chief Fenrir growled as he rose to his feet to tower over the captive enemy, and his eyes burned into the man’s face. “Who are you to speak for all clans?” 
 
    “I know what I saw!” the warrior spat and eyed the doorway behind me.  
 
    “Tell the whole story,” I said and stepped up to block his view of the escape route.  
 
    “Well … I didn’t see it myself,” the warrior hesitated. “My boss told me about it, but he was more upset than I’d ever seen him, so I didn’t ask questions.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Chief Fenrir frowned.  
 
    “The goddess has returned.” The warrior gulped. “Moose Clan is gathering other shapeshifters to sacrifice to her. My boss said they went … into a hole in the sky … ” 
 
    “A rift,” Chief Fenrir supplied, and a smile twitched across his lips before he resumed his hard expression. “Why would Moose Clan go into a rift?” 
 
    I’d focused my attention on translating so my Mistral friends would understand what was happening, but I jabbed the snow leopard man in the ribs when he seemed hesitant to respond.  
 
    The warrior moaned in pain from the blow to his torso and shot me a scathing glare before he turned back to the chief. 
 
    “Like I already said, my boss is the one who saw it.” He frowned. “But he’s probably dead now, so what’s the point in fighting anymore? He said Moose Clan took some shapeshifters in cages inside the hole, but when they came back … they were just animals … ” 
 
    The words hung in the air as an uncomfortable tension built. Then the enemy warrior started to blubber, almost as though the heavy silence spurred him to fill the void, but the more he talked, the more he sealed his fate  
 
    “The Moose Clan guards are the ones pushing this. We didn’t even want to capture anybody.” The enemy warrior dropped his gaze to the floor and shook his head as he spoke, which made it seem like he was speaking more to himself than to us. “Rules of war were always no mercy, no prisoners, no witnesses. That was the game, but we also never went after villagers. I told my boss it was a bad idea. I didn’t want to lose my powers, but the Moose Clan could wipe us out in an instant if we didn’t follow orders. They commanded our entire clan to gather as many shapeshifters as possible, and if we couldn’t, we would stand in their place.”  
 
    “So, our people are being destroyed and forced to live in despair.” Chief Fenrir’s face had grown darker and darker as he listened to the enemy warrior talk, but the Hawk Clan leader spoke quietly, so I almost didn’t hear him through the mutterings of the snow leopard man. “What have we done to deserve this?” 
 
    I’d been translating the captive’s words to my friends with a heavy heart, but hearing the chief’s words cut deep, and anger burned in my throat.  
 
    “No.” I spoke louder than I’d intended to, and silence fell immediately. Everyone looked at me expectantly, but I cleared my throat and looked the chief directly in his dark eyes. “Your goddess is not the all-knowing, infallible deity you have always thought her to be. I have evidence she is actually an Archon, an immortal ruler of the monster realm, and her actions mark her as a clear enemy to your clan and all shapeshifters.” 
 
    “How can that be?” Chief Fenrir shook his head and lifted his hands in a gesture of surrender. “Our people have worshipped the goddess for many generations, and she gifts us our powers when we prove our worth. How can mortals question the actions of a goddess?”  
 
    “When she sacrifices your people, destroying the human individuals they were, it is no longer a gift.” I shrugged. “I know it can be hard to accept, but I will defeat the goddess, and I will make sure I stop her attack on mankind for good.” 
 
    “The Moose Clan guards in Skara kept talking about meeting the goddess,” the snow leopard offered suddenly. “We were supposed to have a big shipment ready before then.”  
 
    “The Moose Clan has breached the territorial agreement by entering undisputed lands and kidnapping my people.” Chief Fenrir stood at his full height, and his dark hair brushed against the ceiling as he met my eyes with a hard, determined expression. “I will destroy the entire clan if I have to, but I will no longer tolerate the Moose Clan’s presence in the territories.”  
 
    Then the tall chief turned to the snow leopard warrior, drew a dagger from his side, and sliced the blade across the captive enemy’s throat. As the man gurgled and blood sputtered from his lips, his eyes went wide in shock, but in the next moment, his life faded, and his body crumpled to the floor.  
 
    “Hawk Clan will not grant mercy to those who aid Moose Clan,” the chief stated simply as we all backed away from the man quickly bleeding out onto the floor. Then the dark-haired shapeshifter’s eyes bored into me. “Gryff, will you help me defeat Moose Clan once and for all?” 
 
    “What’s he saying now?” Cyra whispered to me, and her dark brown eyes were so wide I could see the whites. “Why did he kill that guy?” 
 
    “The chief just asked me to help him destroy the Moose Clan,” I explained in Mistral.  
 
    The summoner gasped and eyed the chief apprehensively as she edged toward the door. Meanwhile, Nia gave me a worried look, and Arwyn gnawed on her lower lip. It was obvious my lovers were concerned about getting involved in the shapeshifters’ conflict, but it seemed they would wait until I’d given the chief my response before they commented.  
 
    I took a deep breath and turned back to Freya’s father, who had waited patiently while I’d spoken to Cyra. Then I pushed the stray hairs back away from my face as I thought about the best way to answer the Hawk Clan leader’s request.  
 
    “Chief Fenrir, I would love to help end the war between the clans, but I can’t,” I started after a moment of heavy silence. “You have welcomed me and my friends, and I am honored by your confidence in me, but I cannot stay and fight a war against the Moose Clan.” 
 
    “What is more important than the lives of our people?” Chief Fenrir countered. “You are Hawk Clan, Gryff.” 
 
    “I am also a leader of a team of warriors, and one of them is missing.” I arched an eyebrow at the dark-haired shapeshifter. “I am responsible for him, and my first duty is to find him. Too much time has already passed since I’ve seen him, so I have to make sure he is okay. Once I find him, I will travel with the Mistral Mages to Vay, but if I can do anything to help Hawk Clan in the meantime, I will.” 
 
    “You were stranded on Last Island when you first came to the territories,” the chief noted. “Perhaps your friend ended up in the same area. If you help me destroy Moose Clan, I will have all of Hawk Clan search for your warrior.” 
 
    “Let me discuss your words with my team.” I frowned. “A raptor search party would be very helpful.”  
 
    I turned and translated our exchange to my lovers. The women cast cautious glances at each other, and their hesitation to agree to help the hawk people was obvious.  
 
    “We have to continue south,” Arwyn finally protested and shook her head. Her flame colored braid swung across her back with the motion, and her amber eyes pleaded with me to refuse. “The faster we get to Vay, the better.”  
 
    “With the hawk people helping, we could be looking for Varleth while we head to Vay,” I argued. “Raptors would make excellent trackers, after all.”  
 
    “You have a point there,” Nia said with a furrowed brow. “The problem is we don’t have the time or resources to attack an entire clan. We have six mages and a platoon of soldiers. Even with an army of shapeshifters, I’m not sure what we could accomplish.” 
 
    “Hawk Clan welcomed me.” I spread my hands imploringly. “I don’t think I can just sail away while they are in danger.”  
 
    “As squad leader, I say we stay focused on our mission,” Arwyn stated firmly. “If we encounter any shapeshifters needing assistance during our mission, we will do what we can to help, but we cannot linger on Eyrie Island much longer.” 
 
    “I can work with that.” I grinned. “I think I can explain it in a way that we all get what we want.” 
 
    “Good luck,” Cyra muttered, and her eyes flicked to the dark-haired chief who watched us silently.  
 
    I gave my Mistral lovers my best smile and turned to face the Hawk Clan leader with a straight back and raised chin.  
 
    “I can offer you a compromise,” I said in a steady tone. “I will defeat any enemies of Hawk Clan I encounter on my voyage south if you search the islands to the north and west of here. I do not wish to backtrack since we must sail toward Vay as soon as possible.” 
 
    “That sounds reasonable,” Chief Fenrir relented and inclined his head, “but my scouts do not know what your warrior friend looks like. How will they find him without you?” 
 
    “Gather everyone willing to search in the dining hall after dinner,” I said with a grin. “I’ll describe him to everyone at once.”  
 
    The chief looked skeptical but only nodded in response.  
 
    I took that to be his dismissal and gestured for my friends to exit the dwelling.  
 
    “You really think they will be able to find Varleth from a description?” Nia asked after I’d explained my plan. “It would be helpful if we had a picture or a sketch … ”  
 
    The beautiful mage had a point. It was one thing for my friends and I to search for Varleth, since I would know the surly gypsy anywhere, but the shapeshifters had never seen him, so that would hamper their ability to find him. 
 
    I can help you, silly, Phi giggled as she slid into the forefront of my consciousness. Who needs a picture when you can make yourself look like anyone you want? 
 
    I blinked in shock. I’d forgotten about Phi’s illusion magic. I could use her ability to change my appearance and make me look like Varleth.  
 
    See? I’m more useful than the other Archons. Phi sounded pleased with herself. I am the one who first deserves to bear your offspring. 
 
    The Archon’s power would certainly come in handy when describing Varleth to the shapeshifters, but that didn’t mean I was ready to impregnate anyone, let alone a power-hungry goddess. 
 
    Hmph! Phi sniffed, and I sensed the white-winged Archon cross her arms. You will pick me in the end, I can feel it.  
 
    That’s where you’re wrong, sister, Sera hissed. While your little tricks may be impressive for a while, Gryff will pick me to plant his seed inside first.  
 
    I’d had enough talk about offspring and seed to last me a lifetime, so I pushed the Archons away with a wave of my will and turned my thoughts back to the search for Varleth.  
 
    I’d landed on the island on the far edge of the shapeshifters’ territories, and it was even dubbed Last Island to signify the boundary of the archipelago. Varleth had headed south on my vingehund when we’d entered the Shadowscape, and since I hadn’t lost contact with my summons during the mission, I knew the banisher hadn’t gotten that far away from me. It would make sense we would each wind up in the same area after the rift dissipated. Otherwise, wouldn’t the Mistral search parties have found him by now?  
 
    They hadn’t found me until the rift opened, which made me wonder how many times we’d been close to each other but unaware of it. I didn’t want the same thing to happen with Varleth, but the assistance of the hawk people should prevent that. The shapeshifter search party could spread out over a wider area and communicate with each other more efficiently than my team and I could.  
 
    I led my friends up the stairs behind the chief’s dwelling to the stone bunk house where I assumed I would find Braden and Mati.  
 
    “We should leave in the morning,” Arwyn noted as we ascended the carved steps. “The rift is no longer an issue, and we need to press onward.” 
 
    “I can fly Kalon to the airship and debrief the captain,” Cyra offered. “It won’t take me long to catch up to Gryff’s ship.” 
 
    “Thank you, Cyra.” Arwyn smiled, and some of the tension in her slender shoulders eased. 
 
    I could tell the healer was anxious to return to her mission, and I was determined to stay by her side, so it seemed I would finally leave Eyrie Island in the morning. Even though I’d only been here for a week, the Hawk Clan village had started to feel like home, and I would remember my time here fondly.  
 
    Maybe we could return to visit someday.  
 
    I frowned as I remembered the chief’s request to bring his future grandchildren to meet him. Whether I ever had children or not, it was good to know I would always be welcome in the Hawk Clan village.  
 
    Braden waved from the doorway ahead of me, and I shook off my thoughts as I returned the greeting.  
 
    “I take it you saved all the shapeshifters?” the ox-like summoner questioned as we approached. 
 
    “Safe and sound,” I confirmed with a grin. 
 
    “You missed out on the snow leopards,” Cyra teased him.  
 
    The look in Braden’s eyes made me think he wasn’t envious of our battle with the feline shapeshifters. 
 
    “I don’t think the rift is going to reopen,” Mati said as she slid around Braden’s hulking form and joined us in front of the dwelling. “Nothing happened all day.” 
 
    “I agree,” I replied with a nod. “So, we are leaving tomorrow morning, but first I am going to round up a search party to help me find Varleth.” 
 
    “That’s awesome,” Braden gasped. “I hope Varleth is okay.” 
 
    “He is, I’m sure of it.” I worked the muscle in my jaw. “I’ll find him, no matter what.” 
 
    “If anyone can,” Arwyn murmured as her amber eyes glittered, “it’s you.”  
 
    A short while later, I stood on top of a table in the cavernous dining hall while shapeshifters poured into the room through the wide double doors. My friends sat at a table to my side, and Freya stood behind me next to the chief. When the crowd entering the space began to slow, I cleared my throat to get everyone’s attention. 
 
    Every pair of eyes in the room locked onto my face as a hushed silence fell across the vast room.  
 
    “Thank you for coming here,” I started and gave my audience a friendly smile. “Many of you are familiar with me, and you know I am your friend, ally, and a newly fledged clan member. Tonight, I ask for your help, and in exchange, I offer my assistance.” 
 
    “I will do whatever I can to help you, Gryff,” Trjegul spoke up from the center of the crowd. “I cannot speak for everyone, but I offer my blade to your cause.”  
 
    The hawk man stood with his hands on his hips and his chest puffed out with pride. I knew from my experiences with him that the tanned shapeshifter was a skilled fighter with a big heart. Trjegul had been skeptical of me at first, but he’d been among the first to change his attitude and befriend me.  
 
    “Thank you, Trjegul.” I nodded. “I am honored to have you on my side.”  
 
    I cleared my throat again before I continued. 
 
    “One of my friends is missing. His name is Varleth Prost, and he is a mage from Mistral. I need help looking for him, so any volunteers should observe me carefully.” 
 
    Then I tugged on the bond I shared with my white-winged Archon, and Phi fed me her power as I transformed my appearance with her illusion magic. I shortened my height slightly, made my shoulders broad, and changed my hair to the straight, lanky dark locks of my gypsy friend. I masked my face into the angular cheeks, dark brown eyes, and harshly thin lips, and I even managed to make my clothes look like the black-trimmed gray robes that marked Varleth as a banisher mage.  
 
    When the illusion was complete, I turned in a slow circle so the crowd could get a good look at “Varleth.” Cyra erupted into loud giggles when she saw my mimicry of the surly gypsy, and even Nia and Arwyn struggled to hide their amusement. 
 
    “Can you make your voice sound like his?” Cyra demanded as she swiped happy tears from her eyes. “Please, Gryff, say something Varlethy.”  
 
    “I can’t believe you’re making me do this,” I said in the dry monotone of the sarcastic banisher. “Everybody laugh it up at my expense, that’s great. You guys can’t even wait till I’m safe to make fun of me. Typical.” 
 
    “Oh, my!” Nia sputtered out a laugh at my imitation, and her cheeks flushed a bright pink as she struggled to compose herself.  
 
    “Wait!” a voice called out from the crowd, and my head whipped around to find the source.  
 
    A woman strode forward through the throng of shapeshifters, and I realized it was Freya’s mother, Ratreya. The hawk woman had long dark blonde hair and light skin like her daughter, and while the mother and daughter looked almost identical, the lines etched into Ratreya’s face marked her as much older. Freya and I had rescued her mother from Skara when I’d stolen my ship. She’d been a prisoner of the Moose Clan for years before Ratreya had been reunited with her family.  
 
    “I recognize this man,” Ratreya stated simply as she gazed up at my Varleth face with a bird-like tilt to her head. “He was in Skara before you saved me.” 
 
    Maker, I’d been that close and missed him? Had I really been so blind? 
 
    “Tell me everything you can remember,” I demanded and clenched my jaw.  
 
    Adrenaline rushed through my blood, and my heartbeat thudded in my ears.  
 
    Finally, I had a lead. I would find Varleth, defeat Veopa, and discover the names of the Guardians.  
 
    I had to. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    “I am sure I saw him.” Ratreya studied my Varleth face closely and nodded.  
 
    Renewed hope coursed through me, and I took a few deep breaths to calm my nerves. Silence fell over the cavernous dining hall, and I hopped down from the table and crossed the distance to Ratreya.  
 
    “He was in Skara when we attacked the city?” I asked the chief’s wife. 
 
    “No … ” Ratreya frowned. “This man was among the cages loaded onto a boat shortly before the attack.” 
 
    My heart sank. Varleth could be at Veopa’s mercy by now.  
 
    “How long ago?” I questioned.  
 
    “It was hard to gauge time in the cage … ” Ratreya hesitated, but she scrunched her eyebrows together as she thought. “I think less than a week before you attacked.”  
 
    “Skara is closest to the mainland,” I mused out loud while I processed the information. “He could be long gone by now … ”  
 
    I wouldn’t allow myself to sink into despair, though, not when I had my first real lead since I’d learned Varleth was missing. Even if I had to rescue him from under Veopa’s nose, I would find the banisher.  
 
    No matter what. 
 
    “The snow leopard mentioned a big shipment,” Freya offered as she stepped up to my side. The warrior princess flashed a smile to her mother, and then she turned her gold-flecked eyes to my face. “Your friend could be on a boat gathering more captives. Yes, Skara is the closest to the mainland, but it is still a long voyage to the south. There is a chance your friend is still in the territories.”  
 
    “That’s what I’m hoping for.” I smiled at my shapeshifting lover. “I’m not about to give up, far from it. I don’t care what I have to do to get Varleth back, I will find him.” 
 
    “Hawk Clan will help you in any way we can,” Ratreya said with the dignified air of the chief’s wife, and her golden-brown eyes exuded matronly warmth as she smiled at me. “I owe you my life, and many among us can say the same.” 
 
    “I’ll take all the help I can get.” I smirked. “While I’ve become familiar with some of the islands, I don’t have nearly as much knowledge of the terrain and waters as your people.” 
 
    “I will gladly share my knowledge,” Ratreya replied and inclined her head toward her daughter. “Since Freya is traveling with you, you already have a guide, so how can I help any further?”  
 
    “I’ll need eyes and ears, messengers, scouts.” I frowned as a plan began to formulate in my mind. “More than anything, I need a map.” 
 
    “A m-map?” Ratreya questioned with a confused look.  
 
    Freya mirrored her mother’s expression, but my wife looked more eager to learn a new word than confused by the unfamiliar sound of it. Her lips mouthed the word “map” silently, and her eyes went slightly unfocused for a moment before she returned her gaze to me. 
 
    “It’s a drawing that represents the landscape and territory,” I explained to the two shapeshifting women with a patient smile. “With paper and ink, a map can show the distance and size of the islands.” 
 
    Then an idea struck me. My Mistral friends were familiar with maps, and I had a feeling they would be able to help me make a diagram of the territories. 
 
    “I want to make a map,” I said as I turned to my team. “Anyone bring any paper?” 
 
    “I have the necessary supplies,” Arwyn offered from behind me. “I have paper in my pack. I left it up in the dwelling, but I can retrieve it quickly.”  
 
    “Perfect.” I grinned. “Do you need help finding the way? I know the village can be confusing to navigate at first.” 
 
    “I will be okay,” Arwyn chuckled. “I’ve been fascinated with the design, and I have been taking close mental notes.” 
 
    “That, I do believe,” I chuckled.  
 
    Arwyn rolled her eyes, but she stood from the low table and ambled toward the doorway.  
 
    I snagged her hand in mine as she passed by and planted a soft kiss on her knuckles.  
 
    The red-haired healer blushed, and her eyelashes fluttered over her amber eyes as she smiled.  
 
    “It won’t take me long,” she said, and she squeezed my hand before she pulled away. 
 
    “Okay,” I said and turned to the hawk women at my side and shifted back into their language. “I’ll draw the map while you describe it to me. I already know some of the area, but if you can help me fill in the blanks, then I should be able to put together an accurate map of the territories.”  
 
    “I do not know what you mean,” Ratreya replied cautiously, “but I will wait to see your actions.” 
 
    “Gryff and his people think about things differently than us, Mother,” Freya told the older woman with a soft smile. “You would be surprised how incredibly amazing they are. Just wait, you’ll see.”  
 
    I’d noticed the stoic warrior princess treated her mother with a sweeter disposition than anyone else in her family, but I knew the loss of Ratreya had weighed heavily on Freya’s conscience. She blamed herself for her mother’s capture since the older woman had exchanged her life for Freya’s when the young princess had fallen to Moose Clan during a raid. In the time after her mother’s absence, the tension between Freya and the rest of her family escalated, but the warrior princess had started to relax recently.  
 
    The Hawk Clan people had assumed the leader’s wife was dead. At that time during the territorial conflicts, it was uncommon for the clans to grant mercy or imprison each other. Moose Clan had slowly started to change methods a few years before I showed up, though, and Freya’s mother was still imprisoned in Skara when we attacked, so we’d managed to free her and a bunch of other shapeshifters, too.  
 
    Freya had proclaimed herself my wife and announced she was joining my quest a couple days ago, so it was good to hear her excitement over learning about my homeland.  
 
    A few moments later, Arwyn returned with a flushed face and labored breaths. The red-haired healer fanned the paper she held toward her face as she slowed her pace, entered the dining hall, and crossed the distance between us. 
 
    “That was fast.” I took the drawing materials from her with an amused chuckle as she caught her breath.  
 
    “A map of the territories will be a huge asset during our voyage south.” Arwyn wiped the sweat from her brow with a wave of her delicate hand and smiled brightly. “The Academy will be ecstatic to add a more detailed depiction of this area to the library.” 
 
    “We will be famous.” I grinned and stood in a heroic pose. “They will commission portraits.” 
 
    Arwyn rolled her eyes, but then she looped her arm through mine and smiled at me. 
 
    “Let’s finish the mission before we design our commemorative plaques,” the healer teased.  
 
    “As you wish,” I sighed dramatically, then led Arwyn to where Freya and Ratreya waited.  
 
    I spread the paper out over a table and motioned everyone closer. 
 
    “So,” I started and made a thick crescent shape in one corner, “I first landed on Last Island. Freya said the island marked the edge of the territories.” 
 
    “That curved spot looks like the cove on Last Island!” Ratreya gasped as she pointed to my drawing. “What kind of magic is that? Did you steal the eyes of a hawk?” 
 
    “No magic,” I chuckled and brandished the pen Arwyn had supplied. “Just ink.” 
 
    The watching shapeshifters let out a collective “oohh” as they peered at the writing utensil, but I just shook my head and returned my focus to the map in progress.  
 
    “What comes after Last Island?” I asked the shapeshifter women at my side.  
 
    “Wolf Clan territory,” Freya replied instantly. “They have twenty islands scattered on the far northern edge.” 
 
    The warrior princess directed my quick scribbles, and a few moments later, twenty-one circles dotted the paper.  
 
    “Then Bear Clan,” Ratreya chipped in, and she placed a finger on a blank spot on the paper. “Their main island, Cave Peak, would be here.”  
 
    “What shape is it from the sky?” I grinned as I handed my pen to the leader’s wife.  
 
    Ratreya held the writing utensil clumsily as she shifted its weight in her fingers, but she gripped it firmly and tipped it onto the paper to trace a squiggly circle shape. The older woman added a triangle in the middle, then handed the pen back to me.  
 
    “The peak is enormous,” Ratreya explained. “Worth noting.” 
 
    “I appreciate it,” I said. “The more details we can add, the better. How many other islands are in the bears’ territory?” 
 
    “Thirty total,” she supplied and gestured across a blank area of the paper. “The islands in that area expand in a wide arch, so there is a lot of ocean between them.” 
 
    I jotted down the additional details and added a memo along the edge of the paper. This map wouldn’t be as accurate as if I’d drawn it from the sky myself, so some explanations would be necessary.  
 
    “Hawk Clan now has fifty islands,” Trjegul said from behind Ratreya.  
 
    The older woman stepped to the side to let the tan warrior come closer, and I handed the brown-haired shapeshifter the pen and showed him how to use it.  
 
    Trjegul smiled eagerly as he added some islands to the map.  
 
    As the drawing progressed, more and more shapeshifters came up to contribute their knowledge, and the paper was soon covered in a detailed description of the territories. After the last Moose Clan island was etched into existence, the hawk people eyed the map with satisfaction. 
 
    “What about Vay?” Arwyn asked as she glanced over the newly created image. “How far from the Moose Clan territory is the mainland?”  
 
    The shapeshifters grew quiet, and Freya frowned thoughtfully, but it was her mother who answered the healer’s question.  
 
    “I do not know of anyone who has been that far,” Ratreya supplied. Then she pointed to the far edge of the map beyond where Skara was marked. “South of Skara there is a peninsula, and a large village of mainlanders sits above the water’s edge. I’ve heard it described in stories, but I’ve never seen it for myself.”  
 
    I added a curvy lined shape where she gestured and labeled it as the mainland of the Southern continent.  
 
    “At least we know more about the area between us and Vay,” I said in my native tongue as I turned to Arwyn. “By the time we get back to Mistral, we will have added our own observations to the map, and we’ll bring a more accurate portrayal of the area.” 
 
    “True.” The red-haired healer tapped a finger against her pursed lips as her intelligent amber eyes absorbed the drawing in front of her. “After we pass Skara, we will be blind in the water again, but the sooner we can get to Vay, the better, so we have to do our best.” 
 
    “We need to communicate with the airship captain before we head further south,” Nia reminded us. The ashen-haired mage sat at Arwyn’s side with Cyra next to her. The elemental mage had observed the map’s creation with open curiosity, and I could tell she itched to study it closely. “A map would help the soldiers follow our line of travel through the air, as well. We could make a copy and take it to them.” 
 
    “I can debrief the captain and give him the map,” Cyra offered, then winked at Freya. “Kalon and I can fly there as fast as a hawk.” 
 
    I chuckled to myself as I translated the summoner’s words to my wife. 
 
    “You are a skilled flyer,” Freya replied, and her gold-flecked eyes twinkled as she nodded at the dark-skinned summoner. “Sometime soon we will see who is faster, though.” 
 
    Cyra laughed out loud when she heard my translation, and it took my lover a moment to regain her composure enough to respond. 
 
    “Are you challenging me to a flying race, princess?” Cyra teased. 
 
    I translated cautiously, and I resisted the urge to add in my own commentary. My lovers and my wife could figure out their relationships on their own, but this was a conversation I was more than happy to assist with.  
 
    “I plan to see if your boast has truth to it,” Freya countered. She spoke in a level tone, and her expression was neutral, but I knew this was the warrior princess’ way of being friendly, so I left the women to their amicable rivalry.  
 
    “Tell her it’s a deal,” Cyra responded with a firm nod once I’d translated. 
 
    “So,” Arwyn said and halted the friendly banter to refocus on the mission, “the plan is to leave tomorrow?” 
 
    “Seems like it.” I nodded. “We will look for Varleth from my ship while the platoon follows us from above the clouds.” 
 
    With that settled, my group split up to prepare for our departure. Cyra and Nia got to work on making a copy of the map to take to the airship, Freya murmured something about spending time with her family, and Braden and Mati loaded their plates with second helpings of food. In the meantime, Arwyn and I meandered through the shopping district to get last minute supplies. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if the shapeshifters would take my Mistral coins, but the shopkeepers all insisted on just giving me the things I needed, free of charge. Most of the merchants were aware of my departure plans and even offered to deliver my goods to my ship.  
 
    That night, I went to sleep alone, since Freya hadn’t returned from her family time yet, and my other lovers seemed hesitant to breach the warrior princess’ space. I wasn’t worried about being solo, though. We were all getting on a boat together in the morning, after all, so I reminded myself to enjoy the solitude.  
 
    I would get to spend more quality time with my lovers in the captain’s quarters on my ship, and the thought made me smile as I fell into a deep, dreamless slumber.  
 
    When dawn lit the interior of my dwelling, I woke up feeling refreshed and excited. I’d waited for so long to get a ship, then my friends had shown up before I’d even set sail, so I was beyond ready to get behind the helm again. After spending so much time on Eyrie Island, it was hard to believe I was finally leaving.  
 
    At least Freya was coming with me. It would be much harder to say goodbye to her after how close we’d become.  
 
    I dressed quickly, and then I scarfed down the food I found laying out for me and took one last look at my dwelling before ducking out the door. However, I found myself indecisive at the edge of the courtyard.  
 
    Friends, or docks? 
 
    “Gryff!” Braden’s voice cut through my thoughts and solved my problem at the same time.  
 
    The ox-like summoner led our team down the stairs, with Mati at his side and holding his hand. Arwyn, Nia, and Cyra followed him, and my lovers all greeted me with beautiful smiles as they descended the steps. 
 
    “Good morning!” I grinned. “Who’s ready for a ride on the Gryffon?”  
 
    “You named your ship after yourself?” Cyra laughed.  
 
    “You like it,” I teased. “Don’t try to lie.” 
 
    “It’s also a clever play on the monster name,” Nia added before she placed her hands on her hips and cocked her head at me. “Will there be room for us with your ego on board, though?”  
 
    “Very funny.” I smirked. “I suppose I deserve a few jokes.” 
 
    “We’ve missed out on a lot of opportunities.” Arwyn shrugged.  
 
    “I like the name,” Braden offered with a smile. “I just hope it’s bigger than the boat we rode here on.” 
 
    “Much bigger,” I reassured him. “Which is why I needed it in the first place. None of the Hawk Clan ships would have made it to Mistral, so I had to find an alternative.” 
 
    “I knew you were resourceful,” Arwyn said.  
 
    “I have my moments,” I chuckled. “Just had to attack the Moose Clan main island, take down the boom, save some captives, kill some moose warriors, and then I had a ship. It was easy.” 
 
    “I have a feeling there is a lot more to that story,” Cyra commented with a twinkle in her dark brown eyes.  
 
    “We will have plenty of time to talk once we are on my ship,” I assured my dark-skinned lover with a smile.  
 
    “Yes,” Nia added as she looped her arm through mine. “We have a lot to talk about.” 
 
    “To the ship!” I waved my hand in the air with a dramatic flourish, tucked Cyra’s hand into my other arm, and walked down the carved steps behind Arwyn, Braden, and Mati. 
 
    We crossed paths with Freya at the chief’s dwelling, and the warrior princess was saying goodbye to her family when we approached. Vahla, her younger sister, was in tears, but Ratreya and Fenrir grinned proudly at their daughter.  
 
    I stepped up to the chief and his wife and bowed to the leader. 
 
    “Chief Fenrir,” I greeted in a formal tone. “It has been an absolute pleasure to be welcomed by Hawk Clan, but this is goodbye, for now. Thank you for all your help.” 
 
    “I can say the same to you, Gryff of Hawk Clan.” Chief Fenrir smiled broadly. “Let’s just agree we are equally grateful.” 
 
    “That works for me.” I grinned.  
 
    “Take care of our daughter,” Ratreya requested after giving me a warm hug. “She’s stubborn and headstrong, but you are powerful, so you can keep her in line.” 
 
    “Freya gets the recognition, prizes, men, adventure … ” Vahla rolled her eyes and crossed her arms. “Meanwhile, I can’t even start the Warrior’s Test!”  
 
    I knew the younger woman was upset about her sister’s departure, but it was obvious the princess had some growing up to do. Maybe after Freya left the village, she would have more space to spread her wings, so to speak.  
 
    I hugged Vahla, but didn’t comment on her complaint. Then we all waved goodbye, and I led the group down the stairs toward the docks.  
 
    A crowd of shapeshifters were gathered when we reached the rocky ledge at the base of the mountain, and a cheer erupted at our arrival. In the next instant, I was swarmed by people shaking my hand, thanking me for saving them, and bombarding me with questions about my summons.  
 
    My friends were also surrounded by adoring shapeshifters, but it didn’t look like they minded.  
 
    It seemed Hawk Clan had warmed up to visitors. 
 
    After a moment, Freya pushed back the crowd, though, and we made our way to one of the vessels anchored to the dock.  
 
    Trjegul stepped forward between the throng of shapeshifters and fell into pace with our group. 
 
    “I can take you to your ship,” the warrior offered with a grin, “then bring the Hawk Clan boat back to the island afterward.” 
 
    “Perfect, thank you,” I replied as I returned his smile.  
 
    My team was eager to go, and everyone clambered into the sailboat Freya led us to. Freya’s servant, the woman from Mouse Clan, waited by the boat with a stack of leather bags at her feet, and when we approached, Freya directed her servant to load the supplies onto the vessel. 
 
    “I had most of our supplies sent to the Gryffon already,” the blonde shapeshifter said as we settled into our seats. 
 
    “Arwyn and I got some supplies as well,” I responded. “Looks like we will be well stocked for our voyage.”  
 
    “If we get a chance to raid along the way,” the warrior princess said with a smile in her eyes, “we will have more than enough supplies.” 
 
    “I’m sure you have already provided more than enough,” I murmured and bumped my shoulder against hers.  
 
    A moment later, the Hawk Clan vessel slid beneath the archway and pushed into the ocean waves. Then Trjegul hastily unfurled the sail and latched the thick material into place before the warrior returned to the rudder.  
 
    I was glad to have another chance to see the dark-haired shapeshifter before I departed. The hawk man had been one of the first people to befriend me, and since he was an honorable, respected member of the clan, others had quickly followed his lead. I respected his fighting skills, and I admired his ability to put away mead faster than a speed slug enhanced person, but most of all, I trusted his loyalty.  
 
    An image of Trjegul and Vahla leading the clan in the future flashed through my mind, and I chuckled to myself. I was no match maker, but even I could tell there were feelings between the two shapeshifters.  
 
    Suddenly, the Gryffon came into view through the fog and pulled me out of my thoughts. The large ship’s narrow point jutted proudly into the air, the ocean waves splashed against the dark gray metal hull, and the wood rails along the deck glistened with dew. This was a ship that could get us places. 
 
    I grinned and took a deep breath.  
 
    While I was headed in the opposite direction of Mistral, I was still reunited with my friends and in control over my own path. Things were definitely going my way, except for Varleth still being lost, but I would find him soon.  
 
    I had to.  
 
    Trjegul maneuvered the Hawk Clan boat alongside my ship and pulled out the long pole to poke into the coral reefs beneath the ocean’s surface. I’d left a rope ladder hanging over the rail on the side closest to the island, and my friends scampered up it.  
 
    Freya shifted into hawk form, grabbed two of the packs in her talons, and began to transport her supplies to the deck of the ship.  
 
    “Looks like this is goodbye, my friend,” I said as I turned and grasped Trjegul’s hand.  
 
    “Until next time, but I feel I will see you again.” The shapeshifter jerked his hand awkwardly as he performed the newly learned handshake greeting. His smile fell, though, and his dark eyes locked onto my face as his tone grew more serious. “I will take care of our people, but I fear you are the only one who can stop the evils attacking us.” 
 
    “I will do everything I can to destroy evil.” I nodded and matched his tone. “We are brother warriors in the same war, my friend.” 
 
    “Fly high,” Trjegul replied, and his smile returned. “Fly free.” 
 
    Then the tanned hawk man clapped me on the shoulder, and he gestured to the rope ladder.  
 
    I nodded and turned to board the Gryffon.  
 
    When I swung my leg over the rail and stepped onto the deck, I noticed everyone had lingered near the ladder to wait for me. I chuckled to myself as I crossed the ship to talk to them.  
 
    “Are you expecting us to climb up into the sails?” Braden asked as soon as I approached, and he eyed the tall wooden masts apprehensively. “I don’t really know how to sail … ”  
 
    “No need,” I said. “I’ve got all the manpower I could want already.” 
 
    “Your duvarku cannot maneuver the sails,” Freya noted, “and at times, they will be necessary. I know how to sail, but this ship is very large, so I cannot do it alone.” 
 
    My friends all shot me a pointed look, and I realized they wanted me to translate. They were very curious about Freya and wanted to get to know her better, but the language barrier made everything more stilted and weird. The warrior princess would need to learn Mistral, and soon. Luckily, I had a professor, a star student, and a worldly summoner, among others, on board my vessel.  
 
    I was sure my lovers would be thrilled to teach Freya their language, and my Mistral women would probably learn the language of the clans while they were at it. I made a mental note to discuss the idea with them later, then turned my attention to translating my shapeshifting wife’s words to my team.  
 
    So, I repeated Freya’s words in Mistral and prepared to translate their responses.  
 
    “I would like to learn how to sail,” Cyra said immediately and grinned at the blonde shapeshifter. “It’s going to be a long trip, I don’t want to get bored.”  
 
    “She’s basically coming on to you,” I explained to the blonde shapeshifter discreetly at the end of my translation. I couldn’t tell if Freya picked up on Cyra’s subtle innuendo and body language, but I wanted my warrior princess wife to fully understand my dark-skinned lover’s attraction to her.  
 
    Freya giggled, and my mouth fell open in shock. The warrior princess quickly regained her composure, but her neck had a pink flush creeping up from her collarbone. Then she turned and gave Cyra a sweet smile. 
 
    “I would love to teach you,” the warrior princess confirmed. “I’m sure there is much I could learn from you as well.”  
 
    I had to shake my head in awe at how my lover mirrored my thoughts as I translated her words to my friends.  
 
    Cyra’s dark eyes danced playfully, and she looked like she was having fun making me translate subtle seductions to my wife, but I needed to get the ship moving, so I changed the subject. 
 
    “While it will be useful for all of us to learn how to sail this ship,” I started and grinned at my friends, “I don’t need anything other than my summons.” 
 
    With that, I reached into my bandolier and tossed a few essence crystals out onto the deck. My arachness, duvarku, robaguas, and some speed slugs erupted from a twirling combination of plumes, and I attached a speed slug to my arachness and two of the slugs to my duvarku, who had already split into their separate, but identical selves.  
 
    If I’d had more slugs, I would have given some to my robaguas, too, but the nimble swimmers would do fine without the extra enhancements. The icy waters of the territories were nothing compared to the acidic pool of the stomach of the craus’lar I’d found them in.  
 
    So, I gave my summons my commands through our bonds and crossed the deck to the anchor at the same time.  
 
    As my swimmers dove into the ocean, my arachness took a post on a mast, and with my team of monsters at the ready, I hoisted up the anchor. A moment later, my ship began to angle away from the island and back away from the coral reefs, and when we were far enough away from the mountain to catch the currents, I commanded my arachness to unfurl the sails. 
 
    The spider-like monster scurried along a beam and jumped across the rigging of the ship as she moved from sail to sail until they were all unfurled. Then she fastened the fabric to the frames with her sticky webbing and climbed up to the crow’s nest to await my next command. 
 
    With the wind catching the sails, and my team of swimming monsters pushing on the hull, the vessel quickly picked up speed. I made my way to the helm, and I couldn’t help the wide smile on my face as I pulled on the wheel to adjust our direction southward.  
 
    My team joined me, with chairs in hand, and stretched out across the deck behind me. The sky was a clear but dull white-blue, and there was a chill in the air. Not exactly beach vacation weather, but it was a nice day in the territories.  
 
    “Did you tell Braden about your new abilities yet?” Cyra asked after a while of quiet lounging.  
 
    “What new abilities?” the ox-like summoner wondered and raised his eyebrows.  
 
    “Like using the monsters to sail the ship?” Mati questioned in a confused tone. 
 
    “Not exactly,” I said with a grin. “I’ve discovered transferring properties isn’t just a bullet bass thing, all of my summons can give me their abilities.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Braden frowned, and his hand instinctively went to his white leather hip pouch as he thought about summoning. It was a habitual gesture I would have expected from a military man, but it seemed my shy roommate had become an experienced fighter in my absence.  
 
    “Let me show you,” I said. “It’s hard to explain.” 
 
