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Chapter 1

“Embrosia.” Zarren muttered as he fiddled with his eyepatch nervously. “Of course Reverian hid it in Embrosia.”

“It’s ingenious, actually,” Professor Demstrol noted as she adjusted her frizzy hair with her fingers. “The Fire Mages are the ones who would most benefit from Reverian’s demise, but they would never think he would be so bold as to hide his Phylactery, the very thing that powers his soul, within their homeland.”

“Is it genius?” Nivaree asked with a frown. “For all we know, the Phylactery might have already been discovered by the Fire Mages and destroyed.”

“It hasn’t been.” Professor Quincy shook his head. “If that were the case, Revarian would be dead right now, and not simply in a comatose state.”

It’d only been a few hours since we’d escaped Ranmounou through the quicksand that surrounded the Sun Mages’ city, and we were still on high alert that we might be followed by the sun-worshipping fucks. After all, we’d just killed Darwin Sneade, their leader and Martyr, and I imagined they were plotting revenge on the Dark Mages and the Tieflings of the Avenging Hand at this very minute.

The leader of the Avenging Hand, Bellrouth, had agreed to come along with us on the next leg of our journey to help find the Phylactery, while her friend Genshull would act as our navigator. The addition of the two muscular demon women made for a really packed carriage, but I was just happy that we had someone who knew the land and could get us to Embrosia and back with ease.

“I still can’t believe I agreed to help a group of Dark Mages willingly,” Bellrouth said. “To save Revarian’s ass, no less.”

“Don’t tell me you’re having second thoughts about our deal,” I replied in a harsh tone.

“Of course I’m not,” the purple-skinned Tiefling scoffed. “You helped us kill the Bane of all Tieflings, and that alone is enough to wash away the transgressions of your kind for now. However, don’t expect us to become permanent allies with Revarian’s kind after this is over. I won’t meet him in person when the task is done to receive his thanks or any of that nonsense, either. I’d rather have thornworms shoved into every orifice of my body before I look that fiend in the eyes.”

“He really hurt your people, didn’t he?” Ethromelle asked.

“I guess these students aren’t far enough along to have learned much history, huh?” Bellrouth asked as she looked at Demstrol and Quincy.

“We told them the basics of the conflict between our people,” Professor Demstrol said with a nod. “We explained that it’s all in the past now.”

“Easy for you to say.” Bellrouth frowned as she glared at the two instructors. “Your people were the victors, and you haven’t spent the last several decades without a homeland.”

“The Dark Mages have never had a homeland,” Professor Quincy interjected. “We’ve always been a cult that brings in those who are worthy of the Great Destroyer’s power, no matter where they are located in Etraria.”

“Yet you are still feared by all beings in Etraria,” Bellrouth pointed out. “So you can travel about the world without fear of persecution or assailants, and your people aren’t looked upon as little better than slaves and servants as we Tieflings are.”

“I don’t know about that,” Nivaree chuckled. “We’ve had a whole lot of people try to kill us lately. In fact, pretty much everywhere we’ve gone since we left the Academy has been unwelcoming of Dark Mages.”

“Even inside the Academy, too,” Sister Yellent noted. “The Terra Mages tried to infiltrate our school, but Greg and Revarian took care of them.”

“Revarian allowed the Terra Mages to sneak into his academy?” Bellrouth scoffed. “How far the mighty Lich has fallen since his glory days during the Great Mage War.”

“You’re a guest in our carriage,” Professor Quincy warned. “Please mind your tongue when speaking of our Grand Mage.”

“I believe Greg and I were the ones to make the deal, no?” the leader of the Avenging Hand asked with a raised eyebrow. “So we are his guest, not yours.”

Professor Quincy looked like he’d just sucked on a lemon, but he didn’t push the issue further. He was technically put in charge of this entire expedition by the current Headmaster of the Domotraus Academy, though for the most part he’d allowed me to take the lead when necessary, and we all worked together well as a team no matter who was in charge.

“Guys,” I said with a roll of my eyes. “There’s no need for all this tension. We’re not enemies.”

“No, we are not,” Bellrouth confirmed. “I have no quarrel with anyone in this carriage, nor the man driving it. Revarian, however, is a completely different story.”

“Then tell us the story,” Crimna suggested. “Don’t leave out any details, either. I want to hear all about the blood and the guts and the murder and the violence… All of it.”

“I assume our tale will be different from your teachers’ version,” Genshull sighed. “It may cause conflict.”

“I won’t say a word.” Professor Demstrol promised. “Though I’m sure I won’t agree with much of what you say, I’m curious to hear your side of the events.”

“What did they tell you so far?” Bellrouth asked me and the other students.

“Not much.” I shrugged. “Just that your King tried to ally himself with our enemies, so Revarian retaliated.”

“A gross simplification of the events,” the purple-skinned Tiefling grumbled. “As to be expected from the victors’ point of view.”

“Well, then,” Torrance scoffed. “Tell us what ‘really happened,’ then.”

“I feel it is my duty as a Professor to explain that, save for a direct vision, there is no perspective that will tell you what ‘really happened,’” Demstrol interjected with a raised finger. “Yes, events that unfolded can be confirmed by multiple eyewitness accounts or through a magical vision, but the reasoning behind their occurrence and the participants’ thoughts and feelings will always be shrouded in questions. Any explanation, be it from myself or Bellrouth, will be biased.”

“Way to discredit the horrors our people experienced before I even describe them,” Bellrouth said as her crimson eyes narrowed.

“I’m not discrediting anything,” Demstrol replied sharply. “I just want the students to understand that they won’t get the full story from anyone, myself or my colleagues included.”

“It’s pretty clear what happened,” Bellrouth said. “King Arnom wanted our Kingdom to become one of the great powers of Etraria, and he thought that by allying himself with the Fire Mages, our people would receive great rewards once the war was won. He obviously chose poorly, and we all suffered the consequences for his actions.”

“What did you expect?” Professor Quincy asked rhetorically. “You allied yourself with the enemies of the Alliance of Magical Unity. Did you think that Revarian and the other mage leaders were just going to let you get away with such a transgression?”

“How would I know?” Bellrouth spat. “I was a young Tiefling, working at my local apothecary as a wellness trainer at the time.”

“A wellness trainer?” Torrance asked. “And now you’re the leader of a bunch of revolutionaries?”

“I specialized in Unntolmas,” Bellrouth continued. “An ancient form of Tiefling meditation involving weapons.”

“Meditation with weapons?” Nivaree asked with a raised eyebrow. “Like, you sit there with a sword on your lap while you meditate?”

“Nonsense,” Genshull spoke up. “Unntolmas involves swift, fluid movements with your weapon of choice, with the occasional hard blow to the floor or a target like a wooden column to keep your focus in the moment. It’s almost like dancing with your eyes closed, with a weapon in your hands.”

“Is that really meditation, though?” Nivaree asked. “It sounds more like combat training to me.”

“There are lots of types of meditation, Niv!” Elle chuckled. “Dark Mages just prefer the more traditional type, so that’s what we’re used to.”

“It’s quite a relaxing and beautiful art form when done correctly,” Bellrouth explained. “Though I’m afraid we don’t get to do it much anymore. The sound of the weapon blows, especially in large numbers, would make too much sound and could potentially give us away. The Dark Mages and their allies made sure of that.”

“You still haven’t told us what happened,” Torrance sighed and crossed his arms. “If all you do is dance with weapons all day, it’s pretty obvious why you lost the war.”

Bellrouth stared daggers at Torrance, but he didn’t flinch. He had been my rival for so long that he was used to getting death glares from my friends and I, on top of all the shit he took from Crimna.

“Yeah,” Crimna said as she leaned forward in her seat. “I want to hear about the fallout from the war. That’s the good stuff.”

“I promise you, it’s not,” Genshull said.

“After it became apparent that our side was going to lose the war, King Arnom went to Revarian and offered to be a spy for the AMU,” Bellrouth explained. “Do you know what your beloved Grand Mage did to him?”

“Noooo…” Crimna trailed off as she kicked her feet like a giddy child. “But I want to.”

“Well, he killed most of King Arnom’s royal guards with a single spell,” the Tiefling said. “Then, Revarian picked our king up with two large skeleton hands, pulled his left arm and left leg in one direction, and his right arm and right leg in the other. He then used the blood of the fallen guards to create a blood saw, which he placed against Arnom’s groin. Revarian sawed the king in half from the bottom up, spilling his guts all over the floor of the DA. His screams could be heard across the entire Academy until he finally bled out. Your beloved Grand Mage left two of the Royal Guard alive so that they could return to our kingdom with Arnom’s remains and spread the word of his demise.”

“Fuck, that’s brutal,” I sputtered.

“I love it,” Crimna giggled under her breath.

“It’s classic Revarian, though,” Quincy admitted. “If there’s one thing he hates more than his enemies, it’s a coward who tries to avoid the consequences for their actions.”

“King Arnorm wasn’t a coward,” Bellrouth growled. “He was doing what he thought was best to save our people, and your Grand Mage struck him down without a second thought.”

“He was trying to save his own flesh and his power,” Professor Quincy scoffed. “If he’d stayed true to his allies and seen the war through, he would’ve been part of the truce talks. He would still be alive, and your kingdom would still exist.”

“Maybe I’m just dense,” I admitted. “Or maybe I’m just missing something… Revarian killed your king, so then your entire kingdom ceased to exist? There wasn’t an heir or someone else who could pick up the mantle?”

“The King’s son, Deshnoll, became our new ruler,” Bellrouth explained. “Unfortunately, he was a terrible king and a very foolish Tiefling. He refused to be part of the peace talks at the end of the war, because he claimed he didn’t trust any of the mages after what Revarian did to his father. He basically lost any support from the surrounding lands, and then about five years later, the Sun Mages decided that Gardouln was actually part of Kar-Dalshunn and began their takeover… None of the other mages would help us, because they feared doing so would break the peace treaty, and they still felt scorned by Deshnoll. Our kingdom was completely eradicated in two years’ time, and most of its people were absorbed into Kar-Dalshunn, where they became servants to the Sun Mages.”

“That can’t be completely true,” Sister Yelent said. “There’s a half-tiefling guy that works at the tavern we always go to.”

“Some of us were able to flee,” the leader of the Avenging Hand sighed. “About half of the survivors decided to take their chances in far-away lands, while the rest of us banded together to try and take back our homeland by any means necessary.”

“Still,” Genshull said with a faint smile. “If there is a half-tiefling all the way out near the Domotraus Academy, that means some of those who left must have survived and reproduced! Bellrouth, there might be more of our people out there than we originally thought.”

“Perhaps,” Bellrouth said with a wave of her hand. “Though I have no interest in finding them at the moment. The sole purpose of the Avenging Hand is to reclaim our land and rebuild our glorious kingdom, and if our scattered Tiefling brethren then wish to return, they will be more than welcome.”

“So it’s not really Revarian’s fault,” Torrance said. “It’s that second king you were just talking about who caused the destruction of your kingdom.”

“If Revarian had let King Arnom walk out of the Academy after he denied our King’s request, all of this could have been avoided,” Bellrouth insisted. “Arnom would’ve gone to the peace talks, and the borders of our territory would have been protected.”

“Maybe,” I said. “But we don’t know for sure what Arnom would’ve done at the end of the war.”

“And we never will,” Bellrouth frowned.

“Look,” I said in the calmest voice I could muster. “Whatever happened in the past, we’re here to help you. I swear to you, soul to Domotraus, if you help us find the Phylactery and bring Revarian back, we will help the Avenging Hand however we can.”

“Don’t make promises you can’t keep, Greg,” Bellrouth warned. “We’ve been trying to remove the Sun Mage scourge from our lands for decades to no avail.”

“You’ve also been trying to kill Darwin Sneade for decades,” Anise said matter-of-factly. “Yet thanks to us, he’s dead now.”

“That’s true, Bellrouth,” Genshull nodded. “They’ve kept good on their word so far.”

“Alright, yes, you’ve done much to earn the trust of the Avenging Hand,” Bellrouth admitted. “But time will tell if that trust will remain.”

“That trust isn’t going anywhere,” I said. “Especially if you really can help us get to Embrosia without getting caught.”

“It will be tricky,” the purple-skinned Tiefling said. “Particularly once we reach the Unstable Lands.”

“I already don’t like the sound of that,” Zarren sighed.

“It’s the area of Salshnarr that surrounds Embrosia,” Professor Quincy explained. “Where the ground itself can become unstable at any moment.”

“Unstable how?” Nivaree asked.

“Underneath all of Salshnarr is volcanic activity,” Quincy continued. “In the Unstable Lands, the ground can give way at any moment, and you may find yourself falling into a tar pit or boiling hot springs just beneath the surface, both of which will kill you quickly. I know there are marked safe paths through the Unstable Lands, but--”

“We can’t take the marked paths if we’re trying to sneak into Embrosia,” Nivaree sighed. “Got it.”

“Why can’t we just go straight at these fire-slinging cloggshits, anyway?” Torrance pondered aloud. “Why in the Endless Abyss are we so scared of a few mages that can shoot fire from their hands? Surely we know plenty of spells that can counter something like that.”

“You think that’s all the Fire Mages can do?” Crimna chuckled. “You’re a bigger fool than I thought, Torrance.”

“Oh, and I’m sure you know sooooo much about these mages that we’ve never once learned about in class.” The sandy-haired student rolled his eyes. “Don’t you, Crimna?”

“Oh, I do.” The blood mage smirked. “I heard that they were absolutely evil to the core and had some of the most powerful spells in all of Etraria, so I had to look them up. I’ve read many tomes about their cult, and if I hadn’t become a Dark Mage, I think I might have tried to go to them next.”

“Don’t let anyone at the Academy hear you say that,” Professor Demstrol warned. “Quincy and I may be fairly tolerant of such blasphemy, but some of our colleagues are not.”

“There’s a reason we Dark Mages consider the Fire Mages as our equals,” Professor Quincy added. “They’re the only other mages capable of eliminating an entire battlefield of enemies in a matter of seconds, particularly non-magical ones.”

“How?” Torrance scoffed. “Couldn’t we just toss up a Necrotic Shield and block their fiery blast?”

“Then they would counter with a Magmatic Ground Spell,” Quincy noted.

“Ohhhhhh,” Crimna said with a nearly orgasmic tone. “Is that the one where lava bubbles up from the ground and turns your feet into a gory mess of goop?”

“That would be the one,” Quincy confirmed. “Or perhaps they would counter with a Soul Fire Spell, which pulls all the warmth from the victim’s body. Anyone hit with the spell turns so cold that their organs shut down. These are not simple torch-lighters, Mister Othrope, and we would be wise to avoid any conflict with them if we can.”

“They’re also ruthless!” Crimna added. “If we thought Revarian or Darwin Sneade were cruel and heartless, these guys make them look like toddlers.”

“I don’t see how that’s possible,” I said with a frown. “Darwin was a straight-up psychopath.”

“And the Fire Mages are worse.” Professor Demstrol nodded. “They will kill an enemy on sight, no questions asked, so we will need to be even more cautious than we’ve been while in Kar-Dalshunn.”

“Speaking of that,” Sister Yelent interjected. “How much longer are we going to be in Kar-Dalshunn? We’ve got to be close to the border by now, right?”

“By my estimation,” Genshull said. “We are approximately forty to fifty minutes away from the border.”

“Thank fuck,” I sighed and leaned back in my chair. “I’m ready to leave the Sun Mages behind for good. Please tell me that the next area we’re going to isn’t full of people who will kill us on sight?”

“We’re headed for Nubal, the land of the Beast Mages,” Quincy replied. “Unless they’ve turned traitor on us like the Terra Mages, we should be completely safe in their land.”

“Let’s hope so,” I said. “I think I need a break from all this traveling and fighting, and I’d really like to not have to hide my identity while relaxing.”

“Will they be alright with us?” Genshull asked as she pointed between herself and Bellrouth.

“The Beast Mages are some of the most hospitable people in Etraria,” Bellrouth smiled. “I’ve dealt with them many times, and they’ve always been kind.”

“I wonder if they’ll let us stay there for a while,” Niv pondered aloud. “We could use a long rest before we go straight back into enemy territory.”

“I just hope--” I began, but then my words were cut off by a loud banging sound at the front of the carriage.

“Oi!” Professor Dredge shouted down from his driver’s seat. “I hate to tell ya the bad news, but I think we might have someone followin’ us!”

We jumped from our seats and ran to the back of the carriage so that we could look out the back window. Sure enough, the crystal sands were being kicked up into the air as three carriages barreled after us. They were still far enough away that I couldn’t really see if they bore any of the mage crests, but since they were coming from the city, it seemed like a safe bet they were Sun Mages.

“Could it be Beast Mages welcoming us into their land?” Elle suggested.

“I doubt it,” Bellrough said. “We’re still far away from any of their main encampments.”

“Edgar,” I said and turned to my vulture familiar. “See if you can get close enough to check for any markings on the carriages.”

The large bird let out a chuff before he jumped down onto the floor and waddled over to the closest window. I hurried over, popped it open, and then watched Edgar take flight out into the desert of pure white sand. The second he was airborne, I began to cast the spell that would let him communicate with me telepathically, and a moment later, my mind was filled with the images of what Edgar saw in real-time.

I could see our own carriage below as the vulture soared higher and higher, but his attention soon shifted to the incoming carriages. He coasted to the west and began to circle wider and wider, so that whoever was approaching would think he was just a regular vulture looking for food. A minute or so passed before the mystery carriages were actually within his sightline, and that’s when Edgar started to slowly descend. His vision was way better than any human’s so he didn’t have to go far before the passing carriages were in clear view.

“Son of a bitch,” I said aloud when I saw the symbol carved into the side of each one.

It was the symbol of Solasis, the deity of the Sun Mages.

OceanofPDF.com


[image: A picture containing black, darkness  Description automatically generated]



OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 2

“They’re Sun Mages, alright,” I growled. “All three of them, and they’re barreling toward us like a bunch of bats outta Hell.”

“Bats in Hell?” Zarren asked. “Since when do we have bats in the Endless Abyss?”

“Another expression from my world,” I explained. “It just means that they’re coming after us really fast.”

“I can’t sense any creatures by the carriages,” Sister Yelent noted. “How are they moving so fast?”

“Edgar,” I said aloud, even though I was communicating with my Familiar telepathically. “Circle those carriages. We need to know how they’re moving so fast. But stay far enough away to not arouse suspicion.”

I saw through the vulture’s eyes as he rose up slightly and started to circle around the carriages. As he did so, I noticed something that made my jaw hit the floor. There were what appeared to be solar flares coming out of the back of each vehicle, which propelled them forward at breakneck speeds.

They’d used their powers to create rocket-propelled carriages.

“What’s going on, Dark Mage?” Torrance asked. “You look surprised.”

“Rockets.” I sighed. “They used their solar magic to create rockets, which is why they’re gaining on us so quickly.”

“I’m assuming a rocket is something that moves quickly in your world?” Demstrol frowned.

“Very, very fast.” I said. “They’ll probably catch us in a matter of minutes.”

“If they’re moving so fast, then we’ll just need to slow them down,” Crimna said with a smirk. “Use their own momentum against them.”

“Anise?” I asked Sister Yelent. “Are there any creatures around the area that you could call upon to help us? Maybe like a giant sand worm or something?”

“The Crystal Sands only have a few subterranean species,” Anise admitted. “And the most deadly ones are far out of my ability to control.”

“Then what about smaller ones?” I asked. “A fuckton of smaller ones?”

“I could call upon some white dashers,” Anise explained. “Though I’m not sure how deadly they will be.”

“Deadly isn’t what we’re going for,” I explained. “We’re going for a distraction. Torrance and Professor Demstrol, I’ll need your help for this next part.”

“Anything you need, Damien,” Torrance agreed.

Even though it’d been weeks since we’d put aside our war, it was still weird to hear Torrance treating me with respect. For the first several months of my tenure at the Domotraus Academy, he’d been my bitter rival, and at one point, he’d even tried to kill me. During this excursion to find the Phylactery, though, he’d been nothing but a good soldier and was actually tolerable.

Meanwhile, Sister Yelent walked over to the open carriage window, adjusted her glasses, and then leaned forward as she extended her hand toward the translucent landscape of the Crystal Sands. Even though we were in the thick of the action, I couldn’t help but glance at Anise’s curvy ass underneath the leather pants she wore as she bent forward.

When I was finally able to pry my eyes away from Sister Yelent’s butt, I turned toward the back of our carriage and headed for the rear window. I gestured to Torrance and Demstrol to come with me, and soon we were standing side by side as we looked out the window.

“When I give the signal, we each create a Necrotic Shield right in front of each carriage,” I commanded. “Wait until Anise can distract the drivers with her animals, and then we stop their carriages the hard way.”

“You mean the fun way!” Crimna giggled.

“Right.” I rolled my eyes. “Everyone else, just hang back and prepare to fight if they somehow get past the barriers.”

“Why can’t we just go back there and fight them now?” Bellrouth grumbled. “Genshull and I could fly to the carriages and slaughter those Sun Mage fiends before they even knew what was happening.”

“We don’t know how many people are in those things,” I reminded the Tiefling. “Plus, a carriage isn’t really the best place for hand-to-hand combat, especially when your enemies are going to rely on their magic to do the fighting for them. Just stick to the plan for now, and we can improvise later if we have to.”

The words of Sister Yelent’s spell reverberated through the carriage as the volume of her voice slowly escalated. As Anise spoke, her voice started to vibrate as though it was modulated, and she held both her hands out before her as she reached the crescendo of her cast.

Soon after, I saw small little puffs of sand fly into the air. Tiny, six-legged rodents started to pop out of the sand by the dozens, and after sniffing the air, they made a beeline toward the Sun Mage carriages. From afar they appeared to have white fur, which provided enough camouflage that the only way I could distinguish them from the surrounding sand was the dark color of their claws and teeth.

It would’ve been nice to have Shai-Hulud on our side, but these little guys would do just fine.

I mentally commanded Edgar to return to our carriage for his own safety, then I watched as a few powerful solar flares blasted out of the enemy’s windows and eradicated the white dashers several at a time. Nevertheless the small rodents that survived began to leap forward and land on the carriage, where they then scurried into the open windows. Some of them even climbed up to the carriage to the drivers, though they were quickly incinerated by a flash of solar flare.

But the mages were distracted, which meant it was time to make our move.

“Now!” I yelled.

Demstrol, Torrance, and I held out our hands and said the incantation for the Necrotic Shield spell, and I felt my Soul Battery surge in power as the sand began to quake about two hundred feet in front of the incoming carriages. Suddenly, three large barriers made out of tangled bones sprouted forth from the Earth, directly in the path of the rocket-powered vehicles.

The carriages were moving in a horizontal line, and the one on the left immediately banked around the edge of the bone wall. It skidded a few feet as it just about lost control, though it then straightened out and continued forward.

We heard what sounded like a miniature explosion in the distance, though, then the carriage on the right side of the line went vertical. There was a small trail of smoke from its bottom side, which made me think they had done some sort of flare-boosted jump spell, and all we could do was watch as the second carriage landed on the ground.

The third driver, however, apparently wasn’t fast enough. The carriage smashed into the Necrotic Shield with a powerful thud that echoed across the landscape, and splinters of wooden wreckage flew over the top of the makeshift wall along with several Sun Mages. Two of the airborne Sun Mages caught themselves with a quick blast of a solar flare into the ground to slow their descent, though the others weren’t so lucky. The three other airborne mages hit the ground hard and tumbled like ragdolls through the white sand, until they rolled to a stop. Their bodies were mangled, and their limbs, necks, and spines all bent at inhuman angles. The swell of power in my Soul Battery a moment later confirmed that they were dead.

“Shit,” I sighed. “That didn’t get them all, and they’re approaching fast… Genshull? You’re good with directions, right?”

“That’s why I’m a navigator,” the pink-skinned Tiefling said with a nod.

“Great,” I said. “Get up on top of the carriage with Professor Dredge, then. Once the Sun Mages are within range, they’ll probably start attacking us with those Solar Beams, and unless Dredge knows a spell to grow eyes on the back of his head, he’ll need somebody to help him navigate the sands and keep us away from their fire.”

Genshull nodded as she unsheathed her broadsword, and then she started for the open window. We stepped aside as the Tiefling jumped through the opening with the precision of an elite sniper, and the second she was out, she spread her wings and went airborne. A split second later, there was a thump on the roof above, followed by a loud gasp from Professor Dredge.

“Don’t scare me like that!” Dredge yelled over the sound of the wind whooshing past. “I coulda turned around and gutted ya like a fresh-caught harpfish!”

“Here they come!” Crimna said as she rubbed her hands together. “Let’s spill some Sun Mage blood.”

“I like the way this one thinks,” Bellrouth said with a smirk as she pointed at Crimna. “I’ll take care of the two who survived the crash. I’ll be back.”

With that, Bellrouth jumped through the window and spread her own wings as she pulled her war hammer from her back. The leader of the Avenging Hand’s wings tucked against her body as she twisted her body in the air, then she unfurled them once more as she zipped toward the survivors.

“Do whatever you can to take out those bastards in the carriages,” I announced. “I don’t care how it’s done or what you gotta do to get it done, but we can’t leave anyone alive.”

The words had barely even left my mouth before Crimna tossed down a blood portal at her feet, then she disappeared into it with a cackle.

“Crimna!” Elle gasped. “She’s going to get herself killed.”

“What a shock,” Torrance grumbled.

Elle hurried over to the opposite side of the carriage, where she then sat down cross-legged and started to pull items out of the bags around her waist.

I quickly cycled through all the different minions that might be useful for this sort of spell, though if we wanted to stay mobile, I wasn’t sure which one would be best. Skeletons and zombies were incredibly slow and fragile, while Reaplins were weak and small. Wights or Wraiths might work, but at this point I was only strong enough to summon one or two of them at a time, and even they weren’t as fast as a speeding carriage.

Then, I got an idea.

I didn’t have to catch the carriage. I simply needed the carriage to come in contact with my spell. I stuck out my hand and began the incantation for resurrecting a zombie.

“Kaadum moyurm vuemur,” I whispered. “Kaadum moyurm vuemur klaa.”

Moments later, a zombie sprouted out of the ground, right underneath Torrance. He sidestepped the zombie with a grumble, then he went back to casting whatever spell he had in mind. Within seconds, the walking corpse pulled itself to the surface, and the entire carriage stank of rotting flesh.

“Why’d you summon that in here, Greg?” Zarren gagged. “I think I’m gonna throw up.”

“Niv,” I said. “I’m gonna need you to throw my zombie here in a second, okay?”

“What good could that possibly--” the silver-haired beauty began, but a smile spread across her lips when she realized what I had planned. “Sure thing, Dark Mage.”

I began the incantation for Death’s Hand and watched as the flesh of my left arm faded away to reveal the bones underneath, and my whole left arm glowed with a powerful purple light. I jumped right into a Bursting Corpse spell from there, then I touched the zombie and sent the deadly magic into its body.

“Your move, Niv.” I smiled at the shadow mage.

“Where do you want me to toss him?” Nivaree asked.

“Well, let’s get eyes on Crimna first…” I said. “Then we’ll throw it straight into whichever carriage she’s not in.”

The Sun Mages were now right on our tail and were beginning to move in opposite directions to flank us.

“Dodge right!” I heard Genshull yell.

Our carriage lurched forward to the right as a blast of solar energy shot toward us, though Dredge moved us out of the way just in time. The sudden change in direction made us all stumble and almost lose our footing, but somehow, we stayed upright as we continued our assault.

Nivaree quickly began the incantation for her Shadow Hand even before she was steady again, and she kept going until a large hand appeared that was made completely out of darkness. The fingers wrapped around my infected zombie, which it lifted off the ground and then held him for a moment as it waited for the next command.

“Anyone see Crimna yet?” Nivaree asked.

“Nothing yet,” Demstrol said as she resurrected a ghoul. “Where in the Endless Abyss did she go?”

The carriages were now only a few paces behind us, and if we didn’t make a move soon, we were definitely going to be flanked.

“She’s on the one on the left,” Elle said from the back of our carriage. “I see her. She’s clinging to the back with a bloody tendril as a rope.”

Ethromelle spoke with a modulated tone, and when I glanced back, I saw her eyes were rolled back in her head. I wasn’t sure if it was Elle that I was speaking to or some sort of dark entity that had possessed her body, but whenever Elle used this spell, her information turned out to be accurate.

“Why’s Crimna just hanging there doing nothing?” Zarren asked.

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “But with Crimna, I’m sure she’s got a plan. A very, very bloody and violent plan… Niv? It looks like we’re aiming for the one on the right.”

Nivaree hauled her hand back like she was about to throw a baseball, and the shadow hand followed suit. She then thrust her hand forward, and the shadow hand hurled the infected zombie straight toward the Sun Mage carriage on our right.

I watched as my minion flew through the air and closed the gap in almost an instant, though the carriage’s driver tried to bank back to the left and out of the way. He swerved and succeeded in avoiding a direct hit from the undead projectile, though in some ways that was a better result than what I’d planned. I immediately activated the second part of the Bursting Corpse spell, which caused the minion’s body to balloon from the inside out and then explode.

