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 Chapter 1 
 
    Less than a year had passed since I last stepped foot in Ralor’s Stead, but it felt like it had been an eternity. This was where I’d first met Marangur Sleet, and where I’d been recruited by the military to study at the Academy and hone my summoning magic. Never would I have guessed I’d return as one of his chosen mages to help bring order and balance back to the world.  
 
    Ralor’s Stead had seen better days, though. What was once a busy little hub town for travelers seemed to have dwindled to only the natives with a few out of towners scattered here and there.  
 
    The copper mines that drew the crowds, however, were as lucrative as ever, if the rebuilding of the town had been any indication. The town’s buildings were decorated with twice as much copper as they were before. Pipes, utensils, window fixtures … it looked like everything bore copper accents to it now. There was a more industrial feel to the town, as though it had been uprooted and taken straight out of the hustle and bustle of an Enclave.  
 
    It was odd to see an outlying town with so much copper in its day-to-day, and I knew it was a sign of struggle to rebuild. Copper was a valuable commodity, but it wasn’t the best building material since it was so soft. If the people of Ralor’s Stead were using this much of it, it meant they didn’t have much else at their disposal anymore.  
 
    Ralor’s Stead had been attacked by a horde of monsters when a rift appeared in the center of town. Maelor and I had been working here at the time, and I couldn’t sit by and let the attack happen when I knew I could do something about it. Still, there was only so much I could do, even if I gave it my all, and much of the town was destroyed by the fires.  
 
    They’d rebuilt a lot since then, but it wasn’t the same, at least from where I stood on the hill half a mile from the outskirts, the same hill Maelor and I had been drinking and chopping lumber on that afternoon.  
 
    “Gryff?” Erin’s sweet voice called to me from the path that led into the town proper. Her bright orange hair caught the sunlight at just the right angle that she glowed, and her face was full of sad understanding as she smiled at me. It was weird how she always seemed to know how to draw me from my thoughts and understand them without me saying a word. Weird, but nice.  
 
    “What’s up?” I asked as I tilted my head to regard her properly.  
 
    “We should get going,” she replied gently.  
 
    Behind her, Ashla and Varleth stood side by side and waited patiently.  
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed, and I tore myself away from the outlook to rejoin my friends. “We can stay at the inn near the center of town.” 
 
    I took up the lead, and we trotted down the dirt path to the edge of Ralor’s Stead. The trip had been relatively quiet since we boarded the airship from the volcano and landed on the other side of the tree line. Exhaustion was chasing us, and it was catching up quickly. The sooner I could get to a bed that wasn’t flying through the sky, the better.  
 
    The sun had only just started its descent as late afternoon rolled around. As it did, we breached the edge of the town. Maybe it was me, but the air still smelled of smoke and death from the rift that had opened here, and I found myself looking for one in case I needed to rescue the town once more. I found nothing, though.  
 
    Damn, I was so tired my mind was playing tricks on me.  
 
    As we made our way through the town, I noted a few familiar faces, but not enough to remember their names. They didn’t seem to recall who I was, and that was okay. It wasn’t like I’d lived here for my whole life and left family behind or anything. I wouldn’t know what that felt like.  
 
    Now that we were up close, though, I was able to get a better look at the rebuilt houses and structures. Sure enough, there was much more copper on them than I remembered them having. It was true copper would stand against heat better than wood on their roofs, but the lack of hominess the town now had just made it seem cold.  
 
    We made our way to the inn and were immediately greeted by the innkeeper, Maron. He didn’t look much different than he did before. In fact, neither did the inn, but the hole in the middle of the floor had been patched up, and Maron looked like he hadn’t slept a wink since I left.  
 
    “Good eve, travelers,” he greeted from behind the bar, and the glass in his hands squeaked as he ran a warm cloth along the edge of it.  
 
    “Same to you, Maron,” I replied.  
 
    The man stopped and peered hard at me from over the bar. His dark eyes looked me over, then to my friends, then back to me again before a small smile tugged at his lips.  
 
    “Gryff of Njordenfalls, is it?” he chuckled as he set down his glass and rag. Then he leaned over the counter to shake my hand.  
 
    “How have you been?” I asked him and accepted the gesture warmly.  
 
    Maron gave my hand a tight squeeze before he let go altogether. Then his gaze dropped, and he swallowed tightly.  
 
    “I’ve been better,” he admitted after a moment, “but look at you! You’re all official now in your cloak and jewels.”  
 
    “I suppose I am,” I agreed with a soft laugh. 
 
    “Ditched the ol’ man, I see,” he commented in regards to Maelor.  
 
    I couldn’t blame him. I’d spent a couple of months at this inn working with Maelor, and Maron had rarely seen one of us without the other in tow.  
 
    “Not at all.” I shook my head. “He actually ended up following me to Varle and made his base there for the time being.”  
 
    “Is that right?” Maron quirked an eyebrow. “After all of the shit he talked about Enclaves, he gave in and moved into one?” 
 
    “I was a bit surprised myself,” I expressed, “but it was a choice he made all on his own.”  
 
    Maron nodded, but said nothing more on the subject. Instead, he came around the bar and stopped in front of us.  
 
    “You looking for a room, then?” he questioned.  
 
    “Aye.” I nodded. “We’re to be meeting with a larger party over the next few days.” 
 
    Maron drummed his fingers on the bar and pursed his lips. His brows furrowed in thought, as though he were having an internal debate with himself. What that could be about, I had no idea.  
 
    Finally, he put his hand down on the polished wood with a grunt and looked at us again.  
 
    “Very well,” he said.  
 
    I looked between him and my friends, then bowed my head graciously.  
 
    “Thanks,” I hummed, and I had to admit I was a little excited about the idea of staying here again. The beds weren’t great, but the food and drink out in these parts were always the best. I didn’t care what anyone said. Small town food was the way to go.  
 
    “You know the drill,” Maron started as he walked behind a small desk by the stairs. “Meals are at seven, noon, and six. Showers are communal, and don’t lose your keys.”  
 
    Maron made an emphasis on the last bit that made me laugh.  
 
    “C’mon, that was one time,” I protested, “and I told you it was Anya’s fault.”  
 
    Then I paused. How could I have forgotten about Maron’s daughter? We’d spent quite a few nights together during my stay here, before Sleet came and took me to the Academy. She was a sweet girl with long dark hair, tawny colored skin, and breasts that seemed almost too big for her tiny body.  
 
    Maron shot me a look as though he’d been waiting for me to mention her, and I winced at his sharpness. Had she been waiting to hear from me while I was gone? Part of me hoped she had, but another part of me felt guilty for making her wait without a word, if that was the case.  
 
    “How is she?” I asked slowly.  
 
    I waited for Maron to respond, but he had nothing to say. He just handed me the keys to our rooms in silence before he went back to drying the glasses for the nighttime rush.  
 
    With a shrug and a sigh, I handed the keys out to my friends, who appeared to be just as bewildered at the situation as I was.  
 
    “Rest up while we have some time,” I told them. “We don’t know what lies ahead, and once we start translating, who knows what we’re going to find.”  
 
    Everyone nodded, and we trudged up the stairs to do whatever it was we were going to do. As for myself, I planned on getting cleaned up before going down to dinner then turning in for the night. As excited as I was about what secrets the ciphers could tell me now, I couldn’t imagine keeping my eyes open much longer. They were already incredibly heavy with sleep.  
 
    I was only in my room long enough to drop my belongings before I made a break for the shower. Thankfully, the washroom was empty, and I wasn’t forced to bathe with some random traveler, not that I hadn’t before, but I was looking forward to the silence and the ability to simply let the lukewarm water spray across my back.  
 
    I rid myself of my clothes rather quickly and set them aside in a pile to be washed later. The room was smaller than I remembered for some reason, but then again, I’d seen my fair share of inn bathrooms in the last year. None of them compared to the wash houses at the Academy, but I was sure none of them ever would. It was hard to compare to that kind of luxury.  
 
    Here, the wood on the floor was cracked in many places, but still sturdy. Whoever constructed the bathroom had done a nice job of it. I’d definitely been in worse washrooms, where the floors were iffy, and the idea of turning on the water and adding to the weight was terrifying.  
 
    No, this washroom was still in fair shape, all things considered. 
 
    There were three small stalls lined up against the left side of the room, each with their own shower head and a wooden wall that barely covered anything from the waist down. As I stepped into the one at the end and turned the nozzle, immediate relief flooded through me. Even though the water took a while to warm up, it was still nice to feel the water start to cut through the dirt, sweat, and blood that clung to my skin.  
 
    Once the water warmed, though it wasn’t by much, I stuck my head under the spray and audibly sighed. Yes, this was exactly what I needed to relax after the events at the volcano.  
 
    Behind me on the wall were small vials of shampoo and soap. I picked up the shampoo and could already tell these had been sitting there for a long time, probably before Maelor and I came around the first time. It was nearly solidified, but with a few good shakes, it was back to the proper consistency. I poured a bit of it into my palm, put the vial back, and then ran my hands through my hair to work up a lather.  
 
    My eyes slid shut as I massaged my scalp and lathered the soap through my hair. It wasn’t much, but the luxury of soap was nice. There had been plenty of places that didn’t have it as nice, but then again, there were places that had it much better. Nonetheless, I wasn’t any less thankful for the opportunity to clean the events that transpired at the volcano away.  
 
    I dropped my hands and simply allowed the water to run over my body as I rinsed the soap off, and I didn’t hear anyone else come in. It wasn’t until I felt the slide of fingertips over my torso did I realize I wasn’t alone. My eyes shot open, and my skin jumped under the sudden touch.  
 
    “Ashla?” I questioned as I drank in her naked body.  
 
    Her sun kissed skin was partially covered by the length of her dark hair, which she normally kept in braids. This, though … this was a nice look on her. The waves in her hair from the tight braids framed her supple breasts in a new, delightful way that made my cock stir to life with an aroused twitch.  
 
    “We thought you might like some company,” she cooed, and then stepped a little to the side to reveal she wasn’t alone.  
 
    I glanced up to see Erin standing just outside the stall with a towel wrapped around her petite frame. Her eyes were darkened with lust, and she licked her lips as she unraveled the towel. It dropped to the floor and pooled at her feet, and I was left with the gorgeous sight of her nude body.  
 
    There was nothing imperfect about her. Erin was all creamy skin and soft curves, and I groaned as I noted the small silver barbels pierced through her pert, rosy nippples.  
 
    “She’s beautiful, right?” Ashla purred in my ear as she, too, looked Erin up and down, and the palm of her hand grazed over my length.  
 
    “She is,” I replied in a husky tone, and I crooked my finger to beckon Erin closer. Then my body leaned into Ashla’s touch, desperate for friction I didn’t know I needed until I’d been given a taste of it.  
 
    Erin stepped into the spray of the water and sandwiched herself in. Her slender body was so intimately pressed to mine, I couldn’t resist the need to touch her.  
 
    “To what do I owe this pleasure?” I asked her as I pressed my palm flat to the small of her back and trailed it down to the curve of her ass.  
 
    “You looked like you needed a distraction,” Erin giggled as she pushed into my touch, “and there is nothing more distracting than two insanely gorgeous women willing to bend to your every whim and fancy.”  
 
    The very idea of two wildly beautiful women offering themselves to me was enough to make my cock stiffen painfully. 
 
    “What did you have in mind?” I pressed, and I was answered with a soft touch of Ashla’s finger to my lips.  
 
    “Just relax and let us help you,” she whispered against the shell of my ear, and I couldn’t resist the shiver that raced down my spine as her fingers curled around my cock and Erin sank to her knees.  
 
    I couldn’t believe my eyes, and I wouldn’t have if I hadn’t been staring at Erin myself as Ashla offered her my cock. Erin’s tongue darted across her lips as she tentatively leaned in, then swiped her tongue across the tip experimentally. She sat back again, as though she were savoring the first taste of something new, before she leaned in again and took me into her mouth.  
 
    “Oh, fuckkkk,” I drawled as Erin’s tongue massaged the vein along the underside of my cock vigorously. My lashes fluttered against my cheeks as I watched her through half lidded eyes. Her head bobbed as she sucked my cock in long, neat strokes, and I groaned as her lips molded around my tip. She was exceedingly good at this, and I was more than happy to be on the receiving end of such care.  
 
    Erin devoured me eagerly. Inch by inch, my cock disappeared into her mouth, and then my tip hit the back of her throat. When she pulled back, a long trail of saliva came with her, but she simply went back in for more.  
 
    I could lose myself in the wet heat of her glorious mouth.  
 
    “She’s good, isn’t she?” Ashla teased. She lifted her hand from my cock and threaded her fingers through Erin’s wet hair to keep it out of her face.  
 
    I managed a groan in response and nodded. Then I wrapped an arm around Ashla’s waist and pulled her until she was flush against my side before I kissed her. Our tongues clashed, and she moaned as she ground herself into my side. She was also desperate for friction, and who was I to deny her of what she wanted? So, I snaked my hand down the curve of her back and over her sweet, full ass before I plunged my finger between her folds.  
 
    Ashla was soaked, and not in the way that a shower got her. No, this dampness was hot and sticky, and she all but came with just the faintest brush of my fingertips over her entrance. Maker, she was a gorgeous mess, and I wished I could have gotten a better look at how pink and hot she was, but these close quarters didn’t allow for such a delectable luxury.  
 
    So, I would make due with what I could.  
 
    I swirled my finger around her and worked her up with each teasing pass of my finger. Her legs quivered, and she so easily came undone for me as she wriggled, twisted, and greedily attempted to get my finger to slide into her.  
 
    Below us, Erin worked my cock to the point where I was beyond painfully erect. I knew once these two were done with me, I was going to come so hard I would ache for hours, and I was more than okay with that.  
 
    I tore myself away from Ashla reluctantly and brushed the knuckles of my other hand along the mimic’s jaw.  
 
    “Come here,” I beckoned, and Erin complied like an obedient kitten. She got to her feet, and I drew her up to my lips to claim them in a long, deep kiss.  
 
    Erin moaned into my mouth, and it was a delightful noise. Her magic tingled against my tongue as it collided with hers, and though I had kissed her before, this was a whole new level. She left me wanting more, and I found myself quickly becoming addicted to the taste of her.  
 
    However, this space was barely large enough for one person, much less three. I needed to do something about that before anything else happened.  
 
    “Why don’t we take this somewhere a little more spacious?” I suggested, and both women nodded with hungry, needy expressions. I took my fingers from inside of Ashla and then ushered both of them to the counter on the other side of the washroom.  
 
    Now, how did I want them?  
 
    I smirked to myself as they stood side by side in front of me, pressed against one another, aching and wanting. Their hands roamed each other’s backsides, and I could see in the mirror they were taking turns dragging their nails along the other’s back before teasing the cleft of their asses.  
 
    I had an idea then. I sat on the floor and tipped my head back to look at them. With excitement coursing through my veins, I reached for Erin and pulled her around to sit in my lap, and then I looked up at Ashla.  
 
    “Let me taste you,” I begged, and Ashla flushed a fantastic shade of pink at that, but followed through all the same.  
 
    She braced herself on the counter and spread her legs expectantly. Then her eyes drifted over her shoulder, and she chewed her lip coyly.  
 
    “Don’t forget about her,” she giggled and nodded to Erin, who had taken to flicking her nipples gently with her nails so the barbels clicked against them.  
 
    “Oh, don’t you worry,” I assured her with a shit-eating grin and watched as Erin seemed to writhe just from the small action of toying with her rosy buds.  
 
    “Does that feel good?” I asked her. Obviously, it had to or she wouldn’t be doing it, but I wanted to hear it from her. 
 
    “Yes,” she hissed in pleasure, and her legs shook as she continued to play with herself.  
 
    A quick glance at her bare pussy told me there was no mistake in how aroused she was. I knew we’d just come from the shower, but there was a particular sheen to her folds that water couldn’t replicate. Putting my fingers over her only confirmed it. Erin was already dripping with need, and yet I’d barely touched her.  
 
    “Is that what I do to you?” I asked in a low tone.  
 
    Erin nodded frantically as she breathed heavier, edging herself closer and closer, but I wasn’t done with her, not yet. This was the first time I’d gotten to be intimate with Erin, and I wanted it to last. I wanted her to feel good, and I wanted to be the one to bring her over the cusp.  
 
    So, I gently pulled her hands away from her breasts and took the time to really drink her in. Her sweet lips formed a kiss swollen pout, and she was flush all over her body. Her nipples had gone from a dusty rose color to dark pink from being toyed with.  
 
    “Mm, just fuck her already,” Ashla teased, and I saw she was still watching us over her shoulder as she rubbed herself.  
 
    I could hear how slick she was, and I couldn’t wait to get my tongue on her.  
 
    I let go of Erin, grabbed my cock, and gave it a few quick strokes before I teased the tip of it over her clit as she positioned herself. When she finally sank down onto me, I swore I saw stars explode behind my eyes.  
 
    Erin was tight like a vice around my shaft, and my fingertips squeezed her hips as I moaned. Having my cock constricted like this was almost too much, and I could have released right there, but that wouldn’t have been any fun.  
 
    Ashla observed us with parted lips as her fingers continued to dance over her clit, and her motions were becoming more and more desperate.  
 
    I tipped my head back again, and she readjusted to straddle my face. Suddenly all I could see, smell, and taste was Ashla’s arousal. Her lips were just as dark pink and ready as I imagined them, and her hips jerked as I took my initial sample of her delicious juices.  
 
    “Gryff,” the girls moaned in unison, then dissolved into their own little mewls and moans that were uniquely them.  
 
    As I delved my tongue into Ashla’s ready pussy, Erin started to move on top of me. Her wet lips dragged up the length of my cock, then back down again at a slow, steady pace at first. Then she built up momentum, and I thought I would lose my Maker given mind.  
 
    Erin felt wonderful. She rode me as though it would save her life to please me. Up and down she bounced, and the sound of our skin smacking together became mixed with the chorus of moans that filled the bathroom, and no doubt the rest of the inn.  
 
    I could be a discreet lover, but it was evident to me now more than ever my girls couldn’t. Not that I minded at all. I loved vocal appreciation, even if it drew attention. It was proof I knew what I was doing and that my lovers were leaving my side satisfied.  
 
    Ashla’s legs shook the more I explored her with my tongue. Her lips were swollen, and her clitorus was hard with arousal. I thought she might come soon. It certainly felt like she would with the way she clenched her hold around my tongue with each exploratory taste, and oh, she tasted sinfully divine. Ashla was like a foreign delicacy that only cropped up in some obscure shop on the side of the road, but it was the best dessert anyone could find. She was unbelievably sweet, and the feel of her cheeks jiggling against my chin as she fucked my tongue was a sensation I hadn’t known I needed more of until now.  
 
    Then I felt Ashla clench, and I saw her go rigid. I was ready to drink her, and accept all she wanted to offer me, and I did. She came with a hard, shuttering cry that vaguely resembled my name, and her juices flowed into my waiting mouth. I took in all of her, save for the small bit that dribbled from the corners of my lips. Then I hummed as I lapped up what remained, and Ashla convulsed with overstimulation.  
 
    When she stepped back and brought her leg over, she wobbled and gripped the counter again for balance, then turned to watch Erin take my cock like a champion.  
 
    “Mm, he’s so good, Erin,” Ashla purred as she sank to her knees.  
 
    I wasn’t sure if it was because she couldn’t stand any longer, or because she wanted a closer look. Either way, it was pretty hot to think about.  
 
    “Y-yeah,” Erin stuttered as she panted. Her hips rolled as she continued to ride me up and down, and that was a sight to behold. Seeing Erin so flushed, breasts bouncing and pussy dripping … I had to close my eyes again. The sight was too beautiful, and I wondered why I waited so long to be with her.  
 
    When I opened them again seconds later, Ashla had crawled over to Erin on all fours and offered me the perfect view of her ass as well as her dripping pussy. She continued until she settled over my legs and wrapped her arms around Erin’s smaller frame. Then Ashla cupped the mimic’s breasts and ever so lightly tweaked her nips.  
 
    As soon as Ashla did this, Erin choked out a moan that left her gasping. Her thighs tightened, and I felt her clench my cock even tighter.  
 
    “Oh, sensitive,” Ashla purred and locked eyes with me over Erin’s shoulder.  
 
    “Why don’t you help her with that?” I smirked as I sat back on my elbows and watched the show I was about to receive.  
 
    Without breaking eye contact, Ashla took her index fingers and thumbs and lightly tweaked Erin’s nipples simultaneously. She was able to earn herself a shuddering breath that Erin clearly had to work to control, but once Ashla did it harder and faster, Erin couldn’t keep up the charade.  
 
    The click of the barbels on Ashla’s fingers was like a countdown to Erin’s orgasm. As she melted back against Ashla, I gripped her hips, maybe tight enough to bruise her, and grunted as shot after shot of my hot seed sprayed up into her womb.  
 
    Erin was already close to climax, but her eyes opened wide when she felt me fill her, and then her tight walls clamped down on me like a vice and her body shook like a humming bird’s wings while she screamed.  
 
    The three of us stayed locked like that for almost half a minute, with Erin’s body tortured by the endless amount of cream I pumped into her while Ashla teased her nipples. Then the last bit of me leaked out into her, and her trembling stopped. 
 
    “I told you he was good,” Ashla teased a few moments after we had all relaxed, and she kissed Erin’s forehead with a smile.  
 
    “You weren’t kidding,” Erin laughed breathlessly as her eyes locked with mine. “I couldn’t have imagined a better first time.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    Famished as I’d been when we arrived in Ralor’s Stead, I ended up going to sleep that night without heading downstairs for some dinner. I was just too sore, tired, and most of all, completely satiated.  
 
    The next morning I woke up in a particularly good mood. I’d had my suspicions Erin was a virgin, but I never would have thought it was true. It was my first time taking someone’s innocence, so to speak, and it was in a threesome of all things. A grin spread across my lips as I recalled the previous night. I wasn’t sure the shower really did all that much to clean me up. If anything, I thought it only made me more dirty, but that was more than okay with me.  
 
    I rolled over and looked out the window. Through the copper panes, I could see the trees on the hills that overlooked the little mining town and a bright blue and pink sky to accompany the rising sun. Though the sunrises in Varle from atop the Academy tower in Sleet’s office were a sight to behold, nothing beat seeing the sun rise up over the trees in the Wilds. There was so much more life to it, or so it seemed. It was something I took for granted before I made my residence in the Varle Enclave. Now, even though I will always miss the hot baths and softer beds the Academy had to offer, I found I cherished every moment I could outside the walls.  
 
    I wasn’t sure how long I’d been lying in my bed before I heard a knock on my door. It was a soft knock, as though whoever was on the other side was afraid they might actually wake me.  
 
    I shook my head and climbed out of bed slowly. My body was still sore, and I made a mental note to take a look through what stash of tonics and potions we carried to see if there was something for general aches. Sex on the floor was great, but on the flip side, it was not the brightest idea I’d ever had in my life.  
 
    With a groan, I dragged my sheet with me to cover myself, just in case I should look a little bit decent, and unlocked the door. On the other side stood Varleth with his arms crossed and a shocked expression on his face.  
 
    “I didn’t think you’d actually answer,” he admitted.  
 
    “Why?” I chuckled and tightened the sheet around my waist. I wasn’t ashamed of myself or anything. Quite the opposite, in fact.  
 
    “Nothing,” Varleth faltered, “you just never came down for dinner last night. Thought you might have died or something.”  
 
    There was something strange about Varleth, but I chalked it up to being burnt out. I could see why he would be. He’d barely gotten any chance to rest since we rescued him and Braden from the Animandu in the Narufey.  
 
    “You can’t get rid of me that easily,” I replied cheekily. “So, what’s up?” 
 
    “Just came to see if you were alive enough to make it down for breakfast,” he responded. “If you’re not though, I’ll understand. You’re likely still full from your meal last night.”  
 
    I was about to argue I hadn’t eaten anything when I realized he was one-hundred percent not referring to actual food and was instead talking about my rendezvous with Erin and Ashla. I had enough dignity left to blush at that, and I laughed sheepishly.  
 
    “How about that breakfast, huh?” I said before I shut the door enough to throw on my pants and my undershirt. Then I slung my bandolier over my arm, too. I didn’t expect there to be any action outside of more underhanded jabs from Varleth, but better to be safe than sorry.  
 
    Besides, what good was a summoner if they didn’t have monsters on them to summon? 
 
    I popped my head back out the door in less than a minute, then shut it behind me as I fell into step beside Varleth.  
 
    “I take it you went to dinner, then?” I asked to make small talk.  
 
    “I’d just missed it, actually,” Varleth admitted. “I fell asleep for a little while, and then I had to hear your shenanigans for Maker knows how long.”  
 
    I laughed and rolled my eyes. “You probably enjoyed it,” I joked.  
 
    “I’m not even going to honor that with a proper response,” Varleth scoffed and rolled his eyes.  
 
    I snorted in triumph. Even if what I said wasn’t true, he didn’t bother to defend himself, so I was going to take it as a win for me.  
 
    “I came down shortly after Maron closed up the kitchen for the night,” Varleth continued. “Managed to con him into a piece of bread at least.”  
 
    “He never used to be so stingy,” I replied. “I wonder if it has something to do with the monster attack here last year.”  
 
    Varleth quirked an eyebrow in curiosity as we descended the stairs to the tavern floor.  
 
    “A rift opened up here?” he pondered aloud, and I nodded. “That would explain a lot of the excess copper.”  
 
    “That’s what I thought, too,” I confirmed. “So much copper in this small of a hub town … ” 
 
    “It’s a sign their materials are spread too thin,” Varleth finished as he leapt off the bottom step and turned to face me. “This is where Sleet found you, right?” 
 
    “Aw, you do listen when I talk,” I mock cooed. 
 
    Varleth smirked. “Only because it’s hard to ignore your grating voice.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, this is where he picked me up,” I reaffirmed. “It feels like it was a lifetime ago.” 
 
    “I know the feeling,” my friend added, and he led me over to a table toward the front of the building, away from people, but still close enough that we weren’t considered anti-social.  
 
    “Where did he find you?” I asked.  
 
    I knew Varleth had traveled with gypsies for a long while, but I didn’t know a lot of the finer details. Varleth was a generally private person, though, so I wasn’t going to pry the answers out of him if he didn’t want to give them up. However, it seemed since we managed to escape the rift in Bedima, our relationship had changed drastically for the better. He was willing to open up to me more, which was nice.  
 
    Braden was a great friend, one of the best a guy could ask for in fact, but there were just some things we couldn’t relate on. There was nothing wrong with that of course, but it was nice to have someone to talk to who could relate to similar struggles I faced growing up in the wilds.  
 
    We took our seats and waited for the barmaid to ask what we wanted for breakfast. When Maelor and I had been here, Anya was the barmaid, and she wooed all the men who were about to head out for a long day of labor in the mines or the nearby hillside.  
 
    I had hoped to see her this morning, but that wasn’t the case.  
 
    Only seconds after we sat down, Maron strode over to us. Then he put his hands on his hips and pursed his lips as though he was reluctant to take our order.  
 
    “Mornin’, Maron,” I greeted pleasantly. I still wasn’t sure why he’d been so cold to me before, but I guessed it was probably because of his daughter. At any rate, I was determined to not let it bother me. 
 
    Maron grunted in response, then nodded to Varleth.  
 
    “Whatcha havin’?” he asked as he chewed on his bottom lip.  
 
    “Coffee with a plate of eggs and sausage, please,” Varleth answered kindly, then looked to me.  
 
    Maron nodded, hesitated, but then did the same. 
 
    “I’ll have the same,” I replied. Admittedly, I wanted some potatoes, but I didn’t want to make things even weirder between Maron and me. He already seemed to have some kind of issue with me, so I thought it was best to keep my head low.  
 
    Again, Maron nodded, and without another word, he strode back toward the bar. He waved at a couple of men who were here to start their day off right with some breakfast, and then he disappeared behind the bar.  
 
    I looked around at the tavern now that I was rested a bit more, and I kind of wished I hadn’t, because now I was truly able to see the state this place had succumbed to. Sure, the hole in the floor was fixed, and there wasn’t a speck of dust on anything, but where there had once been an abundance of mirth and chatter at all hours were now only whispers and quiet chuckles. There was also something cold in the dim lighting that emitted from the oval bulbs on the ceiling. I used to find it ambiant and warm, but that wasn’t the case anymore.  
 
    This place had once been inviting, but now the air was stale with the stench of depression and fear. It wasn’t uncommon for towns that suffered from monster attacks to have a hard time bouncing back to the way things were, but I’d always believed Ralor’s Stead was above this kind of darkness. Everything seemed so positive and bright when I left, despite the attack.  
 
    What the hell had happened here? 
 
    “Have you started to decipher anything yet?” Varleth asked as he leaned against the wall and propped his leg up on the chair. He rested his elbow on his knee, and it was the most casual I’d ever seen him look.  
 
    “Not yet,” I replied, and I shook away my curiosity for the time being. “I’m surprised Ashla hasn’t, though.” 
 
    He cocked an eyebrow. “She has an interest in them?”  
 
    I nodded as I leaned back in my seat. I might as well settle in and get comfortable. We had a lot of waiting to do while the others showed up.  
 
    “She said as much anyway,” I explained. “She and her mercenary group put a hold on taking any military requests to seek them out.”  
 
    “I wonder why,” Varleth hummed without making eye contact. Instead, he seemed fixed on nothing in particular across the room.  
 
    “I would imagine for the same reasons as you or I,” I countered. “We want peace between monsters and humans, to live in a world where we don’t have to worry about being slain while we pick fruit for dinner.”  
 
    Varleth chuckled at my analogy, but nodded all the same.  
 
    “That is the truth. I wonder if such a place exists,” he added dreamily.  
 
    “I’m sure there is,” I assured him with a hint of a smile on my lips. “We’ll get there someday.”  
 
    The banisher opened his mouth to respond, but was cut off when Maron placed two polished mugs of coffee on the tabletop, followed by two identical plates of food and forks.  
 
    I expected him to leave after he set them in front of us, but he didn’t. His head bowed low as he stared blankly at the table, and his arms hung loosely at his sides.  
 
    “Is something wrong?” I asked him quietly. If there was, I didn’t want to draw a big crowd over it.  
 
    “I owe you an apology,” Maron mumbled after a moment.  
 
    “An apology?” I blinked. “What for?” 
 
    “I should have been honest with you from the moment you walked in the door,” Maron stated. “The truth is, Anya … ” 
 
    He trailed off, and his jaw clenched as he tried to keep his emotions in check. With his fists balled tightly at his sides, he finally huffed and righted himself.  
 
    “Anya left home shortly after you did,” Maron pressed on. “She said it was to find more resources to help rebuild the town. I let her. Sales were declining, and we mined all of the copper we could find to rebuild what we could.” 
 
    “But it wasn’t enough,” I cut in. “So, she went off to find something else?” 
 
    Maron nodded. “She wrote me as she traveled. I still have her letters locked up in my writing desk. She was supposed to come home a couple weeks ago, but … ” 
 
    “What happened?” I asked slowly. I already had a hunch, and I felt a lump in my throat as I swallowed thickly and prepared myself for what I was about to hear.  
 
    “Her last letter was from the Hartmire Enclave,” Maron choked out.  
 
    I stood quickly when I saw his shoulders heave, and he covered his mouth. Then I grabbed a nearby chair and helped him settle into it as he completely broke down.  
 
    Anya, from what I could recall, was the only family Maron had left. His wife and parents had died from illness at different stages in his life. His daughter and this tavern were the only things he had now, and he’d lost her.  
 
    “I’m so sorry.” I frowned deeply and placed a firm, comforting hand on his shoulder. The few gentlemen who had been eating nearby stared awkwardly, and they finally left after throwing a few gold coins on the table.  
 
    I wondered if this was a recurring thing, Maron breaking down in front of customers like this. I didn’t mind. Maron was like an old friend, but I felt like there was something more he wasn’t ready to divulge.  
 
    “I didn’t mean to be cold to you.” Maron sniffed and wiped a stray tear from his sad green eyes. “You were always good to her, and she told me how much she liked you. I should thank you for that.”  
 
    I smiled a little despite the heavy feeling in my chest. I didn’t know Anya well, at least, not as well as I knew the women I was with now. She was always kind, though, and could hold her own when men tried to pick her up.  
 
    “You’re grieving,” I told him. “You’re allowed that.”  
 
    Maron sighed, then nodded a bit as he folded his hands in his lap and sat back in the chair I’d brought for him.  
 
    “Things haven’t been the same around here,” he said as he cleared his throat. “I’m sure you’ve noticed that. Lots of people moved to the Enclaves after the attack last year. They felt safer there. Then word about the rift opening up in Varle came. Nowhere is safe.” 
 
    “It’s true,” I agreed, “but we’re doing everything we can to end everyone’s suffering for good. Also, she might still be alive. There were survivors to the attack.”  
 
    I looked to Varleth for backup, but he wasn’t looking at us. Instead, he stared agape out the window that overlooked the main strip. His face was pale, and his eyes were concerned as they darted around.  
 
    “What?” I asked, and Varleth stood abruptly. 
 
    “We have to go,” he muttered as he stepped onto the table and leapt toward the double doors that led outside.  
 
    I didn’t question what had him so worked up. I didn’t need to. I just stood so fast I knocked my chair over and followed him.  
 
    “Wake up our friends and take cover, Maron,” I ordered him calmly. 
 
    “What’s going on?” he asked me, though from the blanched look on his tired face, he already knew what I was going to say.  
 
    “Monsters,” I replied simply, and then I ran out the doors to continue following Varleth into battle. He hadn’t gotten far though, and I nearly barreled him over when I ran smack into his backside.  
 
    “Sorry,” I apologized as we righted ourselves. 
 
    “Look.” He ignored me, or he didn’t care in the first place, and pointed to the outskirts of the town where Erin had landed her ship upon our arrival yesterday.  
 
    “Son of a bitch,” I swore as I saw the telltale signs of a rift. Black smoke, the stench of rotted death permeating the air, and of course, the monsters that came with it.  
 
    “Should we wait for Erin and Ashla?” Varleth questioned as his fists balled at his side. He didn’t have his sword on him, why would he? There wasn’t any time to go back inside to grab it, either. We needed to fight now, and he seemed to know that.  
 
    “No. They’ll be along,” I answered as I tore a crystal from my bandolier. “We have to do what we can to preserve what’s left of this town.” 
 
    Varleth nodded. He didn’t need anymore convincing.  
 
    “Let’s go then,” he grunted, and then he was off. He sprinted through the streets and warned anyone nearby to take shelter somewhere safe.  
 
    As for me, I slammed the crystal in my hand to the ground, and my baroquer emerged with what sounded like a long, metallic yawn. He immediately reached an arm down and allowed me to climb onto it so I could take my spot upon his shoulder.  
 
    “Rise and shine, big guy,” I told him. I wasn’t sure when I decided my baroquer was a male and not an it, but it somehow didn’t seem appropriate to refer to a monster I was bonded to as a simple thing.  
 
    So, it became a him. I was progressive like that.  
 
    I looked out over the town from my new vantage point, and my stomach dropped. Already, there were fires along the outskirts that were quickly making their way inward. Imps and trolls of different variants stomped and skittered through the hillside en masse. There had to have been at least a hundred of them, maybe more.  
 
    The baroquer raised up his arms, sword and all, as though he was stretching, and then brought them back down. Then, one step at a time, he picked up speed until he soared over Varleth. True, the baroquer was big, and he moved pretty slow because of the armor, but that was no reason not to fear his charge. He was massive, and the lesser monsters seemed to know that because they started to cower and scatter as we approached.  
 
    We didn’t allow them to get far, however. A few of them scrambled to get away from him, but quick as they were, their size was a disadvantage in this instance. I heard their bones crunch and their blood squelch from their organs as the baroquer mowed them down. Then he readied his sword over his head and simply awaited my command to bring it down again.  
 
    As soon as we were far enough away from the houses that still stood, I gave the order.  
 
    “Now!” I bellowed.  
 
    With a thunderous roar, the baroquer brought down the large great sword he carried and slammed it into the ground. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    With a percussive sound, a ring of fire and broken earth shot outward from the impact of the baroquer’s sword. The force of the shockwave sent vibrations rattling through my bones, and the nearest trolls were felled in the blast with their chests crushed inward and their fur charred instantly from the heat. Imps caught in the air when the shockwave hit tumbled to the ground, only to be crushed under their larger comrades’ bodies and feet.  
 
    Dozens of monsters were taken out in a single blow, and I surveyed my work with swelling satisfaction. Last time I fought a battle in Ralor’s Stead, I’d exhausted my mana just from using monsters like daggerdillos and wallerdons. Now, I had returned armed to the teeth with powerful monsters I’d captured by myself and a team of allies I could trust to have my back.  
 
    This town wasn’t going down under my watch. 
 
    My baroquer crushed any who had survived underfoot as he stomped his way through the field toward the rest of the horde. A group of electric imps flew by to try to skirt us and enter the town, but icicles shot from the sky and slapped them from the air to the ground. Ashla’s work, surely. As I watched, she leapt at the imps with her glittering axe and finished them off with a few deft blows. 
 
    As they died, Erin ran up with her comet of orange hair trailing after her. Then she took Ashla by the shoulder and turned her around for a lingering kiss that seemed to take the ice mage by surprise. The two girls drew close, and Ashla pressed her hands into the mimic’s back. Just as Ashla began to melt into the kiss, Erin drew back with a grin and a playful wink.  
 
    I shook off my distraction and turned back to my work as my baroquer came face to face with a dozen fire trolls. They were impervious to the flames from his blade, and when he swung, they scattered out of his way, just barely avoiding the metal itself.  
 
    I smashed a speed slug crystal between my hands and slapped it onto my baroquer’s head. It gave him the boost he needed to pin two of the trolls down with a foot and crush the life out of them. That seemed to get through the thick skulls of the survivors, because they roared and turned tail to flee.  
 
    Before they could escape, Erin and Ashla appeared with their hands outstretched. They caged the trolls in with a sweeping gesture that bloomed into a wall of ice. Crystalline shards grew outward from it and impaled several of the trolls before they could halt their own momentum. The others narrowly avoided being stabbed only to get caught between me and the wall. 
 
    I grinned. With the trolls lined up like ducks in a row, I gave a command, and my baroquer leveled his sword and swept it wide through the remaining monsters. The blade sliced through their stomachs in a single line, and their dismembered bodies slumped to the ground. 
 
    I looked around. We were doing a good job of keeping some nasty incomers out of the village, but something needed to be done about crowd control inside. The narrow streets made for difficult fighting, and my baroquer was too big for that task. Instead, I pulled out a bullet bass and my collection of daggerdillos. Then I asked my baroquer to put me down before I focused on keeping monsters away from the village.  
 
    “Erin!” I called and beckoned her over as I ran back into Ralor’s Stead.  
 
    She sprinted over to meet me on the main street. 
 
    “Ashla has enough mana to handle big groups of monsters, but I need your help here,” I told the mimic. “Can you ice the streets? Just a thin sheet will do, but I need them slippery.” I took out a speed slug and handed it over so she could attach it to the back of her neck. 
 
    She gave me an odd look, but nodded and responded, “Sure thing,” before she set to work.  
 
    I turned my attention back to my baroquer to give it directions in the fight. Meanwhile, Erin ran back and forth through the town that teemed with low level monsters. Her feet slid on the slick sheet of ice she laid down as she went, and I saw her stumble a few times, but the speed slug let her slip out of situations with ease so she didn’t fall. 
 
    “I killed as many as I could while I went,” Erin huffed breathlessly once she ran back to me, “but I just can’t keep up. I hope you have a plan.” 
 
    “Don’t I always?” I winked at her and grinned broadly.  
 
    “Yep.” She smiled back with warm trust in her eyes. 
 
    “Watch,” I said as I threw out my daggerdillo crystals, several speed slugs, and a bullet bass. With a few silent commands, the daggerdillos were coated in metal and sent sliding and rolling through the streets at high speeds.  
 
    I watched as one slammed into a group of goblins, and it obliterated them in a flash of metal spikes and blood before it rolled onward.  
 
    Like this, the streets would be kept clear with almost no effort on my part. The villagers were already inside their homes as they tried to huddle away from the threat, so this method was both effective and safe. 
 
    Erin whistled. “How’d you think of that?” she asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “Daggerdillos curl up so easily, and nothing slides on ice better than a ball of slick metal. Lots of kids in the Wilds play a similar game in the winter with a lump of iron and some sticks.” 
 
    Erin giggled. “Too bad I can’t borrow some of that brain of yours. I’ll settle for this.” She leaned in, kissed me deeply, and sent a delicious thrill of pleasure up my spine.  
 
    I pulled her in close as the connection between us thrummed to life. I could almost feel my magic flowing through us as I infused her with part of myself. She moaned, and I shivered. It seemed like this kind of power transference grew more pleasurable and potent every time it happened.  
 
    Reluctantly, we broke apart. 
 
    “Wow,” Erin said as her cheeks flushed pink. “That mana of yours tastes better than I remembered.”  
 
    I grinned and thought maybe it wasn’t just the mana that had improved.  
 
    Despite her flustered appearance, Erin gathered herself quickly and took a few steps back. “Thanks for the pick-me-up, gotta go!” she said over her shoulder. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” I yelled after her. 
 
    “Varleth needs a ride!” she called, then winked and ran off. 
 
    Erin’s spunk alongside Varleth’s droll, levelheaded approach?  
 
    Well, wouldn’t that be a sight.  
 
    I pulled out my rhin dagger as a chatteroshi bounded toward me. I ducked as it leapt and stabbed it upwards through its breastbone. Blood gushed over my arm, and I stumbled away from the body while I pulled out my daggers.  
 
    Time to get back to my baroquer. 
 
    I could sense him fighting through our bond as our awareness of each other subtly influenced his decisions in battle. Behind me, I could barely feel the weaker sensation of my daggerdillos and speed slugs as they did their jobs. Catching my own monsters was clearly worth the time and effort. My attention was stretched thin by keeping track of the daggerdillo operation, but it would hold. 
 
    I ran out from around the corner of the town smithy only to run straight into a mountain troll. His muscles flexed under a layer of rock-like armor as he roared and came for me, and I pulled out my father’s dagger and brandished it alongside my rhin dagger. 
 
    In the final feet before the troll barrelled me over, I rolled sideways and slashed at the heels of the monster as it passed. Tendons severed, it howled, and then crashed over sideways. Mindless with pain and rage, it grasped for me with arms outstretched to crush and maim. 
 
    My baroquer’s sword slammed into it suddenly and cleaved its head from its shoulders. The grossly muscled arms twitched in death throes, and the baroquer grunted in satisfaction.  
 
    I looked up at my baroquer and gave a thumbs up. “Thanks, buddy. Even though I definitely had that covered.” 
 
    He rumbled out a metallic sigh that seemed to disagree and stretched his hand out for me.  
 
    I grinned and clambered on. The baroquer was a long way away from having the attitude of my roosa or pyrewyrm, but it seemed like he was willing to sass me over my safety. It was cute, in a way. 
 
    I climbed onto his head just in time to spot Varleth and Erin below on her stagi. I’d seen the horse-like monster used as transportation before, but I’d never witnessed it in action.  
 
    The mimic and banisher left behind a trail of celestial dust and blood as Varleth’s sword flickered left and right, lopping off pieces of monsters. Even if the wound wasn’t fatal, the dark aura around his blade drained each monster of its life force. Together, the pair of mages left a wide swath of crumpled, disintegrating bodies in their wake. It was an odd team, but it was incredibly effective. 
 
    Maker, this was Erin’s idea? I wasn’t sure why she’d wanted a piece of my brains if she had plans like this stored up her sleeve. I supposed it made sense she was good at new strategies on the fly. As a mimic, she could never rely on the same set of powers for every fight. 
 
    Not to be shown up, I ordered my baroquer to swing his sword and release another shockwave of fire and debris. The earth trembled around us, and the scalded bodies of monsters sent out clouds of smoke and the smell of burning flesh.  
 
    I glanced behind me to see the tiny figure of Ashla putting out fires in the town. Monster corpses lined the streets, and from what I could see and sense, my daggerdillos had essentially run out of enemies to obliterate. I recalled them, their speed slugs, and the bullet bass, and then I sighed in relief as that drain on my mana ended. 
 
    We made our way across the rest of the field as my baroquer smashed imps and swept trolls into ash. Eventually, the rift yawned before me, but no more monsters came out. I got down to the ground and recalled my baroquer. Then Varleth and Erin pulled up on the stagi, which snorted and pranced in place before the portal.  
 
    “It looks clear,” Varleth said. “Ashla’s coming, and then we’ll have enough members for a full monster response team.” 
 
    “Like that’s ever stopped Gryff before,” Erin piped up. 
 
    “Hey,” I complained, “that was only a few times. All special circumstances, I swear.” 
 
    Varleth frowned, and Erin tilted her head and hummed.  
 
    “Well, except that one time when you jumped into the Academy portal that opened during combat training,” she mused. “Or that other time with Gawain and the ice troll. Or that time when you--” 
 
    “Oh look,” I interrupted hastily, “here comes Ashla.” 
 
    She ran up with her axe, Bessie, propped over one shoulder, and the double-sided blades dripped with blood and melting ice.  
 
    “Hey, everybody,” she greeted. “Thanks for waiting on me to start the party.” 
 
    “It’s no party without you,” Erin said sweetly.  
 
    Ashla smiled wide, and her eyes lit up with coy delight. Tension crackled between them, and I realized the kiss earlier must’ve reignited some of last night’s passion.  
 
    Maker, nothing made me happier than watching them like this. 
 
    “Well, come on then. World’s not going to save itself,” Ashla said cheekily, and then she strode past us into the rift.  
 
    Not about to be left behind, the three of us followed hastily. 
 
    Inside the rift, I coughed as the stench overwhelmed me. The smell of rotting flesh and death pressed on my mind. I regretted following through the portal with so little foresight, but Varleth started passing out gas masks. 
 
    “You’re lucky I picked up the rest of our supplies when I went back for my sword,” Varleth said drolly. At least he was on top of things. 
 
    Ashla flexed her arms and cracked her knuckles with a series of pops. Then she picked up her axe and twirled it by the haft. 
 
    “Ah,” she sighed. “No action on this side yet. Kind of a pity.”  
 
    I took a moment to note our surroundings. Nothing seemed too unusual. In one direction of the Shadowscape, I could see the dilapidated crumble of buildings that stood in for Ralor’s Stead on this side. In the other direction, twisted dead trees and cracked ground made up the rest of the landscape. Overhead, the usual dark roiling sky of the Shadowscape rumbled and swirled fitfully. Otherwise, the area was uneventful. 
 
    “Looks good,” I said. “Ashla, Varleth, you two go find the catalyst. Erin and I will cover the gate here.”  
 
    Everybody nodded, and Erin planted a quick kiss on Ashla’s lips. It was chaste in the name of speed, but Ashla licked her lips hungrily anyways. She seemed a little disappointed. 
 
    “Next time,” Erin promised with a wink. “And remember, I wouldn’t have to kiss you at all if I didn’t love to. A touch is all it takes.” 
 
    “As Gawain well knows,” I joked.  
 
    Everybody but Varleth chuckled, though his lips quirked slightly anyways. 
 
    Then the gypsy’s head tilted, and his eyes closed in concentration for a moment. A moment later, he blinked and looked up.  
 
    “I’ve got it,” Varleth said, “The catalyst is this way.”  
 
    He and Ashla took off at a jog toward the ruins of the village and left Erin and I alone.  
 
    For a while, the Shadowscape just grumbled and stank. I waited for some terrible monster to show its face, but nothing happened. 
 
    “Not a bad rift,” I commented. “Sure, the hundreds of grunt monsters weren’t fun, but we seem to be getting a good deal just standing around here.”  
 
    Erin smiled. “Your standards are getting lower.” 
 
    “Who, me?” I asked. “If anything, my standards are getting higher. A man can only have so many beautiful girls coming onto him before he raises the bar for himself.” 
 
    The mimic gave me a flirtatious glance. “Then I’ll aim to keep the bar high.” 
 
    I blinked, and my mind was suddenly preoccupied with fantasies of what she might come up with next. I shook them off by turning to glance out at the wasteland of cracked earth and trees. So many trees. 
 
    I frowned. “Hey, Erin?” I asked. “Were there always this many trees? And so … close?” 
 
    She tilted her head and considered the dead forest. “I dunno, it looks like regular old Shadowscape to me. You okay?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, yeah, I just … ” I rubbed my face and tried to shake my growing sense of foreboding. When I pulled my hands away, I swore I saw movement in the forest, but it stopped before I could get a good look.  
 
    I frowned and turned my head away, but I kept my eyes focused at the very edge of my vision. There, something rustled slightly, but I’d been wrong. There wasn’t something moving between the trees.  
 
    The trees themselves were moving. 
 
    “Erin?” I asked nervously. “Do you know of any tree monsters?” 
 
    “Hmm … ” she considered. “Oh! There are the sprucebores, but they aren’t very observant. I’ve heard it takes them a while to realize somebody has stumbled into their forest.” 
 
    As the last words fell from Erin’s mouth, the forest began to rumble in low tones. Bare branches shuddered, and roots crackled as they pulled free from the earth. One tree ripped itself fully free, and underneath it I could see a glistening red carapace.  
 
    It was a creature like a five-foot-tall beetle, with black shiny legs and long, serrated pincers that glistened in the light. The tree on its back was no tree at all, but a kind of metallic growth that stretched straight up from the monster’s torso into an irregular branching shape.  
 
    The distant thunder of the Shadowscape grew louder, and with a tremendous crack, a bolt of lightning struck the tree. Static raced down from the upper branches and arced into the beetle at the base. The red carapace seemed to glow from within with power, and the tree sparked and popped with electricity.  
 
    “It’s a lightning rod,” I realized with wide eyes. 
 
    “Shit,” Erin swore. “Oh Maker, we’re surrounded by sprucebores.” 
 
    She was right. Around us, dozens of beetles crawled from the earth as they chittered and skittered toward us. 
 
    “Any words of advice on these things?” I asked as I gathered a few crystals from my bandolier. 
 
    “They’re uncommon but are usually found in huge groups when they do appear,” Erin said. “Don’t get close, touching one means electrocution for a human.”  
 
    The beetle nearest us snapped open its carapace with a flick and revealed double layers of wings.  
 
    “Oh, and they fly,” Erin squeaked. 
 
    That decided which monsters I could use. I bared my teeth and threw out my pyrewyrm with a speed slug as well as my kalgori. The single kalgori settled at the base of the pyrewyrm’s tail, and its delicate legs clung to the leathery hide. 
 
    “Hop on,” I said as the sprucebores drew near, and their wings buzzed ominously. “Hurry!” 
 
    Erin’s apprehension evaporated as she took my hand and mounted the pyrewyrm. As soon as she was settled, my monster crouched and launched upward with teeth-chattering speed as the swarm of over a hundred beetles crashed together in an angry storm behind us. The buzzing blended with thunder and the crack of lightning as bolts shot from the sky around us. 
 
    Erin took the opportunity to rain icicles onto the beetles below, but for every one she struck down, a dozen escaped unscathed, since their tree structures provided them a hardy cover from the falling ice.  
 
    I gestured for her to stop and conserve her mana. 
 
    “We’re going to get blown from the sky!” Erin yelled as I maneuvered my pyreworm haltingly between bolts. 
 
    “Well, what do you suggest?” I shouted back over the din of thunder and insects. 
 
    “Let me drive,” she demanded.  
 
    I wasn’t about to argue with that, but I wasn’t sure how she hoped to control a monster that wasn’t her own. 
 
    Erin grasped at my shoulders and pressed her body to mine from behind. Like this, I could feel her every muscle movement as if it were mine. I realized the aim of her idea and touched at the bond between me and the pyrewyrm as I directed it to follow my thoughts closely. 
 
    It gave an irritated growl, but when I copied Erin’s directions, the pyrewyrm obeyed. The difference was clear and immediate. Instead of shrinking away from the lightning crackling around us, Erin’s maneuvers took us on a twisting escape at breakneck speed. The pyrewyrm slid sideways around bolts and dove under the snapping pincers of beetles, and its movements were fluid and effortless. We dipped and swooped with natural grace, and Erin was in total control the entire time. 
 
    This was her pilot experience, I realized. I hadn’t thought it could translate to control of a flying monster so well, but she had one thing I didn’t. Erin was experienced in thinking about maneuvers in three dimensions, and she was damn good at it. 
 
    As I translated Erin’s directions to my pyrewyrm, I threw out wallerdons at opportune moments. Their wide, wall-like bodies and tough segmented plates were perfect for what I needed. When their crystals collided with the airborne sprucebores, my monsters emerged to crush everything below with the full force of their weight. They could take out as many as half a dozen sprucebores in one fall. 
 
    When I ran out of wallerdons, I directed my kalgori to multiply, and the single butterfly grew to a dozen that clung to the tail of my pyrewyrm. Whenever a sprucebore got too close, one whip of that kalgori-laden tail could slice its wings to shreds and send it plummeting to its death. Some kalgori were electrocuted in the process, but it was a rare occurrence.  
 
    Better than that, Erin seemed to know which maneuvers would result in the perfect opportunity for a tail whip, and we took out a good number of monsters with that method. 
 
    Suddenly, one beetle got too close and scored my pyrewyrm with its pincers. Its jagged edges tore through the soft wing of my mount, and the pyrewyrm shrieked.  
 
    Erin clapped her hands over her ears, and I ordered my monster into silence with an apology to both of them. The pyrewyrm steadied with Erin’s help, and our flight leveled out. 
 
    A bolt of lightning struck so close the flash blinded me temporarily. I laughed nervously at the odd smell of powerful electricity that accompanied it. If we didn’t finish these beetles off soon, we were bound to get unlucky and end up toasted. 
 
    “Erin,” I asked over the roar of the wind and thunder, “how much of Ashla’s power do you have left?” 
 
    “A good amount,” she called back, “but it doesn’t work very well against these sprucebores.” 
 
    That was fine by me.  
 
    “When I take him out, I want you to ice up my baroquer. Can you do that?” I asked. 
 
    “What?” she yelled, shocked, but it was too late for arguments.  
 
    I threw out my crystal for the baroquer and watched it fall the long way to the ground. 
 
    I’d already been tired, but summoning the baroquer twice in so little time sapped a noticeable amount of my mana. I sagged in my seat on the pyrewyrm and clutched to its back, but I wasn’t near complete exhaustion.  
 
    Still, it was better to conserve energy. So, I called back my kalgori and any of my wallerdons still wandering around on the ground and watched as Erin worked her magic.  
 
    Well, as she worked Ashla’s magic. 
 
    Our mount swooped back and forth around my baroquer’s head, and within a couple seconds, Erin coated the baroquer in a thick crust of ice, and he looked like a sculpture carved for a party.  
 
    I sent him a mental apology since it couldn’t be very comfortable to be covered in several inches of thick frost, even with metal armor. Like this, he couldn’t move or fight. 
 
    What he could do, however, was be the biggest metal thing in the area. Far bigger than any sprucebore’s lightning rod. 
 
    I cackled as lighting cracked across the sky, but time and time again, it struck the baroquer and nothing else. His thick ice coating protected him from most of the damage, and it dissipated harmlessly against his head. 
 
     The sprucebore exhausted their stored electricity in less than a minute trying to zap us from the sky, and they soon found they had no more lightning to call on. 
 
    “You took away their spark,” Erin gasped.  
 
    I turned to smile at her, and she planted a full kiss on my lips. I felt that familiar tug of mana leaving, but she only took a trickle of power. 
 
    “Now let’s finish this,” she said with a wicked grin. Then she took out a crystal I’d never seen before and crushed it between her hands.  
 
    From it emerged a squirrel-like creature with flaps of feathered flesh between its arms and legs. Four needle-sharp fangs peeked from its jaw and curved over its chin, and a whipcord tail with short feathers flicked in the wind. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” I asked.  
 
    Despite the fact that it was obviously a monster capable of some violence, its large black eyes and quivering brown nose made it seem a little too cute for any kind of real destruction. 
 
    “It’s a volascura,” Erin said simply, and without a word, threw it into the sky. 
 
    My heart leapt for the creature, but I soon saw I had no reason to worry. It landed on the back of a sprucebore not far below us and ripped through its red carapace with an eagerness that made me shiver. Its fangs carved a hole through the sprucebore’s wings and torso before the volascura came out the other side and unfurled its feathered flaps. Then it glided away to its next victim with deadly accuracy and began carving through that one as well. 
 
    Impressive, but it was no pyrewyrm.  
 
    I turned away and asked my monster to let loose. 
 
    Free from the danger of electrocution, my pyrewyrm dove for the nearest group of sprucebores and tore them to shreds with its talons. It even broke the treelike structures into twisted metal pieces. Great swipes of claws took out many beetles at a time, and a gleeful screech tore from its throat as it ripped apart the enemies that once had it on the run.  
 
    Erin flinched, but the volume wasn’t bad enough to injure her. 
 
    My pyrewyrm seemed pretty prideful. It didn’t like the idea of losing, so this kind of revenge must’ve been satisfying for it. I patted it on the flank fondly as it and the volascura finished off the last few sprucebore.  
 
    Only a few more to go. 
 
    From my vantage point, I checked on my baroquer. The ice was melted and pitted in spots, but it had held. My big lightning rod was both effective and protected. I smiled and waved at him, and I got a sense of reassurance back along the bond between us. He hadn’t been hurt in the slightest. 
 
    With a start, I realized my pyrewyrm was headed with talons out for a sprucebore that was still sparking and crackling with electricity. Why it hadn’t used its power before, I wasn’t sure. I ordered my pyrewyrm to stop, but it was too late. Our trajectory couldn’t be reversed. 
 
    In the final moments before impending disaster, I considered what had gone wrong. For some reason, this sprucebore had held back. It flew poorly and low to the ground, and one set of wings fluttered unevenly. It was injured, and perhaps that prevented it from battling. 
 
    We collided with the beetle, and with a sharp crackle of electricity, my nerves caught on fire. The pyrewyrm was entangled with its pincers, shrieking, and it was caught in the shocks without recourse. Erin and I were screaming too as the electric load arced between us. Not quite enough to be immediately fatal, but we wouldn’t last long. I could smell that chemical oddness again, only this time it was accompanied by the smell of burning hair. 
 
    No, it couldn’t end like this. I pulled my rhin dagger from its sheath at my side, dropped down to my pyrewyrm’s talons, and slammed the blade into the beetle’s back. 
 
    For a moment, everything hurt. My heart stuttered haphazardly in my chest, and my vision blurred and swam. Every nerve was on fire, overloaded with sensation. The sprucebore struggled in my arms and snapped its pincers near my face, but I held on. 
 
    I slashed repeatedly with the dagger and buried it deep in the beetle’s carapace as I tried to kill it and end its lightning. Yellowish blood dripped down my arm as I stabbed it over and over. The beetle made a chittering noise as it thrashed weakly, but it simply wouldn’t die. 
 
    I realized the dagger wouldn’t be able to kill an insect like this quickly enough, and the mounting pain of the electricity began to grow unbearable. 
 
    To make matters worse, my pyrewyrm keened and started to drop from the sky as the ground grew frighteningly close. 
 
    In that case, I would have to take out the sprucebore with a faster way. 
 
     I slipped an empty essence crystal from the bottom of my bandolier and held the point of it over the sprucebore’s thorax. With effort, I pounded my hand down and slammed the crystal home through the thick carapace while I kept the rhin dagger buried deep in its flesh. The sprucebore seized up, and the electrical discharge stopped. Then the monster shrank into the crystal beneath my hands and disappeared. 
 
    My pyrewyrm leveled out with a relieved shudder as it shook off the aftereffects of the sprucebore’s attack.  
 
    I had actually done it. 
 
    My joy was only outweighed by my exhaustion and pain. I couldn’t risk falling asleep, though. If I wasn’t careful, I would pass out, and my own monsters could be unleashed on Erin and anyone else who happened to be in the way. I wondered how Varleth and Ashla were doing. I hadn’t noticed a flare. Surely they were okay, weren’t they? 
 
    Distantly, I realized my pyrewyrm was clutching me gently in its talons, but I couldn’t remember giving it that instruction. I smiled slightly, pleased with this progress in our bond. I could only sense concern from my baroquer, but perhaps my pyrewyrm cared for me too, in its own way. 
 
    I directed it to set Erin and me down, then recalled it. The baroquer went too, even though I trusted him more than any other monster not to wreak havoc with me out of the picture. 
 
    “Gryff!” Erin shouted as she ran over to me.  
 
    I thought about sitting up but decided not to. I was awfully tired, and I wasn’t entirely sure I’d make it to an upright position without passing out. 
 
    Erin pulled off her jacket, threw it over my body, and patted it hard in some spots with urgency. The smell of smoke reached me, and I realized my clothes must had been partially on fire. I felt a vague sensation of disappointment at the prospect of losing another good shirt. 
 
    With the fire smothered, Erin leaned over me, and her eyes were glistening. She looked so distressed, I just wanted to comfort her and tell her everything would be fine. She pulled my shirt upward and pushed her hair out of her face to search for wounds on my torso. 
 
    “Erin,” I murmured, “your hair.” 
 
    She put a hand to it distractedly. The orange locks were just barely blackened and burnt in some places at the tips.  
 
    “I’ll have to cut it again,” she said as her hands ran over my stomach. Her hands were frantic, distressed. She bit her lip and breathed quickly and nervously. 
 
    I definitely didn’t feel good, but it was difficult to tell if I had any serious wounds. The pain didn’t seem to come from anywhere.  
 
    “It’s okay,” I told her. “I like it short, too.” 
 
    She just stared at me for a moment. I thought something had gone horribly wrong, but then Erin burst into tears and wrapped her arms around my neck to hug me. Her tears dripped onto my shoulder, and her sobs shuddered through her as she gripped me tighter and jostled me slightly. 
 
    “Ow,” I hissed.  
 
    She let go immediately while I tried to take back my words. I sure wanted the embrace to keep going. 
 
    “C’mon Erin,” I muttered, “I’m fine, good to go. Hugs are nice. No pain at all … ” My words trailed off as the world around me seemed to swim and blur. Despite my best intentions, it did seem like I shouldn’t go asking for hugs. I breathed for a while and focused on staying awake. 
 
    As I panted, I felt the familiar sensation of the rift dissolving around us. The cracked earth underneath me became soft grass, and the sounds of rolling thunder were replaced by birdsong and human voices. 
 
    Looked like Varleth and Ashla had found the catalyst. 
 
    I heard my name spoken by somebody, and I turned my head. A whole group of people were running up, some of them in mage outfits. In fact, a whole lot of those people looked pretty familiar. There was a gorgeous professor wearing a tight miniskirt and dress shirt, a short cutie with auburn hair and a uniform that hung around her lithe frame like a second skin, a mocha-skinned woman with a slender body, big beautiful eyes, and lips fuller than a plump strawberry, and a beautiful white-haired woman with legs that seemed to stretch up forever until they formed an unbelievably tight ass barely concealed under her skimpy military uniform bodysuit.  
 
    “Gryff, you asshole, I told you to stop getting injured,” Arwyn snapped. 
 
    I smiled nervously as I tried to be charming and keep my eyes focused simultaneously. “Oh, Arwyn, uh. Lovely to see you again. I’m really not that hurt, I promise.” I tried to get up, but a foot on my chest stopped me. 
 
    I looked up at Nia, and she smiled as she increased the pressure on my chest. Her long, ashen hair was in a complex braid over one shoulder, and her blue eyes pierced through me. With her delicate nose, plump cheeks, and melodic voice, the elemental mage seemed like an ice goddess from another realm. 
 
    “Gryff, if you move another muscle, I’ll kill you myself,” she said sweetly. “Isn’t that right, Cyra?” 
 