    I pulled on the bond to my duvarku and gave my otter-like monster the command to shift its hypnotic antenna to me. My forehead itched as the appendage sprouted from my skull, but I resisted the urge to scratch it mid transfer. Then the wiggly glowing sphere hovered almost a foot above my head, and it jiggled wildly with my every motion. 
 
    Nia burst out with a loud laugh, and Cyra snorted. Arwyn seemed less shocked, but not nearly as curious as Freya. The blonde shapeshifter studied my new appendage with the rapt fascination of a bird stalking a bug, and her gold-flecked eyes tracked the movement of the glowing sphere with targeted precision.  
 
    Braden stood up to get a closer look, and he flicked the greenish tip with his finger, then grinned as he watched it bounce up and down. The antenna whacked me in the face, and I snapped it off with a wave of my will so fast it erupted into a plume before disappearing.  
 
    “That’s so amazing,” Braden breathed with wide eyes, and I could almost see the wheels turning in his head as he processed the new information. “So, you just give a mental command to transfer whatever you want, the same way you do when you coat yourself in the bullet bass armor?” 
 
    “Yup.” I nodded. 
 
    “I want to try it!” Cyra suddenly gasped. Then the curly-haired summoner reached into her nest of brown hair and retrieved her tiny, silver dragon.  
 
    Everyone watched with fascination as Cyra’s scrunched up her face and squinted her eyes. Kalon tilted her head sideways and studied her summoner carefully, but then the dragon let out a sad chirp. 
 
    “It didn’t work,” Cyra sighed, and her shoulders drooped.  
 
    “What did you try to do?” I asked. I hadn’t expected this, so maybe she did it wrong.  
 
    “I just thought ‘give me your wings.’” Cyra shrugged. “I sensed Kalon wanted to, and tried, but couldn’t. Maybe I’m not strong enough, yet.” 
 
    “Let me try,” Braden suggested and reached into his hip pouch. He pulled out a crystal, tossed it to the deck, and squinted into the plumes of essence.  
 
    The crystal he’d thrown out was coffee colored and smooth, so I didn’t even need to see through the mist to know the ox-like summoner had chosen his jaxare to experiment with.  
 
    Sure enough, the large hare-like monster padded onto the wood of the deck and wiggled its jagged buck teeth while it waited for Braden’s command.  
 
    I eyed the jaxare appreciatively. It was a monster I longed to add to my collection because of its ghost-like abilities. Braden’s summons was impervious to physical attack, could phase through matter, catch on fire, and run at high speeds, which made the Grade C ranking seem a little confusing.  
 
    Even though the jaxare was small, and low level compared to some of the Grade A, or Double Grade A monsters I had in my bandolier, I still wanted one. 
 
    Braden closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and furrowed his eyebrows as he focused his will. His summons twitched and thumped its rabbit-like foot against the deck, and the jaxare almost looked pained as it stared at its master.  
 
    Suddenly, the jaxare started to convulse, and it let out a high-pitched wail. Braden gasped and staggered back as he opened his eyes. His summons ceased its thrashing, but the monster’s furry back shuddered as it huddled at Braden’s feet.  
 
    “What in the Maker’s name just happened?” I demanded. 
 
    “I-I don’t k-know … ” Braden stammered with fear in his eyes. “I think I hurt my monster.” 
 
    “I’d say so.” I frowned. What were my friends doing wrong? “I think we should stop for now.” 
 
    “Yes,” Arwyn said, and she stepped up to Braden’s side to cast a scrutinizing glance down his person. “Don’t injure yourselves for the sake of experiments.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Braden mumbled, and the big man blushed. “I just don’t get it … I did it just like you said, Gryff.” 
 
    “There is a lot we still do not know about Gryff’s new abilities, and this recent experiment simply proves we should wait until we return to Mistral to push the boundaries further.” Arwyn’s tone slid into squad leader as she quickly laid down the law. “Until then, our mission is knowledge gathering, and we will study our findings from the safety of our homeland.” 
 
    “Well, Gryff can do things other summoners can’t, everyone at school always says that,” Mati chirped as she flicked her hair behind her shoulder. “Maybe there’s just something special about him or something.” 
 
    “Okay, okay.” I rolled my eyes. “Let’s talk about something else.” 
 
    “Oh, I was going to show Arwyn the copies of the map I drew to see if she approved,” Nia said and smiled at the red-haired healer. “Would you mind?”  
 
    “Not at all,” Arwyn replied and returned the ashen-haired mage’s smile. 
 
    The two women waved at me and retreated to one of the cabins below deck.  
 
    “Can I try to steer for a while?” Braden asked with an imploring look. 
 
    “Ooh, we could be the King and Queen of the Ocean!” Mati exclaimed, and the small banisher jumped up and down at Braden’s side.  
 
    “Alright,” I chuckled and gave my swimming monsters the command to steer southeast, then gestured to the helm. “Have fun, you two.” 
 
    “Does that mean you have time to help me talk to Freya?” Cyra grinned and slipped her hand in mine. “I want to learn her language, but it is easier with your help.” 
 
    “I’d be happy to,” I replied instantly and motioned for the warrior princess to join us.  
 
    Once Freya accepted my offered hand, Cyra tugged us toward the stairs and headed below deck. The dark-skinned summoner led us to the captain’s quarters, and some instinct in my gut told me we weren’t going to be doing much translating. 
 
    Body language was universal, after all.  
 
    As soon as the cabin door was closed securely, Cyra turned to Freya and planted a soft kiss on her lips. The warrior princess blinked in surprise, but then understanding dawned on her face, and she gave the dark-skinned summoner a soft smile.  
 
    I grabbed the two women by their hands and pulled them over to the large four poster bed occupying the room. When the back of my calves bumped into the mattress, I plopped down and began to pull off my clothes. Cyra started on the buttons of her shirt, and Freya pulled her long tunic over her head.  
 
    A few seconds later, the three of us spread across the bedspread, naked, and my dark-skinned lover seemed eager to explore Freya’s pale skin with her eyes, fingers, and lips. I stretched out next to the warrior princess, and then I took one of her hands, pushed it toward my groin, and wrapped her delicate fingers around my hard cock.  
 
    “Oh, that feels so good … ” Freya’s eyelids fluttered as Cyra’s tongue flicked across her nipple.  
 
    “She’s so sensitive, Gryff,” Cyra noted with amusement in her warm, brown eyes.  
 
    “She orgasms very easily,” I whispered, and my member throbbed in the warrior princess’ grip.  
 
    “Does she love your cock as much as I do?” The dark-skinned summoner licked her lips as her gaze danced over my erection.  
 
    “Do you love my cock?” I murmured into the flushed shapeshifter’s ear.  
 
    “Yess … ” Freya shuddered, and her hips twitched toward Cyra’s explorative caresses.  
 
    “I want to see you filling her up,” Cyra decided as she gave me a mischievous wink.  
 
    I was more than willing to oblige. I was so turned on by my lovers’ eagerness to get to know each other that I was struggling to hold back from grabbing the nearest ass and thrusting my dick inside. 
 
    “Come here, princess,” I growled to Freya. 
 
    The blonde shapeshifter sighed as she followed my direction and squatted above my pulsing member. Her small, pert breasts heaved slightly with her breaths, and her skin was a warm pink hue. My wife’s gold-flecked eyes were heavy with desire, her lips parted, and she moaned softly as she slid her wet pussy against the head of my cock.  
 
    “Mmm, she looks so delicious,” Cyra murmured, and the summoner bent over my chest, then licked from the base of my cock all the way up to Freya’s clit. 
 
    “Ahhh!” The blonde shapeshifter gasped, and she shuddered with pleasure. 
 
    Cyra flashed me a devilish grin before she grabbed the blonde shapeshifter’s hips and shoved her pussy down onto my cock. 
 
    I hissed as Freya’s tight tunnel gripped me, and I ground my hips up into the sensation.  
 
    Then Cyra straddled my face with her knees pointing toward my legs, and her chocolate folds were displayed directly above my mouth.  
 
    “Maker, I’ve missed you,” I sighed before I dug into the dark-skinned summoner’s moist tunnel with hungry licks.  
 
    “Oh, Gryff, yess … ” Cyra moaned as she arched her back and pushed her pussy against my tongue.  
 
    “She’s touching me everywhere while you’re inside me!” Freya slid up and down my shaft, and her words came out in short panting gasps. Then I felt Cyra lean forward, and I heard Freya’s muffled moan as my lover devoured my wife’s mouth in a wet kiss.  
 
    “You both are mine,” I growled with Cyra’s pussy against my lips, and I thrust my hips up to meet Freya’s movements.  
 
    I felt the blonde quiver, and her tunnel spasmed tightly around my cock as she orgasmed. I pounded into her as her body was frozen in ecstasy, and I attacked Cyra’s entrance with rapid pulses of my tongue. 
 
    Suddenly, the two women clung to each other and let out a simultaneous cry of pleasure as they both orgasmed at the same time. I tasted Cyra’s honey sweet juices and lapped it up like ice cream while at the same time, Freya’s pussy made a wet sound with every stroke.  
 
    I could tell I was nearing my limit, but I managed to maneuver a hand onto each of my lovers’ sopping wet entrances, and I stroked them purposefully as I slid in and out of Freya’s tunnel. As my climax built, I increased the intensity of my touches, and my lovers started to shake and spasm against my hands.  
 
    “Fuccccck … ” I moaned as I grabbed onto my women, and my seed exploded out of me to spray inside the warrior princess’ accepting womb.  
 
    “Yess!” Freya gasped and held onto Cyra as her hips convulsed.  
 
    As I slowly softened, I could feel the thick tendrils of my sperm slide out of her entrance to drip down my shaft.  
 
    Cyra heaved herself off my face, but she collapsed onto the bed with her ass toward my head, and then propped herself up on her elbows to give me a satisfied smile.  
 
    Freya laid down against my shoulder and sighed happily. 
 
    “I will enjoy having sister wives,” the warrior princess said with a decisive nod.  
 
    I laughed, then translated her words to Cyra. 
 
    “Sister wife, huh?” Cyra smirked as she said the Hawk Clan version of the word.  
 
    “Pretty neat, right?” I chuckled and tried to look innocent.  
 
    Suddenly, Freya pushed herself up onto her arms and eyed my half-erect and cum-slick penis. “Cyra didn’t get any of your seed. I cannot be the only woman to bear your young, you must have lots of children.”  
 
    “It’s okay,” I murmured, and I stroked her slender back. “I have more where that came from.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Cyra raised an eyebrow as we spoke in the language of the clans, and she moved around to face us. The dark-skinned summoner laid on her stomach and held her chin in her hands as a smile curled up her lips.  
 
    “Freya is saying she wants you to have some of my cum, too,” I informed her with a sheepish grin. 
 
    “Oh?” Cyra grinned at my shapeshifting wife, and then her gaze wandered down my naked body.  
 
    “Yeah,” I muttered as my cock twitched under her gaze. 
 
    “Tell her she needs to have your children,” Freya said as she moved her hand across Cyra’s body until it rested on the beautiful summoner’s belly. 
 
    “What did she just say?” Cyra asked as her eyes fixed on the hand Freya laid on her stomach. 
 
    “Uhhh, it’s--” 
 
    “Gryff?” Cyra snickered. “I’m a big girl. You can tell me.” 
 
    “She said she wants you to have my children,” I sighed. 
 
    “Right now,” Freya added as she nodded and patted Cyra’s stomach, and I wondered if my blonde wife was starting to pick up our language. 
 
    “Ohhhhh.” Cyra’s dark eyes opened wide as she stared at me, and her cheeks turned a dark red as she glanced back at Freya again. 
 
    “Look, it’s not--” I started to say 
 
    “Gryff,” Freya said as she took in Cyra’s reaction, “my sister-wife needs you to fill her with your seed. Why are you waiting? She needs it. She wants it.” 
 
    “What is she saying?” the dark-skinned summoner whispered as her legs began to wiggle slowly on the bed. 
 
    “She wants me to fill you with my seed right now so you can have my baby,” I said in a husky voice as I felt my body beginning to respond to my lovers’ enthusiasm for me. 
 
    “Maker, that’s hot,” Cyra murmured, and she ran her tongue over her lips. “Gryff … uhhh … Wowwww. I’m … ” 
 
    Cyra didn’t need to explain any more. Her legs were trembling now, and I could see wetness dripping down from her pussy and onto the bed. 
 
    I was hard instantly, and both of my women erupted with pleased giggles at the sight of my throbbing shaft.  
 
    Freya crawled across my body to Cyra and kissed her deeply as the dark-skinned summoner moaned.  
 
    As my two lovers kissed, I heaved myself up with a growl of desire, and the mattress bounced beneath me as I reached for Cyra’s wide hips.  
 
    Freya picked up on my intentions, and her gold-flecked eyes burned with excitement as she broke off the passionate kiss with Cyra. Then the blonde shapeshifter positioned herself behind the dark-haired summoner, and Cyra reclined against my wife’s chest with her mess of brown curls splayed across the warrior princess’ pale shoulders.  
 
    I pulled Cyra’s ass closer and spread her thighs open, and then I kneeled before her dripping entrance. My blood pumped hotly through my veins, and I swallowed down the salivating hunger in my throat as I grabbed my cock and slid it into my dark-skinned lover’s pussy. 
 
    She was as wet as a waterfall and tighter than I’d ever felt her. 
 
    “Ohhhh … ” Cyra gasped, and she arched her back to push her hips into me as she took in my full length. 
 
    “Yes,” Freya breathed as she reached around to caress Cyra’s dark nipples. “Give her a baby. Fill her womb. She wants it … ” 
 
    As the warrior princess murmured encouragement and Cyra’s eyebrows rose with each gasp, I grew demanding and thrust into my dark-skinned lover’s moist tunnel with a fevered urgency. 
 
    “What … is … Freya … saying?” Cyra groaned a few minutes later after the room had filled with the sounds of me sliding into her tunnel while my wife chanted. 
 
    “Give her a baby, fill her womb, she wants it,” I repeated in gasps. 
 
    “Ohhhh, Gryfffffff!” Cyra moaned after I spoke, and her tunnel began to spasm around me. “Don’t stop! Fill me!” 
 
    Cyra’s climax hit her like a punch to the gut, but Freya had her arms wrapped around the summoner’s shoulders, and I had her legs in my grip while I thrust into her, so she couldn’t bend in half. Her immobility only made her climax spiral even higher, and she let out a screech as her body clamped down on the only object it could grasp on to: my cock. 
 
    So, I did the only thing that was appropriate, and I thrust into her tightness as deep as I could go. 
 
    “I’m going to fill you up with my seed, woman,” I growled, “and you are going to give me a child.” 
 
    “Yesssssss!” Cyra dug her nails into my shoulder, and she hissed with pleasure as I poured my load inside her womb.  
 
    Our climaxes seemed to spin out of control for an hour, like a ship caught in a storm, and I felt wave after wave of my essence pour into her quivering body. Every new spray of seed I sent into her womb caused her to climax and tense around me, which caused me to groan, spasm, and then unleash another volley deep inside of her. The cycle repeated more times than I could count, but finally I collapsed on top of my lovers, and we all sighed with bliss as they ran silky fingers down my shoulders and back. 
 
    “Good girl,” Freya whispered as she began to stroke Cyra’s scalp. “You will make excellent babies for our husband. He gave you a lot of his seed.” 
 
    “What is she saying?” Cyra asked. 
 
    “She says you will make excellent babies,” I said as I came up on my elbows so I could slide out of her. The movement made a wet sucking noise, and Freya, Cyra, and I gasped as a torrent of my seed flowed out of Cyra’s pussy. 
 
    “You can’t waste any of this,” Freya stated flatly as she moved her hand down Cyra’s body, and then the summoner and I stared in fascination as Freya gently scooped up my frothy seed with her finger and pushed it back into Cyra’s tunnel. 
 
    “Ohhhh,” the beautiful summoner moaned as soon as Freya’s finger pushed into her entrance. “Maker, she really wants me to get pregnant.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed. “Look, I know that you all take the birthing herb so--” 
 
    “I don’t need to,” Cyra interrupted me. “I just drink it the morning after, and since you’ve been lost for a few months, I haven’t drank any, sooo … I mean … What do you want?” 
 
    “What do I want?” I asked as I reached out to touch her beautiful face with my fingers. 
 
    “Do you … want … me … to?” Cyra asked as she bit her lip. 
 
    “Well, we would make beautiful children,” I said. 
 
    “We really would.” She smiled. “I know there is a lot of stuff going on, and I know it’s not the safest time, but … they would be beautiful … ” 
 
    “Freya is probably pregnant,” I said as I smiled at my wife. 
 
    “Oh, and she is gorgeous,” Cyra laughed. “You both are going to have these blonde angel babies.” 
 
    “What are you two talking about?” Freya asked me, and I realized she’d finished pushing my seed back into Cyra’s pussy. 
 
    “Just … nothing really,” I said, since I didn’t exactly want to tell my wife that Cyra and I were on the precipice of this whole decision. 
 
    Freya just nodded and then went back to stroking Cyra’s dark hair, and Cyra and I just stared at each other for a few minutes. 
 
    “I want to,” Cyra finally said in a soft voice. 
 
    I exhaled the breath I didn’t even realize I was holding. 
 
    “Me, too,” I said, and I couldn’t help but smile. 
 
    “I’m really happy,” Cyra giggled as she smiled at me. “I can’t wait to meet them. All of them. You need to have babies with Nia, Arwyn, Erin, and Layla. Ohhh, her babies will be so mischievous! Oh, and Erin’s babies will be so cute. Do you think they will have orange hair? Ashla! Oh, she’s kind of already used to being a mother with her mercs. I guess the same is true for Arwyn as well. I just … I can’t wait to see all of them. I can’t wait. This is such a great idea.” 
 
    “I’ll get there,” I chuckled. “It still feels kind of crazy, but I love you, and I want you to have my children.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she sighed as she leaned back more into Freya. “Knowing that you wanted to give me a baby while you fucked me. It … it was just really amazing. You always turn me on, but I was just dripping. I wanted it so bad, and now your seed feels so good inside of me.” 
 
    “I like to watch you impregnate my sister-wife,” Freya said in a pleased tone as she held Cyra’s exhausted body against her, and I sensed a comfortable affection between them that made my heart swell. “I am glad you have so many warrior wives to share with me.” 
 
    “What did she say?” Cyra murmured with her eyes half closed.  
 
    “She said you’re sexy as fuck, and she liked watching me put a baby in you.” I smirked. “And she’s glad there are more people to share me with.” 
 
    “I definitely agree,” Cyra sighed, and she craned her head around to gaze up at Freya.  
 
    “I’m the luckiest man alive,” I breathed, and then I grinned and repeated myself in my wife’s language to make sure they both knew how much I appreciated them.  
 
    I’d have to tackle this language barrier soon. Future experiences like this would be much more fun if my lovers could hear Freya’s enthusiasm for themselves.  
 
    Were my other lovers about to be my wives and the mothers of my children? 
 
    I hoped so.  
 
    Suddenly, I heard a soft, hesitant knock on the door that pulled me out of my thoughts. 
 
    “Um, Gryff?” Braden called through the barrier. “I think you should come see this.”  
 
    I frowned but immediately leapt up and pulled on my clothes. 
 
    I’d have to catch up with my lovers more later. 
 
    By the tone of my friend’s voice, I knew something weird was going on. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    As I headed to the door, I glanced over my shoulder to make sure my lovers were decent, and when I found them almost dressed, I grinned at their militant efficiency. I gave them another moment to finish before I tugged on the handle and found Braden waiting anxiously on the threshold. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked as I followed the ox-like summoner to the upper deck. 
 
    I sensed for my summons and found them all still hard at work. I was kind of amazed at my ability to focus on my lovers and control my monsters at the same time, but I didn’t have time to dwell on my increased skills.  
 
    “Mati was climbing the rigging, and she saw another ship.” My friend was obviously afraid, and he didn’t seem eager to describe why. “Gryff, there were cages on board.” 
 
    “Varleth could be with them!” I exclaimed and sped up my pace.  
 
    As I climbed to the upper deck, Braden gestured to the east, and I scanned the horizon as I thought about which of my summons had the best sight. My duvarku was my best guess, so I pulled on the bond between us and transferred the otter-like monster’s vision to myself. I blinked as my eyes watered, and when I refocused my gaze on the ocean ahead, I saw the long boat loaded with cages and cargo.  
 
    I could see people moving about on the deck and more people in cages, but I couldn’t tell if Varleth was among them from this distance. I judged the enemy vessel to be about two miles away, so we could catch up to them in no time. 
 
    “We need to catch up and see who is on that ship,” I told Braden as I redirected my swimming monsters beneath the hull.  
 
    “You want to go fight those shapeshifters?” The ox-like summoner looked incredulous, but then he swallowed and met my gaze with a steady look. “I’ve got your back, Gryff. If Varleth is on that boat, and I didn’t help him, I would never forgive myself.” 
 
    “I feel the same way,” I agreed. “Besides, those other people don’t deserve that kind of treatment, either. I’m ready to teach these bastards a lesson.” 
 
    Just then, Mati climbed down from the rigging and joined us on the upper deck.  
 
    “Our ship is headed directly toward that boat,” she observed as she stepped up to Braden’s side. “I take it we are about to fight some shapeshifters?” 
 
    “That we are,” I chuckled. “You up for that?” 
 
    “I can kill more than monsters and catalysts.” The banisher smirked and loosened her black sword in its sheath. Then the black-haired mage grinned up at my summoner friend. “Braden, I hope you plan on unleashing your flame bird on those bastards.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Braden hesitated. “My ember eagle is pretty strong, I don’t want to hurt any of the captives.”  
 
     Before Mati could goad him any further, the rest of the team joined us on the deck. I could tell by their grim faces they were already mentally preparing for a fight, and I nodded approvingly when I met their resolute gazes.  
 
    “What’s the plan, Gryff?” Arwyn asked as the wind whipped her flame-like hair around her face.  
 
    “Attack from the air as soon as we are within distance, then board, defeat whoever we need to, and free the prisoners.” I worked the muscles in my jaw. “With any luck, Varleth is on that ship, and we will get him back.” 
 
    I translated my words to Freya, and the warrior princess nodded firmly to acknowledge her understanding before she eyed the nearing ship with her heightened raptor vision. I envied her hawk eyes, but I’d watched her study my Varleth impression closely, so I was confident the warrior princess would let me know if she saw him.  
 
    “I can use the technique I’ve been working on,” Nia added, and her brilliant blue eyes stared at the enemy vessel with steely resolve. “The quicker we get those people free, the better.” 
 
    “I’m excited to see what you’ve got in mind,” I said with a smile. “Let’s go kick some ass.” 
 
    “Those poor people,” Cyra murmured as Kalon leapt down from her shoulder and began to grow into her larger form. “We have to save them.” 
 
    I blinked in surprise. Where had the dragon been earlier? I hadn’t seen her in the captain’s quarters.  
 
    Cyra’s relationship with her familiar continued to intrigue me, but I knew my newly discovered abilities made her and Braden both feel the same way, so I shrugged off my thoughts.  
 
    When I turned to scan the water ahead, I realized the enemy vessel was less than a mile away. So, I grabbed several crystals from my bandolier and started to gear up.  
 
    I already had my arachness, my duvarku, my robaguas, and two of my speed slugs out, but I added my bullet bass, my kalgori, and another speed slug.  
 
    First, I positioned the new speed slug at the nape of my neck, and goosebumps erupted down my arms as the extra energy pumped into my blood. Then I covered my friends in the bullet bass’ protective chrome while I did the same to myself. 
 
    “Cool!” Mati gasped as she watched her limbs turn a metallic color.  
 
    “Gryff certainly comes in handy,” Arwyn chuckled and flexed her metal coated fingers. “I’d almost forgotten what this feels like.” 
 
    I winked at the red-haired healer and turned her compliment into a subtle innuendo, and the adept mage rolled her eyes.  
 
    “Almost there,” Freya noted as she eyed the vessel we were quickly approaching. “I’m going to shift, then start the attack.” 
 
    “Go for it,” I replied with a wide smile.  
 
    Then I took a deep breath and refocused on gearing up. I pulled on my bond with my kalgori and transferred the blades that edged my flying monster’s wings to my body. While the butterfly-like monster’s main fighting tactic was to surround an enemy in a multiplied swarm, then slice it to shreds with its plethora of sharp wings, I only needed a single kalgori to take its abilities as my own. 
 
    When my bullet bass coated body was lined with blades extending several inches from my skin, I finished off my arsenal by commandeering my arachness’s agility and webbing.  
 
    The spider-like monster’s beautiful humanoid face eyed the enemy ship eagerly. It had been a while since I’d let my arachness out in battle, and I sensed through our bond the prospect of killing excited her more than usual. I reminded my summons not to catch any allies in her paralyzing gaze, then mentally prepared myself for the fight.  
 
    The enemy ship was less than a hundred feet away when I checked our progress. My instincts told me the arachness webbing could reach the rigging on the kidnappers’ vessel, so I thrust out my hand, and a sticky string of spider web shot from my palm and landed on my target.  
 
    Freya let out a shrill war cry as she leapt from the deck and shifted into her hawk form, and my shapeshifting wife swooped by my peripheral as I tested the strength of my webbing. It held firm, so I mimicked the movement of spiders I’d observed throughout my life and pulled myself toward the other end. 
 
    As I sped toward the ship with speed-slug enhanced spider-like agility, I sent out a mental command to my swimming monsters to hold the Gryffon steady and protect it.  
 
    If I needed backup, I could always have them jump into the action, but it would be more inconvenient to have to chase my ship down after the battle.  
 
    I targeted a muscular shapeshifter on the deck of the enemy ship, and I quickly took in the thick gray hair that ran from the back of his neck along his exposed spine.  
 
    Wolf Clan? 
 
    Whatever clan these bastards belonged to, I was going to make them pay for their actions. Moose Clan may be the driving force in the kidnapping spree, but the tribes loyal to them were also making the choice to imprison innocent people.  
 
    So, I pulled my daggers free as I cleared the rail, then recalled my webbing as I landed on the deck at a dead run. I aimed for the hairy asshole I’d targeted, and he noticed me a second too late, thanks to my speed-slug enhanced movements. I launched myself at his chest with blades extended, and my rhin dagger sank to the hilt into his collarbone.  
 
    The warrior roared in pain and pushed me away from him with a thick, hairy arm.  
 
    I twisted and managed to evade his blow as I slid around behind him with my rhin dagger’s hilt still firmly in my right fist. I wrapped my left arm around the shapeshifter’s thick neck and dug my kalgori bladed forearm into his throat while he thrashed and swatted at me with his humongous fists.  
 
    I squeezed tightly and clenched my teeth, and a moment later, my opponent ceased his struggling. Blood dripped down my arm and slid off my knuckles to the deck of the ship. Adrenaline coursed through my veins, and suddenly, I sensed an enemy to my right. 
 
    I swiveled just in time to catch the snow leopard leaping from the rigging toward me. I brought my daggers up to my shoulders as the warrior landed on my chest, and I buried the blades into my opponent’s ribs. 
 
    The snow leopard snarled at me and tore at my bullet bass coated neck. While I groaned from the pressure of the feline-like warrior’s jaws, the sharp fangs didn’t make a dent in my chrome armor. I’d have a bruise tomorrow, but the ass-cat was already bleeding out from the wounds in his chest. 
 
    I felt the life leave my enemy, so I heaved the furry body off me and ripped my daggers out. The sound of metal scraping bone vibrated up my arm, and I shuddered as I regained my footing.  
 
    Maker, I hated that sound.  
 
    I saw a blur of silver and pink as Kalon flew by, and I watched her pounce on a warrior with the thick, padded claws of a bear. In the next instant, blood sprayed from the hole where the warrior’s head used to be, and the silver dragon spat out the chewed up remains of the man’s face.  
 
    Then I glanced back to my ship, and my jaw dropped at the scene in front of me.  
 
    Nia ran across the top of the ocean at a fast pace, and her eyes were locked onto the ship I stood on with a fiery determination. Her ashen-haired ponytail whipped behind her, and a foamy wake streamed out behind her. When I looked closer, I noticed the elemental mage gesturing to the ocean with her hands, and spires of water rose up from the waves to meet her feet. 
 
    Nia Kenefick could, in fact, walk on fucking water.  
 
    I shook my head in awe at my amazingly talented lover, then turned to refocus on the battle despite the distraction of the beautiful and powerful mage.  
 
    As I scanned for another opponent, I spotted Braden’s jaxare darting across the ship with Mati on its tail brandishing her jet-black sword.  
 
    I’d have to ask the banisher for a closer look at her weapon later.  
 
    Then three shapeshifters armed with axes and crossbows climbed up from below deck, and the warriors shouted when they spotted me.  
 
    I grinned and took off at a dead run straight for them. I punched straight through the first man’s throat while he was in the middle of shifting his head into the fanged muzzle of a wolf. He died with his face frozen in a halfway combination, with gray fur covering his human face and the first set of fangs poking out of his gums.  
 
    I didn’t have time to process the oddity of my enemy’s death, though, since the other two warriors lunged for me as soon as they realized their comrade was dead.  
 
    I ducked down into a squat right before they grabbed me, then pushed up with my legs as I slammed my metal coated, kalgori bladed fists into the shapeshifters’ chins. The warriors flew backward, and blood flowed from the deep gashes on their necks and jawline. The man on the left growled and recovered his balance, then swiped at me with a fist that turned into a feline claw an instant before it scraped against my bullet bass armor.  
 
    The snow leopard’s eyes went wide as he slashed at me with desperation growing in his face. I caught his arm on his next attack, held it above his head, and then dug my rhin dagger through his chest into his heart. The man gasped, and blood trickled out his mouth, but a moment later, his eyes went blank, and his body crumpled to the deck.  
 
    Suddenly, warriors started to stream out the door to the lower deck. Fifteen men emerged and surrounded me, and then they started to shift into various levels of wolves, bears, and snow leopards. I didn’t see any moose warriors, so it seemed this boat was full of underlings, but it was unusual to fight more than one clan of shapeshifters at once. It was unlike anything I’d previously experienced in the territories, which was saying a lot. 
 
    I eyed the shifting warriors as I flexed my muscles and planned my strategy. Even though I was swarmed with enemies, I could make a swarm of my own, and my enemies would soon realize they were the ones actually outnumbered. 
 
    I grinned as I commanded my kalgori to multiply. One became two, then four, then sixteen, until a glowing green cloud formed around me. My singular butterfly-like monster had hovered nearby while I’d battled my first few opponents, but I’d noticed my summons slice at any enemies it could cut into. Even solitary, the bloodthirsty monster was eager to attack and destroy anything with a heartbeat.  
 
    I’d perfected my control of my Grade C summons, and my bond with my monster had even deepened recently after I’d adopted some of the bladewings’ methods.  
 
    So, I gave my summons the command to swarm, and the cloud of insectoid monsters rushed through the air until they flew in a circle around my opponents. I grinned as I pushed off with my speed-slug enhanced legs, and I extended my daggers in my kalgori bladed arms as I ran toward the warriors.  
 
    I sliced through the shapeshifters at chest height while my butterfly-like monsters tightened their circle and began to cut into the warriors from behind. The men yowled and screeched in pain as my summons and I created a double-edged vortex and trapped them between the two storms of knives.  
 
    I barely registered the viscera spitting in my wake as I ran in a circular path at the center of my opponents. My enemies tried to back away from my blades, but they only edged into the kalgori swarm, and a few moments later, only a few bleeding, twitching survivors littered the deck.  
 
    I scanned the ship and found my team walking toward me across the deck with wide eyes and shocked expressions. I didn’t see any more enemy shapeshifters, but I would check below deck before I declared the vessel all clear.  
 
    As my friends shook off their shock, I pictured myself through their eyes and swallowed hard. I stood in the center of the heap of dying shapeshifters, blood and entrails dangled from the kalgori blades covering my body, and my metallic armor reflected the sun as it broke through the clouds.  
 
    “Everyone okay?” I shook my arms to dispel the gore and gave my friends an innocent smile.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Nia asked pointedly as she scanned me over with her piercing blue eyes. “What the fuck was that, Gryff?”  
 
    “I learned how to join my kalgori swarm.” I shrugged. “I’d call it efficient, but that’s just me … ” 
 
    Cyra snorted, and Freya shot me a quizzical look at the sound.  
 
    “You’ve all seen me drenched in one thing or another,” I continued. “No big deal.” 
 
    “It would be a good idea to clean up before you talk to the prisoners,” Arwyn suggested with a twinkle in her amber eyes. “We’re not trying to intimidate them, after all.”  
 
    “Did anyone see Varleth?” I held my breath, but my heart sank at the uncomfortable looks on my team’s faces.  
 
    “No sign of him so far,” Nia sighed. “But I was preoccupied with the fight and haven’t seen everyone yet.” 
 
    “Let’s go get those cages open and double check.” I frowned. “It was weird that all the clans were together, so it would be helpful if I could ask one of them some questions, too.” 
 
    “Maybe you shouldn’t kill everyone, then,” Cyra teased and arched an eyebrow at the bloody display behind me.  
 
    “Hey, I saw a few of them still twitching,” I argued and held my hands up to ward off her jab.  
 
    “Sometimes, I wonder what it would be like to be you,” Braden mused as he shook his head in awe. “I don’t think I would like it as much as you do, though.” 
 
    “Well, I think in the end our differences make us stronger as a team,” I replied with a smile. “We just have to do the best we can and try to save as many people as we can, right?” 
 
    “You sound like Braden,” Mati observed, and she cast the ox-like summoner a loving glance. “He is always trying to help as many people as he can.” 
 
    “And that’s exactly why I have always loved, respected, and admired him,” I admitted easily. Then I rubbed my hands together and addressed the entire group. “Now, let’s go help those captives, get some answers, then get back to the ship.” 
 
    Everyone leapt into action, and each person on my team tackled a section of cages. I opened up two at once with sharp thrusts of my kalgori lined arms, and the rusted metal bars split like butter. The imprisoned shapeshifters edged away from me as I approached, so there was little risk I’d graze one of them with my body knives, but I aimed carefully anyway. 
 
    I observed the people discreetly as I freed them, and I noticed shapeshifters from several different clans were included in this shipment. A hawk woman ruffled out feathered arms and preened herself like she’d been dying to scratch that itch.  
 
    Then, in the last cage I opened, a skinny older man pushed apart the broken bars of his prison, and he stretched out a long, gray, and dappled snow leopard tail as he hobbled forward. He favored his left leg, and it was so swollen I assumed the bone was broken. Mud clung to his long beard and covered his ragged tunic.  
 
    “You are Snow Leopard Clan?” I questioned and grabbed the man by his elbow before he could turn away from me.  
 
    The shapeshifter’s smoky gray eyes observed me cautiously, but without fear. Then the corners of his thick, curly, graying beard twitched as a bittersweet smile slid across his face.  
 
    “I spoke out against the recent changes within my clan,” the warrior confessed. “I was imprisoned and exiled from my village. Call it a death sentence, or a dishonor, but I am now clanless.” 
 
    Freya approached as the old warrior finished his explanation, and she frowned as she took in the shapeshifter’s bony ribs and broken ankle.  
 
    “You can seek refuge on Eyrie Island.” She spoke in a clipped, formal monotone and held her lips in a firm line. “Even though our people are at war, I trust your words and intentions. No one deserves the treatment you received.” 
 
    “You are Hawk Clan?” The old warrior’s eyebrows shot up, and his gaze flicked between me and the warrior princess. “I would not expect refuge from my clan’s most powerful enemy.”  
 
    “Fly a white flag as you approach,” Freya instructed with a nod. “When they approach you, say Freya sent you to speak to the chief. Then you can explain what you have told us, and my father will understand.” 
 
    “The chief is your father?” A smile tugged at the gray-haired shapeshifter’s lips. “Perhaps you do speak true, and this isn’t a bird trap.” 
 
    “Only one way to find out,” Freya stated simply and shrugged.  
 
    Then the warrior princess turned to me and dismissed the snow leopard warrior from her attention. I chuckled to myself as I released the old man’s arm and let him join the other victims gathering near Arwyn. 
 
    The red-haired healer was already bent over a shapeshifter with a bandage wrapped around his head, and a glowing yellow light beamed from her hands to the survivor’s wound. I always loved watching my lover at work. Her concentrated furrowed brow, her unfocused amber eyes as she looked inside her patients with her magic, and the dedication and perseverance she showed when people were hurt all created a beautiful piece of art I cherished.  
 
    However, I wanted to do a walk-through of the vessel before I relaxed my guard and questioned the prisoners.  
 
    “Don’t let anyone leave,” I told Freya. “I want to ask them about Varleth first.” 
 
    “I’ll keep watch,” the warrior princess promised with a nod.  
 
    With that settled, I turned to the entrance to the lower deck where the mass of enemies had emerged from earlier. A dimly lit hallway led to a series of empty rooms, so after I’d completed a thorough scan, I headed back to my team.  
 
    The shapeshifters we’d freed from the cages were scattered around the ship in small groups. After a quick glance, I counted fifty people excluding my friends and myself. The former captives all wore similar versions of the tattered rags I’d seen on the old snow leopard, and many looked close to death. 
 
    Arwyn wouldn’t be able to heal all of them before we needed to return to the ship, and from the state the victims were in, I knew she’d soon be exhausted. I trusted my red-haired lover not to push herself toward mana depletion, though, since we both knew the consequences of doing so. I hoped she focused on the most life-threatening wounds, patched up a few others, and then directed the group in further self-care, but did so quickly so we could keep moving.  
 
    It was obvious Varleth was not on this ship, so the best thing to do would be to get back to searching, but I wanted the survivors to see my impression of the gypsy first. 
 
    So, I motioned for all my friends, except the preoccupied healer, to come closer, and they crossed the distance with quick steps.  
 
    “I’m going to ask the prisoners if they’ve seen Varleth,” I explained, “and see if anyone recognizes him.” 
 
    I repeated my words to Freya in her language, and she nodded firmly. 
 
    “After you speak,” she added, “can I talk to them for a moment before we leave?” 
 
    “Absolutely, my love,” I agreed easily.  
 
    The warrior princess flashed me an uncharacteristically broad smile before she cleared her throat and regained her composure.  
 
    “Thank you,” she murmured as a blush crept up her neck, “my love.”  
 
    I smiled and glanced back at my watching Mistral friends, who were, thank the Maker, blissfully unaware of the gooey romance occurring beneath their noses.  
 
    I turned back to the open deck of the ship and whistled loud and sharp. Silence fell across the vessel, and the shapeshifters inched in closer until they were all crowded around me and my team.  
 
    Perfect, I wouldn’t even have to raise my voice, and everyone would be able to hear me. Varleth rarely raised his voice, after all. 
 
    “I know you are scared, hungry, and injured, but I have one small request to ask of you in exchange for saving your lives,” I said in a loud, calm voice. “I have come here not only to free you, but in search of a friend of mine who was captured by Moose Clan.” 
 
    “Your friend could still be alive,” the old snow leopard mused. “Moose Clan has been keeping their captives for months before sending them to the mainland.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m hoping for,” I replied. “If you will all please watch closely as I show you the man I’m looking for, I would be very grateful.” 
 