As the zombie burst apart there was a spray of violet flames in all directions, though a large portion of it hit the side of the carriage. A few embers went into the window, and I heard the sound of horrified screams as more power surged into my Soul Battery. More importantly, one of the purple embers struck the carriage driver in the back.

It took a moment for the Sun Mage to even notice my spell, though his face suddenly contorted into a pained expression. His eyes grew so wide that I couldn’t even see his irises anymore, and then he let out a wail of terror as the purple flames began to engulf his entire body. A half second later, the man’s screams evaporated along with his flesh and bones, and the wind from the moving carriage scattered his ashes across the desert.

The now-driverless carriage started to swerve, then it went sideways as its momentum caused it to flip into the air and tumble end over end. Pieces of the wooden carriage flew off in every direction as it continued to roll violently forward, until finally the Sun Mages’ vehicle broke apart and threw the remaining mages onto the sand. A few of them were dead, though four of the mages were able to get back to their feet. They were still so dizzy that they could only stumble through the sand as they struggled to stay upright, so they were easy targets for the rest of the team.

One of the Sun Mages was tackled to the ground by Demstrol’s Ghoul, which then tore a chunk out of his shoulder with its teeth. The man screamed bloody murder as the Ghoul lifted the mage above its head, and blood from his fresh wound splashed down onto the creature’s pale green flesh.

The Ghoul began to pull the Sun Mage’s body in opposite directions, and the poor bastard stretched ever so slightly before his body went taut, and his mouth fell open to let out a scream. The man fumbled for the effigy necklace in his hands, though he could never quite break the grip of the Ghoul long enough to grab his most powerful tool.

There was an explosion of gore as the man was torn in half and his internal organs rained down onto the Ghoul, who promptly tossed his defeated target off to the side.

“Crimna is moving,” Elle’s modulated voice cut through the haze. “It looks like she’s climbing toward the side that’s facing us.”

I dashed over to the other side of the carriage and saw that Crimna was using her bloody tendrils to crawl along the side of the Sun Mage carriage like a spider. She remained low and out of sight, and it was clear that she was still being stealthy. The orange-and-black-haired mage looked up and saw me at the window, then she smirked and put her index finger up to her lips.

“Dark Mage?” Torrance asked as he ran over to my side. “Shouldn’t we be doing something here? They’re almost in position to attack.”

“I think that’s what Crimna wants.” I said with pursed lips. “I think she has a plan.”

“Crimna? A plan?” Torrance scoffed. “Since when does Crimna have any plan other than to spill as much blood as possible?”

“Just trust me on this one,” I said. “Let the Sun Mages catch up.”

“Their Soul Batteries must be drained!” I heard a Sun Mage yell from the carriage. “Let’s finish these abominations for Darwin Sneade!”

“Are you sure about this?” Torrance gulped. “Because if you’re wrong, it’s going to get really toasty in here.”

“Greg?” Professor Demstrol gasped. “Greg, why aren’t you fighting?”

“Mister Damien!” Professor Quincy yelled over his shoulder. “We cannot slay the survivors and defend the carriage at the same time. Do something!”

“Damiennnnnn?” Torrance trailed off with a trembling voice as the carriage became even with our own.

“Hold.” I commanded. “Crimna, you’d better make this count.”

“Feel the power of Solaris, heretics!” a Sun Mage screamed as he stuck both his hands out of the window.

Crimna’s lips twisted into a devilish grin as she looked up at the pair of hands above her, and I knew she already had something sinister in mind. The flares at the back of the Sun mage carriage had dimmed so that they could stay even with us, and I watched as the closest Sun Mage unleashed a blast of solar energy toward us at point-blank range.

“Greg!” Demstrol screamed in terror.

Right as the blast erupted from his palms a portal of blood appeared directly in front of it, and the blast passed harmlessly through. I heard a squelching, warbly sound from the other side of the carriage as a second blood portal appeared, and the solar beam shot straight through. Panicked screams filled the air as the center of the carriage was blown to bits by a blinding yellow light, and the second the beam disappeared, Crimna deactivated her portal. All that remained of the carriage were the front and back ends, which promptly fell free, hit the ground, and skidded across the sand.

A few charred corpses rolled across the ground along with a few survivors, which included Crimna. I watched the blood mage tumble through the crystal sands for a few seconds before she flipped back up to her feet, and even from our increasing distance, I could see her massive, proud grin.

“Turn the carriage!” I commanded as I pounded the roof a few times. “We need to go back and finish these bastards off.”

“If Crimna doesn’t have all the fun first,” Torrance grumbled and crossed his arms.

We heard the Mudcloppers let out a grunt as Professor Dredge whistled, then our vehicle banked to the left and headed back toward the battlefield.

“Elle?” I asked the dark divinations specialist in her trance-like state. “Er, or whoever I’m talking to right now… can you see what’s going on?”

“Bellrouth has crushed the Sun Mages who survived the first carriage crash,” the blonde woman explained. “Professor Demstrol’s Ghoul has been slain, and two remain from the second crash. There are four… No, Crimna just killed one, so now there are three who survived the most recent crash, and they are beginning to flee.”

“No survivors,” Professor Quincy declared. “We can’t let anyone know where we’re heading.”

As our carriage barreled back toward the scene of the third crash, we could see that all three of the Sun Mages had teamed up to take on Crimna, who was fighting for her life. The blood mage rolled out of the way of a blast of solar energy, and she quickly disappeared into a blood portal in the ground seconds before another solar flare struck where she’d just been sitting.

She reappeared behind one of the Sun Mages with rage on her face as she stabbed her fingernails into the fucker’s throat and tore out a small gash. While it wasn’t a fatal wound, it got his blood going, which is all that Crimna needed for the next part of her plan. The blood mage said a quick incantation, and the man began to scream as the crimson liquid from his wound braided itself together and then started to wrap itself around his neck like a noose.

One of the other Sun Mages held out his effigy necklace toward Crimna and began his incantation, but I quickly summoned forth a Necrotic Shield in front of him. The dark beam hit the wall of bones and bounced back onto the Sun Mage as he stumbled back, yowled, and then deactivated his spell.

Our carriage slowed, and before it had even come to a full stop I tossed open the door and jumped out into the heat of the Crystal Sands where I summoned up a group of Reaplins. A dozen tiny, black goblins clawed their way up through the dirt with a gurgly snarl and looked around for the next target.

The Sun Mage who had been hit by his own beam turned to face us, and there were now several massive lumps all over his face and hands. I remembered that the spell he’d used was the one that essentially gave you skin cancer that progressed at lightspeed the longer you were in its blast, and I couldn’t help but smirk at the now-deformed bastard.

The second Sun Mage’s eyes went wide as he held his effigy toward the sky, then a beam of light shot down from above. All of us broke off in a different direction as we dodged the deadly attack, and I noticed that Professor Quincy and Zarren were right beside me as I ran.

“Looks like we get the deformed one,” Zarren said. “Not that I can really say anything about his looks given, well, you know.”

Meanwhile, the Sun Mage in Crimna’s grasp had been completely given up on by his brethren. Crimna used a tendril of the man’s own blood to hold his effigy away from him, just out of reach as the noose around his neck tightened. The bastard’s face was already three shades darker than a tomato as he flailed and tried to break away, but it was no use. Crimna just sat there cackling as she tightened the blood noose around his neck, and she even began to taunt the man by bringing his effigy close and then pulling it away like a mother with a set of keys.

Since Crimna seemed to have things under control, I commanded my Reaplins to swarm the deformed fucker, and they broke into two groups as they tried to flank the guy. He hit one of them with his solar beam, and the poor little Reaplin was instantly transformed into a giant ball of lumpy flesh before he evaporated into dust.

Zarren reached out with his left hand and said a quick incantation, and then dark smoke billowed out of his fingertips and headed for the Sun Mage. I recognized it as the Rubber Bones curse, which would render the fucker completely helpless once it landed.

However, the Sun Mage wasn’t about to go down without a fight. He grabbed his effigy and whispered a spell, and a blinding yellow light surrounded his body. It flashed with the speed of a strobe light, and every time it did so, Zarren’s dark mist halted its advance.

“Swarm, my minions!” I commanded and pointed in the direction of the Sun Mage.

The remaining Reaplins closed the gap, though the first few who were caught in the flash disintegrated in an instant. I felt a small jolt of pain through my Soul Battery as some of my Reaplins were destroyed, though there were still seven remaining.

“I’d throw a Blood Bomb or a spear,” Quincy growled. “But with all this blinding light, I’d probably miss and hit someone else.”

I looked around the battlefield as I tried to rack my brain for ideas, and that was when I got one. I had just recently learned the Bloodlust Retribution Curse, and now seemed like a good time to use it.

I just hoped my magic was strong enough to counter the Sun Mage.

I watched the Sun Mage fire off another jolt of light, and two more of my Reaplins evaporated into dust while Zarren’s spell continued to be pushed back. I started forward as I did the hand gestures and recited the incantation for the Bloodlust Retribution Spell, and then I braced myself for a world of hurt. Though this spell allowed you to repel deadly attacks from an enemy, you still felt the initial pain of their attack before it transferred over to them. And if my Reaplins quick disintegration was anything to go by, I was about to take some major damage.

“What are you doing, Mister Damien?” Quincy yelled as he watched me.

I lost another Reaplin as I approached my target, though I could feel the power of my spell coursing through my veins. I was now only a few feet from him, and I knew he was going to get another spell off before I reached him. In fact, I was counting on it.

“Feel the wrath of the one true deity, heretic!” the mage yelled as his effigy glowed.

There was a blinding flash of light as he sent out another defensive flash, and I gritted my teeth as searing hot pain engulfed my entire body. It felt like a million red-hot needles had pricked deep into my flesh and then been dragged slowly across my body, and I instantly collapsed to my knees out of the sheer agony I felt.

Then, as quickly as it had begun, the pain ceased.

I heard the man let out a surprised gasp, which turned into a scream of terror as the affliction overtook him.

“Solaris, help me!” He cried in pain. “Please, I’ve been nothing but a faithful servant!”

When my vision returned, I saw that the man was still alive, though his body was so scorched that the entire outer layer of flesh was burned off and blackened. Zarren’s smoke tendrils finally reached the bastard, and they snaked into every orifice before his legs started to wobble. His bones turned to jelly, and the Sun Mage collapsed into a puddle of charred flesh as he continued to wail in pain.

His wails didn’t last long, though, as the remaining Reaplins sprang on top of the flesh puddle and began to tear at it with their claws and teeth. Blood and burned flesh were tossed into the air as my minions ripped the bastard apart, and soon I felt a surge of power in my Soul Battery that told me he was dead.

I turned to see how my friends were faring, and I saw that another Sun Mage had been impaled upon a pike made of sharpened bone. It jutted out of the ground several feet and its tip broke through a bloody hole in the man’s chest and lifted his body up with it.

“Crimna, I think he’s dead,” Nivaree chuckled.

I looked over and saw that Crimna still had the final Sun Mage strung up with a noose of his own blood, and the man’s face was dark purple as his bloodshot eyes bulged out of their sockets, and his legs twitched weakly as his body swung in the breeze.

“Oh, he died a while ago,” Crimna shrugged. “I just wanted to see how blue he’d turn.”

“We’ve still got two more Sun Mages to take care of,” Quincy reminded us. “We should--”

“No need, Randorn,” Bellrouth announced.

The leader of the Avenging Hand landed on the ground beside us with a powerful thud that sent sand into the air, and then she nonchalantly held out her war hammer. The flatter side was covered with bits of brain and bone, while the pointed side contained a thick layer of sticky, crimson blood.

“I’m assuming that’s what remains of those Sun Mages?” Demstrol asked as she and the others approached.

“Yep,” Bellrouth said proudly. “They thought they had me in a two-against-one situation, but they apparently didn’t expect me to be wielding a weapon made of Dolgarian Steel. I smashed them into bloody little pieces with ease.”

“I want to know how the Hell they found us,” I growled and looked back toward the city. “It’s not like there were lots of witnesses around to report our position.”

“That’s probably what made it so easy for them ta find us,” Professor Dredge said from atop the carriage. “Look around, Mister Damien… There ain’t nothing for miles. A black carriage like ours sticks out like a swollen big toe against mud.”

“They’ve probably sent out a warning to every Sun Mage in Kar-Dalshunn to look for us,” Quincy added. “Hopefully those were most of the mages who were guarding this part of the desert, and by killing them we’ve given ourselves enough of a head start on the others.”

“Well, we ain’t gonna do ourselves any favors by sittin’ around here waitin’ for more to show up,” Dredge said. “Let’s get a move on!”

Bellrouth wiped off her weapon on the ground, and the blood and guts stained the pristine sand with a deep crimson color. Everyone but Professor Dredge climbed back inside the carriage, and soon after, the Mudcloppers started off again.

“Damien thinks that you had a plan,” Torrance said to Crimna. “I thought you made a lucky cast at the right time, though.”

“And that’s why you’re not Dark Mage,” the orange-and-black-haired mage chuckled. “Greg was right.”

“You’re kidding,” the sandy-haired blond scoffed. “Then why did you just hang onto the back of that carriage until they caught up to us?”

“The beam had to be symmetrical for my plan to work,” Crimna said. “And they sure as fuck weren’t firing while their other carriages might have been in the way. I wanted them to get up close, then I’d hit ‘em with a taste of their own magic.”

“The ol’ Portal special,” I chuckled. “Nice.”

Though the remainder of our journey was uneventful, we were on edge until we reached the border of Kar-Dalshunn. Every single bird that flew by in the sky or rodent that scurried across the sand drew our eye and made us tense up in preparation of an attack, but thankfully, that never came.

Instead, the carriage bounced over the sandy terrain, and before long I leaned back against the window and fell asleep. When I finally awakened, I had to rub my eyes, because I thought I was still dreaming. The Crystal Sands still stretched out behind us, but up ahead, it looked like there was a large patch of trees right at the edge of the desert. In fact, I could see several patches scattered across the landscape, and I could even see a few small pillars of dark smoke billowing out from behind the trees.

“How is that possible?” I asked. “Like, forests in the middle of the desert? There’s no way they’d get enough water.”

“Nobody understands why the Verti Wheel Forests exist,” Sister Yelent said matter-of-factly. “The Beast Mages think it’s a miracle from their deity, but you’re right, it defies all logic.”

“I guess I should know better than to look for logic in a world like Etraria,” I said. “Most of the answers boil down to magic, after all.”

“Oi!” Professor Dredge called from the outside. “We’re on the border of Kar-Dalshunn and Nubal!”

“He sounds really excited,” Nivaree chuckled.

“That’s because Professor Dredge was raised by Beast Mages,” Demstrol explained. “He may be a Dark Mage like you or I, but to him, this will always be his second home.”

A country filled with people exactly like Professor Dredge.

Whatever was in store for us next, I figured it would be a wild time.
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Chapter 3

“Hark, bring tha porridge out,” Professor Dredge sang happily and loudly from atop the carriage. “Toss it in tha lake! The only thing fills a Beast Mage belly is a hearty steak!”

“Forget what I said about Professor Dredge being excited,” Nivaree sighed. “It’s like he’s a completely different person right now.”

“I definitely haven’t seen him this giddy in quite some time,” Sister Yelent said. “Even then, that was only when a student accidentally got mauled by a familiar they were too overconfident about taming or when somebody would fall off their mount while attempting to ride a beast.”

“We see it all the time,” Professor Quincy noted. “Believe it or not, Dredge isn’t all that grouchy when he’s around the other professors.”

“To be fair,” Professor Demstrol said with a half-smile. “Being around a bunch of hormonal teenagers who think they know more than you would make anybody appear grouchy. I’ve certainly heard criticisms of that nature levied at myself, when that’s not the case at all.”

“Oh, yeah,” Torrance scoffed. “You’re just a beam of sunlight, I’m sure.”

“Believe it or not, I’m a fairly positive and jovial person,” Demstrol admitted. “My craft, however, is not one that can be taken lightly, so I must always present it with the utmost seriousness.”

“That’s a fancy way of saying you’ve always got a stick in your--” Torrance began.

“Mind your next words, Mister Othrope,” Demstrol growled. “Or the next time you fall asleep, you may just find your bed swarmed by the worst entities the Endless Abyss has to offer.”

“Nevermind.” Torrance threw up his hands in defeat. “You’re the nicest professor I’ve ever had, and it’s not even close.”

Just then, Professor Dredge broke out into a deep baritone song that praised the land that the Beast Mages’ lived on and described how it was so fruitful and lush thanks to their deity’s power. Finally, during his second go-around through the chorus, he went silent.

“Oh, praise Domotraus,” Nivaree said with a smile.

“We’re approachin’ the village of Runsho,” Dredge called down to us. “It looks like they’re sendin’ a welcome party to greet us. A pair of carriages are on their way.”

“Are we sure it’s a welcome party?” I asked as my fist instinctively tightened. “Everyone else who’s been sent to greet us has wanted us dead, or worse.”

“He’s right,” Bellrouth said as she instinctively placed her hand behind her back on the hilt of her war hammer. “If they truly wish to greet us with peace, why are they sending two carriages? It seems more like an attempt to flank us, if you ask me.”

“Dredge would trust his life to these mages,” Quincy explained. “And I trust Dredge.”

“We trusted the Terra Mages, too,” I reminded the Blood Mage. “Until they decided to stab us in the freaking back.”

“Beast Mages are not exactly in the top tier of magic users in Etraria,” Professor Dredge said. “If for some reason they are hostile, we should be able to kill them with ease.”

“If they’re such soft warriors, why are they your allies?” Bellrouth scoffed. “Only steel sharpens steel, so I, for one, wouldn’t strike it against a sponge.”

“They’re anything but soft,” Demstrol said. “Their magic is just inferior to ours.”

“They mostly have spells that change their physical abilities,” Sister Yelent noted. “Or incantations that help them bond to creatures or nature in some way.”

“It’s quite useful for things like stealth, traversing rough terrain, or hand-to-hand combat,” Quincy said. “Though against mages with the power levels of Fire Mages or us Dark Mages, especially in large numbers, it’s no contest.”

“I don’t think we’ll have to worry about it,” Elle chuckled like an overexcited schoolgirl as she pressed against the window. “They’re waving and smiling at us!”

“Ahoy there, friends!” Professor Dredge said from the driver’s seat.

I leaned against the window as well, and, sure enough, the very full carriages were packed with smiling, waving people.

The carriages were crudely built wagons without a roof, which allowed several of the Beast Mages to pop their heads over the rest of the crowd to get a better view of what lay ahead. The sides of the carriages were made out of a worn-out gray fabric, while the wheels and base were built from wood that was so crooked that it wobbled unevenly as it moved. I could see a few symbols crudely painted on the fabric in a purplish-red substance, though it was hard to see what they were since the torn fabric fluttered like a flag in the breeze.

From what I could see, the Beast Mages themselves wore little to no clothing. The men were bare-chested, and the women only wore a strip of leather wrapped around their breasts. Both men and women had purple tattoos at random places on their tanned flesh, though what really caught my eye was the fact that every Beast Mage I saw had muscles that rivaled the Governator. The Beast Mages all made happy, shrill shouting noises as they approached, and for the first time in a while I felt myself let down my guard.

“Welcome to our home, Dark Mages!” a woman’s voice declared from the carriage on the right. “I hope we didn’t frighten you, but the entire clan wanted to come out and see our visitors for ourselves!”

The two carriages passed us completely before they turned around and appeared on both sides of our own vehicle, and the people inside of them cheered loudly.

“Heeeeeey, cutie,” one of the ladies whistled when Zarren walked over to the window.

Zarren immediately turned beet red and let out an amused scoff, though he then lowered his eye and twiddled his thumbs as he smiled back at the women.

The men in the carriage, on the other hand, were chanting some sort of hunting song, and when Professor Dredge started singing along, they all cheered wildly.

“A clan member in the wild?” one of them gasped.

“The Dark Mage knows the Ballad of Thontroulm!” another said proudly.

“I’ve been singin’ that song since y’all were still in yer mother’s womb,” Dredge yelled back. “Probably even well before then.”

“We shall feast and celebrate our Dark Mage visitors!” another woman shouted.

“Feast! Feast!” the two carriages cried out in unison.

The Beast Mage carriages sped up so they could pull ahead and act as our guides, and Dredge let out a whistle that commanded the Mudcloppers to follow. Eventually, we left the desert completely and were immediately surrounded by lush green trees, many of which were of the willow variety. Their leaves were more toward the top of the trunks, though thorny conifer-style bushes littered the landscape closer to the ground. There was a clear path laid out between the shrubs that was just big enough for our carriages to move through single file, and now that we were up close, I could see a strange purple liquid oozing out of the tips of the inch-long spikes. I wondered if it was the same stuff that the Beast Mages used for their tattoos, though I imagined that anything oozing out of a plant’s thorn probably wasn’t gonna feel good when it was pushed into the skin.

It was a fairly breezy day, so the branches of the trees and bushes swayed back and forth to create a strange melody as we passed by. There was something hypnotic about it, and when I looked around our carriage, I noticed how relaxed and almost dreamy everyone looked. It was a siren’s call, of sorts, and I wondered if this was a natural sound or some form of Beast Magic.

We followed the path and listened to the strange song for about thirty or forty minutes before we finally came upon a large encampment in the middle of the wilderness. There were only a handful of spots in the camp that weren’t covered with dense greenery, and the Beast Mages had made full use of these empty spaces by filling each one with a massive, roaring fire whose flames traveled up at least twenty feet in the air.

Scattered among the trees and bushes were a mixture of single-story wooden buildings and tents made out of the same gray material as the sides of their carriages. Nothing had been painted or dyed, though every now and then, one of the structures would have a symbol drawn into its side or have a small plume of smoke coming out of its chimney from a hole in the roof. More tribe members peered out of their dwellings to watch us roll by, and we were greeted with more smiles and happy waves.

Just on the other side of the camp was an area that served as the corral. About a dozen carts and a few animals with crude saddles filled the space at the moment, so Dredge pulled us up beside one of the trees as he sang another snippet. We felt the carriage shift as he jumped down out of the driver’s seat and landed in the sand with a thud.

“It’s alright, fellas,” we heard him say to the Mudcloppers. “We’re just gonna tie you to the tree so ya don’t go anywhere. I promise I’ll be back when it’s time to leave.”

Professor Quincy was the first one on his feet, so he went over to the carriage and whispered the sacred words, which caused the border of the doorway to glow as it magically opened on its own. The rest of us filed out of the carriage behind him to find Professor Dredge tying the Mudcloppers off to the tree with a bit of rope while the Beast Mages piled out of their vehicles in droves.

It was like watching a weird mash-up of a clown car with Conan the Barbarian as muscular dude after toned woman after muscular dude jumped off the sides of the carriage in a never-ending parade. Now that we could see their entire bodies, I noticed that they were just as bare on their lower halves as they were on the top. Both the men and the women had a simple bit of gray fabric wrapped around their waists and then tied back between their legs so that it didn’t expose their private areas, and they each had on simple flat leather shoes that only came up to their ankles.

Though the Beast Mages all had the same clothing style about them, each one seemed to have their own flair in the form of their tattoos, and some of the women also had gemstone piercings in their belly buttons, noses, and ears. A couple of the male Beast Mages wore fur cuffs around their wrists and ankles, though I wasn’t sure what the significance of it was. The mages all had long, unkempt hair, though some of them had it tied up into a ponytail while others let it flow wildly down their backs like Fabio.

A particularly buff mage walked to the front of the group and stopped right in front of Professor Quincy. He looked like he was nearly a foot and a half taller than our Blood Magic professor, and he actually had to look down just to look Quincy in the eyes. Our professor subtly tried to make himself seem bigger and more intimidating by puffing out his chest slightly and standing slightly on his tiptoes, though neither actually made him look anything close to the Beast Mage’s size or stature.

The man standing in front of Quincy had tanned flesh and a crooked nose that had very clearly been broken at some point and hadn’t healed correctly. His crooked nose hung just above thin lips and a cleft chin that sat at the tip of his squared jaw. His dark brown hair had been pulled back into a single braid and was held together with a series of leather straps tied into a tight knot, and the man’s green eyes stared down at Quincy without a hint of emotion.

Then, the man let out a chuckle and smiled.

Without a single word the Beast Mage tossed his arms around Professor Quincy and picked him up in a big bear hug, and the Blood Magic professor let out a gasp as the air was squeezed out of his lungs.

“Welcome, friends,” the man said in a voice so deep the bass made my rib cage vibrate. “The Clan of the Vanshur welcomes you to our village.”

“Th-thank you,” Professor Quincy wheezed.

“Garzu kallacki!” the rest of the Beast Mages said in unison.

“That means welcome in their native tongue,” Sister Yelent whispered just loud enough for us to hear.

“Indeed it does, young lass,” the apparent leader of the clan said as he set Quincy back on the ground and let the poor guy go. “I am Thurtang, Clan Leader of the Clan of the Vanshur.”

“Randorn Quincy,” Professor Quincy said with a pained gasp. “Leader of this expedition and Professor of Blood Magic at the Domotraus Academy.”

“And I’m Karn Dredge,” Professor Dredge said as he cut in front of his colleague. “Professor of Druidity at the DA and born ‘n’ bred member of the Warlunn Clan.”

“The Warlunn Clan?” Thurtang asked with a frown. “They’ve been gone for--”

“Several decades.” Dredge nodded, and his glowing eyes turned dull with sadness.

“I’m sorry for your loss then, Brother,” the Clan Leader said as he placed his hand on Dredge’s shoulder.

“It happened when I was a little kid,” the scarred professor explained. “I’m pretty much over it now.”

Dredge’s tone made it clear that he was still very much not over it, though, and Thurtang nodded as he squeezed the professor’s shoulder.

“And who are the rest of these fine mages?” Thurtang asked as he turned to look at us.

We went around the group and introduced ourselves to Thurtang one by one, and in between each name, the clan let out a resounding ‘garzu kallacki’ in response. Finally, once we’d all become formally acquainted, Thurtang looked us over for a moment before his happy expression became puzzled.

“You came from the west,” he pondered aloud. “Yet the Domotraus Academy is to the east… What brings so many Dark Mages and two Tieflings here, to our village, from the land of the Sun?”

There was a moment of hesitation from all of us, though I finally stepped forward and cleared my throat.

“We’re actually just passing through, and in need of shelter for the night,” I explained. “I know that’s, like, the go-to excuse most people make when they’re trying to hide their real intentions, but it’s actually what’s happening.”

“You come to us from Kar-Dalshunn, the home of our enemies,” Thurtang continued. “Even a child could figure out you were on a mission of some kind… However, I don’t care what that mission was or why you were doing it. The Beast Mages swore their allegiance to the Dark Mages during the Great Mage War, so consider everything that is ours, yours.”

“That’s incredibly kind of you,” Professor Quincy said with a bow. “Though Mister Damien is correct. We will only require shelter for a single night. After that, we’ll be on our way.”

“Do you know of Darwin Sneade?” Bellrouth asked with a smug tone.

The Beast Mages let out a bunch of growls and hisses in unison at the mere mention of the man’s name, so clearly the martyr’s reputation was just as low among the Beast Mages.

“That psychopath?” Thurtang scoffed. “Wait… He’s not after you, is he?”

“He’s dead!” the leader of the Avenging Hand announced. “Greg and I slayed him in his own temple.”

“Darwin Sneade is dead?” the Clan Leader asked as though he didn’t quite believe it and then looked at some of his tribe members. A mix of emotions passed quickly over his face before he turned to look at us again. “The Sun Mages weren’t happy about that, I’m sure.”

“Not in the slightest.” Quincy sighed. “We just escaped a last wave of pursuers before we crossed the border into Nubal.”

“None of them followed you across, did they?” Thurtang asked as his eyes narrowed.

“Nope,” Crimna said gleefully. “We made sure we killed every single one of them so that they couldn’t go back and tell all their friends where we were going.”

“Still,” Thurtang said and rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Well, if they do come, we’ll be ready. They won’t catch us off guard.”

“Needless to say, we’ve had a really long day,” I sighed. “We were hoping we could stay somewhere safe for the night and sleep in something other than our carriage.”

“We’ll prepare tents for all of you,” Thurtang nodded. “Though, I think you’ll agree that something as important as the death of a fiend like Darwin Sneade calls for a celebration, yes?”

The rest of the Beast Mages began to hoot and cheer, and they continued even as we tried to talk over them.

“I’m not sure we really have the energy for celebrating,” I admitted.

“Nonsense,” Thurtang chuckled. “Everyone who visits our village is given the traditional Vanshur welcome, but tonight it appears we have an even bigger reason to celebrate. Now come… The fires are already lit, and we can begin the Kurnotra at once.”

“What in the Endless Abyss is Kurnotra?” Torrance asked.

“A traditional form of combat done by the Beast Mages,” Sister Yelent explained. “Though I’ve always thought it was more ceremonial and just for show, rather than something they actually put to use on the battlefield.”