    Cyra stepped forward as she pursed her lips, and her big chocolate-colored eyes were serious for once. Her dragon familiar, Kalon, let out a chirp from within her dark mass of curly hair.  
 
    “Oh yes,” Cyra agreed. “Nia doesn’t mess around when she makes threats. You’d better keep still, Gryff.” 
 
    “Oh, hi Cyra,” I wheezed. 
 
    Layla came rocketing out from between all of them and squeaked when she saw me close up. Her short auburn hair bounced around her shoulders as she leaned in with wide, hazel eyes.  
 
    “Gryff! Your eyebrows … they’re … um.” She paused and started up again with her cheer in full force. “They look lovely, nevermind. Definitely don’t worry about them, I’ll take care of it. You’d better rest up and recover.” 
 
    I laid my head back and focused on not being in pain. Arwyn passed her hands over me and twitched her fingers in a spell. She muttered, and I could feel some kind of ease in the discomfort throughout my body. 
 
    “Well, the good news is your injuries aren’t too bad,” Arwyn sighed. “Erin told me you two took quite a shock, but the brunt of it was directed to the pyrewyrm until you decided to so foolishly make the sprucebore your pet.” 
 
    “I had to,” I insisted. 
 
    “Hmm,” was all the response I got.  
 
    I gulped. Arwyn had already told me she didn’t want to be showing up all the time to heal me from serious injuries, yet here we were again. I was in trouble, I could tell that. 
 
    In the distance, I heard Layla’s chirping voice ask faintly, “Hey Braden, do you have a black pen I can use safely on a man’s face?” 
 
    Yep, I was in deep, deep trouble. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    Varleth and Arwyn teamed up to help carry me back into town after the rift closed. I didn’t feel too injured after Arwyn worked a few spells on me, but my coordination was twitchy and unpredictable. She seemed to think the effects would wear off by tomorrow on their own, and I trusted her prediction. For now, I was left with an unsteady walk. 
 
    It sounded like everybody had been staying at Maron’s inn, so our first order of business was to make our way back to it. As we walked through the village, I took note of the damage. A few houses had been on fire, but the blazes didn’t go far. Only one building, a small family home, collapsed due to the damage. The rest were blackened and charred, but otherwise fine. 
 
    “Casualties?” I asked as I eyed the collapsed house. 
 
    “Only one,” Arwyn reported. “An elderly man who was on a walk just outside of town. He couldn’t get back to safety in time.” 
 
    It wasn’t the worst news ever. I eyed the ground. Here and there, puddles remained in the shadows of the cobblestones and the houses. It seemed we’d only been gone a day and a half, so small signs of ice-melt on the ground remained.  
 
    The street itself was cracked and scraped because of the fighting. Cobblestones and concrete had been churned up into broken bits that littered the area, and my daggerdillos had left scores and deep gouges in the sides of buildings as well as along the ground. Superficial burns scarred peoples’ doorways, and windows were shattered into shards of dangerous debris. Ralor’s Stead would have a lot of cleanup to do, but the damage wasn’t bad enough to end the town. 
 
    “I don’t know what happened in the Shadowscape, but I think your unusual method of casualty control in Ralor’s Stead worked,” Arwyn told me as she interrupted my thoughts. 
 
    “You heard about it?” I asked. 
 
    “I hear all sorts of things when I treat wounds, but this time, I’m not entirely sure how much of it was accurate,” the healer said. She seemed amused, and her lips curled slightly. “Is it true you sent metal monsters rolling through the town streets like balls in a child’s game?”  
 
    In truth, I was proud of my daggerdillo strategy. It’d cleaned things up nicely in the real world before we’d entered the rift. 
 
    “It worked, didn’t it?” I grinned and gestured widely with a shaking hand. The tremor only undermined my point slightly. 
 
    “It was certainly a sight,” Varleth said dryly. 
 
    I laughed. “Of course it was. My sense of style is spectacular.” As I spoke, my gait stuttered for a moment, and Arwyn and Varleth gripped me hard to keep me upright.  
 
    “Thanks,” I said gratefully. “Hey, Varleth, what took you so long with the catalyst anyways?” 
 
    “Not much,” the banisher mused. “A few wandering imps, but nothing serious. This catalyst was just a ways off. The stagi might’ve made things quicker, but it sounds like Erin was needed on your end of the fight anyways.” 
 
    I nodded and looked over at the mimic in question. She’d surprised me today. Not only was it hugely useful to have somebody in battle who could switch abilities when needed, but her quick thinking and flying expertise had proven invaluable. She was an important member of the team in more ways than one. 
 
    We finally reached the inn, and everybody filed through the door. 
 
    Braden was already at one of the tables inside, and his huge, muscled build made the tables and chairs look like toys. His white leather summoner’s pouch marked him as a mage despite his beefy appearance. Braden greeted us with a pleasant, deep voice and a wide grin across his square face. 
 
     Orenn sat across from Braden, and he turned around to cast us a huge grin as we arrived. The young metallogue’s bright, gray eyes and friendly demeanor did more than enough to offset his receding hairline, and he exuded an easy charm in every situation. 
 
    Almasy was there too, with his legs kicked up onto the table as he leaned back. Stubble covered his jaw, but his ponytail was neat, and the blond pilot seemed well-rested otherwise. He looked completely at ease as he sipped at a hip flask and waved a two-fingered salute toward us. 
 
    Gawain sat with his chair pushed back and his arms crossed, and he somehow achieved a posture that was both princely and childish. His blond hair and chiseled cheekbones could have been almost handsome, but his small green eyes were narrow and calculating. Gawain was a bit of the odd one out, but he quirked a slight smile when we came through the door.  
 
    “Looks like all eleven of us got here fine,” I announced with a smile. “Good job, team.” 
 
    “Gryff, good to see you,” Braden said as he smiled and got up to give me a hug.  
 
    I felt a little like an ant in his enormous grasp, but I grinned and slapped him on the back a few times.  
 
    I’d worried about him a bit ever since we parted. He hadn’t dealt with his two-month imprisonment well, and he seemed to lean toward drinking his problems away rather than dealing with them. 
 
    As I looked Braden over carefully now, I could see he’d fleshed out a little more and put muscle back on his frame. His eyes didn’t look so haunted anymore, and the smile on his face was genuine. Just a few days had gone by without us laying eyes on each other, but I was happy he was on the right track. 
 
    I was eased down into a chair carefully by my helpers, and then everybody took seats and pushed together tables so we could all converse with ease. I had Cyra on my left and Layla on my right. When we were settled, Maron came over with hesitant steps and shining eyes. 
 
    “Thank you all,” he said before I could get a word in. “Without mages like you, our town would be gone. My friends would be gone, not just my daughter. I … ” he trailed off as glistening tears appeared on his cheeks. Then the innkeeper cleared his throat and continued. “Let me know if there’s anything I can do to help. It’s not much, but I made up some beef stew for you all, and food is on the house. You’ve fought hard.” 
 
    “Mages couldn’t exist without support from people like you,” Cyra said, and her face was kind. “Don’t feel as if you owe us anything. Maker knows people like Gryff and me spent a long time as normal citizens doing odd jobs with monsters before we became anything else.” She smiled and shared a look with me.  
 
    I nodded back in agreement. 
 
    “Don’t sell yourself short, Maron,” I told him. “You and your daughter have done so much to help the world, even if you haven’t realized it. Don’t feel like she’s gone for nothing.” 
 
    He sniffled and nodded brusquely before he looked askance out the window. Regardless of his behavior, I knew Maron would take this to heart in some way. I hoped he could grow and move on. 
 
    We all needed food, and lots of it. I asked for beef stew and mead, and my friends added sausages, potatoes, greens, and sourdough bread to our order. Braden wanted two of everything, and Layla grasped Maron by the hand like a beggar and asked for “anything sweet” with a deadly serious tone, which threw us all into stifled laughter. 
 
    “You should go clean up,” Nia told me after Maron had left, and she wrinkled her nose playfully. “You smell like a house fire.”  
 
    “You look like one, too,” Orenn added in.  
 
    My hand flew to my forehead as I tried to cover the damage. 
 
    “Quit that, both of you,” I demanded in mock offense. Then I lightened my tone and said, “Everybody, I’m going to go clean up. Don’t eat without me.” 
 
    I walked up to my room while I tried not to dread the outcome of what I would see. I gathered some clothes for the shower and stepped into the communal bathroom nervously. 
 
    A quick glance in the mirror let me know I hadn’t completely lost my facial hair. Both eyebrows were a little singed, but not gone, so I knew Layla had been teasing me a bit. My scruffy facial hair came out mostly unscathed, and since my hair was tied back, it had escaped damage entirely. 
 
    I wasn’t vain, but I sure hadn’t enjoyed the idea of listening to my friends taunt me about my lack of eyebrows for the next month. I was very glad I still had some. 
 
    The water was only lukewarm, but it was soothing, and relaxing my muscles in the shower was like a dream come true. It maybe wasn’t quite as good as sharing another bath with Erin and Ashla, but I wasn’t disappointed at all.  
 
    I took some extra time to scrub the dirt and blood off my arms. Then I dried off and put on a clean outfit with a pair of tan cotton pants and a pale blue shirt. I spent far too much time struggling with the buttons on them, but eventually I looked respectable. 
 
    I picked up my half-burnt clothing and tossed it sadly in the trash. Yet another good outfit gone in the name of saving the world. 
 
    When I came back down to the table, Layla was spinning a quill around her fingers. She had acquired a bottle of ink from somewhere, and she tapped her fingernails on its lid.  
 
    I sat down with everybody else and ignored the pointed look Layla sent me as she twirled her pen. I knew she wanted to get her sneaky little hands on my eyebrows, and I was sure the result wouldn’t be for the better. 
 
    “Is Erin in the bath, too?” I asked Cyra as I sat down. 
 
    “She is,” Layla cut in to say, “and then I get to cut her hair.” A wide grin spread over her petite face.  
 
    I shivered at the thought of that prankster getting a hold of any part of me. Erin would be wise to not show her face again. 
 
    Just as I finished the thought, I heard light steps on the stairs. 
 
    “I’m back,” Erin said as she peeked around the corner. Her hair looked a little better than it had before, but the tips were still significantly darker and crispier than they were supposed to be.  
 
    Layla beckoned her over, and my orange-haired girlfriend sat obediently on my tiny girlfriend’s lap. Then Layla pulled out her scissors with an alarming flourish, but before she could start in, Nia seized them. 
 
    “I’ll take care of this one,” the ashen-haired mage said smoothly. She ushered Erin over to her own seat and started in on a careful, feathered style.  
 
    Erin sat patiently in Nia’s lap as the haircut proceeded. 
 
    Nia held the scissors with the kind of precision and grace that she did with a sword on the battlefield. Each slice of the blades was purposeful and reserved.  
 
    I thought it looked nice.  
 
    Layla pouted, but I could tell she didn’t mind having to hand over the task to her friend. Soon enough, the petite summoner was distracted by Maron as he came back through the kitchen doors. 
 
    The steaming food arrived on huge plates and in big cooking pots. Silverware got passed around with smaller plates so we could take some of everything. I dug in with fervor and ignored the way I dropped my spoon into my soup every minute. I was too hungry to mind. 
 
    “So,” Almasy asked, “what happened at the volcano? You guys got the cypher, but what exactly went down?” 
 
    I swallowed a mouthful of potato and cleared my throat. “Well, the volcano itself wasn’t too hard. Ashla used her ice magic to help us slide down to the cipher. When the lava started to rise, my roosa helped us back to the edge.”  
 
    Put like that, the trip to the volcano sounded a bit less harrowing than it had actually been. 
 
    Ashla held up one hand with her index and thumb narrowed. “We were that close to the lava, I swear. I thought we were toast.” She grinned and dropped her hand. “As usual, though, Gryff pulled through.” 
 
    Warmth spread through my chest, and I couldn’t help how pleased I was to hear her say that. Ever since we lost Hartmire, every victory felt so much more important. 
 
    “Miriam Sharpay sent some bounty hunters after us,” Varleth explained. “We had a bit of a fight on our way out from the volcano, but nothing too bad.”  
 
    I nodded as I remembered how sorely outmatched the henchmen had been against my roosa. 
 
    “Oh, but there was that weird thing about the cipher,” Ashla added. “Right there on the stone, it says The Beastmaker’s Prophecy in our language. Weird, right?” 
 
    The others nodded and considered what it could mean. We knew so little about the ciphers in the first place, though. 
 
    “Perhaps it was a later addition,” Arwyn considered with her scholar’s face on. “Carved by somebody else.” She tilted her head, then slapped a hand onto the table suddenly. “Oh! Maybe it’s a key by the linguist. A way for us to translate the ciphers as long as we have time and resources.” Her eyes grew distant as she considered the options. That brain of hers never stopped working. 
 
    “We’ll figure it out,” I said. “I think what’s weirder than the cipher was the woman who I approached on the slope of the volcano.” I frowned as I ran the experience over in my head. “She asked to see my father’s dagger, gave it back, threatened me, and disappeared.” I shook my head. “I just don’t know what it means. She even opened up a portal to leave.” 
 
    “Was she human?” Orenn asked. 
 
    I shrugged. It was something I’d considered myself, but of course, I had no answers. My friends were smart, but they were as stumped as I was. 
 
    “What did she look like?” Braden questioned. 
 
    I shrugged again. “She had a hood on. I didn’t get too good of a look, but I’m pretty sure I’ve never met her before in my life.”  
 
    It was certainly odd that she had such a fixation on my father’s dagger, though. 
 
    “Just another mystery for the books,” Nia murmured as she considered what it meant. 
 
    We turned back to our meals with some sense of unease. The prospect of running into another powerful enemy who we knew nothing about wasn’t a pleasant one. 
 
    The delicious food helped, though, and soon I was enjoying chewing on my sausage. 
 
    “Quit that, you goblin,” Gawain hissed from across the table.  
 
    I looked up to see Layla with a salt shaker in one hand as she tried to pour disgusting amounts of it into Gawain’s stew.  
 
    “It suits you since you’re a salty person,” Layla said with a smirk. “I think you definitely need more.” 
 
    “The only thing I need more of is personal space,” Gawain retorted and pushed her shoulder without any real strength behind it. 
 
    Layla snickered and relented, but I could tell by the way her eyes sparked that she would get him back at the next opportunity. The salt shaker stayed inches from her hand, ready for action.  
 
    It was nice to see them getting along, in some strange way. Their animosity had turned into casual teasing as naturally as I could’ve hoped. 
 
    I accidentally dropped my spoon into my bowl again with a loud clatter, and I smiled sheepishly as everybody looked over. 
 
    “How about we have a redo on that race of ours?” Varleth asked, and his expression was innocent. 
 
    I snorted. “You wish,” I told the banisher. “You may not have been in top condition for the volcano, but I can barely stand right now.”  
 
    Really, I could barely even eat in my condition. 
 
    Nia nudged Cyra on the shoulder, and the other summoner nodded silently. Some kind of communication passed between the two, and Cyra picked up my spoon. 
 
    “Here,” she said. “Don’t move your head, and I’ll feed it to you.”  
 
    I struggled not to flush as I dropped my clumsy hands and complied as she spooned stew into my mouth. 
 
    Braden’s mouth dropped open, and he shook his head in amazement. “How does he do that?” he whispered to Almasy. 
 
    “I’m not so sure he summons monsters so much as he summons beautiful women,” Almasy confided, and he didn’t even make an attempt to speak quietly.  
 
    Arwyn rolled her eyes, and Ashla snorted with a wide grin on her face. Layla, Cyra, and Erin seemed pleased, and though Nia was stoic, I could tell she didn’t mind either. 
 
    With my romantic connection to Arwyn no longer a secret, it seemed like my situation with the girls was more out in the open than ever before. I was fine with it as long as the women were too, and they seemed to be in no hurry to give up the fun of our open relationship. 
 
    I accepted another spoonful of stew while my eyes met Cyra’s. I winked at her, and she smirked back.  
 
    Oh yes, we were fine with things this way for now. 
 
    By the time I moved on to my bread, the one food I could reasonably eat without making a mess of myself, Arwyn had turned her attention to healing superficial wounds. She rolled Varleth’s sleeves up and whispered spells over the cuts he’d acquired earlier. His fancy swordsmanship on the back of the stagi hadn’t let him get away without a large number of shallow wounds on his sword arm. 
 
    “Can’t you rest long enough for one meal?” Varleth sighed as he eyed the healer. “I’m sure there are townsfolk who could use another dose of healing more than I do.” 
 
    Arwyn didn’t respond until she’d sealed up the last scratch. Only then did she say, “Everyone is stable. I’ll get to them later today and tomorrow. This is no more a waste of my mana than if somebody like Gawain used fire magic to heat up his food.” 
 
    We all turned to look at the fire mage in question.  
 
    Both of his hands were wrapped around the base of his soup bowl, and they glowed slightly with dull flickers of flame. He scowled back at us and snatched his hands away.  
 
    “I don’t see why they don’t serve food with warming plates here,” he complained. “This innkeeper is ridiculous.”  
 
    “It’s okay, Gawain,” Layla chimed in, and her eyes were alight with mischief. “Nia can help you.”  
 
    Nia ignored Gawain’s protests and leaned over with both of her hands outstretched. An orange fire huffed into life over his food, and she pulled back to reveal a blackened plate of unidentifiable chunks of char floating in a thick paste. 
 
    For a moment, Gawain stared at his stew with wide eyes. Then he chuckled and took us all by surprise.  
 
    “I was done, anyway,” the fire mage said dismissively.  
 
    I could tell he liked Nia, since I wasn’t so sure he’d be able to laugh at himself if anybody else had done the deed, but I wasn’t worried. 
 
    I knew Nia Kenefick only had eyes for me. 
 
    As Gawain’s amusement tapered off, Braden and Varleth looked at the fire mage in confusion, but they seemed pleased with his reaction.  
 
    I realized that not everybody had experienced the new Gawain yet, but with time, they should warm up to him. 
 
    “Cyra, Almasy,” I said, “you two left later than the rest of us. Are there any new developments in Varle or the Academy?” 
 
    The two of them exchanged a look.  
 
    “We didn’t hear much,” Cyra said, and her tone was hesitant. “I visited Maelor to ask him to keep an eye on things, though. He can be pretty good at collecting information when he wants to.”  
 
    I chuckled because I knew exactly what she meant. Maelor seemed like some inconsequential old man, but he made conversation easily and knew exactly what questions to ask. People liked to tell him things they wouldn’t normally say out loud. 
 
    Cyra grinned back at me. “You should probably write him a letter,” the dark-haired summoner suggested. “I’m sure he has all kinds of news now.” 
 
    “I’ll do that later,” I agreed. It would be great to hear from Maelor anyway. I felt kind of guilty about how I left him behind in Varle without me or Cyra, but I knew the old man could handle himself as long as he didn’t get too lonely. 
 
    On the topic of old men, I had another one to worry about.  
 
    “Arwyn,” I asked, “how was Sleet doing when you left? That explosion didn’t look good on Antoine.”  
 
    My brows knitted together in worry at the thought of Sleet sustaining a similar kind of damage. When I last saw Antoine, he had pieces of furniture lodged through his body. He would have died immediately without the use of dark magic, and he ended up succumbing anyways as the darkness consumed him. He and his lover, Penny, had met such similar, gruesome ends. 
 
    Arwyn pursed her lips with a concerned expression. “The good news is Sleet was on the ground by the time the explosion occurred.” She held out her hands to gesture as she talked. “The worst injuries were burns to his back and legs, but he escaped almost all of the debris from the table and chairs.” 
 
    I sighed in relief. “Do we have any idea how long it will be before he recovers?”  
 
    Arwyn hummed. “Perhaps another week, perhaps longer. I would keep him in bed for at least three, but it depends on Sleet himself and when he feels he’s up to the task.” The healer didn’t seem happy at the prospect of the Headmaster going back to running an entire school before he was completely healthy. 
 
    “Alright,” I started happily. “So that’s it, we have nothing to worry about. We’ll have a few weeks of Nia’s father in charge, but we know he has our best interests at heart. As long as Miriam Sharpay doesn’t find us, we’re as good as two jugs of half-priced ale.” 
 
    “We took special care to stagger our arrival times, so I think we’ll be fine,” Varleth added. 
 
    The others nodded in agreement, but Arwyn held up a hand to interrupt our celebration.  
 
    “Actually,” she said slowly, “I have some bad news that came through the grapevine. Kennefick came to visit Sleet and me in the infirmary.” She took a breath and continued. “The council isn’t putting Kennefick in charge. They’ve decided instead to elect Goredrin Madox.” 
 
    Gawain’s father was going to be the temporary headmaster. Silence fell over the table as ten people stared at Arwyn in shock and horror. 
 
    “What?” Erin gasped. 
 
    “That bastard,” Gawain snarled.  
 
    I knew his relationship with his father was poor, but the amount of rage in his voice was startling. My heart sank as I considered what it would mean if even a man as caustic as Gawain considered Goredrin to be a terrible choice for a leader. 
 
    “There’s no chance this information is false?” Nia questioned. 
 
    “It’s true,” Arwyn responded with a frown. “The council has all but made up their minds. Goredrin Madox is to be the new headmaster of Varle Enclave’s Academy.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    By the next morning, I was able to sit up in bed without my legs and arms twitching all over the place. The tremor in my hands had gone away, and I no longer struggled to hold small items without dropping them. I was, however, sore enough to feel like I’d been run over by a team of horses and worked over on a smith’s anvil. That was just something I’d have to wait out. 
 
    It had been nice to get spoon-fed by a beautiful woman, but all good things were best in moderation. I was grateful to be able to button up my shirt and pants once again in less than a minute. 
 
    With my dexterity restored, I set to work on what Cyra suggested and began to write a letter to Maelor. I’d accepted Layla’s quill and ink as well as sourced some paper from Arwyn’s bags. With that, I had everything I needed. 
 
    I started the letter with some inane pleasantries about the weather around town without specifically naming our location as Ralor’s Stead, then transitioned to a description of how it had changed since we’d last been here with the copper accenting and general lack of supplies.  
 
    After that was done, I described to Maelor what had happened since we’d arrived. I detailed out our battle in the rift and gave him the casualty and damage report. I was sure he’d be happy to hear things hadn’t ended too badly for the town. That seemed to be a rarity these days.  
 
    I also added a short description of the sprucebores and asked if he knew anything more about them. Now that I had a crystal containing one, I would have to learn how to use it best. I pulled the crystal from my bandolier and examined it. It was spherical and swirled bright red with a branching, abstract tree pattern. Nothing remarkable, but I thought the sprucebore itself was pretty interesting for a monster that probably ranked no higher than a grade C.  
 
    Finally, I cut to asking about what Maelor had heard regarding the school and the state of Varle Enclave as a whole. My old mentor would be grateful for the rest of the letter, but I was also sure he’d realize this was the most important part of why I was writing him. I finished and signed the letter from “a student,” which was as far as I could go to conceal the nature of who I was. 
 
    It might take a few days for him to get back to me, but I thought it was imperative we knew what we were dealing with before we made any moves. Miriam Sharpay had proven herself as dangerous and cunning too many times for me to ignore the council’s decision entirely. I couldn’t trust that she didn’t have Goredrin Madox under her influence. 
 
    With my letter done, I folded another sheet of paper to act as an envelope and sealed them both up. Then I opened up the door to the hallway. 
 
    Oddly, I wasn’t alone. Gawain stood at the end of the hall with his back to me as he stared out the small window into the world outside. His hands were loose at his sides, and he seemed like somebody who’d been cut adrift from the life he’d once known. 
 
    Really, he looked lost. Was this the result of him learning about his father taking over the school?  
 
    I took a step closer and opened my mouth to speak, but then thought better of it. I’d never seen Gawain so introspective before, but maybe it was something he needed to do to process this. So, I left him alone and turned to go. 
 
    My sore legs protested as I stumbled down the stairs. It seemed like this was just another side effect of having far too much electricity pushed into my body. 
 
    When I limped down into the dining area, I found Cyra with a full plate of food in front of her. Her silver and pink dragon, Kalon, was wrapped around her neck, and she twitched her tail happily as she chewed on a piece of sausage. Monsters didn’t need human food to survive, so it struck me as a funny habit for her to have.  
 
    Cyra waved her fork at me in greeting. 
 
    “Morning,” I said back. By the time I’d managed to lower myself down into the chair next to her, Maron bustled out of his kitchen with another plate of food.  
 
    More sausage from last night, but with eggs and waffles this time, too. He’d also mashed the leftover potatoes into a spiced, creamy mixture topped with chives. My mouth watered as I coated my waffle in the pad of rich, yellow butter he’d set in a dish next to it. 
 
    I didn’t care what anybody else said. Wilds food was just the best. 
 
    Cyra finally managed to swallow her mouthful of breakfast. “Morning, Gryff,” she responded. “Are you ready for a day of hard work?” 
 
    I blinked. “Sure,” I agreed as I ignored my aching body. “What exactly are we doing?” 
 
    “Rebuilding, of course,” Cyra told me, and her eyes danced with amusement. “Don’t tell me you forgot everything you learned under Maelor?”  
 
    “Of course not,” I said with a mock frown. “In fact, I was there first. If anything, it should be me telling you how to do menial labor while an old man yells backwoods sayings at you.” 
 
    Cyra grinned. “That’s an awfully bold thing to say, coming from someone who uses phrases like goblin piss in everyday conversation.” 
 
    She had me there, and I laughed heartily. “You’ll be saying it soon enough too, mark my words,” I warned her. 
 
    “Ridiculous,” a male voice behind me drawled.  
 
    I looked up to see Gawain saunter down the stairs at last. 
 
    “There’s no way anyone can achieve the level of yokel that Gryff lives in,” the fire mage scoffed. 
 
    Cyra rolled her eyes and touched me on the shoulder. “You should meet me out by the collapsed house when you boys are done,” she ordered. 
 
    I nodded. “I’ll find you then.” 
 
    Gawain stalked over to the table near me and leaned back in his chair as his bloodshot eyes narrowed to slits. The man looked exhausted far beyond how he should’ve been. In fact, if I left him here, I was sure he would fall asleep before breakfast arrived. 
 
    “Did you wake up on the wrong side of the bed?” I asked in an effort to not sound too concerned. 
 
    Gawain waved it off. “I’m fine. Just couldn’t quiet my head down enough to get any rest.” He released a bone-weary sigh and peeled his eyes back open. “Finish your eggs and go join that summoner. You two have a lot of work to do before Ralor’s Stead goes back to looking only mildly ugly instead of a complete wreck.” 
 
    I snorted and stuffed some eggs into my mouth with a nod. Despite the tone, I knew this was just Gawain’s way of telling me not to worry so much.  
 
    “Go ahead and get some more rest,” I told him. “We don’t want your rich ass trying and failing to put together new walls, anyways.” 
 
    Gawain let out an offended sound, and I snickered as I swallowed the last of my eggs. Then I got up and stacked my dirty plate and utensils on the bar counter. Maron came through with some food for Gawain just as I left, and I waved goodbye as I headed out the door. 
 
    I stopped at the sight of Ralor’s Stead hard at work. People carried lumber and copper joinings as they hurried past with determination. Over by the entrance of town, Cyra intercepted a man who lugged a bucket of smooth, round stones. As they conversed, I walked over to join in. 
 
    “You don’t have one of those cement thingies?” the man asked, and his bushy beard waggled as he talked. 
 
    Cyra looked apologetic. “I’m afraid not. I do have the monsters for cutting down trees, but none for laying cobblestones. Oh, but here comes Gryff, he’ll have just the thing.” 
 
    “I’ve got two cementrolls,” I told the man.  
 
    His pinched face melted into gratitude. “Thank goodness.” He grunted and set down his bucket. “I didn’t want to start pulling up the broken stones if we didn’t have a way to replace ‘em.” 
 
    “Of course,” I replied. I scanned the broken street briefly and felt a pang of guilt as I realized most of the damage was almost certainly the result of my daggerdillos. However, these superficial blemishes were certainly a cost I was willing to pay in order to protect the people of Ralor’s Stead. 
 
    I pulled out my letter to Maelor. “Let me post this before the mail goes out,” I said, “and then I’ll help you with pulling up the bad stones.” 
 
    “Better hurry,” the bushy-bearded man advised. “Nicka said he was going to take off with all our mail at noon, and it looks like it’s almost that time.” He waved a hand toward the far end of the village. 
 
    I remembered Nicka the messenger from my time in Ralor’s Stead before. He was a young man with lean muscles and a head of red curls that glowed like a lighthouse. Those traits made him easy to find in the crowd of workers. 
 
    I reached him just as he mounted his horse, a gray mare with an impatient look to her.  
 
    “Here,” I called, “I’ve got one more letter for you, Nicka.” 
 
    He took it with curiosity. “Where’s this one going?” 
 
    “A man named Maelor in Varle Enclave,” I replied. 
 
    Nicka nodded, then something seemed to occur to him. He looked up and scanned me from head to toe. “By the Maker, you must be Gryff,” he realized. “I didn’t recognize you at first. You sure have come into your own, haven’t you?” 
 
    I smiled and patted his gray mare on the neck. “If you say so,” I agreed. Maybe he was right about it being difficult to recognize me now. I’d changed and grown so much since I’d departed this town just over a year ago. Well, perhaps I hadn’t changed so much as added dimensions to myself that I never knew I was capable of. 
 
    “Seriously, Gryff,” Nicka said, “you’ve saved us not once, but twice. I don’t know if you realize how huge that is for a little town like ours. Thank you for everything you’ve done for Ralor’s Stead.” 
 
    “It’s part of the job,” I told him as I tried not to flush with pride. “Have a good ride.”  
 
    Nicka clucked his mare into a trot, and she tossed her head fitfully while he waved goodbye. 
 
    After that, I spent most of my day on my hands and knees alongside the townsfolk as we pried up crushed or fractured cobblestones. Ralor’s Stead was low on supplies before the rift opened, and that remained true now. There was nothing to be done for the lack of iron, so soft copper nails and molded trim were used in construction projects that needed metal. 
 
    When the supply of lumber ran out, I went out to the forest with my axe goblins to cut down more trees. It gave me an odd sense of deja vu to be back in the forest I’d once worked in daily, only this time I had a whole host of immensely powerful grade B and higher monsters in my bandolier.  
 
    It was a bit like if I’d used a banisher’s sword to spread butter on bread, but I enjoyed the work all the same. 
 
    After I’d cut a few trees, I gathered Braden, Gawain, Varleth, and Orenn from various spots around the town and brought them into the forest.  
 
    “Oh, lovely, we’re doing yokel work,” drawled Gawain as I brought them over to the piles of cut trees.  
 
    I ignored the comment and gestured at my friends in turn. “Orenn, you’re with Gawain. Braden, you’re with Varleth. Four people should be able to carry one of these logs. I want two on each end.” 
 
    Orenn and Gawain seemed like an odd pair, but I thought the cheery metallogue was the least likely person to get into a fight with the fire mage. Sure enough, Gawain’s snide remarks seemed to bounce right off Orenn’s relentless optimism, and the trees got taken away just as quickly as I could cut them. 
 
    After we’d collected enough for the town to last them through the next couple months, I set my team free and strolled back into town to look for more work. While I wandered, I ran into Arwyn in her makeshift healer’s tent. She’d commandeered the covered patio adjacent to the town bakery for her needs, and surprisingly, Ashla was there, too. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked as I examined the pair of women.  
 
    Ashla had her leg elevated on a pillow with her sock and boot off, while Arwyn crouched and grasped the ice mage’s ankle with two firm but gentle hands. 
 
    “What’s going on,” Arwyn said darkly, “is Ashla decided not to mention she’d badly sprained her ankle in the fight, and now it needs urgent medical treatment.” 
 
    “I just rolled it,” Ashla defended. “My ankle didn’t need to be looked at.” 
 
    “Right,” Arwyn said in a voice that crackled with disapproval. “And then the inflammation set in, and it swelled up to the size of a troll’s fist, and you still thought it didn’t need medical care?” 
 
    Ashla flushed and shook her head. “I didn’t want to bother you.”  
 
    There was something heavy and loaded in her voice that was left unsaid. 
 
    That was right. I’d forgotten the two of them shared some history. I wish I knew what exactly had happened between them. 
 
    Arwyn huffed. “You’ve always been irresponsible about your health. What if your team is depending on you and your injury holds you back?” she scolded. 
 
    “You sound just like Doc,” the ice mage complained. 
 
    Arwyn nodded curtly. “As well I should. At least I know how you stayed healthy until now, since he was probably keeping you alive and on your feet through pure force of will.” She shook her head. “You would have never gotten through school without me.” 
 
    “I was a wonderful student,” Ashla protested.  
 
    Arwyn opened her mouth to retort, but her teasing attitude faded away. An awkward silence hung over the two of them.  
 
    “I suppose you were,” the healer mused.  
 
    My smile had grown as the two bickered, but there was something not quite right in the air. Arwyn and Ashla seemed to be old friends, but I wasn’t sure where the carefully unspoken wariness came from. Something had happened in their shared past, and to this day, that bad event came between them. I hoped to fix it some time, but I wasn’t sure how to. 
 
    Arwyn drew her hands away from Ashla’s leg. “Alright,” she announced. “You’re all fixed up for now, but don’t do any heavy activity.” 
 
    “Ashla,” I said, “I think the townspeople need more hands on sanding duty. Scratch stripping shouldn’t be too hard on your ankle.” I tossed my head over my shoulder to indicate the group of people absorbed in polishing away gouges in the sides of buildings. 
 
    “Thanks, Gryff,” the ice mage replied as she levered herself upright and left to help.  
 
    I wouldn’t have spotted it if I didn’t know, but she did limp slightly on her left side. 
 
    I turned to look at Arwyn. “What’s that about?” I asked. 
 
    She shrugged and looked uncomfortable. I always thought of her as a mature woman, but this issue in her past seemed to dig at a much younger, more vulnerable part of her.  
 
    “We were good friends for most of our time at school,” Arwyn said slowly. “In our last year, we got into a disagreement and things changed.” She shook off the memory that plagued her and smiled at me. “Don’t worry about it, Gryff. People grow apart.” 
 
    I wasn’t so sure she and Ashla had really grown apart so much as let one issue come between them, but I nodded. I was sure if I got to the heart of what went wrong all those years ago, the two would be back to a good relationship. I would just have to wait to figure out what it was. 
 
    I spent the rest of the day sanding and pulling up broken cobblestones. I had one cementroll out, and he poured gray mush from his pores onto the new pathways. It wasn’t complicated work, but it felt good to be doing something truly useful.  
 
    The other members of the group didn’t seem to mind the chance to rest and focus on simple tasks, either. It felt like we’d finally escaped from the politics of Miriam Sharpay. 
 
    Nia seemed to take to the menial labor with an enjoyment that surprised me, and I caught her smiling softly to herself as she roughed away an ugly burn mark on the side of a family home. 
 
    “Having fun?” I asked the elementalist as I sidled up next to her with my own sandpaper in hand. I put muscle into my work and helped her grind away the char. 
 
    “I am,” she confided in a warm voice. “A Wilds man like you might be used to running around in the sun and wind all day, but a job like this is new to me.” She brushed a strand of pale hair out of her face, and something wistful passed over her face. “It feels good to help people on this level, too.”  
 
    I thought back to our escape from Hartmire Enclave after its destruction. Though we’d been sent away under the pretense of gathering supplies to help rebuild, we hadn’t done any actual work for the Enclave.  
 
    I was sure it must’ve bothered Nia to walk away from one of her homes without being able to pitch in to pick up the pieces. With this opportunity to help Ralor’s Stead, she could make up for that lost chance in Hartmire. 
 
    I smiled back at her, and together we worked the house back into a passable look. The pale patches where we had sanded could be painted over to match the rest of the house, and it would be like nothing ever happened. 
 
    Cyra passed us with her brow furrowed in concentration. A group of box trolls followed behind her and tamped down the new cobblestones until they settled nicely into the newly poured cement.  
 
    I didn’t know much about Cyra’s monsters, but it was good to see she had some grunts in addition to that powerful petripede of hers. I didn’t think the little silver dragon perched on her shoulder could count as ordinary either. 
 
    I broke away from sanding to pour more base down with my cementroll and talk to the other ex-Wilds summoner. 
 
    “I missed this,” Cyra told me as I approached. 
 
    I nodded. “I know what you mean,” I agreed, “but I’m hoping you’ll keep growing to like the Academy more. You don’t seem as opposed to it now as you originally were.” 
 
    Cyra tilted her head and considered with her eyes on her box trolls. “I still feel more in my element here than I did in the Enclave,” she confided, “and I miss Maelor.” 
 
    I nodded. “I miss him, too. I sent him that letter you mentioned. Hopefully, he’ll get back to us soon.” 
 
    Cyra smiled and touched me on the arm lightly. “I’m sure he will. In the meantime, as helpers of his, I’m glad we can make him proud by restoring this town. We’re going to make it look better than ever, I’m positive.” She gave me a thumbs up. 
 
    I laughed and leaned forward to scratch Kalon at the base of one pink wing. She cooed and leaned into it with vigor.  
 
    “You’re awfully optimistic, you know?” I told the summoner. 
 
    She nodded. “Maelor said the same thing about you. Maybe he has a thing for collecting optimists.” Cyra grinned, and her dark eyes sparkled in the sun.  
 
    Between her mocha skin, full lips, and lush curls of dark hair, Cyra was gorgeous even when she wasn’t doing anything. With beads of sweat on her chest from a hard day of work and a full smile, it was like the sun itself came down to live in her white teeth and shining eyes. She was a source of warmth all on her own, and seeing her like this made delicious heat run down my back and pool in my stomach. 
 
    I finished the day with one last cobblestone placed at the very edge of the village and brushed my hands off.  
 
    We’d done a good job so far. There was more to do, but if all went well, I should hear back from Maelor on the day after tomorrow. Then we could spend another day working and finally ready ourselves for the journey ahead with new insight. 
 
    Sunset saw the eleven of us back in Maron’s tavern.  
 
    The once-poised Gawain had an exhausted slump in his spine, though whether it was from labor or his lack of sleep last night, I found it hard to tell.  
 
    Orenn looked like he was ready to work another twelve hours. I wasn’t sure if that was due to his inexhaustible metallogue strength or just his can-do attitude.  
 
    Braden seemed in good condition, too, and Varleth showed the same implacable, unreadable face he always did. 
 
    Layla had worn herself out running around with a basket of copper nails all day as she ferried them from the smithy to the builders. Within a matter of minutes from when she first sat down, she planted her head in Nia’s lap and fell asleep. Nia smiled and patted her friend’s hair as the little summoner mumbled in her dreams. 
 
    Ashla sat with her bad leg stretched out in front of her, and though she and Arwyn seemed to have gotten along earlier, I noticed they now sat at opposite ends of the table.  
 
    Progress was going to be slow, I noted. 
 
    Erin ran her fingers idly through her new haircut as she enjoyed the feel of it. She scribbled at a letter of her own under the table with the words hidden from sight. 
 
    I wondered whether she was writing to her parents or somebody else she’d left behind in order to be a mage. 
 
    Cyra stared out the window while she kicked her legs idly. The sunset outside reflected off her dark eyes, and it made her look like she’d captured its light for herself. 
 
    Dinner came and went, just as delicious as always, and I fell into bed that night exhausted by the day’s work and my healing muscles.  
 
    The next day arrived with similar uneventfulness, and we passed another few hours laboring under the sun and restoring the town to its proper condition. Though it took a few hours, we even fixed up the collapsed home completely, from replacing the damaged floor to installing a new tiled roof. 
 
    It was quiet, even peaceful. We all had started to get used to that easy feeling, and I relaxed my guard just a tiny bit. I hadn’t realized how tense I’d been for so long. Things finally seemed to be looking up. 
 
    Varleth and I helped nail in a new piece of copper trim to the smithy as each of us tried to be faster than the other. 
 
    “I got my nail in with one blow,” I said smugly as I twirled my hammer over one shoulder. 
 
    Varleth peered over at my work. “It’s crooked,” he informed me, “so it doesn’t count as one hit if you have to replace it.” 
 
    “What?” I demanded and leaned to look more closely. Everything looked fine. “Hey, this isn’t crooked at all.”  
 
    I turned to see him smirking ear to ear as he knocked nails in. 
 
    “Sure isn’t,” the banisher said, “but look, I did five more while you were busy with your one.” 
 
    Cheeky gypsy.  
 
    “You’re such a cheater,” I growled, “I oughtta--” 
 
    We were interrupted by a gust of air that threatened to knock me off my feet. From above, an enormous dark shape plummeted from the clouds. Wisps rolled off it and revealed a huge military airship decked out for battle. The official semi-circle sigil of the council adorned one side in white paint. 
 
    Miriam Sharpay had found us.  
 
    “Shit,” I snapped as my heart dropped out of my chest. “Varleth, get your weapons, we’ve got a fight on our hands.” 
 
    We could never get a few day’s rest, could we? 
 
    I ran into the town square to gather the rest of the team, but they were already on top of things.  
 
    Layla, Braden, and Cyra came out of the inn laden with every essence crystal they owned. Kalon had grown to the size of a large dog, and she raced by Cyra’s side with wicked talons clicking across the street. The dragon was cute in her smaller form, but it was good to remember the familiar was a capable fighter as well. 
 
    The eleven of us gathered to watch the airship’s descent. 
 
    “Should we try to run or hide?” Cyra asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “It’s too late. I don’t trust Miriam Sharpay not to threaten the townsfolk for information, so we can’t hide. As for running, that wouldn’t work either. Even on the fastest stagi, we wouldn’t get far before the airship caught up.” 
 
    The airship hummed over the field just outside town and settled on the same area that had once been a rift and a battlefield. Then the large doors lowered, and soldiers began to file out.  
 
    Dozens of soldiers, no, more than seventy men and women, if I estimated correctly. 
 
    Anger throbbed inside me at the thought of all this military power ignoring the actual monster threat only to arrive to capture the ones who had stopped it. 
 
    My heart sank further when Miriam Sharpay herself stepped out with her unmistakable blue dress and sunken face. Even from this distance, I thought I could see her fishy, pouted lips.  
 
    She pushed through the group of soldiers like some kind of celebrity and stood at the front with her hands on her hips. 
 
     A vaguely familiar male figure emerged after Miriam. We were too far away for me to know exactly who it was, but I ended up not having to guess. 
 
    “Dad,” Nia gasped from beside me.  
 
    Sure enough, that imposing figure was Gallahar Kenefick. He was an amazing general, a talented and powerful mage, and to top it off, he was Nia’s father.  
 
    I briefly considered this to be an outstanding piece of luck, but I crushed that seed of hope before it could sprout.  
 
    “He can’t do anything to help us,” I murmured.  
 
    Though Gallahar was on our side as an ally of Sleet and as Nia’s father, he had been working as a double agent in order to maintain the council’s trust. If he made any outward moves to support us, he would blow his cover and not be able to learn any more from the council.  
 
    Besides that, what could he do against Miriam? She outranked him, and there were several dozen soldiers ready to back her up.  
 
    We were on our own. 
 
    “Traitors and terrorists, come out to meet us on the field,” Miriam shouted toward Ralor’s Stead. “If you refuse to comply with my demands, my soldiers will march in and burn this sorry little village to the ground.” The sneer in her voice was palpable, and I had no doubt she would follow through on her threat. 
 
    After everything we’d done to save and restore Ralor’s Stead, I couldn’t let her destroy it. 
 
    I snarled in anger. “Fine!” I yelled back, and then I indicated for my team to follow as we emerged from the town.  
 
    Soldiers advanced on us, forming a half-circle, and as we got within speaking distance to Miriam, the circle closed behind us. 
 
    We were completely surrounded. Though even the most well-trained soldier couldn’t hold a candle to a mage in one-on-one battle, the reality was that eleven mages couldn’t face down over seventy guns and hope to come out unscathed.  
 
    Besides that, I was reluctant to fight the very people who were supposed to be on our side. The worst thing we could do for the sake of humanity was start fighting and killing each other. 
 
    “Arwyn,” Miriam greeted with a pointed, upturned nose as we drew near, and saccharine disgust dripped from the nasally voice that emerged from her puffy lips. “Look, there’s Gryff, Almasy, and all your other traitor friends.” She smiled like a shark. “I followed up a single intercepted letter, and look, I’ve caught the entire bunch of you little worms. No more wriggling away like cowards.” 
 
    My heart sank. “You found my letter to Maelor?” I asked as I clenched my fists. “What did you do to him?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Miriam said snidely. “Your letter never even made it into the Enclave. Now hand over what I want, and come quietly.” 
 
    “We don’t know what you’re talking about,” Arwyn argued. 
 
    “The ciphers,” Sharpay snapped. “The ancient artifacts you thieves stole. Hand them over, Arwyn, and I won’t start killing your little brainwashed students where they stand.” 
 
    “We don’t have them,” Layla butted in petulantly. 
 
    “So, you’re liars too,” Miriam accused, and her teeth gritted hard enough to make a vein in her temple pop out. 
 
    “No more of a liar than you are,” I shot back.  
 
    Her gaze swiveled over to me as she narrowed her eyes, and the soldiers around us shifted uncomfortably. 
 
    “Antoine told me the truth before he died,” I explained. “He knew all your dirty little secrets because you’re the one who hired him.” 
 
    “I did no such thing,” Miriam hissed. 
 
    “Oh really? You’re not the one who ordered the attack on Varle Enclave so you could try to steal Sleet’s position?” I crossed my arms and raised my voice. “After all, it’s not like you’ve publicly been after his job for a long time.”  
 
    My words rang out across the field, and I could tell they were hitting the mark with some of the soldiers.  
 
    The animosity between Sleet and Miriam was common knowledge to anybody who knew them. The fact that Miriam had stepped up so quickly to try to replace him only added to her suspicious behavior. 
 
    Miriam took two steps forward until her beaky nose pointed right at my face. “How dare you, you little brat,” she spat. “You’re accusing me of ordering the attack on Varle Enclave?” She laughed with a grating sound. “You’re just some second year student. You have no proof!”  
 
    Miriam’s voice rose as her outrage grew, and she continued. “In fact, it wouldn’t even matter if you did somehow procure evidence of some crime or other. Who’s going to touch me? Prestonniel Parker? The Grand Mage?” She sneered at me, and there was a taunting light behind her beady eyes. “There isn’t a single person left. There’s no more council to hold me back, tell me what to do, or act like I’m not clearly the best option for a leader. They’re all dead. And Sleet might as well be. That old coot does nothing but lay in bed these days. No, you sniveling traitors can do nothing to stop me. I’m in charge now. I’m the one who makes the decisions!”  
 
    Our group stared at her as we were taken aback by the outburst. I couldn’t believe how bold she was. For so long, I had this image of her as a woman twisted by the death of her husband and her distrust of summoners. Now, it seemed like she wasn’t merely unstable, but completely unhinged. 
 
    The soldiers were shocked too, it seemed. The vague sense of unease around the seventy-odd military members had grown to an audible, muttered argument about the facts. It seemed like there was some controversy flying around about Miriam’s position and how she had attained it.  
 
    I scanned my eyes over the soldiers, but I wasn’t satisfied. People shook their heads and gestured, but nobody threw down their guns or walked away. The group was ill at ease, but it wouldn’t be enough to stop Miriam this time.  
 
    She would have us arrested, she’d take the ciphers, and there was nothing more I could do to stop it. 
 
    Suddenly, General Kenefick stepped forward from his position among the soldiers. His blue eyes flashed like chips of ice as his golden mage cloak swirled around him.  
 
    “You know, Miriam,” he began, “I’ve waited and watched you for months now as I searched for some sign you could be persuaded to do the right thing.” He sighed and scratched wearily at his gray-speckled beard with one hand. “Unfortunately, I’ve gotten very tired of waiting.”  
 
    Sharpay turned to him with a sneer on her face, ready to retort with some dismissal or insult.  
 
    She never got the chance to. 
 
    In one fluid motion, Gallahar Kenefick drew his military rapier from its sheath and flicked it across Sharpay’s throat. The blade was nearly too fast to see, and he sheathed his sword again before a single drop of blood fell. 
 
    Then a bright line of red beaded up across Miriam’s neck as her eyes bulged out of her head. Her hollowed cheeks and fish lips worked soundlessly for a moment. She coughed out a gargled sound, and then blood showered from her throat in a sudden gush like a fountain. 
 
    Miriam’s body folded onto itself, and finally, she collapsed. She coughed once more, then fell silent.  
 
    I stared in shock at her body as the blood roared through my ears.  
 
    Miriam Sharpay was dead. 
 
    After all this time, everything she put us through … she was finally dead. 
 
    General Kenefick scrubbed one hand over his face.  
 
    “Honestly,” he muttered, “I hate politics.” Then he took a deep breath and raised his voice to yell. “Alright soldiers, leadership has changed. Sharpay was a terrible human who committed more treason than all these mages combined.” He gestured to the group of us. “Besides that, I think I’m safe in assuming we all hated her guts and we’re glad to see her gone.” He turned slowly to lay his eyes on as many individual soldiers as possible. “Is that fine by you?” 
 
    Many of them seemed to be in shock, but nobody argued. A number of them nodded or saluted in agreement, and there were even a few awkward cheers from the crowd. 
 
    “Excellent,” General Kenefick exclaimed and clapped his hands together. “Let’s all return to the airship and collect our supplies to help rebuild this village. This little group of mages here has done nothing wrong, and I think we all know that. They’re free to go back to Ralor’s Stead.” 
 
    This time, there was a resounding salute, and the military men and women turned to go. They slung their rifles and swords away and started to chatter among themselves.  
 
    It was an oddly casual reaction to what was essentially a murder and a mutiny, but I supposed I shouldn’t be surprised. Miriam had rubbed every person she ever met the wrong way, and I was positive she’d made more than a few enemies among the soldiers.  
 
    Nobody would be sad to see her gone.  
 
    We’d actually gotten away with it. 
 
    “Well, that worked out … smoothly,” Almasy murmured. 
 
    “Understatement of the year,” Orenn added with a grin. 
 
    Beside me, Nia looked like she was about to cry. I felt the same way. We’d spent all this time worried about Sharpay and what she would do next. To have her simply eliminated for good was unreal, like a dream that I would wake up from any second now. 
 
    “Pinch me,” Layla breathed.  
 
    Apparently, I wasn’t the only one who wasn’t sure Miriam’s death had really happened. 
 
    “Only if you pinch me back,” Erin chirped. Then she turned to the ashen-haired mage at my side. “Nia, your dad is insanely cool.” 
 
    Nia shook her head, but her wide grin and twinkling eyes seemed to say she agreed. She and her father had come a long way from their frosty relationship of a few months back. I’d been uncertain of the General’s loyalty to us for so long, but the more I got to know him, the more I could trust Nia’s father to do the right thing. 
 
    “Sir,” I called as I ran up to Gallahar. “Is there any news of Sleet?” 
 
    He turned to me with a troubled expression. “I have had no contact with Sleet in a long time,” he admitted. “He could be fine, or Miriam could have affected his recovery in some way.”  
 
    “Meriden would make sure to prevent that from happening,” I said to reassure us both. Despite my words, I wasn’t certain the plucky healer would be able to stop interference. She was a remarkably committed mage, but she alone couldn’t stop hired assassins.  
 
    “I’ve done all I can here,” the General said with a frown. “In some ways, Miriam was correct. There’s no council left. There isn’t anyone available to take charge after her death. I have to become that leader and restore whatever balance I can.” He shook his head. “My mind is much better suited to the battlefield than to politics. I’ll have my hands full here. Those ciphers are your responsibility now.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of them,” I agreed. 
 
    “You do that.” Gallahar leaned in to rumble quietly. “And there’s one last thing: take care of Nia.” 
 
    “You have nothing to worry about, sir,” I promised with a wink. “Nia is in safe hands with me.” 
 
    Gallahar shook his head. “You don’t understand. She’s a capable, talented mage, and the only reason she would ever fail a mission would be if her leader didn’t take care of her.” His icy gaze sharpened. “If you let one hair on her head come to harm, it will be the last thing you ever do on this earth or in any other plane of existence that may come after. I like you, Gryff. You have guts. But if one of your harebrained plans puts Nia in serious danger, you won’t get a second chance. You saw what I did to Miriam. Got it?” 
 
    He leaned in further, and I stumbled away.  
 
    The threat rang out into the space between us and froze my blood cold on the spot. 
 
    “Y-yes sir,” I stuttered, and he nodded in approval before he flashed me a sharp smile.  
 
    “Good,” he hummed. “I knew I could count on you.” 
 
    As the General turned to walk away, I gulped and rubbed at my throat.  
 
    Gallahar Kenefick was a powerful, unstoppable, kind-hearted, and incredibly dangerous man. 
 
    Thank the Maker he was on our side. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    I watched General Kenefick return to his soldiers as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened. He suddenly seemed a lot like the man who had pushed his daughter to excel at the top of her class and partake in twenty field missions. Maybe that method of hardening her talent was just another way for him to protect Nia. 
 
    Perhaps his threat to me was his blessing, in some manner.  
 
    Gallahar was one powerful, persuasive, and utterly terrifying man.  
 
    I turned to my expectant team, who all looked back at me in confusion. 
 
    “What did he say to you?” asked Varleth. 
 
    “Nothing important,” I replied hastily. Then I shook off my lingering nerves and gathered my thoughts. “Alright! I’ve got good news and bad news. For the time being, we’re essentially on our own. Sleet is out of action, Gallahar has his hands full, and we have a complete collection of ancient ciphers in a language we don’t understand.” 
 
    “Which part is the good news?” Gawain muttered. 
 
    I rolled my eyes at the fire mage. “The good news is we get to finish our work today, rest up, and hand these ciphers off to people who can actually translate them.” 
 
    “Oh,” Gawain retorted. “So, it’s good news because we get to sit and wait.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “Well, all of us except for Arwyn, but she likes reading old books anyway.” 
 
    Ashla snorted and elbowed the healer in the side. “Glad to hear you haven’t changed much.” 
 
    Arwyn ignored the jibe with a distracted wave of her hand. I could tell her mind was already off in another dimension as she considered the cipher translations. 
 
    “Alright team,” I ordered, “we’re close to our end goal now. Miriam is gone, and Sleet is relying on us to complete our mission. Let’s get to it.” 
 
    Advancing our mission was easier said than done. Sunset was less than two hours away, so we ended up spending the rest of the day working with the soldiers to finish repairing Ralor’s Stead. 
 
    It was a good thing we had the military’s help, since most of us were too much in shock to put our minds into the work.  
 
    I overheard Braden and Orenn as they simply narrated the events of the day to each other while they grinned and laughed. Reality was better than fiction, in this case. 
 
    Erin, Layla, Ashla, and Almasy didn’t do much better, since they took more lunch breaks than there were meals in a week.  
 
    Gawain retreated into his introspective state and stared at his nailing work blankly for over an hour. I could barely hear him as he muttered to himself and shook his head occasionally. I supposed that was just Gawain’s way of processing what had happened. 
 
    Varleth and Cyra were the only ones who still seemed to be fairly productive. Varleth’s neutral attitude persisted through the entire two hours, and Cyra’s unflagging optimism was contagious as she cheerfully worked beside me with her monsters. 
 
    Nia decided to spend some time with me as well, so the three of us worked as a team on top of Maron’s inn as we worked to retile the roof. Cyra seemed to be very productive while she somehow multitasked three different things simultaneously. 
 
    “Look, a hawk!” she called over to me.  
 
    I nearly dropped my tiles as I craned my neck around to try and catch a glimpse. 
 
    Nia snorted at me, but I noticed she also stared at the coppery-brown bird as it soared past us. 
 
    It was just a common red-tailed hawk you could see a dozen of any day of the week, but something about Cyra’s genuine joy forced me to look anyways. 
 
    Cyra pointed out a thousand different important things for us to look at that afternoon, and not a single one was remarkable. That didn’t stop Nia and I from rushing over to look anyway. 
 
    “She’s good at finding the joy in little things, huh,” Nia commented as we sat side by side on the roof to watch a dog scratch his ear with his hind leg. 
 
    “It is a nice dog,” I allowed, “but I don’t think I’d have asked you to come watch him.” 
 
    “Guys, guys!” Cyra yelled from across the roof. “You have to see this cloud!” 
 
    Nia and I laughed quietly together while we obligingly looked up to watch the sky. 
 
    Somehow, despite all of her excitement, Cyra was able to get twice as much work done as either Nia or me. I could see why Maelor loved to do jobs with her, since she was an efficient worker as well as a genuine delight to be around. That gruff old heart of his must have melted under her charms instantly. 
 
    When it came time to eat dinner and end the day’s work, I visited Arwyn at her healer’s tent, where she had essentially run out of healing to do.  
 
    Instead, she spent her time with the cipher puzzles. I watched as she scribbled in her notebook furiously for a minute before she gazed at the sky with intense concentration. 
 
    “Arwyn?” I asked and waved a hand in front of her face. 
 
    She startled so badly she nearly fell out of her chair, and her quill fell from her hand onto the ground. “Oh! Gryff!” 
 
    “Time to eat dinner,” I told her as I bent down and retrieved her quill. 
 
    Arwyn gathered herself slightly. “I suppose I should. Thank you for coming to get me. I needed to get my mind off things, and I always find you to be perfectly distracting.” She winked flirtatiously. 
 
    “Happy to help,” I said with a lingering look at her deep-cut blouse. “Not making much progress?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not,” Arwyn sighed. “This may be something I have to tackle alongside peers. There are two many moving parts for one scholar alone.”  
 
    That made sense. The linguist who had likely created the ciphers, Veld Schymir, was said to have been the best in his field by a long shot. All these decades later, it was no wonder even Arwyn couldn’t solve his puzzles by herself. 
 
    “You can try again tomorrow,” I said to comfort her. “Let’s eat and turn in for the day.” 
 
    She sighed and agreed, and we made our way back to Maron’s inn with our shoulders touching.  
 
    In a way, Arwyn and I were the two people most responsible for leading this team. We had to make all the decisions for the group, and it was a heavy burden that didn’t relent even with Miriam Sharpay dead. 
 
    Dinner consisted of rough-cut egg noodles with some kind of buttery sauce that smelled like rosemary. It was so addicting and delicious I nearly ate as much as Braden, who polished off three helpings. 
 
    I made sure to compliment Maron, who flushed and grumbled out a deflection before he went back to the kitchen to bring out dessert, which was a piping hot raspberry pie with churned cream on top. My mouth watered as the smell of sugar and baked berries wafted over to me on a cloud of steam. 
 
    Everybody stuffed themselves that night, apart from Gawain, who pushed around his food idly after the first few bites. He didn’t look overly upset, but he’d been too quiet for hours. 
 
    I wanted to say something to comfort Gawain about his father being in charge of the Academy, but the right opportunity never came up. Everybody was too cheery and raucous for me to get a quiet word in edgewise, and Gawain went up to bed early. I watched him go with concern, but there was nothing more I could do for now. I vowed to catch him in the morning. 
 
    Layla stuffed herself to the point of exhaustion during dinner, so I carried her up to her room myself.  
 
    “Thanks, Gryff,” she said quietly and leaned in to kiss me. Her lips were warm, and she tasted like sugared raspberry jam. We shared a few tender kisses that sent heat through my body.  
 
    “You seem like you’re in a good mood,” I observed with a slight smile. 
 
    “I’m just so relieved,” she whispered to me. 
 
    “You have every right to be,” I murmured back.  
 
    Layla had never been interested in fighting originally. In fact, she’d joined the summoner classes in order to stay far away from the action. The fact she’d grown into such a competent warrior was a testament to her strength and bravery.  
 
    I was happy she no longer had to worry about Miriam punishing her for doing the right thing. 
 
    Layla fell asleep with a smile on her lips, so I wished her a quiet goodnight and went back to my room with my soul at ease. 
 
    My girls were safe, my friends were all here, and we were only a few days of research away from unlocking the mysteries of the ciphers. All things considered, life couldn’t be better. I fell into a peaceful, dreamless slumber that night. 
 
    But in the morning, I awoke to chaos. 
 
    My door banged open as I jolted awake with a pounding heart. 
 
    “Get dressed,” Arwyn said from the doorway. “We have a serious problem.” Then she whirled away to run downstairs without another word. 
 
    I looked out the window briefly to see sunrise just beginning. Pink and orange rays streaked across the horizon, but the sun itself was hidden. It must have been around five in the morning. 
 
    Something was very wrong. 
 
    I got dressed with haste and pulled on the first shirt I happened upon along with my bandolier and important fighting supplies. As I stumbled into the hallway, I ran into Varleth and Braden, who looked as harried and rushed as I did. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked. 
 
    “We were hoping you could tell us,” Braden replied, and his large fingers fiddled nervously at the hem of his shirt. 
 
    Was that a good sign or a bad one? I didn’t think there was a rift nearby, but maybe I was wrong. I hoped Arwyn had a lot more information than we did. 
 
    I ran down into the dining area to see the healer mage already at the table with a map spread out in front of her. Most of the group was already there, but they’d left a spot for me next to Arwyn.  
 
    I sat in the remaining chair and prepared to ask a barrage of questions. It took all my willpower to wait for the rest of the group. 
 
    Erin and Ashla ran down shortly and stopped at the sight of us prepared in front of the map. 
 
    “We’ll wait for Gawain before we begin,” I informed them. 
 
    “I’m afraid we won’t,” Arwyn said grimly. “Gawain wasn’t in his room this morning. As far as I can tell, he isn’t anywhere in the village. He’s gone, and so are the books, the tablet, and the ciphers.” 
 
    My mouth fell open as an awful silence dominated the room. 
 
    “You’re sure he’s gone?” I asked, but I knew the answer already.  
 
    “Along with everything he owns and everything we needed for our research,” Arwyn confirmed in a dark tone. 
 
    The facts were all there, and Gawain had been acting oddly all day yesterday. I thought it was just because of what happened to Miriam and the news about his father.  
 
    But when I thought about it some more. I realized he’d been acting oddly even before that, and now he and the ciphers had gone missing simultaneously. 
 
    The explanation was obvious. 
 
    “He’s gone,” Arwyn said softly. “I’m sorry, Gryff, but I think we need to consider the reality that with Miriam dead, the only culprit who could’ve stolen the ciphers is Gawain.” 
 
    “I knew we shouldn’t have trusted him,” Varleth growled. 
 
    I shook my head at the gypsy. “I know things were rocky between you two, and Gawain was more than in the wrong. But I just don’t see why he would’ve done this.” 
 
    “He’s an asshole,” Varleth pointed out, “and he’s jealous of you and Nia. That’s more than enough of a reason.” 
 
    “I’m not entirely sure he even wants me anymore,” Nia disagreed. “He knows Gryff and I are together.” 
 
    “Gawain said he was on Sleet’s side, and Sleet trusted him,” Layla added. 
 
    Braden shook his head. “Sleet isn’t all-knowing. He got injured, after all, so we know he makes mistakes.” 
 
    “Gawain was never happy,” Cyra declared. “That rich boy definitely rubbed me the wrong way.”  
 
    Voices overlapped one another, and the room quickly descended into bickering and arguing. I tried to get their attention, but my voice was lost in the noise. 
 
    Finally, I stood up and slammed my hands down on the table. 
 
    The arguing froze as everybody looked up at me. 
 
    I could feel the map under my left hand, and I lifted up my fist to jab a finger at it. 
 
    “Listen,” I ordered. “We don’t know for certain if Gawain did it or whether he was acting for himself, but we do need to get those ciphers back. For now, he’s our best lead.” 
 
    “There’s no way to know where he’s gone,” Orenn pointed out while he ran one hand along his neck uncomfortably. “How long can we be expected to chase a trail that doesn’t exist? Maybe we should go home.” 
 