    “What about Moose Clan and the others?” a woman with the big hazel eyes of a raptor demanded. “What are you going to do to stop the attacks?” 
 
    A few people echoed her with calls of agreement, and the tension in the air grew sharply. So, I took a deep breath and prepared to respond, but Freya suddenly stepped up in front of the crowd and motioned for silence.  
 
    “I am the daughter of Chief Fenrir, leader of Hawk Clan.” She spoke in a loud, firm voice, and her gold-flecked eyes were bright as she returned the gaze of her audience. “My father has declared war against the Moose Clan. We will destroy the tyrants once and for all and establish a territory free from their greed.”  
 
    A cheer erupted, but Freya waved her hands, and silence fell once again. 
 
    I couldn’t help the smile of pride that stretched across my face. I loved it when my wife showed off her power.  
 
    “Any who wish to join the war should head to Eyrie Island.” The warrior princess lifted her chin and puffed out her chest. “Hawk Clan will fight to the death to end the reign of those bastards for good.” 
 
    “I need to heal before I can fly,” the other hawk woman admitted and brandished her bandaged arm. “Are you claiming this ship for your victory?”  
 
    “No, we have no need for it,” Freya answered as she shook her head. “Take the ship, show the others the way to the main island, and tell my father I fight the same war as he.” 
 
    The wounded hawk woman smirked and gave the warrior princess a quick salute before merging back into the gathered crowd. 
 
    “Now,” my shapeshifting wife called out in a stern tone I was very familiar with, “does anyone else have any objections to my husband continuing his search for his friend?” 
 
    Her demeanor made it clear there was only one acceptable response to her question, and I chuckled as I heard a murmur of assent from the group. So, I took a deep breath and pulled on the bond between me and my white-winged Archon.  
 
    Phi sprang into the foreground of my consciousness and instantly began to feed me a thread of her magic as I morphed my appearance into my Varleth form. I sensed her eagerness to please me through our bond, and I sent her my satisfaction in return.  
 
    A low gasp burst from the watching shapeshifters, but they eyed me carefully as I finished the transformation.  
 
    I spun in a slow circle, and I did my best to imitate the surly gypsy’s body language as I rolled my eyes and pursed my lips.  
 
    Braden hid a chuckle behind his large hands but passed it off as a yawn. Then the ox-like summoner winked when he caught my gaze and inclined his head at my mimicry. 
 
    “This whole time I thought Varleth was the natural performer,” my roommate teased. “And here you are with theatrical potential!” 
 
    I laughed, but the sound came out in the form of Varleth’s clipped bark of amusement.  
 
    “I have heard that laugh,” the old snow leopard suddenly cut in and halted my laughter instantly. “Is your friend a shapeshifter?” 
 
    “No.” I frowned. “He is a banisher mage from Mistral.” 
 
    “On the last shipment I helped load, there was a man who was not a shapeshifter. You kind of look like him, but the hair is different … ” The gray-haired shapeshifter shuffled closer and gazed closely at my illusioned face. “I do not know for sure if the man I saw was your missing friend, but the Moose Clan guards mocked him and said if he was worthless to the goddess, then they would just kill him. Then he laughed like that, and it made my blood run cold. I would remember the sound anywhere.”  
 
    I gulped as I processed his words. I was on the right track, and I would find Varleth and kill anyone who had hurt him.  
 
    “He said he saw Varleth,” I told my Mistral friends as I furrowed my brows. “The laugh made him remember because Varleth looks different now, or something.”  
 
     “When?” Nia gasped and eyed the old snow leopard sharply. I could tell she was using all her knowledge about combat tactics and psychology to judge whether or not the exiled snow leopard was telling the truth.  
 
    “He said on the last shipment he helped with.” I shrugged, then turned to the old snow leopard and shifted back into his language. “How long ago was this man loaded onto a boat?” 
 
    “A couple weeks ago,” the snow leopard supplied. “Although, I spent many days in a dark cell before I was placed on this ship, so my timing may be off.” 
 
    “Vague, but slightly helpful.” I smirked. “Are all your people this catish?” 
 
    “I do not know,” the old warrior chuckled softly and shook his head. “Time meant more to me in my younger days, but I can tell your search is urgent. I would be willing to bet your friend is still alive.”  
 
    “He better be.” I nodded firmly. “Where did they take him? Do you remember?” 
 
    “My timing may be off, but my memory is fine,” the old man replied, and his beard twitched as he smiled. Then the snow leopard frowned. “All the boats go to the mainland, but I do not know why.” 
 
    “All the boats go to Vay?” I questioned skeptically.  
 
    When I’d first arrived in the territories, Freya had described the dynamics of the different clans and the boundary wars among them. Moose Clan were known for trading with merchants in far off places, and their territory was closest to the mainland, so it seemed odd that every boat leaving Skara went south.  
 
    “They didn’t use to,” the old warrior replied as he mirrored my thoughts. “There have been a lot of changes lately. The guards who dispatched the jobs kept saying we had to please the goddess, or else.” 
 
    “Trust me, you don’t want to know the details.” I shuddered as I thought about what I’d learned of the sacrifices. I doubted the old warrior had told me everything he knew, but I understood his desire to feign ignorance. If any of the survivors had witnessed my kalgori double storm, they were likely scared to death of me. 
 
    Still, a hawk woman had spoken out against me, and her actions further proved my theory that Hawk Clan were the fiercest warriors in the territories.  
 
    I turned to my Mistral mage friends, and then I translated the information I’d gotten from the old man.  
 
    “So, we do not need to alter our course in order to continue our pursuit of Varleth.” Arwyn’s amber eyes showed how pleased she was, but then her expression turned grave. “They already have a strong lead on us. From my calculations, they should be reaching Vay any day now.” 
 
    “Then we have to get there fast.” I clenched my jaw as anger burned in my chest. “I will get to Varleth, and anyone who gets in my way won’t live to regret it.” 
 
    I meant every word. I’d experienced moments of battle glee and bloodlust, but the fire burning in the pit of my stomach fueled my fury unlike anything else.  
 
    Veopa and her little pet moose bastards didn’t know who was coming for them, yet, but they would soon.  
 
    And when they ran away in terror, I knew I would hunt them down and make them beg for the release of death. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    My thoughts were dark as we all returned to my ship and continued on our journey south. My face was also flushed, and I walked across the ship’s deck with my fists clenched. Braden watched me discreetly from the corner of his eye as we boarded, and I could tell he was gauging my self control after my angry outburst.  
 
    I knew I was in complete control, but that didn’t stop me from being pissed. I’d gotten more information about Varleth’s whereabouts, but the banisher was still far outside my grasp. If he’d been caged the entire time I’d been in the territories, he was bound to be half starved, or worse, gravely ill.  
 
    From what I’d seen of the captives, the conditions were far from humane. I didn’t see any bedding, water, or shelter from the elements, and in addition to the treatment the prisoners received, Varleth didn’t have an Archon translating everything in his mind to help navigate the strange culture. 
 
    I couldn’t imagine how lonely that would feel. 
 
    At every twist and turn, the banisher slipped farther away from me, but now that I knew which way to go, I could sail at full monster speed.  
 
    As soon as my team was standing on my ship, I commanded my swimming monsters to aim for the southern horizon. The deck lurched beneath my feet, but I’d expected the movement and kept my balance easily.  
 
    Arwyn approached me with a cautious expression in her amber eyes. The red-haired healer smoothed down the wrinkles on her cream colored buttoned up blouse with her pale, slender hands, and then she ran a hand through her flame colored tendrils and tossed her hair behind her back. 
 
    “Are you okay?” my lover questioned with an arched eyebrow.  
 
    “I won’t be okay until I know Varleth is safe.” I frowned but forced myself to relax the tension in my shoulders and jaw. Then I gave Arwyn a small smile and took a deep breath. “I was responsible for him … ” 
 
    “You have to stop thinking like that, Gryff,” Arwyn sighed. “We all make mistakes, and things are out of our control sometimes. You did the best you could in the moment, and now we are on our way to find him. You are a good leader, but you need to keep a clear head. We are all counting on you to lead us to Vay and rescue Varleth.” 
 
    “I understand,” I said, and then I opened my arms and beckoned her to me. “You’ve always been able to help keep my head on straight. Thank you.” 
 
    Arwyn stepped into my arms with a bright smile, and she locked her hands together at the small of my back as she laid her face against my chest. I ran my calloused palms down the silky tendrils of her flame-like hair to the curve of her hips, and a groan escaped my lips as the warmth of her body pressed into me. Then I caught the scent of jasmine that always lingered in my lover's hair as the wind blew strands of Arwyn’s hair across my face.  
 
    Maker, how long had it been since I’d last held her like this? 
 
    Memories flashed through my mind of previous encounters with the beautiful professor, but beyond the amazing sex we’d shared, I’d missed the trust and openness of our connection.  
 
    “I love you, Gryff,” Arwyn murmured into my shirt. “Never scare me like that again, please? When your team returned without you … I … I haven’t been the same since.” 
 
    “I love you, too, Arwyn,” I replied, and I planted a soft kiss on the top of her hair. “I’m sorry, I know you were hurt. I don’t plan on leaving your side ever again.” 
 
    “I’ve never known anyone like you,” Arwyn said in a thoughtful tone. “Losing you, having it feel so final, but at the same time without any closure … I would never have fully recovered from it.” 
 
    “Shush,” I said with a soft chuckle. “We don’t have to think about that anymore. I’m here with you, and that’s never going to change.” 
 
    “Promise?” Her voice was soft and full of emotion. 
 
    “I swear,” I replied instantly, but I frowned slightly. Arwyn seemed so vulnerable, and while I’d seen the healer openly emotional before, I was more accustomed to the assertive teacher and squad leader versions of her than the sensitive woman I held in my arms.  
 
    “And you’re sure the Archons aren’t influencing you at all?” Arwyn asked as she tilted her head up and gazed into my eyes.  
 
    “Utuni is the only one who still defies me,” I reassured her. “The other three keep her quiet. They voice their opinions, sure, but I’m the one in control, and that’s not going to change, either.” 
 
    “I trust you, Gryff.” Arwyn smiled, and my heart leapt in my chest at the love pouring from her amber eyes. “I worry about you, though.” 
 
    “Worry if you must,” I replied and arched my eyebrow. “But don’t lose any sleep over it.” 
 
    “I haven’t been sleeping well,” Arwyn confirmed with a sigh. Then the red-haired healer nuzzled her nose against my chest and inhaled. “With any luck, I’ll be losing sleep for a different reason soon, though.”  
 
    “We just have to wear you out first,” I murmured in a husky tone as I caught her meaning, “and then you’ll sleep like a baby.” 
 
    I looked over my lover’s shoulder and gazed at the southern horizon ahead. The waves crashed in turbulent smashes, and the wind whipped in sharp gusts, but my ship stayed on course thanks to my summons. If I’d been relying on the ship’s mechanisms, I’d have to keep a watchful eye on the ocean at all times, but since I controlled my vessel with my bond to my summons, it took very little attention to maneuver the Gryffon while I did other things.  
 
    I was curious to see how long I could keep my platoon of sailing monsters active. Before, I’d been summoning discreetly, and also using Phi’s illusions, so it had taken more effort, but I’d barely registered any drain on my mana all day. I could tell I was getting stronger, since I still had plenty of energy even after a battle and sailing for hours.  
 
    My bond with my duvarku and my arachness had deepened recently, and I considered them to be trusted lieutenants now. My spider-like summons continued to hop from mast to mast to angle the sails and keep us pointed south, and every time I checked on her, she returned with a mental image of the view from the crow’s nest and a feeling of contentment. My team was familiar with the paralyzing abilities of my arachness’ eye contact, though, so everyone kept their gaze away from the spider-like monster as they moved about the ship. 
 
    My duvarku mirrored my sense of urgency, and thanks to the enhancement of my speed slugs, they seemed far from tiring. The green otter-like monsters snapped at my robaguas when they fell behind and barked out military-like commands to the odd fish-like creatures. The twin monsters sent a progress report in a garbled blur of images, and I shook my head as I tried to make sense of it. It seemed like all was well, though, so I left them to their tasks. 
 
    Freya approached Arwyn and me with two steaming plates of food, and I shook off the thoughts of my summons to smile gratefully at my wife.  
 
    “Eat food,” Freya declared in Mistral.  
 
    “You just spoke my language!” I blinked at my shapeshifting wife as I took the plate from her hand.  
 
    “Cyra taught me.” The warrior princess nodded as she slipped back into her native tongue.  
 
    I translated to Arwyn as the red-haired healer accepted her own plate.  
 
    “She learns fast,” the professor mused. Then she looked up at me with wheels spinning behind her amber eyes. “I think we should all use our time during this voyage to do a language learning bootcamp.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” I said, and I followed Arwyn and Freya as we moved to the lower deck to eat. Braden and Mati waved from where they sat eating already, and Cyra walked up and handed Freya a plate. 
 
    “Your wife rushed out with your food,” Cyra snickered. “But she didn’t grab her own.” 
 
    I frowned in confusion. Had Freya intended on eating the plate she’d handed Arwyn?  
 
    Either way, we all had food now, and my mouth watered from the delicious steam wafting up to my nose. It looked like a colorful mix of vegetables, rice, and roasted meat. I eyed the mystery meat curiously as I settled into one of the wooden chairs scattered across the deck. Based on my observations, the Gryffon had previously belonged to a merchant with a penchant for lounging, so there was no shortage of comfortable chairs to choose from.  
 
    The sun was past the midpoint, but night was still several hours away. The wind tugged at loose strands of my hair, and the air had an icy bite to it, but the warm food in my lap distracted me from the chill.  
 
    After a few bites, I decided the meat was rabbit, and I almost moaned as the succulent broth ran down my throat.  
 
    “I didn’t know I’d like rabbit meat this much,” Braden commented around a large bite of his own food. The ox-like summoner was generally a picky eater, but he was devouring the shapeshifter dish with enthusiasm.  
 
    “I don’t even want to know what it is, babe,” Mati chirped as she ripped a chunk of meat with her teeth. “The less I know, the better.” 
 
    “I am glad Freya brought so many seasonings and herbs from her village,” Cyra said. “The flavor combinations they use are amazing.” 
 
    “I agree,” I managed to say between bites. Then I caught Freya’s eye and jerked my head toward my friends as I spoke in her language. “Everyone really likes the food, thank you.” 
 
    “Yes,” the warrior princess said with a smile in her gold-flecked eyes. “I can tell they are enjoying it.” 
 
    “It really is delicious,” Nia confirmed, and the ashen-haired mage shot me a sweet smile as she lifted her fork with a pale, silky hand. Then her blue eyes lingered on my face as she slid the bite between her soft pink lips, and my pulse quickened as her eyelashes fluttered in pleasure. 
 
    While my control on my anger and my summons was ironclad, I’d struggled to control my desire since the appearance of three of my lovers.  
 
    It didn’t help when they all openly teased me with seductive hints, either. 
 
    I glanced around the group at my gathered team as we ate. Cyra moaned audibly as she dug into her food, Arwyn eyed each bite observantly as though trying to decode the recipe, and Freya watched my friends with her chin lifted proudly as she ate.  
 
    It was nice to enjoy a meal with my friends, and I could feel myself relax more and more. As my rage over Varleth’s absence faded, the tension fell from my shoulders.  
 
    With my friends at my side, I could handle anything. I would find the gypsy, and I would never let anything happen to him again. 
 
    He was officially retired as far as I was concerned, and after hearing the old warrior’s story, I didn’t think Varleth would argue with a forced retirement. The surly banisher was likely to march straight to Marangur Sleet’s office and resign from the Monster Response Squad as soon as he returned to Mistral, anyway. 
 
    Ehhh, who was I kidding? He’d be even grumpier retired. There was no way he’d go for it. 
 
    Suddenly, I sensed my arachness’s alarm through our bond, and an instant later, my spider-like monster sent me an image from the crow’s nest of a rift snapping open on an island to our east. I could tell my monster associated the sight with enemies, and I could already feel her bloodlust as she peered at the island.  
 
    I jumped to my feet, my meal forgotten, and scanned the horizon. I saw the dark green tops of trees on an island in the distance, but the fog and mist blanketing the icy ocean covered the banks from my view.  
 
    “A rift opened up on that island,” I declared and pointed. “My arachness spotted it.” 
 
    My friends crowded the rail around me and peered to the east. Freya eyed us in confusion from her seat, but she slowly set her plate down and joined me. Then her gold-flecked eyes went wide when she came to the rail and followed the line of my finger.  
 
    Suddenly, the mists parted, and the fat, round circle of the rift’s perimeter came into view. The portal stood maybe twenty feet high and ten feet wide on the banks of the island, and the water rushed away from its boundary as though the rift was emitting wind. The circumference was the same blinding white-blue color as the rift we’d seen a couple of days ago, and the purple-black center rippled, but I couldn’t see if anything had emerged from this distance. 
 
    “A rift!” Freya exclaimed in Mistral, and her eyes flicked to my face.  
 
    “I wish I had your hawk eyes.” I nodded in confirmation.  
 
    “I have to go close it,” Mati stated. 
 
    “Mati … ” Braden argued in a protective tone. “It doesn’t look like there are any people there, and I don’t even see any monst--” 
 
    Suddenly, a beakrok squawked and dove out of the clouds above us before my roommate could finish his sentence, and I heard the large man let out a defeated sigh. Nia zapped the flying beast with a bolt of electricity, and the smell of burning flesh filled the air as the dead beast thudded onto the deck at our feet. 
 
    “You were saying?” The black-haired banisher flicked her hair over her shoulder and shot Braden an adorable “I told you so” look.  
 
    “While I hate to prolong our voyage south,” Arwyn said, and she gazed at the dead monster as it began to disintegrate and turn into ashy particles, “I don’t feel right about leaving an active rift for the shapeshifters to handle when we have a banisher on our team.” 
 
    “The shapeshifters are not prepared to handle a rift,” I agreed. “Eyrie Island defended itself against a rift once, but no large monsters ever emerged, so the hawk people overpowered the small hordes. Something this size could be spitting out some larger monsters than the clan could handle on their own.” 
 
    Veopa was testing your strength with a trivial rift before, Miralea purred, and I sensed the jaguar goddess stretch languidly in my consciousness. The next time she tests you, she will raise the intensity.  
 
    “Do you think this rift is also her doing?” I questioned my Archon.  
 
    My friends eyed me knowingly as they watched my eyes go unfocused. I hadn’t meant to speak out loud, but they didn’t seem bothered by it, so I shrugged and returned my focus to Miralea. 
 
    Obviously. The jaguar goddess sniffed. If I was Veopa, I would keep you as far away from Vay as possible until I finished gaining power. She must guess you are coming for her. 
 
    “Miralea thinks this rift is Veopa’s way of stalling us,” I told my team. “We shouldn’t spend too much time trying to clean this up, or any future rifts. We need to find Varleth.” 
 
    “It won’t take me long,” Mati chirped. “Braden and I are the quickest banisher and tank team at the Academy.” 
 
    “Is that true?” I asked my roommate in an incredulous tone. It was quite a feat for him to join a Monster Response Squad in the first place, let alone rise through the ranks to be considered the fastest. 
 
    “That’s why Headmaster Sleet agreed to let us go on this mission,” Braden confirmed, and a blush crept up his thick neck. “Rifts would be secondary to the main mission, so the fastest team was the best match.” 
 
    “Get in, destroy the catalyst, get out.” Mati shrugged. “I don’t know why everyone thinks it’s so hard.”  
 
    “Um, because you are targeted by monsters, often have to travel long distances inside the Shadowscape, and it takes a lot of mana to destroy a catalyst,” Nia supplied in an academic tone, like she’d been asked to recite an answer in front of the class.  
 
    “We’re fast because of my newest summons,” Braden admitted with a sheepish grin. “Right before I joined the Monster Response Squad and met Mati, I bought a new essence crystal.” 
 
    “Awesome.” I grinned eagerly. “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s a little embarrassing,” Braden replied in a hesitant tone, and his eyes flicked from my face to Mati’s. “I didn’t expect to have to explain it to you in person.” 
 
    “He bought it because it reminded him of you,” Mati told me in a conspiratorial tone. “He’s embarrassed to show his sentimental side.” 
 
    “Now I really want to know,” I chuckled and gave the large man a pointed look.  
 
    “Do you think it’s safe to summon him on the ship?” Braden leaned down and murmured his question near Mati’s ear.  
 
    “Do it, babe,” the banisher confirmed with a nod. “The faster we get to the rift, the faster I can take out the catalyst.” 
 
    Braden took a deep breath, reached into his white leather hip pouch, and pulled out a large, yellowish, talon-shaped crystal. The length of it spanned the width of the ox-like summoner’s enormous fingers, and I held my breath as my lovers and I backed away a few paces.  
 
    Braden tossed the crystal to the wood deck, and a smoky golden plume erupted as the essence crystal shattered. I heard a bird-like screech so loud my ears rang, and then a large, brown feathered gryphon stood before me. Like the gryphons I’d encountered before, this beast had the feathered head and torso of a raptor, but the hindlegs and tail of a lion. Except this monster was twice the size of a normal gryphon, and its back and torso were covered in sections of thick, metallic armor. The monster’s front legs were bird-like talons, and the claws were easily big enough to crush a human’s skull in their grasp. The beast’s huge wings cast us all under a shadow as the monster stretched and flexed its feathers, and the chill in the air increased.  
 
    “This isn’t a normal gryphon.” I let out a low whistle as I circled the beast and gave it a scrutinizing glance. 
 
    “A king gryphon,” Braden declared with a proud grin as his summons turned and bumped its bird-like head affectionately against my roommate’s shoulder.  
 
    “That’s a Grade B monster, Braden!” I exclaimed as I eyed his summons appreciatively. “That’s so awesome!”  
 
    “It took a while before I could control it,” Braden said, “but I practiced every day until I could. I wanted to make you proud.” 
 
    “Braden, I was already proud of you,” I replied with a smile. “You keep getting stronger every time I see you. I’m glad to see you’re able to control this big guy.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I’ll ever be at your level,” Braden countered and gave a sheepish shrug, “but I do feel like I’ve gotten stronger.” 
 
    “Alright, that’s settled, Gryff loves Gryff Junior,” Mati said as she tugged on her boyfriend’s shirt. “Can we go get the catalyst now?” 
 
    “Gryff Junior?” I snorted. 
 
    “I didn’t come up with the name,” Braden muttered, and he rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Can you carry a third?” Nia interrupted as she stepped up, and the ashen-haired mage directed her question to my roommate. “You might need some backup.” 
 
    “Sure,” Braden agreed with a smile. “More firepower never hurts.” 
 
    “Here’s some gas masks,” Cyra said as she rejoined the group and handed the air filtering mechanisms to Braden, Mati, and Nia. 
 
    I’d been so distracted by Braden’s new monster, I hadn’t even noticed her slip away. Now that we were getting down to business, though, I sent a quick direction to my swimming monsters to aim for the island to our east and rifled through my bandolier for some essence crystals.  
 
    Braden helped Nia and Mati climb onto the back of his king gryphon, and then he clambered on behind his girlfriend and situated himself before turning back to me. 
 
    “We don’t have any communicators,” the ox-like summoner called down to me. “But I’ll send my jaxare if we need any help.” 
 
    “How will they tell us when they need help?” Mati teased and shot a wink at us over her shoulder. “We’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Be safe!” I called as the king gryphon began to pump its wings and lift up into the air. I watched as the large flying monster quickly crossed the hundred feet between our ship and the island, and then a moment later the king gryphon and its riders disappeared into the rift.  
 
    We were less than a hundred yards away from the island now, so I turned my attention to gearing up. I tossed out my vingehund and my bullet bass and recalled my robaguas for the time being. As I summoned my vingehund wings and coated my body in bullet bass chrome, I turned to see my friends ready for battle.  
 
    Freya was already in hawk form, but she watched me patiently as she awaited the command to charge. Arwyn extended her arm, and a glowing yellow-orange line etched across her skin. Then, a moment later, a rapier formed. The healer removed the fabricated sword from her limb and twirled it deftly to gauge the weapon’s weight and balance, and Cyra stood between a full sized Kalon and her petripede. 
 
    The massive snake had a wide, flat eyeless head  and a segmented body with several legs jutting out from its sides. The monster reflected the light of the pale sun off its brilliant white scales, and rainbows skittered across the wooden deck as the petripede fluttered its white wings. It was a Grade A monster, which meant Cyra definitely meant to fly in swinging, but the rare summons were known for being difficult to control.  
 
    My dark-skinned lover had inherited the essence crystal for the petripede from her mother, but I hadn’t seen her use it often since she’d gotten Kalon as her familiar. I knew Cyra was especially fond of her petripede, though, and she had good reason to be. The strong monster was a huge asset to my arsenal, and I grinned as I thought about how powerful my team had become.  
 
    Whatever came out of that rift, we would be ready for it. 
 
    “Arwyn,” I said as I commanded my vingehund to come forward and hold still. “You okay with riding her again?”  
 
    “She is more than adequate,” the professor replied with a smile in her amber eyes. She approached my summons and scratched my vingehund behind a canine-like ear, which caused the beast to thump a back foot in pleasure.  
 
    The healer’s flame-colored hair waved behind her as she settled into place between my vingehund’s pale blue feathered wings.  
 
    “Ready when you are!” Arwyn called out. 
 
    So, I nodded to Cyra and Freya to give the go ahead, commanded my vingehund to fly to the island, and followed my lovers into the air with a few pumps of my wings. 
 
    The sensation of flight still amazed me every time, but I was getting more comfortable with maintaining my direction without having to focus all my attention on my shoulder muscles. It was similar to how I trained my other muscles for different forms of combat and defense, and I loved the way the air whistled past me and how the world opened up below me.  
 
    I soared toward the beach in a straight line behind Freya, Kalon, Cyra, and Arwyn on my vingehund. With a wave of my will, I slid on my vingehund’s eyesight and scanned for life on the island ahead of us. I noticed the pulsating red aura surrounding my friends and monster allies, but my stomach sank when I saw the dozens of more red blobs on the shore and in the clouds above us.  
 
    “A lot of smaller monsters have already come through,” I informed my team in a loud voice so they could hear me over the loud whistle of the wind.  
 
    “I see shadow beasts in the clouds,” Freya shouted as she shifted a human mouth onto her hawk face. “I will clear the air if the rest of you focus on the land.” 
 
    “Perfect.” I nodded, and the warrior princess immediately pumped her wings and angled higher into the clouds. I jerked my head toward land when Arwyn and Cyra sent me a questioning look, and then I followed them in a descending spiral until we hovered ten yards away from the rift.  
 
    A chatteroshi launched out of the tree line to my right side, and it clung to my shoulder as it tried to dig the retractable mantis-like scythes on its arms through my bullet bass armor. 
 
    I jerked my father’s dagger out of its sheath with my left hand, stabbed the impish monster in the forehead, then shoved it off me. The dead monster left a trail of purple gore on my blade as it slid free, and then it fell to the gravel rocks of the beach.  
 
    I heard a sharp splash behind me, and I whirled to see Freya pumping her wings to rise back up into the clouds with blood dripping from her talons.  
 
    Suddenly, the rift bulged, and an instant later, a horde of beasts flooded onto the beach.  
 
    I pumped my wings and rose above the crawling monsters that raced toward Cyra, Kalon, and the dark-skinned summoner’s petripede. I pulled on my bond with my arachness and found her launching a sticky web from the crow’s nest of my ship to an upper branch of a treetop in order to join the battle on the island. She skittered across the newly formed ladder to the rocky shoreline and immediately leapt at the monsters swarming the beach.  
 
    I commanded my summons to share her webbing ability, and a moment later, I was trapping bundles of monsters into giant balls of sticky strings that shot from the palms of my hands.  
 
    I walked up to one round web trap and checked to make sure the monsters caught inside were held securely. Then I aimed my boot carefully to avoid any mouths or claws, and I planted a solid kick on one side of the monster ball. The creatures screeched and howled as the webbed sphere rolled into the water, and I smirked as they disappeared beneath the waves.  
 
    Cyra laughed out loud at my antics as she watched from Kalon’s back further down the beach. The large silver dragon chomped through monsters like they were stuffed animals, but instead of fluff, viscera and gore sprayed over her snout and splashed onto the gray rocks beneath the dragon’s feet.  
 
    Arwyn held her rapier with a well-trained hand, and she walked with a swordsman’s stance as she sliced away at the monsters and steadily crossed the beach to us.  
 
    “They’re more persistent than I expected,” the red-haired healer panted when she finally crossed the distance and stood within talking range.  
 
    Then a horde of monsters emerged from the rift, and I spotted some simirunts, beakroks, voluscuras, and bandersnatches among this wave. I clenched my teeth and flung out crystals with both hands, and I summoned my roosa, my sprucebore, my wallerdons, and my daggerdillos. I coated my new soldiers in the bullet bass chrome. Then I used an old trick and had my daggerdillos hop onto my wallerdons to create spiked, metallic monster walls.  
 
    I had the daggerdillo-wallerdon combination make a three walled enclosure, and I ushered Arwyn into it as the monsters rushed toward us across the beach. The red-haired healer slid behind the wall an instant before the beasts crashed into the spikes of my monster wall, but some circled around to the open side.  
 
    Arwyn whipped out her sword arm and carved away at the monsters who lunged at us. Suddenly, the open side was blanketed in a silvery-pink cloud, and the flame-haired adept mage leapt back as her enemies screamed in agony and huge burning holes appeared on their flesh where the smoke had touched.  
 
    Kalon swung her tail and swept away the dying monsters, then Cyra slid off the dragon’s back to join us inside the wallerdon enclosure. 
 
    “Gryff, something else came out right behind this horde.” My dark-skinned lover cast me a worried look as she gnawed on her thick lip. “I don’t know what it is, you should come take a look.” 
 
    I pumped my wings to rise up out of my monster shelter, and I gasped when I spotted the monster Cyra referred to.  
 
    There was a huge, orangish red blob sliding across the rocky shoreline toward us. It looked like a wad of clay, but suddenly it stopped and began to jiggle and move. The clay-like monster rose up on itself and began to form into a human-like shape. Then the beast turned a blank, clay colored face to me and lifted its arm to point a finger at my face. 
 
    Darts of earth shot from the monster’s fingertips and dug into my bullet bass armor like bullets. I felt my chrome coating weaken and crack beneath the blows, and I knew from previous experience that my armor was more susceptible to earth attacks.  
 
    Not good.  
 
    “How do you kill clay?” I called down to my Mistral lovers standing in the circle of daggerdillo spiked wallerdons. 
 
    This is one of Veopa’s three monsters! Miralea gasped inside my consciousness. I fought it when I came south, it’s similar to my hissenae. Too similar, we couldn’t defeat it. 
 
    “You can put pottery in a kiln to make it hold,” Arwyn shouted with a shrug. “What do you want us to do?” 
 
    “Miralea says it’s one of Veopa’s three summons,” I informed her with a frown. “If I can capture it, the Archon would be weakened when we face her.” 
 
    “I have faith in you!” Cyra called up with a wide grin. “You’ve captured Archons, a belial, and more. You got this!”  
 
    “Keep the horde back,” I commanded and waved as I lifted higher into the air.  
 
    Once I was directly above the clay monster, it shifted from its faceless humanoid shape back into a blob of mud, but it shot up another row of earth bullets at me. I dodged them easily with quick pumps of my wings as I fished in my bandolier. Then I pulled out a few crystals and crushed them in my fists. The sharp shards of the crystals scraped against my bullet bass coated hands before the shredded dust sprinkled between my fingers. 
 
    An instant later, I held a speed slug in my hands, my kalgori hovered near my shoulder, and two cementrolls landed on the ground on either side of the clay monster. I immediately commanded my building summons to sling out a concrete enclosure around the clay monster, and at the same time, I gave my kalgori the order to multiply.  
 
    Then I carefully placed the speed slug on the nape of my neck, making sure to pull back the metallic coating on my skin so my summons could properly attach to me, and I flexed the muscles in my jaw as the extra energy coursed through my veins.  
 
    I watched the clay monster closely as I prepared. I had an idea forming in my head, and if everything worked the way I thought it would, I’d be able to defeat this monster with one attack.  
 
    My kalgori split into two, then four, then sixteen until a massive horde of the insectoid monsters swarmed around me. My cementrolls were hard at work, but the clay monster was climbing the merging walls faster than they could build them. So, I sent in my kalgori, and the storm of knives encircled the clay monster and sliced at the mud pile with their bladed wings. The monster’s body was cut into pieces, but those shreds merely rejoined the blob as they landed. Still, the beast was too distracted by my kalgori to escape the prison my cementrolls were building.  
 
    Once the walls were several feet high and starting to dry, I pulled out all my fire imp crystals and cast them to the ground. Before they even fully emerged, I gave my monsters the command to blow fire into the top of the vortex of kalgori. My summoned elemental imps shrieked and leapt into action, and their leathery wings lifted them up above the blade of knives.  
 
    My fire imps sprayed long plumes of flames into the center of the vortex created by my kalgori, and the air around me grew hotter as the wind tunnel focused the blaze down into the cement enclosure.  
 
    It would take a little time for the center to get hot enough to bake that much clay, so I checked on my other summons and my team while I waited. 
 
    Freya swooped by with a thrashing chatteroshi grasped in her talons, and the hawk woman eyed the fiery funnel of air cautiously as she passed. An instant later, the sound of a wet thud and the crush of bones came from behind me, and I knew without having to look back that the captured chatteroshi had been splattered on the rocky shore.  
 
    Arwyn and Cyra fought with their swords from the center of my daggerdillo-wallerdon shelter, and Kalon and the petripede lunged at the monsters scattered across the beach. 
 
    I sensed my kalgori’s sudden pain as the heat started to overpower them. My stomach lurched as three butterfly-like monsters burned to death, but I needed to keep up the heat for a little bit longer.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Cyra shouted up at me. The dark-skinned summoner shielded her eyes with one hand as she gazed up at me, and I realized the horde of monsters on the beach were all but annihilated, which left my lovers with only a few to kill.  
 
    “I’m making pottery,” I called back with a wide grin.  
 
    My lovers stared up at me in confusion, but I just shrugged and turned my focus back to the hot wind tunnel baking the clay monster. I swallowed down the nauseating feeling caused by the deaths of my kalgori, but I could feel the swarm losing strength as they succumbed to the flames. They wouldn’t last much longer. 
 
    I’d only have one shot at getting my plan to work, though, so I pushed through with clenched teeth and a furrowed brow.  
 
    Suddenly, a barrage of earth bullets erupted from the cement enclosure and smashed into my kalgori swarm. The butterfly-like monsters fell by the dozens, and I struggled to breathe as I quickly recalled my injured summons.  
 
    The clay monster reached over the edge of the cement wall, but the round earthen probe was dark brown and lined with dry cracks. I commanded my fire imps to go lower and attack at full force, and I felt the heat smack me in a strong wave. A line of steam crept up from the center of the cement enclosure and inched upward into the sky, and a hissing sound was coming from the clay monster.  
 
    This was it, this was my chance.  
 
    I pumped my wings to lift myself up higher into the sky, and I reapplied my bullet bass armor to make sure I was as fully protected as before. When the circular cement enclosure containing the clay monster was a brown and gray dot below me, I took a deep breath and pulled out my rhin dagger with one hand. Then, with my other hand, I pulled out an empty essence crystal and pushed some of my mana into the stone.  
 
    I steeled myself for the attack and pulled back, but before I could launch myself forward, the rift shuddered, and the purple-black curtain to the Shadowscape flickered. 
 
    Then the portal to the monster realm snapped shut with an electric zing, and the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. I scanned the horizon for my friends who had entered the Shadowscape and noticed a large flying beast on the other side of the island.  
 
    The winged monster covered the distance between us quickly, and a moment later, I spotted Braden waving from the back of his king gryphon. Mati and Nia looked tired, but unharmed.  
 
    Maker, that was fast. 
 
    The other half of my team had succeeded in closing the rift. Now, we just had to get rid of this clay guy, and then we could get back to our southern journey.  
 
    Braden’s summons landed near my wallerdon shelter, and the riders slid off the back of the king gryphon to join the rest of the team. Freya landed next to the group as she shifted back into her human form, and then everyone turned their gazes to the sky to peer up at me curiously. 
 
    It looked like I had an audience, so I grinned and shifted my grip on my rhin dagger’s hilt.  
 
    I was okay with that.  
 
    I clenched the muscles in my back as I strained my wings to gain momentum, then I angled face first toward the ground. I pumped my wings hard as the earth shot up to meet me, and when I was less than a hundred feet above the steaming pile of clay inside the cement trap, I extended out my arms and tucked my wings against my back.  
 
    I spiraled straight down into the monster, and my rhin dagger dug in past the edge of the hilt as I landed. The clay monster creaked, then shattered into millions of hardened reddish shards that sprayed across my face and blocked my vision, but I pressed forward with my dagger and essence crystal extended until I smacked into the ground with a loud thud. 
 
    My head rang, the bones in my arms snapped from the impact, and I blinked up at the sky as my vision went blurry. When I glanced down, I laid on my side in a crater of cracked earth, and I held a round, brownish red essence crystal in my hand. 
 
    I’d done it. I’d captured the clay monster. 
 
    Now, we could go back to rescuing Varleth.  
 
    I smiled as my vision went black, and as I faded out of consciousness, I recalled all of my summons with my last coherent thought.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    When I woke up, I was laid out on the four postered bed in the captain’s chamber on the Gryffon. I glanced to the side, and I groaned as sharp needles of pain shot down my neck. I could see one of the small portholes from my vantage point and also the table beside the bed where I noticed a pile of my essence crystals. My friends must have put them there after they brought me onboard. I’d passed out enough times to recognize the signs.  
 
    Sunlight streamed into the room through the tiny circular window, and it cast the wood paneled space in a warm amber hue. The rich burgundy color of the bedsheets filled the corner of my vision, and the texture of the silky fabric against my entire body indicated I was naked. Finally, I pushed through the pain in my muscles to turn my head and scan the room. 
 
    “You’re awake,” I heard Arwyn’s voice from somewhere near my feet, and the red-haired healer sounded pleased. “You gave me quite the scare, Gryff, but you’re going to be okay.” 
 
    “See?” I hissed through clenched teeth as pain shot through my chest. “I don’t get injured just to spend time with you.”  
 
    “Easy,” the healer admonished. “You still have several broken ribs, two broken arms, and a concussion. The less you try to move or talk, the better. It will take me one more session to finish healing the damage to your body.” 
 
    “I’ll live.” I tried to smirk, but it turned into a wince. 
 
    “I hope capturing the blob of mud was worth it,” my lover continued in a stern tone as she walked around the edge of the bed. “You could have died, Gryff.” 
 
    I swallowed down a lump in my throat at the sight of her. Arwyn’s flame colored hair was disheveled, like she’d spent several days sleeping in a chair, and she had bags of exhaustion beneath her amber eyes, but the healer gave me a soft smile as she cast an analytical gaze over my person.  
 
    “You have always recuperated quicker than expected, though,” she noted, and she shook her head in awe. “I thought you would be out for at least another day.” 
 