“Honestly?” Nivaree said. “As long as we don’t have to participate and can just sit our butts down and watch? I’m all for it.”

“Please tell me it’s a violent ceremony,” Crimna asked Anise giddily.

“It’s violent,” Sister Yelent said. “Not in a ‘blood and guts’ sort of way, though… It’s more like two people trying to physically overpower their opponent.”

“Now that sounds like an event I’d be interested in,” Bellrouth said with a grin as she turned to Thurtang. “You wouldn’t happen to be looking for volunteers, would you?”

“We’ll see how the night goes.” Thurtang nodded coyly. “Now, come, friends. We have much to celebrate.”

The large group of Beast Mages surrounded my friends and I as Thurtang led us over to the largest of the fires. A simple platform made of wooden planks was already in place, and smoothed logs formed a circle around the rough stage. Dredge led us to the logs and indicated we should sit down. As we tried to make ourselves comfortable, Thurtang spoke to his clan in their native tongue for a few moments before he climbed onto the stage and then held up his hands for quiet.

“My clan!” Thurtang announced once the noise died down. “Today is a wonderful day for us and our allies. Not only are we blessed with the presence of Dark Mages, harbingers of Revarian himself, but they also come to us with the news that they’ve killed Darwin Sneade.”

The entire village erupted in cheers, though the sound quickly turned into a more primal chant in their native tongue. The sound echoed through the wilderness to create a goosebump-inducing chorus, and at the crescendo of their chant, two women walked up onto the stage.

They both stared daggers at each other, though their expressions remained emotionless, and another woman stood between them and began to sing in a deep, baritone voice. Once the singer was finished, she jogged off the stage as the rest of the village clapped their hands together once before they shouted something like ‘haraa’ in unison.

Then, the match began.

The fighting styles of the Beast Mages seemed to be very animalistic and full of grapples, knee blows, and headbutts. They went at it for several minutes before one of the women pinned the other one face down on the stage and pulled her arms behind her back like a cop arresting a perp, and that was when the singer returned to the stage and declared an end to the match. We watched three more matches as the sun began to set in the sky and the village was shrouded in darkness.

The massive fires around the village were enough to light the place once the sun had set, and it added a dramatic ambience to the whole affair. Bellrouth and Genshull both got into the Kurnotra way more than the rest of us, and they were cheering, high-fiving, and raising their hands in victory whenever a fighter landed a powerful blow or defeated their opponent. Finally, after the final match had finished, Thurtang returned to the stage.

“We shall now bring out the Scormtail and let it roast while we give our guests a taste of the Vambol!”

“Vambol!” the rest of the Beast Mages declared.

With that, about a dozen Beast Mages approached the fire carrying a massive spit with a dead bovine-like creature attached. A metal pole had been shoved through the beast’s open mouth and all the way through its body before it popped out the other side, and its four legs were tied together to keep it from falling apart during the cooking process. It had gray flesh, and it suddenly dawned on me that this was the creature that these particular Beast Mages had used to make their tents and clothing.

The mages carefully placed the Scormtail into the flames, made sure the ends of the spit were locked in place on their uprights, and then returned to their seats. Then, several of the Beast Mages went up to the stage and began a performance that could only be described as Stomp meets Cirque du Soleil. Male and female dancers alike made rhythmic sounds as they slammed their feet and hands into the wooden floor, then they would flip, spin, and tumble around the stage in perfect harmony while the other performers continued the music. It was a beautiful sight to behold that went on for nearly an hour, and once it was over Thurtang returned to the stage.

“We shall begin the feast shortly,” the clan leader announced. “In the meantime, we invite you to share drinks, swap stories of valor, or perform contests of strength!”

“Oh,” Bellrouth chuckled. “I’m going to arm wrestle every single man in this village. And I’m going to win.”

The two Tieflings jumped to their feet, then Bellrouth pointed at a nearby Beast Mage and challenged him to an arm-wrestling match.

“I gotta see this,” Nivaree admitted.

My friends and I surrounded the Tiefling as she sat down with one of the Beast Mages, and we cheered her on as she attempted to beat him with her sheer strength. The man was shocked when Bellrouth defeated him with ease, though he then let out a happy laugh as he clapped his hands together and stood from his seat. He then went to grab some more of his brethren, and before we knew it, Bellrouth had a line of both men and women wanting to test their might against her.

She beat every single one, much to the delight of Tiefling and Beast Mage alike.

Eventually the Scormtail finished cooking, so the Beast Mages took it out of the flames and began to cut off large hunks of its meat. Unsurprisingly, there weren’t any utensils or plates, so we just had to take the Scormtail meat in our hands and then bite into it while it was still fairly hot. When I finally sank my teeth into the Scormtail, I felt a bit of juice squirt into my mouth, and a fatty, smoky flavor lit up my taste buds. It reminded me of biting into the fat of a pork chop as it practically melted in my mouth and was chock-full of flavor.

“Fucking hell, this tastes amazing,” I whistled before I took another bite.

“This is the best food we’ve had in weeks,” Elle declared with wide eyes.

“That’s not the compliment you think it is,” Crimna reminded her friend. “Considering we’ve mostly been living off rations.”

“All the more reason to be grateful for the Beast Mages’ hospitality,” Professor Demstrol noted.

“I haven’t had a good Scormtail roast since I was a boy,” Dredge sighed longingly. “We got some similar stuff back at the Academy, but nothin’ beats the original.”

Dredge took a massive bite out of his piece of meat, and as he did so, the juices splattered onto his shirt. He simply wiped away the juice from his chin before he sunk his teeth into it again and ripped off a hunk like a lion consuming its prey.

The hours wore on as we celebrated with the Beast Mages, but eventually the fire started to die down and people began to pass out right there on the ground. Finally, Thurtang returned to the stage to make his final announcement of the night.

“The day has slipped into the night,” the clan leader said. “And I regret to inform you that the night is now slipping into the morning. It is time for us and our guests to retire, or else they’ll be too exhausted for the next part of their journey. Taul? Will you please show our guests to their tents?”

A blonde woman with tattoos over the left side of her body and a blue gemstone nose stud nodded once and then gestured for us to follow. We walked a few paces behind her as Taul led us to an area to the north of the village, and a short walk later, we found ourselves among twelve gray tents that had been set up around the forest. They were spread out far enough that we wouldn’t disturb each other and nestled in between several thorny bushes, so I assumed they’d be safe even if they were far away from the fires.

“All of the tents are identical,” Taul said in a firm tone. “Choose whichever one calls to you, and we shall see you in the morning.”

“Good night,” I said with a smile and looked at my friends. “I don’t know about you all, but I’m beat. I don’t know if it was the fight against Sneade or the carriage chase or all the celebrating we just did, but I think those Beast Mages had the right idea passing out on the ground back there.”

“We’ll reconvene in the morning,” Professor Demstrol confirmed. “I’m sure they’ll wake us up when the time comes.”

“You all go to sleep,” Professor Dredge chuckled. “Right now, it’s nighttime in Nubal, which is when I’m in my element!”

“Don’t you have to drive the carriage?” Zarren asked in a not-so-subtle tone.

“I’m crepuscular, Mister Velroum,” the stout man said. “I’ll be fine.”

Before anyone could argue, Dredge let out a mischievous laugh and then darted off deeper into the woods.

“I really hope he’s there in the morning,” Professor Quincy sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose with his fingers. “Students, get some sleep. I do not know what awaits us tomorrow, but I’m sure we’ll need to be well rested to face it.”

We said our goodnights before we began to head off toward our individual tents. I picked one that was on the outskirts of the woods, mainly so I could hear anything coming if we were attacked by something from the desert. The tent was larger inside than I was expecting, and there was room for a small, round table and chair as well as a cot that was made out of wood and fabric and looked to be the size of a twin bed. The blankets were made out of fur, and they seemed pretty heavy when I picked them up to inspect.

It wasn’t the Hilton by any means, but it would work.

Just then, I heard footsteps outside my tent, and my entire body went rigid. I balled my left hand into a fist as I placed my right on the hilt of my dagger, then I turned around to see who was there.

“Relax, Dark Mage,” Nivaree’s soothing voice chuckled as she stepped through the door of my tent. “It’s just me.”

“Oh,” I said as I immediately relaxed. “You scared the shit out of me.”

“I took the long way,” Niv said. “I didn’t want anyone to see me coming over.”

“Why not?” I asked coyly. “Everybody knows we’re an item.”

“Yeah, but I don’t want to get grief from any of the Professors about how we’re supposed to be resting because we need to be ready for tomorrow,” she sighed. “You know how they can get when we violate one of their rules.”

“What rules did you intend on breaking?” I smirked.

“All of them.” Nivaree purred. “If you play this right.”

My heart skipped a beat as I looked at the silver-haired beauty standing in my tent, mainly because I knew exactly what sort of rules we were about to break.
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Chapter 4

“Okay, Miss Rulebreaker,” I said with a large grin on my face. “You’ve proven you’re a total rebel, but are you sure you want to spend the night in here? These beds don’t look big enough for two.”

“It’ll be big enough,” Nivaree shrugged. “And if it’s not, we’ll just have to cuddle even closer together.”

“How much closer together can we get?” I asked playfully.

“I don’t know,” she began as she twirled a lock of her silver hair. “Do you want to find out?”

“Niv!” I said with a faux scandalized gasp. “Right here, in a tent so close to the others?”

“You picked the tent all the way on the edge of camp.” The silver-haired beauty laughed. “Also, Crimna’s tent is the closest one to yours, and she sleeps like she’s dead.”

I could confirm that claim, because every time Crimna stayed over in my room at the DA, I had to double-check in the morning to make sure she was still alive. Once I’d even gone so far as to take Crimna’s pulse when she didn’t respond to a few soft nudges or her name being called. She was a heavy sleeper, which meant that she only woke up when her own body told her it was time to wake up.

Which meant we had a little bit of wiggle room in terms of our volume.

“What if somebody hears?” I continued to tease Niv.

“We’ll have to be extra careful, then,” Nivaree smirked. “If you can keep quiet, that is.”

“I’m not the one we need to worry about.” I winked. “You’re the one who always ends up screaming my name.”

“Then maybe this time I’ll just have to whisper it into your ear sensually,” she suggested.

The thought of Niv moaning softly into my ear as she hit her climax was incredible, and I immediately felt the fabric around my dick start to tighten. I walked over to the opening flap of the tent, though my erection made my gait awkward, then I peered out into the night just to make sure we weren’t about to wake up the whole village. The roaring fires of the Beast Mages remained lit, and even from this distance they cast a soft, warm glow on our dwellings.

The entrance of the tent wasn’t anything too elaborate, just a few small holes in the flap on the right side with corresponding strings on the other. It would get the job done, as I mainly just didn’t want the door to accidentally blow open when we were in the throes of passion for all to see. So, I tied off the strings and shut the door, then I turned around to see that Niv was already sitting on the bed with her boots off and tossed underneath. The silver-haired beauty reached up to untie the small buns atop her head, but I simply tutted and shook my head.

“Leave the buns,” I growled softly. “They look so damn good on you.”

“Well, duh.” Niv winked. “Why do you think I spend so much time in the morning putting them up? Speaking of things that are up…”

Nivaree gestured to my nether regions, which had now gone from five o’clock to midnight, and licked her lips.

“We’ll get to that later,” I said. “Right now, you’re in the perfect position for what I’ve got planned.”

I hurried over to the side of the bed, then I immediately dropped down onto my knees. I took Nivaree’s legs in my hands and pulled her closer to the edge of the bed as she let out a soft giggle. Without another second’s hesitation I tossed both her legs over my shoulders, grabbed onto the waistband of her tan fabric pants, and then slowly began to pull them down toward me. I lifted Niv’s legs up and ducked down as her pants slid past my noggin, then I tossed them to the side as I rested her soft appendages back onto my shoulder blades.

I was now staring directly at Nivaree’s sweet womanhood, which was already wet with her arousal. Her swollen clitoris poked out from the small tuft of silver pubic hair atop her tender slit, and I licked my lips as I imagined what it was gonna taste like.

I turned my head to the right and softly kissed the flesh of Nivaree’s inner thigh, and she let out a whimper in response. I placed my lips against her supple flesh a few more times as I made my way up her right leg, and then I stopped and gave a gentle suck.

“Gregggg,” Nivaree moaned softly.

I could see that Niv’s pussy lips now glistened with her passion, but I wanted to tease her just a little bit more before I went in for the kill. I moved over to her other leg and kissed my way down before I moved back up and felt the warmth of her womanhood radiating against my face. My tongue slipped out of my mouth, and I dragged it up and down Niv’s labia sensually.

“You taste incredible,” I growled and then got back to work.

Nivaree groaned happily as I teased her pussy lips, and her sweet, honeysuckle-like juices oozed out quicker than I could lap it up. Finally I decided to get the party started, so I dragged my tongue up her swollen slit from the bottom up. Her legs trembled as she let out a gasp, and I pressed my tongue against her clit to let her know we were just getting started. I began to make a circular, clockwise motion with my tongue, and Nivaree just about melted into the bed.

“Ohhhhhhh,” she moaned as her legs tensed up around me. “K-keep doing that!”

I continued to circle her clit with the tip of my tongue, then flattened it out and dragged it all the way across. Nivaree’s fingers dug into my hair as she gripped the back of my head, then she pushed me slightly forward against her womanhood. I kept up with my motions for another minute or so before I switched it up to a criss-cross pattern.

Nivaree let out a whimper to let me know how much she enjoyed what I was doing, so I kept going. I made every single pattern I could possibly think of with my tongue, which seemed to send Niv into overdrive. Her moans grew more intense and guttural, and her legs slowly tightened around my head like a vise as she just about pulled my hair from my head with her death grip.

“Slow down,” I teased as I looked up into her bright blue eyes. “Don’t get yourself too worked up yet.”

“And I don’t want you to slow down at all.” She whimpered and bit her bottom lip. “Not even for a second.”

I shot Nivaree a wink, before I pushed my face back into her tender mound and got back to work. She let out a stifled moan the second my tongue touched her clit, and once I began the motions again, she tensed up like a jolt of electricity had shot through her body. I heard her groans become softer and close together, until finally she froze in place.

I looked up at her gorgeous body as she whipped her head back and leaned on the bed, then her mouth fell open as she took a few heaving breaths.

“Greg, I’m about to… I think… I-I- Ohhhhh, Greg!” she gasped, then she slapped her hand over her mouth to muffle the sound of her pleasure.

Her legs now had me in a freaking submission hold as she started to cum, and her delicious juices gushed out of her pussy and straight onto my mouth and chin. She whimpered and moaned into her hand as her entire body trembled, until finally she seemed to relax and came down from her high.

“Yum,” I said as I pulled my face away and lapped up the remainder of her delicious arousal. “That was fun.”

“We-we’re not done yet,” Nivaree whispered as she looked down at me and her eyes narrowed. “Now it’s your turn.”

I wiped the rest of her love off my face before I started to stand up, though Niv immediately slid off the bed and dropped down to her knees. Instinctively I pulled my own shirt off over my head and tossed it over to the side, and Nivaree already had her hands around my waistband. She tugged my pants off with a single motion and then gasped with glee when my erection sprang forward to meet her.

“Hold on,” I growled when Niv reached for my manhood. “Why am I the only one naked right now?”

“Well, that just won’t do,” Nivaree purred.

The silver-haired beauty reached down and started to unfasten the buttons of her black tunic, and the second she got to the third button her swollen B-cups broke free of their fabric prison, and my dick seemed to get even harder when I saw their erect, pink nipples. Apparently she couldn’t wait any longer, because she didn’t even take her shirt all the way off before she leaned forward and took the base of my cock in her hands.

Nivaree placed her lips up against the head of my manhood as she started to stroke me with one hand, and she gently fondled my balls with the other. I felt the warm coil in my stomach begin to tighten, and I let out a moan to let her know how good the sensation felt.

She teased me from three different points for several minutes, all while I felt intense jolts of pleasure shoot through my lower half. Meanwhile, my eyes couldn’t stop moving between Niv’s firm, tight ass as it jutted out behind her, to her perky breasts as they jiggled with each motion that she made, and then to her beautiful face as her lips and tongue teased the head of my cock.

Finally, those beautiful blue eyes of Niv’s looked up into my very soul, and she opened her lips slightly wider. My lower body tensed up in preparation of what was to come, but that still didn’t stop me from letting out a long, guttural groan when I felt her warm mouth begin to slide down my shaft. Nivaree kept one hand on the base and the other on my balls as her lips slid down about halfway, then she started to stroke me softly as she pulled back. She continued to move her head and hand in opposite directions, which sent a massive wave of carnal ecstasy through my body. Eventually, Niv let go of my cock, grabbed onto my ass, and then slid her head as far forward as it would go.

My eyes rolled back in my head when I felt her throat wrap around the head of my dick, and I grabbed onto one of her silver buns softly.

“Fucccccck,” I moaned. “You really know what you’re doing.”

She let my manhood fall from her mouth as she shot me a coy smile.

“You’ve given me a lot of opportunities to practice,” Niv cooed.

The shadow mage gripped my ass tight as she moved her head forward once more, and this time she gave my balls a gentle squeeze. I felt them just about jump up into my body as they prepared for their release, and I knew that I wasn’t going to last much longer at this rate.

Nivaree increased the speed of her head bobs, which just about caused my lower half to turn to jelly. Her warm, wet mouth felt incredible as it glided over my dick, and the warm coil in my stomach felt like it was on the cusp of exploding.

“Niv, I-I’m close,” I moaned.

Nivaree let out a happy purr as her eyes seemed to light up, then she gave my butt a playful slap before she removed her other hand from my shaft. The silver-haired mage didn’t break eye contact as she pushed her head forward, and I braced for the release as I watched her lips slide all the way down to the base of my cock. Her throat tightened around me as she let out a slight gag, and that was it for me.

“F-fuuuuuuuuuuuck!” I growled softly as the coil snapped.

Nivaree slapped her free hand on the other side of my ass as she held herself firmly in place, and every muscle in my body started to quake as the world around me spun. I let out a long, powerful moan as my balls began to pulse, and I felt my seed start to spray out like a blocked garden hose.

Niv moaned as she tasted my warm semen, and her throat muscles tightened and untightened as she began to gulp down every single drop. My orgasm continued for a few seconds, all while Nivaree kept eye contact, until finally she made a disappointed sound and pulled off. A little bit of my seed dripped down onto her left breast, and she playfully wiped it up with her finger before she licked it up with her tongue.

“You’re welcome.” The silver-haired beauty winked as she leaned back to study me.

“No, you’re welcome,” I growled. “For what I’m about to do to you now.”

“Oh?” Nivaree asked as she teasingly pressed her breasts together with her arms. “And what would that be, Dark Mage?”

“Get up, and I’ll show you.”

Niv slowly got up to her feet, though she quite obviously shook her chest to make her breasts jiggle as she did so. She hadn’t even gotten all the way upright before I reached around her back, grabbed a handful of her tight ass, and then leaned in so I could nibble on her neck.

“Greg!” she giggled.

I sucked on her neck for a second before I moved up and nibbled on her earlobe, which caused her to moan sensually in response. At the same time, I took her right breast in my hand and began to delicately tweak her nipple with my fingers, and it swelled and hardened at my touch. My other hand rubbed the soft flesh of Niv’s side as I fondled and teased her, then it traveled around to the small of her back.

At the same time, Nivaree’s hand cupped around my manhood and alternated between stroking the shaft and fondling the balls, and the mixture of sensations I was experiencing started to get the blood flowing back to my loins. We continued our foreplay for a few more minutes as we basked in each other’s love, until finally I felt myself growing hard as a rock in Niv’s hands.

“There you are,” Nivaree purred.

“Turn around,” I demanded. “We’re gonna finish strong, if you get my drift.”

Nivaree’s eyes lit up like the stars as she nodded, and I gave her neck one final nibble before I grabbed her around the waist and slowly helped her turn around. The bed was only slightly below waist level, so when she bent over, her incredible, tight ass jutted up into the air at just the perfect height. Her pussy lips were still swollen and wet, with a hint of blush, and they were practically begging for me to get in there.

So, I grabbed onto Niv’s waist with one hand and used the other to slowly guide my erection toward her warm, tender opening. I pressed the head of my cock against her for a moment, then I slowly dragged it up and down the length of her slit.

“Gregggggg,” Nivaree whimpered. “Don’t tease me like that.”

“Why not?” I chuckled. “It’s just gonna make it all the better when I get to the real thing.”

Nivaree opened her mouth to say something else, but before she could, I gently bucked my hips forward and entered her womanhood. Whatever she was about to say apparently got lost in her mind, because her mouth fell open as she looked back at me and groaned as her tight tunnel wrapped around my cock. I only went in about a quarter of the way before I pulled out and then re-entered, then I repeated that motion in a rhythmic fashion as I enjoyed the sensation of her velvet tunnel gliding across my manhood. Eventually, I started to increase the depth I was going into Niv, and she looked back over her shoulder at me with wide eyes.

“Deeper!” she demanded. “I want to feel all of you at once, Greg.”

“If you say so,” I growled and gave her tight ass a slap.

I put one hand on the small of Nivaree’s back to brace myself, and wrapped the other around her waist to make sure I was in position. I started to push myself deeper into Niv, but before I could even get halfway in she moved herself back onto me.

Both of us let out a moan in unison as my cock bottomed out against her cervix, and I felt myself ascending the infamous mountain already.

I let myself enjoy the sensation of Niv’s ridges and valleys around me for a few seconds before I finally pulled myself halfway out, then I bucked my hips forward and watched her ass jiggle slightly as her whole body moved forward from the momentum. I started to slowly fuck Nivaree from behind as her hands dug into the sides of the bed for support, and her moans started to grow louder by the second. We went on like this for a long time, until I decided to get a little more intense.

I pulled my cock all the way out of Niv, pushed just the head back inside, and then thrust myself forward at full force. Niv’s entire body trembled as she let out a sensual gasp, then she buried her face into the mattress to cover her moans as I continued to pound her from behind.

“That feels incredible, Greg,” Nivaree whimpered. “K-keep fucking me like that… It feels like you’re about to split me in half.”

“You like that?” I growled. “Because I can go harder.”

I increased the intensity of my motions, and Nivaree let out a long, guttural groan. I felt the walls of her tunnel spasm around me as she climbed closer to the top of the mountain, and her warm juices gushed out around my manhood every time I pulled out by the bucketful. My balls were so tight that I thought I’d lost them inside my body, and I knew I wasn’t going to last too much longer, either.

“Ohhhhh,” Niv moaned. “That’s so… so gooooood.”

My eyes were locked on Niv’s tight ass as it bounced forward and back with every thrust, and soon the silver-haired beauty’s knuckles were white from how tightly she was holding the edges of the bed. Her pussy had me in a death grip, and each time I pumped it seemed to be getting wetter.

That’s when Niv hit her peak.

“Greg, I’m cummmmmmmming!” she moaned into the mattress.

The sounds of her orgasm, combined with the sensation of her tight tunnel spasming around my cock, sent me into overdrive, and a split second later, I felt the warm coil in my abdomen snap. I shoved my dick into Nivaree as far as it could go, then I held on for dear life as stars began to flash across my vision.

“Oh, shiiiiiiiit!” I growled intensely.

My cock began to spasm as it sprayed my seed into Niv’s womb like a firehose in a cereal bowl, and we both quivered as I painted the walls of her tight tunnel. The room around me went white as my vision disappeared for a second, and my entire lower half went numb. When sensation returned, I felt nothing but pure pleasure all through my loins as well as Niv’s juices as they dripped out around me.

I collapsed forward onto Niv as we both came down from our climaxes, though I made sure to stay inside of her until we were both completely finished.

“It never gets old,” Nivaree sighed happily.

I was still laying on top of her from behind, so I started to stroke her silver locks as I gave her a soft kiss on the back.

“No, it doesn’t,” I admitted. “I could do this all day, every day, if either of us had that sort of stamina.”

“Maybe one of the Elixirs Professors knows of a drink that could increase stamina?” Niv chuckled.

I rolled off of the beautiful woman and squeezed onto the narrow cot next to her. Niv turned onto her side so that she could press against my body, and I wrapped my arms around her as she nestled into my chest.

“Honestly, I don’t know how that sort of a conversation would even work,” I joked. “Hey, Professor Murdeux, I need something that’ll make our fucking sessions last longer. Can you help?”

“Knowing Murdeux, she wouldn’t even be phased,” Niv said nonchalantly. “Or maybe we could talk to Bianna about it? We could even invite her to join us, so she could test it for herself.”

“I like the way you think.” I said as blood flowed back to my dick. “I totally think she’d be into that, too.”

“She seems like the type.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I teased. “Because you and Elle didn’t seem like the type, and how many times have the three of us made love together?”

“And Crimna,” the silver-haired beauty reminded me. “It’s always fun when she’s involved.”

“Anise found that out the fun way.” I grinned as I remembered that moment.

“Anise and Crimna at the same time?” Niv gasped. “Noooo way.”

“It was a blast,” I chuckled. “She’s incredible in bed.”

“You’ll have to see if we can arrange that sometime, too.” Niv winked.

“Careful,” I warned. “If you get me thinking about all the threesomes you want to have, I’m gonna get hard again, and we’ll have to go at it again.”

“Why is that a bad thing?” she asked and bit her lip.

“It’s not,” I chuckled. “But we should probably get some sleep tonight, and not use all our energy making love. Lord knows what we’ll have to deal with in the morning.”

“You don’t need to be an oracle to know that,” she teased. “We’ll continue our journey through this strange land, until we get to Fire Mage territory. After that, I have no idea what will happen.”

“We’ll figure it out,” I promised. “There has to be more information about Revarian’s Phylactery in those tomes he wrote, and I’m sure if he brought it through this area, somebody must know about it.”

“That would certainly make things easier for us,” Niv sighed. “I just hope I get a few more nights like this one before the journey is over.”

I gave the silver-haired beauty a kiss on the forehead as I stroked her head, and we continued to cuddle as we began to drift off to sleep. Every now and then the sound of a distant howl or grunt would jolt me back awake, though I assumed the Beast Mages had sentries or some sort of spells to protect their villages from the wild creatures that surrounded it. Still, we were in a completely new place, and it took me a while to get comfortable enough to pass out.

Of course, it helped immensely to have this gorgeous shadow mage pressed up against me, and eventually, I felt my eyes grow heavy. The world went dark as I fell asleep, and the next thing I knew, I awoke to the sound of chirping birds and sunlight shining against my tent.

This was the first time in a long while that my sleep hadn’t been interrupted by some sort of crisis, and it was nice to be able to wake up in the morning next to Niv, with nothing but the sounds of the dawn around us.

Nivaree stirred when I sat up in bed, so I rubbed her back and smiled down at her.

“Don’t worry,” I said. “I’m just going to stretch. You stay in bed as long as you want to, my love.”

“No, no.” Niv shook her head and yawned. “I should probably get up, too. I don’t want us to get a late start because I wanted some more sleep. I can sleep in the carriage.”

We took our time stretching and getting our clothes back on before we agreed it was time to leave the tent. When I finally unfastened the door and stepped out into the warm sun, I was hit by a small blast of refreshing morning air. I took a deep breath as I looked around, and I saw Beast Mages wandering around in the distance and much smaller fires still burning in the pits.

Nivaree and I locked arms as we began to head toward the village proper, and as we walked, we encountered Crimna coming out of her tent.

“So I’m not the last one awake!” the orange-and-black-haired woman declared. “Finally.”

“I mean, we were still out of our tent first,” Niv teased.

“Doesn’t count.” Crimna shook her head. “We’ll arrive at the same time, so that’s all that matters.”

“I don’t think they care,” I said. “These Beast Mages obviously have some serious protection, and they run a surprisingly tight ship for how rowdy they are.”

When we reached the main part of the village, we found the rest of my friends and professors near the stage. Everyone looked happy and well rested, and I could even hear some mindless chitchat.

“Mister Damien,” Professor Quincy said when he spotted me. “Glad to see you awake. We’ve just been told some very, very important information.”

“The clan leader knows where the Phylactery is,” Bellrouth interrupted, which drew an annoyed look from Quincy.

“What?” I gasped. “Where did he say it was?”

“He was waiting for all of us to be present,” Demstrol said. “He had an emissary come and tell us to meet Thurtang in his palace when we were ready.”

“Holy shit, this is huge…” I gulped.

We knew the Phylactery was somewhere in Embrosia, but we didn’t have the slightest clue as to its exact location. We’d been prepared to enter hostile territory and spend days or even weeks there, but if Thurtang really knew its location, even if it was just to point us toward a particular city, it would save us time and possibly even save a few lives.

We were one step closer to the Phylactery, which meant we were one step closer to setting everything right once again.
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Chapter 5

“Should we be suspicious of this guy?” I asked my friends. “Like, how does Thurtang even know we’re looking for the Phylactery? Nobody told him, did they?”