    I was a little startled to hear that from the happy-go-lucky metallogue, but he had a point. 
 
    “I … I can’t expect all of you to help with this,” I said slowly. “I understand you all have lives. Some of you are just students who didn’t even sign up for the monster response squad.” 
 
    Braden nodded with a guilty look in his eyes, but he said nothing. It made me glad Orenn spoke up. 
 
    “Almasy and Ashla,” I decided, “I need you two to return to the Wild Reds to ask them for help. If they agree, go back with them to Varle. I realize they’re mercenaries, but we need all the help we can get. ” 
 
    It really was a dire situation. Because Miriam Sharpay had hired animandu bounty hunters to steal the ciphers, henchmen invaded the school. Petyr was killed, Sleet was critically injured, and the Headmaster’s office had been blown up. The lifts were destroyed, the furniture was in pieces, and there was nobody competent left to run the Academy or the Enclave itself. 
 
    To put it bluntly, Varle was in dire need of help. 
 
    Almasy nodded cooly, and Ashla agreed with a furrowed brow.  
 
    I realized she probably felt some attachment to our group of eleven, but I needed her connection to the Wild Reds more. 
 
    I also didn’t want any member of my group to go off alone. With Gawain gone so mysteriously and volatile rifts appearing everywhere, I was much more comfortable if my friends traveled in pairs. 
 
    With that settled, I asked, “Who wants to go with me to hunt down Gawain? Please only volunteer once you’ve considered the consequences. You have to be absolutely certain.” 
 
    Varleth, Erin, Cyra, Nia, and Layla all raised their hands immediately. 
 
    “Arwyn?” I asked in surprise when she kept her hand down. 
 
    Arwyn sighed regretfully. “I want to help as much as possible, Gryff. However, I’m also a teacher, and the Academy is in shambles. Besides that, Sleet’s condition is uncertain, and my skills as a healer may be needed. I think I should go back to Varle Enclave.” 
 
    I nodded even as my shoulders slumped. She was right, of course. In fact, perhaps she should have some help. I worried about one member of my team going off alone, even if she was a highly skilled professor. 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “I need one person to go with Arwyn back to Varle.” 
 
    “I don’t think I can,” Orenn spoke up with a frown. “To be honest, I feel like I should return to my hometown in Balvaan. They need help rebuilding. I realize it’s not the best time … “ 
 
    “No,” I told him. “It’s alright, I understand. It would be cruel to ask you to help rebuild Varle while your own home suffers.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Orenn said, but he lowered his gaze in shame. 
 
    I wished there was some way to reassure him, but I would probably have felt the same guilt in his position. I didn’t know what it would be like to have a home town to call my own, but I couldn’t take leaving Maelor behind if he was sick or in danger. It would be an impossible choice. 
 
    “G-Gryff?” Braden spoke up nervously. “Can I go with Orenn?” 
 
    I smiled to try to reassure him. “Of course. I was going to ask for you to go along, since you’d both be safer as a pair.” 
 
    My heart went out to Braden. He’d gotten rid of his stuttering over this past year, but the two months in captivity under the animandu had brought back some of his old anxious habits. 
 
    “Thanks Gryff, I just need more time, I think,” Braden explained gratefully, “and I think helping Orenn rebuild will be … uhhh you know.” 
 
    “I’d like that, too,” Orenn said as he laid a big hand on Braden’s shoulders.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” I smiled proudly back at my two friends, and I was glad Braden had the strength to ask for help when he needed it. 
 
    “Okay,” I said, “Arwyn is the only person left without a partner. I’m going to have to ask one of the people from my group to go and help her in Varle.” 
 
    “I’ll go,” Nia offered reluctantly. “As much as I want to be at the front of the action, I have the best connections in Varle. Sleet is out of commission and Goredrin Madox is in charge, so things may be rocky. As the one with the most political sway, I should be there to help smooth things along.” 
 
    She didn’t mention it, but I was sure Nia also wished to spend the trip with her father. They’d been pretending to hate each other for a long while now in order to trick Miriam, so it made sense for them to want some bonding time. 
 
    I couldn’t help but agree with her decision.  
 
    “Alright, Nia is with Arwyn,” I decided with a nod, and then I gestured to people in turn as I spoke. “The two of you should be able to hitch a ride back to Varle with the military when they leave today. Almasy, you should take Ashla, Braden, and Orenn on your own airship. It won’t be too much of a detour to drop off Orenn and Braden in Baalvan before you and Ashla continue on to find the Wild Reds.” 
 
    “Got it,” Nia and Ashla chorused. 
 
    “Thank you,” Orenn said. 
 
    I smiled. “That leaves Erin, Cyra, Layla, and Varleth with me. Five makes a good team for tracking down Gawain.” 
 
    “What happens if you catch him?” Almasy drawled. 
 
    That was a good question, but it wasn’t one I had a real answer to. I still couldn’t imagine the new Gawain would betray us without a good reason. 
 
    Would we have to fight him? Should we arrest him? Was he working alone? I just didn’t have enough information. 
 
    So, I would deflect the decision until later. 
 
    “We’ll bring him, the books, the tablet, and the ciphers back to Varle,” I declared. “In fact, whenever anybody has finished their task, please meet back in Varle.” 
 
    Orenn and Braden might take a long time to be done rebuilding in Balvaan, but I expected everyone else to be there before our tracking team had found Gawain. It would be nice to be together again as a team. 
 
    Maybe we’d even get some more peaceful days of rebuilding in. I’d be thinking of these calm hours in Ralor’s Stead wistfully for a long time. 
 
    I rubbed my bleary eyes as I collected my team of trackers to get to work on the mystery of where Gawain had gone to. 
 
    “I have some tracking skill,” Varleth said when we were gathered. 
 
    “So do I,” Cyra added, “though I might not be very useful unless we’re following him through a forest.” 
 
    “We ought to check both exits of town, then,” I said. “If he left any signs of which way he went, we can follow his trail.”  
 
    We checked the north exit first. The ground was packed hard, and old hoof and footprints marked the ground. I couldn’t make heads or tails of what I was looking at. 
 
    “One horse has gone through here recently,” Varleth said. “It might have been last night, though it looks earlier. Could he have stolen one?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Those aren’t from Gawain. They belong to the messenger, Nicka. I saw him off myself just a few days before.” 
 
    Next was the western exit. It was in a similar condition to the northern one with its hard-packed earth and old overlapping signs of prints. 
 
    “I can’t tell if anything has been through here recently,” Varleth muttered discontentedly. “It looks like it hasn’t been used in a while. What do you think, Cyra?” 
 
    She stroked at Kalon absently as the dragon curled around her shoulder. “You’re probably better at tracking people through streets than I am, but I think you’re right,” she agreed. 
 
    “So, we don’t have any idea which direction he went,” I said with a sigh. “It’s not surprising, I guess. Gawain knew we’d follow him, and I guess he also knows how to hide his tracks.” 
 
    “Seems correct,” Varleth hummed. “Though he can’t hide them forever. If we can figure out which direction he went, I’m sure we’ll pick up his trail eventually.” 
 
    So, it hinged on that initial direction. Maybe it was time to ask the people of Ralor’s Stead for their help. 
 
    “I’m fairly sure I’m the one who knows Gawain best here,” I told my team, “but I have no idea where he’s gone. So, we’re going to ask around town to see if anybody saw him leave.” 
 
    They nodded, and we all split up to talk to as many people as possible. Though fifty-fifty odds weren’t terrible ones to guess with, I was hoping to get some definitive proof of exactly which direction Gawain had run off to. In the meantime, we also asked about any stolen horses. 
 
    Walking a day in the wrong direction would put us two days behind him. Then, if it rained, we could lose Gawain’s trail forever. It was best to find out which way he’d gone for certain. 
 
    Ralor’s Stead was no city by any means, but it wasn’t the smallest town I knew. Even after we’d divided the town into five sections, it took a little over an hour before I felt like I was running out of townspeople to ask.  
 
    So far, I’d had no luck. It was frustrating to knock on dozens of doors without a single answer that could help me in my search. Gawain may have been just one man, but I couldn’t imagine he’d gotten out of town without a single witness to watch him go. 
 
    Though I hated not getting the answers I wanted, I still enjoyed asking around. More than a few men and women invited me in for a meal in order to thank me for saving the town. I had to decline because of the time crunch, but it was good to hear that people took notice of the mages who destroyed the rift.  
 
    A few people recognized me as the Gryff who had worked as a tree-cutter and rescued Ralor’s Stead over a year prior, but many didn’t connect the dots. I wondered what kind of person they saw now that they looked at me in my navy summoner’s cloak. 
 
    I finished the last home on the street with no more luck than I’d had at every house before. So, I turned dejectedly back toward Maron’s inn with my head held low. 
 
    On my way there, I ran into a throng of children as they played around the trees in the main plaza. They giggled and chased each other with such joy and innocence, it nearly convinced me I’d dreamed up the rift, Miriam, and Gawain’s betrayal almost entirely. 
 
    Well, I had nothing to lose if I asked. 
 
    “Hey kids!” I called out to them. “You didn’t see a mage with golden robes and bad hair leave town last night, did you?” 
 
    They stopped and gathered around me with eager faces. 
 
    “You’re one of those mages, too!” squeaked a girl in pigtails. 
 
    “Have you ever cut off a monster’s head?” asked a boy with wild brown curls. 
 
    “I have,” I said gravely. 
 
    The boy whooped and hopped around in complete glee. 
 
    Maybe I shouldn’t have told him that. 
 
    “H-hi,” spoke up a tiny girl with a pink birthmark on her cheek. “Was I not supposed to see the mage last night?” 
 
    I blinked in surprise. “Oh, I’d be super happy if you did see him. You’d be the best helper I ever had. Did you?” 
 
    She twiddled her fingers through her hair nervously. “Well, I couldn’t sleep very well last night. Mama says to stay in bed and count sheep, but I like looking out the window instead.” 
 
    “Of course,” I told her, “there’s nothing wrong with that.” 
 
    She seemed reassured, and she forced out, “I was looking out my window, and that guy walked past. He had a big bag and a flashy cloak. I thought he was on a super secret night mission.” 
 
    I smiled. “Which way did he go?” 
 
    “Toward the swing tree.” 
 
    “It’s that way,” the curly-haired boy said as he pointed north. 
 
    I patted the kids on their heads. “Thank you all so much! You’ve been amazing helpers.” 
 
    They seemed to enjoy the compliment, and they went back to chasing each other around the fountain. There was significantly more reenactment of monster beheading in this game than the one before, though. 
 
    Hopefully, their parents wouldn’t ever catch hold of me. 
 
    I ran back to the inn and opened the door with a pounding heart and a wide smile. I couldn’t believe my luck. 
 
    Everyone else had already returned, and they looked as glum as I could expect from a group of people who hadn’t found Gawain’s trail.  
 
    Layla’s head was slumped in her arms, and Erin played with an empty water glass as she rolled it back and forth across the table. 
 
    “He went north,” I gasped. “A little girl saw him go.” 
 
    Layla picked up her head and widened her eyes. 
 
    “Seriously?” Erin asked as a grin spread across her face. 
 
    “Seriously,” I repeated. “We’ve got a heading now. Let’s go!” 
 
    “How reliable is this little girl?” asked Varleth. 
 
    I grinned and winked. “Better than a fifty-fifty chance, at least.” 
 
    “Terrible odds,” the gypsy muttered. 
 
    I ignored his words and gave him a friendly slap on the shoulder as he got to his feet. 
 
    He rolled his eyes, but he smiled back anyway. 
 
    It took us a few scant minutes to gather our things and say goodbye to Maron. The innkeeper made sure to send us off with our packs loaded down with bread and rich homemade cheese.  
 
    He also slipped a huge flask of mead and a bottle of brandy into my bag with a wink, and I thanked him once more for his hospitality. 
 
    The long northern road lay ahead of us.  
 
    Though Maron’s gift was nice, we would need dry firewood and camping supplies as well as a restock on water and food if we hoped to get far. I’d charted out our course on the map, and it looked like there was a moderately sized trade town just a day’s travel away. We would be able to get the supplies we needed there. 
 
    As we left the town, Cyra and Varleth kept their eyes on the ground as they searched for any clues of Gawain’s trail.  
 
    I felt a little bad Cyra couldn’t partake in her usual hobby of watching every animal, plant, and cloud she came across, but we needed her tracking skills too much. 
 
    Layla and I started up a singing competition, though it felt odd without Braden’s smooth, deep voice running underneath ours.  
 
    Erin stepped in instead with a soft, high range. She had a certain knack for harmonizing, and whatever song we started, she was able to pick up a counterpoint to it almost instantly. 
 
    “How do you do that?” I asked incredulously after we’d finished off a nearly-tuneless drinking song with several verses about men and women bedding each other.  
 
    Erin hadn’t missed a note of harmony, and it ended up sounding like something that deserved to be played in front of nobles.  
 
    Well, as long as they didn’t listen too carefully to the lyrics. 
 
    She shrugged and winked. “Maybe it’s my mimic power.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes at the unsatisfying answer. 
 
    “I bet her parents were musicians,” Layla piped up confidently. 
 
    Erin gave a mysterious smile but offered no explanation. 
 
    “Maybe she was a gypsy like me,” Varleth said dryly. 
 
    I snorted. “Erin is from a normal family who gave her a regular old Enclave upbringing. I think. Erin’s from an Enclave, right?” 
 
    “Maybe I am,” Erin said mystically as she drew her cloak over half her face, “or maybe I’m not. Who can say? I’m too mysterious for real answers.” 
 
    We laughed for a long time at her antics before we went back to our repertoire of road songs. 
 
    “My feet hurt,” Layla sang out in the middle of a ballad as her voice followed the notes. “Don’t know the words, but Maker, this song is boring.” 
 
    I snorted and squeezed her shoulders before I finished out the last few lines with the real words. 
 
    “I liked that one,” Varleth complained when it was over. “Now I’m going to have Layla’s made up lyrics in my head forever.” 
 
    “I was singing my truth,” Layla said with a grandiose gesture. 
 
    “The only truth you were singing was … “ the banisher trailed off in the middle of his sentence. “Cyra, are you seeing this?” 
 
    The chocolate-skinned summoner examined the ground in front of us with an intense expression. “It looks like a man’s footprints to me,” she said. 
 
    I peered at the ground they indicated, and sure enough, there was the beginning of a clear walking trail. A spruce bough was tossed to the side of the path, and it seemed like Gawain had been using it to brush away his tracks as he walked. 
 
    I whistled. “We’ve been tracking for half the day. He covered up his tracks this long?” 
 
    It didn’t seem like the fire mage I knew, but nothing he’d done recently made any sense to me. 
 
    The thought sobered me. It hadn’t really sunk in yet that one of my team members had stabbed us in the back. Yeah, he was kind of an asshole, and we hadn’t started out as friends, but I’d laughed with Gawain and fought by his side. I’d watched him grow as a person and as a mage. What had changed, and when? How could I miss something like this? 
 
    How could he do this to us? 
 
    “Seems that way,” Cyra said as she interrupted my thoughts. “He really didn’t want us to follow him.” 
 
    “If I was making away with a bag full of ciphers that could save humanity, I wouldn’t want anybody following me either,” Layla added. 
 
    “Well,” I murmured with my eyes on the trail stretched out in front of us, “I guess we should get to it.” 
 
    At the end of our journey were the ancient artifacts my friends and I staked our lives on to recover. 
 
    With the books and ciphers recovered, we could give the researchers at Varle a fighting chance to help us stop the rifts. We might bring back the answers that would one day save humanity. 
 
    I could return to school and see all of my friends again. 
 
    I could rest easy knowing I’d completed the Headmaster’s final request of us. 
 
    And finally, I could learn why a friend I’d trusted with my life had turned his back and completely betrayed me, my friends, and possibly the whole of Mistral itself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    We spotted the trade town as the sun dipped low enough to barely touch the treeline. I didn’t enjoy the thought of camping out in the woods without the gear we needed, so I made the decision for us to stop for the day. 
 
    Gawain’s trail veered off from the main path and into the forest, where it wound between the distant trees and vanished into their gloomy shadows. We would have to come back to this spot tomorrow in order to resume the chase. 
 
    It pained me to give up an extra hour or two we could’ve used to track Gawain further, but I didn’t want to risk my team’s wellbeing if we wandered after him while the sun’s light vanished. 
 
    “I don’t want us to lose his trail or stumble into a fight blindly,” I told the other four mages, “so we’re going to stay the night in an inn here. Make sure you pick up whatever you need to hike through the woods for a few days, because we won’t get another opportunity like this.” 
 
    My group agreed, and Cyra and Varleth seemed especially relieved. I should have paid closer attention to my two trackers, since I was sure they were tired of fixating on Gawain’s trail without a break for so long. 
 
    “Doesn’t this seem really odd for Gawain?” Layla asked as we passed the point where his trail diverged from our own path. 
 
    “I have to agree with you,” I replied as I looked at her in curiosity. “None of this seems right to me, but why do you say that?” 
 
    She tilted her head to consider my question. “I don’t know Gawain all that well, but when Sleet sent us on that mission together, it was almost like he had a second personality.” 
 
    “You could say the asshole side was his second personality,” Varleth pointed out. 
 
    Layla huffed as she shook her head. “Not like that. I know he’s changed a lot from his old snobby self, but this was a different kind of weird. We had to share a room sometimes, and I’d often hear him on the floor having some kind of nightmare. I thought maybe it was because he was used to sleeping in expensive beds instead of on the floor, but when I asked him about it later, he said he didn’t mind giving me the bed.” 
 
    “So, you think something troubled him even back then?” I asked as I furrowed my brow. 
 
    “I think so,” she said with a perplexed shrug, “but I don’t know what. Sometimes Gawain was nice, but other times he would snap at me out of the blue. I even overheard him talking to himself when he thought I couldn’t hear him.” 
 
    “So, something was very wrong,” I mused. 
 
    I added Layla’s information to my own observations of Gawain over the past few days. If he’d been doing this for a while, it meant his dad’s new position as Headmaster of the Academy couldn’t possibly be his motivation for taking the ciphers. 
 
    If it wasn’t that, then what could it be? I didn’t know why Gawain would want the old artifacts for himself, but I also couldn’t come up with a single person who could’ve influenced him to steal them. 
 
    “Maybe there really is something wrong with him,” Varleth admitted quietly. 
 
    If even the gypsy who hated Gawain more than anybody else was willing to say that unusual trouble was afoot, then I had to take this seriously. 
 
    “Weird stuff has been happening for a long time,” Erin murmured. “Rifts all over and people with dark magic and sinister motives. Maybe we should give Gawain the benefit of the doubt.” 
 
    Cyra sighed. “I suppose we can. Maybe somebody threatened a friend of his or they blackmailed him with information.” 
 
    The two beautiful women had a point.  
 
    “When we find Gawain, we’ll take him in safely and figure out what happened,” I said. ”We shouldn’t act rashly until we know the truth. Gawain could actually be the victim here.” 
 
    The other four murmured their assent, and silence fell over our group as we continued the trek to town and considered the situation. It wasn’t a pretty thought to imagine Gawain had been corrupted or frightened somehow into stealing the ciphers. Even Headmaster Sleet had believed Gawain was firmly on our side. 
 
    Since we didn’t know what turned the fire mage against our group, I was also nervous about the possibility of this happening to another one of us. What if Layla changed into an enemy? What if Varleth’s deadly sword was turned against us? 
 
    I gritted my teeth and clenched my fists. I couldn’t, wouldn’t, let that happen.  
 
    As we walked, the town turned from a smudge on the horizon into a collection of distinct buildings and houses. 
 
    “What’s the name of this place?” Erin asked as we approached it. 
 
    “Millervale,” I answered as I recalled the map. “It’s more well-off than Ralor’s Stead, in part because of the good farmland it has access to in the north. The town isn’t limited to bartering for its food, so in general it’s a wealthier spot with more diverse goods. It should have the supplies we need.” 
 
    As I spoke, I mentally ticked off a list of what I wanted to get. Dry firewood was definitely a necessity. I could cut down as many trees as I wanted with my axe goblins, but the fresh lumber would be too green to burn well. The moisture inside would make any fire we tried to build smoky and weak. Without Nia or Gawain’s fire magic, we could be left with raw food and a cold, sleepless night. 
 
    We would need more bedrolls and warm blankets. We’d all only brought the supplies necessary to stay at inns, so we sorely lacked important sleeping materials. 
 
    We also needed to buy wide hats to keep the sun off our faces. Cyra’s dark western skin kept her safe from the sun’s harsh rays, and Layla fared well with her honey coloring, too. Meanwhile, Erin, Varleth, and I slowly acquired a flush of pink across our noses and cheeks that spelled an upcoming sunburn. 
 
    I used to be able to work outdoors for hours without an issue. It seemed like my robust tan had faded over the past year, so I’d have to be more careful now. 
 
    Erin in particular had begun to look very red. She had the soft, pale skin and freckled complexion that didn’t do well in prolonged sunlight. I might have to invest in a potion or poultice to help her with her burns. 
 
    There was no way to tell how far Gawain would wander out into the Wilds, so we also needed to carry a lot of water with us. I was interested in doubling our number of water skins and flasks just to be on the safe side. 
 
    Finally, we would be wise to bring as much food as possible. Erin, Cyra, Layla, and I could potentially use our summoned monsters to hunt down rabbits and deer, but that would lead to a situation where we’d be forced to skin, gut, and cook them on the road. That would take up time even if it went smoothly, and I really didn’t expect every step of it to go off without a hitch. 
 
    “Did you miss this?” Cyra asked as she stepped closer to talk to me. 
 
    I gave her a surprised look. “Miss what? Wandering around with sore feet and bug bites? Wondering when the next fight will kick up?” 
 
    She grinned. “The Wilds, Gryff. Traveling. Haven’t you missed it? People like us were made to wander around.” 
 
    I nodded and surprised myself. “Yeah, I did miss it. Not just Maelor, but the journey itself. Tying myself down to Varle Enclave feels strange. I do like the Academy, and I love using my skills to prove myself as a summoner and help save lives … “ 
 
    “But it’s not the same,” Cyra confirmed. “Both of us were raised on the road.” 
 
    I wanted to ask about her past, but Varleth interrupted our conversation. 
 
    “I wandered around as a gypsy for years,” the banisher cut in, “so you can say I was raised on the road. Personally, I think you two are nuts. Going to school and being on the monster response squad is a way better gig.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and bumped shoulders with Cyra. 
 
    “He never appreciates the good things in life,” I confided to her. “You don’t want to know how long I had to wear him down just to get him to admit attachment to other human beings.” 
 
    Layla snickered. “It used to be like talking to a wallerdon.” 
 
    “Still is,” Erin added, “except now he’s added a whole second facial expression.” 
 
    Varleth frowned at that, and he was completely unaware he’d just hammered home Erin’s point. 
 
    We burst into uproarious laughter at his expense.  
 
    Layla let out a series of giggles, and Cyra laughed so hard tears came to her eyes. Erin leaned into me as she slapped her knee and tried hopelessly to catch her breath. Even Varleth couldn’t help but crack a wry grin. 
 
    “Look!” Layla gasped as she pointed to his smile. “There it is, the second expression!” 
 
    I lost it. I cackled so hard I had to sit down before I fell over from lack of air.  
 
    Cyra patted my back in gentle circles as she tried to revive me. 
 
    “I’m glad I can amuse you all,” Varleth muttered as he helped me back to my feet.  
 
    I could tell he didn’t really mind. Despite his limited range of expression, Varleth wasn’t all that much of a mystery anymore. On the inside, he was just a softie who liked to laugh and work hard. 
 
    When we’d all sobered up, I led us onward into Millervale’s main street.  
 
    Gabled roofs on four-story buildings loomed over the main thoroughfare. Dishrags and clothing hung out to dry from the upper balconies, and the multicolored rags decorated the streets like vibrant banners. 
 
    On the streets below, pedestrians hurried past laden with supplies of all sorts. A short man bumbled by with a stack of books that reached his chin, and a woman in a clay-smeared apron hurried away with a tray of small, unfired pots that rattled precariously across their container in their half-hardened state.  
 
    There wasn’t much copper to be seen, I noted, but probably not because of any kind of shortage. In Millervale, they simply didn’t have to worry about finding iron and other, more useful building materials. I was sure they could buy all the copper they wanted at a bargain price from Ralor’s Stead. 
 
    As we walked further into town, the air filled with the smell of classic Wilds street food, like roasted sweet corn and duck wings slathered in spiced sauce.  
 
    Then a certain cheesy, smoky scent drifted over to me on the wind. 
 
    “Potato skins,” I gasped out.  
 
    Varleth and the girls shot me odd looks. 
 
    I didn’t care. My favorite food was here, and I absolutely needed to find it. Camping supplies could wait until later. 
 
    I turned to the rest of my team. “Go buy whatever you want, but I can get our firewood and bedrolls. When you’re done, meet me at the bar in the Ricochet Inn.” 
 
    I pointed at the wood and plaster building across the street that was adorned with a simplistic, round sign engraved with the words Ricochet Inn. 
 
    It was a weird name for an inn, but when I looked it over, it seemed to fit the bill of what I wanted. The people coming and leaving were of the middle-class sort, and they didn’t seem too dirty or angry. If I was correct, prices would be good without us having to worry about watered-down ale or fleas in our beds. 
 
    I’d had fleas once before as a young teenager. Maelor and I had itched for a whole week after a one-night stay in seedy-looking lodging. No amount of savings was worth that. 
 
    Our group split up, and I weaved through the vendors in search of potato skins. I didn’t completely neglect my duties as team leader, since I did make sure to stop in at a busy general store for a bundle of firewood that was held together with thick twine.  
 
    We still needed blankets and bedrolls as well as food and water. I’d have to go in search of an outfitter later for the rest of the goods. 
 
    The distant word potato drifted over to me in the distinctive tone of a ware hawker’s voice, and I followed that sound like a hound on the trail of a fox. 
 
    At the end of the block, my prize awaited me. 
 
    Crispy skins crackled over a low fire, and oils from melted cheese dripped down through the metal grate into the flames below. The grill was divided into two parts, and the stand worker tossed a frying pan of thick, fatty bacon on the left side. He finished flipping the bacon before he turned to his cutting board to slice thin strips of cheese off a pale yellow block. 
 
    Maker, this was too good to be real. The semi-portable stand before me was dedicated entirely to the production of potato skins.  
 
    I ordered five with a breathless voice and had four of them wrapped up into a package of wax paper. If one of my teammates didn’t want theirs, I could just use it as an excuse to eat more. 
 
    With my cheesy treasure obtained and safely stowed in my travel bag, I looked for the rest of what we needed. I found several thick blankets that could serve our purposes, but I didn’t like the high price tag.  
 
    Unfortunately, the competing travel store was closed for the day. I checked the opening time and decided I could return at seven in the morning for the rest of our supplies. Food and water could wait until then as well, since fresher food was always better for the start of a journey. 
 
    After I finished my tasks, I then backtracked through the streets of Millervale until I reached the Ricochet Inn. A drunk man opened the door as I arrived, and he left with a giggle and a stumble to his step that spoke of an evening well-spent. 
 
    “Gryff!” Cyra called as I entered, and the door swung shut behind me.  
 
    I stopped short at the sight of the impressively well-stocked bar against the opposite wall, but I refocused as I made my way over to my friends at a large table in the corner. 
 
    “Sorry I’m late,” I said with a grin. Then I extracted my paper bag of potato skins and plopped it down in front of them.  
 
    Layla quickly snatched it by the handle before she delved inside and pulled out the wrapped potatoes.  
 
    All three of the girls cooed in excitement and dug in with obvious hunger. Varleth cocked an eyebrow at their antics and ate his with the same measured approach he used for everything. 
 
    I looked at what my team had been doing while I was off shopping. All four of them held drinks already, though their mugs were still mostly full.  
 
    The exception was Cyra, who had two drinks, one of which was completely empty. The other was well on its way to being done, too. Kalon was tiny again, and the little dragon was tucked away to sleep on Cyra’s shoulder. She was hidden in the wild curls of her hair, which was probably a good thing in a strange inn that maybe wasn’t so used to summoners and their monsters. 
 
    “Did Maelor pick you just because you could keep up with him?” I asked in astonishment as I examined the empty drinks in front of her. 
 
    Cyra winked confidently. ”I picked him. He was just forced to take me along because I won the drinking contest.” 
 
    I laughed at the joke, even though it wasn’t true. She’d run into Maelor while he argued with a mining foreman about the speed of his drillmoles. Cyra stepped in to help him, and they’d traveled together ever since. 
 
    Well, at least until the Academy found out she’d escaped conscription. Now, she was stuck with us as a student. 
 
    “You’re a strange woman,” I told Cyra with a smile. 
 
    “Good thing you aren’t interested in normal women, then,” Layla joked with a smirk. 
 
    I couldn’t help but agree. My girls were a little more likely to spend the day killing monsters than your average maiden. It didn’t make them any less formidable as women, however.  
 
    As if to underscore my point, Layla took a drag from her drink and pulled back with an entire strawberry held between her teeth. She winked and bit the end off it before she offered me the rest with a flourish of her hand. 
 
    “What in Mistral is that?” I asked as I peered into her drink. Distractedly, I accepted the strawberry and took a bite. It tasted vaguely of spiced alcohol, sugar, and smoke. 
 
    “Ricochet Inn’s signature drink,” Layla announced with a grin. “It’s called a Flaming Meteor.” 
 
    “I’m confused,” I confessed. 
 
    Not only was I unused to seeing fancy mixed drinks at the sorts of taverns I usually frequented, but the name itself made no sense. 
 
    “The waitress gave us the whole history of the place,” Cyra said with a nod to the building. “Apparently, a rift opened up here over a decade ago, and a monster sent a fiery meteor through the roof. It ricocheted off the bartop and out the front wall of the inn.” 
 
    “And they renamed the entire place after that?” I asked skeptically. 
 
    “I think it’s clever,” Erin declared. “They took a kind of freak disaster and turned it into a marketable story for their business. Personification of the inn itself is the best way to draw in customers.” 
 
    We turned to stare at the mimic in surprise. 
 
    “Erin is definitely an Enclave girl,” I accused with a pointed finger. 
 
    “Yup,” Layla affirmed. “I’m sure she’s used to big cities filled with eccentric places like this.” 
 
    Erin laughed, but she couldn’t deny we’d hit the nail on the head. 
 
    I was actually very surprised a middle-class inn in the middle of the Wilds could serve up a fancy drink with an extravagant tale to go with it. Maybe this was simply the way trends moved out into the world. It just took a few oddball examples spreading into the mid-sized towns, and before you knew it, the world had changed around you. 
 
    “I feel like Maelor,” I complained. “I don’t understand you kids and your weird drinks.” 
 
    “I can help make you feel young again,” Layla flirted shamelessly. 
 
    “Maybe I’ll take you up on that offer,” I rumbled back. 
 
    Her words sent a thrill through me, and I knew I definitely had to catch up with my lover tonight. 
 
    Varleth rolled his eyes at our antics and took a sip of his drink. 
 
    “What are you having?” I asked the banisher. 
 
    Varleth shrugged as he looked into his mug. “I just asked for the cheapest beer on tap. Tastes good to me.” 
 
    I flagged down the waitress with an upraised hand and asked for two cheap beers and a shot glass. She didn’t ask any questions and came back quickly with exactly what I wanted. 
 
    I smiled wryly as I pulled Maron’s bottle of brandy out of my bag and poured myself a shot. 
 
    Cyra’s mouth fell open as she saw what I had. “Maron gave you good brandy?” 
 
    “It’s better than good, if the label means anything,” I replied with a wink.  
 
    The drink itself confirmed my suspicions as it went down smoothly with a rich, spicy aftertaste. It was delicious, and even better than that, it was strong. 
 
    “If you don’t give me some, I’m going to ask Kalon to burn your hair off,” Cyra declared. 
 
    I grinned and filled up the shot glass again before I pushed it over to her side of the table. 
 
    The chocolate-skinned summoner downed it like a pro and melted into her chair happily. “That has to be the best thing I’ve ever tasted.” 
 
    “My turn!” Layla chirped. 
 
    I refilled the glass and watched in curiosity as she took a careful sip. 
 
    Layla started coughing almost instantly, but when she saw my amused face, she immediately drank the rest out of spite. Her eyes watered, and she wiped at them furiously. 
 
    “Need some help there?” I teased. 
 
    “I’m good,” Layla wheezed before she grabbed the bottle and refilled a second shot for herself. 
 
    I had to admit I was impressed as I watched her swallow the second shot without a wince. 
 
    The rest of the night progressed along similar lines. Varleth and Erin drank minimally while Cyra, Layla and I paced ourselves. None of us wanted to get wildly drunk while Gawain was still on the run. 
 
    Dinner arrived in the form of roasted chicken, creamed spinach, and carrots that swam in a sugary glaze. It probably wasn’t the best meal I’d ever paid this much money for, but as the drinks warmed me up, I found I didn’t care. The potato skins from earlier had fulfilled my need for good food. 
 
    When the night grew old, Varleth, Erin, and Cyra excused themselves for bed one by one. Cyra held her liquor well, but she still swayed slightly as she walked up the stairs. When she was gone, Layla and I were the only ones who remained. 
 
    At some point during the night, I’d ordered myself a Flaming Meteor. As I gulped down the sweet contents, I had to admit it tasted pretty good. I wouldn’t order a dozen of the pricey drinks just to get properly drunk, but it kept a nice buzz going. 
 
    Layla giggled at me when I pulled out the strawberry at the bottom with my teeth. 
 
    “Like what you see?” I asked, and before I could get a response, I leaned in to share the fruit with her. 
 
    Mouth to mouth, of course. 
 
    The taste of her lips blended with the sweet, smoky juice of the berry until I couldn’t tell one from the other.  
 
    Then Layla made the difference clear as she moved her mouth responsively under mine, and we teased each other with light nibbles for a while. Our tongues twisted together, and my hands roved over her back until they came to rest on the gentle curve of her neck. 
 
    When we pulled back for air, the petite summoner’s amber eyes were dark and sultry with want. She’d sobered up a lot as the night progressed, and I felt the sharpness of her desire distinctly as she purposefully moved a hand down my chest and past my stomach to rest on the waistline of my pants. 
 
    “It’s been far too long since we’ve done this,” she purred as she leaned forward. 
 
    I swallowed hard and moved my hands down to pull her hips close to mine. She made a soft, small sound and rolled against me with an unmistakable hunger for more. 
 
    “I think it’s time we take this upstairs,” I breathed as I grew harder between the press of our bodies. 
 
    “I got us a room for two,” she said with a gasp as I squeezed her tight ass. 
 
    “Very bold of you,” I hummed back. 
 
    She grinned cheekily and caught me by surprise with a kiss that was all rough heat and passion. I moaned into her mouth, and she made a low noise that vibrated back along my throat like an answering echo. 
 
    Before I could respond in any way that wasn’t pure reaction, Layla stood suddenly and sauntered her way over to the staircase with a tantalizing sway of her hips. Then she gave me one last look over her shoulder before she disappeared into the upper level. 
 
    That look gave me the distinct impression of a cat who’d gotten the cream. Oh, she was pleased with herself for setting this up so smoothly. 
 
    I’d just have to do her one better.  
 
    I adjusted myself in my pants subtly under the table as I cast an eye over the mostly-empty bar. 
 
    It would have to do. 
 
    As I followed Layla upstairs, I realized I hadn’t gotten the number to our room. It would be embarrassing to have to wander as I looked for somebody to ask. 
 
    Thankfully, I didn’t have to. 
 
    For a few tantalizing seconds, I saw Layla silhouetted against the candlelight of an open doorway. The dim glow cast her auburn hair in brilliant shades of red like a fire had been lit within her. 
 
    Then she turned and disappeared into the room like a ghost that faded into the night. 
 
    Each throbbing beat of my heart sent a wave of pleasure through me as I followed that phantom down the hallway. I was too enthralled to do anything but step through the entrance and gaze on what awaited me within. 
 
    Sometime between her appearance in the doorway and now, Layla had abandoned her shirt and pants to the floor. She sat on the bed in anticipation and reminded me of a panther lying in wait. Her modest breasts cast burgundy shadows over her chest, and her pink nipples stood out clearly in the darkness as arousal hardened them into firm nubs. 
 
    How could I resist? 
 
    I closed the door, settled beside her, and stripped my own shirt off in one motion. Then she ran a hand over my chest as I leaned in to take one nipple in my mouth. 
 
    She squirmed and gasped as I flicked my tongue across her breast before I bit gently at the soft, creamy flesh.  
 
    Layla shuddered in response and wound her legs around my lower back. Then she kissed me longingly and pressed me toward her with her slim legs as she let out a needy mewl of desire. 
 
    I lowered one hand obligingly and ran it along the surface of her panties as I pressed lightly between her thighs. I was rewarded with a breathy moan that escaped desperately from her mouth, and she panted and rolled her hips forward into my hand. 
 
    I needed no more invitation, and I moved my hands around the sides of her panties to pull them off her trembling legs one by one. Each time my fingers got close to the pink heat between her thighs, she shuddered and tried to push herself closer to me. 
 
    I drew back with one last nibble before I asked innocently, “Do you want something?” 
 
    “Yes,” Layla breathed, “please, Gryff, I want you inside me.” 
 
    I kissed her along her neck as I took my pants off and threw them to the floor. The head of my cock was slick already, and she ran a hand along my length as if she couldn’t wait for it to be inside her. 
 
    I wouldn’t leave her waiting. She panted and sighed as I teased my lips along her chest before I entered her in one smooth motion. 
 
    Layla cried out and ran her nails along my shoulders as my cock delved into her. With every thrust, I went a little deeper, and her tight warmth enveloped my cock like she was made for me alone. Her ragged breath filled my ears as she gasped in time with our rhythm. 
 
    I picked her petite body up off the bed, and her gasps turned into desperate moans that rose in volume as I rammed into her. My hands cupped the curves of her ass as I controlled our motion with slow, deep thrusts, and she threw back her head as I moved inside her. 
 
    I picked up the pace only when she began to squirm desperately, but I wouldn’t let her go too quickly. She was a master of teasing and tantalizing me up to the edge, and now I was about to show her exactly the same treatment. 
 
    I moved one hand back around to press against her clit, and I kept the pressure just firm enough to hint at more. Once in a while, I twitched my hand in a circular motion, and she shivered and moaned responsively every time. Before she could get any real satisfaction, I stopped my movement and waited until she began to gasp out needy whines and pleas. 
 
    I would feel bad for teasing her like this, but she smiled and kissed me wherever she could reach. Despite her noises, she never asked me to move more quickly. Layla knew exactly what kind of game I was playing, and she was enjoying every second of it. 
 
    Finally, I began to finger her clit with real intention, and I increased my speed to match it. Soon, our bodies moved together at a pace that rocked us as one in ecstasy. 
 
    Her breasts bounced perkily as she arched into me and spread her legs wider. My cock filled her completely as it barely brushed up against the resistant flesh at the end of her depths. Every time I reached that spot, Layla spasmed and let out a needy sound. 
 
    “Fill me,” she pleaded. 
 
    My body stuttered as she moved onto me even further. She was wet enough to drip down around my cock and onto the bed sheets. Her moans turned to shouts as I slid deep and pressed my hand back and forth across her slick clit. 
 
    Then she came hard enough to wrack her body with uncontrollable spasms. She tossed her head and bounced on top of my cock, and I felt her tighten around me with delicious pressure. 
 
    I wasn’t done yet, though. I grabbed her ass again and poured my energy into my hips as I drove into her with stronger, deeper motions. Just as she finished her climax, I rocked against the far wall at the end of her depths and sent her into a second orgasm.  
 
    Layla came undone. 
 
    I wrapped her petite body in my arms as she came again with my name on her lips. Her spine arched as she pressed us together tightly, and her toes curled against the bedsheets. Her legs moved as if to escape the intense sensation, but she only drew closer and forced me deeper into her. She clung to me and made a ragged sound as I finished off inside her. 
 
    My seed filled her tunnel, and I moaned as waves of agonizing pleasure moved through my body. I remained inside as I held us tightly together, and white liquid seeped out from inside her and ran down her thighs in rivulets. 
 
    “We’re going to need new sheets,” she murmured in a daze. 
 
    “We can do it later,” I responded quietly. 
 
    Her small body was formed so perfectly for me, I wondered if I’d filled her womb completely with my seed. 
 
    I slipped out of her and laid her on my chest as I stroked her hair and ran my hand lazily over her breasts. She mumbled out occasional soft, delighted noises and then gave me a contented smile. 
 
    We shared a few slow kisses as we lay together in satiated bliss. Her body twitched occasionally as aftershocks from the intense orgasms ran their course through her, and I couldn’t help but smirk. 
 
    The cool sheets on our feverish bodies were so overwhelmingly pleasant we simply stayed in bed and didn’t move another muscle. My mind drifted, and I noticed distantly Layla had fallen asleep beside me while she was still partially filled with my seed. 
 
    In the pale glow of the moon that shone through the curtains, her body looked like it was carved from marble. I loved the way her small breasts curved across her chest, which led gracefully into her tiny waist and flared hips. She looked like the work of a master artist, and she was completely mine. 
 
    I had missed this, and Layla clearly had, too. It was hard to find time together with everything else getting in the way, but I wanted to satisfy her more often anyway. 
 
    I shut my eyes and held her close as I drifted off to sleep. 
 
    For a while, everything was perfect. 
 
    Then the sound of gunshots split the night air and jolted me awake with a pounding heart.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    Next to me, Layla sat upright and turned to meet my eyes with a frightened expression. 
 
    “Soldiers?” she asked in confusion. 
 
    Gunshots popped out across the night, and I threw back the covers to swing my legs out of bed. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I confessed, “but I’m going to find out.” 
 
    I threw on yesterday’s clothes and my bandolier of crystals while Layla got ready with impressive speed in an entirely new outfit. When I raced for the door, she was right behind me. 
 
    I banged the door open and dashed into the hallway. The inn was dark, but lights flickered to life as people roused at the noise. Distant screams spilled from outside the inn and sent chills down my skin.  
 
    Something terrible was happening. 
 
    I took the steps two at a time as I rushed downstairs. The light at the bar was dim, but it was clear they hadn’t closed yet. Frightened and drunken patrons ducked under tables and shouted loudly in confusion.  
 
    We must not have been asleep long. Layla rubbed her eyes and tucked a hand into the bag of essence crystals at her side. She was ready for a fight if need be. 
 
    I scanned the room and found Varleth, Erin, and Cyra crouched behind the bar as they questioned the bartender and our waitress from earlier.  
 
    Varleth had thrown on his wrinkled clothes from the day before, and his hair stuck out messily in all angles.  
 
    Erin wore an oversized flannel shirt and a pair of miniature cotton sleep shorts that concealed nothing from the imagination.  
 
    Cyra had matching pajama pants and a shirt dyed in pastel blue, but the fabric was incredibly sheer and molded close to the curves of her body. 
 
    My teammates were clearly in a rush yet ready to help, and my heart swelled with pride to see them leap in to defend citizens without question. 
 
    I took cues from them and bent low to the ground to scurry from the safety of the staircase to the tight space behind the bar. I gave each person a close look to check for injuries, but they seemed alright. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re here, Gryff,” Cyra said gratefully. “This is crazy.” 
 
    “What’s the word?” I asked as I touched her on the shoulder reassuringly. 
 
    “Some people have been injured, maybe critically,” Erin explained. “There’s a man outside with a strange gun. Apparently, he started shooting for no reason and won’t stop.”  
 
    Our eyes met, and I bit my lip as the same grim realization in her gaze crossed my mind.  
 
    It sounded like Gawain, of course. I’d led our tracking team with the expectation that we would be able to find him, get an explanation, and all go home without much of an incident. I’d been sure whatever reason Gawain had to steal the ciphers, it would be the worst of his crimes. He’d broken my trust, but I’d been holding out hope that this would be his only transgression. 
 
    Now, he was shooting innocent people. 
 
    I shook off my despair before I nodded and gathered my plan together. 
 
    I motioned for the team to listen up. “Alright. Varleth, you stay back from the fight. Don’t engage unless lives are in immediate danger. Your sword is deadly, and I don’t want this to escalate into an execution.” 
 
    The banisher pressed his lips into a tight line as he nodded, but he didn’t seem too surprised by my decision. 
 
    I pointed at Erin next. “Whose magic do you have mimicked right now?” 
 
    “Yours,” she said with a worried crease between her brows. “Summoning is the only magic I can copy from our current team, and my monsters aren’t good for restraining a mage or protecting people.” 
 
    I was afraid of that.  
 
    “Okay,” I said as my mind churned through battle plans. “Erin, you direct people away from the fight and try to move the ones caught in the fray to safer locations.” 
 
    The mimic nodded in determination. 
 
    “Layla, Cyra, and I are going to try to stop Gawain without killing him,” I went on as I looked to the other two women in turn. “Be careful of his gun, since he can switch elements and use that unpredictable power against us.” 
 
    My friends nodded, and I threw down an essence crystal to cover Layla, Cyra, and me with a bullet bass. It fluttered in place with rubbery wings as its fishlike body undulated in the air. 
 
    Our skin shimmered into a strange metallic sheen as we took on the characteristics of the bullet bass. I waved my hand as I gestured us forward, and we scrambled toward the inn’s door. Layla and Cyra ducked against the far wall while I put my back to the thick, wooden doorway. 
 
    A quick peek out from behind the door gave me all the information I needed. 
 
    Gawain was uncharacteristically dirty and disheveled, and his cloak was torn and mud-covered as he stood in the middle of the road. He was covered in scrapes and scratches as if he’d stumbled blindly through a thicket in the woods. His clothes hung off him raggedly, and I could see bloodied skin beneath the rips in his shirt. 
 
    Dark shadows encircled Gawain’s eyes, and he stood with a tilted hunch as if he were about to fall over. His gaze moved sharply in fast darts, and his eyes rolled wildly with a crazed look. He whipped around in circles to shoot at anybody or anything that moved, but his bullets pinged wide off the sidewalk just as often as they got close to their targets. 
 
    “Foolish humans,” he snarled feverishly to himself as his gun arm swayed. “The ciphers are mine. I need them for our realm. I need them, I need them. Potions. They’re mine. I want them, they’re mine.” 
 
    His mutterings grew louder but incoherent as he repeated himself, then they sharpened into lucidity again for brief moments between the gibberish.  
 
    I felt like I could see straight into his mind as it unraveled before my very eyes. 
 
    This wasn’t the friend I knew at all. What in Mistral had happened to him, and how had he hidden it for so long? 
 
    A middle-aged woman darted from the alley behind the inn as she tried to escape, and Gawain swung around to shoot her in the leg. She went down with a cry as she clutched at her left calf, which trailed blood down her foot and onto the pavement below. 
 
    Gawain leveled his gun unsteadily, but with a still target, he couldn’t miss. One more shot, and he would kill her. 
 
    “Go!” I shouted, and my team burst from behind the doorway. We threw crystals down with panicked urgency as we rushed the raving fire mage. 
 
    My wallerdon emerged in front of the bleeding woman, and an air bullet pinged harmlessly into the side of the big creature. I grinned as the woman looked up in relieved surprise at her saviors, and several more bullets pinged uselessly against my wallerdon’s stony torso. 
 
    Gawain frowned, and his gun clicked as it switched elements. The scan had completed, and the next bullet from the gun was coated with ice. Each ice bullet carved out a deep, frosty hole in the wallerdon’s surface, and I felt a bit of mana drain as my monster took the hit badly. 
 
    My wallerdons did poorly against ice, and Gawain’s gun was unerring in its ability to assess elemental weaknesses. The gun’s special construction meant with a brief scan, it could switch its element to one that could cause the most damage to its target. 
 
    If we moved quickly, we might be able to avoid the scan altogether and keep the gun guessing at which element would be best.  
 
    Still, a bullet was a bullet, and we’d have to be careful either way. 
 
    I’d always been happy before to have that gun’s devastating ability on our side. Now that I had to face it in battle, I dreaded the results. 
 
    Gawain fired off another barrage of bullets, and my wallerdon collapsed under the onslaught. I recalled it and sent out a second wallerdon to take its place.  
 
    It gave Erin the cover she needed, so she ran forward and dragged the woman by her arms out of the fray and into the relative safety of the inn.  
 
    I covered them with my monster as best as I could. 
 
    “Come back here!” Gawain yelled, and he sent off a few wild shots as Erin and the woman escaped. One bullet pinged off the metal Ricochet Inn sign and buried itself in the wood of the door below it. 
 
    Well, wasn’t that ironic. 
 
    Layla sent out her keichim, a nearly-invisible batlike monster that glowed with a faint silvery outline. It was able to grow and shrink at will, an ability that had proven invaluable before. 
 
    Since the keichim was Layla’s familiar, it was a great choice for a fight like this. We needed our monsters to be completely under control, or we would risk killing Gawain as well as any nearby bystanders. 
 
    Familiars were the easiest monsters to control, since the owner and the monster formed an incredibly potent bond that made for strong, reliable communication. Layla and her keichim had pulled through a tough situation during the Magicae Nito trials because of that shared bond. 
 
    Layla’s keichim squeaked and shrank down to about half the size of a regular bat before it flew for Gawain. I could scarcely track its erratic flight by the sparks of electricity that arced along its wings. 
 
    If the keichim could get one good shock in, it might be enough to incapacitate Gawain without creating a dangerous situation. 
 
    My hopes were crushed when Gawain fixed his glassy eyes on the keichim with alarming accuracy. Layla’s monster was quick, clever, and stealthy, but the fire mage had seen it in action before. 
 
    At first, I thought maybe he wouldn’t be able to stop the keichim in time. 
 
    Then he swung around with one hand outstretched and poured out a blaze of roaring, white-hot fire. 
 
    The keichim shrieked as it backpedaled and just narrowly dodged the flames, but Gawain was prepared for his first attack to miss. He followed up with a swath of fire bullets that popped from his gun in rapid succession.  
 
    One bullet clipped the wing of the keichim, and it squeaked in pain as half of its body caught on fire. With every second of flight, its leathery wings fanned the flames, which grew into a terrible blaze that raced up the bat-monster’s body. 
 
    “Keichim!” Layla shouted out in concern as she recalled her monster to stop the damage from worsening. 
 
    I’d read the bond of a familiar also meant any injury to the monster felt worse for their owner.  
 
    Layla’s reaction seemed to agree with that theory. She bared her teeth in rage, and her eyes flashed with anger as she threw out a dark blue crystal. 
 
    Her hyppocrans emerged in a flash of smoke. Its snake-like head and orange eyes roved hungrily over Gawain, and its muscled legs pawed at the ground in anticipation. 
 
    Since Layla’s keichim had been injured, I was uncertain if she would have the mana and focus to control the hyppocrans. It was a difficult monster to use non-lethally even if its owner was in perfect shape, and Layla wasn’t exactly fresh anymore. 
 
    “Be careful!” I shouted warningly. 
 
    Beside me, Cyra glanced at Kalon on her shoulder with urgency. Then the silvery dragon leapt off and began to grow in size at a rapid pace. 
 
    The hyppocrans leapt into combat with frightening ferocity. It thundered toward Gawain and stopped short, then swerved its head sideways to uncoil its tongue, which snapped at the gun in his hand. The hyppocrans’ tongue looped around Gawain’s wrist as well as the gun, and the monster pulled both toward its mouth. 
 
    With his other hand, Gawain released a fireball that burst into the face of the hyppocrans with a crackling explosion and an enormous cloud of smoke. 
 
    Layla’s monster reared back in rage and pain, and I heard Layla gasp as she struggled to contain its will. The hyppocrans reared back on its trunk-like legs, and its arms raised as it prepared to crush Gawain under its giant fists. 
 
    Kalon, who was now almost the same size as the hyppocrans, leapt forward and caught the blow with her body as she tackled Layla’s monster. Both creatures tumbled over the pavement as they thrashed at each other with teeth and claws. 
 
    Gawain took several steps back as he brandished the gun, which he’d torn free from the hyppocrans’ grasp during the chaos. 
 
    The fire mage yelled gibberish and let out a bone-chilling laugh as he sent off several wild shots toward the fighting monsters. 
 
    Electric bullets snapped through the air and struck home. Both monsters keened and shrieked in pain. Their wounds from their tussle with each other were already taking a toll, and the bullets were simply too much.  
 
    Luckily, Layla and Cyra managed to recall them before things got worse, and the two monsters disappeared back into their crystals. 
 
    Layla collapsed to the pavement in exhaustion with the effort of regaining command of her monster. It was clear she’d lost control of the hyppocrans, at least to the point where she couldn’t adjust the force of his attacks, and she shivered with wide eyes as she stared at Gawain. 
 
    I wondered if Layla was just scared of his change in behavior, or if she was feeling the full weight of almost killing him with her hyppocrans.  
 
    I gritted my teeth in regret. Either way, I didn’t have time to help her out. 
 
    Varleth raced out of cover to gather up Layla and take her back into the inn with the rest of the sheltering people.  
 
    Gawain fired off bullets at their retreating backs, but I sent my second wallerdon to cover them.  
 
    It absorbed several ice shots and collapsed just as my friends made it to safety. Another one of our monsters was down. 
 
    I considered the situation. I had seen Erin run off to block the street and keep anybody new from stumbling into the fight, so she was busy with that important task. 
 
    Now, it was just Cyra and me against Gawain. 
 
    I threw out my kalgori as well as my new monster, the sprucebore. I was slightly nervous about the prospect of using an untested monster against Gawain, but I felt a bond immediately snap into place between me and the sprucebore. 
 
    Its mind was simple and straightforward, and I got a vague impression of the hivelike order it was used to. The sprucebore wouldn’t be great at improvisation, but it was a perfectly attentive follower, and it leapt to the task as I commanded it to draw electricity.  
 
    Static raced down from the iron trimmings on some of the buildings and gathered to the metallic tree on my monster’s back. My sprucebore fluttered its wings with a buzz and chittered as the sparks on its lightning rod grew.  
 
    I grinned. It would be nice to have such a steady, reliable monster at my side. 
 
    This wasn’t the Shadowscape, however, and we weren’t lucky enough for a thunderstorm in the human realm. The night sky was clear and cloudless, so my sprucebore’s lightning would be limited in its ability.  
 
    That was alright, though, since my kalgori was ready to take up that part of the problem. 
 
    I commanded it to multiply, and the green butterfly divided with a hungry eagerness. Soon, one pair of metal-trimmed wings grew to a dozen, and I directed them to circle Gawain and us with a wide berth. 
 
    I didn’t want my kalgori to cut him to pieces, but they weren’t nicknamed “storm of knives” for nothing. As my group of a dozen multiplied into over a hundred flashing kalgori, the wind began to pick up around us in the beginnings of a storm. 
 
    Gawain was entirely absorbed in fighting the kalgori as he fired off flaming bullets that singed their wings and sent single butterflies to the ground as they burned. 
 
    I felt the mana drain as each one was felled, but the fire mage couldn’t keep up with me, and there were always more kalgori to multiply and replace those that fell.  
 
    My plan would work. 
 
    Cyra’s brown curls whipped wildly around her face, and she took a nervous step toward me. “Don’t we want to be outside the tornado?” 
 
    I shook my head with a confident smirk. “I’m not letting them go fast enough for that. I just want some speed, and more importantly, I want the static.“ 
 
    Sparks raced from wing to wing as the whirlwind of kalgori around us picked up speed. The sky flashed, and thunder boomed around us with deafening noise. Cyra whooped in celebration as lightning arced to my sprucebore’s tree with a pop of noise and an explosion of sparks. 
 
    I pointed at the target, and the sprucebore released its lightning. 
 
    Electricity shot from my monster toward Gawain in a flash of sizzling, white power, and the fire mage was knocked backward as the bolt connected with his shoulder. 
 
    I’d been aiming for his gun, but luckily I kept the power low enough not to do too much damage. I sprinted forward to close the gap between me and the fire mage. I wanted to tackle Gawain and seize the gun, but he scrambled to his feet with frightening speed before I could get close. 
 
    “You!” he shrieked with a wild rage that contorted his face. 
 
    Gawain ran for me as he gestured, and a blade of fire stretched from his empty hand. In the other, his gun kicked and popped as bullets flew from it. 
 
    The fire bullets absorbed harmlessly into my bullet bass coating and fizzled out of existence. Cyra was also protected, and she leapt forward to join me in close combat as Gawain swung his flaming sword for my throat. 
 
    I dodged the first slash and grabbed his arm by the wrist as it passed by. I pulled and heaved with my weight to throw him off balance while I followed up with an uppercut to his jaw. 
 
    Gawain dropped his gun and twitched out the summoning spell for a second fire sword from his newly freed hand. He swung with snakelike speed, and the second blade left a burning scratch on my left arm as it cut through my bullet bass coating.  
 
    My eyes widened in shock at the wound. I couldn’t imagine the concentrated intensity of the heat contained in his swords if he’d managed to cut through my metal coat. 
 
    Gawain whipped his sword around in another horizontal slash, and I quickly released his arm as I stumbled away from the deadly blade. Then I put distance between us with a few backward strides. 
 
    My eyes flickered over the scene as I considered my options. The gun was on the ground at Gawain’s feet, but I needed an opening if I hoped to steal it away. 
 
    In an impressive display of agility, Cyra spun at Gawain in a roundhouse-style kick. Her shoe connected with Gawain’s jaw and sent him sprawling onto his back, but he just used the opportunity to grab his gun from the pavement. He aimed the muzzle at Cyra, and I saw the switch on the side of it flick over to a new color that signified earth. 
 
    I’d had my bullet bass long enough to know it did very poorly against earth magic. 
 
    Cyra might die if I didn’t do something. 
 
    I commanded my sprucebore to let off another blast of electricity despite our close quarters, and it shot a bolt straight into Gawain’s torso.  
 
    He thrashed on the ground as electricity shuddered through him, but he wasn’t the only one affected by my attack. 
 
    Extra electricity crackled through the nearby pavement and sparked up Cyra’s legs as she yelped in pain. 
 
    I ignored the shocks stinging through my own feet as I pulled Cyra away from the blast zone. 
 
    Just as before, Gawain recovered too quickly from the shock for me to take his gun. This time, he didn’t bother to shoot the two of us, but instead he turned and fired off a tight grouping of earth bullets directly at my sprucebore. 
 
    I couldn’t move faster than his gun, and my sprucebore was torn apart by the heavy shooting. Yellow blood coated the street, and I recalled my monster before more mana drained from me.  
 
    I sagged as the power left me, but I still had a good amount left. 
 
    I readied a new handful of crystals, but Gawain was quicker on the draw. Earth bullets thundered from his gun and struck me in the chest, where they shattered against my bullet bass coating. 
 
    True to the gun’s power, though, my coating shattered as well. Metal crackled off me in sheets and left me exposed and unprotected. One more shot, and I could be killed. 
 
    I summoned a third wallerdon and crouched behind it hastily, but to my surprise, Gawain didn’t continue his onslaught. 
 
    “Fools,” the crazed mage spat, “I tire of this.” 
 
    Gawain left us stunned as he turned tail and ran down the connecting street. His tattered cloak whipped around his legs as he disappeared into the night. 
 
    I recalled my wallerdon as I scrambled back to my feet. 
 
    “Don’t let him escape!” I called, and the two of us raced after the fire mage.  
 
    With a last-minute mental command, I ordered my kalgori to merge down into just a few controllable members and had them follow us closely. 
 
    Our feet pounded down the pavement, and I could tell we were catching up. Gawain didn’t look healthy to begin with, and even with the gun, he couldn’t sustain a fight forever without tiring himself out physically. 
 
    The street was dark, and I began to fear we’d lost his trail, but I heard a window shatter somewhere in front of us. Glass sprinkled onto the pavement, and we stopped short on the main street as fire bloomed from a storefront. 
 
    It was an apothecary, I noted, and we ran toward the store.  
 
    Gawain was barely visible in the burning interior, but his shadowy figure was outlined in red firelight. He grabbed tonics and potions off the shelves and stuffed them into a satchel at his side. As I watched, the fire mage uncorked an elixir and gulped it down in one go to restore his mana and seal his wounds. 
 
    I juggled the idea of sending my half-dozen kalgori in after him or standing my ground outside, but Gawain didn’t give me the chance to decide. An enormous fiery explosion rocked the apothecary and threw Cyra and me backward with the force of the blast. 
 
    I tumbled across the pavement before I rolled to a stop, and I winced as I acquired more scrapes and bruises. Then I smothered a few smoking sections of my clothing and sat up. 
 
    Gawain leapt from the window with the satchel slung around his shoulder. “Potions, potions,” he muttered, “got them all, they’re mine now. Just what I wanted.” 
 
    I nearly sent the kalgori after him, but I stopped myself from giving the command. They flew high overhead with eager anticipation, yet I held them back from the attack. 
 
    I reminded myself that the crazed man in front of me was once my friend. He sounded insane, and I had no idea what had twisted him like this, but maybe I could bring him back to reason. I couldn’t continue without at least trying to bring him in peacefully. 
 
    “Gawain!” I yelled as I rolled back to my feet. 
 
    I caught his attention, and his darting eyes snapped over to lock onto my face. He tilted his head and took a nervous sideways step while he stroked the satchel at his side. 
 
    “You know who I am,” I told Gawain with a hesitant smile, “we’re friends, remember? We fought that ice troll together.” 
 
    Gawain’s brow furrowed in confusion as he stared at me. 
 
    Something about this was working, but I couldn’t be sure what exactly it was. I hoped more potent memories could jog something loose inside his mind. 
 
    “We even battled together in the Shadowrealm a few times,” I said as I wracked my brain for the most vivid events. “Do you remember when we fought in the Magicae Nito trial as a team for the first time? I looked at your gun and asked about how it worked. We’ve closed more than one rift together as a vanguard, right? Later, in the desert, you even helped me save Nia from the Shadowrealm palace. Do you remember that?” 
 
    Gawain opened his mouth, but he closed it again soundlessly with a wince. Then his green eyes glittered in pain as he blinked and shook his head. It almost looked like he was fighting with himself. 
 
    Was I getting somewhere? 
 
    “C’mon, buddy,” I coaxed, “you remember that trip. You remember when we fought Phi.” 
 
    Apparently, that was the wrong thing to say.  
 
    Suddenly, Gawain’s hesitation turned to malice, and he bared his teeth in anger. He raised one hand to attack as a fireball blossomed in the center of his palm, and the flames quickly turned hotter and brighter until his entire hand shone like a star. 
 
    Cyra was prepared this time, and she threw out a crystal before I even had a chance to react. Her new monster’s serpentine form rose from a cloud of smoke, and Cyra’s petripede appeared as the wisps dissipated. I caught a glimpse of its white, segmented body and alabaster wings, but that was all the look I got. 
 
    Gawain threw the giant fireball in our direction, and he followed it up with a barrage of air bullets. Bullets ripped through the petripede’s wings as its body was consumed in flames, and it writhed in pain before it disappeared in the inferno. 
 
    The fireball swept through the petripede and shot onward without a hint of slowing. The air sucked in like a vacuum as the intense heat approached. 
 
    Gawain’s fireball flew for us with deadly accuracy, but I resummoned my bullet bass with a quick toss at the last moment. My monster donated its metal powers to cover our skin just as the flames engulfed us. 
 
    While we were pinned by the explosion, I commanded my remaining group of kalgori to follow and trap Gawain. They leapt with ferocity to the task, and it took the last of my willpower to hold them back from quenching their bloodthirst. 
 
    We shrank before the fire and shielded our faces as the heat grew uncomfortable even with the bullet bass coating on our skin. Gawain’s power as a fire mage was incredible, and his strength was more clear to me than ever while I was forced to fight against him.  
 