    “How long have I been unconscious?” I questioned my lover. 
 
    “A little over two days.” Arwyn shrugged. “You didn’t even wake up when I was healing your spine, and I know how uncomfortable that feels.” 
 
    “I need to get to the upper deck to cast my monsters,” I said, and I pushed myself up on my elbows as my urgency to save Varleth returned in a flash. “We can’t sit motionless for days.” 
 
    “Lay down, Gryff, Freya and Cyra managed to work the sails a short while ago, and they caught the wind,” Arwyn reassured me. “While we lost a couple of days, and we aren’t travelling as fast as before, we are far from motionless. We have maintained our southern course while you rested.” 
 
    Before I could argue any further, a soft knock echoed against the wooden door, and Nia entered my chambers. She wore a blue dress that matched the color of her eyes, and the fabric stretched tautly across her ample bosom. The hem fluttered against her knees in the front, but the tail flowed lower to tickle her calves, which revealed the pale skin of her long gorgeous legs. Her ashen hair hung loose down her back, and the silvery blonde tendrils reflected the light in the room with a brilliant shimmer. Nia held a couple of steaming mugs, and she smiled at Arwyn as she handed the healer the beverage. Then the elemental mage glanced at me, and her beautiful blue eyes widened in surprise as she noticed I was awake.  
 
     Nia was perfect, and her presence dazzled me and made life fade into the background for a moment. 
 
    “Oh, good morning, Gryff,” the ashen-haired mage greeted me with a smile, but I could see the worry in her blue eyes. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Sore and stiff.” I shrugged, but the movement sent a painful spasm down my body, so I winced as I eased myself back down onto the pillow. 
 
    “I’ll be able to do another session after I’ve rested,” Arwyn said, and the healer cast me a sympathetic smile. “You’ll be back to full health in no time.” 
 
    “Meanwhile, how much time will we lose?” I shook my head as much as I could despite the stiffness in my neck. “We have to travel at full speed or we might not make it to Vay in time to save Varleth. I need to get my summons out.” 
 
    “My priority is your health,” Arwyn replied firmly. The redhead rubbed a finger against her temple, and she closed her eyes for a moment. “I want to get to Varleth, too, but we can’t do anything if you’re out of commission.”  
 
    “Drink your tea, Miss Hamner,” Nia insisted, and the ashen-haired mage cast Arwyn a worried look. “I used an herbal infusion, and I think it will help you recover your strength quicker.” 
 
    “Thank you, Nia,” the healer breathed with a weary smile, then she raised her steaming mug to her luscious lips and sipped at the warm liquid. A moment later, Arwyn sighed, and some of the tension eased away from her shoulders as she swallowed. “Oh, that is delicious.” 
 
    “You’re very welcome,” Nia said, and then my lover’s piercing blue eyes wandered around my chamber as she sipped on her own tea. “Your ship is more lavish than I would have expected, Gryff.” 
 
    “Freya said it used to be a merchant ship,” I informed her with a grin. “Do you like it?”  
 
    “I would redecorate if I were you,” the elemental mage teased. “It should look more like a tavern in the Wilds if it’s your ship.” 
 
    “That’s not a bad idea,” I countered with a wink. I never realized how many muscles I used in normal conversation until every little movement hurt, but I wouldn’t let my pain take away my humor. “I could get a lot of use from a bar in the galley.”  
 
    “Maker, by the time we get back to Mistral, you will be a full-blown pirate,” Arwyn chuckled. “Just don’t develop a drinking problem. On that note, I am off to find some food and to take a short nap. I’ll return and perform another round of healing in a few hours.” 
 
    “Don’t push yourself too hard.” I frowned. “I can’t have you out of commission, either.” 
 
    “To be honest, it feels really good to heal you again,” Arwyn said as she cast an appreciative glance over my person. “Not only does it make me feel better to take care of you, it seems so much simpler after healing shapeshifters.” 
 
     “Glad I could help, now go get some food.” I grinned, and then I arched an eyebrow at the elemental mage. “Nia, will keep me company, right?” 
 
    “Right,” Nia confirmed as she mirrored my grin. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll be back soon,” Arwyn replied, and the redhead waved as she pulled open the door and left the captain’s quarters.  
 
    “Would it hurt you too much if I laid down beside you?” Nia questioned once we were alone.  
 
    “I wouldn’t care even if it did,” I answered easily. “Get over here, woman.” 
 
    Nia let out a girlish giggle, placed her tea on the end table next to my pile of essence crystals, then climbed carefully onto the bed beside me. 
 
    I ignored the jabs of pain as the mattress wobbled beneath me, and I kept my face neutral until Nia was in a comfortable position below my bandaged arm.  
 
    “I’ve missed this.” The ashen-haired mage laid her head gingerly on my shoulder and sighed. 
 
    “I missed you, Nia Kenefick,” I murmured as I inhaled her scent. I let out a deep breath, and I felt my muscles relax as the warmth from her body washed over me. 
 
    “I love you, Gryff,” Nia breathed, and then the elemental mage yawned. 
 
    I swallowed down the sudden emotion rising in my chest.  
 
    Maker, how long had it been since I’d heard Nia say she loved me?  
 
    An ache in my heart I didn’t even realize I had been eased, and I was overwhelmed with gratitude for the elemental mage’s presence in my life.  
 
    “I love you, too.” I let out a yawn of my own, and then I nuzzled my nose into her hair despite the stiffness in my neck. “Sounds like we could both use a nap.” 
 
    “I won’t argue with you there,” Nia replied in a soft voice, and I could tell my lover was already falling asleep.  
 
    So, I planted a soft kiss on her forehead, and I let myself fall into a dreamless sleep with her tucked warmly against me.  
 
    A short while later, Arwyn knocked softly on the wooden door before she stepped into the dimly lit room. The sun had started to descend toward the western horizon, so the chamber was filled with shadows, but I could still easily see the smile on my red-haired lover’s face as I opened my eyes.  
 
    Nia stirred at my side, and she blinked her blue eyes slowly as she woke up.  
 
    “I’m ready to work on your arms if you’re up for it,” Arwyn said in a soft voice.  
 
    “I am if you are,” I countered. “We will need more light, though.”  
 
    Nia snapped her fingers, and a small flame appeared above her fingertips. The orange-yellow glow illuminated the angles of her face, and the shadows gave her round cheeks a ghostly quality. The elemental mage glanced around the room until she spotted the gas lanterns hung at various points along the walls, and then she held her flame aloft as she moved from the bed to light the wicks.  
 
    A moment later, my bed chamber was filled with a warm ambient light, and the shadows along the walls danced as the lanterns bobbed from the motion of the waves.  
 
    “Perfect, thank you, Nia.” Arwyn nodded her approval and then turned to me. “You know the drill, lay back and relax while I work.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am, Miss Hamner,” I chuckled. 
 
    Arwyn sat on the edge of the bed and pulled my bandaged left arm across her lap. I winced as stabs of pain arced down my arm from the movement, and the red-haired healer frowned as she watched my reaction. 
 
    “Focus on your breathing, Gryff,” she instructed. “I’ll make this quick.” 
 
    “I’ll leave you two to it,” Nia said, and then the elemental mage gave me a sweet smile before she turned to the door. “Thanks for the nap, Gryff.” 
 
    “Anytime,” I replied, and I gave my ashen-haired lover my best smile. 
 
    Nia waved as she slipped through the wooden door and left Arwyn and me alone again.  
 
    “I’m glad the two of you got some time alone together,” my red-haired lover commented. “I’ve been worried about Nia since your disappearance, she tends to push her own needs off until everyone else has been cared for.” 
 
    “I can think of someone else who does that, too,” I said and gave the healer a pointed look. 
 
    “Point taken,” Arwyn chuckled, but she didn’t waste any time and immediately got to work on my arms. The healer’s brows furrowed as she concentrated on her magic, and her flame-like tendrils fell across her shoulders as she bent forward. The sharp tingling sensation of her healing magic crept up my arm from my fingertips, and I clenched my jaw tight.  
 
    The redhead focused on her magic in silence while I did my best to hold still. After what seemed like hours, Arwyn took a deep breath and sat up straight.  
 
    “That went better than I expected,” she said and scrutinized my arm with her intelligent amber eyes. “How does that feel?” 
 
    I stretched my fingers experimentally, and I grinned as the digits moved painlessly.  
 
    “Great!” I lifted my arm and rotated my shoulder joint. I noticed some stiffness, but it was a marked improvement from the pain I’d experienced earlier from lesser movements. “You’re pretty amazing, you know that?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Arwyn countered, but I noticed her cheeks blushed slightly from the compliment. “I just do the best I can. Now, settle down. I’m almost done.” 
 
    The healer started on my other arm, and then she continued on to my broken ribs and the damage to my head before she stopped again. Her forehead was dappled with sweat, and the bags beneath her eyes grew darker as she expended her mana on her healing magic. When she’d completed her task, she pushed her hair away from her face and let out a tired sigh.  
 
    “I went ahead and addressed the rest of your injuries, so it better be a long time before you injure yourself again,” she said in a stern tone. “Some risks are too great, you know.” 
 
    “Hey, I captured the weird clay monster, though.” I shrugged, and I had to restrain myself from jumping for joy when the movement didn’t hurt. “I’d say it was worth it.” 
 
    “Your life is worth more to me than removing a monster threat,” Arwyn stated.  
 
    “I’m alive,” I reassured her. “No harm done.” 
 
    Arwyn shook her head and didn’t respond, but her eyes glimmered with amusement.  
 
    “Can I go up to the deck now?” I tried to mask my eagerness to get out of bed, but I knew my expression showed the extent of my cabin fever.  
 
    “I officially declare you fit for duty,” the healer announced as she stood up and crossed the room to the door. “But don’t overdo it, or I’ll prescribe more bedrest.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind as long as you were with me,” I murmured, and the redhead giggled.  
 
    “I’ll wait until I’m sure you’re at top health,” Arwyn teased. “I don’t want to break you … ” 
 
    “I think you know better than anyone just how hard it is to break me.” I grinned. 
 
    “You’ve never been one to stay down for long, that’s for sure,” Arwyn said, and her eyes danced with amusement. “Speaking of not staying down, are you ready to stretch your legs?” 
 
    “I thought you’d never ask,” I replied with a wink.  
 
    I heaved myself off the bed and stood on shaky legs as I adjusted to the sensation of the ship beneath my feet. I took a moment to get dressed and pick up my bandolier off the floor by the bed, then I scooped up the essence crystals on the end table and returned them to their respective pouches.  
 
    I frowned when I picked up the final crystal, though. It was round and had a muddy reddish-brown hue, and I could sense the clay monster within.  
 
    Where should I place my newest summons in my bandolier?  
 
    I’d established an organizational system to the pouches and pockets of my leather crystal storage strap: higher grade monsters closer to my shoulders and lesser grades toward my hip. The clay monster was higher grade, but I didn’t think it was in the same category as my belial and my sun giant, so in the end I decided to put it in the second highest pouch with my baroquer and guari kira. 
 
    The healer held the door open for me as I crossed the room with wobbly steps, but when I reached her I wrapped an arm around her lower back and pulled her against me.  
 
    Arwyn gasped in surprise, and she blinked rapidly as her gaze lifted to my face and her breasts pressed against my chest.  
 
    I stared deep into her amber eyes for a long moment and soaked in the sight of her, and then I leaned forward and pressed my lips against hers.  
 
    The professor moaned instantly, and her body melted into me as she gave into the sensation. Her lips parted, and she tilted her head slightly as she slid her tongue out to meet mine.  
 
    Our kiss deepened, and I could feel my pulse quicken as her warmth drew me in, so I cradled the back of her head in one hand as I pulled her in closer.  
 
    Arwyn wrapped her arms around my neck as she surrendered to my kiss. Her eyes were closed, and her breath grew rapid as her desire increased.  
 
    I was loath to end the moment, but I wanted to get to the upper deck to cast my summons and increase the ship’s speed, so I reluctantly pulled away from my red-haired lover and took a deep breath.  
 
    “That was a pleasant surprise,” Arwyn murmured with a dazed expression as she rubbed a hand absently across her lips. 
 
    “There is more where that came from,” I assured her. 
 
    “Can’t wait.” The healer winked, and then she gestured to the stairs on the other side of the threshold. “Shall we?” 
 
    “After you.” I nodded toward the stairs so I could watch her tight ass as she strode up the steps. 
 
    I almost didn’t make it to the top. Her butt was so firm under her tight little skirt, my cock hardened into a steel rod almost instantly, but I had to focus on work, and I figured delaying our love making for a bit longer would just heighten the amount of pleasure later.  
 
    The sky was deep purple when I climbed up to the helm, and the air held the smell of snow. Cyra stood at the wheel, and the dark-skinned summoner flashed a wide grin when she noticed my approach. 
 
    “I’m going to go find Nia and look over the map,” Arwyn said, and she waved to Cyra and me before turning back to the stairs. “Enjoy the fresh air, it’s a bit chilly for my tastes.” 
 
    “Oh, I will.” I grinned. “After being stuck in bed for so long, nothing could keep me inside.” 
 
    Arwyn shook her head with a soft smile on her face as she disappeared below deck.  
 
    I turned and crossed the distance to Cyra with long strides. The dark-skinned summoner’s nest of curly brown hair fluttered in the breeze, and the exposed mahogany skin of her arms was dappled with goosebumps, but my lover didn’t seem to mind the cold. 
 
    “You’re up!” she exclaimed as she took one hand off the helm to give me a sideways hug. “I am so glad you’re okay.” 
 
    “Good as new,” I chuckled. “Thanks for taking care of the ship while I recovered.” 
 
    “Oh, it was nothing.” Cyra waved her hand dismissively. “It’s really fun, and a lot different than steering a dragon.” 
 
    Kalon stuck her silver snout out from behind Cyra’s brown curls and chirped.  
 
    “Of course I prefer you,” Cyra murmured to her familiar. “Silly dragon.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I will ever understand the relationship between the two of you,” I commented and shook my head. “I hope I find my own familiar some day.” 
 
    “You will,” Cyra assured me with a confident grin. “It’s not something you can force, though. It just happens, I can’t explain it.” 
 
    “I’m patient.” I shrugged. “At least I got a new summons.” 
 
    “What even was that thing?” Cyra asked with a curious tilt of her head. “I’ve never seen anything like it before.” 
 
    “I fought a similar beast when we were chasing Miralea,” I informed her. “One of Miralea’s three summons is a hissenae, a jaguar sand monster which was incredibly difficult to defeat, but I noticed some resemblances to the clay monster.” 
 
    “When you said you were making pottery, I thought you might have lost your mind,” Cyra laughed. “You’re crazy, and I love it.” 
 
    “I could say the same thing about you,” I chuckled, and then I jerked my head toward the empty deck of the ship. “By the way, where is everyone?”  
 
    “Below deck.” The dark-skinned summoner shrugged. “Braden and Mati are probably sleeping, I bet those two could sleep their lives away. Freya and Nia are in the galley, I think.” 
 
    “You should take a break, get some food.” I bumped my shoulder against hers. “I’ve got it from here.” 
 
    “Okay,” Cyra agreed with an easy smile. “I’ve been wanting to find some time to learn some of Freya’s language, anyway.” 
 
    I planted a kiss on her cheek as I switched places with her at the helm, and Cyra waved before she disappeared below the deck a moment later.  
 
    Once I was alone on the upper deck, I grabbed a few crystals from my bandolier and chucked them into the ocean. I sensed my duvarku and my robaguas emerge beneath the waves, and the otter-like monster immediately split into its twin selves. All of my summons instantly predicted my desires and quickly positioned themselves against the hull.  
 
    The ship lurched forward with increased momentum, and I sighed as the urgent itch to move faster was relieved.  
 
    You don’t even need the help of these mortals, Sera noted in a proud tone. All you need is me and your own powers, and nothing can stand in your way. 
 
    “Need and want are two different things,” I informed my dark-winged Archon. “While I didn’t need my friends’ help, I’m beyond grateful to have them with me.”  
 
    Meanwhile, the powerful immortal beings you command are ignored and pushed to the side. Sera sniffed. Have I done something to displease you? You give these mortal women your seed so freely. Why not me? 
 
    “You haven’t done anything wrong,” I sighed and raked a hand through my hair. “Although, I’d be much more interested in talking if you weren’t so stingy with your information.” 
 
    My sister may think she has authority over our voices, Phi said, and I sensed animosity in her words, but she does not control me. Let me help you, Gryff. 
 
    “Happily,” I chirped. “Who are the Guardians? What are their names?” 
 
    Oh, Gryff, Phi giggled. Why waste your time with trivial history when you and I could have so much more fun filling me with your seed? I will birth strong sons for you, and they will bring me new toys to play with.  
 
    You’re such a child, Sera hissed at her white-winged sister. Gryff does not care about your toys, he wants a powerful consort to mother his offspring, not a spoiled brat.  
 
    Ignore them, Gryff, I have already proven my value to you, Miralea interjected with a purr. I will give you a litter of young, and together we could create the deadliest army to ever exist. Pick me. 
 
    “I’m not picking anyone to impregnate,” I said in a firm tone. “I want information, and one way or another, I will get it. If the three of you do not intend to help me, fine, but I’ll remember.” 
 
    Is keeping Utuni silent not enough? Sera questioned with a regal air. You treat me like a menial grunt when I could destroy armies in your name. It’s insulting. 
 
    “Are you telling me Utuni is too strong for you to manage?” I countered. “I thought you were the most powerful Archon, and it’s not like you’re alone in your efforts, but if you can’t even keep one goddess quiet … ” 
 
    I can manage anyone, Sera growled, and the image of her angry yellow eyes flashed across my mind. I am the most powerful of the Archons, and Utuni is nothing in comparison. 
 
    “Well, then it shouldn’t be a problem for you to play prison guard for a little longer.” I restrained the chuckle bubbling in my throat as I goaded the offended goddess. “I hope Veopa isn’t too strong for you, either, because I’d have to reconsider which one of you I favor the most.” 
 
    One Archon is easy to restrain, Phi informed me. Sera hasn’t said a word to Utuni since Miralea joined our side. Me and Miralea are the ones doing all the work, you know. 
 
    Silence! Sera bellowed, and the sound echoed through my mind like a rubber ball bouncing around an enclosed room.  
 
    “I’ve had just about enough of your bickering,” I growled. “All I’ve asked for is answers. Beside my offspring, what do you want from me?” 
 
    Subdue Utuni, Sera replied instantly. Release me from guard duty, and I will help you claim her so you can get her full mark. Let me prove my worth to you again.  
 
    “I’ll subdue Utuni,” I confirmed. “But I’m going to do it my way, in my time.” 
 
    She grows stronger, Miralea warned. Why do you hesitate? Utuni cannot resist your power once you enter her, it would be easy. 
 
    “You say that even after how much I hurt you?” I couldn’t believe the Archon I’d penetrated as a last resort was pressuring me to repeat the strategy with Utuni, and I shook my head in disbelief. “There has to be a better way.” 
 
    Archons are not the same as your mortal women, Sera explained. You cannot apply the culture of humans to a goddess. Our powers work differently.  
 
    I would never have understood how powerful you are if you hadn’t forced me to, Miralea supplied. You showed your strength when your manhood filled me, and I was compelled to complete our bond and obey you.  
 
    “So,” I surmised with furrowed brows, “you’re saying I have to show my strength in order to complete my bond with Utuni?” 
 
    Exactly, Phi said in a pleased tone. Forget your human ways, they do not work in our realm. You must make Utuni yours without delay.  
 
    Humans are so fragile and sensitive, Miralea giggled. That’s why your offspring are so weak and needy. A litter of my young would eat human children as a delicacy.  
 
    An Archon chooses a consort from the fiercest, most powerful leaders, and to lower oneself for anyone other than the strongest is degrading, Sera added. Why do you think I chose you, Gryff? Your power is palpable.  
 
    “There is more than one way to show strength.” I smirked. “After all, I didn’t have to force you or Phi in order to complete our bond.” 
 
    Our bond deepened when you entered me, though, Sera reminded me. I chose you, but you were not my Master until we joined our flesh. Now, I am yours completely. Do the same with Utuni.  
 
    I wasn’t about to let the rulers of the monster realm change my mind. Even if it turned out the Archons were right and I had to penetrate Utuni in order to complete our bond, I wanted it to be my choice and not theirs. I’d gained Phi’s loyalty before we’d fucked, so I knew it was possible. The white-winged Archon’s second mark hadn’t appeared until I’d made her orgasm, but still, I had hope.  
 
    Heed our warning, Gryff, Sera said in an ominous tone. Complete your bond with Utuni before confronting Veopa. You will need all the power you can gather in order to defeat her.  
 
    “Speaking of Veopa,” I replied as I ignored her warning, “I think there is more you are not telling me.” 
 
    Tsk, tsk. Do you accuse me of lying? Sera sounded amused. I am incapable of lying to you, so I wouldn’t waste my time trying.  
 
    “Lying and withholding information are different things,” I countered. “I’m done playing games, Sera. I want answers.” 
 
    What more can I do? the dark-winged Archon asked in an uncharacteristically whiny tone. I already told you all I know. 
 
    “Why are the three of you so eager to carry my child?” I asked.  
 
    Because we love you, Miralea said. 
 
    Your blonde beast woman loves you, Phi sighed, and you gave her your seed.  
 
    She will bear your child before me, and you just met her, Sera huffed.  
 
    “So, there isn’t anything more to it than that?” I asked.  
 
    Neither of the three goddesses replied.  
 
    “Hello?” I finally cut in. “Are you going to answer me?” 
 
    Let us speak of something else, Sera sighed. My jealous rage returns when I think of her womb carrying your child. 
 
    That one is clever, Miralea growled. She will urge your other women to carry your offspring. She will be successful. 
 
    “And again,” I started. “Why do you three want my--” 
 
    Change the subject! Sera growled, but her anger was directed at the other two women instead of me.  
 
    “Fine. Was Veopa responsible for the rift the other day?” I pushed. I sensed the Archon’s attempt to manipulate me, but I still wasn’t sure what her end game was.  
 
    Of course she was, Sera huffed, and I sensed the black feathers on her wings bristle. It was covered in her mark, didn’t you notice? She practically labelled it. 
 
    “Her mark?” I arched an eyebrow. 
 
    Every Archon’s magic has a unique signature, Sera explained. The runes inscribed on the perimeter of the rift are Veopa’s mark.  
 
    “I’ve seen other rifts with runes on the side,” I mused, “but I never studied them closely.” 
 
    Like I said, we are all unique. Sera’s fangs gleamed in my mind’s eye as she flashed a proud smile. Once you learn the signs, the calling cards are everywhere.  
 
    “A rift outside Eyrie Island the day after I attacked Skara, and a rift on an unoccupied island directly in our path is too coincidental to ignore.” I frowned. “I thought it was random at first, but it is starting to feel like calculated attacks.” 
 
    If I was Veopa, I would be really scared when I sensed your presence in my territory, Miralea offered. Like a cornered beast, she is lashing out at you. Her terror will grow the closer you approach. I can almost taste it.  
 
    With four Archons in your consciousness, in addition to your own vast power, Sera elaborated, anyone with any intelligence would try to keep you far away from their territory.  
 
    “Veopa has good reason to be scared if she had anything to do with Varleth’s capture,” I growled. “Just knowing she is scared doesn’t help me, though. What will she do next? What summons does she control?” 
 
    You already conquered one of her monsters, Miralea reminded me. I don’t know what her other two are like. I only ever saw the one you captured on that island.  
 
    “Would Utuni know more?” I asked as I worked the muscle in my jaw. There was little in this world I disliked more than unanswered questions.  
 
    I did see the snake goddess at the gathering of Archons, Sera offered. It is possible Utuni knows more about Veopa, but she would not tell you willingly. 
 
    Subdue her, Gryff, Phi pouted. I’m bored with guard duty, and I want to see you use your strength again, even if it’s not with me.  
 
    Let us help you, Miralea purred. I want to hold her down while you slide inside of her and make her yours. She’s been my enemy for so long. I want to see her mouth hang open and her body shudder from the agonizing pleasure you give her. I want to be there when she calls you her master and begs you for more.  
 
    “If it comes to that, I’ll let you know.” I shook my head. “For now, I’m going to loosen her restraints so she can talk, but keep your guard up.” 
 
    The Archons grumbled but slid away from the forefront of my consciousness. Then I took a deep breath and slid the magic locks off the cage that restrained Utuni.  
 
    The snake goddess lunged into the front of my consciousness with a malicious hiss, and I sensed the erratic twitching of her reptilian tail as she searched for a weak spot in my mind. My will power was solid, though, and I pushed her back with a simple thought.  
 
    Utuni scrambled, and I sensed her frustration as she regained her composure. 
 
    “I’m going to give you some time to voice your thoughts,” I informed the rabid Archon in a calm tone. “You have one hour. Use it wisely.” 
 
    I’d practiced the same method with Phi, and I’d endured days of childlike ramblings and immature tantrums before the white-winged Archon calmed down and had an actual conversation with me. I was hoping Utuni would get the idea quicker, but I was patient.  
 
    Foolish mortal boy, Utuni seethed, and her voice oozed with hatred. How dare you treat me like a child! I am the goddess of ambition, and I will not cow before a weakling like you. 
 
    “If I’m the weakling, how are you still my prisoner?” I kept my tone amicable, but I couldn’t let her insult go unanswered. “We would be stronger together, Utuni. You can do this the hard way or the easy way, but in the end, you are already mine.” 
 
    The snake goddess growled with rage, but I ignored her fierce roar with an exasperated sigh.  
 
    If she wanted to play this game, I could wait her out.  
 
    Utuni’s defiance shifted into a full-blown tantrum when I refused to respond. She screamed, hissed, and shot insults at me like a porcupine launching quills at a threat. The snake goddess continued for most of the hour, but I stayed silent and focused on the progress of the moon.  
 
    After a while, Utuni’s noises fell off, and the snake goddess was quiet for the first time since I’d loosened her restraints. 
 
    Her sudden silence encouraged me. It had taken Phi days before she’d grown bored of her tantrums. Even once I’d begun to have actual conversations with the white-winged Archon, she’d remained hesitant to aid me, so I knew Utuni was likely far from friendly, but I had hope. 
 
    I let her be for a long moment, and then I cleared my throat. 
 
    “What’s on your mind, Utuni?” I asked in a friendly tone. “You still have some time remaining to speak your mind.” 
 
    I am fantasizing about flailing the skin from your flesh inch by delicious inch. Utuni spoke in an eerily soft voice that made the hairs on my neck stand on end. I will destroy you cell by cell until I am free from this mortal cage. 
 
    “I don’t know how you intend to do that,” I replied, “but I’m curious about your fantasies.” 
 
    You wish to hear about my plan to ruin you? Utuni sounded surprised. What scheme is this? 
 
    “No scheme,” I chuckled. “I agreed to give you an hour to speak your mind. If you want to talk about, how did you say it, flailing my flesh? Fine. I can take an hour of that.” 
 
    Utuni didn’t respond for a moment, and I held my breath.  
 
    Had I pushed her too far? It seemed like we were making progress in record time, but I could be wrong.  
 
    Then I sensed the snake goddess stir in my consciousness. 
 
    What kind of man are you? Utuni’s tone was demanding, but the Archon sounded genuinely confused. 
 
    “The me kind.” I shrugged. “The kind who could destroy you easily, yet here I am offering you friendship.” 
 
    Could you be the one? she mused thoughtfully. No. It’s not possible. 
 
    “What’s not possible?” I pushed as my pulse quickened.  
 
    Your tiny human mind could not comprehend the thoughts of a goddess, Utuni laughed, but the sound held no mirth. It is not possible for you to master an immortal being, no matter how much mana you possess. 
 
    “I may not know much about the world of the Archons,” I countered, “but I think the three immortal beings under my control would disagree with you.” 
 
    Hmph! Your three pets are weak, Utuni sneered. 
 
    “I beat you,” I stated. “If you’re so strong, how do you explain your current situation?” 
 
    That was … unexpected, Utuni admitted with obvious hesitation. You could not defeat my hydra, yet you captured me while my summons remained in play.  
 
    “I am stronger than you,” I declared. “What other explanation do you need?” 
 
    I want to know what you are. I sensed the goddess narrow her snake-like eyes. Where are you from? 
 
    “I’m a human summoner from Mistral.” I frowned, and something in my gut warned me to change the subject. I didn’t trust Utuni as far as I could throw her, so I wasn’t about to confide in her my concerns regarding the Beastmaker prophecy. “I’m curious about you, though. I want to learn more about you. You were worshipped in Utun, but did you ever leave?” 
 
    I slept for a time, Utuni replied. I was not imprisoned in Utun, I go where I please. Under normal circumstances, anyway.  
 
    “Did you ever meet any of the other Archons?” I held my breath, and I prayed to the Maker that she wouldn’t sense my agenda. 
 
    We have all met each other at one point or another. Utuni seemed distracted, and I sensed her wave absently as she responded. Sera must have told you about how Phi and I worked together to trap her in what you now call Mistral. 
 
    My heartbeat thudded loudly in my ears, so I took a deep breath before I continued.  
 
    “Have you ever met Veopa?” I asked in a casual voice.  
 
    I was grateful for my summons controlling the direction of the ship, which made it more fun than necessary to use the helm to steer, because I was not paying attention to the water around me. My instincts told me I was on the right track, but I didn’t have time to play games with Utuni. I needed information before I got to Varleth, and everything in me said the snake goddess had the answers.  
 
    You think I am not aware we are in Veopa’s realm? Utuni laughed again. Your ploy is obvious, mortal. Even with your fancy shields and locks, I am not separated from your thoughts entirely. I already know how your mind works. 
 
    “Alright, then you must already know I captured one of Veopa’s three monsters.” I smirked. 
 
    I judged by Utuni’s sudden silence that she hadn’t been aware of my recent victory. While she existed within my consciousness, and I had one half of her mark on my forearm, there was still much I did not know about the snake goddess, and I wasn’t eager to chase down yet another Archon without more information this time. 
 
    Which one of her summons did Veopa send after you? Utuni asked, and her voice was soft and curious.  
 
    I wondered if she was being manipulative, but then I shrugged and dismissed the thought.  
 
    “I don’t know what it’s called.” I frowned. “It looked like clay, and for a moment, it shaped itself into a human looking thing, but it didn’t have a face.” 
 
    Veopa sent her ochremaun? I sensed Utuni’s snake eyes go wide in shock. How did you already defeat the earth king? 
 
    “I hold the essence crystal in my bandolier.” I grinned with pride. Even though the battle at the rift resulted in vital time spent on recovery, I knew the victory would be worth it in the end.  
 
    That is quite an accomplishment, Utuni remarked. 
 
    Did I sense awe in the snake goddess’ voice?  
 
    I struggled to restrain myself from pumping a fist up into the air. The Archon had spent a fair amount of time defying my offer of friendship, but I sensed a change in her demeanor.  
 
    “Thank you.” I smirked. “I’m curious to see how Veopa will respond.” 
 
    Veopa is vicious, Utuni offered reluctantly. She will feel a need to retaliate. 
 
    “If this is the best she can throw at me,” I chuckled, “then I’m ready for her.” 
 
    The ochremaun is strong, yes, Utuni said, and her tone turned ominous. But Veopa’s other two summons are even more powerful. You are doomed to fail, and your friends will die before your eyes. When the faceless goddess destroys you, I will entreat her to aid my quest to annihilate mankind once and for all. 
 
    My blood ran cold as she spoke.  
 
    If I didn’t complete my bond with Utuni before I faced off with Veopa, I could be stuck between them. I wasn’t about to let that happen, but the snake goddess’ threat was still unnerving. 
 
    I frowned and pushed Utuni back into her cage inside my consciousness, and I then slammed the locks shut with the force of my will.  
 
    My gaze wandered across the horizon as I processed what I’d learned, and my ship slid through the waves as the moon anchored onto the western horizon. I’d let Utuni speak for over an hour, but I’d made a lot of progress, so I considered the experiment successful despite her creepy threat.  
 
    An island came into view as my ship continued its southern trek, and I peered into the fog that blanketed the water near the small chunk of land.  
 
    Suddenly, the fog parted slightly, and I caught a glimpse of a person standing on the shore to the east. I could make out a black hooded cloak, and it felt like an iron fist clamped around my gut. 
 
    Jace. 
 
    I frowned when the realization struck me.  
 
    What was the mysterious woman doing here?  
 
    Jace had saved me from the ocean when I’d crash landed after the hurricane, but we hadn’t spoken since I was back in Mistral. The woman always gave me more questions without answers, but maybe this was an opportunity to ask her a few things.  
 
    Only one way to find out. 
 
    I sent out a mental command to my swimming monsters to aim for the island, and I clenched the helm in my hands as I stared at the hooded shape on the shore.  
 
    Who was this woman?  
 
    And why did it feel like she was following me? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    The island was small and fairly flat compared to most of the volcanic formations in the area. The entire isle looked less than a mile wide and appeared unoccupied. Pine trees and evergreens dappled the slope of a hill beyond the gray rocky shoreline, and a small stream cut through the trees to meet the ocean.  
 
    The hooded figure stood a few paces from the water trickling toward the shore, and for a moment, I sensed her gaze was focused on me.  
 
    I gritted my teeth and mentally urged my duvarku to go faster. Then a thought struck me, and I pulled a crystal out of my bandolier. A moment later, my vingehund happily licked my hand as my summons stretched open her wings.  
 
    I summoned her wings for myself, and then I turned to face the hooded person on the island ahead. The wind whipped at the edges of her black cloak and revealed the lithe femininity of her body. The strange woman wore dark clothing, with thick black leather boots that rose above her knees, and long black gloves which stretched up to her elbows. Her face was covered by shadows from her hood, but I knew who she was. 
 
    Jace had introduced herself to me after Phi had tried to open a permanent rift in the desert of Ortych Sands, and the mysterious woman had told me she investigated energy disturbances between the human realm and the Shadowscape. When we’d first met, Jace had been surprised by my presence at the location of a cipher, an ancient artifact the researchers at the Academy used to decode a forgotten language. Then she’d seemed surprised when I closed the permanent rift back in Mistral. Jace had also shown up when I was drowning in the ocean, and the mysterious hooded woman had saved my life without saying a word. For her to show up randomly with no rifts or emergencies in sight was odd.  
 
    Maker, was she really following me? 
 
    I frowned as I pushed off from the deck of my ship and pumped my vingehund wings to lift my body up into the air.  
 
    Maybe Veopa’s rift and the ochremaun had triggered the woman’s appearance. It was hard to tell if she was friend or foe, but after she saved my life, it made me think we were allies. Still, I didn’t feel comfortable with Jace following me or showing up randomly if she wasn’t going to tell me more about her motives.  
 
    Jace’s hooded face lifted as I rose into the air, but then a portal popped open behind the strange woman like a smudge on the landscape where everything was blurred. The circle swirled and spiraled inward, then grew slightly larger as it darkened. Jace waved a gloved hand in a slow arc, and I watched as she stepped into the portal before it snapped shut around her.  
 
    I blinked as I hovered in the air above the Gryffon. 
 
    What just happened? 
 
    I swallowed hard, lowered myself to the deck, and dismissed my wings with a wave of my will. Then I worked the muscle in my jaw as I stared at the empty island shore.  
 
    I hated to admit it, but there wasn’t anything I could do about Jace. With her portal ability and familiarity with the Shadowscape, she could be anywhere at any time. While that creeped me the fuck out, it looked like I would just have to wait until she showed her hand. 
 
    It was late, and even though I’d slept most of the day, I could feel the weariness in my recently healed muscles. The moon had set behind me while I’d focused on the island, and the black sky was littered with stars. 
 
    I can watch your ship while you sleep, Sera murmured sweetly as the black-winged Archon slid into the foreground of my consciousness. I can tie my snapdarner to the ship and pull it southward even faster than your duvarku can swim. 
 
    “I’m supposed to trust you to take care of everything while I sleep?” I shook my head. “I don’t know, Sera … ” 
 
    Our bond is deeper than the one you hold with your summons, Gryff, Sera persisted. I would compare it to the bond I have with my summons, but the only similarity is the lack of essence crystal holding the being.  
 
    “You’re saying I wouldn’t lose control during sleep?” I was skeptical. The seductive Archon had been elusive and withholding lately, and my instincts warned me to stay alert.  
 
    When we completed our bond, the connection between us became impenetrable, and my fate is now sealed to yours forever. Sera spoke in a matter-of-fact tone, as though she was educating me. I couldn’t defy you even if I wanted.  
 
    I furrowed my brows as I thought this over. I rarely summoned my Archons unless it was a life or death situation. Using the dark-winged goddess’ snapdarner to pull my ship seemed a little greedy, but what was the worst thing that could happen? We reached Varleth faster? I would have more than enough energy to tackle any obstacles?  
 
    That settled it. I’d been saying I would take all the help I could get, but I had sources of power I’d purposefully ignored. My friend’s life was at stake, and I wasn’t going to fail him again. 
 
    “When the others wake up, stay on your snapdarner and do not speak to them,” I instructed Sera in a firm voice. “If you truly want to be my favorite, then you need to prove yourself by following my commands to the letter. Do you understand?” 
 
    Yes, massster, Sera moaned. Mmm, you’re so sexy when you dominate me ...  
 
    I summoned the dark-winged Archon with a wave of my will, and plumes of black essence curled down my arms and over my shoulders from the pair of black angel wing tattoos on my shoulder blades. The smoky black aura slid across my skin like a lover’s caress, and the tendrils dripped off my fingers to pool at my feet.  
 
    The dark angel goddess formed slowly from the feet up, and I had to chuckle at her dramatic flourish. It had been a long time since I’d summoned her, and Sera liked to make an entrance. The firm alabaster skin of her legs extended up as her hips and torso began to form, and the black strips of cloth that hung over her chest fluttered in the breeze. Her large breasts heaved, and the fabric covering them shifted as the dark-winged goddess stretched her arms over her head and sighed luxuriously.  
 
    “Like slipping on a glove,” Sera murmured as she shot me a devious smile. Her white fangs gleamed in the dim light of predawn, and her thick red lips curled as she cast her gaze down my body. “Care to slip me on?” 
 
    “You offered to help me get some sleep,” I reminded her in a stern tone. “This isn’t an opportunity to get pregnant.” 
 
    “I was just teasing,” Sera purred as her yellow eyes glittered with amusement. “Relax.” 
 
    Sera ruffled her black feathered angel wings, winked, then snapped her fingers. An instant later, a puff of smoke burst into the air above us, and the large dragonfly-like monster my Archon controlled sprang from the cloud. Sera’s snapdarner had four very shiny and iridescent buzzing wings. The insectoid monster was mostly black, but there were some white accents along its spine. The difference between the snapdarner’s appearance and that of a normal dragonfly was Sera’s summons had a dragon-like head with the long snout and double nostrils of a reptile. Still, the beast had large, insect-like orbs for eyes, and they reflected prisms of color when hit by a beam of light.  
 
    Sera grabbed a large pile of rope that laid on the deck near us, and then she climbed onto the segmented exoskeleton of her summons’ back. The monster’s tail flicked, but the pointed spike at the tip stayed away from me.  
 