“He didn’t specifically say he knew where the Phylactery was,” Professor Quincy explained. “His representative was fairly ominous and said ‘Thurtang has knowledge that may be of use to you, particularly on the topic of your Grand Mage and an item he lost years ago.’”

“So he didn’t say it was about the Phylactery specifically,” Torrance grumbled. “For all we know, he might be talking about Revarian’s favorite spoon.”

“That’s doubtful,” Sister Yelent said. “We know the Phylactery came through this general area, so I’d bet my heart to Domotraus that’s what he’s referring to.”

“I guess we’ll find out when we get there.” I shrugged. “It’s not like we have anything to lose, since we know almost nothing about where the Phylactery is at the moment. Embrosia is a massive place, so anything that can help us narrow the search would be useful.”

“He said to head to the northern part of the village,” Quincy said. “Apparently Thurtang’s palace is impossible to miss.”

“Oh, don’t look so skeptical,” Professor Dredge chuckled. “The Clan Leader’s home is always the most extravagant in the whole village, so even if it’s not as fancy as some of the other dwellins’ we’ve seen before, we’ll definitely know it.”

“That checks out,” I said as I looked around. “It doesn’t look like architectural appeal is on any of the Beast Mages’ minds when they build their villages.”

“Nope.” Dredge shook his head. “The Beast Mages are a utilitarian people, first and foremost. They don’t care much for fancy clothes or statues or shit like that… All they care about is whether or not it keeps ‘em dry and keeps the critters out. They don’t like to spend too much time inside, anyway.”

“No wonder they’re all so tan,” Nivaree joked. “I feel like I’m a ghost in comparison.”

“To be fair,” Elle giggled. “You’ve always been pretty pale, Niv.”

“We’re all pale,” I laughed. “We live in and spend most of our time inside of a giant cave. I’m surprised none of the professors at the DA have evolved into blind, pale, creepy-ass creatures.”

“We have policies in place specifically to prevent that,” Professor Quincy noted. “Specifically, week-long retreats that occur outside the school and biweekly trips where we are required to leave the cave for an extended period of time.”

“Do you think that’d actually happen?” Zarren asked. “You’d have to be in the cave for, like, thousands of years before your body would actually change.”

“We don’t know the full extent of the magic that resides inside our Academy,” Demstrol warned. “It’s best not to take the chance.”

As we walked through the village, we saw many Beast Mages as they went about their daily lives. Some of them were wrestling in the street, much to the delight of Bellrouth and Genshull, while others seemed to be returning from gathering food because they had massive leather sacks slung over their shoulders that appeared to be full of berries, nuts, and the like.

We saw two more Beast Mages carrying a long pole across their shoulders. Several small, dead birds hung by their feet from the wooden pole and swung gently back and forth as the men moved through the village. Other Beast Mages sat around on fallen tree stumps as they talked and sharpened axes, spears, and short swords, and children chased each other through the forest while they cackled like banshees.

Once we were past the main part of the village where most of the Beast Mages’ lived, we could see a wooden home in the distance that was bigger than the ones scattered about the rest of the village. It was completely surrounded by the tall trees, and the only thing that gave away its location was the strange wooden spire that poked out through the treetops to billow smoke into the air.

When we got a little closer I could see that this building was two stories tall, though it was only as wide as a bungalow house back in my world. As with the rest of the buildings in the village, there was no glass in the windows, and the wooden upright boards were anything but even. There was a lot more detail and care put into the construction of this place, though, so at least it felt more permanent than the rest of the village.

Every shingle and piece of wood was tied together at multiple points with twine-like rope, which was itself weaved into intricate patterns. The spire that we’d seen from afar was essentially a massive log that jutted out from the right side of the dwelling, which I assumed was a chimney given all the smoke that poured from the top of it.

“This is definitely Thurtang’s palace,” Torrance said. “It doesn’t get much more elaborate than this, at least for the Beast Mages.”

“I just want to know how there’s fire in that spire without burning the entire place down,” I said. “I mean it’s made of dead wood, for crying out loud.”

“That’s the beauty of Beast Mage construction, Mister Damien,” Professor Dredge said with a smirk. “Their techniques have been passed down for generations, and are unique only to them. It ain’t a secret or nothin’, but nobody else in Etraria builds things quite like they do.”

“For good reason,” Torrance grumbled. “It’s ugly as shit.”

“That’s because you might be a bit uncultured, Mister Othrope,” Professor Dredge grumbled. “Once you get a little closer, you’ll find all the intricate ropework done around the uprights and the carvings that the clan leader had inscribed on his dwelling… well, it’s a thing of beauty, it is.”

“I’ll stick with the stuff built by the gnomes,” the sandy-haired student sighed. “They knew true beauty.”

“And look where that got them,” Professor Demstrol scoffed. “Their entire race, wiped off the face of Etraria.”

“It’s still better than living in a shack,” Torrance said.

“We live in a cave…” Niv trailed off.

“Temporarily.” Torrance shrugged. “Once I graduate from the DA, I plan to move to the Umbrian Valley. I’m going to build a large castle, where me and my harem of beautiful women can raise all of our children to be a new generation of powerful mages to carry on my family legacy.”

“Keep dreaming,” Crimna snorted. “You’ll be lucky to get one woman to put up with you for an extended period of time, but a whole harem? That’s ridiculous.”

“Damien here was able to do it,” Torrance chuckled. “I don’t think there’s a single woman in this group that hasn’t slept with him.”

“That’s because he’s our Dark Mage,” Crimna purred and placed her hand against my shoulder. “Who wouldn’t want to be with a man with that much power?”

“And one who is so kind and loving and protective,” Elle added.

“I could have that sort of power someday,” Torrance trailed off. “I might not’ve been able to win the title of Dark Mage, but that doesn’t mean I can’t become as powerful as Damien someday. And when that happens, I’ll have the ladies lining up to be with me, just like him.”

“I most certainly haven’t slept with Greg,” Bellrouth scoffed. “Neither has Genshull as far as I know.”

“I haven’t, either,” Demstrol said with a stern tone. “And the fact that you would even insinuate such a thing is disgraceful, Mister Othrope.”

“Well, you two always spend a lot of alone time together.” Torrance shrugged. “What am I supposed to think?”

“She was training me,” I explained. “As a mentor. Maybe if you had one of those, you’d already be as powerful as I am.”

“Maybe,” my former rival said and then ginned. “But I’ll take my chances gathering my powers on my own. That way I won’t have anyone to hold me back but myself.”

I knew for a fact that strategy wasn’t going to get Torrance anywhere near as powerful as he wanted to be. If it hadn’t been for the guidance of Professor Demstrol and Revarian, there was no way I would have won the title of Dark Mage, nor would I have the power levels that I currently enjoyed. However, I knew it’d be next to impossible to hammer that point through Torrance’s stubborn head, so I shrugged and turned my attention to the more important issue.

“Where in the Endless Abyss is the door?” Elle asked as she stared at the building in confusion. “We don’t have to climb in through the window, do we?”

“There’s only one door on the Clan Leader’s dwelling,” Professor Dredge explained.

“That seems like a major safety issue,” I noted. “What happens if somebody decides to attack the Clan Leader?”

“Then the attackers only have one way to escape,” the scarred, stout professor smirked. “And the Clan Leader and their War Chiefs would make sure it was cut off immediately.”

“Perhaps we have judged the Beast Mages unfairly,” Genshull said with wide, happy eyes. “I could see them being great allies with us Tieflings once our kingdom is reestablished.”

“Indeed.” Bellrouth nodded. “Our cultures intersect quite well.”

“Awwww,” I said with a hint of sarcasm. “You’re learning about intersectionality.”

“Inter-what?” Crimna asked with a raised eyebrow. “Is that a sort of magic?”

“It’s something I learned about in my Anthropology class back in my world,” I explained. “It was a gen ed class, so I didn’t really pay attention too much, but I remember it’s something about learning about similarities between different cultures or… I don’t honestly remember.”

“I thought you were studying something called Computer Science back in your world?” Elle asked. “All about the technologies?”

“Okay,” I explained. “You know how you have to take Blood Magic and Familiars and Elixirs and Poisons classes even though you’re a Dark Divination Specialist? It’s the same way in my world, where you have to take a bunch of unrelated classes so that you can be more well-rounded or some shit like that.”

“Having those sorts of classes is very important to a student’s development,” Professor Quincy argued. “Do you think Revarian became as strong as he is by only studying Necronomic Magic and nothing else?”

“Of course not!” Sister Yelent gasped, and she almost sounded offended. “Everyone knows that you can only be a Grand Mage if you’ve mastered all the different forms of Dark Magic.”

“I-I didn’t know that,” Zarren whispered under his breath.

Professor Dredge led us around the side of Thurtang’s dwelling, where we found a large, open archway in the western side. It stood about ten feet tall and five feet wide, though there didn’t seem to be any sort of visible door.

“It’s just… wide open,” Niv noted.

“Like I said,” Dredge smirked. “All the better to lure a foolish enemy inside, where they’re then cornered and slaughtered like a wild Cormolm.”

The twelve of us cautiously entered through the threshold of the building, and what followed looked like a scene straight out of Conan the Barbarian.

The first floor was filled with beds, which were currently occupied by multiple Beast Mage women in varying states of undress. Soft, small plumes of smoke rose out of clay pots fashioned into a shape that reminded me of a spinning top, which filled the room with an earthy, sage-like scent.

The entire space was open concept, and the only transitional space was a crooked wooden staircase that led up to the second floor. A throne made out of what looked like driftwood sat at the far end of the room, on a platform that was nearly six feet off the ground. Strange effigies made of wood, straw, and bone hung down from the ceiling, alongside hanging torches whose flames were contained inside a cap made of bone The effigies gave off some major Blair Witch vibes, though it only added to the primal charm of the Beast Mage village.

Thurtang was seated on the wooden throne with two beautiful women on either side of the chair, both of whom rubbed their hands all over his legs and giggled as we approached. Thurtang smiled at the ladies before he gently shooed them away and stood to greet us with open arms and a welcoming smile.

“Hello, my new friends!” Thurtang declared. “I hope you found your beds to your satisfaction. I thought about sending an escort for each of you to help you sleep, but Mister Quincy advised against it.”

“How would somebody escorting us to bed help us sleep?” Anise asked innocently.

“I don’t think he means that sort of escort,” Elle said. “I think he meant the kind that…”

Elle leaned in and began to whisper into Sister Yelent’s ear, and after a few seconds, Anise’s face turned ruby red with embarrassment. I wasn’t sure what Elle was actually saying to our traveling companion, but it must have been fairly graphic.

“We slept wonderfully,” I said with a nod. “Thank you for your hospitality, Thurtang.”

“Glad to hear it.” The muscular man smiled. “Now, I didn’t ask you here just to ask how comfy your beds were. As I was sitting in my room last night, after my daily orgy, I began to recall one of the tales that my father used to tell me as a young boy.”

“Bedtime stories?” Bellrouth sighed. “Why would you bring us all this way just to tell us one of your old bedtime stories?”

“Because this particular story is one that’s not just a story…” Thurtang said as he stood to his feet. “It’s an account of my ancestor’s encounter with a Dark Mage. One that had been sent to our land by Revarian himself on a special task.”

“Your emissary said that this particular Dark Mage was carrying something important?” Demstrol asked.

“He was,” Thurtang agreed. “And I suspect it’s something of great importance to your mission.”

“What are you talking about?” Sister Yelent lied, and not very well. “We already completed our mission. Darwin Sneade is dead.”

“I’m many things, girl,” Thurtang said with a frown. “But I’m not a fool, so please do not mistake me for one. I spoke with my consorts last night after the celebration, and we agree that there’s more to your story than you’re telling us. I meditated on it under the influence of some Vantor Root, and it suddenly came to me… You’re searching for something. Darwin Sneade may have been in your way, but he wasn’t your target. So, I thought you would want to know about this story because it might help you figure out where you’re going.”

“Hold on,” I said and studied the man for a moment. “If you thought we were lying to you, why help us?”

“We heard about the Terra Mages and what they tried to do to your kind,” the Clan Leader said. “It’s disgraceful and cowardly. I don’t blame you for not trusting anyone, even if they claim to be your allies. Consider this an offering to confirm our alliance, then, and as proof that you can trust us.”

“Alright,” I said and rubbed a hand through my hair. “Why don’t you start by telling us what you know about this… item?”

“The story must be told as it was told to me,” the leader replied.

“Of course it does,” Bellrouth grumbled.

“This is a tale that has been passed down for generations,” Thurtang began as he shot a quick glare at the Tiefling. “My father told it to me, as his father told it to him, as his father told it to him, and so on. This event occurred long before the Great Mage War had even begun, so we are looking at hundreds of years that have passed since it occurred. Does the name ‘Kolvoz’ mean anything to you?”

“It does not.” Professor Quincy shook his head.

“No,” Demstrol added and looked at the other professor in our group. “Dredge? Have you heard of this mage?”

“Nope,” Dredge sighed. “Though that’d be just like Revarian to give an important task to a mage nobody had heard of.”

“It’d be the easiest way to keep such a mission hidden,” I said. “Nobody writes books or songs about ordinary soldiers or mages, so nobody would find it suspicious if a random Dark Mage just disappeared for a long period of time, and nobody would even know they existed after so many years had passed.”

“That’s why we Beast Mages only tell our histories through stories and songs,” Thurtang explained. “I guarantee you every single mage in this village knows everything about our history, including the name of the Dark Mage who passed through here so long ago.”

“Okay, so what about this ‘Kolvoz’ guy is so important?” Zarren asked. “What was he carrying?”

“He was very secretive about the exact identity of the item,” the Clan Leader continued. “Though as he passed through our village, we gave him a place to rest and food, much as we have done for you. During one of our celebrations, Kolvoz consumed a bit too much ale, and his lips became a bit more loose than usual. He still would not tell us exactly why he was in our territory, only that Revarian had tasked him with carrying something he called ‘the grand vessel.’”

Every Dark Mage in the building froze and looked at each other in disbelief as we slowly realized what he was referring to.

“Did he say anything else?” Quincy asked.

“Especially where it was going,” Nivaree added.

“Well, that depends, new friends…” Thurtang began. “Do you trust me and my kin?”

“Of course we do,” I said. “If you were our enemies, you would’ve killed us all in our sleep last night.”

“Then tell me what you believe this vessel is,” he said. “And why you’re so desperate to find it that you ventured into Kar-Dalshunn to find it.”

“Don’t you trust us?” Professor Demstrol asked with a firm tone.

“Tell me why we should,” Thurtang said and shrugged. “If you’re truly just passing through on a successful mission, then why is this item of such importance to you?”

“I know you adults are all trying to swing your dicks around and play politics,” I growled as I stepped forward. “But I’m really not in the mood for that shit. The reason we’re passing through is because we’re looking for Revarian’s Phylactery, and we think that’s the vessel you’re referring to.”

My three professors looked at me with daggers in their eyes, but I didn’t give a shit. The Beast Mages had been nothing but kind to us so far, and they gave me no reason not to trust them. Besides, it didn’t hurt for them to know about Revarian’s Phylactery, since it’s not like word wouldn’t be getting around Etraria that the Grand Mage of the DA had gone AWOL. They’d find out eventually, so it was better to just get it out of the way right now and see if we could truly trust them sooner rather than later.

Thurtang cocked his head to the left as he ran his fingers through his long, unkempt hair, then he shook his head and smiled.

“See?” he said as he sat back down on his throne. “That wasn’t so difficult, was it?”

“Don’t tell anyone else about this,” Professor Quincy warned. “Or so help me--”

“I don’t intend to say a word to anyone outside this room,” Thurtang tutted. “What do you take me for, Randorn?”

“There,” Crimna spoke up. “We told you what we’re looking for. Now, can you tell us the rest of the story?”

“I shall finish the story.” The Clan Leader smiled as he leaned back. “Kolvoz didn’t tell us that he was carrying a Phylactery, only that the vessel had the power to change the entire landscape of Etraria if he was captured or killed and it was destroyed.”

“That definitely sounds like the Phylactery to me,” I admitted. “If it was destroyed, Revarian would effectively be rendered mortal, right?”

“He would,” Demstrol said. “And that would most certainly change the landscape of Etraria.”

“Well,” Professor Dredge said. “Don’t leave us hangin.’ What happened next?”

“The Beast Mages that Kolvoz stayed with offered to escort him to his destination, though he refused,” Thurtang continued. “He said that he didn’t wish to betray Revarian’s trust. He’d been told that only himself and his Grand Mage were to know the exact location of the vessel. However… After a few more drinks, he revealed to our ancestors that he was headed to the tar pits of Candroll, deep in the heart of Embrosia.”

“Of course!” Sister Yelent gasped loudly, and Zarren jumped in terror at the sudden noise. “The tar pits in Embrosia are scalding hot, and nothing would be able to survive inside of them.”

“Which also means nobody would be foolish enough to go searching inside of them,” Torrance scoffed with a smile. “They would die instantly.”

“So what?” Niv pondered aloud. “The mage went to the tar pits, tossed the vessel in, and then returned to the DA like nothing had ever happened? Without any sort of extra protection for the Phylactery? There has to be more to the story than that.”

“There’s much more to the story that my ancestors have told,” Thurtang explained. “Though it’s mostly about the Dark Mage’s exploits while staying in our village, most of which were humorous. I doubt you want to waste time listening to those as well.”

“Probably not,” I sighed. “What happened when he came back through? Did he give anything away then?”

“He didn’t come back this way,” the Clan Leader said with a stern tone.

“So he’s dead?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” Thurtang admitted. “We know only that he never returned.”

“Porzlon’s bollocks,” Dredge growled. “So we don’t even know if he actually made it to the tar pits.”

“You don’t think he was killed by the Fire Mages, do you?” Elle gulped.

“No way,” Torrance declared as he shook his head. “If the Fire Mages had the Phylactery, they would have destroyed it. The fact Revarian is still alive at all means it’s out there somewhere.”

“Torrance!” Nivaree hissed and slapped the mage on the shoulder, hard.

“What?” he asked, then realization kicked in when he realized what he’d just said. “Shit.”

“Revarian has fallen?” Thurtang gasped.

For the first time since we’d met him, I saw fear in Thurtang’s eyes and heard a slight tremble in his voice.

“He’ll be alright,” I promised. “We just need to find the Phylactery and get it back to him, then his Soul Battery will be restored and he’ll be good as new.”

“And you’re going to have to travel into Embrosia to get it?” the Clan Leader asked. “I assume you’re aware that the Fire Mages are not friendly to your kind, right?”

“It’s even worse than that,” Professor Quincy admitted. “They’ve entered a grand conspiracy with the Changeling, Sun, and Terra Mages, all of whom wish to eradicate Dark Mages completely.”

“Why wouldn’t you start with that when you got here?” Thurtang said as he stood. “Our enemies are gathering and plotting to commit genocide, and you withheld that information from one of your closest allies?”

“The Terra Mages were close allies, too,” the Blood Magic Professor said. “Until they decided to betray us.”

“You don’t have to worry about that with us,” the Clan Leader retorted. “The Beast Mages will come to the aid of the Dark Mages, from now until the end of time itself. I can even send a convoy of my people to accompany you through Embrosia, if you wish.”

“We appreciate the offer,” Quincy replied. “But we’ll have to decline. It will already be difficult to navigate through Embrosia with just our one carriage. But if we were a caravan? You can forget about sneaking across the border.”

“It ain’t like the Beast Mages are a stealthy bunch, either,” Dredge chuckled. “The Fire Mages would hear us comin’ from miles away.”

“Very well, then.” Thurtang sighed and looked at some of the women. “Just know that if you need our assistance, the Beast Mages are here to help. Give me the word, and I’ll round up the rest of the clans and march them straight into Embrosia.”

“That would be suicide,” I scoffed.

“And we would do it to uphold our alliance,” the Beast Mage said in a serious tone.

“That’s a most generous offer,” Professor Quincy said with a bow. “Forgive us for doubting your loyalty.”

“You’re forgiven, friend,” Thurtang said with a smile. “Just know that we’ll always answer the call, should you give it.”

“There is one thing you can help us do,” Professor Dredge noted. “It’s been awhile since I’ve been through here… I remember some trails and all that, but I don’t know if they’re all still there or if things have changed. Could we maybe get an escort to the border?”

“How can you drive when they’re doing that to you?” Anise gasped.

“Not that sorta escort, Miss Yelent,” Dredge guffawed. “An escort that’ll lead us through the rest of Nubal.”

“Oh, right,” Sister Yelent giggled. “I knew that.”

“I thought that’s what we’re here for?” Genshull frowned.

“How well do you know Nubal?” Dredge challenged the Tiefling. “Better than the people that actually live here?”

“Well, no…” Genshull sighed. “But I could’ve got you there.”

“Don’t worry, darlin’,” Professor Dredge promised. “There’ll be a lot more navigatin’ you can help us with once we get into Embrosia.”

I honestly couldn’t believe what was happening at that moment. We now had an actual location for the Phylactery, and we were about to head into the final leg of our journey.

If we somehow survived the journey through the Fire Mage territory, we might just be able to pull this off.
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Chapter 6

After our meeting in Thurtang’s dwelling, the Clan Leader took us back out to an area of the village where several massive trees had been felled and whose stumps were now used as makeshift tables by the Beast Mages. Dozens of villagers sat around the circular stumps on large stones as they picked up bits of what appeared to be eggs and a roasted meat of some kind.

In true Conan fashion, they didn’t bother with utensils or plates. The food was all placed in a couple of massive piles at the center of the stump, which the mages picked out with their bare hands and then tore apart the piece they selected with their teeth. My friends and I followed Thurtang to one of the tables, and the second he sat down, he was joined by four beautiful Beast Mage ladies at his side.

“Sit and dine with us, friends,” Thurtang said as he gestured to the plethora of open seats around the stump. “It appears the cooks have blessed us with a bountiful feast of Quarn eggs and Dindolshia meat on this day.”

We sat down around the table, and I was actually surprised at how comfy our seats were. The stones had apparently been chiseled and smoothed to create a human-sized indentation that wasn’t any more uncomfortable than a hardwood chair or park bench.

“This all looks delicious,” I said only half sarcastically. “Thank you. “

“Don’t judge it by its looks, Greg,” Thurtang said. “Judge by its taste!”

We started to pick up pieces from the piles and dig in, and sure enough, it was freaking delicious. The eggs had a bit more of a gamy taste to them than the eggs that I was used to from my world, and though the meat was pretty fatty with a crunchy crust, it had a hint of smokiness from the fire and was so tender that it melted like butter.

“This is incredible,” Zarren gasped. “This is better than anything we’ve eaten in days.”

“It’s strange seeing you sitting here, out in the open among your subjects,” Torrance said. “In all the other cities we’ve been to, the leaders hide themselves away in their towers or castles and away from everyone who serves them.”

“That ain’t the way the Beast Mages do things, Mister Othrope,” Professor Dredge sniffed. “Clan Leaders are chosen by the members of their clan directly, so they gotta show some love to their people.”

“Indeed.” Thurtang nodded. “The title of Clan Leader is just that, a title. I don’t see myself as superior to the rest of my village, nor do I have any desire to hide away from them and engage in frivolous politics with the other clans.”

“But all that power…” Torrance trailed off.

“Is that what you think power is, Torrance?” the Clan Leader leaned in. “Bossing people around and acting superior?”

“Yes,” Crimna giggled through a mouthful of eggs. “That’s exactly what he thinks it is, which is why he’ll never have power.”

“I’m plenty powerful!” Torrance scoffed.

“A Beast Mage Clan Leader is a title that has no such power,” Thurtang chuckled. “Aside from the Clan Leader dwelling that we get to stay in, and the harem of beautiful women that come along with it, the job is not one that most would want. We Beast Mages wish to live our days out in the wilderness, hunting and wrestling and celebrating… Unfortunately, there must be somebody responsible for making important decisions and forming alliances between our clan and the others, and right now, that person is me.”

“Public servants,” I whispered to myself. “I dig it.”

We gobbled down our food while Thurtang told us even more stories that his parents and previous Clan Leaders had passed down over the years, some of which made us laugh and others that kept us on the edge of our seats, but the time flew by. Before we knew it, the food had all been consumed, and Thurtang let out an over-the-top belch as he patted his stomach with a satisfied smile. The rest of the villagers started to belch in response, until the entire clearing was filled with a chorus of ear-busting burps that echoed off the trees. Finally, once the belching concert had subsided, Thurtang stood up, stepped onto his seat, and then onto the table.

“My glorious clan!” Thurtang addressed his peers. “I regret to inform you that our visitors will be leaving momentarily--”

“No!” a woman yelled.

“Let the Dark Mages stay!” another man called out.

“They have been sent on a very important mission by their leader,” Thurtang said vaguely. “One that they must continue at once. However, they have requested an escort through our land, to the border of Nubal and Embrosia.”

A silence so loud you could hear a pin drop fell over the village, and the Beast Mages looked at each other nervously.

“Do not fear, friends,” the Clan Leader continued. “We will not cross over into the land of the Fire Mages. That would be a direct violation of the treaty that ended the Great Mage War, and I have no urge to reignite it. However, I ask that someone escort our guests to the border to ensure their safety. I would also advise you to use the underbrush pass for cover… So, who among you is willing to step up to such a challenge?”

After a few seconds, a handful of Beast Mages began to stand up and raise their hands.

“Excellent!” Thurtang said with a large grin. “Finish your feast, my friends, and then we shall say goodbye to our new acquaintances.”

The meal was officially over a few minutes later, and then Thurtang and the volunteers led us toward the southern part of the village and the stables. When we arrived, we were met by a Beast Mage woman who held the reins of three large, bipedal birds in her hands.

These creatures had orangish-yellow legs that were at least five feet tall and ended with four fingers and a massive hooked talon. Their bodies were round ovals of tan feathers with thin yellow tips and had a neck that held the head at least three feet above their torso. The creatures’ heads were a perfect circle that was also covered in gray feathers, though they also had a dark black beak and two strange, spaghetti-wide strands of black hair that stood out from each eyebrow and draped back behind their noggins. The birds had leather saddles on the flat parts of their torsos, and I chuckled when I realized these badass-looking Beast Mages were all going to be riding around Nubal on a bunch of oversized chickens.

“You seem amused by the appearance of our riding Kazshuns,” one of the men scoffed.

“Not at all,” I lied. “I just wasn’t expecting those sorts of creatures to be your mount.”

“There is no finer creature to ride into battle than a Kazshun,” a Beast Mage woman declared as she held her head proudly. “They are agile and fast, and their talons can disembowel an enemy with a single swipe. Also, they are the only animal in all of Nubal that can run at incredible speeds without making a single sound.”

“You should try riding one sometime,” Thurtang chuckled. “I’m sure Dredge would be able to tame one.”

“You bet yer ass I’d be able to!” Dredge laughed loudly. “I’ve been ridin’ these things since I was a small boy. For now, though, I’ll stick with my Mudcloppers.”

Dredge went over to our carriage, and the scaly Mudcloppers let out a happy chuff when they saw him approaching. The scarred professor held out his hand and gave each of the Mudcloppers a rough scritch under the chin, which caused them to grunt and coo as their heads tilted to the side and they closed their eyes.

“Thank you again, Thurtang,” Professor Quincy said with a slight bow. “The hospitality of your people has been more helpful than you could even imagine.”

“Good luck, my friends,” Thurtang said to all of us. “If you need anything further, just say the word, and your allies will come to your aid.”

“Farewell, Thurtang,” Professor Demstrol said. “Hopefully our paths will cross again soon.”

Our escorts climbed up onto their Kazshuns as Dredge untied the Mudcloppers from a nearby tree and then got into the driver’s seat of our carriage. We said one final goodbye to Thurtang before our carriage door popped open and we all climbed up inside.

“Ugh,” Bellrouth joked when we were all in our seats. “I’m going to miss all the extra leg room we had when we were outside the carriage.”

“Nubal is a fairly small territory,” Professor Quincy remarked. “I’m sure that it will only take a day at most to get to Embrosia. You’ll have plenty of room to stretch your legs again then.”

“It’s not like we can just stop and get out when we get there,” Bellrouth said with a dire tone. “Candroll is… Well, how far is Candroll from the border, Genshull?”

“Several hundred miles,” Genshull admitted. “So I’d suggest we all become cozy again, because we’re going to be in here for quite some time.”

With that, the Beast Mage riders started to the North, and Professor Dredge let out a whistle.There was a grunt from the mudcloppers, and then the carriage jolted forward. The rest of the Beast Mages in the village began to hoot and holler happily as they bid us farewell, and we could hear their cries of joy for several minutes before they finally went silent.

“These mages must not have to worry about the dangers of the environment around them, huh?” Nivaree asked sarcastically.

“How do you figure?” Elle asked.

“They’re so loud we could literally hear them from miles away,” the silver-haired beauty said. “If one of us walked outside the Academy and started making that much noise, we’d have every deadly beast within a hundred miles coming straight for us.”

“Nivaree,” Sister Yelent said in a somewhat know-it-all tone. “How do you think they got the names that they did?”