    The heat continued to grow, and I cringed as the fire grew hot enough to make me sweat. After a few minutes, it started to cool, but it still felt like an eternity before the flames retreated and left us unscathed. 
 
    “Wow,” Cyra gasped out as she looked around. 
 
    She and I sat up while the smoke cleared. The ground around us was blackened and covered in broken glass, and the fire in the apothecary across the street raged as flames licked up the side of the building. 
 
    Gawain was nowhere to be seen, but a half dozen kalgori flapped unsteadily around a blood trail that led down the main road and turned the corner onto a side street. They hadn’t managed to catch him, but they’d done an excellent job of marking his direction for us. 
 
    I thanked my clever little bugs for their hard work and recalled them to conserve my mana. 
 
    Though the forest was out of sight, I knew Gawain’s blood trail led back into the woods where we’d tracked him to the previous day. 
 
    “He’s leaving civilization behind again, huh?” Cyra asked. 
 
    “I think so,” I replied, “and I might go after him.” 
 
    I got to my feet with the intention to chase after the escaped fire mage, but I swayed, and my vision grayed out as I stood. 
 
    Cyra glanced up at me with worried eyes. “Hold on, Gryff, you’re way too drained to follow. Besides, I’m not going anywhere either.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I admitted reluctantly. 
 
    I’d probably be fine without an elixir, but doing more magic today was out of the question. The chase would have to wait for another day. 
 
    On the physical side of things, my bruised and battered body wasn’t feeling up to the task either. The scratch from Gawain’s flaming sword stung and burned as I rubbed at the shallow wound, but I was happy to have gotten away with just these minor injuries. 
 
    I considered downing a tonic and charging after Gawain anyway, just to stay on his trail, but it was a foolish idea. All the mana in the world wouldn’t help me catch him if my strategy wasn’t up to par. 
 
    Cyra sighed from the ground beside me and tucked her white petripede crystal back into her belt. Blackened ash was smeared across her soft cheeks, and I bent down before I wiped it away with a gentle hand.  
 
    “Thanks,” the dark-eyed summoner said as I helped her to her feet. 
 
    I noticed her thin, pink pajama shirt had suffered in the fight, and a large rip across her chest exposed a portion of her cleavage. 
 
    “You might want to do a wardrobe check,” I told her with a hidden smile as I fought to keep my eyes away. 
 
    Cyra glanced down and flushed at the sight of her breasts on display. She fumbled with the damage, but it was simply too torn to fix. 
 
    “Oh dear,” she said with a giggle. “Gryff, I’m sorry to ask, but … ” 
 
    “Already on it,” I said with a wink before I stripped off my battle-dirtied shirt and handed it over. 
 
    It was too long for a woman, but the fitted cotton looked nice on Cyra. She wore it confidently, and her gorgeous body more than made up for any possible blemish. 
 
    “You look fantastic,” I said honestly. 
 
    “You’re as charming as you are smart,” Cyra flirted back. “I’m guessing you’re about to come up with some plan to fix all of this, huh?” 
 
    “Sure am,” I confirmed with a grin. 
 
    I tore my eyes away from her with some effort to consider the scene around me. The apothecary burned slowly, and our fight had left a trail of destruction behind us. We would have to do damage control before we went after Gawain, but for the meantime, I considered what we’d missed. 
 
    Despite our strong team, we hadn’t been able to capture the fire mage. My mind raced with new strategies as I filed through potential ideas to slow, disable, disarm, or defend against Gawain. 
 
    The fire mage was usually a crackshot, but he’d done an awful job of finishing people off this time. In his wild state, Gawain’s aim had been erratic at best, much to our good luck. He’d only focused and gone all-out when my team had arrived to confront him. 
 
    Perhaps there was something inside of Gawain that rebelled at the thought of murder. I filed that information away as evidence for myself that Gawain was still worth saving. Whatever had happened to him, he wasn’t completely gone yet. 
 
    His reaction to my words told me there was something deep inside him that was still my friend. I would do almost anything to have the chance to save him.  
 
    I just needed to figure out how. 
 
    We hadn’t done too badly in our fight, technically. Our strategies always worked fantastically against monsters we could kill, but it was clear we needed to rethink things before we could successfully capture a human. Oddly enough, many of our monsters were simply too powerful to use to their full capacity. 
 
    If I summoned my baroquer or my roosa, I couldn’t imagine they would be of any real use. They did a great job of looking intimidating, but how would I use them safely? I pictured the baroquer’s enormous sword sweeping Gawain flat or the roosa poisoning him, and I shook my head to clear the ridiculous idea away. 
 
    What other monsters did I have? The vindehund, the sun giant, some axe goblins, a cementroll, speed slugs, and a variety of others too strong or too weak to use against the fire mage. 
 
    Then something new occurred to me.  
 
    Cyra hadn’t gotten the chance to use the petripede’s power before Gawain had destroyed it, but the failure of yet another monster gave me an idea about how we could stop the fire mage next time. 
 
    It was time for me to quit just considering summoning and start considering other kinds of magic. Gawain was used to fighting monsters since he was an Academy mage like us, but we were awfully inexperienced at using monsters to fight humans.  
 
    I’d been thinking about this all wrong, but I knew exactly what to do now. 
 
    “Maker,” Cyra commented as she brushed ash away from my shoulders, “you always get the same look on your face when you have a new idea.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said with a confident wink. “I have a plan to get everything back.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    “Find a way to put out the fires,” I told Cyra as I took out an essence crystal. “I’m going inside to check for survivors.” 
 
    I used my bullet bass coating to run upstairs and look for people to save. Though I luckily found nobody inside, I did recover several chests of important herbs and components. I felt bad for whoever the owner was, since his building was ruined and his stock stolen, and this was the least I could do to make up for that pain. I wished there was more. 
 
    Cyra did most of the real work of putting out the blaze since I owned only a single water imp without much power of its own. She summoned a swarm of creatures that looked like spiders, but their bodies were crystalline and partially translucent. Each had a torso close to the size of a loaf of bread and eight spindly legs of about the same length. Three green eyes glittered like chips of emerald from the head of each monster. 
 
    “What are they?” I asked in awe. “Also, how do you have so many of them?” 
 
    Cyra shrugged. “They’re called wetweavers. While I was closing rifts for money, I ran into a portal that wouldn’t stop putting these little guys out. We must’ve killed two hundred by the time we finished with that rift.”  
 
    I laughed in amazement. “They’re incredible.” 
 
    They really were. As we spoke, dozens of wetweavers scurried up the sides of the apothecary building. With quick movements of their delicate legs, each wetweaver cast out a lacy net of water just like a spider spinning a web, only much more quickly. Every net settled and stuck without spilling a drop, and it was like the water itself had been suspended in time. 
 
    “It’s not actually water,” Cyra explained, “but a glue-like compound with fire-resistant properties.” 
 
    Sure enough, the fire smothered and died where the nets touched. We watched as the roaring inferno shrank into small fires, and then into embers. 
 
    It was then that Varleth found us. He ran down the street and stopped short at the sight of the wetweavers, the ruined shop, and the two of us simply standing amongst the disaster. 
 
    He blinked and raised his eyebrows. “Where’s Gawain?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Gone, we don’t know where. He stole a ton of potions, though.” 
 
    “Do you think he came into town to get them?” Varleth mused. 
 
    “I think so,” I agreed. “He looked rough when we saw him. I guess he gave up trying to hide in the forest and came here out of desperation.” 
 
    “This is all so strange,” Cyra considered. “He’s behaving more like a monster than a man. He can’t seem to think more than one step ahead, and all he wants to do is destroy things.” 
 
    I frowned as I recalled the fight. “He called us foolish humans.” 
 
    “Hasn’t Gawain always called us that?” Varleth drawled. 
 
    I shot him a look, and he quirked an eyebrow. It really was a good joke, and I couldn’t help but smile back. 
 
    Cyra giggled, and we all shared a quiet chuckle. 
 
    My smile faded as I considered the situation. “If we’re going to take him alive, I think we need a new kind of magic.” 
 
    “New?” Cyra repeated. 
 
    I nodded. “One that’s really good for defence and a more controlled, careful offence. We need magic that can maneuver well and restrain our opponent. We’ve used it before on a mission.” 
 
    Varleth met my eyes as he realized what I meant. “With the pyrewyrm,” he recalled. “Almasy used earth magic on the first one we defeated.” 
 
    I nodded back with new resolve. “I think it can do the job we need. Summoners are great for a lot of things, but we aren’t amazing at holding down an opponent without lethal force.” 
 
    Cyra hummed in agreement as she realized my plan. “You want to send Erin to collect Almasy’s power.” 
 
    “It’s the best idea I have,” I admitted. “And with any luck, I think it’ll actually work.” 
 
    Our arrival back at the Ricochet Inn did a good job of tempering my hopes. The inn’s exterior and the street around it were in an awful state, and I imagined so were the people who had been caught in the fight. 
 
    Erin ran up to us with worried eyes as we approached. 
 
    “You’re alright?” the orange-haired mimic asked as she took in the sight of us. 
 
    “Gryff seems to have donated his shirt,” Varleth hummed, “just in case you were wondering.” 
 
    “We’re fine,” I said with a wave of my hand as I ignored the gypsy, “but Gawain escaped again. He took a bunch of potions with him. How are the people here?” 
 
    “No casualties, eight in severe condition, another two dozen with minor injuries,” Erin reported as she took the news in stride. “I got a healer in as soon as you guys took off after Gawain, and she’s been doing amazing work.” 
 
    I unclenched my teeth and released a deep breath. I was hoping Gawain hadn’t managed to kill anyone, but the fact that he hadn’t was nothing short of miraculous. He’d really appeared bent on murdering people, but he’d only managed to make non-lethal shots. 
 
    “Erin,” I said, “thank you for your work here, but I need you on the next airship to Balvaan. This town is big enough to have one leaving for a major city sometime this week.” 
 
    “There’s one leaving for Varle tomorrow at five-thirty in the morning,” Varleth supplied, “I heard it being advertised in town. You can hitch a ride to Balvaan from there.” 
 
    Erin tilted her head slightly. “Why am I going to Balvaan?” 
 
    I grinned. “You’re going to get Almasy’s magic, come back, and help us pin Gawain to the dirt like a bug. He won’t be able to so much as twitch a finger with earth magic at our disposal.” 
 
    Erin shrugged and smiled. “If you say so. It sounds like a good plan to me.” 
 
    “Excellent,” I replied, “now let’s take a look at the injured.” 
 
    We slipped into the inn and were greeted by the sight of a full emergency clinic set up right on the floor inside. As I examined the state of the inn, Varleth slipped upstairs. 
 
    An elderly healer with graying hair pinned into a bun crouched on the floor with her hands placed over a man’s stomach. Blood trickled from his mouth to indicate something inside had been punctured. 
 
    Maybe I’d been wrong about Gawain’s intent to avoid killing. 
 
    Varleth slipped down the stairs again and tossed me a new shirt. I put it on gratefully against the chill of the night. 
 
    After I adjusted my collar, I walked down the line of the critically wounded. Some suffered burns from fire or electricity, though their injuries weren’t the worst. Heat had cauterized quite a few wounds even as the bullets ripped through the victims’ flesh. 
 
    One man wheezed loudly from his position on the floor, and I learned an earth bullet had fractured several ribs where it grazed his side.  
 
    A blonde woman had taken an air bullet to the arm, and though the wound itself was nothing more than a discolored bruise, it had dislocated her shoulder with the force of the impact. 
 
    Layla bustled around and helped to set up the clinic as she brought down pillows and rolled out new bedding to try to keep the area sterile. She tucked blankets over patients while she avoided their wounds to keep them warm and prevent shock from setting in. 
 
    I was glad to see Layla on her feet after she’d lost control of the hyppocrans earlier. It was difficult to bounce back from mana depletion like that, but it looked like she’d been given a potion or tonic at some point to help her with it. 
 
    “Mimic,” grated out the old healer woman, “I’m ready for you now.” 
 
    Erin rushed over and briefly touched her fingers to the old woman’s lips. In a blink, the transaction of mana was over. 
 
    “Now, child,” the healer croaked, “just work on the surface burns and scrapes. I don’t want you messing up anybody’s good organs.” 
 
    Erin nodded obediently and set to work on fixing up surface wounds. I knew from Arwyn that healing was a difficult magic, and she’d said it could do more harm than good if used incorrectly. Perfect concentration and knowledge of the human body was integral to the healing arts. 
 
    Erin seemed pretty competent with the minor injuries she was tasked to take care of, but she couldn’t replace a full-fledged healer. Perhaps with years of training, she would be able to master healing magic on all kinds of injuries. If we got into a fight outside of a major town, we might be left with no healer to fix our wounds. 
 
    “Oh, Gryff,” Erin exclaimed as she laid eyes on me, “your arm!” 
 
    I looked down at the shallow slash Gawain had given my left forearm. It didn’t bleed much, but I could see a dark patch underneath the fabric of my new shirt. 
 
    “It’s nothing,” I assured the mimic, but she just ignored me.  
 
    “Why didn’t you say something?” Erin asked worriedly as she pushed up my sleeve to get a good look at the cut. 
 
    It had cauterized instantly because of the heat of Gawain’s blades, so there wasn’t much to look at. A thin strip of blackened flesh rimmed the straight line of the wound, but it looked worse than it felt. 
 
    Erin closed her eyes and wrinkled her brow cutely as she concentrated her healing magic.  
 
    I sat motionless and content as the distant sting of the cut faded, and then the skin sealed up into a thin scar. 
 
    “Much better,” the mimic said with satisfaction. She opened her eyes and rubbed at the scar with a wet cloth to clean the char and ash from it. 
 
    “You did a great job,” I thanked her with a happy smile. “You make a fantastic nurse, in my opinion. Though, I might be biased.” 
 
    Erin blushed and rolled her eyes. “I only work on handsome patients, so you just got lucky,” she quipped back. 
 
    Suddenly, the old woman flicked her eyes to me and jabbed a gnarled finger to a patient across the room. 
 
    “Boy,” commanded the elderly healer, “you’re healed now. Quit flirting and go hold down that bandage.” 
 
    I followed the gravel-voiced commands of the old healer for the next hour as she tasked Erin, Varleth, Layla, and me with various assistant tasks. I wasn’t sure how or where Erin had found her, but I suspected the old woman had followed the sounds of the fight all on her own. If she had an assistant or a team, they hadn’t come with her, but she seemed satisfied to make us their replacement. 
 
    I was impressed by her spitfire attitude, and despite the huge number of patients, the room soon turned from an emergency into a stable situation. 
 
    “Well,” the healer croaked, “that’s it. Good work, kids. They should all live, as long as they aren’t moronic enough to rub river mud in their wounds.” 
 
    “We’re done?” I asked dumbly with a roll of fresh bandages ready in one hand and a pair of fabric scissors in the other. 
 
    “We are,” the old woman confirmed. “Now put that down before you poke an eye out, sonny.” 
 
    I glanced around like a lost dog before I slumped into a seat at one of the barroom tables. Then I set my supplies down and sighed at the ceiling as I rolled the crick out of my neck. 
 
    “Quit that, boy,” the old healer said. 
 
    I stared in alarm as she eased to her feet and came over to my table. She slapped one gnarled hand against the back of my neck like she was swatting a fly. There was a lightning-quick pulse of magic, and the pain in my neck eased away as if it had never existed. 
 
    My mouth dropped open in shock. “That was fast.” 
 
    She emitted a hoarse cackle like a raven. “Ya learn a thing or two if you’ve been healing as long as I have. Actually, I almost killed a man once with that powerful trick, but that’s neither here nor there.” 
 
    Her offhand attitude didn’t seem anywhere close to serious enough, and it set off alarm bells in my head. 
 
    I eyed her nervously and tried to smile. “Thanks.” 
 
    From across the room, Varleth made eye contact with me and mouthed a silent, horrified expletive.  
 
    I couldn’t help but agree. 
 
    “What time is it?” Erin asked blearily from across the room. 
 
    I squinted at the small clock on the bar room wall. “A quarter past three in the morning.” 
 
    The mimic startled and jumped upright. “I have to hurry up and sleep before the airship!” she exclaimed before she rushed up the stairs to her rented room. 
 
    “Y’know,” Cyra said with a yawn, “it’s really convenient to have the battlefield and the recovery tent right under our bedrooms. We should do this more often.” 
 
    “Very funny,” Varleth mumbled.  
 
    Footsteps interrupted us, and voices grew outside the door. Hopefully, it was help and not more trouble. 
 
    “Oh, are the other medics here?” Cyra asked. 
 
    The door opened to a harried team of healers and assistants in white outfits. There were five in total, though I wasn’t sure which were doctors and which were technicians. Two burly men in white hats also followed them closely with a wooden stretcher, but I got the impression the strongmen were just volunteers. 
 
    In a dizzying scene of organized chaos, each patient was loaded onto the stretcher and carried off by the strong men or the healers. I assumed they were going to be in the real clinic somewhere in town for many more days. 
 
    I was more than happy to say goodbye to them so I could get some rest. I creaked to my feet with a groan and swayed over to help Layla get upright. I accidentally lifted her petite body completely off the ground as she hopped up, and Cyra laughed as she watched us. 
 
    “Goodnight,” Varleth yawned out as he walked past us. His heavy boots clomped up the stairs and faded from hearing as he hurried up to bed. 
 
    “Sleep sounds like a gift from the Maker himself right now,” Layla sighed out. 
 
    “Don’t I know it,” Cyra agreed. 
 
    “C’mon,” I said as I beckoned them up the inn stairs. 
 
    Cyra and Layla followed me without a moment’s hesitation as I opened the door to my room and gestured both women inside. After a hard day of walking and a rough night of fighting, the best cure was a good night of sleep with somebody else to share the bed with. 
 
    Or two somebodies. 
 
    I dropped into bed with a huff of air, and Cyra pulled my boots off as I lay there. I stripped my shirt off and kicked my pants into a pile, then shimmied under the warm covers. 
 
    My two beautiful girls joined me on either side, and I tucked each one under my arms.  
 
    “I could get used to this,” Cyra purred as she stretched against my chest. 
 
    Layla hummed wordlessly in blissful agreement. She was too exhausted to do much more than nuzzle my neck as we lay together. 
 
    The bed was warm and comfortable, and soon enough, the three of us drifted into a pleasant, dreamless sleep. 
 
    This time, we slept through the night. 
 
    Dawn came and went without us noticing, and by the time I cracked open my eyes, the sun’s position indicated that it was half past seven. 
 
    I was sorely tempted to close my eyes again and let the world pass by for another few hours, but we had a job to do, and Gawain wasn’t getting any closer with us simply lying here. 
 
    “Rise and shine,” I greeted as I roused the two beautiful women at my sides. 
 
    Cyra stretched like a cat as she blinked sleepily into wakefulness. She moved languidly as she worked out the stiffness in every muscle, and her shirt rode up around her tanned, taut stomach. It was a delicious sight, but we had important tasks to do. 
 
    Layla mumbled and buried her nose deeper into the covers, but I pulled them back without mercy. She whined and curled up into a ball, though it was only a matter of minutes before she was fully awake. 
 
    “Come on,” I told her, “we’ve got town damage to fix and a bunch of clinic patients to question. I want to know more about what happened with Gawain before we arrived on the scene. After that, it’s a good long day of hiking ahead of us.” 
 
    Layla emitted a pained groan and wriggled in search of the warmth of the covers. 
 
    I grinned slyly. “If you get up quickly, I’ll buy you a cinnamon scone from the street vendors.” 
 
    The petite summoner bolted upright with huge hazel eyes. “You really mean it?” she squeaked in a voice roughened by sleep. 
 
    “Have I ever lied to you?” I asked seriously. 
 
    She leapt up gleefully and hugged me around the neck with a force that nearly bowled me over. “Yay! Thank you, Gryffie!” 
 
    “Whoa there,” I cautioned with a wince. “I feel like I just wrestled an ogre.” 
 
    “You ought to do some stretches,” Cyra purred. “They’ll limber you right up. Everybody in the West does them before a day of hard work.” 
 
    “No kidding,” I said thoughtfully as my eyes trailed down her body. Her generous curves trailed into a subtly muscled waist, and the sight of her bare skin was tantalizing no matter how many times I laid eyes on it. 
 
    “No time for stretches!” Layla urged me as she pulled me up by my wrists. “We have cinnamon scones to eat!” 
 
    I obliged the little summoner as I stood and let her tug me across the room. I paused as we reached my travel bag and began to pull fresh clothes from inside. 
 
    “Maybe we’ll do some stretches next time,” I promised Cyra with a lustful wink. 
 
    “Of course,” she agreed as her eyes glittered teasingly. 
 
    We rushed downstairs at Layla’s urging and encountered Varleth already at the breakfast table. The inn was practically deserted, and he was nearly the only one present in the whole room. 
 
    Two women remained in the corner, and one scarfed down a plate of eggs and bacon while the other simply sipped at a glass of apple cider. They looked like normal enough patrons, but I was surprised to see anybody still at the inn after the disaster of last night. 
 
    “Morning,” Varleth greeted simply as we sat down at his table. “We going to go talk to the patients at the clinic for witnesses?” 
 
    “You read my mind,” I told him as I slipped into the chair next to the banisher. 
 
    I snaked one hand over and stole a slice of bacon off his plate. He seized my wrist before I could go far, but I brought my head down and tore off a bite anyway. 
 
    “I paid for that,” the gypsy complained. 
 
    “Consider this a trade for the potato skins I gifted to you yesterday,” I returned smoothly. 
 
    “Gifts shouldn’t come with secret prices,” Varleth growled. 
 
    “Excellent,” I quipped, “so you’re giving me this piece of bacon with no strings attached.” 
 
    “Hey,” Varleth objected, but he didn’t have a good enough comeback to say more. 
 
    I snickered as I celebrated my victory with another bite of bacon, and then I patted the banisher on the shoulder consolingly. 
 
    “Enough chit-chat, cinnamon scones are waiting!” Layla swooped over to pull me up from my chair. 
 
    “Come find us in the clinic when you’re done,” I told Varleth as I allowed myself to be led away. 
 
    The gypsy swallowed his mouthful of food. “How should I know where that is?”  
 
    I shrugged as Layla physically dragged me across the floor. “I believe in you!” 
 
    Varleth rolled his eyes but returned to his food.  
 
    Cyra, Layla, and I headed for the door, but we were stopped by an unfamiliar voice behind us. 
 
    “Wait!” the voice urged. 
 
    I turned to look across the room at the other occupied table. The woman with the apple cider looked at us expectantly, and I guessed she was the one who’d asked.  
 
    Her hair was light brown and curly, and her long nose was slightly off-center as if it’d been broken once a long time ago. I didn’t think I recognized her, but last night had been pretty chaotic, so maybe I was mistaken. 
 
    “Are you those mages who saved us from the gunman?” the unknown woman continued. 
 
    “That’s us,” Layla piped up. 
 
    The stranger grinned in response and nudged her companion with an elbow. The other lady was pudgy with a round face and a bob of straight, dark hair. Large laugh lines had begun to form at the corner of her small, pursed mouth. At the nudge, the pudgy woman stopped shoveling eggs into her mouth, and she smiled happily at Layla’s answer. 
 
    “Oh, we were hoping it was you!” the bigger woman cut in excitedly. “I’m Gracia, and this skinny one next to me is Ilda. I want to thank you so much for your help stopping that thief.” 
 
    “Thief … ? ” I wondered aloud. “Oh, the fire mage with the gun.” 
 
    Ilda nodded emphatically. “Yes, that one. We didn’t see him in person, but we heard about it later. What good luck we weren’t in our shop!” 
 
    “We own the apothecary together, you see,” Gracia added as she bobbed her head. “We were at home, fast asleep, when it all went down.” 
 
    My face fell. “I’m so sorry about your store,” I apologized. 
 
    “Nonsense!” declared Ilda with a gesture of her thin hand. “You’re the ones who ran off that thief, and if I’m not mistaken, the whole street might’ve burned to the ground without your hard work.” 
 
    I gestured to Cyra. “You have her to thank for extinguishing the fire. I just hope the building is salvageable.” 
 
    “Why, it’ll be fine with some elbow grease,” Gracia said cheerily. “I’m more glad somebody had the foresight to save my augments and herbs. I found my trunks on the first floor totally unscathed, so I’m guessing that was you?” 
 
    Cyra smiled and clapped me on the shoulder. “That was Gryff’s work.” 
 
    I hadn’t known what to do once I’d gotten the herbs safely out of the building, so I simply put them back on the counter after Cyra’s wetweavers had done their jobs. I knew an apothecary’s herb supply could be very valuable out here in the Wilds, since some ingredients would likely have to be shipped in custom orders from the far reaches of Mistral. 
 
    “You did a fantastic job, Gryff,” Ilda complimented. 
 
    I hesitated before I asked, “I realize you didn’t see the thief, but have you heard anything about why he was in town or where he was going next?” 
 
    The two women glanced at each other with perplexed expressions.  
 
    “Well,” Ilda said, “I heard through the grapevine the thief was talking to some folks around this inn for a while, but I couldn’t tell you what got said.” 
 
    “He didn’t start shooting immediately?” I asked. 
 
    “Didn’t sound like it,” Gracia answered with a shrug of her round shoulders.  
 
    Ilda tutted as she shook her head. “Villains shooting people in the streets. What’s this world coming to, hm?” 
 
    “It’ll be okay,” Layla assured them with a cheeky smile. “We’re going to track that thief down and catch him before he hurts anybody else.” 
 
    I grinned. “Thank you so much for the chat, ladies. Enjoy your meal and your cider, but I think we ought to be going.” 
 
    “Oh!” Gracia waggled one arm back and forth in goodbye. “Of course, heroes like you must be busy as bees. Make sure to stop by our shop later, alright? We’ll have a little secret gift for you all if you do.” 
 
    “Adorable little mages like you three could always use a pair of wise, apothecarist benefactors,” Ilda added with a sly lift of her brows. 
 
    “Her wisdom comes from her senior age,” Gracia quipped as she ribbed the other woman. 
 
    “Hush, you cow,” Ilda responded with a pleasant smile. 
 
    “At least I don’t snore,” Gracia retorted before she turned to stage-whisper at us. “If you heard her, you’d swear it was a bear.” 
 
    “Uh--” I hedged nervously. 
 
    Ilda cut me off. “Gracia sings badly in the shower instead. Ever wondered what a drowned cat sounds like?” 
 
    “Just stop in for a visit and find out!” Gracia exclaimed with a warbling laugh. 
 
    The two ladies tittered mischievously as we returned three pained, uncomfortable smiles in their direction. 
 
    “That, ah--” I fumbled over my words. 
 
    “Thank you for the offer,” Cyra cut in as she saved me, “maybe we’ll stop in later, but we might be too busy. Have a wonderful day, you two.” 
 
    “Toodle-oo!” the strange women chimed together as we left. 
 
    The door closed behind us, and we strode hastily down the main street. The morning pedestrian traffic was coming in quickly, but it wasn’t too crowded to prevent us from walking as one group. 
 
    “I like them,” Cyra spoke up, “eccentric people are fun.” 
 
    I snorted. “They’re certainly special. Notice that Varleth didn’t make it known he was with us?” 
 
    “We should go visit them later anyway,” Layla said. “I wonder what they’ll give us. Could be a cake, or maybe a tray of brownies.” 
 
    I gave her a look. “Food is clearly not on your mind at all, I see.” 
 
    The auburn-haired summoner grinned. “Maybe I’ll stop once we get those cinnamon scones.” 
 
    I sighed, but in truth, I was just as excited as she was for a sweet breakfast. I led our group back to the spot I’d first seen the bakery yesterday, and we ordered a round of cinnamon scones with a crackly topping of sugar. 
 
    “Delifshush,” Layla said through an enormous mouthful of cinnamon scone. 
 
    “I think that means it tastes good,” Cyra translated as she licked sugar off her fingers. “Too bad Erin didn’t get to eat these.” 
 
    “I’m sure there’s good food in Balvaan,” I pointed out, but I did miss the mimic’s sunny charm already. “Besides, she’s probably just as happy sleeping on the airship right now. We get to spend the whole day questioning Gawain’s victims.” 
 
    Layla and Cyra finished their scones, and together we made our way to the clinic. We had to ask for directions a few times, but the town wasn’t too large, and a few minutes later, we were there. 
 
    It was an older building done in wood logs and sealed with clay. The roof was steeper and more dramatic than the usual style, and the entire thing was only one story tall, unlike the buildings around it. I could see where they’d added on a new partition, since the style was similar but the wood looked clean, light, and new. Newer construction wasn’t strange to see in Millervale, and it was a good sign of the town’s prosperity. 
 
    The front of the clinic wall was painted with a giant white circle. Inside of it, a smaller, concentric red circle filled the middle. That symbol signified healers could be found in the building, so anybody with a serious injury would know where to go. 
 
    A sign on the door told any visitors to come in and wait in the lobby chairs to be serviced. If it was an emergency, we were allowed to knock on the operation room door. 
 
    “Nice place,” Cyra commented after we’d gone inside. 
 
    An enormous filing cabinet against one wall dwarfed the rest of the room, but I had to agree. There were eight plush chairs against the wall with red upholstered seats, and we took our places in them. 
 
    The room was empty, but there was a small desk against one corner with a clipboard and a quill. I guessed it was something like a guestbook, but I didn’t have enough knowledge of clinics to know for sure. 
 
    I’d visited Meriden’s office countless times during my time at the Academy, but the setup there was much more casual, and Meriden knew most of the students well enough to never have to ask for forms. Her services were free to us while we were enrolled, so we walked in and out all day long without a concern. 
 
    Suddenly, the door swung open, and a flustered-looking man in white scrubs came out. He made it all the way to the filing cabinet before he noticed us in the chairs. 
 
    “Who are you?” he asked shrilly, and he looked like he was close to a breakdown at the prospect of new patients. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I assured him. “We helped treat some of your patients last night, and we’re tracking down the mage who did this to them. We just want to ask them some questions about what happened.” 
 
    “Ask them some questions?” he repeated nervously. “Oh no, no, I can’t let you do that. This is a place of healing.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked as my heart sank. 
 
    “Absolutely,” he affirmed with an agitated bounce on his feet. “You’d better leave if that’s all you wanted.” 
 
    He turned to rifle through the filing cabinet drawers. Each one was full to the brim with papers, and I couldn’t imagine having to sort through so many. 
 
    “Tell you what,” I offered. “If you get the old healer mage who was first on the scene last night, she can confirm our story.” 
 
    “I can’t simply comply with any old demand,” the man scorned in a derisive tone. “Perilla isn’t here for your beck and call. She’s a master of her craft, not some lowly secretary.” 
 
    The door swung open again, and the old healer from yesterday appeared from the room within. Her pinned bun of gray hair was covered by a white hat this time, and her old-fashioned clothing was hidden by a white coat, but it was unmistakably her. 
 
    “I’m certainly not a secretary,” she scorned with a gnarled hand on one hip, “but I can also throw my own visitors out, thank you very much, Jenkins.” 
 
    The shrill man scoffed and reared back as if he’d been slapped, but her keen gaze seemed to cow him out of responding. 
 
    “Suit yourself,” Jenkins snapped as he brushed past Perilla to exit through the same door.  
 
    The old woman sighed as the door slammed shut behind him. “Don’t mind Jenkins,” she said. “He’s fresh out of the Academy and hasn’t yet realized our fancy schooling doesn’t make us any different from regular folks.” 
 
    “I get it,” I responded with my mind on how Gawain used to act. “He’ll change eventually, once he realizes he’s not the biggest fish in the pond anymore.” 
 
    “He’ll change once I really start cracking my whip,” Perilla corrected me with a loud cackle. 
 
    Her attitude made Cyra and Layla giggle, and we shared a moment of friendly laughter together. 
 
    “Where’s that little mimic gone off to?” Perilla asked as she raised her bushy grey eyebrows. 
 
    “Going to copy another friend’s magic in Balvaan,” I explained, “and that brings us to our real reason for being here. I’m afraid we need to ask your patients about the mage who attacked them.” 
 
    Perilla pursed her lips and nodded gravely. “Normally, I would refuse your request. We don’t let soldiers waltz in to question anybody they want, and believe me, I’ve denied some important people.” 
 
    “I understand,” I responded as I tried not to keep the pleading tone from my voice. 
 
    “However,” Perilla crackled out, “I’m going to make an exception for you three kids. You could’ve strolled away and gone to bed last night after the action was over, but instead, you stayed behind to help me treat patients. You’ve impressed me with your upstanding morals, so I’m willing to let you into our recovery room.” 
 
    A grin broke out across my face, and Layla clasped her hands together in relief. 
 
    “Now, now,” Perilla calmed us down with a dismissive wave, “I still have conditions. Wash your hands just like I show you, and no touching the patients at any time. If they don’t answer a question the first time, you’re not allowed to ask again. This is going to be stressful for them to talk about, so your tone must be quiet and calm at all times.” 
 
    “Got it,” Cyra responded with a vigorous nod. 
 
    “We won’t let you down,” Layla assured her. 
 
    Perilla showed us how to wash our hands, which was a method of tilting and lifting our forearms so the water dripped down to our elbows as it dried. I didn’t understand much about why the recovery room had to be kept so clean, but Perilla assured us this step was important. 
 
    Before she led us through the final door, the elderly woman stopped us with an upraised hand. 
 
    “A few more things,” she warned. “Don’t get in the way of any healers or assistants, and don’t wake sleeping people. No gawking at the patients or invading their privacy.”  
 
    We all consented easily to those rules, and she led us through the door without any more preamble. 
 
    The room was painted a pale, soothing blue, and large windows shone out into a cozy courtyard behind the building with trees and grass. The patients’ beds were lined up in rows with curtains hung from the ceiling between each to give them some solitude. Jenkins and a couple other healer-types walked between the beds to check on patients, change out bandages, and do other sorts of menial but necessary tasks for the healing process. 
 
    I split our little group up so we each only had to ask a handful of patients, but most didn’t have much information to give us. 
 
    “I didn’t see it start,” said a man with a bushy black beard, “I was just walking through the area after work when I got caught up in the fight.” 
 
    I thanked him and moved on. 
 
    “I saw him talking to Mr. Lannmire,” said a young woman. “He does street repair around these parts, a nice fellow.” 
 
    The next patient was awake too, so I asked the same questions. 
 
    “He was asking for some kind of directions,” quavered an old man with a scar across his chin. “Don’t know where to.” 
 
    I went to the final woman, who I recognized as the one I’d saved right as we’d started the fight against Gawain. 
 
    “Oh, you!” she exclaimed as I walked up. “Thank you so much! I wouldn’t be here without your bravery.” 
 
    I flushed and waved off her thanks bashfully. “Do you know how the fight started?” I asked. 
 
    She tilted her head and hummed. “I couldn’t tell what was happening, but I saw him talking to the man who does road repair.” 
 
    I thanked her for her time and met up with my team as they finished their own rounds. 
 
    “We’ve gotta go see this street repair guy,” Layla declared. 
 
    “And maybe pitch in to help while we’re at it,” Cyra offered with a smile. 
 
    “We should absolutely help out,” I agreed. “So, back to the inn and the apothecary?” 
 
    They murmured in happy assent, and we headed back with some difficulty, since the streets were beginning to clog up with late morning crowds. 
 
    As we neared the inn, I noticed a hemp rope had been stretched between the buildings to block off the damaged pavement where we had fought Gawain. The crowd swelled around it like a stream of fish around a rock. 
 
    The street wasn’t in terrible condition, but there were a few blackened potholes here and there. I examined the area for signs of Mr. Lannmire, but I didn’t see anybody who looked as if they were doing street repair. 
 
    “Onward to the apothecary,” I announced. 
 
    As soon as we neared the damaged apothecary, I could tell we’d have more luck here. A man in a bright blue helmet swept the glass from the road from within another roped-off area. His exposed arms were covered in thick pale hair, and he sported a nicely trimmed beard of the same color. 
 
    “Mr. Lannmire,” I called. “How about you let us give you a hand?” 
 
    The repairman looked up in surprise. “Who are you all?” 
 
    “We’re the mages who chased off the shooter last night,” I explained as we neared. “Unfortunately, we’re also responsible for some of the road damage.” I smiled sheepishly and threw out the crystal for my cementroll. “This monster should help out.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ve worked with one of you summoners before!” Mr. Lannmire exclaimed with his bright eyes fixed on my cementroll. “I’d love to have your help.” 
 
    Together, we worked to fill in the street and repair the curb over the next half an hour. The work went very quickly with the aid of my cementroll, and soon the road looked as if nothing had happened. 
 
    “Ah,” Mr. Lannmire sighed as he leaned back and brushed the dried cement from his hands, “you’ve given me some tremendous help. Is there anything I can do to repay you?” 
 
    “If you don’t mind, can I ask you a question?” I inquired. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Mr. Lannmire said with a wave of his hand. 
 
    I pitched my voice low. “We heard you talked with the shooter before things went down. Can you tell us what happened?” 
 
    “That’s the honest truth,” he said with a solemn nod. “The fellow approached me looking like he’d gotten in a fight with a thorn bush. I thought he wanted money, but he just asked for directions instead.” 
 
    Cyra, Layla, and I exchanged glances. 
 
    “Can you tell us where he wanted directions to?” I asked eagerly. 
 
    “Of course,” Mr. Lannmire said. “He wanted to know how to get to a place called Bathi Highlands.” 
 
    My mouth fell open. “You’re kidding.” 
 
    “Dead serious,” he replied. “My mother always said I was an awful liar.” 
 
    “So, how did the fight start?” Layla asked. 
 
    Mr. Lannmire hummed thoughtfully. “He asked me about potions, and I told him I didn’t know. He must’ve gone on to the next fellow to ask the same question, but that man assumed he was a beggar and told him to get lost.” 
 
    “He must have taken offense or threatened him for an answer,” Cyra mused. 
 
    Funnily, the thought of the scratched-up mage getting royally offended wasn’t too out of character for Gawain. 
 
    I gave Mr. Lannmire a pat on the shoulder. “You don’t know how helpful you’ve been.” 
 
    He chuckled and shook his head. “Wasn’t a hard favor.” 
 
    We were interrupted by the apothecary door as it swung open hard. 
 
    “Toodle-oo!” chorused a pair of female voices as Gracia and Ilda emerged. 
 
    “Oh!” Cyra piped up. “We were just about to step in to help you all with your shop repair.” 
 
    This was news to me, but I supposed it wasn’t out of the question. 
 
    “Oh no,” Gracia tutted as she bounced up to us, “we couldn’t possibly delay you in Millervale any longer. Besides, we had this nice mage named Varleth help us rebuild while you were gone.” 
 
    Just as she spoke the words, the apothecary door opened again to let out Varleth. The banisher’s eyes were alarmingly wide, and he looked like a man who’d seen horrors and barely escaped with his life. He walked over to stand behind Layla and Cyra with a forlorn expression. 
 
    “A little birdy told us you were headed off to follow that thief,” Ilda continued with a wink. 
 
    “So we’ve packed up your secret gift nice and tight especially for airship travel!” Gracia interjected seamlessly.  
 
    Ilda handed over a neat, medium-sized, pink box with a red bow tied on top. It was square-shaped and about a foot wide in each direction, but I couldn’t begin to guess what it contained. 
 
    “U-um,” I stammered out as I accepted it hesitantly, “thank you?” 
 
    “Thank-yous should be saved for weddings,” Gracia said. 
 
    “And funerals!” Ilda added with morbid cheer. 
 
    “Those are some wise words,” Cyra said seriously. 
 
    Layla let out a strangled noise that sounded suspiciously like smothered laughter. 
 
    “Oh, you mages better get going,” Gracia chirped as she wrung her plump hands. “There’s an airship heading out at noon that takes custom travel requests for a price.” 
 
    It was certainly a price we were willing to pay, so we said our goodbyes to Gracia and Ilda and headed back to the inn for our things. 
 
    “Wow,” Layla said wonderingly as she examined the pink box. “They’re like fairy godmothers.” 
 
    “Should we open it?” Cyra asked. 
 
    “Better not,” Varleth said darkly. 
 
    “What happened to you in there?” Layla teased. 
 
    The banisher shivered. “I’d rather not talk about it.” 
 
    “No time to open the gift now,” I explained. “We’ll have to rush to get to our airship in time. You three do your packing while I leave a note for Erin with the innkeeper.” 
 
    I didn’t want Erin to come back and find us vanished, so I gave the innkeeper strict instructions to tell the orange-haired girl we’d gone to Bathi Highlands, and that she should follow. 
 
    He took down my note dutifully, and I went upstairs to gather my things. By the time I finished, Layla, Varleth, and Cyra were raring to go, so we all rushed down and out to the airship docks. 
 
    There was only a smaller airship docked, but the fee must’ve been high, since a lanky westerner was yelling out advertising for vacancies onboard as we arrived. 
 
    “Hi,” I said breathlessly as we ran up to the westerner. “Got space for four people to the outpost in Bathi Highlands?” 
 
    The westerner rocked back on his heels thoughtfully. “Bathi Highlands is pretty far out of my way, so it’ll count as a custom request. You got cash for the trip?” 
 
    I nodded, and he listed a price that made me nearly drop my wallet. Still, we could afford it, and it was important to stop Gawain before he did anything terrible with the ciphers. 
 
    I agreed to the cost, and within the hour, we were on the airship as it took off. My seat rattled uncomfortably, but soon we were high enough that the wind turbulence leveled out. 
 
    “Do you think we’ll make it to Bathi Highlands before Gawain?” Layla asked. 
 
    I tilted my hand back and forth to show my uncertainty. “I sure hope so. I can’t imagine he can run faster through the forest than we can fly, but I don’t know much about Gawain these days.” 
 
    As we heard that thought voiced aloud, the four of us sighed in tandem. 
 
    “Asking for information from the clinic patients earlier was rough,” Layla mused. “I just don’t like to think about Gawain injuring innocent people.” 
 
    “Me neither,” I said, “but I don’t really know if it’s Gawain’s fault.” 
 
    “You think he’s innocent?” Varleth asked. 
 
    I hummed as I considered everything I heard. “I want more information before I’m certain, but I’m leaning that way. When Cyra and I confronted him at the apothecary, I was able to talk to him.” 
 
    “It was a very one-sided conversation,” Cyra clarified with some doubt in her voice. 
 
    “It was,” I allowed, “but you saw his face. When I started telling him about our past together, he stopped attacking and listened. He looked like he was in pain.” 
 
    The dark-eyed summoner pressed her lips together. “That’s true, but it didn’t last long. You only got a few sentences in before he went insane and attacked.” 
 
    “Right,” I said, “but to me, it looked like something I said was a trigger to his bad reaction.” 
 
    “Do you remember what you told him?” Varleth questioned. 
 
    I nodded slowly. “The only thing I can pin down is that I brought up Phi. He didn’t mind hearing about fighting or about Nia or the Shadowscape, but the second I said Phi’s name, he completely went off.” 
 
    The two girls leaned back in their seats as they considered my words. 
 
    “You’re sure he was actually listening to your words?” Layla wondered. “It wasn’t just random?” 
 
    “I’m almost completely certain,” I confirmed. 
 
    Varleth tapped his fingers on the arm of his seat. “If Phi’s name set him off … you think she has something to do with his condition?” 
 
    “I think it’s the best idea I have so far,” I said ruefully. “The last time I saw Phi, I captured her vindehund and took back Nia. Even after all that, she told me she’d gotten what she wanted.” 
 
    “Maybe she just likes to fight,” Cyra suggested. 
 
    “Or maybe Gawain was what she wanted,” Layla said darkly. “He had all those nightmares, and he kept scratching at his back. Could she have hurt him there?” 
 
    I startled as she brought up the last note. “His back? I thought I saw some odd marks on it, but I figured I was just imagining things.” 
 
    “Marks?” Layla asked with concern. “Like wounds?” 
 
    I scrunched up my brow as I tried to recall. “Maybe, but I can’t say for certain. I didn’t get a good look, so it could’ve been anything.” 
 
    “How could Phi control him through a wound?” Cyra questioned. 
 
    “Maybe she inflicted it during his nightmares,” I said, “like some kind of weird sleep magic.” 
 
    “Maybe it was poison,” Varleth said ominously. “That’s how I would have gotten him.” 
 
    We turned to stare accusingly at the gypsy, but he rolled his eyes with a sigh and looked out the airship window. 
 
    “If this is Phi’s doing,” Layla asked, “do you think we can reverse it?” 
 
    “I sure hope so,” I murmured, “but we should focus on catching him safely. Cures can wait until later. For now, let’s stop worrying about what we don’t know and get some rest.” 
 
    The others agreed, and I took my own advice as I slumped down in my seat and propped my head on my arm. It wasn’t comfortable, but I was exhausted, and I fell asleep almost instantly. 
 
    Then I was awoken by Layla’s hand on my shoulder as she shook me gently. 
 
    “Gryff, we’re there,” the petite mage told me with a beautiful smile.  
 
    What a lovely way to wake up. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said as I stretched and popped a few joints in my spine. 
 
    I clambered to my feet and stumbled off the airship into the bright, outside world. The westerner from earlier thanked me for my patronage, and I gratefully shook his hand before he climbed back up the ramp to his airship. 
 
    “He must make a fortune,” I hummed as I watched the ramp raise back up to seal off the ship’s cabin. 
 
    “As well he should,” Varleth sighed happily. “That was the smoothest ride I’ve ever been on. I didn’t wake up even once.” 
 
    It must’ve been, since I knew I’d certainly slept through it. 
 
    I gathered my three companions. “Alright, team, time for us to … ” I trailed off as a figure emerged from the nearby outpost and approached us with some urgency. 
 
    “Who’s that?” Layla asked. 
 
    We waited for a moment as the person drew nearer, and my mouth fell open as I realized who it was. 
 
    “The mayor!” I exclaimed. “I recognize him from the last time I was here.” 
 
    Cyra tilted her head as she peered at the approaching figure. “The only question is, what does he want with us?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    I hadn’t spoken much with the mayor of the outpost at the time, but I vaguely remembered him thanking Varleth, me, and the rest of the team. Layla hadn’t been present, but Cyra was there with Maelor, and I turned to her for confirmation. 
 
    “It really is him,” Cyra exclaimed. “Though, I think he’s put on a few pounds.” 
 
    “Harsh, but true,” Varleth added. 
 
    I was fairly certain Cyra was right, since we watched the mayor huff and puff his way toward us with a speed that could only be described as a labored jog. 
 
    “I’m so glad you mages are here!” the mayor bellowed as he approached. 
 
    The four of us had donned our student cloaks for the cold airship ride, and I was sure we looked the part of a team of full-fledged mages. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked the man as he finished his sprint. 
 
    He gasped for air and panted as he bent over at the waist. He put up one finger to indicate for us to wait, but his brows shot up as he looked at me.  
 
    “Oh, you’re that summoner from all those months ago,” he finally managed to wheeze out. “Gryff, was it? And the one with the black cloak, I recognize you, too. You helped stop the monsters and the er, the angel?” 
 
    “We did,” I said. “I’m surprised you recognized us.” 
 
    “I’ve got a good memory for faces,” the mayor explained with a pained chortle, “especially the ones who help save the entire town.”  
 
    “What’s wrong now?” Varleth cut in. The gypsy wasn’t one for small talk, and he also wasn’t afraid of offending people if he needed to get to the bottom of a problem. 
 
    The mayor straightened up with an uncomfortable hiss as his back cracked. “I’m afraid I’ll need your monster-destroying assistance once again. Our caves have been acting strangely for weeks, and now things have gotten even worse.” 
 
    “Strangely?” Layla asked. 
 
    He nodded. “At first it was just people coming back from the mountains with stories about seeing things or hearing voices. Recently, though, monsters started to come out.” 
 
    “There’s a rift in the caves?” I frowned.  
 
    “Well,” the mayor hedged, “I’m really not an expert on these things, so I can’t say for certain, but it doesn’t seem normal at all. Even worse, people have begun to disappear, and I need you to get them back.” 
 
    “I see.” I considered this new problem for a moment, but the answer seemed clear. I just didn’t know how to phrase it. 
 
    “I’m afraid the vanishing people have likely been attacked and killed by monsters,” Varleth beat me to the punch as he replied with his monotone voice. 
 
    The mayor’s face crumpled as the news hit him. “Oh, dear. That’s not good, not good at all.” 
 
    It really wasn’t, but the mayor seemed to have a knack for understatement. 
 
    “Have you contacted the Academy?” I asked. 
 
    The mayor nodded, and his thick chin waggled as he said, “Of course, it was one of the first things I did. I haven’t gotten any reply, but I thought you were the response team?” 
 
    “We’re the backup plan,” Layla quipped. 
 
    The mayor looked more than a little confused, but he stepped forward and seized our hands one by one to shake them. “Thank you all so much. Who knows how many more miners would disappear without your help? Ah, I’m so happy you’re here.” 
 
    “Well,” I pondered, “if we help out, where should we go to get started on your monster problem?” 
 
    “That’s easy,” the mayor said with a gesture to the outpost and mountains behind us. “If it’s monsters you’re looking for, all you have to do is enter the crystal caves.” 
 
    Unfortunately, we weren’t actually here to visit the caves, even if it was to stop monsters. If we took the mayor up on his offer, we might be hurting our real mission to stop Gawain.  
 
    But, on the other hand, we couldn’t focus our undivided attention on Gawain if there were monsters coming through an active rift. 
 
    I turned to the rest of my team to see what they thought. Cyra and Layla gave minute nods while Varleth twisted his mouth up in a doubtful expression. 
 
    “I’m afraid we’re not here just to take care of the monsters,” I explained as I reluctantly turned back to the mayor. “We actually came looking for a rogue mage, but he may not have arrived to the outpost yet. Has anybody suspicious come into town recently?” 
 
     The mayor blinked and squinted at us. “No, I don’t think so. We don’t get too many newcomers through here, but I definitely would’ve heard about some mage.” 
 
    “He’s blond and smells like a dying rose garden,” Cyra added. 
 
    “No, I certainly haven’t seen anybody like that,” the mayor chortled. 
 
    “That’s to be expected,” I reassured him. “We came by airship, but he may be on foot. Keep an eye out for the next two days, but be careful, he’s dangerous.” 
 
    The mayor’s mouth fell open. “Oh, dangerous? Sure, I’ll watch out. I’ll tell the innkeepers, too.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said gratefully, though I didn’t feel entirely comfortable leaving the outpost behind in the mayor’s hands. 
 
    Still, I was determined to help the people of the Bathi Highlands’ outpost. I always made a point to save anybody who crossed my path, so I couldn’t stand by and let them get hurt or killed.  
 
    “Can you give us some descriptions of the missing people?” Varleth intoned. “It will help us confirm their deaths if we stumble on any bodies.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” the mayor croaked, and he blanched as the blood rushed from his face. “I’ll write a list for you all, but I must go back to my office. I’ll meet you at the far end of the outpost, by the statue.” 
 
    I had no idea what statue he meant, but it wasn’t like the outpost would take long to search. I doubted more than three-hundred people actually lived here, though there were likely some visitors and tourists as well. I’d heard the crystal caves were spectacular, but I’d never seen them for myself when I was last here. 
 
    “Sounds good,” I told the mayor with a final shake of his hand. 
 
    His joy was palpable, and it made me feel a little better about our decision to help. Though we were specifically on a mission to capture Gawain, how could we call ourselves Academy mages if we didn’t stop monsters wherever possible? 
 
    We walked onward while the mayor huffed ahead of us at a jog as he ran to his office to make his list of the missing. 
 
    “Do we all feel up to fighting?” I asked the rest of the group.  
 
    It was odd to stop in a town without dropping our things off at an inn immediately, but I figured we’d rather have all of our gear with us anyways if we were going spelunking. 
 
    “Ready for anything!” Layla chirped. “I got such a good rest on the airship.” 
 
    Varleth nodded and Cyra agreed with gusto, so I let my worries subside.  
 
    The outpost seemed just as quaint as it had been the last time I was here, though I hadn’t gotten a good look. Phi had used a pyrewyrm in a ritual to create a rift that merged the Shadowscape version of the town with the real world version, and the result had been horrific to witness. It was only thanks to the combined efforts of my team that we were able to find the catalyst and close the rift to save the outpost. 
 
    Varleth had been in the thick of things to close the rift. Cyra and Maelor were visiting Bathi Highlands at the time, so I’d been sick with worry that the two of them would be killed before I even arrived with the rest of the response team, but they’d held their own pretty well. 
 
    “What do you think?” I asked Cyra. “You and Maelor originally came here to visit the crystal caves. You said the attack started while you were inside one, even. Could a rift have formed inside the tunnels? Or maybe the crystals are unstable, and the monsters inside are getting released?” 
 
    “Hmm,” Cyra murmured thoughtfully. She reached to her shoulder with an absentminded gesture, and Kalon emerged from her thick curls to nuzzle her finger. “Kalon here is from the crystal cave, but I imagine she would’ve stayed in her crystal forever without a summoner to release her. No ordinary jostle or drop is going to summon a monster, so I doubt a cave-in could’ve released them. It takes mana to pull a monster from a crystal.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” I realized sheepishly. “So, a summoner would have to intentionally use magic to release them all. Seems unlikely.” 
 
    “I’d bet money on a rift,” Varleth said. “Away from moonlight, it might even be able to stay open every night, too.” 
 
    “That’s possible?” I asked with wide eyes. 
 
    The banisher shrugged. “I’m not a scholar, so I don’t actually know.” 
 
    I sighed but filed away the potential of a night rift. It meant if we were out past sundown, we should avoid sleeping in the caves, or we might not wake up alone, if at all. 
 
    The statue the mayor had mentioned was a small, impressive, marble sculpture of a miner holding an enormous crystal in one upraised hand. The plaque beneath it detailed the historic discovery of the mines as a grand advancement for the technology of all of Mistral. Varle Enclave benefited the most, since crystals from the Bathi Highlands mine powered its trains, lifts, and biggest airships. 
 
    “What’s it like in there?” I asked Cyra with a gesture toward the mountains. 
 
    She tilted her head. “Most of the crystals are empty, like the ones we use to capture new monsters. Some of them have monster essence in them, so those would be used to power things. Did you notice the lights around this outpost aren’t gas-powered?” 
 
    I hadn’t, in fact, but now that I looked at the fixtures along the nearby street, they did seem much more complex than usual. It was funny how even a relatively tiny place like this could afford some of the richest luxuries just because of its resources. 
 
    “Right,” I said with a nod. “And crystals with monsters themselves are the rarest? It’s just like when you defeat them, I suppose.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Cyra said with a smile as she petted the silver and pink dragon on her shoulder. “I got lucky with Kalon, here.” 
 
    The mayor arrived shortly with a piece of parchment fluttering from one hand as he wheezed up to us. He also had a new leather bag slung over one shoulder that clunked noisily at his side. 
 
    “Here’s the list I promised,” he rasped. 
 
    I took it and scanned the cramped, messy writing, but the descriptions seemed good. They included ages and facial features as well as hair color, height, and identifying items like painted miner’s hats or unique bags. 
 
    “Wow, this is very detailed,” I complimented. 
 
    “I care about my people,” the mayor said as he puffed his chest out. “I’ve been getting ready for you mages to arrive, but I had to find things to do from my office. I also have these for you.” 
 
    He reached into his bag and handed over two small gas-powered lamps and a stack of hard miner’s hats with a circle of round glass at the front of each one. 
 
    “What do these do?” Layla asked as she peered over my shoulder. 
 
    “They’re powered by crystals,” the mayor explained. “Flick the switch on the side, and they light up just like lamps.” 
 
    I handed the hats out to my team and gave Varleth one of the gas lamps, then put the other into my bag along with my hat.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said in surprise. 
 
    Maybe I’d underestimated this mayor. The man was no fighter, but he really cared, and I was sure this was the only thing he’d focused on for the past few weeks. 
 
    As if to underscore my point, the mayor wasn’t quite done giving us things, and he rummaged inside his coat for a while before he pulled out a small leather pouch. 
 
    “Here,” the mayor said as he handed the pouch over with a telltale jingle of coins. “This is for your trouble, it should cover the airship at least.” 
 
    “Oh, you don’t have to,” Layla said sweetly. 
 
    We all tried to refuse, but the mayor wouldn’t let us leave until we’d accepted the money. It would actually help to replenish our funds that had slowly drained during the chase after Gawain, so I took it with an aggrieved sigh and tucked it safely inside my travel bag. 
 
    We thanked the mayor, said our goodbyes, and turned to start our journey into the mountains. 
 
    It wasn’t a far walk, maybe a little over a mile, but as we drew near, the Bathi Highlands seemed more and more appropriately named. The mountains stabbed into the sky like a row of teeth, and the tallest of them even had stark, snowy lines near the top where no trees grew. 
 
    Layla whistled and pointed excitedly ahead. “That must be the cave mouth!” 
 
    “There are more openings than just this one,” Cyra informed us, “but I think this is the most popular one. It’s a good place to start.” 
 
    I turned to ask her which one she’d found Kalon in, but I was distracted by a flash of movement over her shoulder. 
 
    “Get down!” I yelled as I pulled Cyra off her feet just as a bandersnatch soared over our heads with gnashing teeth and a long, purple tongue that dripped with drool.  
 
    The monster landed and snarled at us as it exposed an abnormally large muzzle filled with small, yellowing teeth. A thin layer of wiry, black fur covered the bandersnatch’s back, and the hide that showed beneath was purplish and tough. It had long legs and curling claws that scraped deep furrows into the earth as it moved. 
 
    Varleth and Layla surged back out of their crouches and readied their weapons. Layla threw down the crystal for her hyppocrans, which emerged with a roar and a whirl of smoke, while Varleth unsheathed his blade and coated it in dark, swirling essence. 
 
    The bandersnatch snarled and leapt unwisely at Varleth, but he neatly sidestepped and cleaved its head from its body. 
 
    The head rolled a few feet before it stopped, and we turned expectantly to the thicket where the bandersnatch first emerged. Layla’s hyppocrans crouched in preparation, and I threw out my roosa crystal to join it.  
 
    My scorpion monster emerged with a chitter, and its metallic body gleamed in the sunlight. It was raring to tear up some enemies, and it snapped its claws in anticipation. 
 
    But nothing happened. 
 
    “Maybe that was the only one,” Layla suggested. 
 
    Then the bushes rustled, and a fat, froglike head emerged in front of a serpentine body. Gray scales glittered in the dappled sun, and two sickly green, muscular arms knuckled across the ground from right behind the head. It moved with an unnatural jerky slither that made me shudder in response. 
 
    “A gray prowler,” Layla squeaked. 
 
    I hadn’t seen one of these since my first few weeks at the Academy, when my summoning teacher, Rori, brought one out to fight against me. At the time, he’d been overconfident and drunk, and I’d managed to defeat his monster with nothing more than wallerdons and daggerdillos. 
 
    The gray prowler was a rare and terrifying sight, but I knew I could beat it. 
 
    A shrieking roar split the air like a dying sheep, and I slapped my hands over my ears. It was the classic sound of a gray prowler, but it emerged from the bushes to our left. 
 
    The one in front of us hadn’t made the sound. 
 
    All at once, the fight exploded into motion as gray prowlers shrieked and lunged from the bushes around us. I lost count at six as I spun around to look, but there must have been at least ten. 
 
    I threw out wallerdon crystals in a hasty handful as I tried to stop the ambush, and several gray prowlers slammed into my monsters.  
 
    One prowler slipped through, and it unhinged its jaw before it stretched its slavering, leathery tongue toward Layla’s neck. 
 
    My roosa slammed into the attacking prowler before it could take another step. The roosa’s metallic pincers seized the monster behind its muscled arms and ripped through its greenish flesh like saw blades through wood. 
 
    “Nice work, Gryffie!” Layla cheered me on. 
 
    I wasn’t done yet. Another prowler slipped past to get at Varleth, but Kalon met it with an impressive roar. 
 
    She’d grown to a size about halfway between my roosa and the prowlers, but it was still plenty big. She clamped her fangs over a prowler’s neck as it spattered sizzling acid from its mouth to the ground. It twisted its serpentine body in a frighteningly powerful motion and tried to attack with its rows of tiny, sharp teeth, but Kalon tightened her grip over the prowler’s neck. 
 
    Then the dragon unfurled her pink wings and flapped them in powerful beats that sent my cloak fluttering. To my astonishment, Kalon began to rise into the air with the prowler still in her grasp. 
 
    “How’s that possible?” I exclaimed despite myself. 
 
    “Magic!” Cyra answered with a grin, and I shook off my stunned reaction to turn my attention back to the fight. 
 
    The wallerdons would soon not be enough to keep the wickedly fast prowlers from reaching us, so I threw out my kalgori with a command to multiply and encircle us. Usually, I would tell the butterflies to swarm an individual enemy, but I was getting better at controlling them. I kept them from turning their hungry knives on my team inside their radius, and I commanded the kalgori to attack anything from the outside that tried to enter. 
 
    My whirlwind of kalgori rotated quickly, and within a few moments they turned into a flashing shield of razor-sharp knives. Inside the whirlwind, my roosa, Layla’s hyppocrans, and the four of us humans waited in complete safety while the gray prowlers stalked the perimeter as they searched for an opening. 
 
    One decided to take its chances, and it slowly inched toward the storm of blades with its muscled arms stretched out. The kalgori surged to meet it while they snapped their metal-edged wings, and the gray prowler shrieked as it pulled back its bloody, slashed fists.  
 
    My shield worked like a dream. 
 
    I grinned and celebrated with Layla as we high fived. Cyra came over to share in the victory, and she directed us to look up to the sky with a point of her index finger. 
 
    There, Kalon flew with the gray prowler still in her grasp. She’d gotten far enough upward that I could barely see the details of either monster, but the gray prowler still thrashed weakly as it tried to escape. 
 
    Kalon granted her victim’s wish as she released her fangs and talons from its neck. The gray prowler plummeted like a stone and shrieked the whole way down before it impacted the ground with the audible crack of bones, and we all winced at the grisly sound. 
 
    “Remind me not to get on your bad side,” Varleth commented blandly. 
 
    Cyra winked back. “Kalon’s pretty incredible, isn’t she? This ought to be a piece of cake.” 
 
    Of course, as soon as she said those words, two prowlers took their chances simultaneously and leapt with bloodcurdling howls straight through my kalgori wall. 
 
    They came out the other side bloody yet mostly unscathed, and we stumbled back in a panic as they turned their yellowed eyes to us. I could hear the prowlers’ acid sizzle as it dribbled sluggishly from their distended jaws.  
 
    One snarled and surged for Layla and Cyra, and I stepped in front of the girls as I tossed out a handful of daggerdillos. Their crystals shattered against the prowler’s face, and one crystal even slipped past its wide jaws to disappear down its throat. Metal spikes sprouted like deadly flowers as my daggerdillos emerged from each crystal, and the prowler gargled in pain as the one lodged in its throat punctured through the soft flesh inside. 
 
    It collapsed at our feet as it died, and I pulled out my rhin dagger to finish it off with a quick slice to the monster’s neck. 
 
    I turned to take care of the other one, but Varleth and Layla’s hyppocrans already had it covered. The hyppocrans raked at the gray prowler’s back with its snake-like jaws, and it held the struggling monster in place while Varleth circled it. With a precise strike of his swirling blade, the banisher sliced a deep cut across the prowler’s flesh, and it collapsed as the life force drained from it. 
 
    It must have been pretty handy to not have to inflict a serious blow in order to take a monster down. I realized using his sword like that drained mana, but I was still impressed by the power a banisher could wield with their dark magic. 
 
    I examined the prowlers outside my kalgori shield and counted only four remaining. They clumped in a pack like wild animals, and I considered possible ways to get them to seperate. We had little hope of killing them safely if they stuck together. 
 