    My Archon’s summons had been invaluable in the past, mostly because it was large enough to carry several humans while making a quick escape. I was curious to see how the monster reacted to menial labor, though.  
 
    The dark-winged goddess crossed her legs as she sat sideways across her snapdarner’s back and situated her pile of rope onto the spot behind her. Sera pressed her ivory hand to her red lips, and then she blew me a kiss before the snapdarner’s wings buzzed and lifted the pair up into the air.  
 
    The snapdarner rose over the masts, but it lowered again near the prow and hovered while Sera attached the rope to the tip of the boat. Then the Archon tied the other end around her snapdarner’s segmented body and dropped the slack into the air. The rope jumped and danced for a moment while the snapdarner rose higher once again, but a moment later, the twine pulled taut as the monster tugged against the restraint and held it steady. 
 
    The familiar lurch beneath me signaled our momentum had increased, and I nodded in approval. The snapdarner’s flying speed was faster than the duvarku-robaguas swimming team, so we would easily recover the distance lost while I’d recovered.  
 
    I waved to Sera, but I also sent an analytical probe along our bond, and the magical cord hummed with energy and power. Still, it was an odd sensation to duck below deck and crawl into my bed while my Archon remained active. I trusted my instincts, but I was growing curious about the limits of my power. 
 
    Everything I did with my magic lately felt like uncharted territory, and despite breaking several bones and losing precious time, it seemed like anything was possible. The faster I reached Varleth, the better, though, so stretching my ability to control my Archons would be worth it in the end.  
 
    I fell asleep quickly, and I didn’t wake up again until my room was filled with sunlight. Judging by the shadows, it was late in the day, but my sleeping schedule had been out of whack since I passed out. As soon as my eyes opened, I sensed for Sera through our bond, and the dark-winged Archon sent me an image of the ocean view from atop her snapdarner.  
 
    All was well.  
 
    I ran through some stretches and a short drill to warm up my muscles. I was still a little stiff and sore from my battle with the ochremaun, but my bones were healed, so I knew my limberness would return if I worked at it.  
 
    I dressed quickly, threw on my bandolier, and raked a hand through my hair before leaving my room and climbing to the upper deck.  
 
    My team waved from their lounge chairs when I emerged, so I crossed the distance between us with long strides.  
 
    “Why is Sera out?” Arwyn questioned immediately as her amber eyes flicked to the shadow of the snapdarner on the prow of the ship. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Everything is fine,” I assured my lover as I drank her in like coffee, and the image of her reclined on the deck chair stirred my blood. “Her snapdarner can pull the ship faster than my summons can push it, plus I can keep her active while I sleep.” 
 
    The red-haired healer wore a long purple dress with a plunging neckline that exposed the supple skin of her cleavage, and the silky fabric was split on the sides at the adept mage’s hips. Arwyn’s posture in the lounge chair made the front of the skirt slide between her thighs, and her long slender legs soaked up the sunlight. Her flame colored hair hung loose to her waist, and the tendrils flicked against the leather belt Arwyn had strapped around her torso. The belt had pouches and bags tied onto it, and an herby smell wafted into the air as the healer moved.  
 
    “It does feel like we are moving a lot faster,” Nia noted.  
 
    The ashen-haired mage sat on a chair with her elegant legs crossed, and her boot bounced in the air as she jiggled her foot. She wore a long sleeve cream colored shirt tucked into gray pants, and the outfit showed the pressed together mounds of her breasts with a scooped neckline. The elemental mage completed the outfit with furry boots that hugged her calves. Nia looked warm, and ready for anything. 
 
    “Gryff,” Freya said as she stood and cast an apprehensive glance in Sera’s direction. “What is that thing? Have we been captured?” 
 
    “That is one of my shadow beasts,” I explained in the shapeshifter’s language. “The winged woman creature is named Sera, and the beast she rides is called a snapdarner.” 
 
    “We are already close to Moose Clan territory,” Freya observed as her gold-flecked eyes returned to my face. “We have travelled further in one night than a Hawk Clam boat could go in almost a full day.” 
 
    “Good.” I nodded. “We need to go as fast as possible if we are going to reach my friend in time.” 
 
    “At this pace, we will pass Skara before nightfall.” Freya frowned, and the warrior princess scanned the sky. “I could outpace your snapdarner beast if I flew at full speed, but I wouldn’t have the stamina to maintain it for long. You have more strength than I realized, Gryff.” 
 
    “Thank you, but after Skara, we are blind in the water,” I said as I remembered the map the shapeshifters had helped me create. “I don’t like that idea very much. I need more information.” 
 
    “Moose Clan are the only ones who sail the waters south of Skara,” Freya mused. “They would have the answers you need.” 
 
    “I can work with that.” I worked the muscle in my jaw as an idea formed.  
 
    I turned and looked around at my team. Mati sat between Braden’s thighs while the large summoner spread his legs to either side of a chaise lounge. Cyra held Kalon in her lap, and the little silver dragon stretched on her back as the sunlight reflected off the scales on her stomach. Arwyn and Nia sat near each other, and I noticed a stack of books on the wood planks between their chairs. 
 
    “Freya says we are crossing the boundary into Moose Clan territory,” I announced in my native tongue. “So, it looks like we are almost to the edge of our map and our knowledge.” 
 
    “We were aware of our blind spot when we set sail,” Arwyn reminded me. “We know Varleth is no longer in Skara, so it should be simple to skirt the island and avoid any conflicts with the Moose Clan.” 
 
    “I’m not sure if that’s the best route.” I frowned. “With Veopa ramping up her power and putting rifts in our way, I want to have as much knowledge as possible before we reach Vay.” 
 
    “What are you suggesting we do?” Nia questioned, and her blue eyes flicked between Arwyn and me.  
 
    “I want to talk to a moose guard,” I stated, and I waited patiently for my friends to process my words. 
 
    “How are we supposed to do that?” Braden questioned, and the ox-like summoner’s eyebrows shot up. “Even with all your Archons, there’s no way we could take on a city full of moose warriors.” 
 
    “I destroyed the capital city of Utun,” I reminded my team, “but we don’t need to take on the entire city.” 
 
    “From what your team said when they returned to Mistral, you had an army of Utun soldiers behind you when you faced off against Utuni,” Nia interjected, and she shook her pretty head. “We can’t take more chances and risk losing more time.” 
 
    “If we don’t know what we are sailing into, we could lose a lot of time dealing with situations we could have prepared for,” I said as I spread my hands imploringly. “One moose guard. That’s all I need.” 
 
    “How do you propose we acquire a singular enemy shapeshifter?” Arwyn arched an eyebrow and gave me a look like I’d spoken out of turn in class.  
 
    “Hear me out,” I begged. “Skara is a port city. There has to be ships coming and going all the time. All we have to do is ambush a ship outside the city and snag a moose warrior. Then we bring them back to our ship and question them while we continue south.” 
 
    Braden’s face went ghostly white, Mati frowned, and Cyra chuckled. Arwyn and Nia remained silent, but my lovers exchanged glances filled with uncertainty. Freya, unaware of what we said, stood silently at my side. The warrior princess had sparked my kidnapping idea, so I knew I wouldn’t need to convince her to participate in ambushing an enemy ship. This sort of plan was basically a normal day in my wife’s culture.  
 
    “If you think this is going to work,” Arwyn started after a long tense silence, “then I will follow your lead.” 
 
    “We have faced greater odds and came out on top.” Nia shrugged. “More intel never hurt, I guess.” 
 
    “It’s one thing to jump in and fight some shapeshifters when they’ve imprisoned innocent people,” Mati said with a furrowed brow, “but I don’t know about this. If we attack and kidnap an enemy warrior, doesn’t that make us just as bad as them?” 
 
    “Not when they’re robbing their prisoners of their humanity,” I countered. “Ever heard the phrase ‘the end justifies the means’?” 
 
    “My job is to kill monsters and close rifts.” Mati crossed her arms as Braden shot her a worried look, but she ignored him. “Kidnapping moose guys was not listed in the job description.” 
 
    “You can stay behind if you want.” I shrugged. “Hell, I could probably do it with just Freya and my summons, but I figured you all wanted answers just as much as I do. Am I wrong?” 
 
    “I want more information,” Cyra said in an amused tone. The dark-skinned summoner lifted Kalon to her shoulder, and the silver dragon scurried beneath her brown curls. “I will help you capture a moose, Gryff.” 
 
    “Thanks, Cyra.” I grinned at my lover.  
 
    Cyra always stayed so positive, and the summoner eagerly attacked life with a zest I’d admired since we’d first met. Her friendly and playful nature made it hard to believe she was also a fierce fighter, but I couldn’t remember ever seeing her hesitate to rush into battle. I loved her for all these reasons and more.  
 
    “Fine,” Mati said with a dramatic sigh. “I’m not going to sit here while everyone else runs into danger. Someone has to keep you crazy people alive.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure that’s my job,” Arwyn chuckled, but her amber eyes met mine with a steady gaze. “However, we cannot lose more than half a day for this side mission.” 
 
    “Trust me, I agree.” I nodded in confirmation. “My gut is telling me we will lose more time by going forward blind, though.” 
 
    “We might be able to save some more shapeshifters, too,” Braden added. “Veopa’s stash of captives would take a hit.” 
 
    “Sounds like we have a plan,” Nia said in a decisive tone. “How long will it take before we are close enough to Skara to find an enemy ship?” 
 
    “Freya said before the end of the day.” I inclined my head to the warrior princess. “Everyone should eat and get ready, though, because we could start seeing Moose Clan vessels before then.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Cyra replied with a sarcastic salute and a teasing smile.  
 
    I chuckled as the rest of my team mimicked the dark-skinned summoner’s gesture. Then the Mistral mages stood and ambled toward their various destinations to prepare for the ambush plan.  
 
    We travelled for a couple hours at the fast pace set by Sera’s snapdarner. I noticed my mana was virtually unaffected by keeping the Archon in play for an extended amount of time, but I was grateful for the extra energy.  
 
    Freya kept a close watch on our progress, since she knew the area better than the rest of us, and when the warrior princess announced we would reach Skara within the hour, I began my gearing up process.  
 
    I threw out my vingehund, my kalgori and one of my speed slugs, and plumes of smoke covered the deck as my monsters erupted onto the planks of my ship. I had more than enough fire power with my standard summons, but I had plenty more where they came from if we got into a sticky situation. I’d summon my other essential gear closer to fighting time. 
 
    “Why do you put a giant bug on your body?” My wife eyed me curiously as I placed a speed slug on the nape of my neck. “Does it not hurt you?” 
 
    “It actually helps me a lot.” I grinned and crossed the distance between us so the blonde shapeshifter could get a closer look at my summons. “It boosts my speed and agility. It’s called a speed slug.” 
 
    “It is slimy.” Freya poked the speed slug attached to the nape of my neck, and the warrior princess made a sour face. 
 
    “That it is,” I chuckled. “I’ve gotten used to it, but watch this.” 
 
    I took off at a dead run with the speed-slug enhanced power in my legs, ran across the deck of the ship in a blur of motion, crossed the deck again, then slid to a halt in front of my wife. 
 
    “I hardly saw you move!” Freya gasped, and her gold-flecked eyes glimmered with awe. “I never knew such power existed outside of the territories. A part of me is glad to welcome strangers and learn more about the world, but another part of me is grateful we never had to fight off mages from Mistral.” 
 
    “Do you think Hawk Clan would welcome visitors in the future?” I remembered Nia’s query and Arwyn’s desire for future research, but I also liked the idea of being able to bring other friends back to Eyrie Island to visit. I knew I would always be welcomed since I was technically a member of the clan already, but I didn’t know how Chief Fenrir felt about future diplomacy with my homeland.  
 
    “It may depend on how the war with Moose Clan unfolds.” Freya pursed her lips into a thin line while she thought. “If the other clans are victorious, they will give a lot of credit to the foreigners, but if they fail … ” 
 
    “My friends will get the blame.” I furrowed my brows as I finished her train of thought.  
 
    Freya nodded.  
 
    “Well, with what I know of your father and the rest of the hawk people,” I said in an optimistic tone, “victory is all but guaranteed.” 
 
    “I am grateful for the opportunity to kill the enemies of my people.” Freya turned her gaze to the horizon, and the light of the setting sun reflected in her gold-flecked eyes. “We only need to keep one warrior alive, right?” 
 
    “Right,” I chuckled at my wife’s bloodlust. The warrior princess was a formidable female, and I was happy she fought at my side. Freya was not someone I’d want for an enemy.  
 
    As dusk cast deeper shadows across the deck of the Gryffon, my friends climbed up the stairs to join my wife and me at the rail. My monsters explored the deck behind us as they waited for my next command, so I knew I could slide on my armor, wings, and blades with a wave of my will.  
 
    My team wore the same outfits they’d had on when I’d woken up, but Mati had added a fine silver chainmail tunic over her black shirt and jeans. Banishers were a rare class of mages, and vital to closing rifts, so they were usually issued heavier defensive gear.  
 
    “Everyone ready?” I asked as I glanced around at the group of mages.  
 
    “Yep,” Nia confirmed.  
 
    Arwyn gave a firm nod, Braden smiled, and Mati shrugged.  
 
    “We were born ready,” Cyra answered with a wide smile. 
 
    A healer, three summoners, an elemental mage, and a banisher. Even without counting my powerful shapeshifting wife, my force was strong and easily adaptable for any situation, so I wouldn’t be surprised if we’d returned to the ship before the moon rose.  
 
    First, we had to find a Moose Clan warrior to interrogate, though, so I pulled on my vingehund’s sight with a mental command and scanned for life. After a moment, I saw a tiny dot of red far to the eastern horizon, but it was something. 
 
    I sensed for my bond with Sera, and the dark-winged Archon purred with pleasure as I communicated my commands. In the sky in front of the prow, Sera’s snapdarner veered to the southeast and tugged on the rope connected to my ship, and beneath my feet I felt the change in direction as the Gryffon angled slightly and aimed for the red dots.  
 
    Then, on the southeastern edge of the water where the dots grew steadily stronger in my vision, an island came into view. The Gryffon chugged through the water at a brisk pace, and the hazy purplish shape grew steadily larger in the distance, but I judged it to be about a mile away. With my vingehund eyes, I could see the island was densely bathed in a red aura, which meant there were a lot of people, but the thirty-foot-tall metal walls encircling the land confirmed what I already knew. 
 
    We’d reached Skara. 
 
    I dismissed my vingehund sight with a wave of my will as I turned back to my team. 
 
    “That’s Skara,” I informed them and gestured to the distant island.  
 
    I sent a mental command to Sera, and her snapdarner ceased its buzzing flight and landed on the prow of the ship. The dark-winged Archon slid off her summon’s segmented back, and the black strips of cloth covering her rippled with the movement. Even from the other side of the ship, I could see her fangs as she cast me a pleased smile. 
 
    Then, while my friends squinted at the hazy shape of the island on the horizon, I crossed to the anchor and threw the metal hook into the ocean. When I returned to my team at the rail on the upper deck a moment later, the Gryffon had come to a complete stop. 
 
    “It’s huge!” Cyra gasped. “How many people live there?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” I frowned. “Tens of thousands, most likely.” 
 
    “It looks bigger than Hartmire Enclave,” Nia observed. 
 
    “Shit, it looks bigger than Varle Enclave,” Braden countered with a low whistle.  
 
    “We’re not taking on the whole city, though,” Mati said in an anxious tone. “Just one boat. That’s what you said, right, Gryff?” 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed, and I gave the banisher a steady look. “But like I already said, you can stay here if you want.” 
 
    “You’re not going to leave me behind that easily.” Mati lifted her chin with a stubborn gleam in her green eyes. 
 
    “We shouldn’t sail too close,” Freya suddenly interrupted. “This ship may have been marked as stolen, and they could raise an alarm.” 
 
    “Smart thinking,” I replied in her language, then quickly translated her words to my Mistral friends. 
 
    “How are we supposed to get closer, then?” Braden asked, and doubt crept into his voice. “Maybe we are biting off more than we can chew … ” 
 
    “We can handle this.” I spoke calmly. The last thing I needed was for Braden to lose his cool while we were in the middle of a fight. “It is volunteer only, though. I don’t expect anyone to do anything they don’t agree with.” 
 
    “You already know what I’m going to say,” Braden sighed and gave me a wry grin. “If I didn’t want to fight, I would have stayed in Mistral.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” I shrugged, then refocused on the mission at hand. “Okay, so we need to leave the boat here, find an enemy ship, grab a moose, and come back.” 
 
    “I have questions,” Nia said as she arched a perfectly shaped eyebrow. “Braden is right. If we leave the boat here, how are we supposed to find a ship? And once we find a ship and get a moose shapeshifter, how do we get back?” 
 
    “Well, obviously we’re going to fly.” The corner of my mouth twitched as I returned her gaze. “Or walk across the ocean. Whatever works best for you.” 
 
    Nia rolled her eyes, but didn’t respond. 
 
    “Anyone else have any objections before I outline the first phase?” I crossed my arms and gave my friends a questioning look. When I heard no comments, I cleared my throat and continued. “First, scout for a ship leaving the island. Between Freya and our summons we have plenty of flying power, so everyone can search from the sky. We circle our target and attack from the air before we board. Keep one enemy alive. Free any imprisoned shapeshifters. Return to the ship with our captive.” 
 
    My team nodded in confirmation as I listed out my plan, and then I quickly translated everything to Freya. My wife immediately initiated her shift into hawk form, but as her face transformed into the head of a raptor, the shapeshifter winked at me. I winked back, then pulled on my own wings with a mental command to my vingehund. Braden tossed out the crystal for his king gryphon, and Kalon hopped down from Cyra’s shoulder. The little silver dragon trilled with excitement as she grew into her larger shape, and a moment later, her bright pink wings stretched over my head. 
 
    I threw out my other speed slugs and my bullet bass, then I called the summons I’d cast already to come closer to me, and my kalgori fluttered by my shoulder while I attached a speed slug to my vingehund. I had three more of the fast slithering summons, so I gave one to Braden, one to Cyra, and held the last one out to Freya. 
 
    “This way we can all travel faster,” I said, then repeated my words in my wife’s language.  
 
    My summoner friends nodded gratefully, and they instantly turned to their monsters with the speed slugs in hand.  
 
    Freya eyed the third slug cautiously, but I motioned for her to turn around so I could put the speed slug on her neck, and the warrior princess obliged. I attached my summons to her feathered neck, and the hawk woman shivered beneath my hands. I stroked her wing reassuringly, and then I circled around to my wife’s raptor face to check her reaction. 
 
    Her gold-flecked eyes went wide as my monster’s energy surged through her, and her gaze flicked eagerly to the sky. 
 
    I motioned for her to wait and gave her a big smile. 
 
    It didn’t seem like the shapeshifter would have a negative reaction to my monster’s power, so I let out the breath I hadn’t even realized I’d been holding. Some people couldn’t handle the effects of the speed slug, but I had no way of knowing until I tried.  
 
    “I’ll ride with Braden and Mati,” Arwyn suggested and pulled me out of my thoughts as she eyed the king gryphon with obvious appreciation. “Nia, you’re with Cyra.” 
 
    “Yes, Miss Hamner,” Nia replied instantly with a nod of her head. Then the elemental mage followed the dark-skinned summoner up onto the silver dragon’s back.  
 
    Cyra murmured something in Nia’s ear as my two lovers situated themselves comfortably, and the ashen-haired mage blushed as she glanced back at me. 
 
    I’d definitely have to ask what that was about later. 
 
    Braden lifted Mati and Arwyn up to sit between his summon’s wings, and then heaved his ox-life form onto the king gryphon’s back behind them.  
 
    “Everyone go high and circle the city from a wide perimeter,” I instructed. “The further away from the island the boat is, the better. The fewer visible opponents on board, the better. If there are imprisoned shapeshifters on board--” 
 
    “The better.” All my friends spoke in unison, and as the words rang loudly from the combination of their voices, the Mistral mages burst out laughing. The sound was infectious, and I couldn’t help but chuckle while I waited for them to calm down. 
 
    I blinked at my mounted team as I regained my composure. Freya watched the interaction curiously in her bird form, but the shapeshifter just tilted her head to one side and curled her talons against the wooden deck like a baker kneading dough.  
 
    “So,” I said once everyone turned their eyes back to my face. “We’re all on the same page. Let’s go!”  
 
    The sound of wings beating filled my ears as the dragon, the king gryphon, the shapeshifter, and I all lifted off from the deck and pushed up into the sky. While my bullet bass hovered by my shoulder, my vingehund and my kalgori followed behind me, and I sensed a comradery from my summons I hadn’t noticed before.  
 
    It seemed my flying creatures preferred the flock formation to flying solo.  
 
    Cyra whooped with joy as Kalon sprinted ahead and outpaced the group, but then Freya spiraled past the silver dragon and took the lead.  
 
    The warrior princess was not one to be outdone. 
 
    A moment later, my team of flying mages and my shapeshifting wife broke through the bank of clouds and hovered among the gray-white plumes. The air was colder at this elevation, and goosebumps tickled along my arms.  
 
    I gestured to get my team’s attention, but I had to shout to be heard over the sound of wings and the wind currents.  
 
    “Cyra, Nia, and I will circle to the east,” I called out and pointed to my right. “Freya, Braden, Mati, and Arwyn will fly to the west. Relay at crossing points and tighten the circle inward toward the city.” 
 
    Then I repeated my instructions in Freya’s language.  
 
    With that, my team leapt into action, and as the flying beasts parted, I pumped my wings to soar behind Kalon. We descended below the cloud cover, and I scanned the island below.  
 
    Even though I was about a mile away, I had a closer view of the city from this height, and the maze-like streets were covered in small moving dots I assumed were people. Skara bustled with activity, and the port was no exception. Black smoke puffed from large ships harbored in the dock, but a stream of ocean traffic crowded the entrance to the city. Those ships were too close to all the watchful eyes in Skara, though, so I cast my gaze away from the island and into the empty ocean.  
 
    I didn’t see any boats in the water below me, so I tugged on my wings with my shoulder muscles and soared around the side of the island in a wide arc.  
 
    Kalon pumped her bright pink wings in the sky ahead of me, and the two women astride the dragon peered to each side of the monster.  
 
    “There!” Cyra shouted suddenly and pointed.  
 
    I followed the line of her finger and saw an oval shape floating on the water to the south of Skara.  
 
    “Let’s get closer!” I called back and pulled on all my speed-slug energy to zip through the air toward the ship.  
 
    I pulled on my vingehund sight, and a moment later, red blobs littered my vision as I scanned the deck of the ship. I blinked as I counted, but as I reached twenty dots, Kalon swooped up and banked her wings beside me. 
 
    “There are prisoners on board!” Cyra shouted over the wind from her silver dragon’s back.  
 
    “I counted thirty prisoners and ten enemies,” Nia supplied with a firm nod from her spot behind Cyra.  
 
    “Go get the others,” I ordered and released my vingehund sight with a mental command. “I’ll keep a watch on the boat’s position.” 
 
    My lovers nodded, and a moment later, the silver dragon rose up into the cloud cover and disappeared from view.  
 
    I circled the boat as closely as I could while I waited for my team to regroup since I didn’t want to chance being spotted before the attack, but by the time I saw the flying beasts and my shapeshifting wife approach, I’d gotten a good look at my target. 
 
    The ship appeared to be a cargo vessel, with a wide flat deck and a big, smoky pipe at the back. The vessel was filled with rows of metal cages, and the warriors paced the aisles with crossbows and axes in hand. I noticed a few antlered heads, so I knew I would get my Moose Clan captive.  
 
    “Is that the one?” Braden called out when he got close enough for me to hear.  
 
    “I think so,” I confirmed. “I see moose guys, but not many. It’s mostly prisoners on board.” 
 
    “Let’s do this!” Mati whooped and pumped her fist up into the air. 
 
    I shook my head in amazement as I chuckled at the banisher’s enthusiasm. 
 
    Once she was on board, it seemed she was really on board.  
 
    “Three prong formation,” I barked out and gestured to emphasize my instructions. “Cyra, Nia and Freya attack from the port side. Braden, Mati, and Arwyn attack from starboard. I’ll land into the center of the boat.” 
 
    “Of course you will!” Cyra laughed, and the melodic sound rang through the air.  
 
    I shrugged and gave my friends my best smile, and then I quickly translated my instructions to my wife.  
 
    The hawk woman nodded her raptor head, and her gold-flecked eyes narrowed as she eyed the ship below us.  
 
    Freya was ready. My Mistral mages were ready. 
 
    I was ready. 
 
    So, I took a deep breath, extended my bullet bass armor with a wave of my will, then gave my team the command to attack. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    My friends rushed toward the enemy ship and split their ranks to surround our opponents. I commanded my vingehund to follow me closely while I told my kalgori to multiply at the same time. Then I pumped my wings with speed slug energy and zoomed through the air like an arrow. 
 
    Suddenly, I heard a zing, a thud, and then a shout of pain. I glanced to my right and saw Freya spiraling from the air with a bolt jutting from her wing. My heart dropped, and I lunged after her.  
 
    Kalon was closer to my wife, though, and as soon as Freya had cried out, Cyra’s familiar tucked her wings and chased after the falling warrior princess so fast, the monster was nothing but a streak of silver in my peripheral. The dragon quickly crossed the distance, extended her claws, and snagged a hold of the shapeshifter.  
 
    My wife was safe, but rage burned in my chest. Whoever shot Freya was going to die, and I would just use another man for my captive.  
 
    Six of the moose warriors stood in a circle formation at the center of the deck and aimed their crossbows at the sky, but they were far enough apart to prevent their large, heavy antlers from knocking against each other. 
 
    Perfect.  
 
    I zoomed across the vessel through the air, and then I twisted my wings sharply to get my feet beneath me when I was directly above the moose warriors. With my speed-slug enhanced movements, my opponents hadn’t noticed my arrival yet, but I heard a shout of alarm as I tucked in my wings and dropped onto the deck behind them.  
 
    A warrior whipped around and aimed his crossbow at my face, but as he pulled the trigger to release the bolt, I slid forward below the weapon and thrust the heel of my hand up against the barrel. The bolt launched through the air over my head, but in my next breath, I spun my leg out and caught my opponent behind his heels. I hissed as my kick landed on the moose warrior’s thick armor, but my opponent remained on his feet.  
 
    Suddenly, I heard my vingehund snarl, and I glanced back to see my summons had dropped from the air and onto my opponent’s chest. The canine-like monster’s attack knocked the crossbow from my enemy’s hands, and my summons ripped into the shapeshifter’s throat with a ferocious growl.  
 
    The moose warrior fell backward from the impact, tripped over my leg, and pounded onto the deck with a reverberating thud. Blood sprayed around my summons’ fanged jaw, and the shapeshifter wailed out a wet, gurgling noise. 
 
    I sensed one of the other Moose Clan soldiers move to my side, and I jumped to my feet an instant before an axe swung through the air where my head had been. The edge of the shapeshifter’s blade scraped against my bullet bass armor, and sparks trailed behind the weapon’s movement as metal hit metal. 
 
    With the extra speed and agility of my speed slug, I slid to the side, summoned kalgori blades along my hands and arms, pulled out my daggers, and then jumped onto the moose man’s back before he even had a chance to swing his axe again. My opponent had a crossbow slung over his shoulder, and I used the weapon as a foothold as I clambered up to grab onto the shapeshifter’s antlers.  
 
    The warrior bellowed and whipped around to dislodge me, but I managed to wrap my legs around his neck. 
 
    Bolts zipped through the air as the other soldiers shot at me, but I ignored them. My bullet bass armor would protect me from rogue projectiles, and with any luck, my opponents would hit my current target and weaken him further.  
 
    I tightened my grip on the shapeshifter’s large antler with my right hand, and I let out a low whistle when my fist barely encircled the diameter of my enemy’s appendage. Then I hoisted myself up enough to grab a hold of the moose guard’s helmet and jerked. The metal stalled against my opponent’s antlers, and I growled as I yanked harder. 
 
    The moose guard’s head swung wildly from my efforts, but the helmet didn’t budge, so I gritted my teeth and pulled out my father’s dagger.  
 
    I squeezed my legs tightly, lunged over my enemy’s armored head, and stabbed my blade into my opponent’s visor.  
 
    The shapeshifter threw back his head and let out a loud, guttural bellow of pain, and I struggled to maintain my grasp as the moose guard’s antlers flew backward with the movement. The moose remained standing, though, so it seemed the fight wasn’t over yet.  
 
    I grappled for a better hold with my father’s dagger in hand, and I caught my blade on the rigged edge of my opponent’s antler. While the shapeshifter bucked with panicked frenzy, and arrows bounced off my chrome covered wings, I sawed through the base of my enemy’s huge horn with my dagger.  
 
    My blade scraped against bone as it severed the horned growth, and the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end from the sound, but in the next breath, a sharp crack filled the air, and the weakened antler fractured and then broke off.  
 
    The amputated antler clattered to the deck and bounced before it skittered to a stop. Blood poured from the hole in my enemy’s helmet where the antler had been a moment before. The shapeshifter twisted and lurched, still determined to unseat me from his back, but I clenched my teeth and held on. 
 
    When I had a firm grip, I attacked the other antler despite my enemy’s thrashing, and a moment later, I sat astride my opponent’s shoulders with an unobstructed view. I grinned and pulled out my rhin dagger, and then I stabbed a blade into each antler wound with all my strength.  
 
    The blades smashed into my enemy’s skull, and the force vibrated up my arms, but then metal broke through bone, and my daggers sank into my opponent’s brain.  
 
    The shapeshifter twitched as he died, and then he began to crumple beneath me. 
 
    I cursed as I yanked my daggers free and pumped my wings to clear the path of his collapsing body.  
 
    “Gryff!” I heard Nia’s voice call out from behind me. “Watch out!”  
 
    I swiveled to face the moose guard who barreled down on me with a huge double headed axe in hand. Behind my attacker, I saw Nia standing with her arms extended before her, and rivers of fire flowed out from her fingers, but in the next instant, the approaching moose warrior swung his long-handled axe over his head. 
 
    I jumped back as the blade dug deep into the wood planks of the deck, but before my opponent could recover his weapon, I used the speed of my summons to lunge forward and run up the handle. I pushed off when my boot hit my enemy’s elbow, used my wings to balance myself, and then kicked out with both feet directly into his helmet covered face. 
 
    The force of my impact knocked my opponent backward, and he lost his grasp on his weapon as he smacked into the deck.  
 
    I pumped my wings to hover over his head while he fell, but in the next moment, I tucked in my wings and landed on his chest. I twirled my daggers in my hand, and then I crossed them over my opponent’s chainmail-covered throat beneath the edge of his helmet.  
 
    I let out a low growl through clenched teeth as I sliced into his neck with all my strength. The chainmail split beneath my rhin dagger, and in the next moment, blood sprayed across my face like a broken water spigot. Then the warrior shuddered, and I knew he was dead. 
 
    I stood shakily to my feet, wiped the blood from my face with my shirt sleeve, and then glanced around the ship to collect my bearings.  
 
    I heard a sudden yowl behind me, and I spun around to see Braden’s king gryphon grab a moose guard in its beak and toss it into the air.  
 
    The enemy shapeshifter spiraled with arms and legs extended, but an instant later, my roommate’s summons darted through the air and latched onto the moose guard. The half-cat, half-eagle monster screeched out a battle cry, and then it raked the armored moose man’s chest with the lion claws on its hindlegs while it gripped the shapeshifter by the shoulders with its bird-like talons.  
 
    Shreds of armor and flesh rained down into the ocean below as the shapeshifter-monster shape careened through the air, and I let out a low breath as the king gryphon soared over my head with viscera dripping from its claws and talons.  
 
    Suddenly, a sharp bolt of lightning zapped so close my skin crawled, and I squinted into the blinding hot light to see Nia Kenefick streaming electricity toward a moose guard at the center of her blast. The smell of burning flesh filled the air, and the metal of the shapeshifter’s armor blackened beneath the heat of the elemental mage’s attack. Then flames erupted from the visor of the helmed head, and my lover’s opponent staggered over the rail of the ship. 
 
    The wet plop indicated the shapeshifter’s descent below the waves, and Nia halted her electric blasts with a pleased nod.  
 
    I glanced around the ship and realized the battle was over, but then I cursed when I also realized we still didn’t have a captive.  
 
    “Did we kill all of them?” I questioned as I jogged over to Nia.  
 
    “What do you mean?” The ashen-haired mage shot me a worried look. “You didn’t leave anyone alive?” 
 
    “I didn’t really have a choice with those guys.” I frowned. “There has to be more.” 
 
    “Hey, Gryff!” I heard Cyra call from across the ship. “You should come see this.” 
 
    I turned to see my dark-skinned summoner standing on the threshold to the lower deck, and she beckoned me over when I waved.  
 
    I crossed the ship and followed the dark-skinned summoner into the darkness of the lower deck. We headed down a short hallway, and Cyra dipped into a door to the right near the end. I ducked my head below the low clearance of the portal, and when I glanced around, I realized we were in the galley. A couple of tall tables with barstools shoved beneath them were scattered around the room, but one of the chairs laid on its side near Kalon’s long silver tail. The dragon was hunched over something in the corner of the kitchen, but the cabinets blocked my view of what Cyra’s familiar guarded. 
 
    Cyra strode across the room, muttered something to her monster, then reached into the shadows and lifted up a man by the shirt.  
 
    Except I noticed it wasn’t a man. The chubby face, soft round nose, and the nubs of antlers just beginning to grow marked this shapeshifter as a kid. The moose kid was taller than Cyra when he straightened up to stand at full height, but he shot terrified glances around the room and huddled in the corner, so I could tell he wasn’t a fighter. The shapeshifter wore a dirty apron that may have been white at some point, and beneath that he wore simple breeches and a tunic. The moose kid had curly brown hair that jiggled with every movement of his head, and his dark eyes were wide with fear. 
 
    This wasn’t a warrior, but he was Moose Clan. He would have to do. 
 
    “I don’t know what he is saying.” Cyra shrugged, then pushed on the boy’s back to urge him forward. “But he seems harmless.” 
 
    “Don’t eat me, please,” the kid whimpered in his language as he shuffled toward me. 
 
    We didn’t seem to have any other options at this point, so I pulled out the crystal for my arachness and tossed it to the floor. The moose kid gasped and clambered away from me as my spider-like beast sprang from the plumes, but I ignored him and summoned my own webbing. Then I spat out the sticky string from the palm of my hand, and with the help of my arachness, started to create my restraints. 
 
    “I’m not going to eat you,” I reassured the kid, but my words sounded pathetic considering I was ensnaring him in a trap similar to the kind spiders made to hold their prey.  
 
    It only took me a moment to wrap up the kid in a web cocoon, and then I recalled all my monsters except for my vingehund, hoisted my whimpering captive over my shoulder, and returned to the upper deck.  
 
    A tense, yet chaotic scene greeted me as I crossed the threshold with the moose kid cocoon propped up on my shoulder. Birds flew through the air, rabbits, racoons, and bears rushed across the ship to dive over the rail into the water, and a snow leopard and a wolf stood tail to tail as they faced the scattered circle of my team. It looked like the newly freed shapeshifters would attack at any moment. 
 
    Maker, what the fuck happened? 
 
    I watched the prisoners abandon ship and splashed into the ocean until the two carnivores at the center of the vessel were the only freed shapeshifters remaining on the deck.  
 
    Freya was in her human form as she stood beneath the wing of the king gryphon, and as the monster extended its feathered arm protectively over my wife’s head, the blonde shapeshifter pressed her lips into a hard line as she gazed at the freed captives. My wife’s face was unreadable, but she nursed her injured arm against her side, and an urge to hold her suddenly gripped me.  
 
    I knew there were tensions between the hawk people and the other predatorial clans in the territories, but my wife had offered shelter and alliance to previous clans we’d saved recently. Whether it was her wounded arm or some bad blood, Freya did not seem friendly as she watched the freed captives circle. 
 
    Braden and Mati stood on the other side of his king gryphon, and the black-haired banisher held her side with a pained expression as she leaned against my roommate’s chest.  
 
    On the prow, Arwyn and Nia stood at the ready with fabricated swords in hand. Since the red-haired healer was an adept mage, she could create items from her body in addition to her talents of healing. My lover often fought with a rapier fabricated from her arm, but Nia’s weapon was new to me. The muddy brown color and rocky appearance of the hilt led me to believe the elemental mage had created the blade with her earth magic. I knew from personal experience how skilled my ashen-haired lover was with a blade, and I watched her twirl her weapon deftly as she eyed the freed shapeshifters cautiously. 
 
    At least they looked ready for an attack if it came to it. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Cyra questioned as she took in the scene. 
 
    “I don’t know.” I frowned. “But I’m going to put a stop to it right now.” 
 
    I plopped the moose kid cocoon down, and the young man groaned from the impact. Then I strode across the deck to stand before the carnivorous shapeshifters, and I cleared my throat. 
 
    “I assume you were prisoners of Moose Clan?” I asked the wolf and the snow leopard in the language of the clans. 
 
    The shapeshifters glanced at each other, and then they started to transform into their human shapes until a man with shaggy black hair and a woman with salt and pepper colored locks stood before me.  
 
    “Shadow beasts are worse than Moose Clan!” the woman growled as she eyed the monsters among my team fearfully. “I would rather die than have my soul devoured.” 
 
    “You were headed for an even worse fate than that before my friends released you from that cage.” I gave the snow leopard woman a hard look. “You were going to be sacrificed and turned into an animal.” 
 
    “Why do you think we were prisoners?” The wolf man spoke in a sharp tone, and I noticed him edge closer to the snow leopard woman. “Not everyone agrees with Moose Clan’s orders.” 
 
    “You’re going to feed us to the shadow beasts!” the snow leopard woman wailed as she pointed to the bundle of spider webs behind me, and then she turned to shoot the wolf man an anxious look. “Rogan, we have to get out of here … ” 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” Rogan responded in a low voice. “You saw what they did to the moose guards, they would kill us instantly.” 
 
    “I don’t want to hurt you,” I interrupted loudly. “We saved you from the moose guards and busted you out of your cages. Why would we go through all of that just to kill you?”  
 
    “Clan law says no mercy,” the woman blubbered and started to step away from me. “Rogan, we have to run!” 
 
    “Lorna, wait.” Rogan put out a hand to beckon for the snow leopard woman to stop. “I want to hear him out. Besides, they can all fly, they would hunt us down as soon as we ran.” 
 
    “I mean you no harm,” I repeated in a steady tone. I locked my gaze on the woman, and I tried to make my expression comforting, but I knew I looked terrifying with my vingehund wings and my hair soaked with moose blood. “I am here to get a single moose warrior, free captive shapeshifters, and look for my friend. If you aren’t on the side standing in my way, we can be allies.” 
 
    “You are not a shapeshifter,” Rogan noted as he eyed me curiously. The wolf man had a long slender nose and small dark eyes, but he seemed a lot calmer than he was when I’d showed up while they were in animal form. “Why do you help us? How do you speak our language? How did you defeat so many moose guards?” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, one thing at a time,” I chuckled as I raised my hands to stem the flow of questions. “You’re right, I’m not from around here, but Hawk Clan welcomed me, so of course I’m not going to sit back and watch some bastards put them in cages. As far as how I defeated those assholes, I don’t have time to fully explain what you saw earlier, so just know this, nothing is going to stand in my way.” 
 