“How would I know about their names?”

“Not their actual names,” Anise continued. “The name Beast Mages… They’ve tamed every single animal in their territory with their magic.”

“There’s a reason Revarian chose Professor Dredge to be our Familiars teacher,” Professor Demstrol said. “He may have forsaken his potential future as a Beast Mage in favor of becoming a Dark Mage, but he knows every single creature that the Beast Mages have tamed as well as all of the ones that exist in Etraria. All Beast Mages were raised with such knowledge.”

“So a Beast Mage could tame anything in Etraria?” Torrance asked. “Why haven’t they taken over the whole world, then?”

“In theory they can tame anything in Etraria,” Professor Quincy interjected. “However, they have only mastered the beasts of their own lands, which is why they were such a powerful ally during the Great Mage War and why they have continued to exist peacefully between Sun Mage and Fire Mage territories… Nubal is all but unconquerable.”

“According to what I’ve read,” Sister Yelent said. “The few fools who have tried to invade Nubal got killed very quickly.”

“It is said that the Beast Mages’ connection to Evator, the deity who gives them their power, also gives them a connection to all of the creatures that reside within her territory.” Quincy glanced at the window as he spoke as if he was checking for some of those beasts. “So, if any outside force attempts to bring harm upon Nubal or its inhabitants, nature will quite literally come to their aid.”

“That’s not to say it’s always been peaceful, though,” Professor Demstrol said. “Since Evator tends to focus on outside forces, there have been plenty of Clan Leaders who have tried to conquer each others’ villages.”

“This whole place is fascinating,” I admitted. “No wonder Dredge loved growing up here.”

“He has almost as many stories as Thurtang had,” Quincy noted with a smirk. “Though many of them are not appropriate for a professor to share with a student.”

Quincy refused to tell us any more, so we had to endure the next few hours without any more Beast Mage tales to entertain us. Every so often, we would stop to stretch our legs or make a pit stop, but we kept those short so we could press on for as long as we had daylight.

As the sun set, we made camp for the night in some secluded part of the wilderness. Though the Beast Mages actually got off their mounts, set up a few tents, and built a fire, the rest of us simply hunkered down in our carriage for the night in hopes that we could get a little sleep without interruption.

The next day, most of us woke up to the sound of the Mudcloppers grunting as our carriage jostled back and forth, and we quickly realized that Dredge had decided to hit the road without telling anyone. It took us nearly four hours before we came to a point where the wilderness around us started to shrink, and the massive trees that were such a part of Nubal were replaced with leafy trees that were just a little taller than our carriage.

“This must be the underbrush pass,” I said as branches scraped against the side of the carriage. “No wonder they call it that.”

“It’s not the most convenient passage,” Quincy admitted. “Though it’s almost certainly designed that way so we can avoid detection by any Fire Mage scouts positioned along the border.”

“They can’t patrol the entire border, can they?” Elle gasped. “Isn’t Embrosia really large?”

“They can, and they do,” Demstrol warned. “You think we’re strict, students? Ha! The Fire Mages are militant in ways you couldn’t even imagine.”

“Everyone in Embrosia is required to become a Fire Mage, whether they wish to or not,” Quincy said. “And along with magical indoctrination comes a form of intense combat training and required participation in the Grand Army of Ogontrul the Lightgiver, or the GAOL. During the Great Mage War, the armies of the Fire Mages easily outnumbered the other mage armies, so I wouldn’t be surprised if they did have a scout or a guard posted every several dozen paces along the border to protect it.”

“Well, shit,” I sighed. “How are we possibly going to sneak through Embrosia if they’ve got that many people posted just along the border?”

“Thankfully, Embrosia is a massive land as Ethromelle pointed out,” the Blood Magic Professor continued. “Even with its large population, they only have enough bodies to protect the areas that are deemed important, such as the border or major cities. As long as we stay out in the countryside, particularly the more dangerous and unstable parts, we should be able to pass through without much issue.”

“I don’t like the way you phrased that, professor,” Niv said. “Shouldn’t it be ‘without any issue?’”

“I’m afraid not, Nivaree.” Professor Quincy sighed. “We may now be in the last part of this journey, but this final portion is liable to be the most deadly. I-I wouldn’t be surprised if this carriage is close to empty upon our return to the DA, if it even returns at all.”

“I think you might need a bit of a confidence boost, Randorn,” Bellrouth said slyly. “The Avenging Hand never goes into a battle with the assumption we will be defeated.”

“And how does that work out for you?” Torrance asked.

“Wonderfully,” the purple-skinned Tiefling said without missing a beat. “It means we can fight without any distractions and without wasting energy on the greatest enemy known to all creatures of Etraria… Fear. Tieflings have no fear of death, and the results speak for themselves.”

“I’m not trying to be an alarmist,” Quincy replied as his suddenly cold eyes stared off into the distance, “I’m being realistic. The Dark Mages couldn’t defeat the Fire Mages in full-on war, so to think that twelve of us will be able to survive venturing into their territory by ourselves? That’s simply foolish.”

“We’ve survived way worse odds than this,” I reminded Quincy. “So I kinda like where Bellrouth’s head is at. We’ll march into Embrosia, find the tar pits, and then bring the Phylactery back to the DA before they even know that we’re there.”

“I appreciate your optimism, Mister Damien,” the dark-haired professor sighed. “But I simply can’t, in good conscience, agree with it.”

The carriage fell quiet after that, and for another hour, the only sound was the steady rhythm of the mudcloppers and the scrape of the branches against the metal. But as the trees started to thin, the carriage stopped again, and when we looked out the window, we saw that our escorts had stopped as well.

“This is as far as we can go,” one of the male Beast Mages said. “Once you pass that tree over there, the one whose trunk is half-burnt, you’ll be in Embrosia, and we can no longer guide you.”

“Where do we go from here?” Sister Yelent asked. “Which direction is Candroll?”

“Northeast,” the Beast Mage said with a nod.

“It’s alright,” Genshull said. “I know what the area looks like and the paths you can take to get there.”

“Did you know about this path?” Crimna asked curiously.

“I didn’t,” Genshull admitted. “Though I could’ve taken you through Nubal if you’d needed me to.”

“Don’t give your friend too much trouble,” the Beast Mage chuckled. “Nobody knows about this path other than us, and maybe a handful of Fire Mages who break their own laws and venture into Nubal without permission.”

“Why would they do that?” I asked. “Are they defectors?”

“They want to visit Beast Mage brothels,” the man smirked. “Once you’ve had a Beast Mage woman, it unlocks something primal inside of you, and you can’t go back to other women.”

“Willing to risk their lives for sex,” Torrance chuckled. “They’ve definitely got their priorities straight.”

“To be fair, I doubt they get to have much sex,” I said. “If they’re really that militaristic, they’re probably forbidden from having intercourse or dating each other, since it’d be a distraction.”

“Yet they sneak into Nubal all the same,” Elle noted. “How peculiar.”

“Good luck, friends,” the Beast Mage said with a nod. “We hope to see you again.”

“We hope so, too,” I gulped. “All of us.”

With that the Beast Mages let out a few rhythmic clicks with their mouths, and their avian mounts turned away and began to head back toward the village. At the same time, Dredge whistled shrilly, and the Mudcloppers began to pull us forward.

We moved slowly as we passed across the border, and I looked over at the tree that the Beast Mages had been referring to. It was a shorter tree, like the kind you’d normally see in a desert, and yet it clearly delineated the border between Embrosia and Nubal. As we passed, I saw that the bark on the Embrosian side of the border had been burnt off, and what little bit did remain was charred so black that it looked like it’d turn into dust if you simply touched it. The leaves had all been burnt off as well, and it was clear that this wasn’t some random act of nature, but rather a controlled burn.

One that also served as an ominous warning to those who entered the Fire Mages’ territory.

Though we continued to talk and read and go about our routines as usual, I could feel the anxious energy that radiated through the carriage at the moment. Zarren continuously fiddled with the strap of his eyepatch, which was something he often did when he was nervous. Meanwhile, Nivaree patted her familiar, a spider named Barut, while she hummed a tune. Even Professor Demstrol and Professor Quincy were unusually quiet, though they nervously looked out the windows repeatedly to see if there was any danger outside.

The trees eventually started to become more sparse, until we entered terrain that was more hilly. Rocks in shades of gray, orange, and yellow lined the path and slowly replaced the trees, and plumes of white smoke billowed up from cracks in the ground.

“This isn’t good,” Anise sputtered as she looked out the windows. “There isn’t much in Embrosia in terms of cover where we can hide.”

“You’re right there,” Quincy agreed. “Which is all the more reason for us to be resourceful as we travel through this land. If we’re forced to go near a city, we should do whatever we can to convince them we’re fire mages, because anyone else would probably be arrested.”

Not long after that discussion, I noticed that Professor Dredge had slowed our carriage and that we were now weaving back and forth. When I glanced out the window I could see why, because the landscape was inundated with large rocks that threatened to break our wheels as well as a few small flumes of intense white smoke that billowed up from the volcanic chambers just below the surface.

Yet, despite the unstable ground, the landscape of Embrosia was gorgeous.

The multicolored rocks, paired with the occasional geothermal hot spring filled with pristine blue water, was a sight to behold. Even the trees, many of which had been partially burned, danced in the breeze and gave a flash of color to the landscape. Every now and then, we would pass by a large pile of ash and old wood, which acted as a stern reminder that this area was still fairly active in terms of Fire Mage usage. Then, as we started up over one of the hills, our carriage came to a sudden halt.

“Dredge?” Demstrol called out. “What’s going on out there?”

“Quiet!” Professor Dredge hissed from above. “They’ll hear ya.”

“They?” I asked as my heart fell into my stomach.

The mudcloppers made a soft grunt as they turned to the left and started to pull us back down the hill, and a moment later, we came to a complete stop. We’d barely stopped before Dredge tossed open the carriage door and motioned for us to exit. He also placed his index finger against his lips to let us know to be quiet.

One by one we filed out of the carriage and followed Dredge back up the hill on foot, though once we were almost to the top, the Familiars Professor dropped down onto his hands and knees to crawl the rest of the way. The rest of us followed his lead even though he hadn’t told us to, and when we finally reached the top, I saw exactly what had spooked Dredge so much.

On the other side of the valley, there were dozens of people gathered in a circle. I could tell they were wearing black robes and had fire dancing from their fingertips, but I couldn’t make out any other features from this far away.

What I could make out, though, was the massive, crude effigy built out of sticks, logs, leaves, and mud. It stood at least twenty feet tall and had been crafted into the shape of what I assumed was a demon, since it was bipedal and had all the features of a humanoid. However, it had spikes jutting out from every part of its body, only four fingers on each hand, and a single horn that stuck out from the top of its head. After a couple of minutes of staring, I could see somebody moving around inside of it.

“Oh, God…” I trailed off as realization took hold. “They’re doing a human sacrifice right now.”

“Oh, oh!” Crimna declared as she clapped her hands together. “I wanna watch.”

“I don’t think there’s anything we can do but watch,” Quincy said as he shook his head. “We certainly don’t want to reveal ourselves to our enemies.”

The Fire Mages started to sing in unison, and their baritone voices echoed across the valley and sent chills down my spine. It started off somewhat soft, though within a few seconds, it was so loud I could hear every word clearly. They sang about how happy their god was, how great he was, and how they graciously served him. As their voices grew, I noticed one of the Fire Mages walk up to the bottom of the effigy with both his hands ablaze, and once he reached the edge of the pile of logs, he dropped down to one knee and fired his flames directly onto the right leg of the effigy.

We watched with macabre fascination as the flames traveled up the wooden creature’s leg, while the Fire Mages’ voices became more shrill and wild. Soon, the fire reached the top of the effigy, and we briefly heard the sounds of the person inside as they screamed in agony and then went silent as the flames consumed them. The Fire Mages started to parrot the sacrifice’s screams over and over, and my heart fell into my knees as we watched the effigy burn for several minutes.

“What. The. Fuck?” I sputtered to myself.

“This is what we’re dealing with,” Professor Demstrol warned. “If you thought we Dark Mages were cruel and cold, we’re nothing compared to these people.”

“Well,” Niv sighed. “That explains all the piles of ashes we’ve seen. They’re all effigies that have been burned, probably with a human sacrifice inside.”

“Which also means this territory is more active than we originally thought,” I gulped. “We should go before they decide this hilltop is the perfect place to build another effigy.”

The faux screams of the Fire Mages continued to echo across the landscape as we turned around and headed back toward our carriage. We jumped inside like the fire mages were hot on our tails, and we barely sat down before the mudcloppers were off.

What in the Wicker Man did we just get ourselves into?
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Chapter 7

“That was so cool to see,” Crimna whistled once we were back inside the safety of our carriage. “I’m so used to watching people die from dark magic… I didn’t know you could even commit a human sacrifice with anything other than blood!”

“Come on, now,” Torrance scoffed. “I know you’ve never been a good student, Crimna, but you can’t be that dumb. Of course people can be sacrificed in other ways.”

“There are lots of ways to do a human sacrifice,” Sister Yelent trailed off as she racked her brain and looked at the ceiling. “The Ice Mages place their sacrifices inside of a large metal bucket that’s full of icy water, tied to a stake, and then watch them slowly freeze to death over several hours. Or, if they’re in need of a more expedited process, they simply blow ice cold air into their sacrifice’s lungs until they freeze, then they hit them hard in the chest so the lungs shatter, at which point the sacrifice chokes to death. It all depends on what their gods prefer.”

“Incredible,” Crimna practically moaned.

“Or there’s the way the Beast Mages do it,” Anise continued. “Where they simply place their sacrifices on a spit, tied up and hanging by their arms and legs, and they leave them out in the middle of the wilderness. They then use their magic to call upon some horrible beast and, well… You know what happens next.”

“Chomp!” Crimna giggled and clapped her hands together. “This is so much fun! Why can’t we learn this sorta stuff in our classes?”

“You do,” Professor Demstrol frowned. “When you’re a third year and have proven that you have mastery over the basics.”

“What other types of sacrifices are there, Anise?” Crimna asked like an overexcited fangirl.

“Let’s see,” upperclassman mused. “The Sun Mages have two ways of performing such a ritual. The first is to simply beat their sacrifice halfway to death, break their arms and legs, and then throw them out into the desert, where they’re at the mercy of Solasis. Or, they’ll lock them inside of a large metal coffin, which is then set out in the sun. The metal grows so hot that it will scald the flesh off the person inside, until they eventually succumb to the pain and shock and die.”

“What about Terra Mages?” Torrance asked. “Such weaklings must have an equally weak way of performing a sacrifice.”

“It’s not as unsatisfactory as you’d think,” Sister Yelent replied. “The Terra Mages place their sacrifice inside of a small prison of stone, with a hole in the bottom. Then they close the walls together and crush the person inside, and their blood quite literally oozes out the bottom like they’d just crushed a grapefruit.”

“Maybe I’m just a little paranoid right now,” Zarren admitted. “But why are we getting a school lesson when there’s literally a bunch of Fire Mages right over that hill that will burn us on sight if they catch us.”

“I see Zarren is in need of some confidence, as well,” Bellrouth chuckled. “Even if the Fire Mages find us, their magic is no more harmful to us than any other mages’. They may be powerful, but they’re not going to incinerate us on sight as you seem to think. Any casualties they inflict upon our group will come at a great cost to them. That’s the way of the Avenging Hand.”

“Or we could just avoid all that,” Professor Quincy suggested. “And make sure we’re not discovered by our enemies.”

“As much as I hope that’s true, I know the odds are against us,” I sighed. “I’m not a statistician, but our chances of getting in and out of this country without being discovered is next to zero.”

“You’re not wrong,” Quincy sighed. “We must be prepared to fight, though I’ll continue to pray that Domotraus keeps our enemies at bay.”

The terrain started to become more bumpy and rugged the further we got into Embrosia, and I started to wonder if my poor stomach would ever recover. It got so bad that Edgar eventually started to fly into the air to avoid the jolting, while Roman the raccoon eventually just curled up atop Zarren’s head. Stella, Elle’s bat familiar, kept making annoyed squeaking noises as her upside-down slumber was disturbed by the moving carriage, and Finnick the boar grunted angrily as his fat rolls jiggled with each bump we hit.

When I looked out the window again, I could see that the area was barren of trees or greenery, though there were plenty of large thermal pools around us. A few of them sprayed steaming-hot water up into the air in a geyser, while the rest bubbled and gurgled as steam poured off their surface.

“Alright, everyone,” Professor Dredge’s voice called down. “I’m gonna need ya to stay alert and be ready to help out. This here is the part of Embrosia where the ground’s unstable.”

“He’s right,” Genshull nodded. “The Avenging Hand normally just flies over this territory. We’ve learned not to put any weight on the ground for even a second.”

“And we’re driving a massive carriage filled with twelve people and our animals across it,” I sighed. “What could possibly go wrong here?”

“Nothing, if we’re diligent.” Demstrol said firmly. “Stay alert.”

The speed of our carriage slowed down so the rest of us could watch for any sign of danger. Things were going well until the ground started to shake underneath us.

“Shit!” I gasped. “I think something’s about to blow.”

I looked around for any sign of where the scalding-hot water would come from, though all I could see were the normal bubbling pools and steaming lakes. Then, I noticed that there was a part of the rocky ground that appeared liquified and it was boiling. I thought about using a Necrotic Shield, though I also assumed the force of the eruption would be too powerful to contain. I wasn’t sure if Niv’s Shadow Hand would be able to take the blow, either, and if Crimna used her Blood Portal Spell, the water would still have to come out somewhere else, and I didn’t want to take that risk.

“Torrance?” I gasped as realization came to me. “Open up the window, and when I give the word, use that shockwave spell you know, got it?”

“Using a shockwave on water?” Torrance asked. “I don’t mean to question you, Dark Mage, but are you sure that’ll--”

“We don’t have time for debate,” I warned. “Just do it.”

Torrance gave me a solemn nod and then rushed over to the right window and popped it open. Just then the boiling strip of land to our right started to steam, and I knew we were in for a world of hurt if that actually landed on our carriage.

“It’s a long strip of land,” I explained. “So you’ll have to do it multiple times… I’ll keep recharging your Soul Battery, though, okay?”

“Yes, Dark Mage.” Torrance nodded like a good soldier.

The rumbling continued, and the bubbles at the surface were now the size of coconuts as they popped and hissed. Then, in one sudden motion, a line of water blasted into the air.

“Now!” I commanded Torrance.

My former rival said his incantation as he held out both his hands, and a split second later a jolt of green energy erupted out of his palms and blasted toward the deadly geyser. It struck the side of the water, and there was a hiss as the scalding liquid was pushed in the opposite direction. He sent out two more shockwaves as we passed by, and then I reached into my Soul Battery and transferred some of my power into Torrance. It must have worked, because the sandy-haired mage didn’t miss a beat as he fired off two more shockwaves in rapid succession. I continued to channel my energy into Torrance as he defended our carriage, and it seemed to be working like a charm.

“Goblin’s bollocks!” Nivaree gasped from the other side of the carriage. “I think we’re about to have another eruption.”

Shit. Torrance couldn’t possibly hit two sides at the same time, and I was already draining energy from myself by the second, so I needed a backup plan.

“Demstrol,” I commanded. “Banshee, now! Everyone else, Blood Bombs, and make sure you hit as many bubbling parts of the ground as you can see.”

I continued to funnel energy into Torrance, but I was able to look over my shoulder and watch as the rest of my friends sprang into action. Demstrol began her resurrection incantation while everyone else frantically made small slices in their fingers and hands to draw blood for their spell, and seconds later, they began to hurl sticky Blood Bombs out the other window. Though I couldn’t see the sticky attacks make impact, I could hear the sickly splat they made when they hit the ground. I just about jumped when I heard the sudden scream of a Banshee, though I remained calm as my heart rate returned to normal.

“It’s working, Greg!” Elle gasped. “The Blood Bombs are plugging up the eruptions, and the Banshee’s screams are pushing the rest away.”

“At least it’s clogging them long enough for us to move past them safely,” Professor Quincy added.

“Son of a Purcell’s ballsack!” Dredge gasped from outside. “That one was close.”

“We need to be moving faster,” Bellrouth declared. “Genshull, follow me.”

The two Tiefling ladies moved toward the back of the carriage, where they opened up the window and started to climb out.

“What in the Endless Abyss are you doing?” Sister Yelent gasped.

“Don’t worry about it,” Bellrouth said nonchalantly as she and Genshull climbed out.

A moment after, the entire back end of the carriage was lifted up off the ground, and a quick glance back made me realize what was going on.

The Tieflings had picked up the back end of the carriage and were using the strength of their wings to push us forward faster. We now moved at about double the speed we’d been moving before, and I could see the end of the eruption in sight.

We kept up the chaotic magical assault for several more minutes as our carriage raced forward, until finally the right side of the carriage was clear of any scalding water. Torrance and I both took a step back and let out a sigh of relief before we turned to our friends to make sure they were alright.

Thankfully, they only had another few seconds worth of eruptions to push through before the thermal activity finally subsided, and our carriage slowed down as we took a moment to breathe.

“Holy fuck,” I sighed. “That was too close.”

“I’m afraid such incidents are to be expected in this part of Embrosia,” Professor Quincy said.

“I’m surprised it took this long for us to encounter one,” Genshull said as she and Bellrouth came back inside. “Usually when we pass through this area, we have to dodge a geyser or eruption every few minutes.”

“All the more reason to keep going,” Demstrol said. “We need to find more solid ground as soon as possible.”

So we kept going, which at least allowed our Soul Batteries time to recharge along the way. Torrance had to blast away the occasional eruption, though none of them were anywhere near as large as the ones we’d first encountered.

Then, about an hour and a half later, our carriage came to a sudden stop.

“Ya gotta be jokin’ right now,” Dredge growled.

“Dredge?” Professor Quincy asked as he peeked out the window. “What’s going on out here?”

“We’ve hit the really worst part of this land,” Dredge said with an annoyed tone. “Ya might wanna come out and see this.”

The outline of the carriage door started to glow, and then it opened on its own as the step extended down to the ground. My friends and I exited the vehicle cautiously before we joined Dredge up at the front, right as he jumped down next to us.

“What are we supposed to be looking at?” Zarren asked as he squinted and looked to the distance.

The one-eyed mage went to take a step forward, but Sister Yelent immediately grabbed onto his arm and held him back.

“Don’t take another step,” Anise warned. “Don’t you see the ground?”

“It… it looks like the rest of the ground around here,” Zarren said.

“Look closer, Mister Velroum,” Professor Dredge said as he pointed. “Specifically, watch the cracks in the ground.”

I squinted as I tried to follow Dredge’s advice, though at first, I saw nothing out of the ordinary. Then, after a few seconds, I did a double take when I realized that the cracks on the ground weren’t stationary at all. They wiggled slowly like earthworms after a large rain storm, and I watched as they rearranged themselves before me.

“Why are they moving?” I asked.

“Because this ground ain’t solid,” Dredge said. “Watch.”

The squat professor took a few steps back before he reached down, picked up a rock, and then hurled it gently into the distance. The rock was only about the size of a baseball, so it was easy to track as it flew through the air and then hit the ground about twenty feet from our position.

Much to my surprise, it didn’t land. Instead, it hit the surface of the ground, and there was a loud plop as it disappeared with a small splash of pebbles and a hiss of smoke.

“It’s a hidden spring,” Quincy sighed. “Concealed by a thin layer of dirt that floats on the surface.”

“Can’t we just go around it?” Niv asked.

“Perhaps,” Dredge said with a shrug. “Though I got no idea how wide this spring is. Let me see here…”

Dredge began to pick up rock after rock and hurl it off to the left and then the right at different distances. No matter how far he threw the projectiles, though, they continued to plop and disappear into the boiling-hot water below. It was clear that this thing was way larger than any of us could have imagined.

“This is going to add a lot of extra time to the journey,” Professor Demstrol sighed. “We’ll need to follow the shoreline until we finally get to a spot that’s safe to cross.”

“I don’t think that will work.” Genshull shook her head. “This could go on for several miles, hundreds even, and that’s not even taking into account that it’s probably not a straight line to the end. For all we know, the springs might serpentine back and forth for miles at a time, and if we follow it, we’d just be going right back where we came from.”

“What other option do we have?” Professor Quincy sighed. “It’s not like you and Bellrouth can pick up the whole carriage and fly us over it.”

“No, probably not.” Bellrouth shook her head at the idea, though she looked just as frustrated as the rest of us.

“We could try to ford it?” I suggested as I thought back to my childhood games of Oregon Trail.

“That ain’t gonna work, either.” Professor Dredge shook his head. “That water’s scaldin’ hot… So hot that it can melt solid rock. How do ya think a metal carriage is gonna do floating in it? And my mudcloppers wouldn’t do so well, either.”

Dredge was right. If we placed our carriage directly into the hot springs, it’d basically act like a giant crucible furnace, and our vehicle would melt away in a matter of minutes. Even if the water didn’t necessarily melt the carriage, it’d make it so hot that anyone inside would be cooked alive.

“There’s got to be another way,” I sighed.

“I say we just turn around and try to find a stretch of land that’s solid,” Crimna suggested. “It might take forever, but at least it’d be safer.”

“Remember where we are, though,” Elle said with a frown. “There are Fire Mage scouts all over Embrosia, and if we start to wander around aimlessly, we’re more likely to encounter them. ”

“Can we figure out how big the springs are in that direction?” I asked as I pointed in the direction we’d been headed. “If it’s short enough, we could do some kind of temporary spell to close the gap and get us over. Like maybe a blood portal?”

“I can’t make one big enough for the entire carriage,” Crimna replied.

“What about your Shadow Hand?” I asked Nivaree. “Could you pick us up and carry us? Or even better yet, could you throw us across?”

“That’d be pretty risky,” Nivaree said. “If I don’t throw us far enough, we’re dead. Even if I do throw us far enough, the impact would probably kill us.”

“It’d also completely remove any semblance of stealth,” Torrance scoffed. “I think every Fire Mage within five miles would see a giant black carriage flying through the air.”

“Wait…” I trailed off as an idea began to formulate in my head. “Remember how we got to the island? When Demstrol and I used our minions as flotation devices?”

“You think that could work again?” Elle asked.

“Even your minions aren’t going to be strong enough to withstand the temperatures of the water,” Sister Yelent said. “They’ll melt away in minutes.”

“What if we’re out of the scalding water in a matter of minutes?” I suggested.

“What are you getting at, Mister Damien?” Professor Quincy asked.

“Demstrol and I used our powers to build a boat,” I explained. “I can create a Necrotic Shield beneath our carriage, and then Demstrol can resurrect a bunch of minions underneath us. Then, she’ll use the Bursting Corpse spell to keep us moving forward so we don’t spend that much time in the water.”

“I mean this with all due respect, Greg…” Demstrol trailed off. “But that is insane.”

“So insane that it just might work!” Dredge declared. “Nivaree? Why don’t ya use a Shadow Hand and see how far out we gotta go?”

Niv gave our professor a nod and began the incantation to call forth her Shadow Hand. She then stretched it out and slowly began to lower it down underneath the liquid surface, which hissed as the hand disappeared beneath it. Nivaree then started to whisper to herself silently as she moved the hand forward through the scorching lake water.

“This is going to take a lot of Soul Battery to accomplish, Gregory,” Professor Demstrol warned. “If it even works in the first place.”

“It’ll work,” I reassured her. “If you’re worried about the Necrotic Shield’s barrier, I plan to recast it every minute or two to repair anything that gets damaged along the way, so I’ll have to siphon some energy from my classmates to make it work.”

Demstrol didn’t look very convinced, though she also probably realized that we didn’t have any better options.

“I hit solid ground!” Nivaree’s voice cut through our thoughts. “I found the end of the hot springs!”

When I looked back toward the beautiful silver-haired woman I could see that her Shadow Hand was about a thousand feet away. It was definitely a makeable distance with my idea as long as our barriers and carriage held together along the way.

“What do you think, Dark Mage?” Zarren asked. “Do we risk it?”

“I think we have to,” I said. “That’s less than half a mile away, so I think if we do this right, we’ll be able to close the gap in a few minutes.”

“It’ll only take a few minutes for everything to melt,” Quincy noted. “Though it’s worth a try.”

“Cheer up,” Bellrouth said in a somewhat joking tone. “If the carriage goes down, Genshull and I can always carry you to safety. It would only be one or two at a time, though, so we might have to figure out who takes priority if things go wrong and we have to escape.”

“That’s a terrible thought!” Elle gasped.

“I’m just trying to be proactive.” Bellrouth shrugged and shared a quick smile with her fellow Tiefling.

“Obviously, Damien and I will be the first ones,” Torrance boasted. “Since we’re the most powerful, after all.”

“In your dreams, Mister Othrope,” Domtral said with an uncharacteristic guffaw. “Besides, we won’t need to evacuate, and if we do, I’m sure we can figure out something much better than the Tieflings taking two at a time.”