    “Can Kalon actually breathe fire?” I asked Cyra. 
 
    “Oh!” the tawny-skinned summoner replied. “Just a bit, but she hasn’t mastered the skill yet, so it mostly comes out as lots of smoke.” 
 
    “How about you smoke those prowlers out?” I requested. 
 
    She grinned and agreed, so we watched as Kalon swooped low over the prowlers as she opened her mouth. Smoke billowed forth at an impressive rate, and I caught a few hints of sparking flame within, but it was nothing that would damage the gray prowlers. 
 
    Still, no living creature with lungs enjoyed breathing in an enormous cloud of smoke, so the prowlers scattered with growls and shrieks. The wind from my kalgori swarm mostly kept the cloud from reaching us, but I still coughed a little into my elbow. 
 
    “Now!” I hollered as I dropped my kalgori shield. 
 
    A prowler emerged from the smoke with eyes that wept fluid as it shook its head in confusion. Layla’s hyppocrans met it with a snap of its snakelike teeth, and my roosa punctured it in quick jabs on the other flank as it attacked with the venomous stinger on the end of its tail. 
 
    The prowler collapsed as the venom slowly took hold, and our monsters left it to die on its own. 
 
    Another prowler shot out from the smoke blindly as it shrieked in irritation. I directed my kalgori to take care of it, and they flittered to surround it in a storm of voracious bloodlust. A number of my monsters perished in their onslaught, but the few that remained finished off the carcass and left the gray prowler as nothing more than a pile of bones and cartilage. 
 
    Once the kalgori got a real taste for blood, they always seemed more difficult to command precisely, and I didn’t want them going after one of my allies. So, I recalled them and focused on the billowing smoke as it cleared. 
 
    Nothing moved, and I furrowed my brow in concentration. Then two prowlers burst from the cloud and lunged for me in tandem as if they’d planned and coordinated the attack. 
 
    I summoned my bullet bass and coated myself in metal just as one of the serpentine monsters lunged for me. I dodged its mouth, but the monster twisted and snaked its coils around me like a python.  
 
    It began to squeeze shut in a dangerous vice that threatened to crush the air from my lungs.  
 
    I gasped as I reached for my two daggers, and my hands trembled as I managed to barely maneuver the blades into position. 
 
    The sharp daggers cut deep into the gray-scaled flesh around me, and the gray prowler hissed in pain as I sliced open twin wounds in its soft underbelly. Its grip around me loosened slightly, and it gave me the space I needed to reach the speed slug crystal at my side. 
 
    I slapped the speed slug on the back of my neck and used the boost to vault myself out of the tightly coiled prowler. It snapped at me as I left, but I used my extra speed to avoid the teeth and the splatters of acid that flung from its maw. 
 
    I landed on solid ground without a stumble and returned at a sprint to fight from behind my roosa. Then I ripped the slug from my neck and transferred it to my monster, who leapt forward with terrifying velocity as its pincers snapped at its prey. 
 
    The gray prowler that had nearly crushed me was no match, and it barely managed to lift a muscled fist before my roosa bowled it over with a flash of metallic pincers. The prowler struggled as my roosa’s claws bit down into its torso, and its snakelike body thrashed in death throes as it perished.  
 
    In its last moments, acid gushed from between its jaws and spattered across my roosa’s body, which took us both by surprise. 
 
    My roosa chittered in pain as the acid ate through its chitinous body, and I recalled my monster with a mental thanks for all its hard work. 
 
    I turned my attention to the final gray prowler, but there was no need. Its elongated ribcage had been crushed by the heavy blows of the hyppocrans’ forelegs, and dragon claw-marks marred its face. As I stared, Varleth attempted to extract his banisher blade from the prowler’s skull, where the sword was buried directly between the monster’s eyes. 
 
     “Great work, team,” I complimented with a happy sigh. 
 
    Layla recalled her hyppocrans as I put away my speed slug and leftover daggerdillos, and the silver dragon in the sky drew closer with a few lazy wingbeats as she shrank before my eyes. Kalon fluttered down to land on Cyra’s shoulder and nuzzled her neck contentedly.  
 
    “That wasn’t so bad,” Layla remarked as she walked over to pat the little dragon. “Was that it?” 
 
    As a whole group, we froze and looked around us as if a new band of monsters would spring from the grasses at any moment. This time, nothing emerged, and we laughed uneasily at our jumpiness. 
 
    The last gray prowler’s body began to disintegrate, and Varleth finally managed to pull his blade free. He wiped it on the edge of his mage cloak and sheathed the sword back at his side. 
 
    “I think I prefer facing monsters in the Shadowscape, where I can see them coming,” the gypsy concluded.  
 
    “I know what you mean,” I said with relief. “This ambush could’ve gone badly for us if we weren’t so quick on our feet. I think I’m ready to go on into the caves if everybody else is.” 
 
    There was a hearty round of agreement, and my team gathered back into loose formation as the cave mouth yawned large before us.  
 
    “You sure we need to explore this one?” Layla asked nervously as she peered into the darkness. “Maybe those prowlers are what caused the disappearances.” 
 
    “I wish I could say the same, but prowlers don’t come from nowhere, and there’s no rift outside,” I replied ruefully. “We have to check the caves and close it for good.” 
 
    “Aw, fine,” Layla conceded, and she followed close on my heels as I led us through the cave opening and into the waiting darkness. 
 
    “Hats on,” I suggested, and we all pulled out the crystal-powered inventions before we activated them with a series of small clicks. 
 
    The cave tunnel in front of us lit up with the soft white glow from our hat lights. The light danced over the cave walls, and the walls glittered delicately from within as crystalline patches refracted the glow. 
 
    Cyra made an appreciative noise. “Maelor was too cheap to spring for these hats. This is much nicer than a gas lamp.” 
 
    “Are the walls made of tiny essence crystals?” Varleth asked as he traced one hand over a glittering patch. 
 
    “Hmm, not quite,” Cyra replied. “They’re made up of the same stuff, but the pattern of their formation is imperfect. You couldn’t store the smallest monster in them, not even if you had a whole wall at your disposal.” 
 
    That made sense to me, but I lifted my head curiously to watch them glitter on the ceiling. “Could you melt them down and make one big crystal?” 
 
    Cyra snorted. “You forget I’m just a tourist reciting the information locals gave me. You’d have to ask a real researcher for that answer.” 
 
    “I think it’s a good idea,” Layla declared. 
 
    “There’s probably a reason it’s not been done before, though,” Varleth commented reasonably. 
 
    Our walk through the caves was interrupted by the moan of a distant, indistinguishable voice. 
 
    A human voice. 
 
    “Somebody survived?” Layla asked with a gasp.  
 
    “We have to go help them!” I commanded, and we charged down the tunnel with renewed purpose and speed. 
 
    The moaning drew closer, but the eerie noise reverberated and echoed around the cave, which made it difficult to pinpoint. We reached a branch of the tunnel, and I hesitated as I tried to determine which way to go. 
 
    “You should always take a left at path crossings in order to avoid getting lost,” Varleth told us with authority. 
 
    “Left it is,” I agreed, since one way didn’t seem any better than the other. 
 
    Before we could resume our search, the voice moaned again with a breathy cry.  
 
    “She’ll find you … she always finds you.” 
 
    My blood froze cold, and we exchanged spooked glances. 
 
    “I’m in favor of turning back, just so we’re clear,” Layla squeaked in trepidation. 
 
    I was beginning to think the auburn-haired summoner had a special fear of caves, since she was usually enthusiastic and brave before a battle. I didn’t want to put her on the spot, but I stepped close to squeeze her reassuringly around the shoulders. 
 
    “I’m sure they’re just injured and delusional,” I told my team, “and when people are injured, we’ve got an obligation to help out.” 
 
    I took a step to head down the left fork, but Varleth stopped me with a hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “Wait,” he requested with a strange look in his eyes. “I think we should go right.” 
 
    “Right?” I asked with a confused frown. “Aren’t you the one who told us to always go left?” 
 
    He stared at me stubbornly, but offered no new explanation. “We should go right,” he repeated.  
 
    I shrugged and relented to the powerful look in the banisher’s eyes, so I led the team down the right tunnel. 
 
    Sure enough, Varleth was correct, and the moaning grew subtly louder as we walked. 
 
    “Blood! She wants blood!” echoed the voice as we neared. 
 
    Cyra shrugged nonchalantly. “Sounds innocent enough. Oh, that’s a nice crystal there.” 
 
    I chuckled despite myself as Cyra’s penchant for wandering eyes manifested again, but I drew close to look at where she pointed. 
 
    It was a nice crystal, actually. It was bluish and medium-sized, and it stuck out of the rock at a jaunty angle. 
 
    “Just an empty crystal,” I said. “Should I get it out?” 
 
    “We don’t have any mining tools,” Varleth commented. 
 
    “We’ve got drillmoles,” I said with a shit-eating grin as I patted my bandolier.  
 
    “I guess we can save them for later,” Cyra allowed, “since we should probably figure out what the hell is going on down here.” 
 
    As if in answer, a moan bellowed from the tunnel just in front of us, and a man stumbled from the darkness into our headlights. 
 
    Layla screamed, but she clapped a hand over her mouth in embarrassment as the man did nothing but stand still and stare at us. 
 
    He wore a miner’s hat painted with the number 76, and he stood at an awkward, unnatural angle. His brown eyes were large, and the pupils were dilated so much they nearly turned his eyes completely black. He swayed on his feet as he stared into the tunnel behind us with an unfocused gaze. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked him. 
 
    “She wants blood,” he repeated, but his eyes didn’t focus on us. “There is no salvation. She is inevitable.” 
 
    “Uh-huh … ” I replied uneasily. “Did you get hit on the head?” 
 
    “She comes,” the lost miner moaned with no indication that he’d heard me. 
 
    I frowned as I glanced at my three teammates. “I’m sure he’s on the list,” I said, “but what should we do with him?” 
 
    “Take him with us as we go deeper?” Cyra suggested. 
 
    “Leave him here because he’s creepy?” Layla tacked on. 
 
    Varleth said nothing, but he frowned and approached the man.  
 
    “I can feel something from him,” the banisher murmured, “but I’m not sure what it is. It’s like a darkness.” 
 
    Layla shivered and took two steps back. “I wish you hadn’t said that.” 
 
    “A darkness?” I asked with a frown. “Like banisher magic?” 
 
    “No,” Varleth mumbled as he tilted his head and let his eyes close. 
 
    I waited patiently for him to come up with a better answer. Rushing Varleth never did any good, since he was such an efficient person by nature. 
 
    “A catalyst,” Varleth announced suddenly as his eyes flew open. 
 
    “Here?” I asked as I glanced around in confusion. “We’re not in the Shadowscape.” 
 
    The banisher placed a hand on the miner’s shoulder, but the man still didn’t respond. 
 
    “Not an actual catalyst,” Varleth explained, “just a power that feels very similar to one. It’s coming from this miner. I think I can draw it off the same way … ” 
 
    I fiddled with my fingers impatiently as the gypsy furrowed his brow and stood silent and still. 
 
    Then he rocked backward to brace his feet as he clutched tightly at the man’s shoulder. A smoky, dark magic rose from the miner, and the strange man gasped as the black mana swirled from him and into Varleth’s hand. Black veins ran up the banisher’s arm and disappeared under his clothing.  
 
    A few seconds later, they both stumbled away from each other. 
 
    “It’s done,” Varleth explained succinctly. 
 
    The miner whipped his head around with frightened eyes, and he looked like a completely new man. “W-what’s going on?” he asked. “How did I get here?” 
 
    Varleth adjusted his sleeves absently. “You housed a dark power inside your body. I would consider it similar to a state of possession.” 
 
    I winced as the lost man gawked in shock at the gypsy’s words. 
 
    “Possession?” he repeated. 
 
    I decided less explanation was better, so I took a step forward and grabbed the miner’s attention. “Okay, give me your name.” 
 
    “J-Jym Offrey,” he stuttered out. 
 
    “Perfect,” I replied. “You need to leave the mines and go back to town. Tell the mayor that his mages are curing the disappeared people.” 
 
    “Mages?” the miner asked as he looked at us. “That’s who you are?” 
 
    “Yup,” Layla chimed in, “but we can’t take care of you right now. Just take a left at the fork, and you’ll be out of the caves in a jiffy.” 
 
    I turned to Cyra and lowered my voice. “Can you send Kalon to guide him out? I think we got all the monsters on our way in here, but I’m not totally sure, and familiars are the only ones who can get that far away from their summoners.” 
 
    “Of course,” Cyra said with an understanding smile. 
 
    Kalon leapt to the task with a chirrup and a flash of pink wings as she launched herself at the miner.  
 
    Jym yelped as the little dragon latched onto his arm and crawled up to his shoulder. He looked like he was about to faint, but we managed to calm him down enough to trust the little monster to guide him home. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Cyra assured the miner, “if you run into any imps, she’ll eat them whole.” 
 
    Jym paled at the thought and gulped, but he gave the small dragon a look of appreciation anyway. 
 
    My team didn’t have much tact, but we did good work.  
 
    Jym said his goodbyes with a jerky wave and turned to go with a stumble to his step. 
 
    Then another distant moan spilled from the darkness ahead. 
 
    “Sounds like there are more,” I commented as anxiety churned in my stomach. “What the hell is going on here, Varleth? What did you mean by possession?” 
 
    The banisher furrowed his brow and shifted uncertainly on his feet. “I’m not sure. I’ve never heard of it before, but that’s what it feels like.” 
 
    Layla shivered as she took a step closer to me. “I don’t like not knowing.” 
 
    “Me neither,” I agreed before I turned to the banisher. “If it’s possession, why can you feel their dark energy like a catalyst?” 
 
    Varleth shrugged. “No clue.” 
 
    “Did Gawain ever feel like he was possessed?” I asked as the coincidences began to line up. 
 
    Varleth sighed. “I never checked. I was just looking for rifts in here.” 
 
    “Well, what about the weird things they’re saying?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Varleth replied with a helpless gesture. 
 
    “Aren’t you a banisher?” I joked as I waved a hand at his black mage’s cloak. 
 
    “Guys,” Cyra interrupted with a roll of her eyes. “We get it, you want answers, but we aren’t getting anywhere by arguing.” 
 
    “And I want to go home sooner rather than later,” Layla added nervously. 
 
    They were right, of course. People were waiting on us to save them, and if Gawain’s odd behavior was related to possession, I needed to find the answers. 
 
    “Alright,“ I sighed, “let’s keep going. But I don’t like having so many unexplainable mysteries.” 
 
    We walked on into the darkness of the cave as we followed the mournful sounds of the possessed.  
 
    The next disappeared person we ran into was a female miner who wore a purple-dyed backpack around her skinny arms.  
 
    I pulled out my list of missing people and checked her off along with Jym from before. 
 
    “She will be all that’s left,” the woman warned in a high gasp. “She is the one who comes.” 
 
    Once more, Varleth clasped her by the shoulder and drew the dark essence out of her. They stumbled apart when the smoky magic was gone. 
 
    “What the shit?” the woman grunted brashly as she stared around her. 
 
    I explained who we were and what she had to do to escape, and she clucked her tongue before she nodded brusquely. 
 
    “Yeah, possession makes sense, I guess,” she agreed simply without a trace of shock or fear. 
 
    My team exchanged confused glances. 
 
    She seemed far more put-together than the last miner, so I took a chance. 
 
    “What’s the last thing you remember?” I asked.  
 
    She cocked her head sideways and put her hands on her hips. “I had to take a leak, so I went deeper into the mine, way down by the real big crystals. There’s an underground stream and a big waterfall, usually a good spot to piss if you don’t want to bother heading back to town.” 
 
    “Nice details,” Varleth snickered out. 
 
    I ignored the obvious humor of the situation. “So that’s the last thing you remember?” I questioned.  
 
    “Yup,” she agreed. “Can’t think of anything unusual happening, but I was definitely there.” 
 
    “Could you give us directions?” Cyra asked. 
 
    I offered her the list and scoured a pen from my bag. She wrote us a series of detailed directions on the opposite side of the list in neat, simple handwriting. 
 
    When she was done, I asked Layla to summon her familiar, the bat-like keichim, to send with the woman. 
 
    “Oh!” the miner exclaimed as the keichim fluttered in squeaking circles around her head. “Your monster reminds me of my dog, Porro.” 
 
    Of course it did. I could hardly expect her to be fazed by a nearly-invisible, electric, flying monster at this point. 
 
    We thanked the odd woman, offered her some water, and said our goodbyes shortly after. She left with a jaunty, brisk step that belied her time spent as a victim of dark magic. 
 
    As we followed the woman’s directions, we ran into missing people at nearly every tunnel. Varleth tired more with every one, but he didn’t say a word about his exhaustion and concentrated unflaggingly on freeing each missing person. 
 
    Layla’s keichim and Cyra’s dragon took turns guiding people back to the surface, and each time a familiar returned, they reported no signs of monsters or other trouble.  
 
    As we ran into possessed people, I checked my list as Varleth freed each one. I crossed off “Limping Larry” as well as a host of other strange characters. Mining seemed to attract a crowd of real oddballs.  
 
    We ran into a couple tourists as well, but it took much longer to convince them to return to the surface alone.  
 
    The first tourist left only after we’d given him one of our gas lamps, and the second was a woman who seemed especially attached to Varleth. 
 
    “But I’m scared!” the young woman named Deresa gasped as she clung to Varleth’s shirtsleeve. Her big gray eyes glittered as she shook her messy brown hair out of her face. 
 
    The banisher jostled his arm to dislodge her, and then he turned to me with an expression of alarm.  
 
    I stifled a laugh and assured the frightened woman she would be fine. 
 
    We finally got her to relent and leave us behind, but only after I nodded my head meaningfully at the gypsy for some assistance. 
 
    “You’ll be fine,” Varleth told Deresa in a stilted voice. “I’ve imbued you with a spell of protection.”  
 
    She kissed him on the cheek with full lips and fluttered her eyelashes. “I’ll wait for you in town. No matter how long it takes, I promise.” 
 
    Then she finally released his arm and went back the way we’d come.  
 
    I could understand her reluctance to go back without a light to guide her in the pitch-black caves, but with our instructions and one hand on the cave wall, it should be impossible to get lost. 
 
    “Your wife is very pretty,” Layla teased. “You ought to kiss her more often.” 
 
    “We’re in the middle of a mission,” Varleth snapped as he rubbed at his cheek.  
 
    In the light of our helmets, I could barely see the pink flush of embarrassment that crept up his neck. 
 
    “Ooh,” I cooed, “I think our young boy has actually fallen for this lady.” 
 
    Cyra gawked at the banisher. “You’re right! He’s smiling!” 
 
    “I’m not,” Varleth insisted with a flustered laugh, but the telltale pleased grin came back in full force a moment later. 
 
    “You’re fooling nobody,” I informed him. “Don’t worry, we’ll make sure you see her again back at the outpost.” 
 
    The gypsy let out a series of flustered, indignant denials, but he trailed off as we stepped into a sudden clearing. 
 
    The tunnel walls curved away from us as we stared into the vague darkness. Our helmets were bright, but they didn’t do a good job of showing the entire space ahead of us, so I dug the remaining gas lamp from my travel bag. 
 
    “Can you light this?” I asked as I held the lamp up to Cyra’s hair. 
 
    Kalon chirruped and emerged. She puffed up her chest like a smith’s bellows and heaved out a huge breath that produced only a tiny flicker of flame. 
 
    It was far from impressive, but it did the job, and I clicked the gas lamp alight. 
 
    On the far side of the cavern, water rushed from a fall and cascaded into a beautiful, glistening pool. The water was dark and impenetrable as it flowed away via a stream and disappeared through a small hole in the rock to continue underground. 
 
    By far the most impressive thing, however, were the crystals.  
 
    Giant crystalline formations the size of wagons protruded like chandeliers from the ceiling. One enormous pillar of crystal traversed between the floor and the roof of the cave like a supporting beam. Smaller crystals jutted from the cave walls and floor, but I could still easily walk over to any spot and place my hand on a crystal bigger than my own head. 
 
    “No way,” Cyra breathed. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Layla gasped as she shone her headlamp through a cluster of glittering crystals near our feet. 
 
    I led us onward, and we stepped carefully around the jagged formations as we neared the waterfall. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Varleth said with a yawn. “This is the cave the lost people told us about, but there’s nothing here … “ 
 
    The gypsy trailed off with a slow, sleepy blink. 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked with a furrowed brow as I pointed behind us. 
 
    Near the cavern entrance, a white fog suddenly swirled up where there’d been nothing a moment before. 
 
    “Essence?” Varleth asked as he bent to examine it. He yawned again largely enough to pop his jaw, and he breathed in more fog as he did. 
 
    Then the banisher swayed unsteadily on his feet and knelt to the floor to balance himself. 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. 
 
    “Hey guys,” I warned as I tried to take a step back, “there’s something wrong with this fog.” 
 
    My vision blurred, and I found myself facing an uncontrollable urge to lie down and go to sleep. 
 
    “We have to get out,” Layla exclaimed, but she only managed a few steps before she sat down heavily among the swirling essence. 
 
    “Run,” I gasped, but it was too late for us. 
 
    Cyra collapsed at my feet, and it was only a matter of moments before the world tilted before me. 
 
    I laid my head down on the cave floor and drifted off into the blackness. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    When I next awoke, it was to darkness.  
 
    I looked around in confusion as I tried to piece together what had happened. I recalled the caves, the missing people, the crystal cavern, and some kind of white vapor. 
 
    How much time had passed? The world around me felt unreal, as if the fog that had put me to sleep still clouded my mind. 
 
    “Layla?” I called out. “Cyra? Varleth?” 
 
    Nobody responded, and I frowned at the thought that I was alone. Had they been possessed? Were they still unconscious nearby, unable to respond even though they were right beside me?  
 
    I twisted around to examine the darkness at the other side of the cave. 
 
    Two glittering, yellow eyes peered back at me. 
 
    The breath caught in my throat as my heart hammered in my ears. 
 
    “Who are you?” I demanded in a voice full of a confidence I didn’t feel. 
 
    The eyes flickered as they blinked, and then the cave lit up with an astonishing brightness that blinded me. The beam was white and pure like the light from the moon at night, only it shone with all the power of the noonday sun. I shielded my eyes and squinted away tears from the sudden light. 
 
    The whiteness faded slightly, and from it appeared a winged woman who stood in the center of the light as it emanated from her.  
 
    “I am she who comes,” she said, and her voice echoed through my skull like the loudest noise and the softest whisper simultaneously.  
 
    “I am she who is inevitable,” she continued, and I shook my head in pain as her whisper slithered through my ears. 
 
    “I am she who remains when all is done,” the shining woman finished, and at the last word of the third sentence, the unbearable pressure in my head vanished without a trace. 
 
    The white light dipped to a normal level, and I stared in awe and fear at the woman who was revealed. 
 
    “You may call me Sera,” she said with a slight smile, like she was a friend sharing an inside joke. 
 
    The woman, if she could be called a woman, was tall and slender-legged. She wore nothing from head to toe save for a few strips of black cloth wrapped across her arms and torso. A black triangle of lacy cloth served as panties, and her alabaster-colored skin was creamy and smooth. Her fingernails were long and white, and the curve of her large breasts drew my eye. The ends of her hair draped gracefully over her chest to barely conceal the flesh underneath. 
 
    More remarkably, a pair of jet-black wings emerged from behind her to spread six feet long over each shoulder. They seemed to drink in the light as I looked at them, and I easily found my gaze drowning in their deep, inky darkness. Her hair was an unnatural black color to match, and her unnerving yellow eyes were more like those of a wolf or a snake than a human’s. 
 
    She looked a lot like the dark mirror image of Phi, and her gaze made me feel like prey. 
 
    “What in Mistral are you?” I asked in shock. 
 
    She laughed, and the sound was low and musical with a resonance that echoed through the cave. Long after her voice stopped, the ghostly tone carried on hauntingly before it finally faded. 
 
    “I am an Archon,” she explained in a lilting voice, “though you could easily call me a queen, a goddess, or an angel instead. I once kept watch over the Shadowscape and maintained its balance.” 
 
    She blinked slowly, and the gentle motion of her long lashes against her cheek was seductive in its subtlety. 
 
    I shook off my distraction and focused on what she’d said. 
 
    “You used to keep the Shadowscape in balance?” I asked with a frown. “And now?”  
 
    She turned her gaze downward and stepped to the side. “Now, I remain imprisoned in this crystal.” 
 
    She gestured delicately behind her to the enormous pillar of crystal we’d seen when we entered the cave. It glowed unnaturally like a beacon now, and its light source seemed to be the one that illuminated the cave. 
 
    I glanced around in alarm and realized my friends were still nowhere to be seen. The cavern appeared exactly as we’d found it, but Sera and I were the only ones around. 
 
    “Where are they?” I demanded. “My friends should be here too, we all fell asleep together.” 
 
    Sera fluttered her ink-black wings, and the feathers rustled like dry leaves on a tree. The sound made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. 
 
    The Archon waved a dismissive hand. “They are fine. You are the only one privy to this conversation, for you are the one I wanted.” 
 
    “What do you mean, you wanted me?” I asked in confusion. 
 
    “I require some assistance,” she said vaguely. “As soon as you entered my cave, I realized you were perfect for my needs. So, I drew you here.” 
 
    She’d watched us from the very beginning? The thought was nerve wracking, but even worse was the idea that she’d done something to tempt us into the cavern. 
 
    Then it hit me. 
 
    “You’re responsible for the possessions,” I accused as I put two and two together and glared at the Archon. “You spoke through those people to lure me in.” 
 
    “Of course,” Sera said flippantly. “They were simply a means to an end. In my state, trapped in this crystal, I can’t possibly leave to speak with my own voice. I needed to say something, so I used them. They’re fine, as you well know.” 
 
    I shook my head angrily. “You shouldn’t mess with people like that. And what about the monsters? Were those to lure in help?” 
 
    She smiled and nodded. “Of course. I needed a powerful mage for my needs, so I just released a few monsters here and there. This cavern is full of them, of course.” 
 
    “Your needs?” I spat. “People could’ve died. People probably did die!” 
 
    Sera gave me a slow, alien blink. “Humans die all the time.” 
 
    I reeled back at her casual attitude. “No wonder you lived in the Shadowscape. You fit in with the scum perfectly.” 
 
    She tapped her chin with one long, white fingernail. “I wouldn’t be so judgemental, if I were you. In the distance past, that scum lived on the same plane as you humans. The monsters only live in the Shadowscape because you put them there.” 
 
    I blinked as my mouth dropped open in shock. “They lived in the real world?” 
 
    “Of course,” Sera said as she considered me. “They’d still be here, if we Archons were paying attention to stop the humans in time. Why do you think monsters are so desperate to return?” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” I said as I shook my head. “Do you mean the rifts? The monsters want to come back and what, live together?” 
 
    Sera tilted her head thoughtfully. “Perhaps not live together, so much as they want to take the entire world for themselves. It’s a revenge thing, you see.” 
 
    I gaped at her. We’d searched for so long for answers about the origins of the monster intrusion and ways to solve it, but Sera dropped information about events that happened thousands of years ago without a second thought. 
 
    “Tell me more,” I demanded. “Why are you imprisoned here? Why did the Archons fail to stop the humans?” 
 
    Sera tutted and unfurled her wings. “I have my dear sister, Phi, to thank for my imprisonment, unfortunately.” 
 
    I blinked in shock. “Phi? Is she an Archon?” 
 
    The thought didn’t seem far fetched at all. Phi’s devastating power, her angel’s wings, her enraged attitude toward humans, all of it indicated she was a similar being to Sera. 
 
    “Phi is an Archon,” Sera confirmed as her yellow eyes bored into me. “There were nine of us in total. Nine rulers over the monsters, and each of us was powerful enough to do whatever we pleased.” 
 
    “But something went wrong,” I assumed. 
 
    “We fought,” she confirmed. “We always wanted more power, especially those of us with less. I was stronger than Phi, and she imprisoned me for it with the help of some of the other Archons.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. “Not much family love, I see.” 
 
    Sera laughed again, and even after she stopped, the whole cavern rang and echoed eerily with the noise. 
 
    I supposed that was all the answer I was going to get. 
 
    If this Archon was related to Phi, it meant Phi was also capable of influencing human minds. I long suspected she had some unknown magic capable of changing Gawain, but what I’d learned today made that possibility far more likely. 
 
    “I need to know more about Phi,” I demanded. “I think a friend of mine was corrupted or possessed by her.” 
 
    “You want this friend back?” Sera asked as she cocked her head sideways. 
 
    “Of course,” I replied. “I want to save him.” 
 
    “I see,” Sera hummed. “I can help you do that, but it won’t come for free. Just as you have something you want, I have something I want. Would you care to trade?” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. I hadn’t had the best experience with Archons so far, and I wouldn’t trust any offer she made lightly. 
 
    “What do you want?” I asked suspiciously. 
 
    “Gryff, there is a reason I wanted a mage to come here,” Sera replied with a sharp smile. “I want to escape this prison, and I want Phi to pay for what she did to me. Much to your luck, you are the perfect person for this job.” 
 
    “So, what?” I asked in confusion. “I fight her for you? If she dies, does your imprisonment stop?” 
 
    Sera chuckled and stepped closer to me. “I would hardly command you to do all that alone. No, I’ll take my revenge for myself. All I ask is to be one with your body.” 
 
    She rushed up to me in an unnervingly fast move that was too quick to be anything but inhuman. I thought she would attack, but instead she stopped with a gentle hand on my cheek.  
 
    I gasped and stumbled away. “You want to possess me?” 
 
    She winked and advanced again. “Only a little,” she purred. “Your body in exchange for your friend back, that’s not so bad of a trade.” 
 
    “You’re nuts,” I snapped. “I’ll never let you take control of me. How would that solve anything?” 
 
    She stepped in closer, and I tried to move away, but my back ran up against the rough wall of the cavern. 
 
    “Come on,” Sera whispered seductively as she stepped closer. 
 
    The Archon pressed her naked, ivory-colored body to me, and her breasts squeezed against my chest as she trailed a hand over my neck. 
 
    “Get off, or I’ll make you regret it,” I snarled in warning. 
 
    Although, if what she said was true, and she was stronger than Phi, I wasn’t really sure what I could do to make her regret anything.  
 
    Sera blinked her predator-yellow eyes as she moved her other hand up to my temple. “I promise it won’t hurt.” 
 
    Suddenly, both her hands clasped my head on either side, and I found my mind under attack. 
 
    It was as if an enormous weight pressed against my brain from all sides, and I could feel a sinister force poking and prodding at my mind. I threw up a mental wall to protect myself and tried to push the sinister force away. It was strong, crafty, and determined, but each time it dug in a foothold, I strengthened my will and lashed out to scare it off. 
 
    Let me in, Sera’s voice purred from within my skull in that terrible whisper. 
 
    “No,” I grunted defiantly. 
 
    Sera chuckled seductively. There is no point in resisting. I will have your body. It will feel good. I promise. Just relax.  
 
    The invading force sharpened like a needle and dove into my wall. Pain rang through my mind as I struggled against Sera’s mental onslaught. The needle nearly pierced through, but I shook my head and shoved back with my willpower. The needle retreated, and I chased it to its source and lashed at it with a pulse of rage. 
 
    An inhuman hiss slithered through my head, but the mental attack snapped apart, and the invading force retreated as suddenly as it had first arrived.  
 
    The pressure in my head relented, and I snapped my eyes open as Sera leaned back and stepped away. 
 
    “You dare resist me?” she growled with seething anger. 
 
    Then she stretched her ebony wings out to their full length, and her immense wingspan blotted out the light of the crystal pillar.  
 
    The dark silhouette of Sera’s form trembled with fury, and the cavern began to shake as if an earthquake rocked its foundations. 
 
    “If I were at my full power, you would be an ant beneath my feet,” she bellowed. “I could snap your mind into a dozen pieces and never notice. You’re nothing but a grain of sand, while I am the ocean, the sky, and the earth itself.” 
 
    The cave trembled, and the crystal pillar in the center rang like the purest, clearest chapel bell. The tone swept through the space and made every crystal rattle and vibrate.  
 
    Simultaneously, the waterfall gushed faster, and the small stream flooded until water ran across the stone in rivulets.  
 
    I stepped forward into a shallow pool of water as I approached the Archon. 
 
    “Go fuck yourself,” I yelled back. “Make all the demands you want, but you’ll never have me.” 
 
    “If I can’t take your mind, I’ll simply have to beat you into submission,” Sera snapped. 
 
    She lunged for me with a terrifying speed propelled by her powerful black wings, but I ducked to one side as her white fingernails flashed like claws through the air. 
 
    I fumbled for my daggers and my bandolier, but both were missing. As a matter of fact, the only thing with me were my clothes and shoes, and my bag was gone, too. 
 
    Sera landed in a crouch with a feline movement that reminded me of a lion or a jaguar. In a flash, she lunged again, and I dodged away as her fingernails sliced through the space where I’d just been. 
 
    I followed my dodge up with a spinning kick toward her wing, since I expected it to be more fragile than the rest of her. She sidestepped, and my foot glanced off her shoulder as she hissed in pain. 
 
    “Give it up, Sera,” I warned her. 
 
    She bared her teeth as her yellow eyes glared. “I will have my vengeance, and I will have you.” 
 
    I threw a straight jab down her centerline, but she blocked it with one forearm. The other arm twisted around to stab toward my face with those long fingernails, and I winced when they scored a mark on my cheek as I leaned away. 
 
    She slashed again, but it was slower, and I dodged it as I sent a solid hook smashing into the center of her torso below her rib cage. 
 
    She yelped and lunged for me with both hands aimed at my throat. I was prepared to leap away, but this time, she followed her attack up with a powerful beat of one feathered wing that slammed into my chest and sent me to the hard stone floor.  
 
    I grunted as the air left my lungs, but I rolled toward her and kicked hard at her knee before she could react. 
 
    She snarled as her leg buckled, and I used the opportunity to pull hard on her other ankle and send her to the cave floor as she lost her balance. 
 
    As I knew from bar room brawls, given enough time, any serious fight always ended on the floor. If you were smart, you committed to that fact and sent your opponent down unprepared. 
 
    I scrambled over to pin her shoulders with my knees, but the thought of knocking her head into the floor seemed thuggish, so I opted instead to send my punches into her stomach. 
 
    She gasped and choked out a desperate cry as her eyes flew wide, and I paused for a moment. Maybe it was her angelic appearance, or maybe it was just my sympathy for her long imprisonment, but I couldn’t bring myself to keep up my attack. 
 
    Pausing was a mistake, though, because she twisted her legs around my lower back and threw us sideways with an animalistic show of force. 
 
    I landed on a formation of crystals that stabbed painfully into my side and gouged long cuts across my ribcage. Sera’s hands found my throat and squeezed at my windpipe, but I planted both feet on her stomach and heaved her off me with a powerful kick. 
 
    Sera was thrown backward, but she snapped her wings out to steady herself, and the Archon landed nimbly on the balls of her feet. The dark angel flared her feathers as she ran for me again, and she landed a speedy kick in my gut that sent a flash of white pain through my stomach. 
 
    I choked around the blow, but I caught her next kick as it landed while I seized her heel with both hands. Then I pulled forward as I rolled, and I sent her body sprawling across the crystal formation. 
 
    Sera cried out in pain even as she clawed for my shoulders. Her hands grasped me by the collar of my shirt, and she heaved with freakish strength to crack my head across the crystal formations. 
 
    The pain was terrible, and it sent stars across my vision, but I wasn’t done yet. 
 
    Now, I was pissed. 
 
    I lifted my arms around her hands and grabbed her by the neck as I rolled to flip us over. She struggled and gnawed at my forearm like an animal, but I shook her violently until she couldn’t bite any longer. 
 
    With a few practiced moves, I locked one of her arms behind her back while I pressed a hard knee into her sternum. She snarled and thrashed, but her position was too unfavorable, and she could scarcely move while I kept up the pressure. 
 
    I expected her to give in, but she laughed again in that horrible, musical way. 
 
    “My patience is immeasurable,” she gloated. “You resist now, but you won’t last forever.” 
 
    “Try me,” I growled. 
 
    “Oh, I intend to,” Sera assured me. “You may think you can last now, but you’re human. How long can you hold me here? Hours, days? How long before your mind begins to unravel, and I take control while you aren’t paying attention?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked brashly. “I can knock you out, or my team will find me.” 
 
    She snickered. “Your team can’t find you here, and neither of us can fall unconscious either. Don’t you get it, human? You’re in a dream. To them, it will be as if you’ve drifted off to sleep, never to awaken again.” 
 
    I stared at her in horror, but she anticipated my response and flailed her body until I lost my grip. 
 
    I couldn’t stay here forever. I couldn’t. The beautiful, terrible power of the Archon grew clear to me as I considered how completely she had me in her grasp. 
 
    She was a monster so powerful she was almost a deity. She was a queen who once ruled over every creature from every rift I’d ever fought against. How could I ever hope to defy a goddess? 
 
    She was right, I wouldn’t be able to hold on forever. No wonder Gawain had given in to Phi’s possession. 
 
    I had to do something, though. 
 
    My grasp on her failed, and Sera came at me with her teeth bared at my throat. I did the one thing that popped first into my head, the only thing I could think of that might possibly free me. 
 
    I kissed her. 
 
    The Archon froze for one deadly, unknowable moment. 
 
    Then Sera melted against my body, and her yellow eyes closed as she sank into me. Her lips were soft but strong, and I ran my hands along the curve of her pale breasts. Her long, ebony hair felt like the softest spun silk in my hands, and it flowed away between my fingers like water through a sieve. 
 
    Power thrummed between us, and the heat grew until I felt like I was kissing the core of the hottest fire.  
 
    It burned, but the burn was pleasant, and I felt willing to do anything to continue that kiss, even if I had to throw myself into the flames to do it. 
 
    Sera moaned into my mouth as her lips parted, and the seductive purr that rumbled from her chest was barely human. Her tongue delved past my lips and scoured my mouth as if she could taste my soul. 
 
    I groaned and deepened the kiss, and Sera shivered as she moved against me responsively. 
 
    In a jolt, the world suddenly snapped out of existence as the power of the Archon who held me here grew unfocused and fell away. 
 
    Then I woke up.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    I jolted awake with a series of coughs as the real world swam into existence around me. 
 
    My gaze landed first on Layla, whose hazel eyes glittered with unshed tears as she gasped at the sight of me awake. 
 
    “Gryffie!” Layla cried as her arms enfolded me in a crushing hug. 
 
    As I felt Layla’s warm embrace, I knew I was truly back in the real world. The terrible dream about Sera loomed, but I knew she couldn’t touch me here. I shivered as I considered her threat to take over my body. She would have eventually beaten me in that fight, if I hadn’t been so lucky with my plan. 
 
    I sat up and patted Layla on the back as I glanced around with a perplexed smile. It looked like we were still in the main cavern with the waterfall and the enormous crystal pillar. Our one remaining gas lamp burned fitfully from where it sat on the ground, but it barely illuminated the cave walls around us. 
 
     Cyra crouched by my side as she regarded me with a worried frown. Varleth stood near the crystal pillar and glowered out into the darkness of the cave around us. 
 
    “You’re all here,” I burst out with a growing smile as I considered my team. 
 
    The whole thing felt unreal. I could scarcely believe I’d fought an ancient monster goddess and escaped to tell the tale. However, stranger things had happened, and the dream had a ring of truth to it I just couldn’t shake off. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Cyra asked me as her eyebrows knitted in concern. 
 
    I blinked and smiled reassuringly. “I think so. What happened?” 
 
    “The fog knocked us out,” Varleth grumbled. “The three of us woke up at least ten minutes before you.” 
 
    “We thought you maybe hit your head,” Layla added as she released me from the hug. “I was worried you weren’t going to wake up.”  
 
    “I’m fine,” I assured them, but as I tried to sit up, my back twinged painfully. 
 
    The space between my shoulders flared with a searing pain, and my skin burned as if it was on fire. 
 
    “Agh,” I gasped as my hand flew up to try and reach the spot. 
 
    “Are you hurt?” Varleth asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I wheezed from between gritted teeth. 
 
    “Sit still,” Cyra demanded as she moved in to hold me by the shoulder. “I need to see what the injury is.”  
 
    I complied as she carefully folded my shirt up from behind and rolled it all the way to the base of my neck. As Cyra did so, the pain faded to a dull ache, and gradually I found I could breathe easily again. 
 
    Cyra’s hands slowed, and she peered at the space between my shoulders. “What the … ?” 
 
    “What?” I asked nervously. “How bad is it?” 
 
    “Layla, Varleth, come take a look at this,” Cyra requested as she ignored my question. 
 
    The petite summoner shuffled over on her knees to see the wound, and Varleth strode over hurriedly on long legs to stand behind the girls. They all squeezed in to peer closely at my upper back. 
 
    “That’s not a wound,” Varleth said, but his voice was uncertain. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Layla asked. “Maybe it’s a burn mark.” 
 
    Cyra shifted my shirt up higher. “You can’t get blackened burn marks without any blisters.” 
 
    “Gryff, do you have any tattoos?” Varleth asked in a perplexed tone. 
 
    “No,” both of the girls answered knowingly in chorus. 
 
    I couldn’t take it any longer, and I twisted around to eye the three of them. “What do you mean, tattoos?” 
 
    Cyra hesitated. “On the left side of your spine, you have this marking that looks like a wing done in black.” 
 
    “You’re serious?” I asked as my eyes went wide. 
 
    My thoughts flew over the events of my all-too-real dream fight with Sera. Could it be some strange injury? I certainly didn’t hurt from anywhere else I remembered her attacking me. 
 
    “Try to get it off,” I directed. 
 
    Cyra traced a pattern over my back, and the burning sensation flared back as she rubbed at the wing marking. 
 
    “It’s not going to come off,” Layla said worriedly. 
 
    “Yet one more mystery about this damn cave,” Varleth growled. 
 
    My heart sank as I considered what the mark had to mean. With its unmistakable wing shape, the foremost possibility was that even after I kissed the Archon and woke up, I hadn’t escaped Sera’s influence after all. 
 
    She followed me back. Her mark was on my shoulder. 
 
    “This isn’t a mystery at all,” I said grimly as the implications sank in. “I think I need to tell you guys about something. You’re not going to believe this.” 
 
    I took a long time to explain about the angel-winged woman, her recitation of monster history, her request of me, and the fight between us.  
 
    Layla and Cyra were concerned about me, but they couldn’t come up with any good ideas for how to deal with the marking on my back.  
 
    Varleth wanted more answers than I could give, but I decided it was fair for him to be unnerved about the whole thing. If what I told them was true, they had reason to believe that I myself was in some way possessed. 
 
    “What did she look like?” Varleth interrogated as his list of questions ran long. 
 
    I huffed out an impatient breath. “Black hair, black wings, mostly naked, and completely frightening.” 
 
    “You don’t have anything more helpful than that?” Varleth asked. 
 
    Make sure you tell him about my beauty, a voice suddenly purred in my head. 
 
    I wouldn’t have been able to hide my reaction if I’d tried. I swore and jolted as if I’d been struck by a bolt of electricity. My mouth dropped open, and my eyes widened in shock as I stared at my concerned teammates. 
 
    “What was that?” Layla exclaimed. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Varleth unsheathed his sword in a much less charitable display of concern. 
 
    “Sera’s in my head,” I managed to force out through my shock. “She talked to me.” 
 
    “I’m going to try to take her out,” Varleth said with bared teeth as he advanced on me. 
 
    I leaned away with raised brows as I watched his sword, but he sheathed it again before he set both hands on my shoulders. 
 
    I watched the gypsy as he closed his eyes and furrowed his brow. His breathing deepened and grew louder as he exerted his will. For a long time, we stood like that in silent anticipation. 
 
    Sera’s disturbing, tinkling laugh rolled across the surface of my mind. He’s trying so hard, poor little human banisher. 
 
    “Then why won’t you take the hint and leave me alone,” I snapped aloud in reply. 
 
    Cyra and Layla exchanged worried glances. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I told them as my voice softened. “She’s making fun of us for trying to get rid of her. I’m not sure this will work.” 
 
    Varleth sighed as he relaxed his efforts and stepped back. “It doesn’t feel possible. You’re not even emitting the same dark energy as the catalysts and those other possessed people.” 
 
    Of course, Sera scoffed, I’m not using magic to merely influence your mind, Gryff. I’ve escaped my prison, so I can actually inhabit your body without detection. And my, my, my, what a wonderful body it is. I quite enjoyed our kiss. I want more, don’t you? 
 
    “It sounds like only her magic is detectable, not Sera herself,” I informed the team as I tried to ignore the dark angel’s voice. “I guess that means she’s seriously taken over part of my body.” 
 
    “Is that better, or worse?” Layla asked with wide and worried eyes. 
 
    Only as long as your delicious mind resists my power, drawled Sera. 
 
    “Maybe better,” I said carefully, “as long as I can keep her at bay.” 
 
    “I wonder how long was Gawain keeping Phi a secret,” Layla wondered in a concerned voice. 
 
    “Probably ever since we entered the Shadowscape, and we fought her to get Nia back,” I answered. 
 
    “That long?” Cyra asked with a frown. “Sera is supposed to be more powerful. Do you think you can keep her from doing the same to you?” 
 
    “I sure hope so,” I said with a worried smile. “I just need to stay focused on not letting her get any ground.” 
 
    “I’m guessing Gawain failed to do that with Phi in the long run,” Varleth said darkly.  
 
    Layla nodded. “We probably even saw her mark on his back. Poor Gawain, he’d been haunted by her for so long … “ 
 
    I shivered at the thought of having Phi in my head instead. Sera was supposedly more powerful, but I had no doubt Phi’s blend of childish naivete and horrible violence would be nightmarish to listen to day after day. 
 
    That said, Sera’s seductive nature would make her offers all the more tempting. I would have to be very careful with the Archon in my head for the foreseeable future.  
 
    “We can’t worry about it now,” I declared. “Varleth, you have the right to overrule any of my decisions or arrest me if you think I’ve fallen prey to Sera’s influence.” 
 
    You’re no fun, Sera lilted in her smooth, musical voice. 
 
    “Got it,” Varleth said almost overtop of her words, unaware of the Archon’s snide comments. 
 
    “Time to get back to Bathi,” I said with a determined but slightly strained smile. “The mayor and all the people we rescued are waiting for us.” 
 
    “And we should be prepared for Gawain’s arrival,” Cyra added. “Now that we know what Phi did to him, we can try to capture him and reverse it.” 
 
    “I just hope Erin reaches us soon,” I mused. “Those earth powers will help a lot.”  
 
    Layla smiled and nodded. “She should’ve gotten the note by now, and she might even be on her way here. Everything will work out fine.” 
 
    With our concerns resolved, well, as much as they could be for now, the four of us gathered our gear together and wandered back down the tunnels we’d come through. Our journey was far easier and faster than the first time, since we had the list of directions in front of me and no more possessions to reverse. 
 
    “I don’t think I’ll look at Rori’s gray prowler the same way again,” Layla chattered as we neared the brilliant light of the cave entrance. “You killed his prowler so fast, but boy, they’re terrifying as a group.” 
 
    “And so sneaky,” Cyra added. “Sure, they’re not bright enough to plan an ambush, but they did stay out of sight. I mean … “ 
 
    The tawny-skinned summoner trailed off as we emerged into the field we’d fought in. The clearing of grass and dirt looked normal, but in the distance, the tiny outpost of Bathi Highlands was visible. 
 
    And it was burning. 
 
    “Shit,” Varleth snapped, while Layla gasped. 
 
    “It’s Gawain, it has to be,” I assumed with growing anger. 
 
    Of course, it wasn’t really Gawain, it was Phi acting through his body. Her bloodlust and desire for revenge on all of humankind was endless, and she would destroy countless innocents without a second thought. To make matters worse, she insisted on kidnapping my friend’s body and mind to make her violence possible. 
 
    I was beginning to truly loathe Phi with all my heart. 
 
    Now you know how I feel, Sera said smugly. Tell you what, just give your body to me, and I’ll get revenge for both of us. 
 
    In your dreams, I thought to myself. 
 
    I was unsure if the telepathy went both ways, but the winged goddess answered that question for me. 
 
    Suit yourself, Sera said in a miffed tone. 
 
    I knew she wasn’t too upset, since she’d already proven she was willing to be patient for as long as it took. 
 
    “There’s no time to waste,” I told my friends. “We need to stop Gawain and save the outpost.” 
 
    I took out four speed slugs and passed out the other three. Then the four of us pressed the slimy monsters to our necks as we prepared to make our journey back to the outpost in record time.  
 
    We took off at a run, and our feet pounded along the rocky path as we sprinted with alarmingly enhanced speed down the mountain. What had seemed merely strenuous on the way up now seemed precarious and dangerous as we avoided loose pebbles and jagged boulders at every twist of the trail. 
 
    Finally, the ground leveled out again, and we were almost there. Screams echoed out from the outpost, and as I watched, another gout of flame roared up to lick at the roof of a building. 
 
    I could only hope that because the miners were used to adversity, they’d possibly find some way to mitigate the danger or take refuge from Gawain’s attacks. 
 
    We were nearly to the outpost, but a growing silhouette in the sky above us made me stop and gesture for a change of plan. 
 
    “If we’re lucky, that airship up there is Erin,” I called to my teammates. “I want Varleth to go get her with an extra speed slug while Cyra, Layla, and I stop Gawain in his tracks.” 
 
    I crushed another crystal between my palms and handed off the tiny slug monster to Varleth. I didn’t usually like to let people run off with my monsters, since if they got too far away, my influence would weaken and even break entirely. 
 
    However, the outpost was small, and even if Erin landed on the other side of town, it wasn’t too far away for me to be able to handle. 
 
    “Got it,” the banisher agreed as he cupped the speed slug in his hands. “Good luck.” 
 
    “Same to you,” I wished back. 
 
    My girls and I ran into town as we raced against the sounds of fighting and shooting. 
 
    How long had we been in the caves? How did Gawain catch up to us so quickly? It was hard to say what went wrong, but we would keep it from getting worse. 
 
    We had to. 
 
    We entered a wider, paved portion of town that probably served as a market plaza usually.  
 
    Today, it was nothing more than a battlefield. 
 
    The blaze of fire had swept through the center of town and wrought destruction in its path. Now, it billowed smoke as it roared and spat out fitful flames across the gaps between houses. 
 
    “Phi really has him,” Layla gasped out as she stared at the mayhem in front of us. 
 
    I understood her shock. It was one thing to consider Gawain’s possession, but it was another thing to witness it. 
 
    In the center of the plaza stood the man we used to know as Gawain. From his back sprouted two enormous white wings, and his clothing was torn into shreds where the feathered appendages sprouted from his back. His mage cloak was gone, and Gawain looked like he hadn’t slept a moment since we’d seen him last. His green eyes bulged with exertion, and his hollowed cheeks spoke of starvation.  
 
    The fire mage didn’t look like an angel even with those incredible wings. With his frantic, rheumy gaze and crouched, slumped posture, Gawain seemed more like a wild animal struck by illness than an Archon. 
 
    Despite the stolen potions he’d doubtlessly been chugging, Gawain was in very bad condition. Nobody could stay up forever through elixirs alone. If we didn’t save Gawain from Phi, it was possible she would end up killing him herself through sheer neglect. 
 
    She never treats her toys nicely. Don’t worry. I’ll take good care of you after you give in, Sera promised in a hungry whisper. Very, very good care of you.  
 
    The thought sent a shiver down my spine. If Phi was impulsive and reckless, Sera made a much more deadly counterpoint with her ancient endurance and restraint. 
 
    Gawain yelled with wild abandon as he swung away from us, and then he pulled at his gun’s trigger. Bullets pinged across the street in flashes of elemental discharge, but anybody who could take cover had already done so. His aim was terrible, and it was clear Phi was the one responsible for the poor gunmanship.  
 
    I was relieved I didn’t see a single person out in the street except for us. 
 
    “Hey, asshole!” Layla called across the market plaza. 
 
    Gawain swung around and snapped his gaze to our group. 
 
    “Humans!” the fire mage bellowed in rage as he spotted us. Then his gun arm went slack as he stumbled toward our group in strange, jerky movements. 
 
    I’d been prepared with a handful of wallerdons, but maybe a fight wouldn’t be necessary. Talking was worth a shot. 
 
    “It’s me, Phi,” I yelled back across the plaza. “It’s over. Just let go of Gawain and go back to the realm you belong in.” 
 
    Gawain giggled unsteadily. “I’m just getting started on my fun, Gryff. You can’t ruin things for me this time.” 
 
    “This time?” I asked cautiously. “What do you want with the ciphers, Phi?” 
 
    Gawain smirked and stuck his tongue out like a child. “Nice try, but I’m not playing.” 
 
    “I never want to see that expression on him again,” Layla said with a disgusted shudder. 
 
    “How about you leave this outpost of nice people alone?” I asked Phi resolutely. 
 
    Gawain gave a large, unnerving grin. “I don’t think so. They should know how it feels to have so much taken from them. So much lost and gone. So much. So much.” 
 
    After the second repetition, he swung his arm up and fired a round of air bullets at me. 
 
    He wasn’t fast enough, though, since I’d thrown my wallerdons before he’d even finished speaking. They sprouted up in a shield wall in front of us like a dutiful line of soldiers and absorbed the air bullets effortlessly. 
 
    I had to keep this fight from advancing like the last one did, so I threw out my trump card right off the bat. 
 
    As it emerged from my essence crystal, the vingehund stretched like a dog waking up from a nap and lolled its pink tongue out happily. 
 
    I smirked as I regarded the monster I’d taken from the Shadowscape. “Miss your precious little dog? I think you were willing to let me take it since you were getting Gawain, but it sure looks like I got the better side of the deal.” 
 
    “No,” Gawain snarled as his face contorted in anger. “She’s mine.” 
 
    I commanded the vingehund to growl and advance on the fire mage. Her arched horns glinted in the red light of the fire surrounding us, and she rustled her blue feathers as she clasped her wings tight to her back. 
 
    “If she’s yours, why is she ready to attack you?” I asked with a curious tilt to my head. 
 
    Gawain shrieked and ran for me with one of his hands coated in blue-hot fire. It elongated into a blade of solid flame, and its brilliance hurt my eyes just to look at it. 
 
    I didn’t know how to actually use the vingehund in combat without either killing Gawain or hurting the ears of my comrades with its shrieks, but luckily, I didn’t have to. 
 
    As Gawain brandished his flaming sword and came for me, a wall of solid rock suddenly sprouted from the ground between us. 
 
    The towering wall rumbled the earth as it emerged, and the vibrations travelled up my legs to rattle my teeth. Clumps of dirt flaked from the sides of the wall, and underneath, I even noticed a few crystal formations glittering from within. 
 
    The show was impressive, to say the least, but that was standard earth magic for you. 
 
    “Wow,” I said dryly in a raised voice. “Just in time.” 
 
    “Almost like we planned it,” Erin shouted back as Varleth and the mimic joined us on our side of the market plaza. 
 
    Of course, I’d seen the two of them coming and known I just had to stall a little longer to keep the fight from escalating. 
 
    “Now that Erin has Almasy’s earth powers, we’ll be unstoppable,” Layla announced gleefully. 
 
    “I sure hope so,” I replied to temper her expectations, but my grin was just as large. 
 
    I was confident we could stop the fire mage with the addition of earth magic. We’d nearly caught Gawain the first time, but we didn’t have any way to make the final capture without fatally wounding him. His flames were strong, but we could have matched him with our strongest monsters easily if we’d used them. 
 
    Luckily, earth magic was much more flexible. Almasy’s kind of magic didn’t have a ton of offensive punch, but it was perfectly suited to holding a target like Gawain still and giving us protection from bullets.  
 
    Varleth nodded to me as he and Erin took their battle stances. The banisher stayed on the outside with his sword out, but he would have to hang back unless things went very wrong. 
 
    The orange-haired mimic took the center position before she jabbed a confused finger at our opponent. “Hey, guys? Why does Gawain have giant bird wings?” 
 
    “It’s probably the result of Phi’s possession,” Varleth explained to her, “but I wouldn’t rule out a nasty fight with a pigeon either.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a pigeon,” I clarified. “Phi is an Archon, which is some kind of ancient monster goddess. She hates humans, which I know because her sister has half-possessed my body. I’ll get into it later.” 
 
    Erin rocked back on her heels and raised her eyebrows so high they nearly hit her hairline. “Okay then, sure, that’s very understandable and not a crazy mess of gibberish at all.” 
 
    Layla patted the mimic gently on the back. “Just go with it, it’s okay.” 
 
    Erin shook her head with a smile. “I’m gone for two days and this happens? You guys are nuts.” 
 
    The five of us laughed, then a fireball exploded in a flurry of sparks against the wall over our heads. 
 
    “Time to fight,” I advised. “Erin takes point, everybody else follows her lead. Cyra, I want you putting out fires with your wetweavers unless I ask you for something specific.” 
 
    We leapt into the fray with the orange-haired mimic at the front of our team. The ground roiled like water in a bath as she pulled and pushed furrows of earth and rock around us.  
 
    Gawain fired off his pistol and lashed out with gouts of flame as he tore damaged rock walls to pieces. He couldn’t hope to keep up, though, since Erin threw up new walls as soon as the old ones came down. 
 
    That was the unyielding beauty of earth magic, but Erin would need all the help she could get. So, I concocted a plan as we dodged circles around Gawain. 
 
    “Cyra!” I yelled “I need your petripede. Just throw it down behind the building over there.” 
 
    “It’ll blind us all if you don’t use it precisely,” the chocolate-eyed summoner called back in confusion. “Plus, it’s so hard to control, I can’t even direct Kalon when I’m using it.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it!” I assured her. 
 
    She complied, and I grinned at the thought of my plan coming to fruition. 
 
    I threw out my pyrewyrm, and then I directed my eyeless monster to clutch the petripede in its grasp. The massive insectoid had a huge, serpentine body, and it wouldn’t be easy to lift, but I now understood from watching Kalon that monsters could carry more than they seemed capable of. 
 
    My shadowy pyrewyrm grumbled as it obeyed my commands, since it was unhappy with having to carry a stranger’s monster. The petripede twisted its blind head to the side as my monster’s talons folded carefully around its smooth, white hide. 
 
    Perfect. Both monsters were eyeless and navigated by some sense unknown to me. What better combination could I possibly use? The petripede’s blinding power was potent, but my pyrwyrm could withstand it perfectly. 
 
    To top the monster duo off, I gave the two of them a bullet bass to cover some potential damage with its metal coating, and then I left them like that. 
 
    I rejoined my comrades as Layla, Varleth, and Erin danced in and out of direct combat with Gawain. They tried to encapsulate the fire mage in stone or incapacitate him with small attacks, but he shook them off with little effort. While my teammates struggled not to harm him, Gawain himself sent off bullets and fireballs without pulling a single punch. 
 
    “Make a wall,” I instructed Erin hurriedly. “It needs to be large, and it needs to block the light, but don’t worry about it withstanding any attacks.” 
 
    “Got it,” the orange-haired mage said agreeably. 
 
    I commanded my pyrewyrm to lift off with a heavy beat of wings, and my fell beast lifted itself and the petripede into the air with considerable effort. As soon as my pyrewyrm was up and soaring, the two of them glided effortlessly overhead. 
 
    “Now!” I said as my monsters reached the peak of their ascent far above Gawain’s position. 
 
    Erin gestured sharply, and a thin shelf of flaky, yellow rock jutted from the ground. Despite its thin width, the height of it was tremendous, and soon it blocked my eyes from even the sight of my pyrewyrm up above. 
 
    With a mental command, my monster folded its wings, twisted itself around so its back faced the earth, and plummeted toward Gawain on the ground. 
 
    Of course, the fire mage noticed the metallic beast streaking for him right away, and he shot off a barrage of bullets in response. Though I couldn’t see my monster, I kept tabs on it through our bond to each other. 
 
    The first few bullets pinged harmlessly off the bullet bass coating, since the ice bullets he’d switched to earlier did little harm to the metal. When he spouted flame into the sky from his free hand, that too molded easily over the bodies of the monsters and left them untouched. 
 
    Finally, Gawain’s gun finished its scan and flipped over to earth bullets, but by that point, it was too late for him. 
 
    A few earth bullets struck my pyrewyrm’s back and folded wings, and it shrieked as they shattered and punctured the coating. The petripede clutched in its talons above it, however, was entirely safe. 
 
    Just as I’d planned. 
 
    At the last moment, my pyrewyrm flipped back over. 
 
    “It’s time!” I shouted to Cyra. 
 
    She directed the petripede to release its blinding light, and the sky lit up in pure, terrible white around the edges of the stone wall. 
 
    I blinked the spots out of my eyes, and Erin dropped the wall as quickly as she’d brought it up. 
 
    This was our chance to finally get Gawain. 
 
    I ran in with my eyes fixed on the fire mage’s prone form as he lay on the ground. His hands were over his eyes, and he wailed in pain as he rolled there. 
 
    I neared expecting this to be a simple grab, but despite his blindness, the possessed mage hadn’t given up the fight. He lashed out with a bloom of flame that I nearly didn’t stop in time, and my shirt caught on fire before my bullet bass coating kicked in. I stripped the burning cloth off and threw it to the ground with a few quick stomps for good measure. 
 
    “It’s over, Phi,” I growled as I snatched Gawain’s arms to pin them behind his back.  
 
    He lashed out with a kick and snarled as I tried to contain him. Then he whirled around with the gun brandished, and I had to stumble back a few steps to get away from the threat. It was still scanned to earth bullets, and I’d have to rely on Erin to save me if he shot me now. 
 
    “You’re in no condition to keep fighting,” I argued with him as I pitched my voice low. “You’ll collapse soon, and you’ll be in our hands either way.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Gawain growled as he tugged a thin vial blindly from his pocket. 
 
    Before any of us could stop him, he downed the purple liquid inside and threw away the glass. It took a moment to work, but the effects were clear. Gawain’s eyes stopped streaming tears, and he shook his head as his fatigue and pain cleared. 
 
    “Give it up, Gawain,” Varleth said as he stepped in closer. “No amount of healing or mana will keep you from burning out physically. You’re going to die if you keep going. It’s time to stop.” 
 
    “Never,” Gawain grunted out as he shied away from our advances. His gun wavered uncertainly in his grasp as he glared from face to face. 
 
    “C’mon,” I urged gently as I took a chance and moved in. 
 
    His face softened, and I wondered if I’d gotten through. Maybe I just had to keep reassuring him of our friendliness in his weakened state, and he’d give up the gun on his own. 
 
    “Look,” I said as I gestured toward Layla, “you know her. You two became friends during your last mission, didn’t you?” 
 
    Gawain furrowed his brow and regarded the petite summoner with dawning realization. 
 
    I kept going. “This is Varleth,” I said. “You love to rag on him because he makes such funny faces when he’s angry.” 
 
    Varleth frowned unhappily at my words, and Erin snorted in response. 
 
    “Look,” I said as I turned halfway around to point at the mimic behind us. “You know her, she-- ” 
 
    “You,” Gawain interrupted in stark horror. 
 
    I whipped back around, and I watched as he pointed a trembling finger toward my bare, left shoulder. 
 
    “You awoke her,” Gawain accused in a shaking voice. “Oh no, no. If she’s free, that means the end of us all. You, me, all of humanity.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I asked as I clapped a hand over my bare shoulder. 
 
    “Sera,” Gawain whispered. “I was sent here to keep her imprisoned, since we sensed her stir from where we trapped her.” 
 
    The strange double-speak phased in and out, and it gave me a glimpse of the tenuous state of Gawain’s mind during the possession. 
 
    “Calm down, Gawain,” I said slowly. “Whatever Phi is saying, she’s lying.”  
 