    Rogan swallowed hard, and the wolf man shot a fearful glance at his companion.  
 
    “You will let us live if we do not stand in your way?” Lorna gnawed on her lip as she processed my response. “Then let us go.” 
 
    “I plan on it.” I nodded. “I just want to ask you one question first.” 
 
    “What could we tell you?” Rogan sounded worried. “We were prisoners for weeks, and the moose guards never told us more than was necessary to do the job.” 
 
    “I have a moose to question about that stuff already,” I said and jerked my head at the blob of spider webbing that held the moose kid securely. “I need something else from the two of you. All the other prisoners abandoned ship as soon as they were free, but I’m looking for my friend. He was captured by Moose Clan, so maybe you have seen him?” 
 
    “What does your friend look like?” Lorna asked hesitantly.  
 
    “Give me one moment, and I can show you,” I explained. Then I pulled on my bond with Phi to slip on my Varleth form, and when I spoke again, it was in the gyspy’s dry voice. “This man is Varleth Prost. He is from Mistral, so he wouldn’t speak the language of the clans. We were separated a couple weeks ago, but I heard he was in Skara at one point.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Rogan said with a shake of his head. “I do not recognize your friend.” 
 
    “We cannot help you,” Lorna added, but something in the way she looked at my Varleth impression told me otherwise. 
 
    “Are you sure?” I pushed.  
 
    The snow leopard woman hesitated, and I noticed the wolf man cast her a questioning glance, but then she shook her head and looked away from me.  
 
    “I am sure,” Lorna said in a soft voice.  
 
    I sighed and raked a hand through my blood-soaked hair as I dismissed the illusion. I couldn’t force the shapeshifters to tell me more, and they were already terrified of me enough as it was. I just had to make sure I could get some knowledge from the moose kid, and I hoped it would be enough to give me the edge I needed to rescue Varleth.  
 
    “Fine, do what you want with the ship, I have no need for it.” Then I turned away from the freed shapeshifters and beckoned my friends closer. “Let’s head back to the ship. We got what we came here for.” 
 
    “Any luck with those two?” Nia asked as she jerked her chin toward Rogan and Lorna. “I saw you turn into Varleth.” 
 
    “No luck there.” I shrugged. “My gut tells me the woman knows more, but she’s too scared of me to say anything.” 
 
    “Should we just let her leave, then?” Cyra asked with raised eyebrows.  
 
    “She won’t willingly tell us what she knows, but I’m not willing to put her back into a cage to make her talk.” I frowned. “There’s no telling how long they’ve been imprisoned by their overlords, and I just don’t think the end would justify the method.” 
 
    “But we’re okay kidnapping a moose?” Mati asked as she folded her arms over her chest.  
 
    “The Moose Clan bastards have ruled the territories with an iron fist,” I argued, but I was growing tired of defending myself to the black-haired banisher. I respected my team enough to explain my plans and intentions to them until everyone was on the same page, but we needed to get back to the ship and continue our voyage. “Besides, I’ll let the kid go when I’m done with him.” 
 
    “Kid?” Arwyn arched an eyebrow as she shot me a curious look.  
 
    “Look,” I said and bypassed her question, “let’s all go back to the Gryffon, talk to the moose guy, and then we can discuss everything else after that. Okay?” 
 
    I received a couple of skeptical glances and mumbled responses, but my team turned to their various mounts and obeyed my order.  
 
    I crossed the distance to my wife and tried to hide the worry in my eyes when I saw the pain on her face.  
 
    “Can you make it back to the ship?” I asked as I wrapped a gentle arm around her shoulders.  
 
    “No.” Freya shook her head firmly. “I cannot fly, but I can still ride. I will be okay.” 
 
    “Alright, but as soon as we get back, you are laying down and getting healed.” I gave her a stern look. “No arguing.” 
 
    “Yes, my love,” Freya replied, and her gold-flecked eyes glimmered with amusement. “Whatever you wish.” 
 
    With that settled, Braden added Freya to his collection of passengers, and my wife’s eyes were filled with awe as she stared at the gryphon’s raptor head. For a hawk woman, the giant bird-like beast had to be impressive, but she looked pleased with her mount, so I focused on getting the prisoner a ride. 
 
    I called my vingehund down from her aerial patrol, and my canine-like summons landed skillfully on the deck by my side. I hoisted the kid up onto my shoulder again, and I groaned from the weight of him. I was confident my monster could carry him the short distance back to my ship, though, so I readjusted the moose kid’s weight on my shoulder, then hefted him up onto my summons’ back. I placed the cocoon bundle between the pale blue feathered wings, but I pulled a long strand of webbing loose and used it to bind the moose kid to my monster.  
 
    The sun was setting over the western edge of the ocean when my vingehund and I lifted off the Moose Clan ship. I followed behind my summons’ flight closely, and I noticed my monster struggled to carry the heavy load.  
 
    I clenched my teeth. The Gryffon wasn’t far, but if my vingehund couldn’t make it, I’d have to act fast. 
 
    Fortunately, my vingehund stayed aloft until my ship came into view, and I saw Kalon landing on the deck as we approached. Sera and her snapdarner hadn’t moved from the prow, but the Archon’s face lit up when I swooped down from the clouds. By the time I landed on my ship beside my monster, pulled the cocoon off her back, and dismissed my wings, my team gathered around me.  
 
    I grinned at my friends as I recalled my vingehund and tucked her crystal back into my bandolier. 
 
    “Mission successful,” I declared. Then I scanned the group until my eyes landed on Freya, and I repeated the words in her language.  
 
    The warrior princess flashed me a quick smile, but it didn’t reach her gold-flecked eyes. I knew my wife was in pain, and for a moment my rage returned as I remembered watching her fall from the sky. 
 
    “Freya needs you,” I said in an urgent tone as I turned to Arwyn.  
 
    “I’m on it,” the healer replied with a curt nod. Then the red-haired professor took Freya by the hand of her uninjured arm and led her away.  
 
    I exhaled a deep breath and let my worry for my shapeshifting wife ease from my tense shoulders. Arwyn would heal her, and everything would be fine.  
 
    “You guys did good,” I said to the rest of my team as I eyed them proudly. My gaze took in the banisher as she still held a hand against her ribs, so I shot her a pointed look. “Mati, are you okay?” 
 
    “Just a few bruised ribs.” Mati smirked. “A moose guy kicked me in the side and knocked me off my feet, but Gryff Junior destroyed him. A couple naps and some ice, and I’ll be good as new.” 
 
    “You sound like me,” I chuckled. “Speaking of sleeping, it’s already pretty late. I say we call it a night and question our moose guy tomorrow.” 
 
    “Best idea you’ve had all day,” Braden said in an appreciative tone. “Does anyone ever take a day off from fighting around here?” 
 
    “Not when there’s a war going on.” I gave my roommate a wry smile. “And there’s always a war going on.” 
 
    “I’m definitely ready to get to Varleth.” The ox-like summoner frowned. “Maker, I can’t even imagine what he is going through.” 
 
    “We will find him,” I vowed with confidence. “Soon.” 
 
    “I know.” Braden smiled softly, then patted me on the shoulder as he shook his head. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow, Gryff.” 
 
    “Goodnight,” I said and clapped him on the back.  
 
    “Night.” The ox-like summoner wrapped an arm around Mati, and then the couple waved goodnight before they headed below deck. 
 
    “I’m going to turn in, too.” Nia placed a soft kiss against my cheek, and the smell of her made my mouth water for a moment. “Get some sleep, Gryff.” 
 
    “Sweet dreams, princess.” I smirked.  
 
    “You know I hate being called princess.” My ashen-haired lover glared at me and punched me in the shoulder. 
 
    “Had to.” I gave her an innocent smile while I rubbed my shoulder. “For old time’s sake.” 
 
    “Careful, yokel,” the elemental mage countered with a teasing smile. “I can still take you down, you know.” 
 
    “We will have to see about that sometime soon, Kenefick.” I grinned. “I’ll let you get some rest first, though. It wouldn’t be a real victory if you’re low on steam.” 
 
    Nia rolled her eyes but didn’t respond as she turned toward the lower deck, and her ashen colored ponytail swung wildly across her back.  
 
    I chuckled to myself as I turned to say goodnight to Cyra. The dark-skinned summoner stood next to the cocoon blob of my captive, and her chocolate eyes danced as I approached her. 
 
    “You’re pretty amazing, you know that, Gryff?” Cyra grinned. “You probably could have taken on that whole boat full of moose guys by yourself.” 
 
    “Yeah, probably,” I agreed as I matched her smile, “but it was faster and easier when we worked as a team. I’m glad you were with me.” 
 
    “I promised Maelor a long time ago that I would watch your back whenever I could.” Cyra lifted her chin proudly. “Even though the old man doesn’t know we found you, I will honor my promise till the day I die.” 
 
    “I love you, Cyra,” I said in a husky voice, and I meant it. 
 
    “I love you, too, Gryff.” Cyra stepped forward and wrapped her arms around my neck. She stared up into my eyes for a long moment, then pulled my lips to hers. 
 
    I moaned as her tongue slid against mine, and I pulled her hips against me as I pushed deeper into my lover’s mouth.  
 
    Cyra pulled away with a gasp, and her brown eyes were dark with desire as she released her grip on my neck.  
 
    “Let me know when you’re well rested,” I murmured as I nuzzled my nose into her hair. I held onto her hips to keep her warmth pressed against me for a moment longer, then let her go with a sigh. “We all need to get some sleep tonight.” 
 
    “I don’t want to slee--” Cyra started to reply, but a yawn overtook her. When she regained her composure, her face showed her surrender. “Okay, fine. I’ll sleep alone tonight, but I want to be in your arms soon.” 
 
    “I agree with you there,” I chuckled. “Have sweet dreams, and I’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
    “Sweet dreams.” Cyra waved softly, and then she headed toward the entrance to the lower deck. 
 
    When I was alone on the upper deck, I crossed the distance to where Sera stood with her snapdarner. 
 
    “Sorry that took so long,” I called out as I approached. “Thanks for guarding the ship while I was gone.” 
 
    “Did you bring me a present?” Sera asked in a playful tone as her yellow eyes flicked to the cocoon on the other side of the ship. “An after battle snack?” 
 
    “That’s a Moose Clan shapeshifter.” I frowned. “He isn’t for you. I’m going to question him about the area south of Skara.” 
 
    “I can smell his fear from here.” Sera lifted her nose up in the air and sniffed. “Disgusting mortal odor.” 
 
    “I want you to tie him to the mast,” I instructed and ignored her complaint. “We will anchor here for the night, but I’ll use your snapdarner to pull the boat again soon.” 
 
    “Yes, lover,” Sera purred, and when I blinked, the dark-winged Archon was pressed up against me. Her breasts were warm despite the scant covering of fabric strips flowing down Sera’s body, and my pulse quickened. “Let’s go to bed … ” 
 
    “I am going to bed,” I countered and pushed Sera away from me. “You’re going back in my head as soon as the captive is secure.” 
 
    “That’s my reward for helping you cross the ocean for days?” Sera pouted. “Rude.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, but I didn’t give the Archon the satisfaction of a response.  
 
    Sera held her defiant expression for a moment, but then a smile slid across her face and revealed her rows of sharp fangs.  
 
    “Very well,” she said, and her feathers ruffled as though to emphasize her words. “I exist to serve you, my master.” 
 
    “Glad we are on the same page.” I arched an eyebrow before I glanced pointedly at the moose kid cocoon. 
 
    “Soon, you will realize my value,” the dark Archon sighed. “When we rule the world side by side, as we will soon enough.” 
 
    Sera tossed her inky black hair over her shoulder and slid across the ship without touching her feet to the deck. Then the dark-winged Archon reached down and lifted the cocooned shapeshifter as though the heavy kid weighed nothing. The goddess’ black wings pumped with purposeful movements, though, and a moment later, Sera deposited the bundle next to one of the masts.  
 
    I watched silently while the Archon grabbed some nearby rope and strapped my captive to the thick wooden pole. Then I pulled on the bond between us to recall the Archon back to my consciousness, and the thick tendrils of inky black essence crawled along the deck of my ship as Sera returned to the angel wing tattoos on my back. 
 
    With that settled, I retired to the captain’s chamber, stripped off my blood-soaked clothes, and collapsed into the four-poster bed. The instant I closed my eyes, I was in the shadowy room of my dreamscape, though, so I sighed and raked a hand through my air as I waited for the Archons to appear and explain what they wanted. I didn’t have to wait long, but my stomach lurched when I saw the goddesses approach from the shadows of my consciousness.  
 
    Phi and Miralea held Utuni by the arms, and Sera followed behind them with a hard look on her face. Utuni struggled against the hands restraining her, but it didn’t seem like she was fighting them very hard.  
 
    I frowned as I glanced over my Archons and noted the firm expression in their eyes. 
 
    “It’s time, Gryff,” Sera spoke up from behind Utuni. “Complete your bond.” 
 
    “He is too weak,” Utuni laughed, and her snake-like eyes narrowed.  
 
    “Let us help you, Gryff.” Phi jerked the snake goddess’ arm roughly to silence her blood chilling laughter.  
 
    “It must be done,” Sera added in an ominous tone, and then the dark-winged Archon stepped around the other three and crossed the distance between us. She slid her tongue languidly across her lips, and her yellow eyes burned with purpose.  
 
    When the dark goddess stood in front of me, I saw a mischievous glint in her eyes, but then Sera ran her hands down my chest as she lowered herself into a squat. The black strips of fabric that barely covered her breasts and groin ran between her thighs, and the Archon looked practically naked from my vantage point. Her long nailed fingers rubbed over the bulge of my cock as she caressed me through my pants, and the dark-winged Archon winked at me before she unhooked the button and pulled out my dick. 
 
    “This isn’t going to wor--” I started to argue, but Sera slid her mouth down over my member, and tingles ran up my spine. I felt my cock harden in her mouth, and the dark-winged Archon let out a muffled chuckle as she twirled her long, inhuman tongue around my shaft. 
 
    “Fuck … ” I hissed as pleasure shot through me, and I felt my member pulse between her hot lips.  
 
    Sera inhaled my cock and buried her nose in my groin as my full length rammed into her throat. She moaned, and I felt the muscles in her mouth and esophagus squeezing against me in a way humans were not capable of. My heartbeat thudded in my ears as my desire rose, and all thoughts vanished from my mind.  
 
    Just when I felt my climax begin to build, however, the dark-winged Archon pulled away and stood up to look me in the eyes.  
 
    “You are ready,” she declared as her yellow eyes burned into mine.  
 
    Then she turned away, and her hips swayed sensually as she walked over to Utuni. Phi and Miralea held the defiant goddess firmly. Sera eyed Utuni for a moment, and then the dark Archon shot me an amused look over her shoulder as she ripped the velvety red fabric from the snake goddess’ body. 
 
    Utuni gasped, and her eyes went wide in shock. She was completely naked, and her caramel colored skin glimmered in the dim light of my dreamscape. The goddess’ smooth breasts heaved with her rapid breaths, and her large, coin sized nipples quickly hardened. Her stomach was toned and muscular, but there was a lithe snake-like quality to the way her body moved. Below her abdomen, Utuni’s groin was smooth and hairless, with a soft split in the rounded mound hiding her moist folds. Then her eyes locked onto my face, and Utuni directed the full force of her rage and desperation into her gaze. 
 
    My cock twitched as I eyed the naked goddess appreciatively. Utuni was sexy as fuck, and I had to admit, the fire in her eyes only strengthened my sudden attraction.  
 
    I shook my head in slight disbelief at what was happening, but I found myself stepping closer to Utuni without even realizing it. Her scent enveloped me, and the heat of her naked body radiated toward me. Her snake-like eyes went wide as I slid my hands around her face and leaned in to kiss her, but as our lips touched, her eyelids fluttered, and Utuni moaned.  
 
    So, I pushed my tongue against her lips and felt her mouth open slightly beneath the pressure. Then, as I slid inside her mouth, the goddess snarled and bit down. 
 
    I jerked back, ripped my lips away, and growled as blood filled my mouth. I spat it out, and I shot Utuni a cold glare. 
 
    Sera stepped up behind the snake goddess, grabbed a fistful of Utuni’s black hair, and pulled the defiant Archon’s head backward. 
 
    Utuni hissed, and her back arched. Restrained as she was between the other three Archons, the snake goddess was splayed out before me with every crevice of her body exposed. She kicked and thrashed with her legs as she sensed what was coming, but her arms and head were held firmly, so her ineffective protests did little to protect her. 
 
    I took a deep breath and gathered my will, and then I grabbed onto one of her thighs and angled my throbbing cock toward her smooth pussy.  
 
    “No!” Utuni gasped as the mushroom tip of my dick rubbed against her opening.  
 
    “Take her!” Sera demanded. 
 
    “No,” Utuni snarled, but I thought I saw a flicker of lust pass across her face. 
 
    “Yes.” I spoke softly as I stared deep into her snake-like eyes, then pushed my cock inside her with a hard thrust. 
 
    “Ahh!” The goddess wailed and arched her hips as I dug my cock deep into her tunnel.  
 
    I hissed with pleasure as the Archon’s tight tunnel gripped me, and I lifted up her other leg to hold her thighs open wider. I withdrew and felt her juices dripping from her entrance, so I slammed into Utuni again with a fierce growl. 
 
    “Ohhhhhh … ” I felt Utuni shudder, and the other Archons struggled to hold her weight as the snake goddess began to spasm. 
 
    The sensation of Utuni’s orgasm drove me over the edge, and I thrust with all my might. Suddenly, the snake goddess ripped her hands free from Phi and Miralea’s grasps, but she twined them around my neck and pulled herself closer against me as she locked her legs behind my back. 
 
    Encouraged, I wrapped my arms around her, shoved her down onto my cock, and rubbed my shaft against the walls of her moist entrance.  
 
    “Gryffff!” Utuni climaxed again with an explosive moan as I lifted her up, and I slid inside her again and again while she stiffened and shook in my arms. 
 
    I knew I was about to cum, and thank the Maker I managed to grab onto the last bit of control I had left and pulled the snake goddess off me. 
 
    I plopped her onto the ground at my feet and gasped as my seed sprayed wildly in a sputtering arc. Utuni blinked up at me with a dazed expression as tendrils of my essence dripped down her face. 
 
    I grinned.  
 
    That was a good image. 
 
    “I had no idea … ” the snake goddess mused in a soft voice as she gazed up at me with her cum-coated face. “I didn’t know what you were before, Gryff, I’m sorry. I’m yours now. Please forgive me for resisting” 
 
    “It’s fine.” As I tugged my spent member back into my pants and refastened the clasp, I felt an itching, tingling sensation on my forearm, and I glanced down to see a green scaled snake tattoo had etched itself into my skin. 
 
    I’d completed the bond with Utuni. 
 
    My control over the snake goddess was finally complete. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    “Now, you can face Veopa with your full power available,” Sera observed in a pleased tone. “You’re welcome.” 
 
    “You sound proud of yourself,” I said as I eyed the subdued Utuni curiously.  
 
    The snake goddess licked at tendrils of my seed as it dripped down her cheek and moaned with delight at the taste. Her snake-like tail moved fluidly through the air behind her with lazy curls and flicks as she sat on her knees, and even though her black hair was disheveled from Sera’s fist and her face was covered in cum, Utuni looked relaxed and happy. 
 
    Maker, the Archons were weird.  
 
    “Perhaps I am,” Sera chuckled. “My intention is only to show you my value, but with time you will see.” 
 
    “Without having to use so much energy to keep Utuni quiet,” Phi added in a sultry voice, “I can focus on pleasing you in other ways.” 
 
    “If Gryff wanted to mate with you, why hasn’t he chosen you in so long?” Miralea crooned to the white-winged Archon. “I was the one he chose before Utuni, and I will be who he chooses next!” 
 
    Phi lashed out with the sharp nails on her blue tinted hand and raked them across Miralea’s face.  
 
    The jaguar goddess yowled and moved to retaliate. 
 
    “Stop!” I bellowed while I shot out a simultaneous blast of will power.  
 
    My attack buffeted against the Archons like gusts of wind, and the goddesses staggered back from the impact. Phi and Miralea exchanged heated glares, but they edged away from each other despite the animosity boiling between them. 
 
    “As far as I am concerned,” I said with a loud, firm voice when I had their attention again, “all of you are equal in my eyes. I am officially wiping the slate clean right now, and we are starting over. Whoever proves to be the most valuable, the most powerful, the most knowledgeable … ” I paused and stared hard into Sera’s evasive yellow eyes. “That Archon will be my favorite and receive extra rewards.”  
 
    “I’ve always performed well with some light competition,” Utuni giggled. The sound resembled the malicious laughter I’d heard from the snake-goddess to a degree, but the feminine and submissive quality of it shocked me. She cast a haughty glance at the other Archons and spoke in a regal tone. “I am the goddess of ambition, after all.” 
 
    “You insult me, Gryff.” Sera sniffed. “I have been nothing but helpful and loyal since I first possessed your mind, and yet, you cast me in with your former enemies as though I am one of them.” 
 
    “There is much you aren’t telling me, Sera,” I said with a hard edge in my voice. “While you have been my ally for some time, I still question your intentions, same as the others. My decision is final, so how you react is your choice.” 
 
    “I will do whatever you want me to do,” Phi insisted with a fanged smile. 
 
    “You know I will obey,” Miralea purred. 
 
    “I … I could be your favorite?” Utuni questioned with bright eyes. 
 
    “I’ll even make it easy for all of you.” I placed my hands on my hips and gave the Archons a steady look. “We will have a competition to see who can make my boat travel the fastest. It will be a chance to show me how useful and valuable you are.” 
 
    “You underestimate me if you think I am in the same league with these weak excuses for Archons,” Sera hissed. Then her black feathered wings rustled as she tossed her inky hair over her shoulder, and she let out a dramatic sigh. “But, if you insist I demonstrate the full extent of my powers, then I must acquiesce.”  
 
    “It’s settled, then.” I dusted off my hands and shot my Archons a pleased grin. “We will see who deserves to call herself my favorite.” 
 
    I dismissed the goddesses with a wave of my will, then drifted into an Archon free, dreamless sleep.  
 
    Judging from the bright warm light in my chambers, the sun was high in the sky when I woke up. I yawned as I stretched out my arms, and the snake tattoo on my previously bare forearm passed my peripheral. With Utuni’s mark complete, I had a total of eight decorations on my skin.  
 
    What would I look like by the time I returned to Mistral? 
 
    I dressed quickly in a sleeveless blue tunic and brown pants Freya had placed in my chambers, slung on my bandolier, and shook out my hair. Then I climbed the steps to the upper deck.  
 
    The Gryffon stood motionless with her sails hanging slack as the waves smashed against the hull. I scanned the ship, noticed the web cocoon still tied to the mast, then spotted my friends lounging by the back rail. My team waved me over when they spotted me, and I quickly crossed the wooden planks of my ship to join them. 
 
    Nia and Arwyn had papers and books spread across their laps, and Cyra sat sideways on her lounger facing Braden and Mati with her legs crossed. Freya sat cross legged on her chair with her hands folded in her lap.  
 
    “No Sera this morning,” Nia noted in a casual tone. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “More than okay,” I confirmed with a grin. “But I plan on using more Archon power to get us to Vay. I may or may not have started a competition among them … ” 
 
    “Oh, Maker,” Arwyn breathed, and her amber eyes looked amused. “What did you do?” 
 
    “Let’s just say we are going to be traveling as fast as we did yesterday from here on out,” I said as I raked a hand through my hair and gave the red-haired healer a sheepish look.  
 
    “You have a new tattoo!” Cyra gasped, and the dark-skinned summoner pointed at my arm. “Isn’t the snake one Utuni’s mark? Does that mean you control her now?” 
 
    “It does.” I nodded.  
 
    “How did you do it?” Nia questioned in a curious tone. “What does it take to master an Archon in your subconscious?” 
 
    I hesitated. On the one hand, I knew my team trusted me as their leader and my women loved me unconditionally, but on the other hand, I wasn’t sure how they would respond to my relationships with the Archons.  
 
    “I had to show her my strength,” I said simply after a long silence.  
 
    Freya tilted her head curiously, and even though she couldn’t understand what I was saying, I knew my wife had sensed some tension in the air. Nia shot Arwyn a doubtful glance, and the red-head shook her head slightly. Cyra frowned, and Mati craned her head to look up at Braden, but my roommate shrugged as he looked around at the group. 
 
    “The Archons are basically like summons, right?” The ox-like summoner furrowed his brows as he worked out his thoughts. “When you buy an essence crystal, you have to teach the summons you are their master. It takes time and practice, but I figured it’s something like that.” 
 
    “Basically.” I mirrored his shrug and gave the large man a grateful smile.  
 
    “Well,” Arwyn said slowly, “I suppose congratulations are in order, then. I must admit, it is a relief to know you are in full control of all the Archons in your head.” 
 
    “My control is ironclad,” I confirmed with a nod. Then I cleared my throat and changed the subject. “We need to get moving, and I need to get some information from the moose, so I’m going to summon Phi, then cut the shapeshifter out of the web. The rest of you can just relax and hang out.” 
 
    I turned to Freya and caught her up with my plans, but I simplified some of the information regarding my Archons so the shapeshifter wouldn’t be freaked out by Phi’s sudden appearance. My wife didn’t need to know the details surrounding my newest tattoo, and even though I saw her gold-flecked eyes glance at it, Freya didn’t mention the decoration on my arm.  
 
    “I’ll prepare a meal for our crew,” Freya said with a smile tugging on the corners of her lips. “Let me know if you need help getting the Moose Clan man to talk.” 
 
    “I’ll hold off on scaring the shit out of him for now,” I chuckled.  
 
    Freya nodded curtly before she headed toward the entrance to the lower deck.  
 
    Then I tugged on my bond with Phi and summoned the white-winged Archon. Plumes of essence burst from the angel wing tattoos on my chest, and a moment later, Phi stood before me.  
 
    Her red eyes gleamed with pleasure as she stretched out her wings, and her blue-tinted skin shone like marble in the sunlight.  
 
    “I knew you would choose me first,” the Archon said with a proud lift of her chin. “We both know I am the most powerful, so why waste precious time with the others?” 
 
    “How do you plan on moving my ship to the south?” I asked and bypassed her competitiveness toward the other Archons. 
 
    “You took my vingehund,” Phi pouted. “I don’t have any summons who can fly now.” 
 
    “You’re going to have to figure something out.” I shrugged. “I’ll give you an hour to come up with something before I pick someone else.” 
 
    “Hmph! I am a goddess of the Shadowscape, and I do not need time to figure something out.” Phi bristled, but she turned and stalked toward the prow, and as she walked, she grew steadily larger.  
 
    By the time she reached the tip of the boat, she was twenty feet tall, and her weight sent the ship rocking. Then the white-winged Archon jumped from the prow and extended her angelic wings, and the boat lurched beneath my feet before it steadied atop the waves. Phi pumped her wings and swiveled in the air above the front of the Gryffon as she continued to stretch into her giant form, and then she called out in a voice so loud that it echoed through the air.  
 
    “I am more than powerful enough to move this tiny human vessel on my own. I doubt any other Archon can do that! Witness my power!”  
 
    Then Phi grabbed the rope attached to the tip of the boat, lashed it around her waist, and rose into the air with powerful thrusts of her giant white wings. The gold chains dangling loosely across her body jingled with her movements, and a beam of light broke through the clouds to reflect off the Archon’s broken halo, which made Phi seem more angelic than monstrous as she pulled the ship across the waves. 
 
    I watched her actions for a long moment until I could feel the boat picking up speed beneath my feet. I scanned the horizon and the angle of the ship, but I was satisfied we were on the correct course, so I left the Archon to her task and turned my attention back to my captive. 
 
    The bundle of spider-like webbing attached to the mast was motionless, but the restrained shapeshifter stared at Phi with wide eyes, so I knew he was conscious and alert.  
 
    I crossed the distance to the center mast and squatted down in front of my prisoner. 
 
    “I want to ask you some questions,” I started, “and if you promise to cooperate, then I’ll cut you loose and get you some food while we talk.” 
 
    “And if I don’t?” The kid was obviously terrified, but he held his chin high, and his gaze was steady.  
 
    “Then I’ll leave you here until you get hungry enough to.” I shrugged. “It’s your choice.” 
 
    “What kind of questions?” The shapeshifter narrowed his eyes.  
 
    “Moose Clan has my friend,” I explained. “I’m going to Vay to save him, but I don’t know what lies beyond Skara.” 
 
    “You’ll never make it.” The kid’s eyes burned with pride. “The southern ocean is deadly if you do not know the way to the mainland.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said with a nod. “How about we cut you out, get you some food, and you can tell me all about how to get to the mainland?” 
 
    The moose kid eyed me skeptically for a long moment, but then he slowly nodded his head in agreement, so I left him where he was while I ducked below deck to grab him a plate of food.  
 
    Freya was scooping some stew into a dish as I entered the galley, and her gold-flecked eyes lit up when she saw me. Then she handed me the dish with a proud lift of her chin.  
 
    “I was just about to bring you your meal,” she noted. “You have perfect timing.” 
 
    “I’m going to give this to the moose to get him to talk,” I explained with a smirk. “Trying the nice guy approach first.” 
 
    “You have a kind heart,” Freya said, and she furrowed her brows. “I do not trust the Moose Clan warrior, though.” 
 
    “I’m not going to let anything happen,” I assured her. “Thank you for the food, I’ll get some for myself later.” 
 
    Freya nodded, then turned back to her meal. “There is plenty for everyone, and I’ll have some bread finished soon.” 
 
    “That sounds amazing,” I said as my mouth watered at the thought of fresh baked bread. “I’m looking forward to it.” 
 
    With a steaming bowl in hand, I returned to my captive. I set the dish down on the planks of the deck, pulled out my father’s dagger, and sawed through the layers of thick spider web that restrained my prisoner.  
 
    The kid accepted the offered food and devoured it like he’d been starving for weeks. I watched in silence while he ate, but when he was close to finishing, I cleared my throat. 
 
    “Tell me about yourself,” I started. “What’s your name?”  
 
    The moose kid slurped up some broth and rubbed the back of his hand across his mouth before he answered. “My name is Mur.” 
 
    “Mur, you are from Moose Clan, right?” I settled myself into a cross legged position facing the shapeshifter.  
 
    Mur nodded with a mouthful of food. 
 
    “Are you one of the guards?” I arched an eyebrow as I looked pointedly at his dirty apron. “You don’t seem like the warrior type.” 
 
    “I’m a cook,” Mur confirmed. “My father is captain of the guard, and he wanted to take me with him on his mission, but I’ve never been a fighter. He has always wanted me to be, but I’m weak and too small for my age, so the thought of battle has always scared me.” 
 
    “Your father is captain of the guard?” My eyebrows shot up. “That’s a pretty important position. You must get all sorts of information living with someone like that.” 
 
    “I hear some things.” Mur shrugged, then shot me a nervous glance. “I don’t know much about the important stuff, though, so I won’t be very useful to you.”  
 
    “Have you been to the mainland?” I kept my tone casual and friendly, but I could hear my heartbeat pound in my ears. “I would consider that to be very useful.” 
 
    “I have.” Mur hesitated, and his brown eyes flicked to Phi once more. “There is a secret path. My father taught me the way, but there were always other sailors, so I didn’t need to navigate.” 
 
    “Does my summons frighten you?” I asked as I jerked my head to indicate the giant, white-winged Archon.  
 
    “I have never seen a shadow beast before.” Mur gulped and looked away from the Archon’s flight in front of the ship. “That beast is gigantic, it could swallow me in one bite! I thought the elders made up all the stories about men controlling monsters just to scare us when I was a kid … ” Then his eyes jumped to my face, and his voice shook with fear. “Is it true the shadow beasts devour your soul?” 
 
    “I don’t know how it works with shapeshifters, but I don’t think so.” I frowned. “As long as you continue to cooperate, though, you won’t have to find out.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Mur nodded firmly, and then he shook off his fearful expression. “I will show you the secret route through the Fangs to the mainland. Will you let me go after I give you what you want?” 
 
    “We will have to wait and see the truth in your words before we discuss your release.” I spoke in a matter-of-fact tone, but I wanted to shout with joy. I had a guide for the waters past Skara, and we would make it to Vay before the sacrifice. 
 
    I would save Varleth from Veopa, then figure out how to end the Archons’ war against humanity for good. 
 
    I let the kid finish eating while I sat next to him in silence, but when he put down the bowl and let out a satisfied sigh, I resumed my questioning. 
 
    “You mentioned the Fangs,” I said. “What is that and why is it dangerous?” 
 
    “Vay is protected by a maze of reefs and jagged boulders. The Fangs are rocks, tiny islands with jagged points. My father taught me the way through, and I can show you how if you promise to release me afterwards.” 
 
    “I see.” I furrowed my brows as I processed his words. “How is that so dangerous? Sounds like you just have to avoid the rocks.” 
 
    “Easier said than done if you don’t go the right way.” Mur shrugged. “I’ve seen boats ripped to shreds on the Fangs before. If you don’t wait for the right time, no one can make it through. Between the rocks and the reefs, your boat will be destroyed before you touch land.” 
 
    “Very well, then your job is to make sure that doesn’t happen.” I gave him a stern look. “Unlike Moose Clan, I’m not prone to collecting prisoners, so I’d like to trust you enough to not have to tie you down. If you show a hint of resistance or try to escape, I’ll leave you to my shadow beasts, and we’ll find out what happens to your soul. Deal?” 
 
    Mur gulped, and his eyes went so wide I could see the whites.  
 
    “D-Deal,” he stuttered. “I’ll help you get to the mainland, since I’d rather keep my soul intact.” 
 
    “Good choice.” I nodded. 
 
    The kid was alright, and I had a good feeling about using him to guide us to Vay. While he was obviously loyal to his father and clan, he seemed to care more about preserving his own skin than in furthering the cause of his people.  
 
    I could work with that. 
 
    Suddenly, a loud horn pierced the air with a reverberating blare, and I whipped my head around to find the source of the sound. The horn rang out again, and I noticed a flock of birds flying toward me from the northwest.  
 
    “Stay here,” I instructed Mur, and I gave him a hard look. “Or I’ll send my shadow beasts after your soul.” 
 
    “Y-yes, s-sir,” Mur stammered as his fear filled eyes looked everywhere but at Phi flying ahead of the ship.  
 
    I sent a mental command to my Archon to halt the boat’s progress for now as I stood and walked to the back of the ship to get a closer look. From the vantage point on the back rail, I saw the black dots of hundreds of sailboats blanketing the ocean as far as I could see. Even from this distance, though, it was obvious the approaching boats were all full of warriors.  
 
    “What in the Maker’s name is going on?” Arwyn exclaimed as she joined me by the rail.  
 
    Then the sound of hundreds of drums being hit in a syncopated rhythm filled the air, and the hair on the back of my neck stood on end. My friends leapt from their seats, and they rushed toward the bow of the Gryffon as the sound vibrated across the deck. 
 
    “I have no clue.” I narrowed my eyes as I watched the flock of birds approach. “I have a feeling we are about to find out.” 
 
    “Maker,” Cyra breathed as she stepped up to my other side. “It’s a whole army!” 
 
    “Are we about to be attacked?” Braden sounded nervous.  
 
    “What do we do, Gryff?” Nia stepped up to the rail next to Arwyn, and her blue eyes went wide as she took in the scene. “We can’t fight that many. We will lose too much time.”  
 
    “I don’t think they’re coming to attack us,” I said, but doubt crept into my voice. 
 
    “I heard war drums,” Freya gasped as she burst onto the upper deck. “Is my father here?” 
 
    Before I could respond, the flock of birds I’d seen before swooped overhead, and five shapeshifters plopped from the sky to land on the deck. Then I blinked at the sudden appearance of Chief Fenrir, Ratreya, Trjegul, Haida, and Aquila.  
 
    Several days had passed since we’d left Eyrie Island, but it was hard for me to keep track of the days after I’d been knocked unconscious from capturing the ochremaun. Even though it hadn’t been very long, my friends from Hawk Clan were a welcome sight, but their sudden appearance was a little worrisome. 
 
    The chief stood a head above the others, but Trjegul was almost as tall as the Hawk Clan leader. Even though the three hawk women looked small in comparison to the two shapeshifting men, I knew all of them were fierce warriors in their own right. Haida and Aquila were the fast flying mother-daughter team I’d met during my Warrior’s Test, and their identical pale colored eyes made their familial bond apparent.  
 
    “Father, Mother,” Freya greeted, and she flashed a smile at her parents. “What a pleasant surprise!” 
 
    “Chief Fenrir.” I inclined my head to greet the leader. I glanced at the swarm of small boats sliding through the ocean toward my ship, then back to the group of shapeshifters who had just landed on my ship. “What brings you this far from Eyrie Island, and with so many warriors?”  
 
    “No hug for your wife’s father?” Chief Fenrir grinned and extended his arms. “We are family, Gryff, there is no need to be so formal.” 
 
    I stepped into the chief’s embrace, and I patted him awkwardly on the back while the tall leader hugged me.  
 
    “It is good to see you, Chief Fenrir,” I relented once he’d released me. “I’m sure you can understand my alarm, though, when you show up with an army behind you.” 
 
    “We received Freya’s messages from the people you saved,” Ratreya explained with a warm smile. “So, we knew you were getting close to Skara. We rushed to catch up to you, and we’ve been sailing at full speed since leaving the village two days ago.” 
 
    “What brings you with such urgency?” Freya’s gold-flecked eyes took in the army approaching our ship from the northwest, and she inhaled sharply. “I’ve never seen so many boats at once! How do you have so many warriors?” 
 
    “I held a summit on Eyrie Island, and we invited all of the clans except for the Moose Clan,” Chief Fenrir announced with obvious pride, then he locked me in his gaze and his dark eyes bored into me. “Our messengers flew swiftly and carried white banners of peace, and the other clans were quick to respond. Even the Snow Leopard Clan sent a representative. We decided to form an alliance against the tyrants seizing our people, and all of our united warriors sailed for Skara. Our army of united clans needs you, my daughter, and the warriors from Mistral to help us guarantee victory. Fight with us, Gryff. Destroy Skara in the name of your people.” 
 
    I clenched my teeth and worked the muscle in my jaw. The chief’s timing couldn’t be worse. I had everything I needed to travel past Skara into the unknown waters to the south, and the wind whipped strands of hair across my face as I processed the leader’s request. 
 
    Finally, I sighed and raked a hand through my hair. 
 
    “Like I’ve told you before, we have another mission we must prioritize.” I kept my tone steady as I returned his hard gaze. “I cannot agree to anything without the approval of my team.” 
 
    “You are their leader, are you not?” Chief Fenrir pushed with an arched eyebrow. “They follow your command, so they either follow you into battle or risk bringing dishonor upon your name.” 
 