“There’s no way you’d be in the first group,” Crimna prodded. “Can you say dead last?”

“I made it further than you in the--” Torrance began, but the orange-and-black-haired woman cut him off with a mocking blubber.

“You’re still using that example?” Crimna rolled her eyes. “That was months ago, and my power levels and experience have grown exponentially since then.”

“So have mine,” Torrance scoffed.

“Guys,” I said. “Enough of the bickering. Everybody get on top of the carriage, aside from Genshull and Bellrouth. If you’re willing, you two can fly just above the carriage, so we have less weight to push across the water.”

The two Tieflings nodded as they spread their wings, and a moment later, they hovered a few feet into the air while they waited for the rest of us to begin our trip across. When Demstrol nodded, we climbed onto the roof, which was a tight squeeze with all of us on top of it.

“I’d recommend tethering yourself,” I warned. “The last thing we need is to hit a rock and have somebody go flying off.”

“Your no fun,” Crimna chided, though she and Professor Quincy quickly created blood tendrils that they wrapped through one window and out the other side.

Nivaree used a Shadow Hand to grab onto the roof, while Professor Dredge held the reins of the carriage tightly. When I gave him a hard stare, he pulled out his bone dagger and raised it a few inches above his thigh. For a moment, I thought he was going to stab himself, but he jabbed the blade through the fabric of his pants and pinned himself to his seat. I wasn’t sure that would do much good if we hit any turbulence, but he turned away from me before I could say anything.

Torrance, meanwhile, cast a strange and macabre spell I’d never heard of before, which caused his two lower ribs to slither out from beneath his skin and then elongate like a pair of spider’s legs. The sandy-haired mage grimaced as a bit of his own blood stained the sides of his shirt and the bony legs moved down and placed their tips against the carriage roof. I watched as the leg tips jammed themselves into the small openings of the carriage’s design, and Torrance gave them a slight tug to make sure they were actually secure. As for Anise, she clung onto the back of Crimna like a baby koala bear, much to the amusement of the Blood Mage.

As much as I wanted to tether myself as well, I knew I was going to need to conserve as much of my Soul Battery as possible to ensure my Necrotic Shield would make it to the other side of the boiling pool. Demstrol must have felt the exact same way, because she didn’t tie herself down, either.

“Are you ready, Gregory?” the frizzy-haired professor asked.

“As ready as I’ll ever be.” I replied and looked at my friends. “I’m going to create the shield underneath us first, and then we’ll need a little push to get onto the water… Once that’s done, Professor Demstrol will start with the Bursting Corpses.”

I really, really hoped this worked as well in real life as it did in my head.

I held out my hands to both sides and began the incantation for the Necrotic Shield. I felt a surge of power deep in my chest as the sound of cracking bones began to ring out across the landscape, and when I glanced over the side of the roof, I saw a raft made of bones appear underneath the carriage and the mudcloppers.

“We’ll get you into the water,” Bellrouth said. “Come, Genshull.”

The two Tieflings zipped behind our carriage, grabbed onto the back, and heaved with all their might. I heard their strained grunts as they pushed, alongside the sounds of bone scraping against stone as we moved forward ever so slightly.

“Be ready, Professor,” I said to Demstrol. “We’re about to go headfirst into this thing.”

Demstrol nodded and said a quick incantation, and moments later, dozens of Reaplins began to sprout out of the ground behind us. She then switched over to a different curse, which I recognized as the Bursting Corpse Spell, and commanded her zombie goblins to follow right behind our position.

Finally, I heard a sizzling sound and saw that the front of the makeshift raft was smoking from the sheer heat of the liquid. A small jolt of pain went through my chest as part of my barrier was damaged, though I immediately repeated the spell and tried to repair it as quickly as it was melting away. A second later, the ground seemed to give out from underneath us, and we were completely on top of the pool.

“Now!” I ordered.

There was a loud, sickly popping noise as the Reaplins began to explode in rapid succession, and sure enough, the carriage was shoved forward by several miniature shockwaves.

“It’s working!” Elle squealed. “Keep going!”

I glanced down at my chest and saw that my Soul Battery was about halfway drained already, though we still had quite a ways to go. The raft was now smoking and sizzling around all its edges, so I repeated the incantation as I tried to keep us afloat.

Meanwhile, Professor Demstrol summoned up several more Reaplins out of seemingly thin air, cursed them with Bursting Corpse, and then ordered them to jump off the back and into the water. One by one, they obeyed their master and plummeted down into the deadly liquid, where they landed with a plop and began to shriek in pain.

Thankfully their agony was cut short as they exploded into a splatter of gore a split second later. The new round of shockwaves increased our momentum and sent us forward even further, but the sudden motion also caused us to wobble, which caused several small splashes of the scalding liquid to splash onto the carriage. It sizzled as it hit the metal, and when it finally evaporated, there were clearly bits of the finish that had been completely burned off.

“Shit,” I growled as I looked down at my Soul Battery. “I’m almost out. Anyone willing to lend me some energy?”

“I’m not using mine,” Elle noted. “Go ahead and drain away.”

I reached out through the blood connection Ethromelle and I had as Dark Mage and subordinate, and soon, I felt a surge of power in my chest as the purple energy began to refill. Thank goodness it did, because the edges of the Necrotic Shield were now starting to melt away and the raft was becoming smaller by the second.

I repeated my incantation as Demstrol sent more Reaplins to their untimely demise, and we lurched forward again. I continued to cast the spell as I siphoned more Soul Battery energy from Zarren once Elle’s battery had drained again.

My heart pounded in my chest as I struggled to keep the raft afloat and shockwaves rocked our safety net. I was starting to worry that maybe we’d miscalculated the distance because it felt like we should’ve reached the other side already.

Of course, that might’ve just been wishful thinking on my part because the heat from the boiling pools made the air muggy and heavy. Sweat poured down my face, and every breath that I inhaled felt like I was breathing sulfur. I wasn’t sure how much more of this I could take, and I could see that the others looked worried as well.

Then, we hit something solid, and everybody was almost tossed off their feet. All movement stopped, and when the next Reaplin exploded we only moved forward a few inches.

“We’ve run aground!” Professor Dredge declared, then he whipped the reins. “Go, ya mangy beasts! Pull!”

Bellrouth and Genshul both flew around to the back of our carriage and began to push with all their might as the Mudcloppers started to rush forward, and when the beasts stepped off the Necrotic Shield, their feet touched solid ground. Our carriage immediately rolled forward and off of the raft, and Professor Dredge whistled to bring the Mudcloppers to a halt.

Our vehicle rolled to a stop as we deactivated our respective spells, and a huge sigh of relief washed over us like a tsunami wave. Several of us collapsed onto our asses, while others bent over and tried to catch their breath.

“Dark Mage,” Elle gulped. “Do I dare ask what you planned to do if you ran out of energy after draining Zarren?”

“I would’ve had to drain somebody who was actively using their magic,” I said. “And hope that we’d reach the end of the line before they ran out completely, too.”

“That’s irrelevant,” Professor Demstrol said. “We made it across, and none of us were hurt in the process.”

“All because of Greg’s brilliant idea,” Nivaree said with a smile. “As always.”

“I just hope we don’t have to cross too many more of those,” I sighed.

“If we do,” Professor Dredge chuckled. “At least we know how ta’ get across it now!”

Sure enough, we hit another area of liquid rock about two hours later into the trip, and we had to repeat our previous fording experience. Thankfully, we’d already had a bit of practice, so we were able to get across more quickly and before we’d seriously drained our batteries.

That was the last of the boiling water, though, and we had an easy run for another three hours after that. The landscape started to return to the hilly terrain near the border, and as the sun began to set, we decided it was time to make camp for the night.

We pulled our carriage into the thickest cluster of trees we could find, though in this part of Etraria our options were limited. However, we came to a stop under the cover of the night, which was when Nivaree then used her Shadow Movement Spell to make us invisible to the naked eye of anyone passing by. She then used a Soul Battery Ceasing Curse to hold the spell in place for the rest of the night, and we started to settle in for the evening.

It was decided that we would take turns keeping guard, since we had no idea where any of the Fire Mage scouts might turn up. Professor Dredge took the first guard, then Quincy would take the second, Demstrol the third, and Bellrouth the fourth. The rest of us got as comfortable as we could in a carriage filled with twelve travelers and almost as many small animals, but we were so exhausted from the craziness of the day that it wasn’t long before we began to drift off to sleep. My eyes grew heavy for several minutes before they finally closed, and I passed out cold.

That is, until I heard Professor Quincy shaking everyone awake.

“Students, peers…” he hissed loudly. “We’re not alone in these woods.”

“W-what are you talking about?” Zarren asked through a yawn as he sat up and rubbed his eye.

“I mean, there are other mages in the forest right now,” the Blood Magic Professor explained. “Close to us.”

“Have they seen us yet?” I gulped.

“I… I do not know,” he admitted. “But they’re headed in our direction.”

Son of a bitch. I had hoped we could avoid the Fire Mages altogether on this little excursion, but now it was looking like they might have found us first.
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Chapter 8

“What are we dealing with, Professor?” I asked. “Did the Fire Mages find us?”

“I don’t believe so.” Quincy shook his head. “From what I can see, they’re traveling on foot, under the cover of darkness.”

“The Fire Mages wouldn’t do that in their own homeland,” Sister Yelent noted. “If anything, they’d be walking around singing that eerie song they were singing earlier and brandishing a flame so bright it’d light up half an acre of land.”

“Then who are they?” I pondered aloud. “Changeling Mages?”

“They were presenting themselves as regular humans,” Quincy explained. “Changeling Mages would at least attempt to disguise themselves…”

“Could it be the Beast Mages, coming to our aid?” Nivaree suggested. “Maybe they changed their mind about helping out?”

“Perhaps,” Quincy sighed. “They’re traveling along the same backdoor pathway that the Beast Mages first introduced us to, after all. But until we’re sure, we should remain in the shadows.”

We huddled together in the carriage and waited for the approaching strangers to get closer. It wasn’t long before we saw a group of fifteen men come over a nearby hill. They wore clothes that were fairly flamboyant for Etraria, with large shoulder pads under their shirts that made their figures look wider than normal and silver jewelry that sparkled underneath the moonlight. They were all bald and had a silver crescent moon tattooed onto their heads with the points wrapping around to their temples. Some of them were wearing more traditional clothing, while I counted four of them who wore a silver robe.

“Lunar Mages?” Professor Dredge said with a perplexed tone.

“What in the Endless Abyss are Lunar Mages doing in Embrosia?” Professor Domtral scoffed. “We’re a long way from Ornacopia.”

“I-I don’t know,” Quincy stuttered.

“Should we be worried?” I whispered. “I mean, can we even trust these guys?”

“They’ve been our historical ally,” Quincy said. “Though that seems to mean less and less these days.”

“Maybe it’d be best to just stay hidden and quiet, then,” Niv suggested. “As long as we don’t move and there’s no light shining on our carriage, the Shadow Movement spell will do its job and we’ll remain shrouded in darkness.”

“I’m afraid not, Nivaree,” Demstrol sighed. “The Lunar Mages are able to see in the darkness as though it is daylight. Their eyes pick up the light from the moon the same way we process the light from the sun. Shadow Movement will not work on their kind.”

“Well, fuck,” I growled. “What do we do now? Do we go on the offensive, or just hope that they haven’t turned on us?”

“They’ve been our allies for centuries,” Quincy reiterated. “It’s peculiar that they’re here in Embrosia, though I’m sure they have a good reason. There’s no point in trying to hide… Just be on guard in case this is a ruse.”

Almost right on cue, the approaching Lunar Mages seemed to freeze in their tracks, and I knew they had seen our carriage clear as day. At first, most of them took an offensive position, and my blood ran cold as I started to think of which spell I should use to defend ourselves. However, one of the Lunar Mages held his arm out toward his peers, and their body language relaxed immediately as the leader started to creep forward with his hands raised in submission.

“We mean you no harm,” the man said in a low, somewhat airy voice. “We simply did not expect you to be here, Dark Mages.”

“What do we do, Greg?” Elle asked as she looked at me with a hint of fear in her eyes.

“Wait, Nurmas,” another Lunar Mage warned. “What if it’s a trap?”

“How would anyone get a Dark Mage’s carriage all the way out here?” the second man asked. “Other than the Dark Mages themselves?”

“Why would Dark Mages be in Embrosia?” Nurmas scoffed. “The Fire Mages despise them, and after the incident with the Terra Mages, they would surely incinerate them on sight.”

“I say we just destroy it from afar,” another Lunar Mage declared. “It’s shrouded by a magical darkness… Sounds like a perfect trap for us.”

“Damn these Fire Mages,” another man growled. “They’re too thorny for their own good.”

“I’m going out,” Professor Quincy declared. “We can’t risk our carriage being compromised if we wish to finish this journey.”

“What if they attack you?” Zarren gulped.

“They’re going to attack us if we do nothing,” Demstrol noted. “At least this way we can try to ascertain their motives.”

“Be ready,” Quincy warned. “If I give the word, come out and unleash the full power of Domotraus upon these mages.”

Professor Quincy took a deep breath, then he walked over to the door and stood there as it lit up and started to open on its own. We all watched with tense anticipation as Quincy stepped out of the carriage, which caused the Lunar Mages to recoil in shock.

“Don’t attack,” Professor Quincy announced with his hands up. “We mean you no harm, either.”

“Who are you?” Nurmas demanded. “Why are you in Embrosia?”

“I think I could ask you the same question,” Quincy retorted without missing a beat. “But if you must know, my name is Randorn Quincy, and I am a professor at the Domotraus Academy.”

“A professor all the way out here?” Nurmas scoffed as he rubbed his brown, stubbled chin. “You know what the Fire Mages will do to you if they find you in their territory, correct?”

“I do.” Quincy nodded. “Though I doubt they’d be much kinder to Lunar Mages, either, given the history they have with your people. Why are you here?”

“That’s need to know information,” the Lunar Mage said and shook his head. “And you don’t need to know.”

“You’re going to tell me,” Quincy warned. “And once you’ve shown me that I can trust you, I will reciprocate with information of my own.”

“We mean you no harm, Dark Mage,” Nurmas said as his eyes narrowed. “But understand that you are outnumbered, and even with your great power, you’re in no position to be making demands.”

“Am I outnumbered?” Quincy asked rhetorically, then he raised his hand and let out a whistle.

“I think that’s the signal,” I chuckled. “Come on!”

I ran out of the carriage with the rest of our team following close behind, and the faces of the Lunar Mages seemed to fall when they saw us exiting the vehicle. We went over and stood by Professor Quincy’s side, and we were at the ready even though I still hoped we could resolve this peacefully.

“A whole team of Dark Mages?” Nurmas gasped. “And Tieflings? This is intriguing, indeed…”

“Let’s just cut to the chase here,” I growled. “Are we gonna have to throw down, or what?”

“I… I do not understand.” The Lunar Mage leader frowned.

“Is there a need to fight, or are we good?” I said.

“That depends, Dark Mage,” Nurmas said. “What is your business in Embrosia?”

“You first,” Crimna warned. “And if you’re not going to give us a straight answer, I’m going to start ripping out tongues, since they’re so useless anyway.”

The Lunar Mages were tense and at the ready, but we weren’t backing down. I still wasn’t sure if they could be trusted, and our mission was so important that I was fully prepared to kill them without question if they didn’t cooperate. I didn’t know much about their power sets or what types of spells they would use against us, but we had them outnumbered, and Dark Magic was superior to every type other than Fire, so they were fucked if shit actually went down.

They must have taken the hint, because Nurmas finally held up his left hand, and the other Lunar Mages took a step back.

“There is no need for bloodshed,” Nurmas said in an annoyed tone. “Since you’re so determined to know about our business in Embrosia, I will tell you. We’re here under orders of King Unnal himself, to meet with the Fire Mage emissaries.”

“You’re meeting with the Fire Mages?” Torrance growled. “You’re going to betray your allegiance to us, aren’t you?”

“We’re here to discuss trade with the Fire Mages.” The Lunar Mage leader frowned at the suggestion that they would betray us. “The last time we checked, boy, the Great Mage War was over, and the mage kingdoms of Etraria were free to do business as they see fit, with whomever they wish.”

Something wasn’t sitting right with me. Everything Nurmas was saying made sense logically, but I was getting some strange vibes from the group.

“That’s true,” I said. “But if it’s just a trade deal, why are you traveling on a secret path in the middle of the night?”

“Quincy, is it?” Nurmas scoffed and pointed at me with his thumb. “You brought young, naive students with you?”

“Watch it, dude,” I warned.

“We travel at night because our powers are at their height during that time,” the brown-haired man explained in a bored voice. “I would have thought that would be common knowledge for some of Revarian’s best, but apparently not.”

This guy really was starting to piss me off with his dismissive tone, and I was starting to consider just ending him right there and then. Still, I kept my cool and tried to press him further.

“That only answered half the question,” I reminded him.

“This is hardly a secret path,” Nurmas sighed. “We were made aware of this pathway by the Beast Mages long, long ago. They’re our allies too, if I must remind you.”

“Please don’t speak to our students so dismissively,” Professor Demstrol warned.

“He’s the one throwing around baseless accusations,” Nurmas huffed. “Now, we’ve answered your questions… You need to answer ours. What’s a group of Dark Mages doing in the territory of their mortal enemies, hiding in a carriage shrouded in magical camouflage?”

I still didn’t trust these guys, so I slightly turned away and began to whisper the incantation for the Dark Perception spell. I figured that if they were going to keep withholding information, I was going to use dark magic to gain more insights.

The Dark Perception spell required me to tap into my more animalistic side so the dark entities could temporarily take over, so I began to think back to my nighttime with Nivaree and all the primal ways I’d made love to her in the past and how bad I wanted to fuck her in the future. I continued whispering the spell as I concentrated on my thoughts, and after only a couple of times through the spell, I felt the dangerous pull from the dark entities.

For a split second, I thought about just saying fuck it and summoning a bunch fo minions to slaughter these Lunar Mages. However, I knew that was just the dark entities enticing me, and if I succumbed to my desires, they would be in complete control forever. I fought through the temptation, and soon I began to hear every little thing in the environment around us. I heard the sound of insects trilling in the distance and the steam coming off of far-away hot springs, though there was one sound in particular that I wanted to focus on.

The heartbeat of the Lunar Mages.

“We’re here under orders of our own leader,” Professor Quincy noted. “Though I will admit, our intentions are to remain hidden, since we know the Fire Mages will show no mercy to our kind.”

“Orders from Revarian himself?” Nurmas asked, and I heard a sudden uptick in his heartbeat. “What business does he have in Embrosia?”

The mere mention of Revarian’s name caused Nurmas’ heart to beat like a war drum, and I was now noticing that all the other Lunar Mages seemed to have racing pulses as well.

Something was definitely up.

“We’re on a quest,” Quincy continued. “I’m afraid this is all I can tell you.”

“Nonsense,” one of the Lunar Mages scoffed. “We told you why we were here.”

“Not specifically,” Torrance argued. “Trade is a pretty vague answer if you ask me.”

As the other mages bickered back and forth, I slunk over behind Zarren and then leaned over his shoulder. I tried to be as subtle as possible, so I kept my eyes facing front and my body language tense, and I even tried to move my lips minimally as I spoke.

“I need you to cast an Unlucky Curse on the Lunar Mages,” I whispered. “Don’t make it obvious, though.”

“Got it.” Zarren answered.

I heard the faint sound of Zarren’s voice as he began the incantation, so I stepped in front of him to block him from the Lunar Mages’ eyes. Thanks to my Dark Perception spell, I could hear that their heartbeats were now racing like mad, while one of them even appeared to be nervously tapping his foot against the ground.

“Shall I continue to bore you with the details?” Nurmas grumbled. “Or is what I’ve said satisfactory to your desires?”

“It was boring, alright,” Torrance scoffed.

I’d missed what the Lunar Mages had said while I was talking to Zarren, but I wasn’t about to ask them to repeat their words.

“Then it’s looking more and more like this is just a strange twist of fate,” Dredge said happily. “As long as you ain’t gonna tell the Fire Mages we’re here, ya can just go on yer merry way and leave us to it, eh?”

“That depends.” Nurmas asked as his eyes narrowed. “Is your mission going to impede our potential trade? Because we must put the interests of our kingdom first, obviously.”

Now that they were close, I could see that all of the Lunar Mages had the same reflective, deer-in-headlight-type eyes that Dredge himself had, which is what I assumed let them see in the dark.

“Not in the slightest,” Quincy said. “If all goes as planned, we’ll be out of Embrosia before the Fire Mages even know we’re here.”

“Good,” Nurmas said. “Then perhaps we should be on our way.”

“There’s still one question I’m curious about,” I interjected. “Why did your king send you, specifically? And why such a large group? Wouldn’t you only need one or two representatives to make such a deal?”

“You must be a first-year student,” Nurmas said with a roll of his eyes. “The dangers of Etraria are many, and it’s wise not to travel alone. Now, if you’ll excuse us, we must be getting on. Rasnush is still quite a ways from here, and we wish to get there in a timely manner.”

“You mean Pandurrl,” Sister Yelent said with a stern tone.

“We’re going to the capital,” Nurmas said. “Naturally, that is where treaties are made.”

“No, it’s not…” Anise said in a puzzled voice and then trailed off as she looked at Demstrol for a moment. “Rasnush is the capital of Embrosia, but there’s nothing there but the Grand Infurni’s palace. All official business happens in Pandurrl, where the only ports are.”

“Perhaps I misspoke,” Nurmas sighed dismissively. “We’re going to Rasnush to make this trade deal happen, but obviously the final documents will be signed in Pandurrl. Anyway, we want to be there by the sunrise in two day’s time, so-”

“Then you’re going the wrong way,” Genshull spoke up. “This path cuts through the western half of Embrosia, but Rasnush is in the far northeast.”

There was a lull in the conversation as the Lunar Mages fell silent, and I could hear their pulses beating like snare drums.

They were lying, and Zarren’s unlucky curse had caused them to slip up. Now we’d caught them in a blatant lie, and the only question was who would act first.

Suddenly, one of the Lunar Mages in the back of the group dashed forward with wild eyes and a silver, glowing hand.

“Ilnori vashkal!” he screamed as he thrust his hand forward.

A powerful beam of light shot down from the moon itself and rocketed toward Bellrouth from above. I caught it out of the corner of my eye before anyone else could, so I tossed up my hand and created a Necrotic Shield above her head by bringing a wall of bones out of the ground and then pulling it over her body. The moonbeam struck the shield and sent several shards of bone flying in all directions, but the split second of protection gave Bellrouth enough time to roll forward and out of the way before it came crashing through the barrier.

In one seamless motion, Bellrouth rolled forward, jumped to her feet, and pulled her war hammer off her back as she stood up. The Tiefling woman then proceeded to slam the flat end of her war hammer into the side of the attacking Lunar Mage, and there was a sickly crack as his entire body seemed to bend over the shape of the hammer for a moment. The Lunar Mage yowled in pain as Bellrouth drew a small dagger from her boot and slashed it across his throat. The Lunar Mage’s blood splashed onto the ground as his life began to gurgle out of him, and he collapsed to the ground.

The Lunar Mages seemed to be in shock at the series of events that had just gone down, though their inaction was only for a moment.

“Kill them!” Nurmas declared.

The Lunar Mages immediately took off in all directions so that they wouldn’t be sitting ducks, and my friends did the same. A few more moonbeams rained down from the sky, one of which just barely missed Elle as I dragged her away by the hand and we took off running.

“Do you have anything in that satchel of yours that might help?” I asked the Dark Divination specialist. “Or is this gonna be more of a you- meditate-while-I-protect sort of situation?”

“Saiqurr the Shrouded,” Elle said without hesitation. “An entity made of darkness so deep, nothing can be seen when placed next to him. Their moonlight magic will be useless.”

“Die, spawn of Domotraus!” a Lunar Mage screamed from behind us.

This time, though, we weren’t attacked by a moonbeam. Instead, when I looked over my shoulder, I saw the man open his hands in opposite directions, and hundreds of glowing white moths appeared out of thin air. They made a dreadful humming noise as they flew toward us, and I really didn’t want to know what would happen if they actually touched us.

Another Lunar Mage moved his finger as though he was drawing on a whiteboard, and as he did so, a silver line followed his gestures and hung in the air. He finished his symbol before he thrust his hand forward, and the entire freaking thing shot toward us like a streak of lightning.

We were still running, but I resurrected two simple Zombies and put them directly into the path of the incoming attacks. The first one was hit by the floating symbol, which wrapped around the minion like a bear trap and knocked it to the ground. There was a squelching sound as the trap squeezed tighter, and then my zombie exploded into a spray of guts and gore.

The second Zombie took a few steps toward the incoming moths,which then promptly swarmed him. The intense white light pulsated as the moths surrounded his body, and I felt a jolt of pain in my chest as several pained grunts erupted from my minion. The magical moths continued forward, and when they moved away from my zombie, all that was left was a pile of ash.

I was going to need to defend Elle while she prayed to the dark entity she wished to possess her body, though I wasn’t sure how long I could hold the Lunar Mages off. It was currently only two against one, but I knew nothing of their magic or their combat abilities, so I had no way to preempt any of their attacks.

This was going to have to be a battle where I adapted on the fly.

“Go, Elle,” I commanded the blonde woman as I let go of her hand. “Find some cover, and I’ll draw their attention away while you do whatever you gotta do.”

Elle didn’t hesitate, and she didn’t even look back as she ran deeper into the wilderness. Meanwhile, I spun around and saw that the horde of moths was getting closer by the second and that another flying symbol was headed my way.

I resurrected a skeleton to act as a shield to the symbol, which promptly wrapped around the bones and then smashed them into oblivion. I wasn’t sure exactly how I could counter the moths, but I wasn’t about to let myself suffer a literal death by a thousand cuts.

Another moonbeam shot down from above, and I leaped out of the way seconds before it cratered the ground where I’d just been standing. The second I landed, I resurrected a small horde of Reaplins and commanded them to attack the moths, though I wasn’t sure how much good that would do.

The twelve undead goblins cackled as they charged toward the moths, then they leaped into the air and bared their teeth and claws as they prepared to squish and tear. Try as they might to claw and bite at the moths, however, nothing seemed to work. Instead the Reaplins just let out a screech of agony as they were devoured, and my heart fell into my knees.

This seemed like it was a fairly unblockable attack, so the only way I was gonna survive was to kill the guy casting it before they reached me. Unfortunately, he was several hundred feet away from me at the current moment, and I didn’t really have any long-distance attacks.

Then it hit me. I didn’t need that.

I stopped in my tracks and prepared to say the Bloodlust Retaliation Curse. If I timed it right, the pain and damage that was intended for me would go right back onto the motherfucker who had originally cast the spell, which would do my dirty work without me even having to lift a finger.

The moths came closer and closer as I watched the second mage start to draw another symbol, and I realized that if I played my cards correctly, I might be able to take them both out at the same time.

If not, though, I would literally have the life squeezed out of me.

I held my breath as I watched both deadly spells head my way, and then I started the incantation a split second before they were upon me.

“Ethrmolium crotrozuul zinnar!” I cried out.

The magic symbol snapped around me, and I felt all of the air leave my lungs as it pushed my arms down to my sides and knocked me off my feet. I repeated the spell in a raspy voice as it squeezed me tighter and the moths descended around me.

I grimaced as the bear trap of a spell clasped me even harder, and I felt a jolt of pure pain shoot through my ribcage. Moments later, I felt hundreds of tiny, stinging sensations all over my body as the moths attacked.

“Ethrmolium crotrozuul zinnar!” I yelled in pain once more.

Then, the pain subsided, and the screaming of my enemies began.

I heard one of the Lunar Mages let out a squeal like an injured pig, followed by the sound of bones crunching. After a split second, the man’s screams became garbled and wet, almost as though his head had been submerged in a bowl of jello.

At the same time, the second Lunar Mage shrieked bloody murder. I sat up and watched with smug satisfaction as the second mage twirled and swatted at his flesh and the invisible pinpricks of pain that were hitting him all over his body. Welts began to appear all over his arms and face as he continued to swat and scratch, and within seconds, they became bloody. The man suddenly went into shock, and he collapsed to the ground as the life started to twitch out of his body and blood pooled around him.

The other poor bastard was already dead, and his body was crumpled up like an old aluminum can. His sides were squished into his torso where the magical symbol had grabbed him, his arms were bent at awkward angles, and his ribs poked out through his chest. His head had been squished so far into his torso that I couldn’t even see his neck anymore.

With my two attackers dealt with, I took a minute to survey the battlefield and see how my friends were faring, and unsurprisingly, they were kicking ass.

Genshull and Bellrouth had already taken down two Lunar Mages. One of them had their head smashed open like an overripe watermelon, while the other’s torso was cut in half diagonally and had their guts splattered all over the ground. Genshull held her sword over her head right as a moonbeam came down, and the magic-resistant metal just absorbed the attack as though it was nothing. At the same time, Bellrouth leaped forward, used her wings to close the gap between herself and her opponent, and stabbed the pointed end of her war hammer into the Lunar Mage’s chest.