    “Soon, you’ll be possessed,” the fire mage murmured fearfully. “Soon, she’ll be free, and all our lives will come to an end.” 
 
    “Gawain, it’s fine--” I tried to say. 
 
    “It’s over,” he cut in fearfully. “Phi has told me. They imprisoned Sera because she … she … ”  
 
    Gawain shook his head fitfully as his green eyes widened. Suddenly, he snapped his fingers, and a shadowy portal opened up directly behind him. 
 
    Shit. I thought opening a rift like that was impossible.  
 
    “Stop him!” Cyra cried. 
 
    “Get his bag,” I barked. 
 
    Our monsters were too slow, but Varleth flicked out his sword as he leapt to action with characteristic quickness. I nearly missed him entirely as he swept his sword through one strap of Gawain’s bag. 
 
    Ciphers and potion bottles spilled from the interior as the satchel sagged open, but the fire mage clapped his hand over the opening and prevented more from falling out. 
 
    I lunged with my hands outstretched to grab him, but it was too late. 
 
    Gawain turned and leapt away with the bag still clutched in his grasp. He disappeared into the muddled darkness of the small portal, and it sealed shut directly behind him without a moment wasted. 
 
    The five of us stood stock still and panted as we stared at the space where he had vanished. 
 
    Gawain was gone again. 
 
    When my shock wore off, I strode forward to collect what had fallen out of his bag. 
 
    “Four ciphers,” I reported as I collected the ancient artifacts carefully. “The book and other research materials are here, too.” 
 
    “So, there are still two missing ones,” Varleth sighed as he knelt down next to me. 
 
    “At least we got most of them back,” Layla said optimistically.  
 
    “What about the potions?” Cyra asked as she drew near. Erin had taken our last elixir during the fight, and we were desperate for another to replace it. 
 
    “All empty,” I said grimly as I held up the glass containers to the light. 
 
    “That’s not a very good sign,” Erin replied with a worried frown. 
 
    “Nobody should take that many elixirs in so few days,” Varleth agreed. 
 
    “Shit,” I swore. “If he really took all these, he’s lucky to be alive. We need to go after him, not just for the ciphers, but also to keep Phi from working him to death.” 
 
    “We have to,” Layla agreed. “It’s not his fault Phi possessed him.” 
 
    Cyra nodded resolutely as she gave me a worried glance. “I couldn’t imagine having a monster in my head for weeks.” 
 
    Erin smiled. “I’d miss bothering him if we didn’t get him back.” 
 
    “I guess even assholes deserve saving,” Varleth sighed. 
 
    “Good,” I agreed with a grin. “We’re all decided.” 
 
    How touching, you’re all pitching in, Sera murmured through my mind. I suppose I agree with this decision, if you count me. 
 
    I definitely didn’t count her, and she chuckled as she sensed my irritation. 
 
    “At least for now, we have most of the research materials,” I allowed as I considered the events of the day. “Even if we didn’t come away with a complete victory, this is much better than before.” 
 
    “Plus, most of the outpost came away fine,” Cyra added. 
 
    “Uhhh … ” I turned to regard the smoking swaths of buildings that surrounded us. The wetweavers had done an incredible job extinguishing many of the fires, but many of the houses were scorched beyond repair or even collapsed.  
 
    It looked awful, to say the least. 
 
    “Well, maybe not fine,” Cyra admitted. “I forgot how small this place was. I guess most of it got a little burned.” 
 
    “I hope the people of this outpost fared better,” I said as I considered the absent townsfolk. 
 
    I’d have to check in later to figure out where everybody had gone. We’d certainly heard a few screams as we approached the outpost, but I didn’t see a single body or living person during the whole fight. Even with the battle clearly over and everything quieted down, nobody emerged to talk to us. 
 
    Maybe they’d evacuated somewhere safe. The mayor did seem like he’d taken us seriously when we’d warned him about Gawain. 
 
    “Cool,” Erin said as she placed her hands on her hips. “Now, can somebody tell me why Gryff said he’s possessed?”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    It took a while, but the four of us explained everything that had happened since Erin left on the airship to collect Almasy’s earth powers. When it was over, Erin’s eyes were wide in surprise. 
 
    “No kidding,” the mimic said as she gawked at me. “You really have a scary angel lady in your head?” 
 
    Charmed to meet you, Sera hummed. 
 
    I couldn’t tell if the Archon was being sarcastic or if she was just genuinely creepy, but I decided not to relay the message. 
 
    “She’s definitely in there,” I told Erin instead. 
 
    The five of us lingered around the outpost for a while as we tended our wounds and searched for any injured survivors. Though we didn’t find a single person, I felt confident that it was a good sign. 
 
    As I sat and smeared a poultice on a long scratch on Layla’s chin, a distant voice called to us over the wind. 
 
    I turned to see who it was, and sure enough, there was the mayor’s recognizable paunchy form coming toward us at a casual jog. A group of people followed behind him, and further out, even more survivors followed as distant specks across the field. 
 
    I waved one hand as the mayor approached, and I grinned as the man waved back with effort. 
 
    “Would you look at that,” Varleth said in an impressed tone. “I wonder where they all disappeared to?” 
 
    “I’m just glad they did,” I replied. “Though, I feel bad about all the rebuilding they’ll have to do.” 
 
    Varleth nodded and frowned. “We can’t stay here. I don’t think there’s any help we can give them.” 
 
    I examined the outpost around us. Both inns were burnt to the ground, and many of the larger buildings that may have accommodated us were in similarly bad shape. 
 
    “Then we’ll have to move on,” I said as I looked over the town. “Erin, where did your airship go?” 
 
    The mimic sighed. “I set her down right next to the blaze to speed things up, since I was worried about your fight with Gawain going poorly. I should’ve just run the extra distance. Her wings got scorched, and she suffered some cabin hull damage. I wouldn’t want to fly her before she gets completely repaired, and that’s a job the military will have to undertake.” 
 
    I’d been afraid that was the answer. “So, we’re pretty sure your airship is a complete loss for the next week or two until the military sends out a team of repairmen. They’ve got their hands full, so we can’t count on a timely response.” 
 
    “Sounds about right,” Varleth agreed. “We’ll need another way out.” 
 
    I pulled out the map from my bag and spread it over the broken pavement. I put one finger on the tiny dot that marked the outpost, and measured the distance between the nearest town markings around it. 
 
    “The closest town isn’t very close at all,” I reported. “Sunset is in two hours, so our choices are limited to walking all night or camping.” 
 
    “How many miles?” Varleth asked. 
 
    “About eighteen,” I said as I peered at the scale. “Could take five hours, could take twice that. I don’t know whether it’ll be rocky or if there’s a climb.” 
 
    The mayor arrived as we pondered the vague markings on the map. 
 
    “Oh, heroes,” he wheezed as he bent over, “let me … give you … my deepest thanks.“ 
 
    “Really, you don’t need to thank us for anything,” Cyra said as she came over. 
 
    The mayor shook his head as he gulped in a steadier breath of air. “Without your warning, we wouldn’t have been able to evacuate to our new monster shelter in time. We decided to build it in an old mining tunnel after last year’s catastrophe.” 
 
    “That was forward-thinking,” Erin approved. 
 
    The mayor let out a strained chuckle. “I was still worried we’d be smoked out of hiding if that fire mage’s attack had gone on much longer.” 
 
    “There weren’t any injuries?” Layla asked. 
 
    “A few burns here and there, and a farming family almost got trapped inside their barn,” the mayor explained as he shivered at the thought. “But no, we were mostly fine. The man tried to ask for a meal at the Oresmelt Inn, so the innkeeper there gave him what he wanted and quietly told everybody else to get out.” 
 
    “Hard to keep up a charade like that,” I noted. “I’m glad you got far enough before he noticed.” 
 
    The mayor nodded with wide eyes. “He didn’t seem happy when he found out. Who is that madman, anyway?” 
 
    My lips pressed together as my throat tightened. “A sick mage. He used to be a friend of ours, and we’re trying to take him in for treatment.” 
 
    The mayor frowned. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t realize you knew each other.” 
 
    I shrugged it off. “It’s okay, I’m sure our situation is very confusing to anybody else.” 
 
    And the mayor didn’t even know the half of it. Possession, ancient deities, the history of the Shadowscape itself, all of it was wrapped up in our chase after Gawain. 
 
    The mayor hesitated as he looked at us. “You’re sure you can actually cure him?” 
 
    I winced, since it was the exact question we’d all wondered at one point or another. “We’re not sure, but we have to try.” 
 
    The mayor smiled and regarded the five of us with bright eyes. “It’s admirable that you’re still trying to save him. I’m glad there are still valiant young warriors like you who are willing to do things the hard way.” 
 
    As more outpost survivors arrived, people gathered around us to thank us for our hard work in saving their town. It was odd to have rescued a town from the very man who once would have helped us close rifts and defeat monsters. 
 
    Some of the faces who came to thank us were familiar. I traded warm greetings with Jym and the miner woman who’d first told us about the crystal cave. Even after these few hours back in civilization, they looked much healthier and calmer than they had before. 
 
    Right when I thought we’d gotten to the end of the flow of townsfolk, Deresa came flying out of the crowd with her shoulder-length brown hair trailing behind her. 
 
    She launched herself at Varleth with a gleeful sound, latched her arms around him, and spun the two of them in a stumbling circle. 
 
    “U-uh, Deresa,” Varleth stammered uncharacteristically as he held his arms stiffly at his sides. 
 
    Deresa leaned her head back to stare at Varleth’s face with soft, heart-melting eyes. 
 
    He returned her gaze for an uneasy moment before he looked around helplessly at the rest of the team. 
 
    Layla smiled and drew close to the lovebirds. “Deresa, I’m so happy you came and found him. He’s been talking about you nonstop. I could tell he was on the verge of a broken heart if you didn’t show up.” 
 
    Varleth glared murderous daggers at Layla, but she smiled back innocently and ignored the look. 
 
    “Oh, Varleth,” Deresa cooed, “I’m so sorry I had to leave you. Please tell me you’re alright. I couldn’t bear to see you injured in battle.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” he managed around the frozen grimace his face was stuck in. 
 
    Erin leaned in close to whisper in my ear. “Who the hell is this girl? Does Varleth know her?” 
 
    “We met her in the caves,” I explained as I stifled my laughter. “She was just a possession victim. Varleth barely knows her better than you do.” 
 
    Erin stared at Deresa for a long minute before she turned her bemused gaze back to me. “Did she suffer brain damage or something? I don’t understand why she thinks she’s in love with Varleth.” 
 
    “I truly have no idea,” I replied. “Though I guess he can appeal to those looking for a mysterious, brooding type.” 
 
    Erin squinted. “Does she realize he only has eyes for his work?” 
 
    “I’m not so sure he does,” I whispered back with a delighted grin. 
 
    Sure enough, a pink flush spread up Varleth’s neck and landed on his cheeks as he attempted to extract himself from Deresa’s grip. 
 
    “I’m fine, thank you. Thank you. Thanks, but I’m fine,” the banisher babbled in a daze as he patted Deresa around the shoulders, but the woman just ignored his attempts and managed to snuggle more against his chest.  
 
    “She fried his brain,” Erin gasped. 
 
    I tutted and shook my head. “What a tragedy. We’re going to need a new banisher.” 
 
    You wouldn’t need one if you let me in. Sera purred. My power could give you abilities you’ve never dreamed of. You also wouldn’t need any of these other women to pour your seed into. I would keep you pleasured beyond anything you have ever experienced.  
 
    Like hell that was going to happen. I shook my head to clear away the Archon’s sinister temptations, but I could tell this was going to be a regular thing with her. 
 
    While Varleth struggled with Deresa’s affection, I turned my attention back to the map. A few miners and other outpost people helped me fill in the gaps in the surrounding area, and slowly my map became more complete. 
 
    An obvious trail emerged that would take us upward through the dip between two mountains. The path would be rocky and possibly wet if snowmelt was coming down the mountain, but it was probably our fastest way to the next town. 
 
    Polkenny would be a good-sized town to stop in and rest ourselves as we planned for our next moves. Some of the miners called it a tourist trap, but that was good news as far as I was concerned. The richer classes of Mistral traveled to the foot of the Bathi mountains to enjoy Polkenny’s scenic views and hot springs, and it would mean a better chance for us to pick up an airship ride out of here. 
 
    I wanted to chase after Gawain, but we simply had no idea where he was. The Shadowscape existed according to strange rules that destroyed any real hopes of navigating it. Mages who entered had no way of knowing where or when they’d end up, and besides that, the dangerous monsters that lurked throughout the realm made long-term missions impossible.  
 
    No, if we wanted to capture Gawain, we’d have to know exactly where he was first. 
 
    As I made my final decision, I folded up my map and stowed my belongings back into my bag as I waved my team over. “We’re going to Polkenny next. It’s too far to walk to after the long day we’ve already had, so we’re going to stop partway and camp in the mountains for one night.” 
 
    “We’re not staying here?” Layla asked with a curious tilt to her head. 
 
    I gestured at the destroyed town around us. “It’s either camp next to a building that reeks like smoke, or camp in the wild. I don’t think there are any comfy beds waiting for us here.” 
 
    “Alright,” Layla agreed amiably. “I wanted to stretch out my muscles with a good walk anyway.” 
 
    I grinned happily at my team. “Excellent. The faster we’re in Polkenny, the faster we get back to Varle or Gawain.” 
 
    Before we left, we bought a bite to eat from the bakery on the corner. Its pastries had remained mostly safe inside their glass display cases, and the woman who owned the shop was more than happy to make an extra buck now that she was faced with the task of repairing her store. 
 
    “Take however many you want,” the baker said as she scraped her graying hair back into a bun with a harried expression. “I’ll even give you a discount. I’m not going to be able to sell anything else for weeks.” 
 
    “No discount necessary,” I assured the woman. Then I paid with the money the mayor had given us before I tipped her generously as well. 
 
    We stowed our pastries in our travel bags before I purchased a round of lemon muffins to eat while we finished our business in town. 
 
    “Smoky,” Cyra commented as she bit thoughtfully into her muffin. 
 
    “I think more muffins should be given a house fire flavor,” Varleth agreed with a straight face. “My compliments to the baker.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Dark humor is fun and all, but I think it’s only right that we spend the rest of the mayor’s money around town. We know he won’t take it back directly, but the people here need all the help they can get.” 
 
    The other four mages agreed, and we spent the rest of the hour wandering the outpost back and forth while we purchased the rest of our camping equipment.  
 
    Soon, we’d spent all we could, and I led us back to the statue of the miner we’d first seen before we’d gone on our journey to the caverns. Its stony figure had remained untouched by Gawain’s attack on the outpost. I poured out the few remaining coins onto the pedestal and smiled as we walked away with our good deeds done. 
 
    “I wish we had more to give,” Layla mused as she tightened the straps on her hiking pack. 
 
    “They’ll be okay,” I assured her. “Miners are a strong kind of people.” 
 
    Cyra smiled in agreement. “Gryff and I have worked with them plenty, and we know exactly what kind of tenacity they can show.” 
 
    The two of us laughed as we each remembered our personal experiences arguing with miners. Summoners who worked in the Wilds were well-acquainted with their sharp tongues and gritty attitudes. 
 
    We hiked for the rest of the evening as the sun dipped low in the sky. Every few feet, Cyra turned around to gasp at the sunset like she’d never seen it before in her life. 
 
    “Look at that,” she breathed as she tugged at my arm. “Those purples, those reds. Stunning.” 
 
    I snorted. “You sure do love the simple things in life.” 
 
    “Enjoying nature is a certain sign of maturity, Gryff,” Cyra huffed hotly at me. “That’s why elderly people like to stare at the scenery so much.” 
 
    “I beg to differ,” I argued. “Old people just can’t move as fast, they’d rather be hiking like a teenager if they had the opportunity.” 
 
    Cyra put her hands on her hips as her chocolate eyes danced. “I bet the ancient goddess in your head loves staring at the sunset. Just ask her.” 
 
    I enjoy the sunset, Sera answered with an eerie whisper. It looks just like blood spilling from the heavens. The sun bleeds as it dies each day, and bleeds when it is reborn. It is a cyclical nature that applies well to the temporary nature of mortals like you. 
 
    “I’m going to reject her opinion,” I decided. “Because it creeps me out, and I don’t think it should apply to this debate.” 
 
    “She likes the sunset, doesn’t she,” Cyra teased in victory. “I can tell by your face.” 
 
    I grumbled as the tawny-skinned summoner celebrated her win, and the group chattered on as we hiked. 
 
    Slowly, the sun sank away, and within the hour, night began to truly set in. 
 
    “We should stop before it’s too dark to see in front of our own faces,” I decided. “Let’s set up camp here.” 
 
    The five of us each pitched in to help unfold the canvas tarp for the ground, the bedrolls, and the blankets. I built a small structure from twigs and dry grass for the fire, and Kalon lit it with an enormous puff as she breathed out her weak, little flame. 
 
    “You’re a mighty dragon,” I told her solemnly as I patted Kalon on her walnut-sized head. 
 
    She chirped at me proudly before she scrambled back to Cyra’s shoulder. 
 
    “I wish I had a familiar,” I admitted as I watched the two of them together. “Your bond is so close.” 
 
    Varleth stopped collecting wood to turn and stare at me. “You have a woman living in your head,” he said. “Nothing is more close than that.” 
 
    “No kidding,” Layla said before she frowned sharply. “What are we going to do about that, anyway? Do you have a plan?” 
 
    “Not really,” I admitted slowly. 
 
    Not even one night together, and you want to get rid of me? Sera purred. I thought our kiss was amazing. I’m hurt you don’t feel the same way.  
 
    The Archon didn’t sound hurt, and she knew it. 
 
    “I’ll sleep on it and figure something out in the morning,” I told my team with a wave of one hand. 
 
    Lucky for me, they let me get away with the delay tactic. Everybody was too tired to argue anyway, and within minutes of our heads hitting our bedrolls, we were all fast asleep. 
 
    That night, I dreamed I was trapped in a cage of black feathers. Whenever I tried to push the walls away, the feathers sliced at my hands like the sharpest blades. However many feathers I peeled away, more covered my escape. It was an impossible task, like trying to kill an ogre with one finger. 
 
    You can’t resist forever. Why fight? Sera asked as I tossed and turned fitfully. 
 
    I fell in and out of sleep all night, but I never stopped trying to escape the cage of feathers. 
 
    Come morning, I was more exhausted than I’d been the night before. I dug a pastry out of my bag and ate it mindlessly as I stared into the forest around us. 
 
    Cyra took one look at me and knitted her eyebrows in concern. “Not so restful of a night for you, huh? Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I dismissed. “Haven’t figured out how to get rid of Sera, sorry.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” the tawny-skinned summoner told me as she reached out and squeezed my hand. “We don’t expect you to have all the answers, Gryff. You do a great job leading our team, but you’re human like the rest of us.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to do,” I admitted. 
 
    Cyra smiled softly. “It’s okay. Just focus on taking care of yourself, and we can pick up everything else. Just tell me if you’re feeling worse, okay? I don’t want you to end up like Gawain.” 
 
    Varleth walked over as he fiddled with the straps of his travel pack. 
 
    “I’ll be keeping an eye on you, Gryff,” he joked as he neared us. 
 
    I laughed, but I knew Varleth actually meant what he said. If something started to go wrong, and Sera took over my body, Varleth would be there to put a stop to it. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said gratefully. “You don’t know how much that means to me.” 
 
    “Don’t sweat it,” Cyra said as she walked away to pick up the campsite. “We know you’d do the same for us.” 
 
    The rest of the day’s walk was mostly downhill as we came out of the mountainous area. Though it should’ve been easier on the way down, I tripped about twice as often as I should have, and my mind was just as slow as my legs. 
 
    Some time later, Layla cheerily interrupted my thoughts. “Look, Gryff, there’s Polkenny. We’re almost there.” 
 
    She was right, and I gazed at the town in relief as we walked down the side of the mountain. It hadn’t taken us too long to get here with the athletic pace we’d set, perhaps seven hours in total, and it was just a little after noon. 
 
    “Perfect,” I breathed in relief. “We can find an inn, call an airship, and regroup with new plans.” 
 
    The town of Polkenny wasn’t quite as big as Millervale, but I noticed some telltale signs that spoke of its tourist clientele. Ritzy restaurants and inns lined the outer streets, and silly gift shops advertised pieces of rare ore or bottles of the clearest mountain spring water. 
 
    “Mountain tours!” hawked one thin woman with a thick stack of pamphlets in one hand. “Exclusive mountain tours for low prices with experienced guides! See all the best spots, any age or experience level!” 
 
    “They’re selling guided hikes?” I asked my team in puzzlement. 
 
    Varleth nodded. “Count on the rich tourists to buy anything, even if they could easily walk up the mountain on their own two legs.” 
 
    “Maybe they’re afraid of bears and wolves,” Layla suggested. “It doesn’t seem crazy to me.” 
 
    I snorted. “Bears and wolves don’t eat people unless you get incredibly unlucky.” 
 
    “Or if you act stupid,” Cyra added. 
 
    The rest of our walk into town went on in that same vein. I marvelled at the things people were willing to sell and buy, and Layla and Erin secretly examined the wares with keen eyes and ready purses. 
 
    “They’re such Enclave girls, but it’s cute,” Cyra giggled as Layla stared with wide eyes at a lump of fool’s gold in a shop window. 
 
    “It really is charming,” I agreed. 
 
    Erin gasped and clasped her hands together as she laid eyes on a halved geode, and its insides glittered with tiny, white crystals. 
 
    “Let’s stop there for the night,” I suggested as I pointed to a small inn named Drunken Mule Inn & Baths. 
 
    “Very cute,” Cyra said approvingly. 
 
    The outside of the inn was simple but in good condition, and the paint looked clean despite the outdated style of the doors and windows. On the inside, the place was even more promising, and a blue arrow painted on the wall indicated that the heated baths were to the left of the main eating area. 
 
    We ordered three rooms, one for Varleth and two for the rest of us. Two of the girls would double up while the third would stay with me for the night. 
 
    A smile twitched onto my face as I wondered who it would be. Erin, Layla, and Cyra glanced at me with secretive smiles, but they didn’t let on whether a decision had been made. 
 
    As we ordered our food, I decided to call a team meeting and figure out what our next steps would be. 
 
    “Alright,” I began as I pulled out the map. “Since Gawain skipped out on us and went to the Shadowscape, we have no way to track him or find out where he is. I know we’re all eager to track him down and re-collect the final two ciphers, but we have no leads. I think we should avoid running off after him without a plan, which means we should wait on finding Gawain for a little longer.” 
 
    I could tell my words deflated my team’s morale a little, but we knew there was nothing more we could do for him. 
 
    “I think the obvious place to go next is Varle,” Varleth said as he leaned forward. “We left behind Nia and Arwyn there, and Orenn, Almasy, and Braden might return anytime.” 
 
    “Not to mention those recent political changes,” Layla added, “so they might need our help with leadership just as much as we need their help with Gawain.” 
 
    “We also can’t go running around Mistral without Sleet’s support while we miss school,” I said ruefully with a grimace. “We’ve been away for too long, and our allies can’t cover for us forever. By leaving the Academy behind without a formal mission, it’s basically like fleeing the military service.”  
 
    “I’m missing all my pilot training, too,” Erin added with a wince. “So, yeah, time to get back.” 
 
    “It’s settled, then,” I said. “We can’t pursue Gawain while he’s Maker-knows-where in the Shadowscape, and Varle needs our help just as badly.” 
 
    I secretly worried Gawain wouldn’t be able to hold on much longer, but I didn’t let the others know my misgivings. Besides, as I’d already said, what else could we do? 
 
    The whole team agreed, and the food arrived just moments later on steaming platters that made us all sigh with delight. 
 
    My mouth watered as I tucked into my smoked salmon and roasted mushrooms. It tasted fresh and buttery, and it filled the craving I hadn’t even realized I had. I guessed that was the result of eating nothing but pastries for the past three meals. 
 
    “Tourist town food really is better,” Cyra sighed as she chewed happily on a mouthful of seared lamb chop. 
 
    I had to agree, the cook here even gave Maron in Ralor’s Stead a run for his money. The dishes seemed like a pretty even balance between the fancy meals at the Academy and the homespun ones from small towns in the Wilds. 
 
    When we finished our meals, we wandered off to the baths with our cleanest clothes in hand.  
 
    Reluctantly, I waved goodbye to the girls at the divide between the men’s and women’s baths. Varleth and I would have to go this one alone. 
 
    My disappointment didn’t last long, however. Steam rose from the twin hot soaking tubs set into the room’s floor. Fluffy blue towels awaited us in rows along the walls, and the soap was creamy and smelled like wildflowers. The water itself gave off a distinct earthy, mineral smell that I found pleasant, even if it did remind me a little of eggs. 
 
    “Why’s it smell like this?” I asked Varleth curiously. 
 
    “Sulfur compounds in the natural hot spring,” he answered with a shrug. “They do everything natural around here, I assume, with none of the Academy’s magic and crystal technology to help out.” 
 
    “Huh,” I marvelled. “It really does come out of the ground pretty hot.” 
 
    We basked in the steam and let our muscles relax. I nearly fell asleep, but I shook myself awake hurriedly. It’d be a shame if I escaped monsters and Archons only to drown in a tub. 
 
    When the bath was over, I dried myself off with a fluffy towel and reclothed myself. Then I waved goodbye to Varleth and meandered up to the room I’d booked. 
 
    When I opened the door, Cyra was already inside. She waved at me from the small table and chair set up beside the window for guest use. 
 
    “Wow,” I commented as I came to stand next to her. “You’re already taking a crack at the ciphers?” 
 
    The four we’d recovered were spread out on the wood alongside the books, and Cyra scribbled in a leather-bound journal with a quill as she finished jotting something down. 
 
    “I’m not very academic,” she admitted as she pointed her quill feather at the journal in front of her, “but I’ve always liked puzzles, even though I don’t know much about history or language. I figured even somebody like me should give it a shot, just in case.” 
 
    I smiled as I brushed a hand along her shoulder. “I think it’s a great idea. I don’t know what kind of person you think you are, but I think you’re a talented, intelligent mage with a fantastic eye for detail.” 
 
    She flushed and looked away. “Come on, Gryff, be real.” 
 
    “I’m serious,” I said. “I think the only one who doesn’t realize you’re smart is you. I don’t know who forgot to tell you that, but it’s true.” 
 
    She blinked and turned to me with soft eyes and a small smile, but she looked away again. “In some ways, Gryff, we’re a lot alike.” 
 
    “We are,” I agreed with a wink. “Both of us worked in the Wilds, and both of us managed to get along with Maelor.” 
 
    She laughed even as she shook her head. “Not just that. I know I told you I was born in Kalgon’quin Enclave. The reality is that I lived there for barely any time before both of my parents died.” 
 
    “We’re both orphans,” I said softly as I considered what her life may have been like. 
 
    She smiled brightly. “So, we both know it’s not as bad as it sounds. I think I’ve led a truly happy, lucky life. A priest and his wife took me in and raised me until I was about nine years old. After that, I apprenticed to a summoner and travelled the Wilds as her apprentice.” 
 
    “Was she good to you?” I asked hesitantly. 
 
    “Oh yes,” Cyra said, “very good. She was old when she took me in, however, and she died not too long after I took off on my own.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I said. 
 
    Cyra shook her head. “Don’t be. I’m happy being my own person, and I’m glad I was raised by such nice people. I’m sure you know that same gratitude.” 
 
    “I do,” I agreed. “There’s no reason for anybody I meet to act like I’ve had less.” 
 
    Cyra leaned in and put her head on my shoulder. “Exactly. Kalon, you, and all our other friends are my family now.” 
 
    At the mention of Kalon’s name, the silver dragon squeaked and peeked her thin snout out from behind Cyra’s mane of hair. 
 
    We laughed at the little dragon’s timing and gave her plenty of petting to reward her for her patience during our conversation. 
 
    “We’d better get back to the ciphers,” Cyra said happily. “Thank you for listening, though.” 
 
    I nodded and kissed her on the forehead. “Of course. I’m glad you opened up. I never knew all this about you, but it makes us closer than ever before.” 
 
    She smiled with white teeth and full lips as her eyes sparkled, and the sight of it made my breath catch in my throat. It took all my willpower to force my attention away to the research in front of us. 
 
    As we puzzled over the ciphers, the night wore on, and the hours crept past. Cyra seemed too determined to find answers, and she never glanced toward the bed. 
 
    I was just happy to be with her, and more than happy to avoid another night of Sera’s disturbing dreams.  
 
    I couldn’t parse much from the ciphers in front of us, and the linguistics of it slid away from the grasp of my tired mind. I ended up helping Cyra more with the history side of things, since I’d done so much reading as a child, and history had been one of my favorites. She pried apart the logic of each sentence with a mathematical tact that escaped me. In turn, I provided context for the old turns of phrase or historical references we found scattered throughout the old books. 
 
    By the end of the night, the smattering of translated letters on the page seemed like hardly an accomplishment to any outsider, but Cyra and I were proud. We’d proven to ourselves that our Wilds upbringings were a worthy match against any Enclave scholar’s abilities. 
 
    “I’m so tired,” Cyra finally said with a yawn as she crawled into bed. Then she kicked off her skirt and wriggled out of her shirt with tired determination.  
 
    “I don’t even know if I can sleep,” I said through an enormous yawn. “I really don’t want to watch Sera’s nightmares anymore.” 
 
    Cyra’s eyes traveled from my face down to my hips. “I can think of a few things to do that’ll help you sleep.” 
 
    I grinned and pulled the tawny-skinned woman close to me as I kissed along the crook of her neck.  
 
    “Can Sera see us?” Cyra asked with an amused quirk to her lips. 
 
    “Not entirely sure, but she doesn’t seem to care most of the time,” I admitted. “I can’t get her to talk to me when she doesn’t want to.” 
 
    Cyra let out a pleased hum as her hand traveled over my chest and down to my waist. 
 
    “I don’t think I’d care if she saw anyway,” Cyra said teasingly. “She should know you don’t belong to her.” 
 
    I smiled and ran a hand along her hips. “Then I think I’ll have to take you up on that offer.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    In the morning, a knock at the door awakened Cyra and me from our deep, exhausted sleep. 
 
    “Hnn?” Cyra muttered as she stretched and groaned. “Didn’t we fall asleep like an hour ago?” 
 
    “It could’ve been,” I said, but I wasn’t too upset. I was just glad I hadn’t been bothered by any nightmares from Sera. 
 
    “Wakeup call here,” rumbled the innkeeper through the door in a muffled voice. “You asked to be woken up two hours before the airship departure for Varle.” 
 
    “Thanks!” I shouted back. 
 
    The innkeeper departed on heavy boots before I heard him knock at the room next to ours. That would be Varleth's, if I remembered our room assignments correctly. 
 
    “Oh, no,” I realized, “do you think he heard us last night?” 
 
    “Only if he listened through several hours of translating before that,” Cyra said with a snicker as she got up to do her morning stretches. 
 
    I chuckled and tried not to stare at her ass as she raised one leg to loosen the muscles in her thighs. Then she pressed her chest down along the length of her calf in an impressive display of flexibility that reminded me of the moves she’d shown last night. 
 
    I grinned as she transitioned into a new pose that arched her back and showed off her perfect, round breasts. 
 
    “I feel like these aren’t usually done naked,” I said in a strained voice. 
 
    “Want me to stop?” Cyra asked with a wink as she stretched her arms over her head. The muscles in her stomach flexed tantalizingly as she twisted to look at me. 
 
    I cleared my throat with some difficulty. “Nope, let the show continue. I’ll just be over here, getting dressed and drooling.” 
 
    “Cute,” she giggled.  
 
    I stayed true to my word and somehow managed to get myself in a presentable state within a few minutes.  
 
    When Cyra and I went downstairs, we met the rest of the team already at the table as they chowed down on bacon and grilled cheese sandwiches. 
 
    Two plates were conspicuously untouched, and my stomach growled loudly as I locked my eyes on the food. 
 
    “This looks amazing,” Cyra exclaimed as we took our seats. 
 
    “Hurry up and eat,” Varleth warned. “We need to leave for the airship in fifteen minutes. Next one isn’t bound for Varle until tomorrow.” 
 
    “Sure thing, mom,” Layla snarked back with a cheeky grin. 
 
    The gypsy rolled his eyes. “Somebody has to keep track of time. Gryff’s tired because he didn’t do a good job of that last night.” 
 
    Three pairs of teasing eyes turned to stare at me. 
 
    I swallowed my bite of bacon. “What? Cyra and I were up late translating the ciphers.” 
 
    “Good cover story,” Erin complimented. “I’d keep that one.” 
 
    “It’s true,” I complained, but no good comeback came to mind. 
 
    Cyra covered her mouth out of embarrassment as she laughed, but she seemed pretty pleased with the situation. 
 
    We finished breakfast with minutes to spare and hustled down the busy streets to the airship. It was scheduled to leave at precisely nine in the morning, a fact which Varleth was sure to remind us of whenever anybody glanced at a shop window for a moment or two. 
 
    The airship itself was huge, but I was surprised to see it wasn’t emblazoned with the military emblem or any other official marking. 
 
    “This is a private ship?” I asked in surprise as I stared at the enormous wings that stretched to either side of the craft. 
 
    “Sure is,” Erin responded. “Lots of very wealthy tourists are happy to pay for luxury like this.” 
 
    “This is going to cost us a fortune,” I said mournfully. 
 
    “I’m sure somebody will eventually reimburse us,” Cyra comforted with a hand on my arm. 
 
    It did end up costing us a fortune, but I still found myself appreciating the luxury. The interior was beautiful, with dark wood trim artfully placed to simulate a real building, and it contrasted nicely with the cream canvas and plaster throughout the rest of the ship. The seats were plush, and the safety belts were silky smooth. After a while, I barely even noticed I was wearing safety straps at all. 
 
    I used the opportunity to lean back and get some desperately needed sleep, and Cyra did the same on my other side. 
 
    My dreams started off normally enough, and I slept peacefully through some vague images of the ciphers as my sleeping mind tried to deconstruct the puzzle. 
 
    Then things took an interesting turn. The ciphers disappeared and transitioned to a gray, indistinct fog. 
 
    Quite the show you gave me last night, Sera said with a seductive lilt to her voice. Though that amount of pleasure is nothing compared to what I can show you. 
 
    A pleasant thrill snaked through my body, and I gasped in the dream. 
 
    Sera stepped forward from the fog, and she looked exactly as I’d seen her in the crystal caves. Her black wings curved over her sleek body and trailed near her ankles as she walked teasingly toward me. 
 
    “Whatever you’re selling, I’m not buying,” I warned her. 
 
    She smiled and walked closer. “Gryff, you deserve to know what you’re missing.” She trailed a hand over my stomach, and a thrill of desire shot through me. 
 
    I seized her hand and narrowed my eyes. “Not happening.” 
 
    Sera sighed. “If you say so. I’m sure you remember our kiss, however. Imagine a bliss like that, but magnified a hundred times over.” 
 
    She fluttered her lashes seductively and swayed her hips against mine. 
 
    I caught my breath as amazing, blinding ecstasy shot through me from my toes to my head. 
 
    My jaw clenched as I glared at her. “I know Phi is a devious sack of shit, but I’m inclined to believe her on a few things. She doesn’t like you. She thinks you are dangerous.” 
 
    “My sister doesn’t know the first thing about me,” Sera purred as she shook her head. “Besides, I’d never hurt anybody you cared about. I could even promise their safety, if you just gave up to me willingly.” 
 
    I pushed the Archon away as I glared at her. “If you knew me better, you’d know not to bargain with their lives so casually.” 
 
    Sera blinked slowly, and the mechanical motion of it reminded me of a viper coiled to strike. 
 
    “What about if I could help you save your friend, Gawain?” she asked. 
 
    I narrowed my gaze suspiciously. “What do you mean?” 
 
    She smiled and gave me a secretive, side-eyed look. “You don’t think Phi’s the only one who can open portals into the Shadowscape, do you?” 
 
    I stared at her wordlessly for a moment before I asked, “You can get us into the Shadowscape to find him?” 
 
    “Only if you let me take over your body for a little bit,” she responded with a wink. 
 
    My face fell. “Not going to happen.” 
 
    She tilted her head, and for a moment, I thought she was going to attack me. The fathomless depths of her yellow eyes were emotionless and alien, as cold as the moon on a winter night. 
 
    “Suit yourself,” she replied simply. 
 
    Then the dream vanished around us like water draining down a sink. 
 
    I awoke with a startled thudding of my heart before I looked at the airship cabin around me. 
 
    On the bench across from Cyra and me, Erin and Layla were playing a card game together. I wasn’t sure where they had gotten the cards, but it was clear they weren’t taking the game too seriously. 
 
    “Chalice of Hearts beats Chalice of Knives,” Layla informed Erin with a mischievous glint in her eyes. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure they’re equal,” the mimic replied as she pursed her lips. 
 
    Layla pointed at her own card. “Chalice of Hearts follows the power of love, so it gets extra points for superior morality.” 
 
    I turned to Cyra to see if she was watching the game, but the summoner was out cold and snoring softly into the crook of her arm. 
 
    The intercom crackled to life, and a voice from the speakers said, “Arrival at Varle in ten minutes. Repeat, arrival at Varle in ten minutes.” 
 
    Feedback whined from the speaker system and made us all wince. The sharp noise continued for a moment before they killed the intercom and cut the sound. 
 
    Cyra woke up with a bleary expression and stared at us with sleepy, half-closed eyes. “What’s the emergency?”  
 
    “None,” I told her as I stretched out the kinks in my neck. “We’ll be getting to Varle soon.” 
 
    “Oh,” the tawny-skinned summoner said simply. Then she tucked her head back into the crook of her arm and resumed sleeping. 
 
    “Impressive,” Layla commented approvingly. 
 
    “How does her back not hurt after that?” Erin asked in wonderment. 
 
    Layla nodded sagely. “It has to be all those Western stretches.” 
 
    I snorted and rolled my shoulders to loosen them. “You guys are ridiculous. Anyway, where’s Varleth?” 
 
    “He went to go relax at one of those nice viewing windows,” Layla replied. “Just keep going toward the front of the ship, I’m sure you’ll see him eventually.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said as I unbuckled my safety belts. 
 
    “As a pilot, I’m pretty sure you’re supposed to leave those on when the ship is landing,” Erin said with her brows knitted in concern. 
 
    “I’ll be quick,” I promised. “I’m sure I can strap in again over by that viewing window if I get desperate.” 
 
    “Maker speed your journey,” Layla said solemnly as she bowed her head to emulate a priest. 
 
    I laughed, waved goodbye, exited our booth, and went out into the hallway. 
 
    Since this airship was such a large one, the ride was much smoother than usual. I didn’t stumble even once as I made my way down the long, furnished hallway, though I could’ve used any of the chairs bolted to the floor if I wanted to. The owners of this ship really thought of every possible convenience for their clients. 
 
    I found Varleth in front of an enormous, thick pane of glass set into the airship wall. Thin, metal bars crisscrossed the glass in a grid pattern to stabilize it, though they didn’t interrupt the panoramic view much. Across the window, the hallway opened up into a little alcove with seating and belts that passengers could take advantage of whenever they wanted. 
 
    Varleth leaned back in one of those chairs and gazed out the window with a relaxed, content expression. 
 
    “Varleth,” I greeted as I approached and sat next to him. 
 
    He glanced up and twitched his mouth into a barely-perceptible smile. “Hello.” 
 
    I leaned back and watched wisps of cloud whip by the window. Green plains of grass raced by below us, and I was struck by just how empty so much of the Wilds was. The human race seemed fragile and temporary when I looked at how little we’d actually conquered the wilderness. 
 
    “I need your advice,” I told Varleth. 
 
    He frowned. “I’m always happy to help, Gryff, but I’m not sure I’ve got any valuable advice. What’d you want to ask me about?” 
 
    I sighed and leaned back in my seat. “It’s about Sera.” 
 
    “Ah, her,” the gypsy responded with a loaded tone. 
 
    I nodded knowingly. “She says she can help us reach the Shadowscape by working through my body to open a portal.” 
 
    “And you’re asking me because I don’t have much personal attachment to Gawain?” Varleth concluded. 
 
    The two of them never got along, and their problems were exacerbated by Gawain’s insults against gypsies. Though the derogatory comments had stopped long ago, I understood why it was hard for Varleth to forgive Gawain. I was sure the fire mage had just used the gypsy comments to get under Varleth’s skin, but that didn’t make them sting any less. 
 
    I smiled and shook my head. “No, it’s not because you two aren’t friends. I’m asking you because you’re the most levelheaded, realistic thinker I know. You’re a little cynical, but I think your skepticism can be really useful in this kind of situation.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Varleth said in genuine surprise. 
 
    “So,” I asked, “what do you think? Should we take Sera up on her offer?” 
 
    “I think she’s extremely untrustworthy,” he hummed contemplatively. “That said, we already know your mind is strong enough to fight her off if you’re given the chance. Maybe there is a way to restrain you during the process? Still sounds risky.” 
 
    I nodded thoughtfully. “So, we could wrap me up in chains before we ask her to do her thing. 
 
    “Seems like it would be a last option though.” Varleth shrugged. “We’ll have to ask Arwyn and some of the other academic people what they think. Phi took over Gawain, and I’d hate for Sera to take over you too.” 
 
    “Ahhh, I knew it,” I laughed. “You do love me.” 
 
    The banisher shrugged again and gave me a crooked, teasing grin. “Frankly, it’s a nice boost to my ego whenever you come to me for advice.” 
 
    “Don’t count on it happening again,” I warned him with a smile in return, and then we both shared a laugh.  
 
    The airship announcement crackled to life to announce our descent, and I obligingly strapped myself in with the safety harness. 
 
    It was truly amazing to watch the airship ground itself through the enormous panoramic window. The distant green fields and tiny houses approached with startling speed, and for a moment I wondered if something had gone wrong. Then, once we neared the ground, the airship slowed its descent and drifted at a more leisurely pace into its final landing. 
 
    The ship set down on the ground with a final bump that vibrated the entire hold, and I stripped my safety harness off. Then Varleth and I hurried down the hallway back to where the girls were seated. I was sure none of us wanted to return to the Academy as anything less than a unified group.  
 
    We didn’t know whether the Academy had stabilized with Arwyn, Nia, and her father intervening, and we weren’t sure if Goredrin Madox was on our side or not. 
 
    Varleth and I found our booth and waited for the girls to get up. Erin and Layla put away their playing cards while Cyra sleepily rose and stretched. 
 
    “Ready to figure out if we’re enemies of the military?” Layla asked as she patted me on the back. 
 
    “Ready as I’ll ever be,” I responded with a grin. “Though I think we should try to find Arwyn first, just to avoid any possible trouble.” 
 
    Together, the five of us slowly filed out of the airship. We were sandwiched between hordes of tourists with enormous bags stuffed with souvenirs from their time in Polkenny. Squealing children from wealthy families shrieked to be let off the ship while weary attendants tried to calm them. 
 
    Finally, we were off. From there, it was a simple matter of taking the familiar route back to the Academy. We went up the main lift and dodged through the streets past the Retching Goblin before we arrived at the gates of the school. 
 
    I glanced at the massive black oak doors that guarded the school’s main entrance. They still looked just as impressive as they had the first day I came here, and their gold trim was as stunning as all the beasts carved into their wood. Now that I’d been a student for over a year, however, I knew there were other ways to get into the school. 
 
    We took the side entrance by trailing along the edge of the main pentagonal building until we reached a small, unmarked wooden door. Then I rapped my knuckles against its surface until the door opened.  
 
    A confused student in earth mage robes stood in the opening and examined us with a critical eye. He had a pinched expression, and his robes were pressed crisply enough to cut glass. 
 
    “We’re students, please let us in,” Cyra requested in a melodic, pleasant voice. 
 
    I tried to follow her lead as I smiled with as much patience and politeness as I could muster. 
 
    “How’d ya get out there?” the earth mage asked in a nasally voice. 
 
    “Monster response squad,” Varleth replied simply. “Special circumstances.” 
 
    The student jerked his head at me. “I recognize that one from the Magicae Nito. Come on in.” 
 
    We walked in after the student and found ourselves in the corner of the cafeteria. Smatterings of students sat and ate early lunches in small groups throughout the room.  
 
    The cafeteria side door was a sure way to get inside, since there was usually a willing student nearby to answer when somebody knocked. 
 
    “Just out of curiosity,” I asked as I turned to the earth mage, “who’s running this school?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Dunno. I just go to classes here.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I managed to say as I raised my eyebrows. 
 
    It seemed to me like he’d have to be willfully ignorant to have so little idea about what was going on. 
 
    “I guess we go to Arwyn, then,” Varleth suggested. 
 
    We made our way down to Arwyn’s office, but I stopped in my tracks at the sight of a familiar, ashen-haired beauty carrying a pile of books down the hallway. 
 
    “Nia, over here!” I called out to her. 
 
    She turned around with a harried expression while her eyes blazed with irritation. Then the snapping rage in her blue eyes melted away and turned to joy. 
 
    “You’re back!” she exclaimed as she rushed over to us.  
 
    “We are,” I announced needlessly with a grin. 
 
    Nia rolled her eyes as she hugged the girls in turn. “I never doubted you, farm boy. I can’t seem to get rid of you. It was everybody else I was worried about.” 
 
    “I missed you so much,” Layla admitted as she squeezed the elemental mage. 
 
    Nia’s eyes shot down to the heavy bag at Cyra’s side. “Did you guys get the ciphers back? What did you do about Gawain?” 
 
    I held up my hands to slow the questions. “It’s not all good news. We’re still missing two of the ciphers. He got away through a portal, but we’re going to go after him eventually.” 
 
    Nia frowned in confusion. “A portal?” 
 
    I heaved out a huge sigh. “It’s a long story, so we’ll tell you once everybody else is with us in the same room. In short, it’s not Gawain’s fault he stole the ciphers. How are things here? Are you doing okay?” 
 
    Nia nodded and bit her lip absentmindedly. “Things aren’t going perfectly here. We’ve been in a stalemate for a long time, so nothing is getting done.” She shifted her stack of books with some discomfort, so I held out my arms to take some, and she handed over half of the stack gratefully. 
 
    “A stalemate?” I asked with a concerned frown. “Is Goredrin giving you trouble?” 
 
    Nia clutched her books more tightly. “No, not really. He’s not getting in our way, though he’s not making things easier. We’re just fighting against some legal stuff.” 
 
    “Understandable,” Varleth added with a thoughtful nod. “General Kenefick killed the last councilmember, so it’s practically a countrywide military coup.” 
 
    I hadn’t thought about it that way, but it did make sense. 
 
    I frowned and glanced around the quiet, peaceful environment of the school. “Does anybody actually mind the idea of Kenefick in charge?” 
 
    Nia pursed her lips. “It’s not really about him. It’s more about the general concept of a military uprising. My father has technically broken laws, but there’s nobody left to charge him with anything. He could step up and take charge to pardon himself, but it would look like a power grab.” 
 
    Erin grimaced. “The nobles would be more than a little unhappy with that. They don’t like that kind of threat to their social status.” 
 
    “This sounds like a mess,” I admitted. “I wouldn’t even know where to begin.” 
 
    Nia put her free hand on her hip and smiled. “That’s why I came back to the Academy and not with you, farm boy.” 
 
    I gave her a cocky grin. “Farm boy again? What can I do to earn my name back, Kenefick?” 
 
    Varleth interrupted us with an impatient huff. “You two can flirt after we’ve returned the ciphers and saved the school.” 
 
    “We were going to see Arwyn, can you take us to her?” Layla chimed in. 
 
    “Only because you’re the one who’s asking,” Nia said sweetly.  
 
    She beckoned for our group to follow, and the six of us traveled through the school building and over to the healing clinic. We went in and nearly ran straight into Meridan as she clicked her way hurriedly through the waiting room. 
 
    “Oh!” she chirped as she wrung her hands over the sight of us. “You’re all back! Maelor’s going to be so happy. Ah, but please don’t tell me you’ve gotten yourselves injured.” 
 
    “We’re fine,” I assured her quickly to stave off an oncoming lecture. 
 
    “Excellent to hear,” the plump-faced healer replied with a smile. 
 
    “We’ve come to see Arwyn,” Nia explained. 
 
    “Of course,” Meridan replied. “I’m sure you have so much news for her.” 
 
    “How is Sleet doing?” Varleth asked cautiously. 
 
    Meridan tutted and shook her head. “He’s sleeping right now, so I can’t let you in to see him. He’s not a young man, and even with the finest potions in Varle, he can’t bounce back from this like one of you would. That said, he’s been up and about a few times as he deals with the leadership crisis here in Varle. I’ll let him know you’ve arrived once he wakes up. Perhaps you can expect a visit from him later.” 
 
    I twisted my mouth into a reluctant smile and nodded. “We understand. Headmaster Sleet needs to focus on recovery.” 
 
    Meridan smiled and patted my cheek before she did the same to Varleth. “You’re some of the good ones. Of course you understand.” 
 
    After that, Meridan led us back to Arwyn, who was in one of the adjoining lab rooms I hadn’t seen before. The red haired professor was bent over a table full of documents, and she scribbled furiously at the papers in front of her. She looked up when Meridan knocked on the doorframe. 
 
    Then Arwyn blinked and gasped before she smiled broadly and surged to her feet. 
 
    “I’m so happy you’re all back,” Arwyn told us as she came over to give us all hugs. 
 
    “We’re happy to be back,” Erin replied with a smile. 
 
    After I’d gotten my hug, Arwyn gripped me by the shoulders and held me back to examine me with a critical eye. “You don’t look beaten up, for once,” she joked. “This must mean the end of the world.” 
 
    The comment echoed what Gawain had said to me before he’d vanished, and I laughed nervously as it struck close to home. 
 
    I squeezed Arwyn’s shoulder. “I sure hope it isn’t.” 
 
    The healer smiled warmly back at me and brushed her flame-red hair behind one ear. “Just put those books on the table.” 
 
    Nia and I set down our stacks of books in the one clear spot left on the table. I glanced curiously at the covers, and I noticed all the titles were about law, political history, or other legal information. 
 
    “What are you working on?” Layla asked as she went over to look at the papers on the table. 
 
    Arwyn ran a weary hand along the back of her neck. “Not much. I’m just trying to figure out a way to put General Kenefick in charge without upsetting half of Mistral.” 
 
    “Well, the stakes sound pretty low,” Varleth replied dryly. 
 
    Arwyn pushed her chair in. “Believe me, it isn’t complicated work. But I have to read so much legal jargon, it’s almost like they didn’t want anybody to understand it.” 
 
    Erin smiled wryly. “I’m pretty sure they write it that way on purpose.” 
 
    “I’m sure they do,” Arwyn huffed and let out a low laugh. “Now, you five need to tell me everything that’s happened. I don’t see Gawain with you, so I assume he’s still on the run with the ciphers?” 
 
    “Not all of them,” I said as I pointed to the bag slung across Cyra’s shoulder. 
 
    “Four ciphers and all the tomes,” Cyra reported. “Gawain ran off with the other two ciphers.” 
 
    “Thank Varleth’s speedy action we got any of them back at all,” I said. 
 
    Varleth rolled his eyes. “Sure, but I wouldn’t have been able to do anything without the incredible plan, summoning, or earth magic that grounded Gawain during the fight.” 
 
    “Technically, Almasy gets props for the earth magic,” Erin piped up. 
 
    “Alright,” Nia said in a clear voice that cut through the discussion instantly. “Now that Arwyn is here, can you please tell me what happened from the beginning?” 
 
    Since we were all properly cowed by Nia’s exasperation, we took turns describing the journey we’d taken on our hunt for Gawain. I covered the events with Sera using what I hoped was my most neutral, unafraid tone, but Nia and Arwyn seemed alarmed anyway. 
 
    “What do you mean, she’s still in your head?” Nia asked as her eyes flashed with righteous indignation. “She’s not getting your body or your mind. It simply won’t happen.” 
 
    When the ashen-haired mage said it with such conviction, I really had to agree. It sounded like Nia herself would personally beat the Archon out of my head if she had the chance. 
 
    She sounds like quite the formidable foe, Sera said slyly. Say, if you give me your body, she could get her opportunity to fight me. 
 
    Not a chance in hell, I thought back to the Archon. 
 
    “I can’t get her to leave,” I said in helpless frustration. “As far as I know, she’s just as stuck with me as I’m stuck with her.” 
 
    Can you be so sure? Sera purred. Maybe I’ll leave your head and try one of your little friends to see if they’re more accommodating. 
 
    I snarled out a mental series of threats and swears, but even though I tried to keep my thoughts quiet, my face must have showed some of my anger. 
 
    “Is she talking to you right now?” Arwyn asked curiously. 
 
    “Just some lies, I think,” I replied in a voice that sparked with barely-concealed rage. 
 
    “Fascinating,” Arwyn breathed. “A direct conversation with a being who can remember ancient history. I almost envy the opportunity.” 
 
    The scholar positively glowed with excitement, and I felt pretty certain she really did envy the opportunity. I was sure Sera’s snide comments would bounce right off Arwyn’s academic mindset anyway. 
 
    “She’s driving me a little crazy,” I admitted. “I haven’t gotten a peaceful night of sleep in a while, and I’m not sure whether her offers to help us find Gawain are genuine or not.” 
 
    “She isn’t … taking control of you though, is she?” Nia asked.  
 
    “I’m fine,” I assured her. “You don’t need to worry.” 
 
    “You just told us one of the leaders of the monsters is in your head speaking with you,” Arwyn sighed, “and you fought against her attempts to control your body. I am going to need to run some tests and--” 
 
    Varleth stepped forward and addressed Arwyn. “We’re fairly sure she’s just trying to trick Gryff, but we were hoping to get some help from you to work around the downsides.” 
 
    “What’s she been offering?” Arwyn asked as her eyes jumped from the banisher back to me. 
 
    I frowned. “She says she can open a portal to get us to Gawain in the Shadowscape. It would make sense, since we saw Phi exercise the same power for him.” 
 
    “No,” Nia scoffed. “Absolutely not. We need to figure out how to get her out of your head, not get her help.” 
 
    Awww, your pretty, long-legged lover is jealous. I can understand why. You aren’t going to hold me off forever. 
 
    I gritted my teeth, but then forced my mouth into a smile when Nia looked at me.  
 
    “It does sound too risky,” Arwyn hummed, “but if she can open portals when she wants to, it might be a way we can take this war to the monsters. We don’t have to be reactive to their attacks anymore.” 
 
    She’s a smart one. All these women who take your seed … you are quite powerful, aren’t you? 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking,” I said as I ignored Sera’s words. 
 
    “We’ll need to figure out a way to prevent her from escaping or taking control of you,” Arwyn continued. 
 
    “Exactly,” I replied with a discontented huff of air, “but we have faith in you and the other researchers. You guys can figure something out, right?” 
 
    Arwyn tilted her head to the ceiling and shifted her weight as she considered it. “I believe so. You’ll have to give us a lot of time, both for the ciphers and for this.” 
 
    “We don’t have a lot of time,” I said. “Gawain has the last two ciphers, and Phi is--” 
 
    “I know,” Arwyn interrupted me. “We are going to do our best to translate what we know using the ciphers you brought us back, then we can all figure out a plan that doesn’t involve risking you. You are too important, Gryff.” 
 
    “I’m not that important,” I sighed. “The world is more important.” 
 
    “Speaking of the world,” Nia cut in, “we do need some help with repairs around the city. That might get your mind off Sera while Arwyn does what she can with the ciphers.”  
 
    I looked closely at the ashen-haired mage and noted how tired she appeared. The signs were almost impossible to see, since Nia was so great at keeping up her image and staying on task, but they were there.  
 
    Her eyes flickered too quickly from place to place as she tried to absorb more information and make up for sleepless nights. She shifted her weight aimlessly as if she was ready to take off running at any moment. The space around her brows was tight, like she was constantly restraining a frown. 
 
    “Okay, we can work on fixing some things around Varle,” I said, and my lover seemed to relax a bit. If Nia was tense, it meant things needed a lot of work. Since even she was willing to admit she wasn’t completely on top of things, we’d have a lot to do before we were ready to go out after Gawain again. 
 
    I just hoped he could hold out till then. 
 
    “Sleet will want to see you, also,” Arwyn said.  
 
    “When?” I asked her. 
 
    She put a manicured finger to her lips as she considered my question. “I’m sure he’ll call a meeting sometime tomorrow. He’s been disobeying Meridan’s advice as well as mine, so the odds are good he’ll want to get to it first thing in the morning.” 
 
    I felt bad Sleet didn’t know when to stop pushing himself, but I was guiltily grateful we wouldn’t be left hanging for too long. Arwyn was right though, we needed a few days of rest and recuperation before we went after Gawain again. 
 
    “Sounds good,” I replied. “We’ve been racing around for a while now chasing Gawain, so we should probably spend today resting. We could catch a bite to eat before lunch is over.” 
 
    “Thank the Maker,” Layla breathed. “I thought you’d never bring it up. I’m starving.” 
 
    Nia smiled fondly. “Despite Gryff’s troubles with Sera, it’s good to see things haven’t changed too much since I last saw you all.” 
 
    “You have that right,” I replied with a happy chuckle. “All this talk of food reminds me of Braden. I assumed they’re not back yet, is that right?” 
 
    “Still in Balvaan,” Arwyn confirmed as she straightened some of the papers on her desk. “They sent a letter to tell us they wouldn’t be too much longer, though. It arrived yesterday, so it’s possible they’ll be on their way back sometime this week.” 
 
    “I’m glad they’re all okay,” Cyra said with a pleased smile. “I feel like I’ve known all of you for years.” 
 
    “The feeling is mutual,” Erin replied as she bumped shoulders fondly with the tawny-skinned summoner. 
 
    The group chatted happily as we all went to lunch, and I was pleased to see Nia and Arwyn join us. I knew they were hard workers, and I didn’t doubt they’d skip meals without a second thought just to get more done for the Academy. 
 
    “I missed this,” Layla gushed as we waited in line for our trays of food.  
 
    The rest of us made eager noises of appreciation as we went down the line and fixed our eyes on today’s meal. I caught Erin and Layla filling the extra spaces on their plates with leftover muffins from the Academy breakfast this morning. Even Varleth hungrily asked for seconds after he received his helping of pasta with tomatoes, cream sauce, and wild mushrooms. 
 
    We stuffed ourselves and went on to soak in the Academy baths before bedtime. Though it was only last night when we’d gotten to stay at the inn with the hot springs, time seemed to stretch endlessly for me whenever I spent more than a couple hours on an airship. I was sure the rest of my team was grateful for the respite from travel as well as the return to normalcy, at least in part. 
 
    I went to bed in my own room that night, but it felt strange without Braden there to keep me company. The room was somehow too small and claustrophobic, though the wide stretch of wooden floor past the foot of my bed made me feel small and lonely at the same time. 
 
    I thought I’d have to spend the whole night tossing and turning as I lay in anticipation of the terrible nightmares Sera was sure to send me. 
 
    Instead, my door creaked open quietly in the dark, and I turned to face the tiny sliver of light that peeked through it. 
 
    “Gryff?” came Layla’s soft voice as she hesitated in the entrance. 
 
    “I’m awake,” I told her, “and I’m definitely relieved you showed up.” 
 
    “Oh, good,” she whispered as a flirtatious note entered her voice. “I’m not alone.” 
 
    The door drifted open to reveal both Layla and Nia framed in the dim light from the hall. Nia’s hair shone silver in the light, and her eyes were an unmistakable shade of vibrant blue, the color of the sky on a cloudless day. 
 
    “I’ve missed you, Gryff,” Nia murmured into the darkness, and her smooth, beautiful voice made my breath catch in my throat. 
 
    Layla giggled softly, and both of the girls padded across the room on silent feet before they joined me in bed. 
 
    “I’m never going to get tired of this,” Nia sighed as she stretched out on my left side. 
 
    I ran my hand down her curves, and her porcelain skin was soft and warm under my palm. She moved against my touch and pressed a kiss to my chest. 
 
    “It’s a good tradition, I think,” Layla responded with a soft whisper in the dark. 
 
    “Only a girl like you would think picking my room’s lock to break and enter is a good tradition,” I replied as I fondly brushed my right hand through her hair. 
 
    “But it is a good tradition,” Layla said happily as she smiled against my shoulder and basked in the attention. 
 
    “She really is one of a kind,” Nia admitted with a soft laugh. “Though, I didn’t exactly protest the idea.”  
 
    “The two of you are smarter than I am,” I joked with a smile as I drew my girls closer to me. “You both had this idea before I did.” 
 
    Layla tucked her petite body next to mine, and Nia sighed happily as we lay there in peaceful bliss. It had been too long since we’d done this, but it felt so perfect and right, like this was what we’d been waiting for. 
 
    Before long, all three of us fell soundly asleep. 
 
    I had a few vague dreams of running while something unseen chased me, but each time I awoke next to Layla and Nia. With the two girls at my side, I found the nightmares didn’t bother me too much. I drifted off with a smile as I considered how it must have irritated Sera to see her usual tricks failing. 
 
    At the crack of dawn, a polite knock at the door startled Layla, Nia, and I awake. 
 
    “It’s me, Ms. Hamner,” Arwyn said through the closed door. “We’ve been called into a meeting with Headmaster Sleet.” 
 
    “Shit,” Layla swore, “I left my fancy clothes back in my room. Do you think I’ve got time to get them?” 
 
    I peered at the canary yellow miniskirt and sheer, white tank top that lay scrunched up in a pile on the floor. They’d certainly collected some new wrinkles overnight. 
 
    “I need to dress up more, too,” Nia added with a yawn, though her own clothes were folded neatly and left on top of the dresser.  
 
    The ashen-haired mage would probably look impeccable no matter what she wore. She was able to carry herself with such poise and grace, nobody would question her even if she showed up in pajamas. 
 
    “I think you can both afford the time to visit your rooms for a change,” I said wisely with a smile. 
 
    Layla kissed me on the cheek before she hopped off the bed and slipped on yesterday’s clothes in record time. 
 
    Nia followed at a more leisurely pace as she dressed herself and tucked her hair behind her ears. 
 
    As soon as I opened the door, the petite summoner dashed out into the hall with an apology, and I caught a glimpse of Arwyn’s bemused expression through the doorway before it closed again. 
 
    Nia gave me a lingering kiss and followed after Layla, though she took the time to properly greet Arwyn and explain things before I heard her walk off. 
 
    I suited up with the most formal outfit I could muster, which ended up being a pair of dark gray pants and a collared white shirt. It looked pretty good, but I followed it up with layers of belts, pouches, and my leather bandolier. All the additions ended up giving me a more battle-ready look than I’d planned on, but I wasn’t willing to part with my gear, so I shrugged and called it good. 
 
    I opened the door to see Arwyn in a stunning blue dress that wrapped around her curves like a second skin. The form-fitting fabric revealed the left side of her abdomen in a stylish cutout that managed to be both sexy and classy at the same time. Aquamarine earrings dangled from her ears like drops of crystalline water suspended in midair.  
 
    “Had a nice night?” the professor teased with a sly smile. 
 
    “It was very restful,” I said honestly, though a grin snuck onto my face.  
 
    “I’m sure,” Arwyn said with a pleased expression. “I wish I could join in, but I’ll have my hands full with research for a while.” 
 
    The suggestion was enough to make my imagination run wild, but I shook off the fantasies as I examined Arwyn’s stunning outfit. 
 
    “Wow, you look fantastic,” I complimented easily as I stared at the way her dress wrapped around her hips. 
 
    Arwyn smiled slyly and looked me up and down. “You look ruggedly handsome, as usual. It’s a very particular brand of not caring, yet you still pull it off somehow.” 
 