    “That may be how things are done in the territories,” I countered, “but Arwyn Hamner is squad leader, and the members of my team have an equal voice in decisions. I will speak with them and pass along your request.” 
 
    Chief Fenrir inclined his head. “Very well.” 
 
    I turned and motioned for my team to gather round, and then I quickly translated the leader’s words to my friends. 
 
    “We made an agreement with the chief before we left Eyrie Island.” Arwyn shook her head, and the flame-like tendrils of her loose hair swayed against her shoulders. “We cannot spend valuable time wrapped up in the shapeshifters’ war.” 
 
    “The chief seems to believe he needs our help in order to win,” I said as I worked the muscle in my jaw. “I agree with you, we can’t waste time in Skara if Varleth is already close to Vay, but I can’t just turn my back when they’re asking for help.” 
 
    “It’s amazing how much they’ve accomplished in the last week,” Cyra noted. “Uniting the clans and mobilizing such a large force takes time, so they must feel a sense of urgency to rush things so fast.” 
 
    “More and more people are captured every day,” I said. “Hawk Clan has been at war for a long time, but now they have a common enemy with the other clans, so all of their energy is laser focused.” 
 
    “Could it be so easy?” Nia mused with a thoughtful look in her brilliant blue eyes. “Take down one island city to create peace in the realm? I would take that gamble if this was my homeland.” 
 
    “Those moose guards were much stronger than the other shapeshifters we fought,” Braden observed. “Even with their numbers, without the help of mages the clans could lose this fight.” He was quiet for a long moment, and then he met my eyes and nodded firmly. “I say we do it. Take down the city and save as many lives as we can in the process.” 
 
    “I don’t see a rift.” Mati shrugged. “And you guys saw that city! It was gigantic. The Moose Clan likely has thousands of warriors, all of them way stronger than the bird people. I say we stay out of it. Let them figure out their own problems and stay focused on the mission.” 
 
    “Mati is right,” Arwyn sighed. “The mission takes precedence over any conflicts. We were just starting to recover our lost time.” 
 
    “Would you say that if you knew it meant it guaranteed their failure?” I asked as I gave Arwyn a hard look. “Would you walk away if it were Mistral people being captured? Because the Moose Clan took Varleth, and they’re not going to stop kidnapping people unless we make them.” 
 
    “Gryff … ” The healer’s amber eyes showed the internal struggle she fought, but I didn’t relent my gaze until she sighed and dropped her shoulders. “I won’t stop you, or anyone who wants to, from helping the shapeshifters. I know you have a big heart, and if I made you walk away, the guilt would eat at me.” 
 
    “Is that a yes?” I grinned eagerly.  
 
    Arwyn took a deep breath and nodded. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    My team huddled behind me as I turned back to the chief.  
 
    “We are on board,” I declared as I put my hands on my hips. “After this, though, Hawk Clan will be on their own in the future.” 
 
    “I accept your terms.” Chief Fenrir nodded solemnly, and then he cleared his throat. “After Skara is burned to the ground, Hawk Clan will not need anyone’s help.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” I gestured at the ocean of sailboats drawing closer with every breath. “How many warriors do you command?” 
 
    “I have five hundred ships full,” Chief Fenrir announced and straightened his shoulders. “Two thousand Hawk Clan warriors volunteered to fight against the Moose Clan, and the rest of the clans also came in full force.” 
 
    I did the math as quickly as I could, and I let out a low whistle. Ten thousand warriors, give or take, covered the ocean and aimed for Skara.  
 
    I hoped it would be enough. The Moose Clan main island was huge, and the buildings were stacked into the sky. It seemed to be common knowledge throughout the territories that the moose warriors outnumbered all of the other clans combined, but to see the clans uniting despite their overlords’ advantage was encouraging.  
 
    “Are the ships organized by clan?” I asked after I’d translated his words to my Mistral friends.  
 
    “For the most part,” Ratreya supplied. “The survivors who came before the clans chose to travel with us.” 
 
    “We found Rogan and Lorna struggling to sail the cargo ship you left them on late last night, and now they both stand with Hawk Clan,” Haida added. “They said to tell you hello.” 
 
    I shook my head in disbelief. I hadn’t expected the shifty carnivorous pair to aid the fight, since they’d seemed more likely to run off and hide in a hole until the battle was over.  
 
    “Do we have any way to make bombs of some kind?” I asked my Mistral friends as the wheels began to spin in my head.  
 
    “I can make elemental bubbles that will pop upon impact,” Nia offered with a shrug. “Fire, lightning, shards of earth, that sort of thing. It would take some time to cast that sort of spell, but I can do it.” 
 
    “Perfect.” I grinned. “As always, you know exactly what I need.” 
 
    “What are you thinking?” Arwyn questioned, and her amber eyes sparkled with curiosity. “Your plans are usually unorthodox, but ingenious.” 
 
    “Why, thank you, Miss Hamner,” I chirped. Then I turned my eyes to the southeast, and anticipation itched along my skin. “I’m thinking we attack in waves, dropping bombs over the city, then dividing the forces to attack from as many angles as possible.” 
 
    “From what I remember of Skara, there are really tall walls all around it.” Cyra frowned. “Beyond the aerial attack and the port, access to the island will be limited.” 
 
    “I think a bear could climb it,” I laughed. “You gotta think outside the box when dealing with shapeshifters.” 
 
    Braden chuckled and shook his head. “It takes some getting used to.” 
 
    “I think I’m going to stay on the ship,” Mati said suddenly, and she shot Braden a worried look. “Protect the boat, make sure we have a banisher left alive after this.” 
 
    “Mati,” Braden murmured, and his brow furrowed. 
 
    “No,” I interrupted before my roommate could continue. “She’s right. I think you both should stay with the ship. We will need a place to bring the wounded and regroup. I’d feel much better if the Gryffon was in good hands during the battle.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Braden scrunched up his face, but I could tell he liked my idea. “It’s not that I can’t fight … ” 
 
    “I’m not saying that at all,” I assured him with a confident grin. “In fact, we could get the ship close enough to the island for you to still send your summons into the port to protect our exit, but far enough away to keep our banisher safe.” 
 
    “I agree with Gryff,” Arwyn said with a nod. “I’ll need a place to heal the wounded after the battle, and we don’t want shapeshifters taking off with our boat or anything.” 
 
    “It’s settled, then,” I said in a decisive tone before Braden could argue any more.  
 
    The ox-like summoner let out a defeated sigh, but his eyes showed his relief as he put a protective arm around Mati’s shoulders.  
 
    “Okay, Nia,” I said and inclined my head at the elemental mage, “get started on your bombs. Make as many as you can while we get closer to Skara, and we’ll pass them out among the hawk people before the attack.” 
 
    Nia saluted, and the fire in her sky-blue eyes assured me we would have more than enough bombs to make an impact. Then the ashen-haired mage turned to claim a spot on the ship out of the way.  
 
    I returned to Chief Fenrir to finish strategizing the attack. 
 
    “My friend can make elemental bombs,” I told the chief with a proud tone. “I think we should send Hawk Clan in first to drop the explosives into the city, then split our ground forces to surround the island.” 
 
    “I have heard of bombs,” Fenrir replied in a thoughtful tone. “It is like a bullet that explodes when you touch it.” 
 
    “Kind of.” I racked my brain for an efficient way to explain it. “It’s going to look like a bubble, but when it hits the ground, fire or lightning will come out.” 
 
    “Chaos will ensue.” Chief Fenrir’s eyes widened as understanding struck him, and then he studied me with a proud glint in his eyes. “You are made for war, Gryff.” 
 
    My blood ran cold.  
 
    Was that supposed to be a compliment? 
 
    I swallowed hard, but I shook off my uneasiness and returned to the attack plans.  
 
    “After the attack from the air, then we send in the ground troops. Bear Clan circles to climb over the walls while Snow Leopards and Wolves attack the port.” 
 
    “I agree with this plan.” Chief Fenrir looked pleased. “I was wise to come to you.” 
 
    “Nevermind that,” I said and waved a dismissive hand. “After the united clans attack, my friends and I land in the city. Then Hawk Clan regroups and comes in as vanguard.” 
 
    “We are ready to follow your command.” Chief Fenrir bowed his head as he spoke with obvious respect. 
 
    I took a deep breath and steeled myself to lead yet another army. 
 
    Apparently, I was good at war. Battle strategy came naturally to me, and I knew in my gut that I would be victorious.  
 
    Skara was doomed.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    “Alright everybody, let’s get ready for a fight!” I called out to my ship’s passengers. “We are going to give the Moose Clan a night they’ll never forget!”  
 
    Everyone rushed into action. The hawk people who had landed on my ship transformed into their raptor shapes, and then they flew over the deck and out over the waves toward the fleet of warriors trailing behind the Gryffon. However, Ratreya stayed onboard, and my wife’s mother smiled warmly at me when she caught me looking at her.  
 
    “I will relay messages between you and my husband,” Ratreya said as she inclined her head. “If I can do more to help, please let me know.” 
 
    “Are you going to be okay with going back into Skara?” I asked and gave my wife’s mother a worried look. “It wasn’t that long ago you were a prisoner there.” 
 
    “I am ready for vengeance.” Ratreya lifted her chin, and her golden-brown eyes burned with a fiery battle lust I’d seen in her daughter’s face many times.  
 
    “I can get behind that.” I grinned. “Your daughter resembles you very much, I can see where she gets her fire from. I am honored to have you on board, Ratreya.” 
 
    The chief’s wife nodded, but her eyes were solemn as she turned her gaze to the hundreds of sailboats behind us. “In a land as cold as this, you need to have fire to survive.” 
 
    Her voice was soft and thoughtful, and it seemed she spoke mostly to herself, so I gave her a small bow and left her to her post by the back rail.  
 
    My mage friends were moving about their various tasks to prepare for the battle, and Nia was already stacking several colorful orbs into a pile beneath the mast.  
 
    I gave Phi the command to take us closer to Skara, and I eyed the progress of the sun through the sky as I thought about my own battle strategy. I would attack the city in the third wave with my mage friends, but I practically had an army with just my own bandolier. While the Moose Clan were some of the strongest opponents I’d faced in the territories, I knew I could easily lay ruin to the entire island with only a handful of essence crystals. I’d hold off on summoning my monsters and getting geared up until the battle began, but I didn’t think I’d have to wait very long.  
 
    The sun was passing the midpoint and had started its western descent. The wind pulling at my hair was icy, and the dark gray color of the clouds signaled oncoming storms of some kind. Goosebumps erupted down my exposed arms as a chill grew in the air. If this weather continued, I’d have to opt for warmer clothes soon, but the pre-battle adrenaline already pumping through my veins kept me more than warm enough.  
 
    Phi had been pulling the ship closer to the island city to the southeast for a while, so we held a wide lead over the fleet of sailboats who followed the churned path we left in our wake. When the towering buildings of Skara could be seen over the immense metal walls, I gave the command to halt.  
 
    Phi floated down from her lofty position, and she grew smaller as she descended until she was her normal size. Then the white-winged Archon landed on the deck next to me, and her red eyes burned with anticipation. 
 
    “I’ve been dying to kill some shapeshifters ever since we ended up in this wretched land.” Phi’s fangs gleamed as she gave me a toothy grin.  
 
    “This is the shapeshifters’ war,” I told her with a stern look. “I will wait to see if the united clans can win this fight before I summon the help of the Archons.” 
 
    “That’s so unfair,” Phi pouted. “There is more than enough fun for everyone. Tell the bird people to share.” 
 
    “Be patient,” I chuckled. While Phi’s childish demeanor rankled Sera’s nerves, I found her whimsical nature amusing most of the time. “And be ready to fight as soon as I call for you.” 
 
    “Yes, master,” Phi moaned in a sensual tone. “I am always ready for you.” 
 
    “Hey, Gryff!” I heard Nia’s voice call from across the ship, so I turned and crossed the distance between us. 
 
    Her pile of elemental orbs had grown considerably, but the ashen-haired mage’s forehead was dappled with sweat from her efforts.  
 
    “I’ve practiced this technique a few times, but never to this extent,” Nia explained. “I have over a hundred of them now if you want to start passing them out to the hawk people.” 
 
    I gingerly picked up one of the glowing orbs and studied it closely. The sphere looked like a large marble filled with dark gray swirls, and it fit comfortably in the palm of my hand. It was cool to the touch, and the surface was smooth as glass, but I could sense a turbulent electricity within. Suddenly, a spark illuminated the hollow, cloudy interior of the shape, and I let out a low whistle. 
 
    “That’s fucking awesome, Nia.” I dragged an appreciative eye over the elemental mage’s pile of bombs, and I noticed some were orange-red, while others were icy white, and others were a muddy brown. “What do they each do?” 
 
    “Well,” Nia began with a bright smile, “the one you’re holding is a lightning bomb, then there are fire, ice, and earth ones, too. The fire bombs will create a flame explosion, the ice bomb shoots out a blast of icicle shards, and earth bombs will explode into rocky shrapnel. Under perfect conditions, they will have a twenty-foot range, but I’m curious to see the effects in battle. The hawk people should be careful not to squeeze them too hard, but they shouldn’t go off without some serious impact. Dropping them from at least twenty feet should do it.” 
 
    “You’re brilliant, you know that?” I shook my head in awe. “You get more and more powerful every time I see you.” 
 
    “Hopefully, Freya notices how powerful I am during this battle,” Nia said in a surprisingly serious tone. “I am not about to have your wife say I’m not good enough for you.” 
 
    “Whoa, there,” I laughed and held up my hands. “You know you are perfect in my eyes, and I have no doubt Freya will see that, too. Just be you, and she’s going to love you.” 
 
    “She better,” Nia huffed as she lifted her chin. “I’m not going to lose you for any reason.” 
 
    “You won’t.” I grinned. “Now, take a breather before you exhaust yourself making magic marbles, and I’ll go let Chief Fenrir know we are ready for phase one.” 
 
    Nia nodded and turned to organize her collected elemental bombs, so I crossed the ship and returned to Ratreya. 
 
    “Alright, I need your messenger skills,” I greeted the leader’s wife with a smile. “Tell Chief Fenrir to spread out the Bear Clan’s ships around the island, but wait for my signal before they attack. The Hawk Clan warriors can start coming here to get a bomb, then fly over the city to drop it. My ship will be command central and a place for the wounded.” 
 
    “Perfect.” Ratreya bowed her head. “I shall tell my husband at once.”  
 
    Then the hawk woman shifted into her bird form, leapt from the ship up into the air, and angled toward the shapeshifters’ boats to the north of us.  
 
    A few moments later, the sound of the war drums returned with a deep, bone rattling rhythm, and I saw a stream of raptors aiming for the Gryffon. I watched while the shapeshifters landed on the ship, accepted the bombs offered by Nia, then took off again with the orbs clutched gingerly in their talons as they headed toward the city.  
 
    Time to gear up.  
 
    I’d give phase one a moment to cause chaos and confusion in Skara, and then I’d send in the ground troops. I needed to be ready to fight at a moment’s notice, though, and so far, I’d been too distracted by planning and organizing my forces to focus on my own gear.  
 
    Suddenly, I heard an explosion from the direction of the island city, then another, and a moment later, the sounds of booming lightning, the smash of earth and ice shards, and the roaring blaze of flames created a soundtrack to my distant view of Skara. I saw plumes of smoke curl up from the island and float toward the clouds, and then I noticed the line of hawk people flying away from the city with empty talons.  
 
    It seemed phase one was going smoothly so far.  
 
    I itched to join in on the action, but I knew my strategy would make our attack stronger, so I took a deep breath and gathered my patience. Then I started to grab crystals from my bandolier, and I tossed them onto the deck.  
 
    Speed slug, bullet bass, vingehund, kalgori, and sprucebore essence crystals erupted, and my summons soon filled the area around me. I sensed their eagerness to devour my enemies, but I sent a calm vibe through our bonds and assured them they would get their wish soon enough. 
 
    Then I closed my eyes and focused on transforming my body into an unstoppable killing machine. Bullet bass chrome slid across my skin as pale blue feathered wings erupted from my shoulders and angled down my back, and kalgori blades began to cover my entire body. Lastly, I snatched up my speed slug, attached it to my neck, and sighed as the familiar rush of energy coursed through my veins. 
 
    When my normal adaptations were in place, I eyed my sprucebore curiously. I hadn’t fully fleshed out my idea when I’d grabbed the beetle looking monster’s crystal from my bandolier, but with the oncoming storm and Nia’s magic both present, I knew being able to harness electricity would be invaluable. So, I scooped up my sprucebore, placed my summons on my shoulder, and told it to hold on. My monster buzzed, and the metallic tree-like appendage growing from its back jiggled as the beetle creature situated itself comfortably.  
 
    My single kalgori hovered over my other shoulder, and my vingehund stood at my side with her tongue hanging from one side of her fanged mouth. The canine-like monster panted happily as she gazed up at me, and I patted my summons affectionately on the head. 
 
    “Good girl,” I said while I scratched an itchy spot behind my monster’s horns. 
 
    Once I was all geared up, I took a deep breath and scanned the activity on my ship. A line of hawk people launched one-by-one from the prow, and I followed the trail back to where it ended by Nia. The ashen-haired mage caught my eye and waved, and then she stood up and walked toward me. 
 
    “I’m having a hard time keeping up with the hawks,” Nia panted when she reached my side. Her face was flushed, and her breathing was rapid. “I just handed out my last one, but I need a short break to let my mana recharge.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it.” I smiled at my beautiful lover. “It’s almost time for phase two, anyway. You’ve done an amazing job so far, but don’t overdo it. I still need you.” 
 
    “Trust me, I’m going to show Freya exactly what I’m capable of.” Nia straightened her shoulders. “I’m barely winded from the elemental bombs, I still have plenty of power.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” I chuckled and shook my head. “I’m not getting in the middle of it.” 
 
    “You don’t have a choice,” Nia informed me with a playful twinkle in her blue eyes. “You are already in the middle.” 
 
    “Just don’t let this silly competition distract you and make you take unneeded risks.” I gave the elemental mage a stern look. “You won’t prove anything if you get hurt. Also, I’m starting to sound like you warning me not to overdo it.” 
 
    “So true, Captain,” Nia giggled and gave me a mock salute. “And by the way, you look really, really weird covered in those metal blade things.” 
 
    “My kalgori blades?” I asked with a mock pout. “I thought I looked like a butterfly.” 
 
    Nia rolled her eyes. “You’re insufferable.” 
 
    Suddenly, Ratreya swooped across the Gryffon and plopped down in front of me. The chief’s wife’s face was flushed, and she was breathing heavily, but she gave me a pleased smile. 
 
    “Bear Clan is almost in place, and Wolf Clan and Snow Leopard Clan are approaching the bay.” Ratreya nodded curtly to emphasize her report. “We are ready for the next phase.” 
 
    “Good,” I responded. “Give the command for the clans to attack. My team and I will follow them, then Hawk Clan needs to be ready for the final wave.” 
 
    “I will let my people know.”  
 
    Without another word, Ratreya turned and jogged toward the rail, and by the time she’d reached the wooden rungs, she was back in her hawk form.  
 
    I watched my wife’s mother fly away for a moment, then turned to find my friends. 
 
    It was almost our time to shine. 
 
    Besides Nia and Freya, the deck of the ship was empty, so I told my vingehund to stay put. Then I ducked below deck, but as I climbed down the steps, I saw Cyra and Arwyn leaving the galley.  
 
    “Oh, Gryff!” Arwyn breathed when she saw me. “We were just coming to find you. The moose shapeshifter is hiding in the galley, and we can’t understand what he’s saying.” 
 
    “He’s probably scared.” I frowned. “Where are Braden and Mati?” 
 
    “They’re in the galley with him,” Cyra answered. “We didn’t feel comfortable leaving him alone.” 
 
    “Smart thinking. I don’t think the kid is a threat at all, but if he escapes, we will lose our guide to Vay.” My eyes trailed down the hall to the galley door. While I trusted Braden completely, I wasn’t sure how he would handle guard duty. “I’m going to leave Phi out. Mur, the moose guy, was terrified of her, so I think just having her present will keep him in line.” 
 
    “If he’s below deck, he can’t jump overboard.” Cyra shrugged, but she shot me a confident grin. “But I don’t think Braden would let him leave, no matter how nice he is.” 
 
    “Alright, then,” I replied with a nod. “It’s almost time to go, anyway. Are you guys ready?” 
 
    “We sure are,” Arwyn answered with a pleased smile.  
 
    “Lead the way, captain!” Cyra chirped.  
 
    I chuckled as I returned to the upper deck.  
 
    I could get used to being called captain. 
 
    Freya and Nia waited for us near the prow and stared at the city ahead of our ship with neutral expressions. I scooped up Freya’s hand and squeezed it affectionately, and my wife returned my grip.  
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay to fight?” I asked as I cast a scrutinizing glance at her previously injured arm. “There would be no shame in staying on the ship.” 
 
    “I go where you go, remember? I am ready to fight.” Freya lifted her chin and gave me a stubborn glare, but then a smile tugged at a corner of her mouth, and her gold-flecked eyes flickered to my red-haired lover. “Besides, Arwyn healed me yesterday, so I’m good as new. She is an excellent sister-wife and a powerful healer.” 
 
    “That she is.” I grinned. “I’m glad you’re okay. I don’t want to see you falling from the sky ever again.” 
 
    Freya gave me a stoic nod, then eyed my gathered friends. “It is almost time, so you must summon your winged beasts to carry my sister-wives safely across the water.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I replied with a salute, and I called my vingehund to me while I turned to my Mistral friends and spoke in my native tongue. “Time to go! Nia, you can ride on my vingehund.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, captain,” Nia responded with a teasing smile, but then she gasped. “I almost forgot! I saved a few bombs for us.” 
 
    The elemental mage rushed across the ship to where she’d stashed her remaining magical orbs, and she cradled them in her arms while she jogged back to the group.  
 
    “Arwyn can ride with me,” Cyra suggested as Kalon leapt from her shoulder. The dark-skinned summoner’s familiar grew into her largest form until the dragon filled the prow with her bright pink wings and silvery haunches.  
 
    “Lovely.” The teacher grinned. “Kalon is so majestic, it’s always a pleasure to ride her.” 
 
    Kalon trilled and bumped her head affectionately against Arwyn’s shoulder, and the healer chuckled while she stroked the dragon’s reptilian snout. 
 
    Then Nia returned with her gathered bombs and passed them out among the team. I stowed the two she handed to me in my hip pouch, while Nia, Cyra, and Arwyn tucked theirs into pockets, but Freya kept her two orbs in her hands since she would have to use her talons to carry them while in her hawk form. 
 
    With that settled, my lovers mounted the two creatures, and a moment later, we were soaring through the sky toward Skara. As I flew at the head of the group, I noticed two hawks angling toward me from opposite directions.  
 
    As the red-tailed hawk flying from the east grew closer, the raptor head shifted to reveal Ratreya’s blond hair and light brown eyes.  
 
    “The clans are all mobilized,” she reported. “Bear Clan is climbing the walls on the southern perimeter, and Hawk Clan is ready to land in the city.” 
 
    Before I could respond to my wife’s mother, the hawk approaching from the west shifted its head, and then Trjegul’s dark eyes met mine as he pulled up level beside me.  
 
    “Wolf Clan and Snow Leopard Clan are getting trampled!” the dark-haired shapeshifter called out while he pumped his wings to stay abreast with me. “They can barely get to land before they’re getting knocked down.” 
 
    “Well, let’s go change that!” I shouted over the wind and gave Trjegul a wide grin. “Target the guns and ranged weapons.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” Trjegul barked out, and then the hawk warrior pumped his wings to rise higher into the air before he moved to circle the city.  
 
    “What did he say?” Cyra asked from her spot on Kalon’s back.  
 
    “The ground troops are getting pushed back,” I answered in the language of my homeland. “Full speed ahead! Lives depend on it!” 
 
    Kalon and my vingehund pushed forward with increased urgency, with Freya right on their tails. I pumped my wings as fast as I could, and I aimed for the crescent shaped bay that grew larger in my vision with each moment.  
 
    As I got closer, I squinted through the smoke that filled the air above the city, and I took in the scene below me. Armored moose men stood shoulder to shoulder and lined the dock from one end to the other. Dozens of small sailboats pushed into the bay, but as I watched from the sky, I saw the wolf and snow leopard warriors who rushed toward land being cut down as soon as they hit the wall of guards.  
 
    The bodies of the attacking warriors plopped into the sea, and I gulped as I realized they would never be recovered. While I didn’t know many of the Wolf Clan and Snow Leopard Clan warriors, the loss still made my stomach feel like it was clenched in a giant’s fist for a moment. Still, the small boats full of clan warriors surged forward, and a furry row of shapeshifters continued toward the docks. 
 
    It wasn’t over yet, but they needed backup.  
 
    So, I reached into my hip pouch, and I grabbed one of the elemental bombs Nia had given me. I aimed for the center of the dock, pulled back my shoulder, and lobbed the sphere to the ground with all my might. The glass-like marble shape zipped through the air with a whistling sound, smashed into the feet of the moose guards, and then exploded into an inferno of flames.  
 
    The armored shapeshifters bellowed as the fire clung to their armor, and despite their best efforts to snuff out the blaze, it burned hotter and brighter with each breath.  
 
    Then more balls dropped down into the city as my friends followed my example. A bolt of lightning caught one moose guard with a direct blast, and when I blinked away the floaters in my vision from staring into the blinding light, I saw a smoking shell of armor lying motionless on the ground. More fire erupted, as well as ice and earth shards, and by the time the sound of explosions ceased, our opponents’ formation was broken into scattered groups around the dock.  
 
    I whooped and pumped a fist into the air.  
 
    “Get to the rooftops!” I instructed in a loud, clear voice over the sound of the wind and the battle raging below us. “Keep a high vantage point.” 
 
    Suddenly, a cloud of arrows launched from the city walls and arched through the air toward us. I cursed under my breath and extended my bullet bass coating over my entire team with a wave of my will. Freya’s altitude dipped slightly as she flew to my left, but she quickly recovered once she adjusted for the added weight of her new armor.  
 
    I wasn’t about to let my wife get hurt again, even if my bullet bass powers did make it harder for her to fly.  
 
    Suddenly, a crossbow bolt dinged against the metal coating on Freya’s wing, then fell harmlessly into the water below, and the warrior princess screeched out a fierce battle cry as she tucked her wings to zoom toward her enemies with renewed ferocity. My shapeshifting wife flew low over the moose soldiers before she chucked the two bombs in her talons at her opponents. 
 
    As the marble-like shapes crushed against the shapeshifters’ armored bodies, flames erupted, and the orange-red tendrils clung to them like grease, despite the warriors’ best efforts to extinguish the blaze. The smell of burning flesh drifted up to my nose, and I grimaced as I dropped to land on the roof of one of the guard shacks.  
 
    The last time I’d been in Skara, I’d had a hell of a time getting inside the guard tower, but back then I had to hide my powers from the Hawk Clan, and I couldn’t throw out my big guns. Well, big summons. 
 
    Now, there were no such restrictions.  
 
    I scanned the bay for my team and watched Arwyn, Cyra, and Kalon land on the opposite tower. Nia and my vingehund swooped down to the roof I stood on, and the ashen-haired mage slid off my summons’ back and strode toward me with one fluid movement. Then my canine-like monster pumped its wings and angled toward the street in search of prey.  
 
    “The bombs did fantastic!” Nia grinned, and her blue eyes reflected the light of the scattered fires in the bay below us. “I wish I’d made more, though.” 
 
    “Well, now you can just shoot your magic right at them.” I mimicked the elemental mage’s attack stance when she sprayed fire, and I gave her a mischievous grin. “Pew pew. Boom. Ahhhhh, help us, Nia is too powerful!” 
 
    “Zip it, yokel,” Nia ordered, but a giggle followed her command.  
 
    “Alright, alright,” I relented with a shrug. “Serious talk, I’m going to take out this tower, then start trying to herd the moose soldiers into the bay. It will be easier to fight them all at once than going through the whole city.” 
 
    “I’ll draw their attention to the dock.” Nia nodded curtly. “Be careful, Gryff.” 
 
    “You, too,” I said. Then I blew her a kiss, pumped my wings, and flew into the glassless windows of the guard tower. 
 
    As I slid through the opening into the top floor of the fortification, six moose soldiers blinked at me through the eye slits in their metal helmets. I didn’t give them any time to process my sudden appearance, though, and I chucked three essence crystals into the center of the room, then jumped back out of the window while crossbow bolts zinged past my wings.  
 
    I sensed my arachness, my roosa, and my daggerdillo erupt in the middle of the moose soldiers, and my summons instantly jumped to follow my command. My spider-like monster cast her paralyzing gaze into the eye slits of her opponents, and once they looked at her face, they were frozen in place. Then my daggerdillo rolled into a ball and barreled into the motionless shapeshifters. As the armored soldiers toppled over, my spiky hedgehog-like summons pushed my opponents’ bodies into the waiting scorpion claws of my roosa.  
 
    There were no screams of anguish as my enemies died, but I could sense their lives ending through the bond I shared with my summons as my monsters ripped the frozen moose warriors into pieces.  
 
    I gave my monsters the mental command to hunt, and I sensed their bloodthirsty glee as they skittered down the long stairway of the tower into the city in search of prey.  
 
    Then I turned my attention back to the bay. Across the water, pink clouds bubbled from the windows of the other guard tower, and Cyra waved from the rooftop when she caught sight of me.  
 
    A zap of lightning filled the sky with a blinding flash of white light, and the hairs on my arms stood on end. I squinted into the haze, and I saw Nia standing on a roof a few blocks away from me. The elemental mage ran along the metal shingles, and she leapt onto the next building as she threw a fireball toward the battle in the bay.  
 
    As the static electricity filled the air, my sprucebore buzzed over my shoulder, and I sensed my beetle-like monster was impressed by the amount of power Nia possessed. I grinned and gave my summons the command to start gathering energy, while I simultaneously took that particular ability for myself as well. I could feel the energy in the clouds, so I inhaled and pulled the power into my bullet bass covered body. My hairs all stood on end, and my eyes watered, but a moment later, my sprucebore and I both let out a channel of electricity toward the dock. A thunderous boom echoed across the island as bolts zagged from one armored soldier to another, until all the enemy shapeshifters near the water were connected in the beam of energy.  
 
    When the electricity dissipated, piles of armored bodies covered the harbor, and my allies rushed forward and surged past the corpses of their enemies with loud war cries and brandished their weapons.  
 
    We’d taken the bay, but the fight was far from over.  
 
    Suddenly, I heard the staccato beat of armored feet marching, and I inhaled sharply as I glanced down at the streets below me. A river of metal clad shapeshifters poured from the center of the city, and every opening between the buildings was filled with the bodies of moose soldiers.  
 
    Nia’s idea had worked. Moose Clan was coming out in force.  
 
    I swallowed hard as I processed the might of the enemy clan. Even with my mage friends and an army of shapeshifters, this fight could turn into a bloodbath if I didn’t act fast.  
 
    A collective thud reverberated through the air as all of the moose soldiers came to a halt at once. From my aerial vantage point, it seemed like they had stopped two blocks away from the entrances to the docks from the city. 
 
    During my previous visit to the island, I’d had to infiltrate the city from the bay, and there had been only a few openings in the metal wall that encircled the dock. Skara was a well defended fortress with what seemed like limitless resources, thanks to Moose Clan’s years of dominance over the territories.  
 
    A heavy pit settled into my stomach as I came to the sudden realization that I would have to bring the entire city down.  
 
    I led an army in the destruction of Umo Portana and fought hordes of monsters all over the world in cities like Skara, but it still took me a minute to wrap my head around what I knew had to be done.  
 
    I watched with rapt fascination as the clans pushing into the dock broke through the line of soldiers, while Nia’s elemental attacks knocked holes in their formation. I spotted Cyra and Arwyn perched on a roof across the bay, and I scanned for the dark-skinned summoner’s familiar and saw Kalon fly over the dock to spray her corrosive pink breath over the defending troops. The dragon’s opponents screamed and writhed in pain as they fell into the water. Then the rush of wolves and snow leopards pushed past the line of moose soldiers and crowded into the streets as they ran straight toward the waiting mass of armored shapeshifters. 
 
    A loud, guttural bellow echoed across the city, and as I glanced behind me to find the source, I saw a metal cone of a speaker strapped to the side of the guard tower. Then the island started to vibrate, and I inhaled sharply as I whipped my eyes back to the moose army. 
 
    The enemy soldier stampeded the streets of Skara with their antlered heads bent forward, and several roads full of wolf and snow leopard warriors were trapped between the oncoming horde and the wall enclosing the dock.  
 
    “Run!” I screamed at the top of my lungs as I soared through the air as fast as I could.  
 
    A couple of the attacking shapeshifters looked up at the sound of my voice, but my warning did little to halt my warriors’ impending doom.  
 
    I needed to act fast, and I needed to do something to stop the entire army. All of my Archons might do the trick, but there was no way Phi could get to the island in time, no matter how fast she flew.  
 
    So, I racked my brain for an idea while I neared the stampeding moose defense, and suddenly the memory of Hartmire Enclave’s destruction flashed through my mind’s eye.  
 
    My belial. 
 
    I swallowed hard as my hand leapt to my bandolier, but when I held the essence crystal in my hand, I hesitated to throw out one of my most deadly summons.  
 
    Could I control the belial enough to keep it from killing my allies, too? 
 
    I had to do something, and fast, so I shook off my doubt, and I chucked the essence crystal into the city.  
 
    My stomach lurched from the drain on my mana as a gigantic plume of smoke covered Skara, and I coughed as the dense cloud drifted apart. Then a loud roar split the air, the island shook again, and my heartbeat thudded in my ears as I took in my belial in all his might. 
 
    The massive beast towered over the buildings of Skara, and its back two legs rested atop the crumbled stone remains from the structures my summons had landed on. My belial’s bulging muscles shifted beneath its purple skin, and the orange-yellow stripe of fur down its back twitched as the ox-like beast twisted its snout around and tore its black horns into another dwelling.  
 
    I caught my breath and wiped the sweat from my brow as I watched my summons with awe. My belial roared, rose up on its hind legs, and swiveled in search of enemies to devour, and I was amazed at how quickly it could maneuver despite its enormous size. The single movement collapsed a three-story building, and the crash reverberated through the air. The belial’s tail was nearly as long as its body, and the writhing appendage slammed into buildings as the creature stomped toward the moose army.  
 
    “Kill the metal clad warriors,” I commanded my belial. “Tear the city to the ground.”   
 
    My chest burned with bloodlust as I watched my summons trample over the strong moose shapeshifters, and then my monster ripped through their armor with its gaping maw full of gnarly teeth.  
 
    Screams of pain and death filled the air, and my heart hammered loudly in my ribcage as I watched the destruction of Skara. My belial rampaged across the city, and it left chunks of moose soldiers and toppled buildings in its wake. 
 
    Suddenly, a giant flock of hawks swooped past my peripheral and began to descend into the city, and I watched while the attacking raptor warriors split into groups and snatched up moose soldiers with the strength of multiple wings. A moment later, the sound of bodies dropping from the sky added to the soundtrack of death around me.  
 
    I grinned as I felt the power humming through my bond with my belial. Thanks to the horrifying beast who had laid waste to an entire enclave, I held an entire army inside an essence crystal. 
 
    Now, nothing would stand in my way.  
 
    Not Moose Clan, and not Veopa. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    “Gryff!” Nia shouted as she darted across the rooftops toward me. Columns of earth rose up from the shingles to meet her feet, so the elemental mage crossed the distance between us in a few moments. “What the fuck! That’s the belial!” 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” I smirked. “I summoned it.” 
 
    My ashen-haired lover’s mouth hung open as she blinked at me, and then she shook her dainty head and shot me an icy glare. “You could have warned me. That thing scared the shit out of me in Hartmire Enclave, and you just whipped it out without a word.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said sincerely. I knew how devastated Nia had been during the destruction of her hometown, and the nightmare scene of the fall of Hartmire Enclave was still fresh in my memory even after all this time. “But I had to do something before all the wolves and snow leopards were trampled beneath the stampede.” 
 
    “It is kind of majestic when it’s on our side … ” Nia spoke in a thoughtful tone, and her piercing blue eyes were locked onto the belial’s hulking boar-like form as it crushed through the large city. “It’s crazy something that powerful exists, and yet, you are strong enough to control it.” 
 
    “It’s taking more concentration than my usual summons,” I said with a grimace, and a sharp pain arced through my skull to signal an oncoming migraine. “I’m surprised I was even able to summon it at all, to be honest.” 
 
    “It reminds me of how it feels to channel electricity,” the elemental mage mused. “Like tapping into limitless power.” 
 
    I frowned, and I mulled over her words while we stood in silence and watched the city fall. A wide path of crumbled concrete and body parts buried beneath rubble and debris gave me a clear view of my summons as it continued its hunt.  
 
    I knew what she meant.  
 
    I’d summoned one of the scariest monsters I’d ever seen, and now I controlled the beast myself. It had been terrifying to face off against the belial when I’d first seen the jacked monster wreaking havoc in Mistral, but I’d pushed through my fear and managed to capture the beast. My heart was heavy, though, as I remembered how many lives had been lost to the belial before I’d defeated it.  
 
    At least, this way, my summons could make amends for the pain he’d caused mankind. It definitely seemed like I’d won the battle with a single monster. 
 
    My other summons sprang to mind at the thought, and I followed my magical bonds to find my arachness, roosa, and daggerdillo team steering far away from the belial’s path. The monster trio continued to hunt down stragglers escaping the massive beast destroying the city, and their combined powers were surprisingly efficient against the moose soldiers.  
 
    I sensed the belial turn its airship-sized eyeball toward the dock with a bloodthirsty roar, and I cursed as I realized my control had slipped slightly. I redirected my summons away from my allies with a sharp thrust of my will power, and the beast returned to its path deeper into the city.  
 
    My summons sent a defiant flash through our bond as it tossed an armored moose man into the air and caught it within its gaping maw, but in the next instant, I sensed my belial’s satisfaction as it devoured its prey.  
 
    “I won’t be able to control it for much longer,” I sighed and raked a hand through my hair. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Nia questioned sharply, and she spun to face me. Her analytical gaze took in my sweat dappled brow and the strained look in my eyes, and she gave me a worried look as she gnawed on her lower lip. “Recall it, then. We can’t risk the belial running loose in the human realm again.” 
 
    “I want a little more time,” I replied, and I gave her a reassuring smile. “Once I know victory is guaranteed, I will take the belial off the field. Until then, I’m going to recall all of my other summons to ease the load.” 
 
    “Okay, Gryff.” Nia’s eyes wandered out over the city. “I’m going to find the others. I haven’t seen them since we landed, and I want to make sure they’re safe.” 
 
    I nodded firmly in response, and I recalled all of my summons except for my belial and Phi. The white-winged Archon sent a curious probe through our connection from her post on the Gryffon, but I pushed back her inquiry with a wave of my will. As I tucked my essence crystals back into my bandolier, I watched Nia jump, run, vault, and generally be a badass acrobat as she moved across the few intact roofs left in search of our team.  
 