Nivaree, meanwhile, used her Shadow Hand spell to swat away incoming glowing moths, though they weren’t disappearing when they were hit. Just then, small tendrils of smoke billowed into the Lunar Mage’s nostrils from behind, and his eyes widened as every bone in his body seemed to melt away. The second the man collapsed into a puddle of flesh, Zarren sprang upon him and stabbed him repeatedly with a dagger, and blood splurted out onto the one-eyed mage’s clothes as he finished his enemy off.

Quincy and Demstrol were side by side as they blocked, parried, and dodged incoming attacks from the Lunar Mages, though they’d already killed one of the bastards. I couldn’t tell how, exactly, though the dead mage was missing both his arms and looked like he’d bled out.

I watched as another Lunar Mage drew a silver symbol in the air before him and then sent it toward Demstrol’s Ghoul, though this one was different from the one I’d faced. Instead of binding the minion, the symbol turned itself parallel to the ground and began to spin rapidly like a ninja star. It sliced clean through the Ghoul, who wailed in agony as a massive hole appeared in his chest, then the creature disappeared into a puff of smoke.

Just then, Professor Quincy used a tendril of blood to snatch the symbol out of the air, though he held onto it in a way that it continued to spin. Without any warning a blood portal appeared beneath the Lunar Mage’s feet, and gravity pulled him downward into the magical gateway. A second portal appeared directly above the spinning symbol, and the Lunar Mage didn’t even have a chance to react before he landed crotch-first on his own attack.

The Lunar Mage screamed like a Banshee as blood sprayed everywhere and gravity continued to pull him downward, and it was like watching a log get split on a buzzsaw. The man was cut in half from the bottom up, then his two halves splatted onto either side as the magical sawblade vanished.

Dredge, meanwhile, cackled wildly as he dodged attack after attack. He was only engaged with one Lunar Mage, and the look of pure glee on my professor’s face told me he was toying with his prey. All Dredge had on him was his dagger made of bone, and he was inching closer and closer to his opponent by the second.

The remaining Lunar Mages had surrounded Crimna, Torrance, and Anise and were throwing everything but the kitchen sink their way. My friends were somehow still standing as they blocked attack after attack with a combination of Necrotic Shields, Blood Tendrils, and birds to act as living shields.

“Elle?” I called into the forest. “How much longer do you need?”

The sandy-haired blonde woman came stumbling out from behind a tree, and her appearance told me everything I needed to know. Elle’s arms were twisted in an uncomfortable position as she walked forward, and each step that she took was a limp. Her eyes were rolled back in her head, though she wore an evil grin on her face as she approached.

“You speak not to Ethromelle anymore,” her distorted, deep voice chuckled. “What is thy bidding, Dark Mage?”

“Saiqurr the Shrouded, I presume?” I asked.

“Indeed.”

“See those guys over there with the weird-ass shoulder pads?” I said as I pointed to the Lunar Mages. “Kill them. Actually, scratch that… Kill all but one of them.”

The demon’s smile grew even wider as it took off in a full sprint toward her opponents. I tried to run after her, but she was moving so fast that it was difficult to keep up. Still, I figured she might need some backup, so I began the incantation to resurrect a Wight while I ran.

Soon, a miniature tornado appeared across the battlefield, and when it subsided, I saw the decaying corpse of a man dressed in mangy furs. He carried a double-sided battleaxe in both hands, and the remnants of a wispy white beard hung off his gaunt chin. I silently commanded him to go for the Lunar Mages, then I watched as he took off toward his targets while he twirled his axe excitedly.

“Watch out!” one of the Lunar Mages gasped when he saw Elle and the Wight headed his way.

He twisted around, drew a symbol in the air, and sent it spinning toward his new targets, but Elle-slash-Saiqurr didn’t even move as the deadly projectile came her way. She actually stopped for a moment and then laughed maniacally as it slammed into her chest, where the symbol disappeared into a flash of silver.

“W-what?” another Lunar Mage sputtered. “Why didn’t that--”

Before he could finish his sentence, Torrance stabbed through the back of his chest with a pair of tusks that jutted out from his bottom jaw. I assumed he’d done the Trait Swap Spell with Finnick to gain such features, but they worked like a charm. Torrance lifted the Lunar Mage off his feet as blood gushed out of the two fresh puncture wounds, then Torrance whipped his head to the left and tossed the dying man to the ground.

My Wight reached his target next and swung his axe toward one of the Lunar Mages, though his opponent was quick to dodge. As the Lunar Mage attempted to sidestep his assailant, however, Crimna leaped onto his back and tossed her hand over his open mouth. Red mist began to spray into the bastard’s mouth and down his windpipe as he struggled, and blood started to pour out of every orifice on his head. My minion hit the Lunar Mage in the gut with the blade of his axe, dragged it across horizontally, and spilled the fucker’s guts at his feet.

The three remaining Lunar Mages began to panic as they focused their attention on Elle, though it was no use. They hit the demon-possessed woman with two separate moonbeams and a swarm of moths, but everything just bounced off her like they were throwing snowballs at a tank.

When Elle finally reached the Lunar Mages, she picked up one by the throat, lifted him off his feet, and then made an ungodly groaning sound as black energy began to waft out of her mouth. The Lunar Mage’s mouth was forced open by the cloud, and as he screamed for help, the same black energy started to spew from his mouth and straight into Elle’s. In an instant, the man’s body turned completely pale and went limp, and when Elle tossed him to the side, I noticed that his eyes were now bulging and red.

“What are you people?” one of the Lunar Mages said as he raised his hand to cast a spell.

Before he could make a move, my Wight brought his axe down on the fucker’s wrist and severed his hand clean off, which caused a massive spurt of blood. The Lunar Mage shrieked in pain as he grabbed his wrist, then Elle thrust her cupped hand forward and stabbed her fingernails into his throat. When she yanked backward, there was a wet squelch as she ripped his voice box out. Blood splattered all over Elle’s face and shirt as the man collapsed to the ground in a heap and spasmed in the throes of death.

Now, there was only one Lunar Mage left, and I recognized him as the one called Nurmas.

“Take him alive!” I commanded as I ran onto the scene. “We need to have a little chat with this bastard.”

“Awwww,” Crimna sighed. “I only got to kill one of them, though.”

Nurmas started to cast a spell, but my wight slammed the blunt side of his axe into the bastard’s stomach and knocked the wind out of him. Nurmas doubled over as he let out a sharp gasp, then one of Crimna’s bloody tendrils slithered into his mouth and gagged him. A split second later Nivaree’s Shadow Hand wrapped around Nurmas’ body to hold him in place until the rest of my friends joined the party.

“How’s he supposed to talk if you’ve got a tentacle shoved down his throat, Crimna?” Nivaree sighed.

“I don’t want him casting any spells,” the Blood Mage shrugged. “Unless you’ve got a better idea, I say we leave him gagged.”

“We don’t have much time,” Professor Quincy explained. “With the light spectacle that the Lunar Mages just performed, every Fire Mage in this part of Embrosia will be headed our direction.”

“You hear that, Nurmas?” I tutted. “You’d better talk fast… The faster you talk, the quicker your pain stops.”

I gave Crimna a nod, and her tentacle slithered out just enough so that Nurmas could catch his breath. He sucked in a deep breath of air and began to cough, though his cough soon turned into a deep chuckle.

“I don’t see what’s so funny, asshole,” Torrance spat. “Your friends are all dead, and you’re gonna be next.”

“I’m not afraid of death, you brat,” Nurmas growled. “In fact, I embrace it. So, do your worst.”

“It’s simple, dude,” I warned. “You tell us why you’re really here, and we don’t even have to torture you.”

“Yeah,” Crimna giggled. “So please don’t say anything yet… I want to have some fun.”

“You’re all as good as dead,” Nurmas chuckled. “This is perfect timing on your part, because the entire army will be here soon.”

“The Fire Mage Army knows where we are?” Quincy asked as he started to scan the horizon.

“Nope.” The Lunar Mage shook his head. “And that’s all you’re getting out of me.”

“I doubt that,” Dredge snorted.

The stocky professor nonchalantly crouched down so that he was at waist level with Nurmas, then he opened his mouth and bit down on one of the Lunar Mage’s fingers. There was a spray of blood and a wet crunch as Nurmas screamed, then Professor Dredge tore the guy’s index finger clean off and spit it onto the ground.

“You psychopaths!” Nurmas howled. “This is why the rest of us hate your kind!”

“The rest of us?” Quincy demanded. “Who are you referring to?”

“I’ll remind ya that ya still have nine more fingers, too,” Dredge warned.

“Everyone.” The Lunar Mage sputtered. “The Ice Mages. The Sun Mages. The Fulgur Mages… They’ve had enough of your kind, and now that your Grand Mage is out of the picture, you’ve got nobody to protect you.”

“You… you lie,” Quincy growled.

“Do you think I want another finger bitten off?” Nurmas asked. “I wasn’t lying when I said I’d been sent by my King…”

“And what were ya planning on doing, exactly?” Dredge asked, then he chomped his teeth for good measure.

“Just let me die.” Nurmas sighed.

“We will,” I promised. “Once you tell us what we want to know.”

“There’s no stopping it,” the Lunar Mage said in a surprisingly calm voice. “So why not tell you everything, I suppose? Every cult is bringing their army to Embrosia to join forces with the Fire Mages. Then, we’ll march to the DA… Without the protection of Revarian, your precious Academy will fall, and your kind will be no more.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. If this fucker wasn’t lying through his teeth, that meant the Domotraus Academy was in danger, and it was going to quite literally be us against the world.
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Chapter 9

“How did you even hear about Revarian?” Professor Demstrol demanded. “We’ve kept that a secret, and no one beyond the Domotraus Academy’s walls should know about it.”

“It’s almost as though there are mages within your Academy’s walls who have been exposing information,” Nurmas chuckled mockingly.

Bellrouth let out a growl as she slammed the blunt end of her war hammer into Nurmas’ side. The Tiefling swung to torture and not to kill, so Nurmas was spared a painful, violent death. He let out a pained grunt as a wet pop echoed across the landscape, and then Nivaree quickly squeezed her hand so her Shadow Hand tightened its grip on Nurmas. The man screamed again, and a bit of blood oozed out of his mouth.

“Do not mock my friends,” Bellrouth warned. “Or next time I’ll aim for your head.”

“I-I wish,” Nurmas spat.

“You’ll die when we’re done with you,” I reminded the bastard. “But we’re not done just yet… When do they intend to march on the Domotraus Academy?”

“We’re done,” the man growled. “You’ll get no more from me, you sack of dragon shit.”

“Wrong answer.” I shook my head as I sighed, and then I looked at my Wight.

I silently commanded my minion to raise the flat edge of his axe and place it against the flesh of Nurmas’ left cheek, halfway up his face. Then, I commanded him to give the fucker the closest shave of his life.

My Wight placed it’s free hand against the other side of his axe and then angled the blade inward as he dragged it down Nurmas’ cheek. A thin layer of the bastard’s flesh peeled away as blood started to trickle down his face.

Nurmas gritted his teeth as my minion peeled his cheek like an orange, and on the second pass, he let out a wail of pain.

“What was that?” I asked mockingly. “I can’t hear you over the sound of your torment.”

“Three days’ time!” the Lunar Mage yelled.

I commanded my Wight to stop, and Nurmas let out a gasp as the axeblade was removed from his cheek. Blood pooled around the two long, gnarly-looking strips of raw flesh that made up his fresh wound, and his jaw tensed as he tried to fight through the pain.

“We leave in three days’ time. It will take us another five before we reach the gates of your… Academy.” Nurmas spat the last word like it was a blasphemy, but I no longer cared about his feelings.

“A week,” I said to my friends as my mind started to reel. “We have a little more than a week to find the Phylactery and get it back to the Academy before these bastards begin their assault.”

“Where were you really going?” Genshull asked as she drew her broadsword and placed the flat edge against the man’s stomach. “We caught you in a lie before, so I’d suggest you tell us the truth this time.”

“You first, demon worshiping filth.” Nurmas chuckled weakly.

Genshull slammed the side of her blade into the mage’s stomach so hard that we could hear him gasp loudly for breath. More blood spewed from his mouth and splattered onto the ground as he coughed and struggled to breathe, then he chuckled as he looked back up and smiled with gnarly, crimson-covered teeth.

“Really, dude?” I sighed and then gestured to my Wight. “This is the way you wanna play this? I guess you’re gonna need another close shave.”

“No, no,” Nurmas spat. “We were going to Candroll.”

“No fucking way,” I growled. “Why? What’s so important in Candroll?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” he taunted.

I gave my Wight a non-verbal command and then watched as my minion raised one of his bony, pointed fingers and placed it against Nurmas’ open wound. There was a soft squelching noise as the Wight applied pressure to the exposed muscle, and Nurmas grimaced in pain. The Wight then used his other hand to grab the man’s lower jaw and forcibly pulled it open as Nurmas feebly attempted to keep it closed. My minion increased the pressure of his finger as he opened up Nurmas’ jaw, and a split second later there was a loud schluck as the finger pushed clean through the flesh and muscle of his cheek until its tip curled around the corner of his mouth from the inside.

Nurmas gasped in pain as the Wight started to pull his jaw to the left, hard, and then again when the flesh around his face started to tear.

“Alright!” Nurmas screamed in a muffled voice. “Enough!”

“Tear his fucking face open,” I commanded.

The Wight gave one final pull, and there was a wet tearing sound as Nurmas’ right cheek was split in two diagonally. The man let out a wail as blood gushed out of both sides of his wound and the two halves of his cheek flopped in opposite directions.

“You… you Haashspider’s cock,” Nurmas whimpered, though his voice was now garbled. “I can’t wait for you to meet your fate.”

“You’re not gonna be around long enough to see anyone’s fate,” I reminded the bastard. “What’s in Candroll?”

“You don’t know what I’ve been doing this whole time, do you?” the Lunar Mage spat.

“Shut the fuck up,” I growled and had my Wight backhand him.

“I’m really going to enjoy watching you die,” Nurmas laughed.

“Can we just kill this guy already?” Crimna asked. “I’m really getting tired of his attitude.”

Suddenly, Sister Yelent let out a gasp, and I looked over at my fellow Dark Mage.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“I don’t hear any trilling insects,” she said.

“Okay…” Niv trailed off. “What’s that got to do with anything?”

“These lands are inhabited by nocturnal insects that are sensitive to the movement of humans and humans only,” she explained. “Particularly, they go silent when there are humans nearby, and every insect within a mile radius is dead quiet right now.”

“Someone is coming?” Elle gulped.

“Is this what you were doing?” I snarled. “Keeping us talking until reinforcements arrived and saved your ass?”

“You thought my brethren gave you a challenge?” Nurmas sputtered. “Just wait until you have every cult in Etraria bearing down on you… And judging by my calculation, that will be very, very soon.”

My heart seized in my chest as I processed his words and began to put two and two together. If the Lunar Mages were traveling toward Candroll along this so-called secret path, then it would only make sense that any other mages who wished to join in this alliance would be coming this way, as well.

And with the light show that just went down during our fight with the Lunar Mages, anyone else in the area would be coming to investigate as well. I still wanted to know why they were all heading to Candroll, though I had a sinking feeling we weren’t going to get anything further from Nurmas at this point.

“We’re done, then,” I growled and turned to my Wight. “Kill him.”

Nurmas opened his bloody mouth to say his last words, but before he could utter a single syllable my Wight swung its axe toward the Lunar Mage’s neck. The blade hit Nurmas’ fleshy stump with a powerful schluck, and his eyes rolled back in his head as the axe went about halfway through his flesh. My Wight tried to pull his weapon from Nurmas’ body, but it was lodged in so deep that he had to give it a powerful yank. When the axe finally came loose, it was accompanied by a geyser of crimson, and Nurmas’ now-lifeless head tilted over to the left and dangled against his shoulder, where it was held in place by only a small thread of flesh.

Nurmas collapsed to the ground as the last few bits of life exited his body, and I turned to my friends as I sent my Wight back into the depths from whence he came.

“We need to get out of here, now,” I warned. “We might’ve been able to fight off these guys, but if there are more groups out here who want our blood, we could be in serious trouble. We’ve already used a lot of magic just to deal with these guys.”

“What about the bodies?” Torrance demanded. “They’ll know we attacked them as soon as they see them.”

“Then we need to eliminate the evidence,” I explained. “Everyone who knows the Death’s Hand spell, start using it to reduce these fuckers to dust.”

“Will that give us enough time to escape?” Zarren asked.

“We’ll need to work quickly,” I said. “And Niv? Cast the Shadow Movement spell on that carriage. Everyone who’s not helping clear the bodies get back inside.”

Professor Demstrol, Professor Quincy, Torrance, and I cast our Death’s Hand spell while the rest of my friends hurried back to our ride. The four of us hurried around the battlefield and touched any Lunar Mage bodies we could find, and as the skeletal hand made contact with their flesh, they were engulfed in a flash of bright purple light. Their bodies turned into a pile of black ash almost instantly, which was then scattered by the soft breeze. We had just finished the final body when we heard one of the worst things we could possibly hear.

Voices, and they were getting closer.

“Get back to the carriage! Now!” Professor Quincy hissed.

When I looked back, I realized that our carriage was completely shrouded in the shadow of Niv’s spell, so it was completely invisible to my naked eye. I remembered the general location, thankfully, and started toward where I thought it would be. Once we were all a little bit closer, I saw the shimmering light around the perimeter of the door, which illuminated the way as it opened and led us straight to safety. The second the four of us were inside, the door slammed shut, and the magical glow faded into nothingness.

“Should I give the command to move?” Professor Dredge whispered through the open window.

“Slowly,” I said. “We don’t want to risk giving ourselves away, even with this spell hiding us and covering the sounds we make.”

“What if they’ve got more Lunar Mages with them?” Nivaree asked. “They’ll be able to see right through my magic again.”

“There are no Lunar Mages in the approaching group,” Elle said in a modulated voice.

I looked over and saw that she was sitting cross-legged on the floor, and her eyes were rolled back in her head as she communicated with whatever dark entity she had chosen to speak to.

“What are we looking at, then?” I asked the Dark Divination Specialist.

“Forty-three mages from various different cults,” she explained.

“Fuck me,” I groaned. “We definitely can’t fight that many at once, so we’ll have to really make sure we don’t get caught…”

Dredge let out a soft whistle, and the carriage began to roll forward at a very slow pace, but at least it was hidden under the cover of the night and Nivaree’s spell. We got a few feet into the journey before the mystery enemies came over the hill, and for the first time, I was able to see the other mages of Etraria in all their glory.

I immediately picked out the three bastards who were Terra Mages because they wore brown robes that were covered in all kinds of dirt, mud, and debris. They kept their hoods up over their heads, and one of them even had a stone dagger in his hand and at the ready.

“Go slower,” I said as I gently thudded on the top of the carriage. “I’m going to use the Dark Perception spell to spy on them.”

I quickly cast the Dark Perception spell, though this time I was so pumped up on adrenaline that I didn’t need to put much effort into fighting back against the dark entities that tried to possess me. I felt a slight tug toward the darkness, though I pushed that down impatiently as I focused on the mages who were walking across the sand. I could hear the sand slither under their feet, and I could see the details of just about every person’s outfit even though we weren’t that close.

From the looks of it, in addition to the three Terra Mages there were ten mages from four different cults, but the mages who stuck out the most had thick silver armor that covered every inch of their torso and lower half. They also wore what I could only describe as crowns with three long spikes that came up and formed a triangle above the center of their heads. They were men and women of different skin tones and hair colors, but the one thing they all had in common were their eyes, which seemed to crackle a light yellow glow as they looked around. Their irises were so bright that I’d probably be able to see them without my enhanced vision, and it dawned on me that I was looking at the Fulgur Mages, or the cult that worshiped Zandrool the Bringer of Light and could control electricity with their magic.

The next set were fairly easy for me to identify as well, since we’d just come from one of their major cities and had killed their most infamous leader. They wore the same inquisitor-like red robes and necklace with the symbol of Solasis, which they clutched tightly as they walked through the night.

Then there were ten mages who wore white robes that were so long they dragged about six feet behind them as they walked. The trains of their robes rippled behind them like water over the rocky landscape, though what really caught my attention was the front of their ensemble. There was a dark blue belt tied around the waist, though the front was open both above and below the belt, which meant the mens’ chests were completely exposed and the women were only a mere inches away from a total wardrobe malfunction.

Thankfully, they wore silver pants on the bottom half, so their naughty bits were covered up despite the opening in their robe. Their flesh was a sickly blueish-white color, and the hoods of their robes were lined with a thick coating of fur. Every time one of them breathed, a wisp of steam flittered into the air, even though we were in fire mage country.

These had to be the Ice Mages.

The final ten members of the group looked nothing alike, which was almost as much of a giveaway as if they had. These were definitely Changeling Mages, the kind of mage that used magic to shift their bodies into other forms so they could blend in with just about anyone.

“Nurmas wasn’t lying,” I whispered. “I see Fulgur Mages, Changeling Mages, Ice Mages, Sun Mages, and even a few Terra Mages.”

“Ugh,” Torrance grumbled. “Why are the Terra Mages so hard to wipe out? No matter how many of them we kill or how many of their leaders we take out, they seem to endure like a bunch of cockroaches.”

The mages walked toward the area where the battle had gone down, and I wondered if they could pick up on the fact that their friends’ ashes were at their feet. They didn’t show any indication that they’d seen us or even knew we were there, but they were at the ready and prepared to cast a spell nonetheless.

“Where are the Lunar Mages?” a female, white-haired Ice Mage asked. “They were just using their magic a few minutes ago… I’d know those bright flashes of silver light anywhere.”

“Mostly because they killed so many of our peers on the battlefield during the Great Mage War,” another Ice Mage chuckled.

“They must have been desperate if they were using their moonbeams in the middle of Fire Country,” a male Fulgur Mage noted. “But there’s a lotta deadly stuff under the ground in these parts, so maybe they were attacked by somethin’?”

“Typical Fulgur logic,” one of the Ice Mages chuckled and shook his head. “There would be bodies of something if they’d been attacked… Either their own, or the beast that they’d slain.”

“And that’s typical Ice Mage logic,” one of the Sun Mages scoffed with a deep frown. “The battle could have been a stalemate, and both sides were forced to retreat.”

“You Sun Mages and retreating,” a female Fulgur mage said. “That word isn’t even in the vocabulary of those who follow the Bringer of Light. If we start a battle, we finish it or die trying.”

“Hold on…” one of the Changeling Mages said as he knelt to the ground and reached down to touch something. “This is blood.”

He suddenly began to whisper a few magic words, and a moment later, his face elongated into an anteater’s snout. The Changeling Mage leaned forward and began to sniff the ground with his mutated nose, and then he tensed up and looked back at his peers.

“It’s human blood,” he confirmed. “Almost certainly from the Lunar Mages.”

“Shit,” I grumbled. “Niv, does the Shadow Movement Spell protect us against being tracked by our scent?”

“It should,” she confirmed. “Why?”

“Because one of the Changeling Mages just became a human bloodhound, and I don’t want us to be discovered by Arthur the freaking Aardvark,” I growled.

“What could possibly kill a band of Lunar Mages in the middle of the night and completely consume their bodies?” the Fulgur Mage asked uneasily.

“Not what…” a Sun Mage growled. “I believe this is a question of who.”

“Are you inferring that the Fire Mages brought us here only to betray us?” a female Ice Mage scoffed. “Your love for Solasis has consumed your brain and hindered your ability to think clearly. Revarian has been removed from the equation, which gives them a chance they haven’t had in several millennia. They wouldn’t piss on an opportunity such as this one to unite all Mage-kind against those who wish to bind us.”

“Bind them?” I snorted at the overdramatic nature of the comment. “Professors, have we ever tried to bind the other mages?”

“Only our enemies during the Great Mage War,” Quincy noted. “Why do you ask?”

“Because they’re claiming that’s why they want to team up with the Fire Mages,” I explained. “To kill those who wish to bind them.”

“Who said that?” the Blood Magic Specialist scoffed.

“One of the Ice Mages, I believe,” I said.

“Ah, yes,” Quincy sniffed. “The Ice Mages tend to be a rather… dramatic race of mages, so that’s not surprising.”

“So that’s what this is all about?” Sister Yelent asked. “They think we’re going to hurt them, so they want to hurt us first?”

“No.” I shook my head. “Like Nurmas said before, I think they just see Revarian’s incapacitation as an opportunity that’s too good to pass up. Like, when are the Dark Mages ever going to be this weak again?”

“Never, if we’re successful,” Demstrol said.

“Exactly,” I said. “This is their one shot, so they’re gonna take it or die trying, apparently.”

Our carriage was still slowly inching away from the scene of the crime, but the spell was still active. So I tuned into their conversation again while I still could.

“I see you all still think like heretics,” one of the Sun Mages grumbled. “This isn’t the work of Fire Mages. This is the work of Dark Mages.”

“Dark Mages in Embrosia?” a male Ice Mage scoffed. “They might be sick in the head, but I doubt any of them have that much of a death wish.”

“They were in Kar-Dashunn,” a Sun Mage said sternly. “They were bold enough to assassinate our beloved Martyr, Darwin Sneade, so they would certainly be foolish enough to walk right into Fire Mage territory. They were last seen fleeing in the direction of Nubal, so it’s possible that they could have come to Embrosia.”

“Cashtrovlos!” one of the Fulgar mages said angrily and spat on the ground. “If anything, those traitorous cowards are hiding the Dark Mages.”

“So emotional,” another Changeling Mage sighed. “The Beast Mages have made it very clear they won’t betray any alliances, so it should come as no surprise that they didn’t answer Ornulltris’ call to arms.”

“Them and their blessed honor,” the Fulgar Mage grumbled. “It’s sickening.”

“Quiet!” the Changeling Mage with the long nose hissed.

He started to sniff the air like a dog searching for a squirrel, and I hoped that Nivaree was right about her spell masking our scent. The Changeling Mage kept at it for several seconds, then he grumbled to himself as his face morphed back into its odd, disheveled clay-like shape.

“See?” one of the female Ice Mages asked. “You’re overreacting. If the Lunar Mages encountered an enemy they couldn’t defeat and were slain because of it, then that’s no problem of ours.”

“It might be if no emissaries of the Lunar Mages reach Candroll,” a Sun Mage sighed. “They might not be powerful mages, but their armies would give us a strategic advantage. At the very least, we will need to tell--”

“Wait!” the Changeling Mage hissed as he bent down to examine the ground again. “Dark Mages.”

“Fuck,” I gulped.

“How can you be so certain?” an Ice Mage asked.

“Look at the patterns of the blood splatters,” the Changeling explained. “Normal blood doesn’t behave like this when spilled from an enemy, but it certainly does when being used as a magical weapon, like the Dark Mages do.”

“Blood splatters?” a Fulgur Mage asked skeptically. “Really? You expect us to believe you’re an expert in the way blood behaves?”

“When one is trying to mimic a living creature, they must understand everything about them,” the Changeling Mage said. “From their accent to their gait, to their clothing and yes, even their spells. This is the work of Dark Mages for certain.”

“Then what are we waiting for?” a female Fulgur Mage growled. “Let’s find them and give them a taste of the pain that’s coming for the rest of their kind!”

The woman pulled out a weapon that looked like a long tuning fork made of copper, which she then held above her head. It turned out the thing was a giant lightning rod, and a jolt of yellow energy appeared in the sky and then raced toward the rod. When it hit, the rod lit up until the weapon’s tip glowed hot enough to give off white-hot sparks just like a sparkler.

“The blood is still fresh,” the Changeling Mage said. “They can’t be that far away.”

“For the Lightbringer!” The Fulgur Mages all cried in unison as they took off in a full sprint down the path.

The rest of the mages followed after them, and within a matter of seconds, they started to close the gap between us and them. They might not have been able to see us, but if they ran full-speed into the back of our carriage they’d definitely know we were there.

“Faster, ya mudcloppin’ dogs!” Dredge whistled, and our carriage started to move at its usual speed. “They’re comin’ right for us!”

“Dredge, no!” I yelled as I hammered on the top of the cart. “They don’t see us yet!”

“They’re gonna feel us in a minute if we don’t get outta here,” Dredge argued.

“Pull off the trail,” I commanded. “And stop the Mudcloppers.”

“Are ya crazy, Mister Damien?”

“Just do it, Dredge!”

I heard the professor grumble something angrily under his breath, though I couldn’t quite make out what he was saying. But at least our carriage jerked to the left, and those of us inside were slammed against the side of the carriage

“What are we doing, Greg?” Zarren gasped.

“I’m with Dredge, Dark Mage,” Torrance said. “This is suicide.”

“Stay quiet,” I commanded everyone. “And Niv, whatever you do… Keep that Shadow Movement Spell in place.”

“Some of them have torches,” Nivaree said as she glanced out the window. “If they get close enough, the light will cut through the darkness, and we will be revealed.”