    I chuckled and shook my head. “I seriously doubt I’m pulling it off. I just hope I won’t be horribly underdressed, now that I see what you’re in.” 
 
    Arwyn led me down the hall as we made our way to the secret staircase near the cafeteria. The entrance to the meeting room was in plain sight in the hall outside the cafeteria, but anybody who wasn’t authorized to see it wouldn’t even notice it was there. 
 
    Arwyn’s blue high heels clicked as she walked down the hall. “In truth, the only reason I’m dressed like this is for Goredrin Madox.” 
 
    Gawain’s father had been appointed as temporary Headmaster of the school, so I guessed it made sense for him to be at this meeting. 
 
    I grimaced as I looked at her with disappointment in my eyes. “Is he that unmanageable? He demands the female professor be in heels and a dress?” 
 
    Arwyn chuckled. “Oh no, on the contrary, Goredrin has been nothing but kind and respectful toward me. Dressing up simply means something special to him. He has a bit of a fashion sense. Well, you’ll see.” 
 
    I wasn’t really buying into the innocence of it all. Was Goredrin too posh to allow casual dress? Did he sneer at people in plain clothing? Was he shallow enough to be swayed in his opinions if we showed up in expensive suits and dresses? 
 
    We descended the secret staircase, and my trepidation grew until my stomach felt like it was tied in knots. I knew exactly what to do when I faced down a monster in battle, but I didn’t have any clue how to deal with politics. Despite all the valuable information I’d gained over the past few days, I wished I didn’t have to be at this meeting to tell it. 
 
    Arwyn opened the door into the secret meeting room, and I steeled my face into a stoic, neutral mask. At the very least, I could keep my mouth shut and avoid ruining this for my allies. 
 
    I recognized General Kenefick at the table, and he sat stiffly as he went over a stack of papers as thick as my waist. His hair was messy, and his beard was longer and more unkempt than I’d ever seen it before. He had the slow, cautious movements of a man who’d been worn thin, though he didn’t look close to giving up. 
 
    General Kenefick looked awful, but there was nothing to be done for it. The reality was he’d become one of the most important leaders in all of Mistral. Not only did Kenefick have the difficult job of replacing an entire council of mages, but it also came at a time of unprecedented conflict with the Shadowscape. 
 
    “Gryff of Njordenfalls!” boomed a muscled man with a long face and a chiseled jaw. 
 
    My eyes widened in shock as I took in the man who had to be none other than Goredrin Madox. 
 
    He looked like a drawing of a hero from ancient myths or children’s tales. His legs were proportional and well-clad in a pair of trousers that tapered at the ankles and complimented his form. His torso broadened at the shoulders with a massive chest that indicated layers of hardened muscle underneath.  
 
    Goredrin’s hands were large without being bearish, and his enormous biceps were barely concealed by the tailored jacket that draped stylishly across his shoulders. He wasn’t particularly tall, but everything else about him spoke of agility, speed, and power that could dwarf any opponent in every contest he ever entered. 
 
    As I froze in shock, Goredrin Maddox opened both arms in a jovial gesture that caught me off guard as it clashed with my image of him. 
 
    He couldn’t be asking for a hug, could he? 
 
    He didn’t give me a chance to think about it, because within moments, I was enveloped in a bone-crushing embrace as Goredrin chuckled deeply and patted me on the back. 
 
    “Gryff! I’ve waited so long to meet you, what a pleasure this is for me to make your acquaintance,” the enormous Madox rumbled out.  
 
    “You have?” I asked in shock. 
 
    “Of course!” Goredrin bellowed as he hugged me. “You’ve been a great boon to the summoner community. In fact, I was always telling Gawain what a fine, outstanding mage you were. You’re truly one of the best. And look at your shoulders! My, the taper to your waist is just perfect.” 
 
    “Uhh, sir?” I asked through the big man’s hug. 
 
    “I’d like to re-do these uniforms,” he barreled on, “especially for the upper echelon students who are part of the response team. You know, something to give a touch of class suited for one of your abilities.” 
 
    I realized my mouth was open, and it closed with a snapping sound. His compliments were nice, but I was struck entirely wordless by surprise. Well, that and the tight pressure of Goredrin’s arms as they squeezed the air from my lungs. 
 
    “Don’t scare him,” General Kenefick grated out. “We don’t want him getting shy on us now that he’s got such an important job to do.” 
 
    “Huh?” I gasped out from the crush of the hug. “What am I doing?” 
 
    General Kenefick flicked his eyes up to me with a warm smile. “Nothing much. We just need you to save all of humanity.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    “Save all of humanity?” I echoed in shock as I patted Goredrin’s iron-hard shoulders in an attempt to escape. 
 
    The enormous man chuckled and let me go before we both turned to face Kenefick. 
 
    The General nodded and held up a sheaf of papers. “I just got this report in from a research team. It says monster rifts have been appearing more often, but we already knew that. It also says at this rate of escalation, humanity can expect to be completely wiped out in the next fifteen years.” 
 
    I stared at Nia’s dad with my mouth open. “Is that guaranteed? Seriously?” 
 
    “Pretty guaranteed,” the General said grimly. “We’re going to need a new tactic if we have a chance of beating this, and the ciphers are the only lead we’ve got on how to stop the rifts. Your little mission is suddenly much more important than most of us expected.” 
 
    “Ah, quit your worrying, Kenefick,” Goredrin cut in as he gripped me by my upper arms and held me back to examine me. “Gryff here will take care of it. No need to make any doomsday predictions.” 
 
    “We’ll see what Sleet says,” Kenefick replied tensely as he spread the reports out on the table. 
 
    Goredrin seemed content to ignore the General as he looked me up and down. “Yes, that outfit needs to go. I don’t have time to design new uniforms right now, but this is urgent. What I wouldn’t give to put you in the finest suit money can buy! In fact, I think I will.” 
 
    “Really? Uh, sorry, um. Thank you,” I forced out with some effort.  
 
    Goredrin winked and thumped me gently on the shoulder. “Nonsense, no thanks are necessary. You’ve got fine looks, my boy, and Maker knows it’s a shame to waste a thing like that. Tailoring is a passion of mine, so really, you’d be doing me a favor.” 
 
    Was this really Gawain’s father? He did know about his son’s disappearance, didn’t he? 
 
    I went to swallow and realized I’d been staring with my mouth hung open again like some common country yokel. I shut it hastily and tried to look put together to deliver the hard news I needed to. 
 
    “I’m just sorry I can’t bring you better news,” I replied in a strained voice. “We haven’t managed to bring your son back, yet. We do know he isn’t responsible for his actions, though. He’s been corrupted by a very powerful monster.” 
 
    Goredrin frowned. “Corrupted by a monster? You sure that’s right? My lazy, arrogant son will make any excuse to get out of paying for his own actions. I know he’s given you trouble over the past year, so don’t feel like you have to lie to make me feel better.” 
 
    Suddenly, I understood pretty well why Gawain didn’t like his father. It sounded like he’d spent a long time trying to prove himself to a guy who could only see the good in other people’s children, but not his own. 
 
    “You’re being too hard on him,” I said with a frown. “Gawain has changed a lot since I first arrived at this school. He’s a good person, Mr. Madox.” 
 
    Goredrin hummed disapprovingly. “Call me Goredrin. You’re really sure he’s changed? Don’t get me wrong, I’m not being harsh. I wish more than anything I could call Gawain a good person. I do still love him, you know. He’s just always been disappointing.” 
 
    I smiled tightly. “He’s really changed. Anybody could tell you the same. It’s just a shame this accident set him back.” 
 
    Goredrin nodded as he furrowed his brow. “I kept telling Gawain to be more like you, or he’d never do a good thing for this world. Did my advice get through?” 
 
    I wasn’t so sure Gawain’s change of heart was because of Goredrin’s advice, rather than in spite of it, but I couldn’t exactly tell him that. 
 
    “Your son is a very good person,” I assured him. “He’s just fallen prey to a power any human would lose to.” 
 
    “Yes,” he sighed. “I heard about this Phi character. It seems like something he would have made up.” 
 
    “No, sir,” I sighed. “Phi is real, powerful, and dangerous. It’s actually amazing he kept her corrupting influence out for months.” 
 
    Though I felt it was important to reassure Goredrin, my words didn’t make me feel so great about my prospects against the Archon in my own head. Gawain had lasted for months against Phi, but Phi was supposed to be less powerful. Did that mean I had only weeks left, or could I expect to hold out longer than he had? 
 
    Then the door opened again, and I turned to see Sleet enter the room at a stately pace. He was followed by Meridan and all my friends. Most of them walked in with open mouths and disbelieving stares, since only a few of my fellow students had ever seen this secret room. 
 
    I was happy to see Sleet didn’t look bad at all. He carried himself with the same dignified calm, even though he leaned more heavily on his staff than before. His eyes still carried the same depth and wisdom, and the same spark of humor lurked in the curve of his mouth. The older man seemed to be recovering quickly, so I guessed Goredrin wouldn’t be temporary Headmaster for long. 
 
    “Gryff,” Headmaster Sleet greeted me with a kind smile, “it’s good to see you again. I’ve heard you and your team have been up to some nice work, despite some unexpected challenges.” 
 
    Goredrin grunted and crossed his arms. “Just call it like it is, Sleet. My son destroyed the mission, and that’s why we don’t have all the ciphers.” 
 
    I frowned and stepped forward to cut in. “Gawain isn’t responsible for this. You can’t blame him for Phi’s deception.” 
 
    Sleet looked from Goredrin to me. “Gryff, why don’t you and your team explain everything from the beginning? I think it will clear up some misconceptions, and then we can all speak from the same page.” 
 
    I tempered my impatience and indicated for Varleth to speak with a quick glance. He would do the best job of keeping things short, simple, and neutral. 
 
    Erin pitched in with a couple asides about how she’d found Almasy in Balvaan. It sounded like their progress in rebuilding was going pretty well, and the town could be expected to function successfully on its own by next year. Things wouldn’t be back to normal for a long time, though. 
 
    I talked a little about my experiences with Sera in my head. It was difficult to admit I was unnerved by her promises, threats, and nightmares, but I wouldn’t help Gawain’s case by keeping quiet. 
 
    I watched as Goredrin’s face changed from disbelief into a thoughtful, worried consideration. I was sure it was hard for him to hear his son had betrayed humanity, and he’d needed to reconcile himself to seeing Gawain as an enemy.  
 
    Now, we were giving him news of exactly the opposite kind, and he had to take back the animosity he’d built against his son. It was a difficult place to be in, since he was forced to take down all the new walls he’d thrown up.  
 
    Even I had difficulty squaring Gawain’s betrayal, and I’d been there to witness Phi’s corruption firsthand, not to mention all the experience I had with Archon trickery through Sera. 
 
    At the end of our story, Goredrin slumped into a chair and bent his head to run his hands through his hair. Then he drew a weary hand down his face and furrowed his brow before he looked up at us. 
 
    “My son deserves to come home,” Goredrin said heavily. 
 
    I nodded. “I agree, sir. I want to save him.” 
 
    His green eyes sharpened as they bored into me. “Make sure you’re not saying that lightly, Gryff. If you think we can save him, we’d damn well try.” 
 
    “Goredrin,” Arwyn said warningly, “you know just as well as any mage not to believe in heroic rescues. The Shadowscape is a difficult, deadly place. Don’t ask them to do what might not be possible.” 
 
    “No,” I interrupted, “it’s fine. We’ll go in, rescue him, and get the ciphers back.” 
 
    “You swear it?” Goredrin asked as he got to his feet. 
 
    “I swear it,” I promised. “If it’s at all possible, I’ll bring Gawain home.” 
 
    “Good,” Goredrin responded as he held out a firm hand for me to shake. 
 
    I returned his grip with a confidence I didn’t quite feel. I was certain my team would be able to face any threat with courage and talent, but what if Gawain couldn’t last that long? 
 
    I was racing against an hourglass I couldn’t even see while I promised a man’s father I’d make it in time. I hoped I wasn’t lying to us both when I told him I’d bring Gawain home. 
 
    Sleet leaned on his staff and addressed me with a nod of his head. “Gryff, I’m concerned about Sera, and my first thoughts are to have you stay here so we can try to study the link between you two, your tattoo, and figure out a way to get her out of your head while I send everyone else to retrieve the ciphers.” 
 
    “Sir?” I groaned as I felt my stomach drop. I felt like I had Sera under control, but I could also see where Sleet was coming from. Everything was pointing to me ending up just like Gawain. 
 
    “However, no one understands this situation as well as you,” Sleet continued. “You’ve been at the center of each battle involving Phi. So, even though I’m worried about Sera influencing you in the same way Phi did Gawain, I’m putting you in charge of this mission. Your foremost priority will be the ciphers, though make no mistake, I believe Gawain should be rescued if possible. Layla, Varleth, Cyra, and Erin will accompany you just as they did before. Arwyn will be busy, but if Nia can be spared, she will go as well. I will provide the funds for this mission, and General Kenefick will see the military supports you as well.” 
 
    The General smiled warmly as he examined my team. “You won’t be seen as traitors this time, so that should make the journey easier. And you’ll have a new airship for Erin to pilot as well. I think you’ll find the newer models to be more comfortable and quick.” 
 
    Erin grinned and saluted smartly. “Thank you so much, sir. You don’t know how badly I’ve been dying to pilot one of those.” 
 
    A smile broke across my face as I watched the mimic try to contain her obvious joy. Having the support of the military’s supplies would be refreshing, and the promise about the airship was the best news we had gotten in a long time.  
 
    “Thank you, Headmaster,” I said gratefully. “We won’t let you down.”
Sleet smiled as he tipped the top of his staff toward us. “I know you won’t. You have all been working very hard, so take this opportunity to rest up and enjoy your reprieve.” 
 
    Cyra tapped the leather bag at her side. “What about these four ciphers?” 
 
    “Those will go to Arwyn and her research team,” Sleet responded as he turned to the flame-haired professor. “I also want scholars to work on the Sera problem while they explore ways to use her power without consequences. Can I rely on you to give the necessary information to the relevant researchers? The less you tell them, the better. Of course, they still need to know enough to be able to work on a solution.” 
 
    Arwyn smiled confidently. “Leave it to me, we’ll have answers in just a few days. It’ll be good to work on something that’s in my wheelhouse again.” 
 
    “I know you’ll do a perfect job of it, as always,” Sleet complimented her as his wizened face crooked into a smile. “And with that, I believe the general meeting is over. Thank you all for sharing your stories and agreeing to a further mission. Kenefick, Goredrin, and Arwyn will remain, while the rest of you may leave.” 
 
    It was the most polite request to get out I’d ever received, so I thanked the Headmaster for his time and left with my team through the secret staircase. As my foot left the final step, I turned to see what would happen, and the whole staircase winked out of existence as if it had never existed. 
 
    “Huh,” I commented, “that’s pretty nifty magic. I wonder if you could make yourself invisible with it.” 
 
    “I’m sure it requires some complex spell that takes ages to make,” Cyra theorized as she swept a foot across the now-solid floor. Despite the fact we knew the staircase was there, we couldn’t get through to it. 
 
    “I guess so,” I relented with some disappointment. 
 
    “So, we just relax for a few days now?” Layla asked as she scrunched up her nose. “This feels weird after all the fighting. I don’t know how you monster response squad people are able to constantly switch back and forth.” 
 
    “It wasn’t always easy,” Varleth admitted in a quiet voice. 
 
    Sometimes, it was easy to forget Varleth had been doing this for much longer than the rest of us. Most of his old team had even been killed while they were out on a mission. It was sobering to think of a group of young adults like us who never made it back from their journey. 
 
    We needed to find Gawain. I wouldn’t let him become one of those students who never made it back. 
 
    “It is important we actually rest,” I said to my team, even though I was also chomping at the bit to get going. “You’re all fantastic fighters with lots of energy, but I want you guys ready to go when we need to go. Got it?” 
 
    I got a chorus of happy agreement in response, and we milled about on our way to breakfast together. The topics turned to brighter, happier things than Gawain, Sera, or the potential end of humanity, and it was really nice to forget about the mission for a while. 
 
    We spent our next few days like that. It was surreal to be back at school, but every day was like a vacation day just for us. We were too late into the semester to start classes now, so we ghosted around the Academy like stowaways on a ship. It wasn’t uncommon to see classmates around, but I always turned and walked away before they could ask me any questions. I was overjoyed to be fighting for a good cause, but there was no way I could work around several weeks of classified information in an explanation to my peers. 
 
    The girls seemed to do a great job of relaxing, even though Erin disappeared for long hours at a time to tinker with her newly requisitioned airship. I asked her about it a few times, and she positively lit up as she rattled off parts and features she was excited about. The airship stuff was all gibberish to me, but I liked stoking her passion just to see her eyes go all aglow. 
 
    Varleth spent most of his time shadowing us, though he ignored many of the conversations in favor of reading. He was always ready with a quick, biting joke if there was one to be made, and he laughed easily, but I could tell he was impatient to get back to work. He took long hours to inspect his armor and sharpen his sword, and he spent more time staring into space during mealtimes than actually eating. 
 
    I did a terrible job of following my own advice to rest and recuperate. If Erin, Cyra, Nia, or Layla spent the night with me, Sera’s dreams never came, but I was alone for a few nights because of various projects we were all working on, and those nights were filled with tantalizing visions of the dark angel’s body, lips, and seductive whispers.  
 
    When I was alone and awake, I preferred to walk around the campus grounds and train my monsters privately rather than force myself back to a restless sleep. I used the opportunity to familiarize myself with my monsters as I learned what each of them could do.  
 
    I focused mostly on the vingehund, because it was a monster I hadn’t yet had the opportunity to use in combat. Sure, I’d thrown out its crystal in order to distract Phi during battle, but that confidence had been all bluff and bluster. 
 
    The vingehund emerged from its crystal with a yawn that exposed its white canine teeth as its pink tongue lolled out. I smiled and felt the bond between us surge to life as I stepped forward to pat it on its furry head. The vingehund curled up into my hand and tilted its neck so I could scratch it around the horns and ears. 
 
    I felt as if this vingehund should be called a she, though it was hard to say if monsters had genders at all. There was just something lithe and delicate in the way she stood and moved that made me think the vingehund was female. Plus, Phi had called it a female, and although I wasn’t inclined to listen to the angel monster, she was probably right. 
 
    As I watched, she lifted a black, feathered wing and preened it carefully with her snout. Purple highlights shone in the glossy surface of her wing as she settled the feathers flat with a deft flutter. One long feather came loose and twirled out slowly like an autumn leaf until it landed softly on the ground. The vingehund watched it with interest, then she pounced and seized the feather between her teeth. She gave it a vicious shake with a toss of her head before she paraded it back and forth in front of me. 
 
    I grinned and stepped forward to take it, but she hopped out of reach with a playful leap. I took another step toward her, and she bowed her front legs close to the ground like a mischievous puppy as she prepared to escape.  
 
    “Oh, no you don’t,” I teased her as I made another grab for the feather. 
 
    She danced away on prancing feet and ruffled her wings up proudly.  
 
    I made a couple more feints to the top and right, then I reached for the feather from underneath and managed to successfully swipe it out of her mouth. I showed off my prize clutched in one hand as I whooped out my victory. 
 
    The vingehund lolled out her tongue and made a curious, high pitched noise that set my teeth on edge. 
 
    “Well, you don’t sound like a dog,” I commented with a wince. 
 
    “So, this is the new kind of summoning you’ve been talking about,” drawled a voice behind me. 
 
    I spun around and saw Rori Brevens, my summoning teacher from first year. His wrinkled face creased as he smiled, and his brown eyes were full of amusement. His stomach wasn’t as large as I remembered, and his brown hair was even further on the way to being white, but it was undoubtedly him. 
 
    “Rori!” I greeted happily as I dropped the vingehund feather and stepped forward to hug him. 
 
    “You better not get dog saliva all over my new jacket, you little shit,” Rori complained loudly as I patted him on the back. 
 
    “I wouldn’t dream of it,” I promised before I wiped my hands conspicuously across his shoulders. 
 
    “What did I just fuckin’ say?” Rori demanded as he pushed me off. 
 
    I laughed and shook my head. “Don’t worry about it, they were actually clean. Now, what are you doing up so early?” 
 
    “I could ask you the same question,” Rori harrumphed, “but I doubt I’d get any answers. Sleet has his mouth shut tighter than a thrifty man’s purse, and Arwyn won’t even tell me about the research she’s doing that’s so important, it’s even kept her from teaching this semester.” 
 
    “Ah,” I replied hesitantly as my mind raced while I searched for a good answer. 
 
    I didn’t know how to lie to him without hurting us both. Rori and I always had more of a peer-to-peer relationship rather than a student-teacher one. After all, I taught just as many summoning lessons as he did over the course of the year, and we shared in our pride over the growth of our students. There was nothing worse to me than bullshitting a friend over something important, but I had to keep my promise to Sleet. If I started telling every student and teacher I liked the truth, the information could spread like wildfire until it reached an enemy. 
 
    “I trust you, but I’m not in charge of who to tell,” I said reluctantly. 
 
    Rori sighed. “Ah, don’t worry about it, kid. I didn’t expect you to spill. I’d go to Layla if I really wanted to know, but I’ll hold back. If there was something I could do to help, I’d probably already be in on it.” 
 
    I chuckled to myself ruefully. “That’s pretty true. I can’t really do anything to help now either, so I’m sort of left adrift until Arwyn figures things out.” 
 
    Rori quirked a smile. “If you’re bored, why don’t you go visit her? I’m not allowed to set foot in her lab, but I’m sure you can go to keep her company without holding her back. Though, I suppose that depends on what she’s doing.” 
 
    I tilted my head as I considered the idea. “You know what, I think you’re right. I’ll go visit her today.” 
 
    Rori crossed his arms. “Good. Hearing you say that almost makes it worth getting up early just to catch your stupid ass before I’m stuck in classes all day.” 
 
    “You got up early to find me?” I asked in bafflement. 
 
    Rori snorted and rolled his eyes. “Of course I did. You’re fuckin’ predictable, so it wasn’t hard to figure out where you were. By the way, as long as you’re sitting on your ass, do me a favor and organize your essence crystals.” 
 
    “What? They’re fine as they are,” I protested as I looked down at my bandolier. 
 
    Rori pointed at crystals along my belts as he spoke. “Just because you’ve got them memorized doesn’t mean your system wouldn’t be faster if you changed it. You’ve got speed slugs in five different places and an axe goblin next to your pyrewyrm. It’s dumb, you look ridiculous, and you’re young enough to change it easily.” 
 
    I stared glumly at my system. “I guess you’re right,” I said, “but it’s never been a problem before.” 
 
    Rori patted me on the shoulder. “Wouldn’t tell you unless it was something I believed in. Did y’know I used to do the same thing for years? I’d just add crystals as I got them, and I never organized a thing.” 
 
    “Huh, really?” I asked curiously. 
 
    He nodded and grinned. “Yep. Stopped after I accidentally threw out a bluewing instead of a cementroll. I nearly drained myself into unconsciousness right there in a construction zone.” 
 
    I gaped at him. “No way.” 
 
    “It happened,” he said before he cast me a stern smile. “Word to the wise, organize your crystals with the most powerful ones far away from the weaker ones. You’ll thank me someday.”  
 
    I smiled back and ran a self-conscious hand over my bandolier. “Fine, fine. Whatever makes you happy, old man.” 
 
    “Thanks, Gryff,” Rori said with sudden sincerity. “It does mean a lot that my advice is worth something to you. I’ll see you later, alright?” 
 
    “Alright,” I agreed as a warm feeling spread through my chest. 
 
    After we said our goodbyes, I returned the vingehund to its crystal and decided to come back to my training later. It would be nice to see Arwyn again, and I thought some time together would be good for both of our sakes. I liked leading my team, but I’d had to make a lot of hard decisions lately.  
 
    I wanted to go straight to the lab, but the only way to get there was by going through the healing clinic first. Of course, Meridan would assume I was wounded, and she’d probably ream me out for getting injured again. So, I opened the main door into the lobby with an apology and an explanation on my lips, but I never had time to give it. 
 
    Maelor and Meridan pulled apart from each other while they wiped their mouths and straightened out their clothing with guilty haste. 
 
    “Oh, Gryff!” Maelor exclaimed. “It’s so good to see you. I’m, uh, I mean--we were … ” 
 
    Nope, this was just about the last thing I wanted to deal with. 
 
    “Please don’t,” I begged. “I’m going to walk through and pretend I didn’t see a thing. If you want to talk to me later, I’ll be in the lab with Arwyn.” 
 
    “Yup, sounds good,” Maelor agreed as his face flushed. “I’m so glad you got back safe, kid.” 
 
    “Me too, but we can talk about it later. See ya!” I called as I hastily made my retreat through the door and down the hall. 
 
    I shuddered as I fled through the building. Even though I was glad for Maelor, and I’d already known somewhat that he was with Meridan, the man was too much like my father figure. I didn’t want to see him making out on a desk with his sweetheart like some teenager. 
 
    I agree, there was too much tongue, Sera said consideringly. 
 
    By the Maker, she really knew how to turn a distressing situation into something way worse. 
 
    Happy to help, she said with genuine pleasure at my suffering. You know, I can make it much easier. Just surrender to me, Gryff. 
 
    “Oh, you are saying my name now?” I chuckled. “It’s not just ‘dumb human?’” 
 
    You know, Gryff, I’m really starting to like you. I can’t wait to see how our love will blossom into something magical. 
 
    “Love?” I scoffed. “You are crazy.” 
 
    I’m already in your mind. Soon, I’ll be in your heart. Then you will be mine forever, Gryff. I have such wonderful things planned for us. 
 
    “Fuck you,” I sighed. 
 
    That’s the idea, Sera purred, but I just rolled my eyes and forced her voice down into my mind until I couldn’t hear her.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    I opened the lab door with a visible grimace plastered across my face. “Arwyn, I need to forget what I just saw.” 
 
    She startled and looked up, and a lock of red hair fell across her face. “Oh, Gryff. I was worried it was somebody who shouldn’t see this.” 
 
    I stepped forward and brushed her hair out of her eyes, and we both smiled at the gesture. Then she reached up and took my hand, and her fingers were warm around mine. 
 
    “Just me,” I said with a pleased smile. “Unless you count the monster using my eyes.” 
 
    Arwyn pursed her lips. “I suppose she can’t tell anybody.” 
 
    “It is one of the better parts of this,” I agreed. “I think she’s pretty uninterested in what I’m up to. She only pays attention if she thinks she can use it as leverage to take over my body.” 
 
    “Very comforting,” Arwyn joked. “I’m glad you’re seeing the bright side of things.” 
 
    “I’m hoping you can tell me you’ve figured out how to get her out of my head.” I nodded and looked down at her desk, which was absolutely covered in historical books and old linguistic guides as well as pages of notes. 
 
    “Not yet,” my lover said, “but I’ve made some progress.” 
 
    “So, it’s going well?” I asked. 
 
    She tapped one finger on her journal. “It is, actually. We’ve gotten quite a bit translated. Give Cyra our thanks, since you two did some nice work to get started on the ciphers.” 
 
    “I’m sure she’ll be glad to hear that,” I told Arwyn. “What are the translations about so far?” 
 
    Arwyn flipped through a few pages of her journal. “The direct translations are almost incomprehensible, as you may well know, and we haven’t really begun to put them into contemporary phrasing. Language has changed a lot since the days when these were encoded and written down, and the author was making it hard on purpose, too.” 
 
    “It definitely wasn’t clear,” I agreed as I remembered the struggles Cyra and I had encountered with the language. 
 
    Arwyn traced a line across the page as she read the words back to me. “God of the monstrous and terrible, so hold some that call upon the powerful maker of the beasts.” 
 
    “Maker of the beasts,” I repeated as my brow furrowed. “The Beastmaker?” 
 
    The tablet we found at the volcano was engraved with some words written in our common language, and what it said was The Beastmaker Prophecy. Despite the muddy wording, I thought this translation had to be referring to the same thing. 
 
    Arwyn smiled approvingly. “Good catch. That’s exactly what I thought.” 
 
    I loved the way she sounded like a proud teacher, even with a simple discussion like ours. There was something wonderful about listening to Arwyn like this, since she genuinely got excited to share whatever she learned. 
 
    “Anything else about the Beastmaker?” I asked as I squinted at the journal in front of her. 
 
    She wiggled a hand from side to side in an uncertain gesture. “There is some. It makes the Beastmaker sound almost like a deity, actually. He or she is related to the Archons in some way. I suspect it’s saying the Beastmaker had the power to control the nine Archons, but maybe it’s saying whoever controls nine Archons will become the Beastmaker.” 
 
    “If it’s a prophecy, wouldn’t it be the second option?” I wondered out loud. 
 
    Arwyn leaned back in her chair and frowned. “That’s what Professor Lle’shenne thinks. She also believes we should ignore the Beastmaker, and that we’ve got to start finding and killing the Archons.” 
 
    I bit my lip as I considered it. I’d never met the other professor, but she had to be a genius if she was working on a project like this. Maybe she was right, and we should ignore the Beastmaker portion of the ciphers just to take the information we needed about how the monster realm worked. 
 
    “It’s not a bad idea,” I replied. “The Archons obviously have some kind of power to open rifts, and Phi and Sera both controlled monsters in order to attack us. Maybe if we get rid of all nine Archons, the monsters will be trapped in their own realm.” 
 
    Good luck with that, Sera said with an amused laugh. 
 
    Was Sera saying killing the Archons wouldn’t stop the attacks, or was she saying it was impossible to kill all nine? I had no way to parse Sera’s words for which one was the truth, since she was so unlike a human. I’d even considered she might be bluffing, and in that case, I should just ignore her altogether. 
 
    “I think we should consider the Beastmaker as a figure of the past,” Arwyn said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “These were written so long ago, they could be a prophecy that occurred thousands of years back. Perhaps the Beastmaker was like the monster equivalent of the Maker. He created the Archons and the monsters to plague us humans.” 
 
    “A dark deity to oppose the light one,” I mused. “It’s kind of a horrible thought.” 
 
    “I know,” Arwyn replied grimly. “I wouldn’t want to hear the Maker had competition. A lot of people base their hope and faith in how overwhelmingly strong our god is. Why worry about monsters when we have the all-powerful Maker on our side?” 
 
    “Hearing about this would rattle a lot of nerves,” I realized as I shifted uncomfortably. “I hope that isn’t what the Beastmaker is. He might be a figure for good, like a hero who can rein in the Archons and hold back the monsters.” 
 
    Arwyn smiled. “I like your take. You might be onto something. I’m glad you’re here to talk about this, Gryff. The more ideas we have, the better we can piece together the final translations.” 
 
    I smiled and shook my head. “Glad to help, even though I feel like I’m not even in the same league as you scholars.” 
 
    Arwyn gave me a long, pondering look and rested her chin on her fist as she leaned against the table. “Now that I think about it, you came in here for some advice, hm? Was it about forgetting something you saw?” 
 
    “I guess I do want some advice,” I admitted with a wince as I remembered Maelor and Meridan, “but it definitely isn’t about what I saw. Now that we know the Archons are directly involved with the Beastmaker, it means Sera could be even more dangerous than we’d previously thought. Phi took down Gawain without a problem, and I’m worried about Sera’s potential to do the same to me.” 
 
    “I know you are worried. We all are.” Arwyn’s eyes filled with concern as she considered the question. “We think it took Phi months to seize control of Gawain, and we have to assume Sera might be able to do the same to you. You seem perfectly in control for now, but we’re not sure how long it will last.” 
 
    “I know,” I said as worry grew within me. “I feel like I’m in power here, but maybe Gawain felt the same way, too.” 
 
    “Well, one thing to consider,” the redhead said as she looked deep into my eyes, “is Gawain never told us Phi was in his mind. I believe that is because she had the upper hand from the start.” 
 
    “Ahh, good point,” I replied as I thought about her words. 
 
    “So, you are probably fighting back more than Gawain was able to. How are you sleeping?” 
 
    “My dreams are a bit troubled,” I admitted, “but they seem to be better when I sleep with someone.” 
 
    “Oh?” Arwyn asked as her mouth curled up into a smirk. 
 
    “Well, you’ve been so busy trying to study the ciphers that you wouldn’t know,” I joked. 
 
    “I’ve been combing through records to try to find some account that can help you,” Arwyn explained as she bit her lip, “but so far I haven’t come up with anything helpful. Perhaps with Ashla’s expertise in journal research and artifice, we could make a dent in it.” 
 
    “Ashla?” I asked in complete surprise. “Artifice?” 
 
    Arwyn blinked before her expression softened. “I suppose she’s more of a hack and slash type these days, but Ashla used to be one of the foremost academics at the Academy. She liked building simple things, like weapons or traps, but she always created them with perfect craftsmanship. It was like watching a sculptor bring out the life in a block of marble. She made her axe, you know.” 
 
    “I really had no idea,” I admitted in awe as I considered the expertise involved. 
 
    “She’s fantastic at journal research, too,” Arwyn added with a laugh. “She got used to combing through old diaries and notebooks in her search for artificing ideas. She would always find the most miraculously important idea in the middle of the most boring books.” 
 
    “Sounds like quite a talent,” I said with wonder in my voice. “I wonder why she never mentioned it.” 
 
    “Things have changed,” Arwyn said with a smile, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Though, I think we all still carry parts of our old selves with us. Her help will be valuable, so I hope she gets here soon.” 
 
    “Me too,” I agreed softly. 
 
    With poetic timing, a knock at the door interrupted our conversation. 
 
    “That would be Maelor,” I guessed. 
 
    Arwyn waved goodbye. “Go out and say hi to him, I’ve held you up long enough.” 
 
    I thanked Arwyn again as I pulled open the door just enough to slip outside.  
 
    Maelor waited for me in the hallway with an ashamed face, and his dismal expression reminded me of a kid who’d gotten caught playing with matches. 
 
    “Have you been worrying about my reaction this whole time?” I chuckled. 
 
    Mealor scratched uncomfortably at his gut. “Aye, I suppose so. Didn’t mean for you to see that.” 
 
    “I kind of realized that,” I said dryly, “so don’t worry about it. You’re an adult, I’m an adult, let’s just talk about other things.” 
 
    Maelor huffed and grinned. “I can do that. Tell me everything about this Sera, alright? I need to see how much she’s fucked around in your head.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m perfectly fine,” I complained, “and besides that, who told you about Sera? All of this is extremely classified, you know.” 
 
    Maelor winked. “I already knew most of it anyway, since I was always your go-between during Miriam’s tyranny. After you came back, I may have gone straight to Marangur Sleet and implied I was so concerned, it had begun to affect my health.” 
 
    “Meridan let you into his room?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, she didn’t hide the key from me,” Maelor said with a cheeky chuckle. “I took it as a blessing and went to talk to him in bed.” 
 
    “So, you broke in to lie to one of the most powerful mages in Mistral?” I bemoaned. “That’s just wonderful.”  
 
    Maelor laughed with unholy delight. “And it worked, too. He told me the whole thing and asked me to look after your mental health. Don’t ever say this old man is good for nothing, alright?” 
 
    “Alright,” I repeated glumly. “Now, you ought to tell me everything that happened at the Academy while I was gone. I can’t get a straight answer from anybody, and nobody tells a story like you.” 
 
    “Well, ain’t that truer than any tree ever grew,” Maelor commented with a pleased expression. 
 
    I tossed up my hands and laughed. “This is exactly what I’m talking about.” 
 
    Over the next couple hours, Maelor and I went to the cafeteria for brunch and chatted about everything that had gone on. I felt truly at home while I listened to the old man talk, and he told me about the turmoil at the Academy and in Varle Enclave. It sounded like things had been very tense for a while, but the atmosphere was improving slowly and steadily.  
 
    I was happy to hear Maelor compliment Nia’s involvement in the political processes, and he mentioned her father seemed alright, too. Nobody in Varle shed a tear when the news of Miriam’s death broke, since she’d offended every group of people from the richest merchants to the poorest farmers. That wasn’t even to mention the military and the mages, because they had too much personal contact with the councilwoman to do anything but loathe her. 
 
    “Now, I’m not too sure about this Goredrin fellow,” Maelor continued. “He seems like he’s got his head in the clouds twice as often as he has it on earth.” 
 
    “He does like his tailoring,” I said with a laugh, “but I think he’s a good man. Maybe not the best parent.” 
 
    “Aye,” Maelor snorted. “His son hates him, as you said.” 
 
    “And he has reason to,” I replied as my thoughts turned to Gawain. 
 
    Thinking of my friend fueled my determination to be ready for when our mission started. Phi had threatened the lives of too many innocent people, and I wouldn’t let her get away with it for much longer. With the help of my team, we would take the ciphers back and stop Phi from manipulating us any longer. 
 
    I shook off my anger and focused back on Maelor. I didn’t see him as often as I once did when we worked together, and I wanted to catch up on things. 
 
    “Gawain can wait,” I said as I leaned forward in my seat. “Tell me how you’re doing. What have you been up to without Cyra or me?” 
 
    “Oh, not much,” Maelor replied evasively, but his mouth quirked up into a hidden smile. 
 
    “Don’t try to lie to me,” I accused with a grin. “You’re thinking about Meridan.” 
 
    “Bah,” Maelor grunted, “shut up, brat. My love life is none of your business.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s not?” I asked innocently with a tilt of my head. “Then maybe next time, you two should lock the clinic door.” 
 
    Maelor sputtered and turned beet red as he glared at me, but I maintained my blank, pleasant expression. 
 
    “You’ve got some nerve, shithead,” Maelor warned. 
 
    “Do I?” I asked neutrally, but I busted up laughing before I could maintain the joke any longer. 
 
    When my chuckles wore off, Maelor rolled his eyes and obediently began to tell me about what he’d been doing around Varle Enclave.  
 
    It sounded like there was plenty of menial work around town, especially after the Animandu had destroyed parts of the Academy building. Maelor couldn’t do much work at once, but the odd jobs suited him, and he’d been doing lots of relaxing in his semi-retirement. 
 
    I was happy for him, and it made me feel at peace to hear things were going well, so I asked as many questions as I could. 
 
    Eventually, Maelor put down his fork and gave me a discerning glare. 
 
    “Hey, kid,” he rumbled out, “what the fuck are you doing spending this much time with some grouchy old man? Go hang out with your girlfriends.” 
 
    “What?” I asked petulantly. “I’m enjoying myself.” 
 
    “Like hell you are,” he grunted. “Now, get out of here and have some fun. Or at least practice.” 
 
    I made a big deal about how much I didn’t want to leave, but to some extent he was right. I’d spent enough time relaxing and hanging out with friends, but I had some important preparations to do. 
 
    I went back to my room and laid out my bandolier as well as my pouches and other containers. Then I spent the rest of the day reorganizing my crystals and memorizing their new positions.  
 
    I didn’t want to be caught in a fight without a good idea of where my monsters were being kept. So, I practiced by naming a monster and touching the relevant crystal, and eventually I’d gone through the motions so much I could do it blindfolded and at rapid speed. 
 
    Another day of uneasy rest went by, and even though I tried to put my heart into hanging out at dinner with my friends, I couldn’t shake my impatience to get moving.  
 
    I went to bed without Layla that night since she, Nia, Erin, and Cyra asked me if they could go out for drinks as a girl’s night out occasion. It was nice to see them all getting along so well, especially since Cyra was newer to the school, so I told them I didn’t mind.  
 
    After a night wracked by Sera’s tantalizing whispers of power and pleasure, I lay in bed listlessly as dawn tried to creep into the sky like a timid mouse. It was terribly slow, and it seemed like I waited sleeplessly in bed for ages. I realized I should have told my friends about my dreams, and how their presence in my bed pushed them away, but I also didn’t want them to worry too much. Still, I was starting to get grouchy from lack of sleep, so I realized I should say something today once I saw them. 
 
    Then a knock sounded at my door.  
 
    I rose and rubbed my weary eyes before I opened the door, but instead of seeing Layla, I was greeted by the sight of an enormous man built like a box ogre. 
 
    “Braden!” I greeted with an uncontrollable grin. “I’m so glad you’re home, man.” 
 
    “Me too,” Braden rumbled at me with bright eyes and a sweet, wholesome smile. “Ashla, Orenn, and Almasy are also back. ‘Course, the Wild Reds came with us as well.” 
 
    “I’ve gotta go greet them,” I said with barely-contained excitement. 
 
    Braden chuckled and ran a tired hand over his blocky face. “Go ahead and try, but they’re probably dead asleep by now. We had a long trip back, so I’d wait until later.” 
 
    “Fine,” I said reluctantly as I wiped some of the sweat from my forehead. 
 
    Braden peered at me closely. “You look dead on your feet, what’s up with you?” 
 
    “Is it really that noticeable?” I asked with a frown.  
 
    Braden’s face grew alarmed. “What’s gone wrong?” 
 
    I shook my head and stopped him with an upraised hand. “Don’t ask and don’t worry about it. I’ll tell everybody tomorrow all at once. It’s a long story, and we’ve done a lot of repeating.” 
 
    The big mage shrugged. “If you say so. I’m so tired, even my curiosity can’t keep me up.” 
 
    I grinned jokingly. “We’re so far past your early bedtime, you might as well have missed two days of sleep.” 
 
    “Ha ha, very funny,” Braden commented as he yawned. 
 
    We said our goodnights, and Braden was out like a light. I pretended to sleep for a few hours before I finally knocked out for real. By the time I woke up, it was nearly noon, and the newly arrived members of our team had gotten their rest. 
 
    I met them all in a remote part of the training yard far away from prying ears and watchful eyes. Layla, Cyra, Erin, Nia, and Varleth showed up along with me. Ashla and the Wild Reds looked happy and healthy, and Almasy seemed as cool and unaffected as usual. Orenn seemed a little on the quiet side, but I suspected rebuilding Balvaan had been just as rewarding for him as it was sobering. 
 
    All of our team was finally here. Now, it was time to tell them. 
 
    Our growing story took ages to recount, but at least it wasn’t boring to listen to. Various parts of our tale inspired a number of shocked reactions and intense questions. Most of the asking was from Doc and the other Wild Reds, since they hadn’t heard most of the story. 
 
    When we were done, I instructed Nia to tell them what needed fixing. She explained about the construction work in the Headmaster’s office and the massive amounts of research that had to be done. Then she listed off dozens of minor duties and tasks that needed to be undertaken even though they weren’t urgent. I didn’t even know how she remembered them all, let alone how she could delegate each job so precisely to each member of the Reds. 
 
    Ashla got put on scholar duty, so she would work alongside Arwyn, Headmaster Sleet, Lle’shenne, Poppy, and the others I only vaguely knew about. The Academic team was making quick progress, but it came at the cost of being barely seen or heard as they toiled away in obscurity. 
 
    I volunteered for construction duty and worked alongside Braden and Layla to provide the summoning power necessary for the job. Cementrolls, axe goblins, and box trolls were once again my bread and butter monsters as I removed debris and cleared the area so human workers could eventually come in and do the finer craftsmanship. 
 
    Two more days passed before I heard any important news, but when it came, it was big enough to earn another meeting in the secret room. Arwyn came to get me, and I accompanied her to pick up the rest of my team. Doc and the other Reds weren’t invited, but Ashla joined us as we made our way down the stairs and into the meeting room. 
 
    Kenefick, Goredrin, and Sleet awaited us at the large table already. The Headmaster indicated for us to sit with a gentle wave of his staff, and we all took seats around the long table with some trepidation at the formality of it. 
 
    “You leave for your next mission tomorrow,” Sleet began solemnly. “I’m sorry to give you such short notice, but we’ve had a breakthrough in our translation efforts.” 
 
    Ashla and Arwyn nodded in tandem as they watched the Headmaster. Both of them had an eager, shifty look in their eyes, as if they could barely restrain themselves from announcing the big news themselves. 
 
    “What did you discover?” Cyra asked curiously to prompt the Headmaster to continue. 
 
    Sleet opened up the book sitting in front of him, and I recognized it as Arwyn’s journal. Notes from a half a dozen different hands were scribbled into it, and I realized the entire team had adopted her notebook to compile their findings into a single account. It had the rushed, haphazard look of a discovery too important to write down slowly. 
 
    “The ciphers detail the presence of nine Archons, which are intelligent monsters with almost godlike power,” Sleet replied as he frowned and stared into the book. “Gryff’s experiences with Sera can back up this account, which leads me to believe the rest of what the ciphers say is also true. Our translation indicates that in addition to the nine Archons, there are nine places where an opened rift would have the potential to become permanent.” 
 
    A shocked silence fell over the table, though Arwyn and Ashla showed no surprise. 
 
    “A permanent rift?” Erin asked in horror. 
 
    Sleet nodded with gravity. “If one were opened, it would mean disastrous consequences for all of Mistral. Not only would the rift remain open throughout the night, but not even a banisher would be able to close it.” 
 
    “How would one be opened?” I asked in concern. 
 
    Sleet patted the journal in front of him. “Luckily, it is not an easy feat. Though I imagine some of the Archons would like to open one, it sounds like there are special conditions. However, the translation ends there. Without the final two ciphers, we don’t know what Phi needs to open one.” 
 
    “A rift that stays open forever,” Layla murmured as she wrinkled up her nose. “It sounds way beyond what we can handle.” 
 
    “What about the Beastmaker?” Nia asked with a frown. “Do we need to worry about him helping the Archons? Who even is he?” 
 
    The Headmaster closed his eyes and shook his head. “We don’t know. Many hints are given about him, and it seems clear to us he was born thousands of years ago. Perhaps it means he’s long dead by now, or perhaps not. He might be a powerful, immortal being, in which case the situation grows even more dangerous for us.” 
 
    Arwyn tucked her red hair behind one ear as she leaned forward. “Let’s not assume the Beastmaker is our enemy without the proof of it. He could be on our side. He might not even be real. We just don’t have enough answers yet. The first four tablets have a lot of information, but they paint a fragmented, incomplete message. I’m confident Gryff and his team will return with the final ciphers, and then we can make real conclusions.” 
 
    I smiled to hear Arwyn put so much faith in my team’s ability. Her optimism about the potential of the completed tablets was refreshing, and the entire room relaxed as they considered her words. 
 
    “Given Arwyn’s research, I believe Phi’s actions up until now have all been calculated moves to attempt to open a permanent rift,” Sleet said. “She may be close to her goal.” 
 
    “Alright, now we are getting to the good stuff,” Orenn said as he brought his fists together. “Let’s smash that bitch.” 
 
    “Where exactly is the mission?” Ashla asked cautiously. 
 
    Sleet’s wizened face wrinkled as he smiled. “I have a researcher tasked with discovering the location of Phi. She hasn’t figured it out yet, but when we do, I want you to wait at the location until a rift opens. Then you’ll enter and retrieve the ciphers from Phi. If it’s possible, I want Phi to be taken care of completely. You may have to bring her back alive in Gawain’s body, if you cannot find a way to separate them. However, if you find a way to destroy her, I urge for you to take that route.” 
 
    “Headmaster,” I asked tentatively, “if your researchers don’t come up with a location, should we just chase rifts until we find a sign of Gawain and Phi?” 
 
    Suddenly, the door burst open. It slammed loudly against the wall, and most of us flinched at the sound. An older, dark-skinned woman in air mage robes stood in the entryway as she panted. 
 
    “Lle’shenne,” Sleet greeted calmly, “have you discovered the location?” 
 
    “I have,” she answered breathily with a worried frown. “According to this translation, the Archon known as Phi has been known to make her home in a palace made of stone as black as a moonless night. Thousands of years ago, she erected the building using a massive army of monsters, and she’s been quite attached to it ever since. The text also mentioned a permanent rift that connects Phi’s palace to our world.” 
 
    “That was what we thought,” Sleet mused as he stroked his chin.  
 
    “We need to put a stop to her,” I said with determination. “We can’t let Phi open the rift.” 
 
    Sleet smiled craftily, and the old mage’s face lit up with sly delight. “I’m glad you say that, Gryff. Your team shall retrieve the ciphers and keep the rift from opening. Luckily, we know where to go, as I believe you mentioned such a black palace to me before.” 
 
    “Of course,” Arwyn breathed quietly. 
 
    Sleet pulled his staff close to rest his hands atop it, and his pale gaze pierced my soul with unnerving intensity.  
 
    “Your next mission is to Ortych Sands,” he announced.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    We spent the rest of the day in a state of excited anticipation as we prepared for our mission in the morning. After we spent so long relaxing and taking care of odd jobs around the Academy, it was a complete relief to finally have a real goal ahead of us.  
 
    Varleth checked his armor and sword for what I hoped would be the last time before we set off on our mission, and Erin packed away her tools for the airship.  
 
    Even though Cyra had enjoyed long days of good drinking, she itched to get back into the field. Layla was also more than happy to leave behind the delicious food for a chance to bring back Gawain and the ciphers. 
 
    After the meeting, I hurried to catch Nia in the cafeteria. I grabbed a plate and stood behind her in line as we waited for our food. 
 
    “Are you coming with us?” I asked as I brushed shoulders with Nia. 
 
    She turned to look at me, and her braid of ashen hair slid from her shoulder. “I don’t think so, Gryff.” 
 
    “Oh,” I replied simply. 
 
    I tried not to look too crestfallen, but it must have shown on my face anyways, because Nia lowered her voice and leaned in closer. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she said with a soft, beautiful smile. “I just have to stay behind and wrap a few things up on the political side of things while I can. It’s going well, actually.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked as I stretched over the counter to take three bread rolls from the basket. “What’s the plan?” 
 
    Nia plucked one of the bread rolls off my plate and moved it to her own. “Basically, we found a loophole in the laws.” 
 
    “A fun loophole?” I asked teasingly. 
 
    “Very fun,” Nia responded as she ladled soup into a bowl for herself. “If the people vote in favor of the uprising, it means the military coup will be counted as legit, and my father will be completely legally excused for killing Miriam.” 
 
    “That is a fun loophole,” I said approvingly. “So, you just have to call a vote?” 
 
    Nia nodded and handed me a napkin. “Exactly. It will be difficult to organize, but if we’re careful to keep the vote count out in the open and neutral, it should reassure the nobles we’re not trying anything shifty.” 
 
    “And there’s no worry people will vote against General Kenefick anyway,” I added with a smile. “He’s obviously a better option than Miriam, plus he can fill the seat of Grand Mage with both magical and leadership expertise.” 
 
    Nia arranged her plate carefully. “It does sound likely we’ll win the vote, but I’m not celebrating our victory yet. People who don’t know as much as we do might not like the idea of a military man in charge of things.” 
 
    “I guess so,” I sighed, “but still, I’m glad you’ll be done with this political stuff soon. Maybe when we come back with Gawain, you can join us on our next mission.” 
 
    “I’d like that,” she sighed. “I wished to go with you on this mission, but my father really nee--” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I interrupted her. “You take care of things here, and I’ll save the world. It’s what I do best.” 
 
    Nia laughed, and then shot me a sideways glance. “I can’t believe a country boy like you ever won me over. It’s a miracle we’re not still snapping at each other and fighting through all our classes.” 
 
    “Those were practice fights,” I protested, “and they were in combat class. It’s not the same thing at all.” 
 
    Nia giggled and shook her head, and together we sat down with the rest of our friends at one of the cafeteria tables. 
 
    It was one of our final meals together as one big group, so an unspoken tense feeling hung over our early lunch. Since Erin would take care of piloting and earth magic, Almasy had already left on another mission to a new rift in the Wilds. Mage pilots were in high demand these days, so we couldn’t afford to take more than one with us.  
 
    Braden would be staying behind to work on construction in Varle Enclave, which was fine since we already had a full set of three summoners on the team with Layla, Cyra, and me.  
 
    Arwyn and Ashla joined us for lunch, but they would soon go back to lab research and working with the Wild Reds on repairs. Sleet was keeping the ciphers secret from many of the teachers at the Academy, so he couldn’t spare any scholars for our mission.  
 
    Altogether, the only new member to join our team this time would be Orenn. The metallogue was looking better every day, and his unflappable cheer had returned in full force. He was eager to prove himself on the battlefield once more, and Sleet had approved him for the mission. That would grow our team into six people: Varleth, Orenn, Erin, Cyra, Layla, and me. 
 
    After lunch, we said a few watery-eyed goodbyes to each other and went back to our preparations.  
 
    The hours passed by quickly as I readied myself for the mission in Ortych Sands. I hoped a rift would open on its own there, but I had a feeling I would end up having to use Sera’s power. 
 
    As the day turned into evening, I found myself with nothing more to do. My bag was packed, my clothes were appropriately suited for the desert, and my essence crystals were still perfectly memorized. Just when I thought I was going to have to call it quits and go down to the library for some reading, there was a sudden knock at my door. 
 
    “Coming,” I called as I went over to the door to pull it open.  
 
    Ashla stood there with a stack of books in her hands and a careful smile on her face. Her thick, coarse hair was tied in elaborate braids over her shoulders, and the style framed the sharp angles of her face nicely. She wore a red blouse that laid loosely over her body as well as tight, form-fitting pants that highlighted the curves of her hips. 
 
    “Hi, Gryff,” she greeted me with a quirk of her lips. “I’ve come to ask if the power-hungry monster in your head has taken over your body yet.” 
 
    “Uh, no?” I responded hesitantly as I blinked at her in confusion. 
 
    “I’m kidding, don’t worry,” Ashla laughed and hefted up the stack of books in her hands. “Just wanted to see the look on your face. Actually, I’ve learned something that could help with Sera.” 
 
    I stepped aside to let her into the room before I closed the door behind us.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked curiously as I examined the books while she spread them out on my bed. 
 
    They were mostly leatherbound, and many of them were in poor condition. Lots of the covers were torn or stained, and some of them were barely kept together with loose strings of decomposing thread. Most of them didn’t have titles or authors written on the covers, much less decoration. They looked ancient, and I wondered how old most of them were.  
 
    Ashla pointed at the books proudly. “I’ve been digging through old journals and diaries.” 
 
    “Are they from the same era as the ciphers?” I asked carefully as I stared at the books. 
 
    “Not even close, sorry,” the ice mage laughed and shook her head. “I decided that instead of focusing on Sera specifically, I would look at other cases of mental struggle, as well as potential monster possessions in general. It turns out there are more than a couple monsters that can affect human behavior.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I said. 
 
    “It seems like there are a few tactics you can undertake to keep your mind under your own control,” Ashla explained as she paged through one of the journals. “There’s this monster that looks like a goat with eight legs, and it can make freaky noises directly in your head. I’ve never heard of it in modern accounts, but its mental powers made it a fearsome one.” 
 
    “Are you sure it’s even a real monster?” I asked with a wince. 
 
    Ashla waved a dismissive hand. “It’s real enough for this guy to write about ways to keep it from affecting your thoughts. Sounds like you can practice counting prime numbers, and the distraction helps keep you from focusing on bad things.” 
 
    You think my presence in your mind can be compared to the bleatings of common livestock? Sera whispered in amusement. 
 
    I wasn’t exactly reassured by the Archon’s confidence. 
 
    “What if it doesn’t work?” I asked tentatively as I looked at the journal. “Sera isn’t just around during battle. She’s here with me all the time. I can’t exactly count prime numbers for my whole life.”  
 
    “I realize this might not be the most helpful solution,” Ashla bit her lip as she looked at me with worry, “but I can’t figure out what else to do. This was all I could find in my research. I’m … I’m really worried about you, Gryff. We all are.” 
 
    “You guys don’t have to worry,” I disagreed, but my stomach churned with nerves. “I’m not listening to a word Sera says, so she can’t get her hooks into me. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Ashla’s eyes glittered as she looked at me, and then the ice mage threw herself at me. Her arms wrapped around me in a desperate hug as I comforted her with a kiss on her forehead. 
 
    “I’m just so worried about you,” Ashla murmured into my shoulder. “We’re all trying not to show how afraid we are. We decided you would struggle more if everybody around you was all doom and gloom. Still, I can’t help but think about Gawain and how his possession ended.” 
 
    The truth was, I was more excited than anybody about the prospect of saving Gawain, and only part of that feeling was selfless. Deep down, I felt like if we couldn’t recover Gawain, I might also not be able to be saved. He was my friend, but he was also a vision of what was to come for myself.  
 
    If we lost him, was I lost, too? 
 
    “I know,” I whispered. “It’s okay. I know exactly what Sera is, and I’m not about to give in to her.” 
 
    “You can’t promise that,” Ashla said, but her tight hug softened as she relaxed. “We don’t know what might happen to you in a few weeks.” 
 
    “I’m not letting her take me,” I growled with complete determination. “I’m glad you all decided to stay positive to make me feel better, but tell everybody not to worry.” 
 
    Ashla smiled and released me from the hug. Then she ran one hand along my jaw and tilted her head curiously. 
 
    “No wonder you make such a good leader,” she commented as her eyes met mine. “I came here to try to comfort you, but here you are making me feel better instead. I’m sorry I brought you all this useless research.” 
 
    Ashla sounded incredibly casual about dismissing her stack of ancient books, but I knew the research she’d done was nothing short of genius. I couldn’t bear to see her so broken up about it. 
 
    “You’ve got an amazing talent for this,” I complimented Ashla warmly as I held her by one shoulder. “Don’t feel bad if I don’t use your notes, because I’m incredibly grateful for them anyway. I had no idea you had a scholarly background until Arwyn told me.” 
 
    The ice mage looked away, but her eyes glowed with pride. “I’m not much of a scholar. I just like building things, really, and the best way to learn how to build things is by reading books. I got good with old journals because of that.” 
 
    “I think that’s how it always starts,” I said with mock severity. “One day you want to make a chair, the next day, you’re paging through dictionaries for new vocab words. I think you’re doomed.” 
 
    “You’re doomed too,” Ashla informed me with affection. “You’ve got a serious addiction to history books.” 
 
    “Guilty as charged,” I agreed. 
 
    Ashla laughed briefly and leaned against my chest. 
 
    “I’ve missed you,” she said with longing in her voice. She traced one hand across my shoulder, and her chocolate-brown eyes flickered up to meet mine. 
 
    “I’ve missed you too,” I replied in a low, quiet voice. 
 
    “I guess Sera sees everything that you do,” she said consideringly as she drew closer to me.  
 
    “Are you worried about her?” I asked. 
 
    “She can go fuck herself,” Ashla responded with a pleased grin. 
 
    As Ashla’s hand roved over my shirt, she began to slowly undo each button. My shirt fell open, and she pushed it off my shoulders onto the floor. 
 
    Ashla took a moment to pull at the coils of her thick hair, and it came undone before it settled loosely around her shoulders. It was long and wavy from being in the braids, and it felt silky as I ran my fingers through it. 
 
    “We should really make this more equal,” I said as I trailed my hand down her neck and under her blouse. 
 
    “We should, shouldn’t we?” she replied with a teasing note to her voice. 
 
    I stripped her blouse over her head, and she unclipped her bra, which freed her breasts. They were gorgeous and perky, and their moderate size was just enough to fill my hands as I cupped them.  
 
    I kneaded her smooth, supple breasts, and she bit her lip with anticipation. The afternoon sun shone through the window and highlighted the form of her body perfectly, and I could even see the flex of her taut muscles as they rippled beneath her stomach. 
 
    Even though it was subtle, she was responsive to every pass I made over her breasts. I thumbed her nipples with quick, teasing motions, and her hips jerked ever-so-slightly in reaction. 
 
    I dipped my hand lower before I unhooked the metal catch on her pants. Then I folded the fabric down with slow, deliberate movements. Her pants were tight enough to stay on even as they pushed against the bottom curves of her ass. 
 
    Beneath them, she wore nothing at all. 
 
    “Daring,” I commented as I gripped the cheeks of her ass, “but it doesn’t surprise me at all.” 
 
    “You know me well,” Ashla replied as her eyes grew dark and lustful. 
 
    The ice mage smiled slyly and unbuttoned my trousers. They dropped to the floor, and I stepped out of them as she pulled my cock free. 
 
    She spit into her hand before she lowered it to my length, and her fingers moved over my cock with slick, slow movements. Her attention sent delicious pleasure shooting down my spine, but I wasn’t about to be outdone. 
 
    I pushed my hand just below the hemline of her pants and fingered her clit in small circles. Right when she started to gasp, I moved on and dipped my fingers into her wet warmth. 
 
    “Fuck,” she swore as I pushed my fingers inside her.  
 
    “Feel good?” I asked as I penetrated her with smooth, curving strokes. 
 
    Her attention on my cock faded as she squirmed and panted in response to my fingers inside her. 
 
    “Hurry up,” she demanded between gasps, though it was clear she enjoyed every moment. “I hate being teased.” 
 
    I chuckled and slapped her on the ass with my free hand. Her flesh rippled, and I took my fingers out of her pussy to pull her pants down the rest of the way. 
 
    The tight fabric resisted, but I managed to strip them off completely. She kicked her legs free of her pants and hummed happily as she drew her hand back across my cock. 
 
    She was completely naked, and I took a moment to drink in the sight of her. She was so ready for me, I could see her wetness drip down her thighs.  
 
    I pushed her gently back onto the bed, and she grinned at me as I straddled her. 
 
    “C’mere,” she purred, and she rose up on her arms before she kissed me with lustful hunger. 
 
    Our tongues twisted together, and the kiss continued as I pushed her legs open all the way. She hummed greedily and ran her hand down my back as I guided my cock into her. 
 
    As I filled her tight wet pussy, she broke apart from our kiss and let out a loud, desperate moan. I rolled my hips as Ashla filled the room with shouts and unrestrained, needy gasps. 
 
    I pulled out briefly and flipped her over so she was on her knees with her ass pointing up at the ceiling. Then I entered her again, and this time she shuddered and nearly broke apart as bliss throbbed through her body. 
 
    “Feel good?” I reached around and pressed my thumb over her clit as I angled up to scrape my tip against her velvety walls.  
 
    “Oh, Maker, oh, yes,” she mewled as I deepened the strokes of my cock. 
 
    Suddenly, Ashla gasped once more and cut off completely as her body shuddered in orgasm. She rode my cock through it and pressed her ass back into me, and I could feel her tighten around me as she climaxed. 
 
    It was long and intense, but she finally came out of the orgasm just as I began to get close to my own. Her faculties returned to her, and Ashla moved in rhythm with my strokes. As my cock delved deeper inside her delicious warmth, it was enough to push me over the edge. 
 
    I moaned out Ashla’s name as my seed spurted inside her, and I tightened my fingers around her hips and pulled our bodies together as my cock throbbed with incredible pleasure. The waves of bliss seemed to never end, and she groaned again as she peaked for a second climax and tightened around my shaft. 
 
    When I finished filling Ashla’s tight body with my cum, I rolled off and settled in beside her as we both panted. Slowly, our breathing began to even out, and we laid there happily. 
 
    Ashla smiled and lowered her hand to her chest before she trailed one finger down to touch between her legs. She brought her finger up to her lips, and I watched in fascination as she licked my creamy seed from her finger as if it was dessert. 
 
    “You taste good,” Ashla murmured with a satisfied smile. “You really filled me. I’m dripping all over your bed. I should lick all of it up.” 
 
    Maker, she was amazing. 
 
    “I don’t know if you’re going to be able to lick all that up,” I teased with a smile. 
 
    “Maybe not,” Ashla purred. “I should go take a bath. I’ll be back when I’m not spilling you everywhere.” 
 
    She rose, and I watched as she got dressed with just as much delicious seduction as she’d shown me when she’d undressed earlier. My seed really was dripping down the sides of her legs, and the creamy color was an interesting contrast to her mocha-colored skin. 
 
    “Be right back.” Ashla turned to wink at me before she slipped quietly through the door and into the hallway. 
 
    I laid there in tired contentment for a while, but eventually my mind turned to thoughts of our mission tomorrow. I stood up and dressed myself in new clothing before I turned my attention to my belongings. 
 