    I could tell the ashen-haired mage had struggled with her emotional reaction to the belial’s sudden appearance, and it was obvious her mind was stuck back in Hartmire Enclave. I made a mental note to check in with her more later, just to make sure she wasn’t traumatized by witnessing me summon the monster that had destroyed her hometown.  
 
    While removing my summons relieved some of the pressure on my mana, I was now flightless, armorless, and armed only with my daggers. I would have to be careful and avoid any confrontations until the belial had done its job, but it seemed victory was all but assured. 
 
     I spotted Cyra, Nia, and Arwyn riding on Kalon’s back while Freya flew beside the silver dragon as my team approached me. A moment later, my women landed on the roof by my side.  
 
    “That’s one big scary monster,” Cyra chirped with a wide smile as she slid from her familiar’s back. “You doing okay, Gryff? I can’t believe you are strong enough to summon that thing!” 
 
    “I almost forgot you captured the belial in an essence crystal that day,” Arwyn noted, and she shook her head in awe, which caused her flame-like tendrils to jump across her shoulders. “I take it the battle is won?” 
 
    “I’m not officially calling it just yet,” I replied, and I furrowed my brows. “Something doesn’t feel right, it was too easy.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m not going to complain about things being too easy,” Cyra snorted. “After all, you just summoned one of the most powerful monsters we’ve ever seen, and you’ve tamed four archon monster-goddesses, but I trust your gut.” 
 
    “What do you need from us?” Arwyn asked with a frown.  
 
    “I need to talk to Chief Fenrir,” I answered, then turned to my shapeshifting wife.  
 
    The blonde shapeshifter had returned to her human form and had waited patiently while I’d spoken in Mistral. Her gold-flecked eyes burned with battle lust as she gazed over the ruins of the city.  
 
    “I need you to go find your father,” I instructed in her language. “With my belial in play, the other shapeshifters need to stay out of its way, but I think the worst is over.” 
 
    “Many Moose Clan warriors have died already,” Freya agreed, “but the united clans had their share of losses, too. I will find my father and bring him back here.” 
 
    My wife gave me a curt nod, then shifted into hawk form, leapt from the roof, and soared over the island in search of the chief. 
 
    “Cyra,” I said as I turned back to my Mistral mages, “take Kalon around the southern perimeter of the city and check on any of our allies who climbed the wall.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Cyra saluted with a grin, then jumped onto her familiar’s back and flew over the city to the south. The dragon rose high above the back of the belial, and while Kalon was at her full size, she was nothing more than a silver speck in comparison to the massive monster.  
 
    “Nia and Arwyn,” I said as I addressed my last two team members. “Each of you take a guard tower roof and keep an eye on the bay.” 
 
    “Alright,” Arwyn replied, and she eyed the rooftop of the tower behind me. “How exactly am I supposed to get up there?”  
 
    I frowned as I remembered I’d recalled all my flying monsters. “Well, there’s an entrance to the stairwell at the bottom. My summons cleared it out as soon as we got here, so you shouldn’t encounter any enemies, but keep your guard up anyway.” 
 
    “Got it, but be safe, Gryff,” Arwyn said with a soft smile. “Don’t push yourself too hard.” 
 
    Then the red-haired healer crossed to the edge of the roof, swiveled over the edge, and scurried down.  
 
    Meanwhile, Nia was planning her trajectory to the opposite tower, and she had a look of determination on her face as she ran toward the edge of the shingles, then jumped off. 
 
    My breath caught in my throat as her body plummeted, but I inhaled with relief when I saw her rising over the crumbled city on the earthen steps that rose from the ground to meet her feet.  
 
    Once I was alone on the rooftop, I turned my attention back to the belial. I could feel the ache in my head grow stronger, and exhaustion was quickly settling into my muscles, but I knew I would be able to keep my monster in play for a while longer.  
 
    A moment later, three hawk people landed beside me, and Chief Fenrir, Trjegul, and Freya shifted into their human forms. The Hawk Clan leader bowed his head slightly as he crossed the distance between us with his right-hand man at his side. My wife had a smile in her gold-flecked eyes even though her lips were set in her typical stoic line, and she squeezed my hand warmly when I reached for her. 
 
    “Gryff of Hawk Clan,” Chief Fenrir greeted, “my daughter tells me you command the terrifying beast.” 
 
    “Chief,” I replied with a curt nod. “That I do. He is one of my biggest monsters, and the Moose Clan army died beneath its feet in a matter of moments.” 
 
    “Trjegul has maintained the contact between the united clans,” Chief Fenrir said as he jerked his chin toward the hawk warrior at his side.  
 
    “We spread word to steer clear of the monster to all the united clans, but we are cutting down our enemies as they run from the beast.” Trjegul cleared his throat, then spoke in the clipped tone of a soldier as he delivered his update. “Hawk Clan suffered twenty casualties, Bear Clan only lost ten warriors, but the Snow Leopard Clan and the Wolf Clan suffered grave losses. Over half of the ground troops died.” 
 
    “That is unfortunate news,” I replied and frowned. “I had hoped to prevent losing so many warriors, but the tide is turned now. The Moose Clan is on the run, and we hold the city.” 
 
    “Are we declaring this a victory, then?” Chief Fenrir questioned with an eyebrow raised.  
 
    “I think so.” I planted my hands on my hips and gave the Hawk Clan leader a firm nod. “I’m curious to see what happens next.” 
 
    “We will talk more about the future of the territories when we reconvene the summit after the battle.” Chief Fenrir returned my nod, and then his gaze trailed over the destruction around us. “I am proud that my daughter has married such a powerful man. You are quite the beast maker, Gryff.” 
 
    My blood ran cold at his words, and I inhaled sharply. “What do you mean? Why do you say that?” 
 
    Chief Fenrir frowned at my sharp tone, and he eyed me cautiously for a moment before he replied with carefully spoken words. “You made the beast appear who now destroys Skara, did you not? I simply meant to acknowledge your power.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” I answered a little too quickly, and I took a deep breath to relax my fried nerves. I’d run into this problem with Freya already, but hearing the words again had drawn me up short, especially after such a long and intensive battle. “I think I just heard you wrong, I’m sorry.” 
 
    Then I turned away and gestured to my friends atop the guard towers as I changed the subject.  
 
    “I say we call off the advance and announce our victory.” I cleared my throat and pointed to Arwyn and Nia. “They will guard the route to the ocean. Once everyone is off the island, I’ll recall my belial and cover our backs. Meet up at the Gryffon.” 
 
    “We will spread the order,” Chief Fenrir replied with a swift nod. With that, the tall shapeshifter swiveled, and Trjegul and Ratreya followed closely behind him as the three shifted into raptors and flew away.  
 
    Freya tugged on my hand and gave me a quizzical look. “Why were you so upset by being called a beast maker, Gryff?” 
 
    “We can talk about it later,” I answered. Or not at all, if I could help it. “Let’s focus on Moose Clan’s defeat.” 
 
    “Alright,” Freya replied as she gave my hand a warm squeeze. “How can I serve you?” 
 
    “Fly over the bay and spread word of our victory.” I grinned. “I think that’s the perfect job for a warrior princess.” 
 
    Freya rolled her eyes, but a small smile tugged on the stoic line of her lips as she let go of my hand and headed for the edge of the roof. My beautiful wife leapt from the ledge, and in the next breath, she extended her russet brown hawk wings. I watched her pump her wings, then glide low over the water of the bay, and I grinned from ear to ear as she let out a ferocious bird-like screech.  
 
    The sound was echoed around the island by the scattered hawk warriors, and a moment later, feline roars, wolf howls, and the guttural grunts of bears added to the victory song. I even heard some feminine whoops and shouts from my Mistral lovers as they joined in with the shapeshifters’ harmony.  
 
    Suddenly, though, a chill crept into the atmosphere, and dread filled my chest.  
 
    Then a sharp crack reverberated through the air, and the victory cry fell silent as a gigantic rift snapped open above the remains of Skara. The portal to the Shadowscape was ringed with a blinding blue-white hue, and the brilliance of the color illuminated the rubble heap of the city. The purple-black curtain inside the circle of the rift vibrated with power, and as the portal bulged and expanded, I realized something was about to emerge. 
 
    I cursed under my breath and raked a hand through my hair as I watched a humanoid arm slowly emerge. 
 
    Maker, was Veopa coming to face me?  
 
    Without my adaptations from my summons, I was not in a good place to jump into a fight, and I didn’t trust my control over my belial enough to take my concentration off the deadly monster under my command while I faced a new enemy.  
 
    So, I gritted my teeth and made my decision. 
 
    With a wave of my will, I recalled my belial, and I gasped as the drain on my mana ceased. I didn’t take time to catch my breath, though, and I quickly tossed out handfuls of crystals onto the rooftop. As my monsters erupted around me, I turned to analyze the thing coming out of the rift. I could feel the added strain on my mana from casting the same summons twice in one day, but if I hadn’t already used so much energy on my belial, I doubt I would have even noticed since I’d been growing steadily stronger lately.  
 
    The humanoid hand pushed past the curtain as the creature emerged, and from my vantage point it looked like a man, but the creature’s skin was shining with a blue-white glow so bright it was hard to distinguish details. As the round head ducked through the rift and entered the human realm, I noticed a strand of blue-white energy extended from the back of the being’s skull, which trailed through the purple-black swirling curtain into the rift.  
 
    I frowned as I watched the mysterious monster turn its head and scan the crumbled city around the rift. I’d seen something similar in Utun when the snake-goddess had used her blood aura to enhance the strength of her army. As my enemies fell beneath our blades, their deaths merely fueled our remaining opponents even more, which made the horde Utuni commanded way more challenging to defeat.  
 
    I’d never seen a monster like the being in front of me before, so I had no way of knowing what it was capable of, but I could sense its immense power from where I stood. 
 
    I needed to be ready for anything, so I glanced at my crowd of summons as I did a quick tally of my available monster weapons. My vingehund, kalgori, bullet bass, daggerdillo, roosa, arachness, and  duvarku blinked back at me and awaited my commands, while my speed slug slithered toward me. With a wave of my will, I pulled on my monster adaptations until my body was once again fully armored and deadly. Then I grabbed my speed slug and attached it to the nape of my neck.  
 
    Once I was ready, I ran for the edge of the roof, and with a pull of my shoulder muscles, the pale blue feathers of my vingehund wings lifted me into the air. With my army of summons at my back, I flew with monster-enhanced speed through the air toward the rift. 
 
    Kalon swept past my peripheral, and Cyra waved from between her familiar’s bright pink wings to get my attention.  
 
    I jerked my wings to slow my pace and hover in the air.  
 
    “What is that thing?” The dark-skinned summoner had to shout, but I could see the worry in her dark brown eyes as she glanced at the monster standing before the rift. “Do you want me to go get Mati and Braden?” 
 
    “I have no idea what it is, but it’s being powered by something inside the rift,” I called back with a mid-flight shrug. Then I gave my lover a firm nod and jerked my head toward the ocean. “Go get the banisher, I’m going to take care of whatever that thing is.” 
 
    “Be careful!” Cyra called out as the silver dragon banked her wings and changed direction.  
 
    As my lover flew out of sight and I crossed the distance to the rift, I commanded my kalgori to multiply. When a cloud of the butterfly-like monsters buzzed around me, I told my bladewings and my vingehund to charge. The rest of my monster forces were still scampering through the destruction of the city, but I could sense them growing steadily closer.  
 
    I was less than a hundred feet from the thing in front of the rift, and I hovered in mid-air while my summons charged toward the mysterious creature.  
 
    Then the glowing humanoid monster turned its face to me, and I inhaled sharply at the image.  
 
    The creature had a misshapen body that didn’t seem to be fully formed, and it twisted and blurred in spasms. Its face resembled a child’s drawing of patchy colors and shapes, and I watched in horror as the being’s nose shifted into the hooked beak of a raptor, then transformed into the long snout of a wolf, before it settled into the bulbous muzzle of a moose. As I scanned my opponent, I realized the rest of the being’s body was also shifting through multiple forms of animals. 
 
    Maker, what the fuck was this thing? 
 
    I have never seen a beast like this before, Sera mused, and I sensed a hint of fear in her voice. I do not think this thing is natural, it does not look stable. 
 
    “What do you mean? Is it a monster?” I choked down the urge to fly away as I stared at the mysterious monster.  
 
    My kalgori swarmed around the creature and wrapped my opponent in a blanket of bladed wings as they pushed into its body. A cry of alarm ran along my bond with my summons, then a pulse of blue-white light burst forth from the enormous monster, and my gut lurched as I sensed many of my butterfly-like summons burn to death from the heat of the attack.  
 
    The cord of energy tying the creature to the rift hummed, and I squinted into my kalgori swarm to see how the thing was killing so many of my summons. I was losing count of the numbers lost as the green colored, winged monsters dropped to the ground at my enemy’s feet.  
 
    The bright glow of the creature  temporarily blinded me as it reflected off the metal edges of my remaining kalgori’s wings, and I blinked away floaters in my vision while I pulled my insectoid swarm back with a mental command.  
 
    I believe it is a shapeshifter, Sera said suddenly. Perhaps not, but I sense a human life. Its essence is shrouded with power, though, and difficult to penetrate. 
 
    “I’m pretty good at penetrating difficult things.” I smirked.  
 
    Yes, you are, lover, the dark-winged Archon moaned with pleasure.  
 
    I waved off Sera’s distraction as I sent my vingehund in to attack. My flying hound barked with glee, then let out a ferocious growl as she pounced on the being’s chest. My blue-winged summons was met with the large horns of a moose, though, and my vingehund whimpered as the antlers crushed into her torso.  
 
    My canine-like summons smacked into the cement rubble littering the battle field, and I heard the air rush from her lungs at the impact.  
 
    I winced, but when I traced the bond that connected us, my vingehund shook off her pain and rose on shaky feet. I didn’t want to risk her getting too injured to remain in play, though, because that would mean I would lose my own wings as well, so I gave my summons the command to stay back. 
 
    My vingehund obeyed reluctantly, but I could tell she would much rather fight to the death than stand back and watch. Caution gripped my gut, though, so I eyed my opponent carefully as I planned my next move. A moment later, however, my monsters burst from a relatively intact side street and gathered around me.  
 
    I grinned and commanded my forces to charge, and my roosa chittered with vicious glee as it snapped its giant, twelve-foot-long pincers at the shifting creature. As the metallic chitinous appendage clipped through my opponent’s shoulder and sliced off its arm, the blue-white glow shot out a bright beam of light from the wound. But a moment later, the gaping wound in my enemy’s flesh was transformed into a muscular furry arm that ended in a bear-like claw and carved a deep crevice into my roosa’s pincer.  
 
    As my scorpion-like monster retaliated and cut away at its enemy’s body, more limbs and appendages grew from the wounds, until the unknown shapeshifter’s form was covered in monstrous animal parts. Then my arachness rushed into the fight, and my spider-like summons spat out webbing to trap the various feline paws, bear claws, raptor wings, and talons against the strange being’s body.  
 
    My daggerdillo rolled into a spiky metallic ball and barreled down on the grotesque mashed-up monster, but as the hedgehog-like summon crashed into the thing’s legs, my opponent slammed down into my daggerdillo with the heavy hooves of a moose. My monster screeched in pain, and its spikes broke beneath the impact.  
 
    Then the shapeshifter thing launched at my arachness with bird talons and beak, and it pecked at her with sharp jabs as my summons scurried to dodge the attacks. I could sense her searching for eyes on her opponent’s face to aim her paralyzing gaze, but the weird animal combination never had eyes.  
 
    My duvarku lunged through the rubble toward my enemy, and as it crossed the distance to the shifting thing, my summons split into its two identical selves. Then the green otter-like monsters jumped onto the thing’s multi-winged back, and they dug their long fangs into both sides of the mashed-up creature’s neck. 
 
    My enemy didn’t make any noise, and the silence was eerie, but the constant hum of power coming through the strand extending from the rift pulsed in my ears. Suddenly, a strand of blue-white energy stretched out a branching extension from the cord connected to the mashed-up thing. The added string of power arced through the air, then I heard a sound like a zap of static electricity, and I turned to see the strand attached to Freya as she flew toward the rift.  
 
    My wife gasped, and a bird-like cry of pain exploded from her beak, but she was frozen within the grasp of the magic. The blue-white glow emanating from the grotesque creature pulsated, and it grew brighter.  
 
    Suddenly, an explosion of light erupted from my opponent, and all my summons were knocked back. As my monsters flew through the air, I sensed their pain, and then they fell in a scattered circular perimeter around the being.  
 
    Rage burned in my throat, and adrenaline pumped through my veins like electricity. Then I let out a fierce growl, ripped my daggers from their sheaths, and charged toward my target with the enhanced speed of my slug monster.  
 
    I lunged at the last moment, extended my blades, and dug into the multi-animal form of my opponent. I stabbed my enemy with vicious thrusts, and the world around me faded as I lost myself in the rage.  
 
    I can give you my power, Gryff, Miralea offered suddenly. Your rage will enhance your strength and powers if you take on my berserker ability. 
 
    “Do it!” I screamed as I thrashed at the shapeshifter monster with wild swings of my arms. 
 
    My enemy morphed and shifted beneath me, and as more holes in its flesh let the blue-white glow escape, the more the cord connecting the thing to the rift and to Freya pulsed and hummed with the exchange of power. Yet, the creature continued to push against my attacks, and it seemed unaffected by its wounds.  
 
    I pumped my wings, swiveled, jumped, and lunged to avoid the claws, talons, and hooves my enemy directed my way, all while I darted in with my daggers to land more and more hits.  
 
    Miralea fed me a thread of her power through our bond, and stamina and energy unlike anything I’d experienced before washed over me. The exhaustion from summoning and controlling the belial was gone, and I was invigorated to the point of feeling invincible.  
 
    My heartbeat pounded in my ears, and I roared out a fevered battle cry, then attacked with renewed strength. As my arms spun faster than I could see, and the slicing sound of my blades filled my ears, I sensed my opponent’s energy begin to slacken. 
 
    Behind me, I heard the sound of something plop to the ground, then I heard my shapeshifting wife groan, but when I glanced back, I saw she was freed from the cord of power. 
 
    “Get all the shapeshifters off the island as fast as you can!” I bellowed over my shoulder while I continued my flurry of blows.  
 
    “I’m not leaving without you!” Freya called back, and I could hear the stubborn determination in her voice even while I fought.  
 
    I growled as rage continued to flood throughout my body, and I thrashed at my enemy with my entire kalgori bladed might. My bullet bass armor reflected the blue-white glow emitted by my opponent, and light beams shot in jagged arcs off my metallic coating.  
 
    In the next breath, the mashed-up creature lifted its glowing humanoid arms to ward off my blows and cowered away from my attacks. My eyes burned into the blurry misshapen face, and I pressed forward with fiery determination.  
 
    “You. Cannot. Win!” I shouted as I slammed my blades into the grotesque combination of animals. 
 
    Suddenly, a whistling sound pierced through the air from the direction of the rift, and the energetic cord began to recede, like a frog yanking a bug into its mouth, and the shapeshifting thing was pulled swiftly into the rift. 
 
    Then the portal to the Shadowscape snapped closed with a resounding crack that made my ears ring, and I blinked around at the empty battlefield. 
 
    It was over? 
 
    Rage still pumped through my veins, like a growl constantly building in my throat, and I scanned the area with wide, feverish eyes in search of new prey.  
 
    Kill them all. Anyone in my way. 
 
    I inhaled sharply as I realized Miralea’s berserker power still grasped my mind. So, I took a deep breath and released the jaguar goddess’s power with a wave of my will, and my pulse slowly returned to a normal pace. Then I slowly let go of my monster adaptations and allowed my body to return to its normal human form. 
 
    Maker, what a day.  
 
    A moment later, Freya slammed into my chest and hugged me tightly, and I guffawed as my wife knocked the wind from my lungs, but then I wrapped my arms around her and returned the embrace. I dug my nose into the tangled mess of dark blonde waves and inhaled her wild scent appreciatively. 
 
    We won. We actually won. 
 
    The Moose Clan was destroyed, and whatever the thing Veopa sent through the rift was, it was gravely injured. I would defeat the mysterious goddess of the shapeshifters and rescue Varleth.  
 
    Then we could focus on ending the war with the Archons once and for all.  
 
    Maybe, once the world was safe, I could make more formal living arrangements with my wife and girlfriends. Or was it my soon-to-be wives? 
 
    Either way, I was eager to find out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    I recalled all of my monsters, and then I wrapped an arm around my wife’s shoulders, and we turned toward the bay. It was hard work to climb over the rubbled remains of the city, but I was amazed to see the majority of the metal wall encircling the dock still stood.  
 
    We passed beneath the opening to the ledge around the water, and I beckoned to the silhouette forms of Arwyn and Nia from where they stood atop the guard towers. A huddle of shapeshifters stood on the dock, and as we approached them, the warriors started to cheer. 
 
    “Thank you,” a man with a bleeding cut across his nose told me as he clapped me on the back. “You saved us from the stampede.” 
 
    I was too tired to wave off his gratitude, but I eagerly eyed the small clan boats anchored in the dock. “Our work here is done, let’s get out of here.” 
 
    The shapeshifters matched my eagerness, and by the time Arwyn and Nia had joined us on the ledge, several boats were full of warriors and ready to push off from the harbor. My women sat close to me, and even though we were returning to the Gryffon victorious, the mood on the boat was somber, and the conversations were stilted. I was so exhausted from the battle, I barely registered our trek across the water, and it seemed like no time had passed when my ship came into view. 
 
    As I clambered up the rope ladder and over the rail, Phi greeted me with a proud smile from the prow. I nodded to the Archon, then scanned the scene in front of me. Shapeshifters crowded the deck, and the chaise lounges were filled with warriors in bandages, while others moved between the chairs handing out water, medicine, and comforting words to the injured.  
 
    Arwyn inhaled sharply when she saw how many patients needed healing. Then my red-haired lover shot me a tired look. “Looks like my work isn’t over just yet.” 
 
    “You already know what I’m going to say,” I replied with concern in my voice.  
 
    “Don’t push yourself, I know,” Arwyn chuckled, and her flame-colored tendrils swayed as the healer turned and strode toward the injured.  
 
    A moment later, Kalon thumped onto the deck, and Cyra slid from her familiar’s back with fluid grace. The silver dragon shrank back to her miniature size, and the dark-skinned summoner scooped up the reptilian monster to deposit her summons on her shoulder. As she crossed the ship to Nia, Freya, and me, Cyra gave us a tired smile. 
 
    “By the time we got to the rift, it was gone,” she explained as she greeted us with a wave. “Then I saw some of the Bear Clan warriors struggling to fight through some moose guys, so we stopped to help them before we looked for you.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re safe,” I replied with a warm smile. “You missed one hell of a battle.” 
 
    Braden’s king gryphon flew overhead, and the beast’s shadow doused us in darkness for a moment before they landed on the deck. Then the ox-like summoner and his banisher girlfriend climbed down from between the large raptor wings. My roommate gave his giant summons an affectionate stroke on its eagle beak, recalled his monster, and then he and Mati joined our group. 
 
    “What happened with the rift?” the black-haired banisher asked before I could say hello. “Did you close it on your own? Or did it just snap shut by itself? I was getting kind of bored on the ship, so I was looking forward to a chance to do my job, but when I got there, it was gone--” 
 
    “Yes,” I interrupted, “the rift closed on its own. Once I weakened the thing Veopa sent through, he shot back in, and it closed up.” 
 
    “Weird … ” Mati tilted her head to the side, and her green eyes were wide. “What was it? Well, you called it a thing, so I guess you don’t know--” 
 
    “Gryff will give a full report once the clans regroup,” Nia interjected, and she eyed the black-haired banisher wearily. “Give him a chance to catch his breath first.” 
 
    “Oh. Sorry, Gryff.” Mati blushed, but fell quiet. 
 
    I sighed gratefully and raked a hand through my hair. “It’s fine, really. To be honest, I have no idea what that thing was, but Sera said she sensed a human life.” 
 
    “Speaking of the clans,” Cyra said as she glanced around the Gryffon, “all I see are the wounded. Many survived, where are they?” 
 
    Suddenly, a loud, deep horn blew out a long, solemn note, then faded into distant echoes. In my peripheral vision, I noticed someone climb over the rail, and then another. In the growing dusk, the shadowy form appeared to be the chief, so I jerked my head toward the new passengers and cleared my throat. 
 
    “Right there,” I told Cyra with a teasing smile.  
 
    My team followed behind me as I met the clan leader’s approach. I didn’t recognize the three men with him, and I eyed them curiously as I crossed the distance between us. 
 
    “Gryff of Hawk Clan,” Chief Fenrir greeted as he inclined his head, and the dark-haired shapeshifter shook my hand enthusiastically before he gestured to his companions with his chin. “I’d like to introduce you to Chief Grymm, leader of the Wolf Clan, Chief Boris of Bear Clan, and Chief Tjorn from the Snow Leopard Clan.” 
 
    “I have heard much about you, Gryff of Hawk Clan.” The wolfish man I assumed was Chief Grymm stepped forward and attempted to mimic the hawk leader’s handshake. “Wolf Clan thanks you for your efforts this day.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” I grinned as I patiently endured his awkward grasp. The people of Hawk Clan had taken some time to adapt to some of my foreign ways, but the handshake seemed to spread even without more action on my part. “I am sorry for your losses.” 
 
    “Your strategy was smart,” the man standing beside Chief Grymm interjected, and he wrapped a hairy hand around mine with more ease than his comrade. The man had long gray hair and the pale eyes of a snow leopard. “Many more would have died if we’d all attacked at once.” 
 
    “Chief Tjorn?” I questioned with an arched eyebrow as I tried to get their names and faces matched in my memory.  
 
    “Indeed,” the leader of the Snow Leopard Clan chuckled as he released my hand. “Forgive us, it seems everyone knows who you are, so it is easy to forget you are not from the territories.” 
 
    “Which makes me Chief Boris,” the last man informed me with a broad grin. “And while I hate to fill your ears with more of the same words, the Bear Clan is also very grateful for your presence today.” 
 
    “I didn’t act alone,” I replied, and I gestured for my team. “My friends from Mistral played a large role in our victory.”  
 
    My team stepped forward and bowed as I introduced them to the clan leaders, but once the formalities were completed, I cleared my throat to refocus our discussion. 
 
    “So,” I said in the language of the clans as I cast my gaze between the four leaders. “What happens now?” 
 
    An uncomfortable silence followed my words as the chiefs eyed each other cautiously. Then Freya stepped forward with the fiery look in her eyes she wore when she meant business, and I resisted the urge to chuckle as I flashed the shapeshifter leaders a sympathetic smile.  
 
    “The clans have been at war my entire life,” the warrior princess started in a clear voice, “and for generations before that. Too much time has passed to remember what started it, but our petty disputes over boundaries and islands continue to fuel the conflict.”  
 
    My wife placed her hands on her hips and gave the four leaders a stern look. The men shifted uncomfortably on their feet as they met her hard eyes, but they didn’t speak up to argue, so the warrior princess took a deep breath before she continued. 
 
    “What’s she saying?” Nia whispered behind me, and I muttered the translation to my Mistral friends while we listened to Freya’s words. 
 
    “The time for war is over,” my wife went on in a firm and confident tone. “The clans must come to an agreement about who gets what, and hold our people responsible for breaking united clan law. As leaders, the four of you must put aside your differences and compromise so that the territories can enjoy a time of peace and prosperity. If you do not, the alliance will fail, and the cycle of power struggles will return.” 
 
    I couldn’t help myself, and I applauded my shapeshifting wife with a wide grin on my face. As my friends mimicked my response, Chief Fenrir eyed his daughter with obvious pride. Then the dark-haired chief gestured for silence and gave the other leaders a pointed look. 
 
    “My daughter speaks true.” The hawk leader jerked his head at the smoking remains of Skara. “We can accomplish great things if we work together.” 
 
    The three other clan leaders nodded and agreed, and Freya nodded firmly in obvious approval.  
 
    Chief Fenrir turned back to me and sighed deeply. “I suppose this is really farewell, then. I have detained you for too long already.” 
 
    “You know we will come back someday,” I replied with a warm smile. “I promised to bring your grandchildren to see you, remember?” 
 
    “I will hold you to your word,” the tall shapeshifter answered with a pleased expression. “Take care of each other, the world is cold.” 
 
    “I swear it.” I nodded firmly, then wrapped an arm around my wife’s shoulders and squeezed her to my side. “Trust me, Freya will keep me on my toes.” 
 
    “I will miss you, Father,” Freya murmured, and even though her face was neutral, her gold-flecked eyes were full of emotion.  
 
    “Fly free, my daughter,” Fenrir replied softly. The Hawk Clan leader nodded to my friends, and then he turned to his comrades to beckon them toward the rope ladder.  
 
    With that settled, the shapeshifter leaders returned to their peoples, but it was still a while until the wounded were loaded onto the sailboats. Once my friends, my wife, and Phi were the only passengers on the Gryffon, I took a deep breath and then finally let it sink in that the battle was over.  
 
    “What now?” Mati asked the question we were all thinking.  
 
    I sighed and raked a tired hand through my hair. “Now, we can move forward and sail to Vay.” 
 
    “Good.” Arwyn nodded wearily, and dark bags hung beneath her amber eyes. “I am anxious to complete our mission.”  
 
    The healer must have been exhausted after tending to so many wounded right after going through a battle. My red-haired lover definitely deserved a break, and I planned on giving it to her.  
 
    “And get Varleth,” Nia added with furrowed brows. “I hope we get to him in time.” 
 
    “We will,” I said in a confident tone. “We’re going to have Archon power the rest of the way, after all.” 
 
    “It’s crazy to see Archons we fought against for so long following commands like ‘pull the ship,’” Cyra observed, but then she shot me a teasing smile. “But I suppose that’s just the summoner’s way.” 
 
    “I don’t know about you guys,” Braden said as he stretched his muscular arms, “but I’m ready to get some shut eye.” 
 
    “I’m sure they’d rather be alone, anyway,” Mati quipped, and the black-haired banisher winked at me. “Do some de-stressing, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “Yep,” I chuckled. “Well, get some rest, and I’ll talk to you guys in the morning.” 
 
    The couple waved, and the girls exchanged a few more words, then Braden and Mati ducked below deck.  
 
    “While ‘de-stressing’ sounds fun,” Arwyn said once my women and I were alone, “I am far too drained to do anything with my body for a while.” 
 
    “Why don’t we all get some food,” Nia suggested, and her blue eyes flickered to my blonde wife. “Freya made so much stew earlier, but the battle started before anyone really had a chance to eat.” 
 
    “You hungry?” I asked my wife in her language, and the warrior princess nodded in reply, so I led my women into the galley. 
 
    At the same time, I gave Phi the command to return to her task of pulling the ship, and I kept my mind focused on the Archon until I was assured she followed my directions. A short while later, the four women and I sat around the biggest table in the galley with empty dishes and satisfied smiles.  
 
    “Ugh … ” Cyra groaned, and the dark-skinned summoner patted her full stomach. “I ate so much I feel like I have a stew baby. Well … it might not just be food, but I suppose it would be too soon to tell.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Arwyn’s eyebrows shot up. “Are you saying you might be pregnant?” 
 
    Freya jabbed me in the ribs and gave me a questioning look, so I chuckled and translated my lovers’ words. 
 
    Cyra blushed, and her eyelids fluttered as she flicked her gaze from me to Freya. “Maybe? I don’t know.”  
 
    “Our sister-wife already took much of Gryff’s seed,” Freya said as she gave Cyra an uncharacteristic grin. “Her belly will soon swell with child, and it will be our job to care for her during her pregnancy.” 
 
    “What did she say?” Nia asked in a curious tone. “She looks so happy.” 
 
    “Umm, well … ” I started as heat rushed into my cheeks. 
 
    “She’s probably talking about how she helped Gryff fill me with cum the other night when she wanted me to get pregnant,” Cyra supplied in a casual tone, but her face was flushed as she looked nervously between Arwyn and Nia. Then she turned her chocolate eyes to me and giggled. “I recognize the Hawk Clan word for sister-wife.” 
 
    “Wow,” Arwyn breathed and blinked rapidly. “I wasn’t expecting that.” 
 
    “Your children will be so beautiful!” Nia exclaimed, and she clasped Cyra’s hand across the table as she smiled warmly. “I’m so happy for you.” 
 
    “Would, um,” I cleared my throat as my neck burned, “would that be something, uh, you two would want?” 
 
    Nia’s blue eyes widened, and Arwyn inhaled sharply. Then their eyes turned thoughtful, but they didn’t respond right away.  
 
    I held my breath as the silence lengthened, but the suspense was too much, so I started to stammer as I tried to ease the tension in the air.  
 
    “I-I mean, there’s no rush or anything, and of course I will always love you no matter what--”  
 
    “Gryff,” Arwyn interrupted with a raised hand, and her amber eyes were amused. “It’s okay, this is something we have been needing to talk about, so I’m glad it was brought up. I have been thinking about it a lot actually, and not just since hearing of your marriage to Freya.” 
 
    “You have?” I was surprised at my lovers’ calm reactions, but I had to admit I was filled with excitement.  
 
    “There was a time, a while back, when I thought I might be pregnant with your child, you know.” Arwyn shrugged. 
 
    “Oh?” I asked, and my other three lovers faced her. 
 
    “Yes,” Arwyn admitted with a heavy sigh. “I was sick in the mornings for a week or so.” 
 
    “I remember that,” Nia said.  
 
    “It was a bit early to really tell you, Arwyn continued, “and we hadn’t really discussed a baby, and I was taking the birth herb, so … ” 
 
    “I wish you had told me,” I said.  
 
    “It would have complicated things given how it turned out,” Arwyn said. “I love you, and I realized then that I did want your baby. However, the timing was wrong, but … I was shocked when I got the negative test results back.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have had to go through that alone,” Cyra sighed as she patted Arwyn on the arm. 
 
    “Thanks,” my teacher said with a gentle smile at the younger summoner. “It wasn’t much trouble really. I just thought I didn’t want something, but then I realized I wanted it unbelievably bad. It was like a bad poem.” 
 
    “It seems like that problem can be fixed right now, though,” Cyra said as her hand moved down to touch her own tight tummy, where one day soon my baby would begin to grow. 
 
    “Yes,” Arwyn said as she looked at me and bit her lip slightly.  
 
    “So,” I replied as a grin crept across my face, “would you want to have a baby someday?” 
 
    “We actually talked about this a little bit with the other girls while you were gone,” Nia informed me with a slight frown creasing her brow. “You had been missing for so long … but one night we were talking, and we discussed how much we would enjoy having your child since we couldn’t have you.” 
 
    “It’s true,” Cyra chirped. “I forgot about that!” 
 
    “Layla was the one who first brought it up, if I recall,” Arwyn mused. “But we were all thinking along the same lines already. It was during that conversation we all realized we no longer needed to drink the child prevention herbal tea.” 
 
    “What about you, Nia?” Cyra asked, and she winked at the ashen-haired mage. “I can picture how gorgeous yours and Gryff’s baby would be.” 
 
    “My eyes, and his hair … ” Nia’s gaze went unfocused for a moment, and I could tell she was picturing our offspring in her mind, but then she shook her head. “My father would never let me hear the end of it if I had a child out of wedlock, though. He would insist I have a legitimate marriage first.” 
 
    “Maker, I forgot about your dad,” I groaned. “Would he even approve of his prodigy daughter marrying a kid from the Wilds?” 
 
    “Oh, my dad loves you, Gryff,” Nia laughed with a wave of her hand. “Why wouldn’t he? Look at how much you have done for our country. He is always talking about how he wishes more mages were like you. It’s just going to be a matter of getting back to Mistral and letting him do things the Kenefick way. Big celebration with expensive food and entertainment. I don’t need all that to marry you, but--” 
 
    “I know how he is,” I cut her off in a cautious tone, “so we can do that, if you want?” 
 
    “You want to marry me, Gryff?” Nia shot me the most brilliant smile I’d ever seen, and I gulped down the emotions that rose in my throat at the sight. 
 
    “I would love to marry you, Nia Kenefick,” I breathed in an earnest tone. “Whenever, wherever you want.” 
 
    “Is this really happening?” Cyra gushed. “Are we having a wedding?” 
 
    “After we complete our mission.” Nia nodded firmly, and then she turned to Freya. “I’m so happy you married Freya and started this whole thing.” 
 
    At the mention of her name, my blonde wife smiled at my lovers, then shot me a questioning look. 
 
    “We’re just discussing marriage and babies,” I chuckled as I spoke in the language of the clans. “And how they’re happy we met.” 
 
    “My sister-wives are powerful warriors, and I can already see how much they love you,” Freya replied as she inclined her head. “I am pleased with the women we will share our life with.” 
 
    I translated her words with a proud voice, and I sighed contentedly as I looked around at my happy women.  
 
    Then Freya gasped, and she grabbed my arm. “We have to give Nia and Arwyn babies, too! Come on, Gryff, they need your seed inside them. Their babies will have the most beautiful long legs and sharp cunning faces.” 
 
    “What is it?” Arwyn questioned in an amused tone. 
 
    “Now,” Freya demanded, and the warrior princess stood, tugged on my arm, and gestured for the other women to go toward the door. 
 
    “Um, she says you and Nia need my seed inside you,” I told my red-haired lover as Freya pulled me toward the door. “Like, right now.” 
 
    “I won’t argue with a warrior princess,” Arwyn chuckled, and as she stood from the table and followed us toward the door, desire filled her amber eyes. “I’ve been craving your touch since I first saw you.” 
 
    “It’s rare to get pregnant on the first try after being off the herb, right?” Nia shrugged, but she ran her tongue over her lips as she trailed behind us.  
 
    “Uhh, that’s not quite true,” Arwyn said. “If you are fertile now, and Gryff pours his seed into you, you’ll become pregnant.” 
 
    “I should wait,” Nia sighed. “I guess I could just take the herb tomorrow and--” 
 
    “It will take about a month or more to show.” Arwyn cleared her throat. “No harm in getting started now.” 
 
    “Okay,” Nia agreed, and her eyes burned into mine as we walked down into the ship.  
 
    “Mmm, you guys are going to love how excited Freya gets,” Cyra chuckled, and she ambled behind us with a sensual sway to her hips. “It’s hot.” 
 
    I allowed myself to be pulled along by my passionate wife, and as my soon-to-be wives followed behind us, I shook my head in awe at my own life. 
 
    Maker, it was good to be me. 
 
    I had more power than ever before, I’d just destroyed an entire city in a day, and I was about to potentially conceive two more children with two of the most wonderful women I had ever known.  
 
    And afterwards, I would defeat Veopa and get Varleth back. 
 
    And nothing would stand in my way. 
 
    End of book 14 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 End Notes 
 
    Thank you for reading Summoner 14! I’ll start writing Summoner 15 once this book hits 100 reviews, so leave your review right here! 
 
    Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book unless you follow that author on the store. Make sure you click this link and then click on the follow button. Then Amazon will update you a few weeks after my next book comes out. 
 
    If you want to get notified of my books the day that they come out, make sure you follow my Facebook author page and join my Facebook fan group. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted that next Summoner book is out. 
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