    I busied myself with the final preparations, and the time passed quickly. While I laid out my clothing for tomorrow, a single knock sounded at the door, and it opened to reveal Layla. 
 
    “We are here!” she laughed as she stepped inside. “And look who I found out in the hallway?” 
 
    Ashla followed after her with an amused look on her face, and I noticed the ice mage was in a fresh outfit. Her wet hair hung loose around her shoulders, and it reminded me of all the fun we had earlier. 
 
    “Hey, Gryff,” Ashla winked. 
 
    “You can’t avoid me any longer,” Layla announced in a loud, ominous voice as her tiny finger pointed straight at me. “I am inevitable.” 
 
    “I think Sera has dibs on that line,” I chuckled and shook my head as I set the clothes down. 
 
    “Nonsense,” the petite mage protested. “I knew you first, so I get to threaten you with my presence first.” 
 
    I shrugged and smiled. “Whatever you say, Layla. Now, I suppose we’re all sleeping together?” 
 
    “I think the bed has room enough for three,” Ashla said as she neared my bed. “Don’t you?” 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking,” Layla giggled, and then the three of us climbed into my bed together. It was still damp from the session of lovemaking I’d just had with Ashla, but Layla didn’t seem to notice. Or maybe she did notice but didn’t care. 
 
    Within minutes, Layla, Ashla, and I fell into a pleasant, peaceful sleep. 
 
    Hours later, we stretched awake to the sound of a gentle knock at the door. 
 
    “Is it time?” I asked with a raised voice as I glanced at the window. 
 
    “I think so,” Ashla answered with a yawn. 
 
    A small amount of light peeked through the shades, but it was so dim it could have been moonlight just as easily as the dawn sun. 
 
    “It’s time,” Arwyn called back through the door. “I’ll leave you guys to it, since I have to be back at the lab for a meeting soon. Good luck on your mission.” 
 
    “Thanks, Arwyn,” Layla answered loudly with a voice that crackled from the early hour, and then we heard the professor’s heels clack against the stone floor as she walked away. 
 
    “I’ll be going now,” Ashla said as she smiled at the two of us. “I have lots of research to catch up on. Good luck with your mission, you two.” 
 
    “See you later, Ashla,” Layla said with a wide grin. 
 
    The ice mage gave me a kiss before she left, and Layla and I stretched wearily as we forced ourselves out of bed. 
 
    We were too tired to talk, so Layla and I got ready mostly in content silence. However, as I went through the final steps of my morning routine, I couldn’t hold myself back from rushing a little. I had too much anticipation for the battle ahead. 
 
    Finally, we were going to get the ciphers back. 
 
    Before I knew it, I was in front of the Academy’s main doors with Varleth, Erin, Cyra, Orenn, and Layla beside me. We made our way to the military airship docking station, climbed aboard Erin’s new airship, and settled into our seats while the mimic ducked into the front area of the ship. 
 
    “Fancy little thing,” Orenn commented as he craned his neck around to look at the interior of the ship. 
 
    “Really?” I asked sheepishly. “It looks the same as any other airship to me.” 
 
    “She’s a beauty,” the metallogue chuckled and stroked a hand over the siding of the airship. “Only advanced eyes like mine can see it.” 
 
    Layla leaned in and smirked. “If by advanced, you mean advanced to old age, sure.” 
 
    I cackled and high fived the petite summoner as Orenn flashed us both a hurt, betrayed look. 
 
    “These upstarts have no respect for us elders,” Varleth agreed as he patted Orenn on the back to comfort him. “They should know wisdom comes with age.” 
 
    “That and dementia,” I butted in. 
 
    “Now now, boys,” Cyra calmed us with a wave of one hand as she rifled through her travel pack. 
 
    “Don’t stop me when I’m winning against Varleth,” I said with a good-natured grin. 
 
    Varleth snorted. “I’d hardly call that winning.” 
 
    “There’s only one way to settle this,” Cyra advised with a sly smile. “I brought playing cards. Who’s up for destroying each other in poker? 
 
    We spent the rest of the airship ride arguing over the various rules of the game as we made our way through a ridiculous version of it. Layla insisted heart cards were always winners, and Orenn liked to give everybody a free take-back if they made a move they regretted. Varleth argued for an official vote on every controversial rule we introduced, and I elected to steal Varleth’s cards when he wasn’t looking simply to aggravate the gypsy. 
 
    It was dumb, but it was the best time I’d had in ages. 
 
    Finally, Erin came out of the pilot’s section and stared at us with a baffled expression on her face. 
 
    “We’re there,” she announced hesitantly as her eyes roved over the spread of cards. “Also, what on earth are you doing back here? You all sound like a cage of angry cats.” 
 
    “That’s probably because of all the cats I packed in my bags,” Layla said in a completely innocent tone. “I think they ran out of mice.” 
 
    Erin rolled her eyes. “Or it was the poker game you’ve clearly got going on. Alright, we’re going to set down soon, so pack up and get those belts on.” 
 
    I smiled and saluted the pilot smartly. “Hear that, team? We’re going to have Gawain back soon. Let’s all get ready to rumble.” 
 
    We picked up the cards and scrambled back into our safety belts just as the airship jerked. It began to lower at a steady pace, and the entire hold vibrated and shook as the airship descended through turbulent air.  
 
    I checked my essence crystals and stowed away my gear into my travel bag. The four mages around me did the same thing with professional speed, and it filled me with confidence to see us work so efficiently. 
 
    Finally, we landed with a whirring mechanical noise and a jolt of motion as the airship set down on its small legs. Erin emerged from the pilot’s room again and gave us a wide grin. 
 
    “We’re here!” she declared. 
 
    I ordered everybody off the ship, and the six of us made our way into the burning hot desert landscape. 
 
    The sun beat down on us and threatened to scorch the skin right off our bones. Sweat broke out across my forehead, and Varleth looked damp and dreary in his black banisher outfit.  
 
    “Alright,” I announced as we reached a patch of cacti and rocks. “This has to be close enough to where we found the desert cipher. If we wait for a rift to open here, we should come out next to the black palace.” 
 
    What if a rift doesn’t open? Sera goaded with a beguiling whisper. You can’t wait that long, and you know it. Just let me take over, and I can open a rift. I can help you find your precious ciphers. 
 
    Not a chance in hell, I warned the Archon.  
 
    I didn’t trust her to tell me the truth about whether or not she would give my body back, not to mention the danger she could pose to my team once she took me over. 
 
    That ridiculous concern? You know I only want revenge on Phi, so why would I even bother hurting your silly little friends? I have everything I want right here in your body. Just let me open the rift. 
 
    “Gryff? Are you okay?” Cyra asked as she peered at my irritated expression. 
 
    “Sera won’t shut up, and she’s doing a pretty terrible job of trying to make me trust her,” I muttered darkly, and the words were only partly directed to my friends around me. 
 
    Sera’s emotions spiked with frustration and anger. You could have power most humans could never dream of. You could scorch the earth and rip the sky asunder. You would be more powerful than any Grand Mage in history, more powerful than your precious Headmaster or your silly General. 
 
    So what? I thought to her. 
 
    You would give all that up based on the warning of a lying, scheming little monster like Phi? 
 
    It wasn’t Phi who had warned me about Sera, it was Gawain, and I trusted him too much to let his cautioning go to waste. 
 
    Gryff, Sera said in a low hiss, what if the next rift that opens here is the permanent rift? What if by the time you can get into the Shadowscape, Phi has already accomplished her goal? Can you live with that? We can stop her together, you and I. 
 
    I hesitated as I considered her words. Was it right for me to refuse her help, when doing so would potentially mean hordes of monsters getting released on the people of Mistral? After all, we didn’t know exactly how a permanent rift could be opened, but we also didn’t know how to close one. I could be making a terrible mistake here by refusing her. 
 
    It’s only right for you to let me take over, Sera purred. 
 
    No, I responded resolutely.  
 
    As much as I feared the permanent rift, if I accepted Sera’s offer, she could become an even worse threat if she was left unchecked. By trying to save lives, I could still end up releasing a violent monster of godlike power on all of Mistral. 
 
    You’re thinking too small, Sera said with disappointment. Forget the rift, it’s only a piece of a larger picture. You could travel to the other realm and kill the most powerful monsters in the Shadowscape with a flick of your fingers. With my help, we could destroy the biggest threats to humanity permanently and ensure the survival of your race. Don’t you want to save them all, Gryff? 
 
    Not if it meant signing over the fate of my people to a bloodthirsty monster like Sera. I would have to be an idiot to agree to her terms. Besides, the moment she stepped foot in the Shadowscape, her power would increase drastically, and I would have no way to stop her. She could betray me or even kill me in an instant. 
 
    Kill you? Sera asked with hurt in her voice. Why would I want to kill you? Wasn’t our kiss good? 
 
    Not good enough to risk all of humanity, I thought back as I bared my teeth. 
 
    The Archon’s tone grew sly. I don’t want power at all, I only want more of you, Gryff. You tasted delicious. Don’t you want more, too? Imagine us kissing again. Imagine my lips around that big cock of yours. Imagine me licking and tasting you while I groan with ecstasy. 
 
    “Shut up,” I hissed under my breath, but I could feel myself harden at her words. 
 
    Then, I’ll guide you into me. If you think your human lovers are skilled, wait until you feel me wrapped around your manhood. I’ll ride you like only a goddess can, and when you claim my fertile womb with your seed, I’ll bear you a child. A little demi-god offspring that will unite us forever. Won’t that be wonderful, Gryff? Don’t you want me? Don’t you want to claim me as yours? I want you to. So, so, so much. 
 
    “By the Maker, shut up.” I slammed my mental walls into place and ignored the sound of her sultry, seductive voice. But before her voice faded, she made one last request. 
 
    Wait, Gryff. Fine. I’ll help you. No strings attached. 
 
    Oh? I thought to her as I hesitantly lowered my walls. 
 
    There’s no need for us to sit here sweltering in the heat. I’ll teach you how to open the rift yourself. 
 
    “Seriously?” I asked out loud in disbelief. “You’re just giving up after all that talk about how I need to give in to you to use your powers and then you talking about how you wanted me to claim your womb and all that bullshit?” 
 
    As much as your resistance irks me, the Archon hissed angrily, I have my own vendetta with Phi to fulfill, and it’s more important to me than overcoming your little mind. I’ll not waste any more time arguing with you when we could be chasing her down. Now, let me show you how to open this rift on your own. 
 
    “What’s she saying?” Erin asked. “Why are you talking about her womb?” 
 
    I held up a hand and requested for my friends to wait as I frowned and considered her words. For once, Sera seemed genuinely irritated, instead of her usual scheming attitude. 
 
    “I think she’s serious,” I said eventually. “Sera says I can use her powers to open the rift without her taking me over.” 
 
    “You’re sure you can trust her with this?” Varleth asked as he narrowed his eyes at me with suspicion. 
 
    I shrugged. “She says she’ll teach me to do it by myself. I still don’t trust her, but I think there isn’t much danger of me accidentally giving up control to her.” 
 
    Varleth slid his eyes over to the rest of the team, and Cyra and Erin gave approving nods. 
 
    “Fine,” Varleth allowed begrudgingly as he relaxed his posture and took a few steps away from me. 
 
    “Alright, what do I do?” I asked in a low voice as I stared out into the empty desert. 
 
    Spread your feet so your legs have a firm, steady base, Sera instructed. 
 
    I did as she told me and bent my knees like a fighter ready to face an opponent. 
 
    The rift will flow from the energy between your arms. Not from your hands, but rather from the interaction of negative space between them. Do you understand? 
 
    I didn’t really, since I didn’t have the spellcasting experience that elementals or other mage types did. Summoning was all about the bond between monster and mage, not about finger positioning or weaving energy. 
 
    Sera hummed thoughtfully. Imagine you’re shaping a ball of floating water between your arms. Be firm, but don’t move so sharply you destroy the ball. I want you to follow this path with your body. 
 
    In a flash, Sera cast me a mental image of what to do with my arms. The visual picture was fuzzy and indistinct, but I got the gist of what she wanted me to do. 
 
    After you make the movement, thrust out your mana and let it feed into the spell. The rift will open if you do this correctly. 
 
    I copied the movement carefully, and a feeling of anticipation grew as each step of the spell completed. At the pinnacle of the final twitch of my hands, I felt the moment the spell opened up and readied itself to accept my mana. 
 
    I poured energy into it, and a black scar opened in the air in front of me. I panted as I let the spell feed, and the scar peeled open into a full-fledged rift that roiled with murky darkness. 
 
    The portal was open, and the Shadowscape awaited. 
 
    I turned to my team, and they called out with impressed glee as they made their way up to the portal. 
 
    “Why’d it take so much longer than Gawain’s did?” Layla wondered out loud as she peered into the rift. 
 
    Sera answered without prompting. Gawain let Phi’s power flow through him directly, since he was possessed. An Archon can open a rift like it’s second nature. A vessel like you can only access my power with difficulty and effort. It’s why you should have let me take control. 
 
    “She says it’s because I’m not possessed,” I explained shortly. 
 
    “That’s good news for us,” Varleth said curtly, and his tone was only half-joking. 
 
    “Thank you for looking out for me,” I told the banisher with serious gratefulness before I addressed the rest of my team. “Alright, time to go in. I think it’ll close when I go through, so everybody else should step in first.” 
 
    My team complied, and one by one, each member stepped into the rift I had created. Soon, I was alone in the Ortych desert. 
 
    You’re sure you don’t want to leave this all behind for a life of pleasure and relaxation? Sera asked as seduction dripped from her voice. 
 
    “Sorry, Sera, but I’m just not that desperate,” I replied with a chuckle. 
 
    Before she could argue further, I stepped into the rift, and in the blink of an eye, I was in the Shadowscape. 
 
    My team stood a few dozen feet away, but they spun to look at me as soon as I came through the portal.  
 
    Immediately, Orenn called out my name, and my friends gathered around me with nervous energy. 
 
    “Boy, are we glad to see you,” Layla said in obvious relief. 
 
    “Huh?” I asked with a confused tilt of my head. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “It’s been ten minutes since we last saw you,” Varleth said grimly. “We were worried Sera had possessed you after all.” 
 
    I blinked. “Ten minutes? It was just a couple seconds on my end.” 
 
    Cyra made a thoughtful noise as she leaned back on her heels. “I guess in the Shadowscape, time acts screwy no matter how you make your way in.” 
 
    “That would make sense,” I replied as my brow wrinkled. “Anyway, let’s get going. Gawain needs us.” 
 
    The sky boiled angrily as the Shadowscape rumbled with thunder, and flashes of lightning illuminated the distant form of Phi’s black palace. The marble walls seemed to suck in the light itself, and the black darkness was absolute. 
 
    We weren’t very close to the palace, but I couldn’t see any monsters between our current position and the barren landscape we would have to cross. As we walked, I angled our path toward the spot where I knew there was a hole knocked in the wall from the last time I’d been here. 
 
    My teammates glanced nervously around the field as we traveled, but nothing appeared to fight us. It was quiet, but it was the kind of silence found in cemeteries and abandoned houses.  
 
    We jumped at shadows all the way up until we reached the crumbled hole in the side of the palace. 
 
    “Here it is,” I said in a low voice. 
 
    We walked through the debris toward the door at the end of the room. Gawain and I had once gone through it as allies when we rescued Nia, and now I was back to rescue him. 
 
    I pushed on the slick black surface of the door, and it glided open without a sound. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” Layla whispered. 
 
    “Neither do I,” I replied with a resolved voice, “but we have to get the ciphers back.” 
 
    Orenn and Cyra both pulled gas lamps from their bags and lit them. The fluttering blue light barely pierced the strange, dark interior of the palace, but it did help some. 
 
    We crept through the maze of the palace as I followed my dim memories of the path I had taken to find Nia so long ago. 
 
    “Do you know where you’re going?” Varleth asked in a half-whisper. 
 
    I gestured helplessly at the featureless, black walls around us. “Maybe, maybe not,” I replied. “We have to run into her sooner or later, right?” 
 
    “Only if she’s actually here,” the banisher murmured. 
 
    I shrugged and decided to take the next right. “If Sleet’s research says she’s here, I’m pretty sure--” 
 
    As we rounded the corner, my foot hit something, and I nearly stumbled straight over the obstruction in the path. 
 
    Someone on the floor let out a pained groan, and Cyra held her gas lamp close. 
 
    Gawain’s bloody, bruised face looked back at us. 
 
    “Oh, Gawain,” I breathed as I looked at him. “What did she do to you?” 
 
    He was slumped on the floor with one arm cradled carefully across his stomach. Gawain’s eyes were bright with pain and feverish tears, but they locked onto my face with lucid recognition. 
 
    “Gryff,” the fire mage croaked. “You have to get out of here.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” I replied as I crouched to examine his injuries. “Don’t worry, we’re taking you with us.” 
 
    “You can’t,” Gawain rasped before he coughed harshly. “She’s coming back soon. Here, take the ciphers and get out.” 
 
    The fire mage’s arm shook as he tried to slide his bag toward me. It had been patched sloppily after Varleth sliced it open, and a corner of a cipher tablet peeked from the hole. 
 
    “We’re taking you with us,” I argued with a firm shake of my head. “Come on. Orenn, Varleth, let’s get him up.” 
 
    “Wait!” Erin urged us she stepped forward to examine Gawain. Her eyes roved expertly over the injuries as she moved his arm away and lifted his shirt up carefully. 
 
    Underneath the dark stains on the cloth, an awful wound wept blood from his chest. As Gawain coughed, the flow bubbled and increased. 
 
    “We can’t move him like this,” I realized with growing horror. 
 
    “He’ll die before we get him out,” Erin agreed with terrible finality in her voice. “I think some of his ribs are broken. They could puncture a lung and suffocate him even if the blood loss isn’t too much.” 
 
    I sat down on the stone floor and ran my hands over my face. “What kinds of potions do we have?” 
 
    “Meridan couldn’t spare much,” Cyra replied in a worried tone. “Just a few mild elixirs. We could probably stop the blood loss with them, but the ribs will still be a problem.” 
 
    I swore and dropped my travel pack from my shoulders. “We can’t leave him. There has to be something we can do.” 
 
    “Gryff … “ Erin murmured worriedly, but she couldn’t say it out loud. 
 
    “Run,” Gawain croaked out. “Phi’s coming back. She’ll find you. Please, Gryff. Just take the ciphers and go.” 
 
    “No,” I argued vehemently. “I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    Varleth stepped forward and put a hand on my shoulder. “Gryff, we have to leave him.” 
 
    “Varleth is right,” Gawain coughed. “Gryff, I’m … I’m sorry. I’m sorry to all of you. I should have fought harder. I shouldn’t have been such a dick. You all need to get out of here.” 
 
    “Shut up, idiot.” I ripped open my travel pack and rummaged through its contents. There had to be something I could do. I wouldn’t stop here, not after we’d tried so hard to save him. 
 
    My hand ran into a smooth, cardboard corner. I frowned as I dug out the object and examined it in the flickering gas light. 
 
    It was a pink gift box tied with a bow. 
 
    “Ilda and Gracia,” I realized out loud. “We never opened the gift from the alchemists.” 
 
    I pulled open the bow as my hands shook with anticipation. What if it was just chocolate or a knick knack? No, no, it had to be something useful. I peeled off a layer of cotton packaging and revealed the interior. 
 
    “Tea leaves?” Layla asked with despair in her voice as she looked over my shoulder.  
 
    “They’re not tea leaves,” I gasped out with excitement as I rifled through the plants. “These are powerful healing herbs. If we pick the right one, I’m sure they can fix Gawain.” 
 
    “Do you think you can find the right one?” Erin asked. “I don’t know anything about healing herbs.” 
 
    I nodded with determination. “Maelor and I once dabbled in trading dried herbs. We’d collect them with our monsters around one town, and when we moved on to the next, it was sometimes possible to get great prices for what had been common weeds a hundred miles away. We didn’t do it often, but I recognize some of these.” 
 
    I set aside the smooth, featureless leaves that I didn’t know the names of and picked up a sheaf of distinctive, red-edged plants with serrated edges. 
 
    “Hurry,” Varleth urged. “We don’t want Phi to find us while we’re like sitting ducks in this little hallway.” 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” I said as I pulled out a valuable fuzzy leaf from the bottom of the pink box. “He only needs this one and the rubystem.” 
 
    “Go, just go, she’s coming,” Gawain moaned out as blood began to trickle from his mouth. “Leave me behind. I deserve this.” 
 
    I crushed up the plant leaves in my fingers until juice began to run down my hand, and then I stuffed them into Gawain’s protesting mouth. 
 
    “Shut up and eat your veggies,” I demanded as I held my hand over the fire mage’s face. 
 
    Gawain grimaced and coughed, but soon he had no choice but to swallow the fistful of plants. 
 
    Erin lifted up the hem of Gawain’s shirt again, and we watched in fascinated awe as the edges of his jagged wounds began to seal up before our very eyes.  
 
    There was a small pop, and Gawain cried out as something in his chest shifted and realigned. Miraculously, the plants were even moving his ribs back into place. 
 
    “Just like magic,” Cyra said wondrously. “What on earth did those old ladies give us?” 
 
    “The rarest, most pricey herbs any noble could buy,” I answered with a disbelieving laugh. 
 
    “Of course Gawain ended up being the most expensive one among us,” Varleth chuckled. 
 
    Gawain shook his head and gasped as strength began to return to him. Then he pushed himself upright on careful hands. 
 
    “Alright, now we can go,” I said as the color began to return to the fire mage’s cheeks. 
 
    As if on cue, the eerie laugh of a child echoed down the hall. 
 
    “Run,” Gawain rasped as we pulled him to his feet. 
 
    “C’mon, let’s go,” I called to my team. “We’re pulling out, we’re not ready to fight Phi in this place.” 
 
    Orenn switched to his metal form, and his skin rippled with a chrome coating as magic reinforced his body. 
 
    “Varleth and I can help carry Gawain,” the metallogue shouted. “You guys have to do all the fighting!” 
 
    As the words left his mouth, a figure appeared at the end of the hall. For a moment, I recognized her as a blue-skinned child.  
 
    Phi had appeared in that form to us before, but instead of facing us as a child, she quickly began to change. 
 
    Phi walked toward us, and with every step, her legs lengthened while her body matured. I watched as her face sharpened into an adult’s as she approached with casual, slow steps. Then beautiful white wings unfurled from her back and stretched across the hallway. 
 
    She looked like Sera’s light-kissed twin. 
 
    “I appreciate that you’ve fixed my toy,” Phi said lightly, but her voice was serious and mature, and it clashed badly with the childlike words that came from her mouth. 
 
    “We’re just going to leave now, if that’s okay with you,” I called to her down the hallway as I backpedaled. 
 
    I glanced at Orenn and Varleth, and it looked like they finally had a firm grasp on Gawain. I turned sideways to jog after them as my team retreated down the hall. 
 
    “Actually, it’s not okay with me,” Phi answered with unnatural volume as she advanced. “The ciphers are mine. His body is mine. The human realm is mine. Give them back.” 
 
    “No!” I shouted shortly. 
 
    Phi bared her teeth and snapped her fingers.  
 
    I glanced behind us to see a flood of snarling monsters turn the corner of the hall some hundred yards behind her. They rushed past Phi as their teeth snapped and their claws scraped across the floor. Bandersnatches, shadowcats, and grey prowlers careened down the hall with murderous intent. 
 
    Even worse, the monsters that I could identify were accompanied by a variety of terrifying beasts I’d never even seen before. 
 
    “Erin,” I ordered, “make a wall!” 
 
    The mimic spun out a spell just as the beasts leapt within a few feet of us, and a solid wall made of black marble and dirt sprang up between us. 
 
    I flinched as horrible scrapes and thudding sounds pounded against the surface of it while monsters tried to tear their way through the wall. From the sound of it, they were succeeding quickly. 
 
    We gained ground as the hall disappeared behind us, and our team limped and jogged around several corners. 
 
    Then an awful crack and a crumbling sound emanated from the space behind us and echoed around the palace walls. 
 
    “They’ve broken through,” Erin gasped. 
 
    A horrible pounding noise beat rhythmically through the hall behind us. 
 
    “What is that?” Layla demanded as her hazel eyes flashed. 
 
    I didn’t know, but our question was answered as a hulking monster rounded the corner and slammed into the black marble with erratic speed. It shook the rubble from its hide and turned to us as it fixed its glittering, beady eyes on our team. 
 
    “Tunnel giant,” I breathed out as my mouth dropped open in shock. 
 
    The giant roared and beat its enormous fists on the ground as it realized we were the prey it had been chasing. The skin on the back of its hands was rough and covered with short, serrated spikes. Its feet were similarly large and tipped with long, flattened claws that would be perfect for digging. 
 
    It was an ugly brute and not nearly as large as other species of giants, but tunnel giants were perfectly designed for fighting in cramped spaces like this. Even worse, one could burst straight through a wall of earth like it was nothing. Erin’s versatile earth magic would be useless in defending against this monster. 
 
    “Keep running!” I shouted as I pulled an essence crystal from my bandolier. “I’ll take care of this one!” 
 
    I threw out my kalgori and commanded them to multiply as I grabbed my entire collection of speed slugs from my belt. I only had eight, but it would have to be enough. 
 
    My teammates shot me worried glances as they approached the corner, but they listened to my orders and kept running. 
 
    The tunnel giant roared and began its charge. The rough hide on its back scraped the ceiling of the hallway and showered debris and rock to the floor as it lumbered after me. 
 
    I attached speed slugs to the backs of as many kalgori as I could. 
 
    The tunnel giant pounded toward me as I stood alone in the hallway across from it. Vibrations from its charge rumbled up my spine and chattered my teeth. There was nowhere for me to dodge, and nowhere for me to hide.  
 
    When the tunnel giant reached me, I would be crushed. 
 
    I closed my eyes and commanded the kalgori to fly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    My kalgori peaked at their maximum speed just as they reached the charging tunnel giant. 
 
    The two monsters collided without a hint of ever slowing down, and the immense speed worked in my favor exactly as I had planned. My kalgori folded their wings and tore into the tunnel giant’s flesh like living bullets.  
 
    The tunnel giant bellowed and collapsed like a felled tree before it slid across the floor toward me. I backpedaled even as my monsters continued to carve deep, uneven holes into the giant’s flesh. The tunnel giant came to a rest and thrashed wildly as it moaned in pain and rage.  
 
    After a quick mental command, my kalgori buried themselves even further as they flailed their metal-edged wings with speed-slug fueled strength. 
 
    The giant suddenly seized up, so one of my kalgori must have gotten lucky. The enormous monster thrashed just once more and coughed before it went completely limp.  
 
    Perhaps my butterflies had managed to hit some vital organs, or maybe the flesh wounds took a while to kick in. However it had happened, the result was clear. 
 
    The tunnel giant was dead. 
 
    I panted and wiped the sweat from my forehead before I recalled my kalgori. Then I turned and ran after the path of my teammates. 
 
    I found them in a wider hallway as they slew an enormous group of flying ice imps. The ground was coated in frost an inch thick, and icicles hung from the ceiling. 
 
    I threw out a couple axe goblins to help, but the ice imps stood no chance anyway. My team was doing a great job of taking care of the situation. 
 
    Gawain leaned against the wall and aimed his gun with a trembling hand, but he shot off flaming bullets with impressive aim worthy of any sharpshooter. Orenn pounded approaching imps flat with his metal-strengthened fists while Varleth felled them from the sky with his banisher sword.  
 
    Layla’s keichim flitted across the room on near-invisible wings as it shocked large swathes of ice imps at a time, and Cyra directed Kalon as the dragon swooped at the imps with fangs and claws. Erin dislodged chunks of black marble from the ceiling, and the dark slabs of rock crushed several ice imps at once. 
 
    Finally, the last of the ice imps fell to Orenn’s fists, and the fight was over. 
 
    “Let’s move,” I ordered with a toss of my head. 
 
    Orenn and Varleth grabbed Gawain again to help him walk, and my team jogged into the next large room. 
 
    We were stopped by a trio of prowling monsters in our way. Their heads spun around, and their gazes locked onto us as we froze in the doorway. 
 
    “I’ll get the gryphon,” I commanded rapidly. “Everybody keep your eyes away from my battle! Erin, Layla, and Cyra, you’re on the basilisk. Varleth, Gawain, and Orenn, you deal with the ice troll.” 
 
    The gryphon had the spotted body of a muscled, powerful jaguar. Its head was that of a hawk or a falcon, and the beak curved wickedly at the tip. Its front legs ended in birdlike talons which left white scratches on the black marble of the palace floor. Two brown wings with pale white undersides extended from the gryphon’s back, and it mantled them as it screeched out a challenge at my team. 
 
    The space was too small for my roosa, but I had the next best thing. I grabbed a crystal from the middle of my bandolier and threw it out before it shattered on the marble floor. 
 
    My arachness emerged, and her large spider’s body shifted unpredictably across the ground on eight spindly black legs. Her face was that of a beautiful woman with golden skin and black hair, but I dared not look at her eyes. The reason I asked my team to look away was because my arachness’s gaze was paralyzing.  
 
    The gryphon flew at her with its dangerous claws outstretched toward her face, but she dodged the attack effortlessly as she stabbed out with two of her powerful spider’s legs. They left deep scores across the gryphon’s flank. 
 
    The gryphon beat its wings and lashed out with its hooked beak as it pawed at my arachness. She was knocked over, and the gryphon clamped its beak hard around the fragile underparts of her torso. For a moment, it seemed like it was the end for my arachness. 
 
    Her final skill came into play soon enough, though. The gryphon unknowingly locked eyes with the arachness and sealed its fate. The gryphon’s jaguar limbs froze, and its bird head seized into total stillness. The entire body trembled once more, and then it became completely paralyzed. 
 
    My arachness had won.  
 
    I stepped forward and drew my rhin knife before I sliced a clean line across the gryphon’s unmoving throat. The monster collapsed into death as the fatal blow took effect. 
 
    I turned my attention to my teammates. The ice troll was thoroughly dead already, and its hairy body was sprawled out across the stone floor. Gawain, Varleth, and Orenn had joined forces with the girls to take care of the green basilisk. The serpentlike monster looked close to death, and as I watched, Kalon sank her fangs into the back of its scaled neck. 
 
    The basilisk thrashed and drooled onto the floor, but it was over within a minute. Its motions stilled, and Kalon stepped away from the corpse with a flutter of her pink wings. 
 
    “Wow, good job,” I complimented my teammates as they stood back proudly from the felled beast. “Basilisks are tough.” 
 
    We knew it from experience, since some of us had been forced to try to kill a yellow basilisk a few months ago that emerged from a rift. It had been a tough challenge, but I was glad for the experience, since it was how I first met Ashla. 
 
    “Thanks, but that’s enough monsters for one day, so I vote we run,” Layla proposed with an exhausted giggle. 
 
    “Not a bad idea. Let’s go!” I directed. 
 
    My team filed in behind me as we jogged through the final few hallways. A bandersnatch leapt from the shadows at us, but Gawain took it down with a fire bullet before I could even react. A small group of goblins tried to give us trouble further in, but Layla’s keichim doubled in size before it discharged an electric shock that fried them instantly. 
 
    The pale, sickly light of the open Shadowscape shone through the door into the hallway, and I smiled at the thought of being back in the fresh, open air. Well, not exactly fresh, since all of us except for Gawain had on gas masks to take care of the horrific stench of decay and death. 
 
    We stepped through into the light, and I sighed in relief as my team put distance between us and the entry into the black palace. 
 
    “Does anybody have an extra mask?” I asked as the thought occurred to me. 
 
    “I do,” Cyra replied with a wave toward the pack on her back. 
 
    “Layla, get the mask out and give it to Gawain,” I requested as my eyes scanned the barren field in front of us.  
 
    The area looked clear, so maybe this would be a good time to open the rift. 
 
    Put more space between us and the palace, Sera commanded with uncharacteristic concern in her voice. Opening the rift will take time and drain you. If I know my sister, she will not allow you to escape so easily. 
 
    As if on cue, a figure emerged from the destroyed opening in the palace wall. We were only a few dozen feet away, so I could clearly see the two white wings that stretched from her shoulders. Her hair was long, like Sera’s, but it was pale as new-fallen snow. Her milky-white eyes sent a shiver down my back as she gazed at the seven of us, and her clothing was mostly gone, save for a few golden chains that wrapped around her pale blue skin. 
 
    It was Phi of course, and she wasn’t giving up on us yet. 
 
    I prepared for a physical fight or another childish taunt, but what I got was nothing at all like what I had expected. 
 
    Phi’s voice whispered through my head with a ghostlike echo as she spoke directly into my mind. Gryff, I’m saddened to see you’ve chosen the wrong ally to side with. Sera will only ever lead you astray. Unlike me, she cares nothing for the good of humans and monsters alike. 
 
    “Don’t listen to her,” Erin urged, and I realized Phi had decided to speak to all of us, rather than just to me. 
 
    I took an angry step toward the white-winged Archon. “You, caring for humans? I’ve never heard anything more ridiculous.” 
 
    Phi’s voice sounded hurt. But I do. It’s why I seek to reunite the two realms and bring monsters back into the human world. As things are now, we will only destroy each other with bitterness and the desire for vengeance. When we live in the same world, we can share in the benefits. We can live in balance. 
 
    “Fucking liar,” I scoffed. “When you say balance, you mean that humans will have to live in complete terror of monsters roaming the Wilds at all times. We can’t achieve peace like that, and you know it.” 
 
    Can’t we? Phi asked in an elegant voice. Things aren’t working out right now. What if this is the only possible path for success, and you’re just throwing it away? 
 
    That’s not true, Sera rebutted. My sister wishes to destroy humans. She has for millennia, and there’s no way she would change her mind. 
 
    “Sera seems pretty confident the only thing you want is vengeance,” I spat back. 
 
    Sera is a liar, Phi replied with a sad sigh. But what can you expect? Just look at her. There’s a reason angels in your myths have white wings, not black ones. Her treachery is what forced me and the other Archons to lock her away. Didn’t you wonder why she was in the crystal cave and not me? She was the corrupting force in our midst all along, so we banished her. Unfortunately, it was too late. 
 
    I hesitated for a moment at the news that Phi hadn’t been alone in banishing Sera. Was I trusting the wrong Archon? 
 
    Of course Phi had allies among the Archons, Sera explained. Our infighting knew no bounds, and sides changed often. I’m sure Phi betrayed them once I was gone. 
 
    I shook my doubts off. It would do me no good to start questioning Sera now. It wasn’t like I didn’t know she was evil and dangerous all along. I knew she didn’t care about human lives, but she’d been honest about it the entire time I’d known her. 
 
    I had to be strong against Phi’s influence. 
 
    “You hurt Gawain,” I snarled. “You almost killed him. I’ll never trust you after what you did.” 
 
    Gawain … Phi murmured with remorse in her voice. Gawain was a mistake, I’m afraid. Really, I chose the wrong body to inhabit. It’s not my fault he didn’t stand up well to the possession. How was I to know he was so fragile? It’s been hundreds of years since I last claimed a body. 
 
    “Right,” I answered sarcastically, “and you just conveniently also forgot humans can be ripped to shreds when you send hordes of monsters after them. Your beasts could’ve killed Gawain right now.” 
 
    I’m sorry, Phi apologized with a soft voice. Gawain really was just a waste of time, but that can’t surprise you too much. You know you’ve always been the better fighter, the nicer man, the kinder leader, the more attractive option. I don’t want Gawain, Gryff, I want you. I’ve always wanted you. Abandon Sera and join me. Together we can fix our realms. 
 
    “Like hell that’s ever going to happen,” I exclaimed with a disbelieving laugh. “I don’t believe a word you say, and you don’t deserve a second chance after everything you’ve done.” 
 
    Phi’s white eyes flashed with anger as she stepped closer to us. You would reject my offer out of hand? How dare you. If Sera told you she’s more powerful than I am, she’s lying to you. How else do you think I imprisoned her? I’m the one with the power, not her. I’m better, Gryff. Pick me, and I can help you fulfill all of your desires. You want to be a hero? I’ll make you the greatest hero to ever walk Mistral.  
 
    “You just told me you had help imprisoning Sera,” I argued with an irritated frown. “At least keep your lies straight if you’re going to try to deceive me into joining your cause. Now, get this straight. I’m not going with you.” 
 
    Your mine, Sera whispered smugly. Phi can’t have you. 
 
    Phi’s soft voice cracked as anger filled her. She’s speaking to you right now, isn’t she? I’ll show her how strong I’ve grown. I’ll make you mine, Gryff. You’ll see. This is my world, and you belong to me. 
 
    Suddenly, the mental conversation dove inward and turned sharp. Chainlike ropes of power looped around my skull and pulled tight like a vice, and I cried out in pain. 
 
    Phi was trying to invade my mind. 
 
    I managed to push her out with some effort, but this was no dream, and Phi hadn’t been imprisoned for centuries like Sera had. Furthermore, here in the Shadowscape, Phi’s mental attacks were multiplied many times over in strength. No wonder she’d gotten her hooks into Gawain the last time he’d come here with me. 
 
    Phi redoubled her efforts, and I felt whips of blunt energy lash at my mind as I threw up wall after wall in an attempt to stop them. She dug in a toehold as one of my walls fell, and I panicked as Phi’s immense power threatened to overwhelm me completely. 
 
    In an instant, I felt Phi crash through my defences and flood into my mind. I struggled to push her out, but she had too firm a grip on me. 
 
    Are you going to help? I screamed in my mind at Sera. 
 
    I’m trying. Fight against her. You are strong. Stronger than she even knows. 
 
    I felt my arms raise against my will as Phi forced them up. My hands trembled as I tried to force them to stop, but Phi wouldn’t let me go. 
 
    No! Sera shouted in my head as Phi’s laughter also filled my ears. Resist her, Gryff! 
 
    “She got him!” Cyra cried in fear. “Stop Gryff!” 
 
    I was too preoccupied with the battle over my own head to pay much attention to my teammates until now, but my hope surged as they approached. If they could help put a stop to Phi, maybe she couldn’t use my body to do anything terrible. 
 
    Suddenly, my body moved against my will as I threw out my arms to my sides. 
 
    A blue wave of energy blasted from me and threw my friends backward. I heard Erin yelp in pain as she tumbled across the rocky landscape, but my vision was starting to darken, and I couldn’t see her. 
 
    Gunshots rang out as Gawain fired, but nothing came close to hitting me. I managed to move my gaze far enough to see his bullets sweeping harmlessly across the field toward Phi herself, and she casually sidestepped each shot without a hint of effort. 
 
    “You’ll never hit me!” she taunted across the distance as she beat her white wings and took to the air. “Better sacrifice your precious leader if you want to stop this.” 
 
    My heart sank, since I knew Gawain would never turn his gun on me. My fury grew, and I pushed helplessly against Phi’s grip over my mind. I couldn’t let her hurt my teammates. 
 
    Sweat poured down my forehead, but Phi couldn’t be stopped. She waved her hands and twitched her fingers in a spell unknown to me. 
 
    I recognized it as soon as a small, black rip appeared in the fabric of the Shadowscape.  
 
    She was opening a rift, but not just any normal rift. 
 
    The portal gaped open quickly, and an awful tearing sound split the air and made my ears ring. The ground shook and groaned as the rift tore open. I thought it would stop at any moment, but it kept growing larger and larger. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Varleth shouted from somewhere off to my side. 
 
    “This was what I needed all along,” Phi laughed across the shadowscape. “Gryff, you played right into my hands. Now witness what we can create together. I don’t even need you to agree, my beautiful puppet. I’ll just pull on your strings until you give me everything I want. Sera is nothing. I am everything.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but share in Varleth’s horror. The rift was enormous, almost a hundred feet high and just as far across. It dwarfed my vision as it finally came to a stop in its growth. Golden chains snapped into existence around its borders, and they rattled as they fringed the sides of the enormous portal. 
 
    Phi twitched her arms again, and even though my entire body shook with effort, I couldn’t stop her from completing the spell. 
 
    The whole rift flashed brightly enough to sear spots into my vision, and when I could see again, nine white rings of glowing energy encircled the golden chains. Red words in an unfamiliar language pulsed from within each ring, and they spun unsteadily in opposite directions in a dizzying effect. 
 
    “The permanent rift,” Gawain shouted in horror. “She’s opened it!” 
 
    How could this be a permanent rift? It was impossible, unless she had somehow used Sera’s strength to augment her own. I couldn’t waste time thinking about it, though.  
 
    I had to put a stop to Phi, or die trying. This bitch wasn’t getting my body for another second. 
 
    As the spell neared completion, Phi’s grip relaxed slightly as she sagged with the effort of so much mana spent.  
 
    Now was my chance. 
 
    My fury coursed through me with uncontrollable passion, and I snatched onto Phi’s presence in my mind. Then I tore at it with all my willpower and shredded her control into fragments. 
 
    Yes! Sera shouted in my mind.  
 
    Phi startled and lost her grip on my body, and I felt control of it return to me. I slashed at her mind with wild anger as I fought for freedom within my own head. 
 
    As I forced Phi back, I suddenly felt Sera’s power rise up next to mine. She was no longer stunned under the weight of Phi’s attack, and she got her footing quickly. 
 
    Get out, Sera snapped as her rage matched mine. I chose Gryff first. His body is mine. His power is mine. His seed is mine. He is mine. 
 
    Sera’s knifelike mental attacks pierced the wave of Phi’s power, and the Archons struggled with each other while I panted and reinforced the defences around my mind. 
 
    “Phi’s weakness is her impatience,” Gawain called to me from across the field. “When she attacks, she leaves her defences wide open. Don’t worry about your own mind, just take advantage of that!” 
 
    My eyes watered as I gritted my teeth in response to the power throbbing through my head. It would be hard to abandon my focus on my walls, but I trusted Gawain to know the best way to defeat Phi. 
 
    I dropped half of my shields and worked quickly as I sent out a probing thought toward Phi’s vague sense of center. What I found there was soft and unprotected, so I hardened my probe into a rapier. I imagined the sharp point and the quick flashing edge of it, and then I stabbed my newly-fashioned weapon deep into Phi’s tender defences. 
 
    Phi shrieked and recoiled from my attack. How dare you! 
 
    She reared back and gathered her gold chains and whips of power for another attack, but she never got the opportunity. Sera flashed out with a knifelike spear of power, and Phi’s mental attack crumpled inward like a crushed paper bag.  
 
    The enormous rift collapsed in on itself with a roar of thunder. The white rings exploded into flashes of light, and the chains were sucked into the portal as the swirling darkness sealed up. The final black eye of the rift sealed shut, and with a pop, the rift was gone. 
 
    “Get out,” I snarled as I stabbed into Phi’s mind with a single deep blow. 
 
    Phi cried out wordlessly in pain and dismay, and her mental attack retreated entirely from my head.  
 
    My ears rang with the onslaught, and blood ran from my nose, but somehow, I was left with my mind intact.  
 
    Sera’s presence glowed with the pride of victory as she soaked in the glory of defeating Phi in a mental battle. 
 
    It is just as I suspected, Sera purred in my mind. 
 
    “What?” I choked out. 
 
    Your power … her words faded in and out of my mind. Nevermind. Together, we are strong. We can destroy her completely. Let’s do it. I want to taste her tears and bathe in her blood. Come on, Gryff, glorious vengeance awaits us. 
 
    I wasn’t feeling too glorious as I wiped blood from my face, but it was a good idea to follow Sleet’s mission and recover Phi if we could. 
 
    My team didn’t look like they were in awful shape, but I still worried whether we could hope to take on the white-winged Archon on her home turf. What else could we do? We had to stop her, or she would be able to use the permanent rift to wreak untold damage on Mistral. 
 
    “Get her,” I croaked. “Don’t let her escape.” 
 
    While I was being attacked mentally, Phi had risen to hover above us like an avenging angel, and she was far out of reach of most of our attacks. 
 
    Layla’s keichim darted out alongside Kalon as the two monsters swept into the sky to attack. I fumbled for my pyrewyrm crystal on my bandolier, but I wasn’t confident I could control my monsters right now. 
 
    They never got the chance to attack her anyway. Phi thrust out her white wings and glowed with a blue aura as she gathered her power. 
 
    “I’ll be back!” Phi screeched. “I know now what you are, Gryff. You should have taken my offer. My sister can’t protect you next time. I’ll claim you, and once you are mine, it will be the end for your kind.” 
 
    Her white wings beat powerfully as she mantled them, and then Phi burst from the sky with dizzying speed. I tried to follow her path with my eyes, but she flew more like a shooting star than a bird, and she quickly disappeared into the stormy skies of the Shadowscape. 
 
    I’ll destroy her for this insolence, Sera seethed, but her anger had no outlet.  
 
    Phi had escaped, but at least she hadn’t managed to open the permanent rift. 
 
    I collapsed and coughed as the danger of the situation sank in. I’d almost fallen completely prey to Phi’s mental attacks and just barely escaped with my body as my own.  
 
    My team ran up to me with worry in their eyes. 
 
    “Gryff, are you okay?” Erin asked as she bent to look at me. 
 
    “I’m fine, I’m fine,” I reassured them all. 
 
    “By the Maker,” Orenn breathed, “she has to be the most terrifying monster I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “She scares the shit out of me,” I admitted as I wiped the sweat from my forehead. “She’s at least in the nine most powerful monsters we’ll ever meet. I almost couldn’t stand up to her.” 
 
    “I think Sleet may have underestimated her,” Varleth said as his dark eyes shone with concern. “I don’t think the seven of us can hope to bring her in without seriously stacking the deck in our favor. An Archon in the Shadowscape might as well be a god.” 
 
    “I can’t believe she almost got you,” Layla added as she threw her arms around me in a relieved hug. 
 
    “It was a close one,” I said with a thin smile as I hugged Layla back. “I think Sera was the only thing that kept me from complete possession.” 
 
    “You did well,” Gawain said seriously. “I … I’m sorry I couldn’t do the same.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” I assured him with a frown. “You had to last for months, and you had no idea what was happening. We didn’t know anything about Archons when all of this started, so how could you expect to stand up to Phi?” 
 
    Gawain smiled, but he looked away with guilt in his eyes. I would have to talk to him more later, since I didn’t want the shame to eat him alive. 
 
    “I hated hearing her slimy voice in my head,” Cyra added with a shiver. “I don’t know how you can listen to Sera all day.” 
 
    I sound nothing like that insolent child, Sera hissed. 
 
    “She does drive me a little insane,” I said with a weary tone. 
 
    If you don’t watch your mouth, I won’t show you how to open a rift to get home, Sera admonished with a dangerous lilt to her voice. Care to live in the Shadowscape for the rest of your mortal life? 
 
    Come to think of it, Sera’s voice really was quite lovely. 
 
    That’s better, the dark Archon purred. 
 
    “What did Phi mean when she said she ‘knew what you are now?’” Varleth asked me. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I said. “Maybe Sera knows.” 
 
    Hmmm … I’ll keep that secret for now. That is, unless you want to free me. Then I’ll tell you and give you everything you want, Gryff. Just think about it.  
 
    I rolled my eyes at her vague riddles. “She said it’s a secret, and she’d tell me if I gave in to her, but I’m not going to.” 
 
    My friends nodded, but their matching frowns spoke to how worried they were. 
 
    All things in their own time, Sera said nonchalantly before her voice turned seductive. Eventually, you will give into me. Eventually, you will desire my power just as I desire yours. Eventually, we will be lovers in your mind and body. Then we will reshape our worlds as we see fit. You won’t have a choice. 
 
    “I’ll always have a choice,” I huffed to her. “You can’t win against me.” 
 
    Oh, poor Gryff. You don’t understand. I don’t want to win. I want to help you. You just don’t understand who’s side you are really on. 
 
    But you will soon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    Sera gave careful instructions as she directed me once again on how to open the rift. 
 
    Once more, the mental images flashed through my head, but I didn’t need half as much explanation this time to understand how to do the ritual. I thrust my mana into the waiting spell, and it ate up my magic eagerly as the black eye of the rift peeled open. It swelled to a size of about ten-by-ten feet, and the roiling muggy darkness of the rift interior yawned at us. 
 
    “Okay,” I gasped. “Everybody in. You too, Gawain.” 
 
    “You’re really one-of-a-kind, Gryff,” Gawain said as he blinked and stared at the portal. “You’re still in charge despite Sera’s power. I didn’t have any idea … ” 
 
    He trailed off uncomfortably as he looked away, but I leaned forward to put a comforting hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I reassured the fire mage. “Anybody would’ve fallen the way you did. And look, now we have all the ciphers back plus a bunch of information we didn’t know before. No real harm was done.” 
 
    Varleth and Layla shot me significant looks in tandem, as if to remind me about the town Gawain had destroyed while in the grip of Phi’s possession. 
 
    I shook my head slightly in response. We could deal with that one later. For now, I wanted all of my friends back in the human world so I could check them for injuries in safety. 
 
    I waited as all six of my teammates walked through the rift, then I followed after quickly. 
 
    When I emerged into the desert of the Ortych Sands, a stranger was waiting for me. 
 
    Her hood hung low over her face, and she stood a distance away from me and my team, but I knew exactly who she was. I’d encountered her at the volcano when we’d gone to get that cipher, and she’d asked to see my father’s dagger. I knew almost nothing about her, but it had to be the same woman. Her outfit was exactly the same, and her dark ensemble was complete with black gloves that obscured her hands. 
 
    I pulled off my mask as my team turned to look at me. 
 
    “Gryff,” Erin greeted worriedly as the rift closed behind me. “She says she wants to speak to you.” 
 
    “Alright,” I replied with a frown. “I’ll go over and talk to her. I wonder what she wants this time.” 
 
    “You know her?” Orenn asked in a bewildered tone. “Who the fuck is she?”  
 
    “No clue,” I admitted as I shrugged a shoulder in helpless confusion. “The last time I saw her, she said some weird, vague shit and disappeared into a portal.” 
 
    “A portal?” Layla repeated. “Is she human?” 
 
    “She sounds like bad news,” Varleth muttered as he cast a suspicious eye in the stranger’s direction. “Maybe we should walk away.” 
 
    “I don’t think she’s going to just let me leave,” I said consideringly as I watched the silent woman. “She seemed pretty confident about her strength last time.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Gawain questioned. 
 
    “Well, she threatened me a little, I guess,” I admitted reluctantly. 
 
    “And you just want to walk over to her for a second meeting?” Varleth asked in exasperation. “Maker, it’s a miracle you’re still alive.” 
 
    I grinned and patted him on the shoulder comfortingly. “Don’t worry about it, I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Then I waved goodbye to my teammates and began to cross the desert sand. 
 
    The truth was I wasn’t so confident. I walked toward the cloaked woman on stiff legs that ached from running and fighting, and a wicked headache was starting to set in from my mental battle with Phi. I was covered in tiny cuts and scratches from debris that fell during our battles, and I felt ready to collapse into bed and sleep for days. 
 
    “What do you want?” I asked in a raised voice as I approached the stranger. 
 
    A sudden breeze blew through the desert, and her cloak rippled in the wind. She watched me and said nothing. 
 
    I frowned and continued my walk until I stood just a few feet away from the stranger. 
 
    “Well?” I asked as I narrowed my eyes. “What do you want? 
 
    The woman hesitated and scanned me carefully before she spoke. 
 
    “I apologize for my behavior last time we met,” she said, and her voice came out melodic and sensual. “I was taken off guard, and I didn’t know how to react.” 
 
    “Why were you taken off guard?” I questioned. 
 
    “Your presence at the cipher location … surprised me,” she explained in a low purr. “That’s all.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said agreeably. 
 
    I didn’t exactly believe her, but it didn’t seem likely I could get any real answers. 
 
    “My name is Jace,” she introduced herself shortly. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Jace,” I responded with caution. “I’m Gryff.” 
 
    “I see,” Jace responded in a smooth voice. “I … ” 
 
    She didn’t speak again after she trailed off. The silence between us stretched and grew uncomfortable. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked. 
 
    “I am fine,” she responded quickly. “I’ve simply been in the Shadowscape for a long time.” 
 
    “A long time?” I echoed with curiosity. 
 
    Jace said nothing as she gazed at me from under her dark hood. I couldn’t really see her face, but she had an alluring voice, and the shape of her body looked both elegant and deadly. 
 
    “Uh, okay,” I murmured uncertainly. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I felt a flux of energy between this realm and the Shadowscape,” Jace answered as she shifted subtly from one foot to the other. “I consider it my duty to investigate such disturbances.”  
 
    The fact she moved at all was a significant tell. I suspected she was actually pretty worried about this situation, yet she had arrived only to find no threat at all. The only thing here was my team, rather than the humanity-ending portal she probably expected. 
 
    “Would it be a permanent rift that you sensed?” I asked to confirm my theory. 
 
    Jace nodded without saying a word. 
 
    “The spell didn’t complete, so it collapsed in on itself,” I explained. 
 
    “How?” she asked. 
 
    “I fought against Phi and--” 
 
    “You stopped her?” Jace interrupted me. 
 
    “I don’t know how Phi managed to get it open in the first place,” I continued. “Do you have any idea?” 
 
    “You said you stopped her?” she asked again. 
 
    I frowned and furrowed my brows. “Uhh, yeah. Or so I think.” 
 
    “But you don’t know how she opened it?” the cloaked woman asked as she crossed her arms. “You had nothing to do with that?” 
 
    “How would I be able to open--” 
 
    “The Archon is powerful and clever,” she cut in. 
 
    “Hey,” I growled, “if you have something to say about me, just say it. I went there to save my friend, not to help an Archon destroy the world.”  
 
    “It might be too late for that.” Jace glanced away into the distance of Ortych Sands as she avoided my gaze. 
 
    “That’s not really an answer!” I groaned. “I need to know what the hell happened. If you have answers, could I please have them?” 
 
    Jace looked back to me and shook her head. “I have no answers for you. It is too early to say.” 
 
    “Too early to say?” I repeated as I shook my head in confusion. “What do you--” 
 
    A portal suddenly bloomed behind Jace like a black eye, and she stepped backward into it as it began to seal shut.  
 
    I lunged forward to try to grab her, but my fingers closed around thin air. 
 
    The stranger was gone once again.  
 
    At least I knew her name this time, and she seemed less hostile. Despite that, I had to admit Jace was still as ominous as she was at our first meeting. It brought up so many questions that didn’t have answers, and now I was even more concerned about how Phi had managed to open the permanent rift. 
 
    I jogged back to my team as they walked over to meet me partway. 
 
    “What the hell was that about?” Orenn asked as he gawked at the space where Jace had vanished. 
 
    “I have no clue,” I answered honestly. “Apparently, when Phi opened the permanent rift, that woman felt it. Her name is Jace, I guess.” 
 
    “And she wanted to, what, join the party?” Varleth joked. 
 
    “I think she came to put a stop to it,” I said as I smiled at Varleth’s joke, “but she didn’t find anything, so she wanted to talk to us.” 
 
    “Actually, she just wanted to talk to you,” Cyra corrected. “Plus, she knew your name.” 
 
    “This is all super weird,” Layla insisted. 
 
    “It really is,” Erin agreed with a frown. “Sleet said there were these vague, important conditions for Phi to be able to open up a permanent rift, but she did it in like a minute right after she entered your mind. Plus, she managed it despite simultaneously having to fight both you and Sera. Was the location the only important condition? It doesn’t add up.” 
 
    “When Phi was in my head, she seemed adamant about drawing Gryff into the Shadowscape,” Gawain said with concern in his voice as he turned to me.  
 
    “Like Gryff specifically?” Layla asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Gawain confirmed. “She never said why, so I don’t know why she wanted you.” 
 
    “Maybe it was just for Sera,” I proposed. “Like, more than one Archon is necessary for the rift, but this was the only way to do it without Sera’s consent.” 
 
    “Could be,” Layla considered as she squinted out across the desert. “Or maybe there aren’t any important conditions at all.” 
 
    “Are you saying Arwyn and all those other geniuses were totally wrong?” Cyra asked with a careful look around at the whole team. 
 
    We shifted uncomfortably. 
 
    “I guess not,” I admitted as I looked over at Gawain’s bag, “but they were missing these two ciphers here. There could be more in them we don’t know yet.” 
 
    “We should definitely get these back to the research team as fast as possible,” Erin suggested.  
 
    “We should,” Varleth agreed as his mouth tightened in concern. “I think we should keep an eye on this, though. Between Jace, the permanent rift, and all this prophecy stuff we don’t know about, this mystery could get dangerous.” 
 
    “I agree,” I admitted, and I pulled nervously at the straps of my travel pack. “We can’t let down our guard with Sera or anything else. I don’t think I’m going to get any answers today, though.” 
 
    My team nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Sounds fair,” Varleth agreed reluctantly. 
 
    I smiled and jabbed a thumb back toward the airship in the distance. “Let’s return to the ship. I want to check on everybody’s injuries. Don’t think I’ve forgotten about all the hard blows some of us have taken today.” 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Gawain retorted as he limped toward the distant airship. 
 
    I chuckled and shook my head. “Man, am I glad to have you back again.” 
 
    “How long have I been gone?” the fire mage asked in a more serious voice as his eyes flickered over to me. 
 
    “It depends how long we’ve been gone in that rift,” I said as I squinted around us. “I guess if no time has passed, it’s been about a couple weeks since you took the ciphers. 
 
    It was afternoon, and the weather was cloudless and sunny, but I couldn’t tell from glancing around the desert whether we’d been gone a couple hours or multiple days. Ortych Sands was generally featureless and unchangeable, and as far as I could tell, the cacti looked the same as they had before. 
 
    “I’m going to have a lot of apologizing to do,” Gawain murmured as he looked toward the airship. 
 
    “You’ll be fine,” Layla comforted him. “One look at your face, and nobody will have the heart to blame you for what happened.” 
 
    I stifled a laugh, but Cyra wasn’t so lucky, and she burst into snickers. 
 
    “Thanks,” Gawain said dryly as he rolled his eyes. 
 
    The fire mage still looked awful, and it was surreal to think that I’d just seen him dangerously close to death’s door. He’d pulled back from the brink with just a handful of potent herbs, and it was terrifying to think of what would’ve happened if Gracia and Ilda hadn’t run into us. 
 
    Even though Gawain’s face was bruised and his shirt was bloody, I was incredibly glad he was healthy enough to sound like himself again. 
 
    We were all sweating and breathing hard by the time we got back to the airship, since the heat from earlier had turned oppressive as the afternoon wore on.  
 
    Well, whichever afternoon this was. 
 
    We approached the airship, and I could see small piles of sand had collected over its metal feet. I wasn’t sure how to judge the passage of time from that, but I felt like it must’ve been at least a day since we had left.  
 
    “All aboard,” Erin joked in a booming, overdone train conductor impression as she waved us toward the ship’s ladder. 
 
    Orenn put on his metal form again in order to support Gawain on his way up the ladder. The fire mage’s right leg was injured in some way, but I hadn’t gotten a look at it to know exactly what was hurting him. He still held his ribs gingerly, and he winced often enough that I knew he was in a lot of pain. Gawain wasn’t the type to show pain easily, so I worried about him. 
 
    “I want you to check him out before you go back to the pilot hold,” I told Erin after we all had climbed up into the cabin. 
 
    “Happy to,” she agreed. “I don’t know much about injuries this severe, but I’d rather see it now than spend the whole flight wondering.” 
 
    “We still have a couple weak healing potions,” Cyra added as she dug two small vials from her pocket. “Should we use them on him?” 
 
    “Better not,” Erin advised. “I don’t know what Gryff’s herbs did to him, and mixing treatments might just make him feel worse.” 
 
    The mimic lifted up Gawain’s shirt and examined the messy, raw scar that covered his stomach. It looked awful, but it was a far cry from the life-threatening wound from earlier. 
 
    “Is it okay?” I asked. 
 
    “Seems fine,” Erin guessed with a confused tilt of her head. “I’m not qualified for this, but I guess I’ll take a look at his leg, too.” 
 
    I pulled out my father’s dagger and helped Erin to cut away Gawain’s right pant leg by slicing a seam up the side of it. His clothing was filthy and tattered anyway, so I didn’t think he would mind the loss. 
 
    There was an ugly, enormous bruise the size of my face wrapped around the side of Gawain’s leg over the top of his knee. 
 
    “Ouch,” Layla said after she whistled and looked over the wound. “What was that?” 
 
    “I fell off a building,” Gawain said distantly. “I think I popped something out of place. I couldn’t walk at all before, so maybe the herbs fixed it.” 
 
    “Remind me not to ask again,” Layla groaned with a shudder of horror. 
 
    “I think he’s stable,” Erin said with a smile. “He should be fine without anything else for the rest of the flight.” 
 
    “Wait,” Varleth said sharply. “Before we sit down and strap in, I need to say something. If Gawain is still in danger of being repossessed, and Phi is just playing another trick on us, how would we know?” 
 
    An uncomfortable silence fell over our team as we glanced at each other. 
 
    “She could be waiting for an opportunity like this,” Cyra admitted slowly. “She might take him over in his sleep. We should treat Gawain as a potential threat.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you for wondering,” Gawain said softly. “I don’t know how to prove it either way, though.” 
 
    So much drama, Sera drawled through my mind.  
 
    It’s a serious concern, I thought back at her. 
 
    I can tell if he’s possessed or not, if you want, she purred out alluringly. All I ask is for another kiss. 
 
    My eyes widened in surprise. I had no idea she could do that kind of thing. 
 
    Of course I can. The power of another Archon is unmistakable. How about a kiss tonight, in your dreams? You keep fighting me every night, but just give me this one small boon. I want to taste your lips again. 
 
    I considered her offer. As much as my stubborn pride told me to say no, the truth was that our kiss had been insanely good. If I agreed, I would be more than happy to follow through on my promise when the dream actually arrived. 
 
    So, that’s a yes? Sera asked in a pleased voice. 
 
    I was definitely going to regret agreeing. This would just give her more leverage over me to convince me to do things her way, but I really wanted this information on Gawain. 
 
    And I really wanted that kiss. 
 
    Done, she said with a musical laugh. The boy has no trace of possession. Though, you didn’t really need me to tell you that. Just look at his shoulder, and the wing mark will be gone. 
 
    “Sera says to look at his back,” I told my team. 
 
    They stopped their conversation and looked up at me. 
 
    “Oh, that’s what you’ve been doing,” Layla realized. “I thought you were daydreaming.” 
 
    “He was licking his lips,” Cyra laughed. 
 
    “Oh Maker,” I sighed as I ran my hands over my face. 
 
    Gawain obediently turned around while I carefully sliced through the back of his shirt with my dagger. 
 
    The fabric fell away and revealed smooth, unmarked skin, apart from some purple bruises across his ribs. There was no wing tattoo.  
 
    We all breathed a collective sigh of relief. 
 
    “Seems like you’re free,” I told Gawain gratefully. “Phi has really moved on.” 
 
    The fire mage laughed unsteadily. “Good. I’m looking forward to my first quiet night in forever.” 
 
    I sure did miss those. At least I’d gotten a few peaceful nights next to Cyra or Layla, so I did know they weren’t impossible. 
 
    “Alright,” I announced, “let’s get back to Varle. We had a nice, successful mission, and I’m sure Gawain’s ready to be back.” 
 
    Everybody cheered up when they considered just how well we’d done this time. Despite the harrowing danger of Phi and her monsters, we had escaped with everybody’s life intact. Plus, with the final ciphers in hand, we were only a few steps away from having a complete translation. 
 
    This might be the last mission we ever went on with so little information at our disposal. Maybe next time, we could charge into battle knowing exactly what was coming at us.  
 
    Humanity’s fate was at stake, and I knew this wasn’t the end for us. We would show Phi and beat any Archon that dared to threaten our world. 
 
      
 
    End of book 7 
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