“Not if they’re distracted, they won’t,” I replied.

I moved over to the other side of the carriage, to the side that faced one of the rolling hills in the distance. I then reached deep within myself as I stretched my hands toward the top of the hill and began the incantation for the Decaying Horde Spell combined with the spell to resurrect zombies. The fact that I was so far away from where I wanted my Minions to appear meant the spell used more Soul Battery energy than I’d like, though after several agonizing seconds, a small horde of ten zombies crawled up out of the ground in the distance. I silently commanded them to start moving down the hill toward the other mages while making as much noise as possible.

Even from this distance, I could hear the sound of the zombies growling, wailing, and snarling, which was exactly what I wanted. The sounds of my minions echoed across the landscape, and sure enough, the enemy mages stopped in their tracks and looked to the top of the hills.

“There!” one of them declared. “Smite mine enemies, mighty Lightbringer!”

There was a crack of thunder as a bolt of lightning blasted down on top of the hill, and I felt my Soul Battery lose energy as it completely destroyed several of them. However, I commanded the ones that remained to start down the other side of the hill, and they turned and began to rush toward the crest.

I watched as our enemies began to hurl spells at my minions from afar, and one of them was taken down by a powerful ray of sunlight that cut through the bleakness of the night. The rest of my surviving zombies were able to make it over the side of the hill and disappeared from view, which is when I deactivated my spell completely. If everything worked out as I’d planned, the pursuing mages would still give chase to the zombies, thinking that they were after us, and they’d continue to search further down the road until they realized they’d lost us.

Sure enough, the small army of enemy mages rushed down the path as they cast spell after spell in the direction of the hill, and before we knew it, they were all at least half a mile down the path ahead of us. I let out a sigh of relief as I sat down on one of the benches in the carriage, but I remained silent as I peered out the window to see whether or not they’d take the bait. I could just barely hear the enemy mages with my Dark Perception now, but from what I did hear, it sounded like I’d fooled them hook, line, and sinker.

“They must have moved further down the road!” one of them yelled. “You’ll not escape us, Dark Mages… The time is up for your kind!”

I listened closely for a few more minutes until, finally, there was nothing but silence. I couldn’t even hear their footsteps any longer, which was a relief.

“I think we’re okay,” I said. “I don’t see any sign of them.”

“That was way too close,” Nivaree said. “Do you want me to let go of my spell now? My Soul Battery is starting to get pretty low.”

“That depends,” I sighed and looked at the Tieflings. “Genshull? How far is it from here to Candroll?”

“A few hours,” Genshull said. “Though I would recommend we get some rest before we try to travel any deeper into Embrosia. This sort of terrain is dangerous to navigate in the dark.”

“Unfortunately, we can’t do that.” I shook my head. “If we wait until morning, we’ll lose our one advantage, which is the cloaking of the Shadow Movement. Do you think we could get to Candroll tonight?”

“It would be more like early morning when we get there,” the Tiefling navigator sighed. “But yes, we can.”

“Then that’s what we’ll do,” I said and knocked on the roof a few times. “Dredge? Let’s get moving. Just drive like normal, but if you see anything out of the ordinary let us know, okay?”

“We’re goin’ all the way to Candroll tonight?” Dredge asked.

“It’s the only chance we have of getting there without being seen,” I replied. “For all we know, there are enemy mages hiding nearby on their own journey to Candroll. If we try to move in the daylight, we’ll be sitting ducks.”

“I don’t know what that means, Mister Damien,” the surly professor sighed. “But I’ll take yer word for it.”

“I’m in agreement with Mister Damien,” Professor Quincy called up. “We continue onward, until we reach Candroll. Then we can regroup and plan what we’re going to do next.”

“Alright, then,” I said to the group as our carriage started to move again. “Do whatever you want to do for now, but know that I’ll probably be siphoning some of your energy to put into Niv at some point.”

“So don’t freak out if we feel you draining our power out of our bodies,” Zarren chuckled. “Got it.”

I sent some of my own magic into Nivaree’s Soul Battery, and then I drained a bit of Zarren’s into mine. I knew we still had several hours ahead, and I didn’t want to take any chances of being spotted because Niv was running low.

The miles stretched on, and whenever Niv gave me a small nod, I would pull energy from one of the others to fuel the Shadow Hand for a while longer. The others had passed out in their seats or on the floor, though they gave a little gasp and twitch when I had to pull their Soul Battery’s energy from their body.

It was a challenge to stay awake, and I could feel the weight of my exhaustion bearing down on me like an anchor. But I needed to be sure that Niv could keep the spell going, so I forced myself to stay awake like I was back at Georgia Tech and cramming for a final. I noticed that Niv’s normally vibrant blue eyes looked flat and dull after four hours or so, and there were visible bags under her eye sockets as she yawned.

“Oi!” Professor Dredge finally declared. “We made it! Candroll, straight ahead!”

The others in the carriage started to get up, rub their eyes, and look out the window. When I joined them, I could see the distant lights of a city, though it was anything but subtle.

Massive fires illuminated every inch of the city’s stone wall, and we could see it clearly even at our distance. There was definitely no way we’d be able to sneak our carriage into the city, so we had two options. We could either try to go in on foot, or we could roll in with our carriage and pretend to be itinerant mages again.

Neither option was a good one, and we had zero room for error.

We were headed toward the belly of the beast, which meant one small slip-up would bring the wrath of every mage in Etraria down on our heads.

But we’d beaten them all so far, and I was sure we could do it again.
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Chapter 10

“So that’s Candroll?” Zarren asked curiously as we approached the walls of the Fire Mage city in the wee hours of the morning. “It looks so… plain.”

“The Fire Mages are notorious for being nonfrivolous with their aesthetic,” Sister Yelent explained. “They dedicate themselves to their magical craft, and their magical craft only. To do anything else is wasted time that could be spent perfecting fire magic in their eyes, so you get people without any sense of style and buildings that function as basic structures, and nothing more.”

“I guess that’s why they’re our equals in terms of power,” Elle noted. “If you spend all day practicing something, you’re bound to perfect it eventually.”

“Equals?” Professor Demstrol scoffed. “The Fire Mages are powerful, yes, but the only reason they were able to fight us to a stalemate is because of the strategic alliances that they made during the war.”

“Well, they’re definitely making some major strategic alliances right now,” I said. “It’s literally going to be us versus the entirety of Etraria, which puts them in a way better position to win than the last time.”

“Not just us,” Niv reminded us. “The Beast Mages are apparently on our side, still.”

“And for that I am grateful to Domotraus,” Professor Quincy sighed. “Though I fear the Beast Mages alone are not a powerful enough ally to turn the tides in our favor.”

“Which is why we need to get to the Tar Pits and find the Phylactery before they can launch their assault,” I said. “It sounds like the only reason they’re being so bold right now is because they know about Revarian and think the Academy is at its weakest. Once Revarian’s Soul Battery is repaired, they’ll think twice about crossing us.”

“Even better,” Crimna purred. “Our Grand Mage will kill all of the traitors and bathe in their blood before hanging their corpses from the gates of the DA as a warning to anyone who thinks of betraying us in the future!”

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Demstrol warned. “We must still locate the Phylactery first, and to even get to the Tar Pits, we’ll have to pass through Candroll and all of the enemies that dwell within it.”

“Why can’t we just go around?” Torrance asked.

“Because the city was specifically built to protect the Tar Pits,” Sister Yelent explained. “That’s the sole reason the Fire Mages established it in this spot thousands of years ago.”

“They built an entire city around Tar Pits?” the sandy-haired mage scoffed. “That sounds pretty foolish to me.”

“Let’s think this through, Torrance,” Crimna said in a fair impersonation of Demstrol. “Why would people who use fire magic see tar as an important resource to be guarded?”

“How in the Endless Abyss would I know?” he huffed.

“Fuel,” I said with a chuckle when it dawned on me. “They use the tar for fuel.”

“Precisely,” Anise nodded. “It’s a huge resource in all of Etraria, but they’re the only kingdom that has it in large supplies. They export it to other parts of the world. In fact, it’s their major source of income.”

“We had shit like that back in my world,” I explained. “Only it was oil for us. Whoever controlled that was unbelievably wealthy and powerful, and it sounds like you’ve got the same thing going on here in Etraria.”

“The Tar Pits of Candroll are one of the largest reserves in Embrosia,” Quincy said. “So the Fire Mages built the walls of their city around it, and they protect the entrance to the pits with lethal force.”

“Then how did Kolvoz get to them?” Elle pondered aloud. “From everything we’ve heard, he wasn’t that powerful or notable of a mage.”

“I don’t know.” Quincy admitted. “I don’t think any of us will know until we get there, which is easier said than done.”

“If Reverian trusted this Kolvoz, then so do I,” Demstrol said. “I believe he was able to get to the Tar Pits, and the Phylactery is still safely hidden in their depths.”

“We’re not talking about the obvious question, though,” Nivaree interjected. “How do we actually get to the Tar Pits without getting slaughtered? Or worse…”

“We fight our way through,” Bellrouth declared.

“Or we could sneak past the guards,” Zarren suggested.

“Or have one of our familiars go to the pits for us,” Elle said.

“Unfortunately, the Familiars will need to stay in the carriage,” Demstrol replied. “Except, perhaps, for Crimna’s and Nivaree’s, since they can fit inside their pockets or satchels. We need to move quickly and draw as little attention as possible, so traveling with several animals is counterproductive.”

“Sorry, buddy,” Zarren said as he gave Roman the raccoon a small pat on the head. “You’ll have to sit this one out.”

“Dredge?” Professor Quincy yelled as he rapped on the carriage. “Find a good place to park our carriage. We’ll have to go in on foot from here.”

“We’re not even at the city gates yet,” Torrance noted.

“Exactly,” Quincy chuckled. “We can use the same story as we used in Kar-Dashunn and claim that we are wandering mages. However, our carriage reeks of dark magic, and the Fire Mages and their allies will be on high alert after our recent encounter on the road.”

“What about us?” Genshull asked as she pointed between herself and Bellrouth. “We don’t look like wandering mages in the slightest, and I’m certain we’ll stick out in Candroll.”

“You’re not going to like my solution,” Quincy warned.

Bellrouth’s eyes narrowed, and then she stood up and bared her teeth in anger as she seemed to realize what he was getting at.

“We will not play your servants,” the Avenging Hand’s leader growled. “Our people have suffered enough, and it would go against everything the Avenging Hand stands for to bring ourselves down to such a level.”

“It’s just acting,” I reminded her. “We’re not actually going to treat you as servants.”

“Until somebody gets suspicious and wants proof,” Bellrouth said. “I’ve seen this before… Then you’ll treat Genshull and I like we’re little more than dirt beneath your feet.”

“We won’t let it come to that,” I promised. “I would never do something like that to you, even for the sake of keeping our cover.”

“Dark Mage…” Torrance trailed off.

“I’m serious,” I told my former rival. “Even if somebody gets suspicious, I’ll play dumb and be the kind master that gets taken advantage of by his servants.”

“Ugh.” Bellrouth rolled her eyes. “So instead of verbal abuse, we’ll get passive-aggressiveness. I’d almost rather have it the other way.”

“Greg is the kindest man I’ve ever met,” Sister Yelent noted. “He always keeps his word as well. If he says he’s not going to make you feel uncomfortable, then he won’t. I can assure you of that.”

“It’s either you play along, or you have to stay in the carriage,” I explained. “Because I’ve got a bad feeling that having two free, armed Tieflings walking around in the open isn’t gonna fly with these guys.”

“He’s right, Bellrouth,” Genshull sighed. “This is the only way. Otherwise, we’ll have to stay here with the other… servants.”

“I’ll do no such thing,” Bellrouth scoffed. “You Dark Mages will need all the help you can get if you want to make it to the pits, let alone get out of the city alive.”

“We know that,” I said and took a deep breath to bite back the snarky comment I’d been about to add. “Which is why I’m asking you, from the bottom of my heart, to go along with this. Just for the time being. Without your skills and raw strength, we don’t stand a chance.”

I knew I was laying it on a little thick, but I’d always found that the best way to convince somebody to do something was to flatter them and boost their ego.

“I know what you’re doing, Gregory,” Bellrouth frowned.

“Is it working?” I winked.

For the first time in a while, Bellrouth’s frown twisted up into a smile, and she let out a tut as she shook her head.

“Fine,” she conceded. “Genshull and I will play the part, but if anyone takes it too far…”

“That’s not going to happen,” I reiterated.

Right about then, we felt the carriage come to a rolling halt, followed by the sound of Dredge’s footsteps as he thudded above us. We could follow his pathway as he jumped down from the seat and landed on the ground near the carriage door, and a moment later, the door began to glow as the Dark Magic spell was released.

“Alright, students,” Dredge declared. “I think this is a good enough place fer hidin’ away our carriage. Now comes the hard part…”

We piled out of the carriage and looked around at our surroundings. Dredge had parked us down in a ravine, far away from the walls of Candroll. There was a scattering of conifer-like trees on either side of the hill, which would be enough cover to hide us from anyone passing by. The only way anyone would find our carriage would be if they wandered all the way off the main pathway and just so happened to come down this specific ravine. It was far from perfect camouflage, but the chances of anyone actually coming across the carriage and Mudcloppers was so astronomically low that I wasn’t going to lose any sleep over it. So, we started back up the side of the small ravine and began to head back toward the main road that led to Candroll.

“Remember,” Quincy said when we reached the top. “We’re just passing through. We’re mere wanderers traveling the lands of Etraria, and this was the closest city. Don’t speak unless spoken to, though, because the fire mages regard such mages as the lowest of the low, and if we address them… well, it won’t be pretty.”

“Imagine that,” I muttered.

It was a long walk back to the main entrance of Candroll, and the closer we got to the city, the more intense the fires atop the wall seemed to blaze. I could feel the heat radiating off the flames nearly half a mile away, and when we were finally to the gates, the heat was like a desert in the middle of summer.

There were two ten-foot towers on either side of the arched entrance to the city and six Fire Mages who guarded it. One stood atop each tower, with another one stationed at a small window in each one, and then two more guards were on either side of the actual doorway.

Now that we were up close to the Fire Mages I could see their attire in much more detail, and I was actually kind of impressed with how intricate it was. The base robes were black and covered their entire bodies, though the shoulders had pads that curved upward like devil horns with red, orange, and yellow flames painted on the tips. Six gold chains held their robes closed, though I wasn’t sure how necessary they were given how stiff and straight the fabric was. The fabric did flare out at the bottom to form a point on each side, and the hem was painted with the same red, yellow, and orange flame pattern as the horns.

The Fire Mages might not have been much for aesthetics in their architecture, but they definitely had a flair for fashion when it came to their robes.

I felt my heart rate start to increase, though I took a few deep breaths and tried to calm down as we got closer to the gate. I could see the Fire Mage guards tense up when they realized we were heading for the city, and I could see several of them start to talk to each other.

We were just a few feet from the gate when a massive wall of blue-colored flames erupted from the ground right in front us, and we stopped in our tracks as the searing-hot heat wafted against our flesh. Thankfully, the fire disappeared a split second later, and the two guards on the gate were suddenly in front of us.

“You’ve come far enough,” one of the guards spat. “Not another step, or the next wall of flames will engulf your body.”

Every instinct in my body screamed at me to fight back, but I knew that to do so would be suicide. Before I could even take a half-step in any direction I heard the sound of flames behind me, and I felt the heat against my back.

They were making sure we didn’t try to run away, but they also weren’t willing to let us in the city yet. My professors were definitely right, these guys were ruthless.

“Speak now, or be incinerated,” the second guard growled.

“There’s no need for such intimidation,” Professor Quincy pleaded in a feeble voice. “We are mere travelers, passing through Embrosia at the moment. We simply seek somewhere comfortable to sleep for the night. We’ve been sleeping in tents and on the ground for weeks now, and we thought a brief respite--.”

“And the mongrels?” the first Fire Mage asked as he pointed to the Tieflings.

I noticed Bellrouth’s left fist tighten in anger, so I stepped in front of her as casually as I could to pull attention away from her. The second I moved, though, one of the Fire Mages pointed his hand toward me, and fire danced from his fingertips in warning. I knew if I moved any closer, he wouldn’t hesitate to fry me like a Thanksgiving turkey.

“They’re our servants,” I lied. “Why else would we be traveling with the likes of Tieflings?”

“They’re armed,” the second Fire Mage said as he pointed to the weapons on Genshull and Bellrouth’s backs. “What kind of slave needs a weapon?”

“Ones that we employ to defend us,” I said without hesitation. “Perhaps you haven’t been outside the city for some time, but there are a lot of dangerous things out in the wilds of Etraria. So, we keep these Tieflings around and send them ahead of the rest of our party, just to see if there are any dangers that might be awaiting us. If there are, these Tieflings either remove the problem themselves, or they’re killed, and my friends and I are spared.”

A half-smile twisted up the first Fire Mage’s face, and I assumed he was getting some sort of sadistic glee out of the thought that we used living beings in such a way.

“How do you keep them in line?” the second Fire Mage asked as he squinted at Genshull. “You’ll forgive us for being skeptical, but we don’t allow Tieflings with weapons into our beloved city given our past with their kind.”

“Trust me, friends,” Professor Quincy said in his still-fake tone. “We have bound them to us with a powerful binding spell. One so powerful that, if they were to even seriously consider turning a weapon on us or a fellow mage, they would be struck down immediately.”

“Which deity would that be?” the Fire Mage demanded. “Whom do you worship, traveling mages?”

“We worship Kaldorneesh,” Sister Yelent blurted out. “The One With No Allegiance.”

“Oh.” The Fire Mage’s face fell. “You are the Mages of None?”

“Indeed.” Sister Yelent nodded. “We dabble in a little bit of all types of magic, since we have no allegiance to any particular deity other than our beloved mother.”

The Fire Mages looked at each other for several seconds, and I held my breath as I waited for them to make a decision about our fate. At this point, if they chose to attack us, we’d be sitting ducks, and even if we survived, we’d have taken heavy damage and alerted the entire city to our presence.

“You may enter,” the Fire Mage on the right said. “Just know that any form of Dark Magic is forbidden in Embrosia, and the punishment for such an infraction is death.”

“And make sure you keep your Tieflings in line,” the left Fire Mage spat. “Or we’ll have to put them down.”

Bellrouth’s jaw tensed, and I could tell she wanted to say something very nasty to the men, or maybe she wanted to pull out her war hammer and bash their brains in. However, she kept her cool, and the other Fire Mage stepped aside and gestured toward the main gate.

My pulse finally stopped racing as we stepped through the gate and into the city of Candroll, which was bathed in firelight. The streets were simple cobblestone, but every ten feet or so was a large metal chalice filled with fire.

As with the walls of the city, the actual buildings of Candroll were about as basic as they could be. Everything seemed to be made out of the same brown bricks and mortared together with what appeared to be a flame-singed grout. There were small, circular windows that had been carved out of the bricks and large chimneys that spewed plumes of smoke into the sky. The doors were simple archways, though I noticed that every single one was flanked by a pile of ashes as well as a small effigy made of sticks that looked exactly like the giant one we’d seen them burning before.

It was now clear that whatever the effigy was supposed to be, it represented some sort of deity that they worshiped, and it was everywhere.

In addition to the metal chalices, there were crudely-built lampposts of sticks that stretched about twelve feet tall and then spread out into a T- shape. Each end of the T had a single metal bowl for yet more flame to light the taller parts of each building.

It was still the wee hours of the morning, but there wasn’t much darkness in this town. There also weren’t a ton of people out, though we saw a handful of Fire Mages, most of whom seemed to be scurrying home.

“What now?” I whispered to my friends.

“We should probably find somewhere to sleep,” Sister Anise yawned. “I don’t think it’s a wise idea to try and complete our mission when we’re all half asleep.”

“I agree,” Torrance sighed. “I’m not gonna be any good to anyone if I’m tired.”

“Then we’ll search for lodging,” Professor Demstrol said. “After all, that’s the excuse we used to get inside this… place.”

There was venom in her voice when she said place, but she quickly plastered a dull expression on her face. She nodded once to show she was ready, and we set off through the streets of Candroll.

We were given some uncomfortable looks whenever we passed a fire mage, though nobody gave us more than a passing glance. No one actually spoke to us, and the one time we accidentally stepped in front of a Fire Mage, the bastard looked like he was seriously thinking about blasting us.

But Quincy offered several apologies, so the mage went on his way while we fought the urge to send a few hexes his way. We finally came around one corner on what looked like a major road, we froze at the sight in front of us.

There was a major gathering about a block away, and there were mages from almost every major cult in attendance.

“Shit!” I hissed as we quickly ducked behind the building again.

“That’s way more cults than what we encountered on the road,” Nivaree gulped.

“Other mage representatives must have come from a different direction,” Professor Quincy said. “Though I think it’s safe to say they have the same intent as Nurmas and his group.”

“I say we follow them,” Bellrouth said. “They’re obviously up to something, and since they’re doing it this early in the morning, when even the average fire mages won’t see them, it’s probably something not good.”

“Follow them?” Zarren gulped. “Are you mad?”

“Yes,” Bellrouth said without hesitation. “Any more foolish questions?”

All Zarren could do was let out a shocked chuckle and shake his head, and then he held up his hands in defeat.

“I’m with Bellrouth,” I whispered. “We should follow them, but we do it the old-fashioned way. No magic.”

“I don’t like this idea, Dark Mage,” Torrance said. “Just for the record.”

“Noted,” I said and then peered around the corner. “Okay, they’re moving.”

The group of mages had started to head down a nearby street, so I gestured for my friends to follow me. I stepped around the corner and nonchalantly strolled in the same direction of the enemy mages, and once I came to the intersection where they’d been standing, I turned my head just enough to see where they were.

My friends and I tailed them at a safe distance until we came to a simple two-story building that had a twelve-foot-tall effigy of the Fire Mages’ deity next to the door. Much to my surprise, there weren’t any guards at these doors, so my friends and I were able to walk right in like we were just part of the group.

The interior was about as exciting as the exterior, so it was no problem to navigate the series of hallways, each with a single door. The doors all opened into a singular, massive room that featured a towering stone stage along the far wall, with two pillars on either side that released geothermal heat into the room. There were crudely-built wooden seats in neat rows, which were currently occupied by the various mages who had come to the city. At the very center of the tall stage was another effigy made of sticks and straw, though this one was only about the size of a regular human.

“What the fuck is going on here?” I whispered as I peeked around the corner of one of the doors.

“I don’t know,” Dredge growled. “But Bellrouth’s right… It ain’t nothin’ good.”

“I’ll guard the entrance,” Genshull offered. “If I see any more mages coming this way, I’ll alert you so we can hide.”

The Tiefling woman headed for the door we’d just come through and took up a spot just inside the door. She opened the door a crack as she placed one hand on her broadsword, and I was sure that she would kill any mages who tried to slip in that way before she actually warned us.

The rest of us split up and found spots near the various doors where we could watch the spectacle that was about to unfold. Like any theater, there was scuffling and faint murmurs, but there must’ve been a signal I missed, because the crowd suddenly went quiet, and then a man stepped out onto the stage.

His flesh was a pinkish-red, almost as though he’d been permanently sunburned, and his face and arms were covered with an ashy substance that had been used to draw symbols all over his skin. He wore the same black, stylized robe as the rest of the Fire Mages, though he had an additional golden chain around his neck that kept a billowing black cape in place. He had a mess of greasy, shoulder-length brown hair that was slicked back behind his ears and a white metal crown with red and yellow jewels that were supposed to look like flames.

He didn’t even have to speak for me to know who he was. This was Ornulltris, the Grand Inurni of the Fire Mages.

We were staring at the leader of all of Embrosia, and the man who wanted to rule over all of Etraria.

OceanofPDF.com


[image: A picture containing black, darkness  Description automatically generated]



OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 11

As I watched the Fire Mages’ equivalent of Revarian, I wondered if it would be worth the risk to take him out right here and now. Sure, we were vastly outnumbered, but we’d at least have the element of surprise on our side, and we could end this all before it even started. Doing something so bold would almost guarantee our own deaths, but it might have been a fair trade off if it prevented a second Great Mage War.

However, without a Grand Mage to protect it, there wouldn’t be much of a chance for the Domotraus Academy once our surviving enemies went ahead with their assault. These other mages greatly outnumbered the Dark Mages, and our own deaths would only diminish them more.

The best thing we could do was sit back and listen to Ornulltris speak, as horrifying as that was, and maybe we’d learn something that would help us find a way to stop their plan.

“Mages of Etraria…” Ornulltris said in a throaty, croaking voice that echoed through the building. “On behalf of my brothers in Ogontrul, welcome to our sacred city of Candroll. I would have hosted you at my palace, though that would have aroused the suspicion of our enemies.”

“What enemies?” a man in the audience scoffed. “The Dark Mages are in shambles, and the Beast Mages pose no threat to us.”

“Speak out of turn again,” Ornulltris warned as his eyes narrowed. “And I will burn your tongue from your mouth.”

“I’m simply seeking clarification, Ornulltris,” the man sputtered. “I mean no disrespect.”

“Our forces are powerful, yes,” the Grand Infurni continued. “Though if the Dark Mages hear even the slightest hint of what we have planned, they’ll lock down the Domotraus Academy and fend off our assault, just as they did to the Terra Mages.”

“It’s a school, not a--” the man started to protest.

Ornulltris shot daggers at the man and then snapped his fingers, and there was a sudden burst of flames out of the audience member’s mouth. The man screamed in agony as his tongue was incinerated, until he collapsed out of his seat and writhed on the floor in pain as Ornulltris continued to speak as though nothing had happened.

“The Domotraus Academy is much more than a mere school,” the Grand Infurni said. “If the rumors are to be believed, they have hijacked a Dwarven fortress and turned it into a military base, in a prime defensive position. It was used during the Terra Mage assault to great effect, and I don’t intend to suffer the same fate.”

“Shit,” I gulped and leaned over to Professor Quincy. “Is there any way to get a message back to the DA?”

“Not from here,” Quincy whispered and shook his head. “The best thing we can do is to find the Phylactery and beat our enemies back to the Academy.”

“What’s the matter?” Ornulltris said slyly as he looked around the room. “Is there no one who will defend the Terra Mages? I know some of them are with us today… What have you to say for the failure of your leader?”

There was a deafening silence in the room, then the man on the stage rolled his eyes.

“I asked you a question,” he said. “I’m not going to punish you for answering a question that I posed.”

“I-I wasn’t there,” one of the Terra Mages spoke up. “I remained behind to protect our homeland during the assault, in case the Dark Mages tried to attack.”

“Which they did, correct?” Ornulltris asked. “It’s my understanding that your main fortress was decimated not long ago, by Dark Mages.”

“Well, yes, but--” the Terra Mage tried to say.

“Tell me, Terra Mage,” the Grand Infurni continued. “Your kind have failed to defeat the Dark Mages before, so why should we ally with you now?”

“If we’d combined our forces with the other mages of Etraria, we would not have lost,” the Terra Mage said firmly.

“Yet your leaders and deity foolishly marched upon the Academy without any allies, and as a result, your kind is all but extinct and your deity has been forcibly bound to Domotraus.” The Grand Infurni sighed.

“We were tired of the Dark Mages pretending they were in charge!” The Terra Mage argued.

“I mean no disrespect, Ornulltris,” a second Terra Mage said as he stood up. “But if it weren’t for us, Revarian wouldn’t be in such a state, and we wouldn’t have this opportunity to destroy them once and for all!”

“You attacked too soon!” Ornulltris roared. “Yes, Revarian is currently in a state of decay, but his Phylactery is still out there somewhere, and if any of the Dark Mages find it before we destroy the DA, he’ll be brought right back to life, more vengeful than ever.”

“I don’t believe Ludwig Moltrarious was aware of a larger plot,” the first Terra Mage said. “If he was, he certainly would have waited.”

“But he didn’t wait. He got impatient, and now the Dark Mages have an opportunity to resurrect their Grand Mage. If that happens-- and Revarian returns-- we will never be rid of their kind.”

“Do you even know where this Phylactery is?” a Terra Mage asked.

“It’s here, in Candroll,” Ornulltris said, and my heart stopped in my chest. “We’ve been searching for it for decades now.”

Holy shit. They knew the Phylactery was here, even though they didn’t know exactly where it was.

“Then what have we got to worry about?” a Terra Mage chuckled. “It’s here, and Revarian isn’t. They’re not going to find it before we march on their Academy.”

“Perhaps not,” the Grand Infurni crossed his arms. “Though if we waited to attack until after the Phylactery was found and destroyed, there would be no way for Reverain to return, and his defeat would be permanent.”

“If the Phylactery is in Embrosia, then it’s as good as destroyed,” one of the Terra Mages declared. “Nobody’s--”

“No!” Ornulltris snarled. “Their chances might be slim, but the Dark Mages are most certainly searching for it at this very moment. Why do you think Terrapolis was attacked by Dark Mages, and why do you think Darwin Sneade was slain by their kind? Also, I was told that some of you found the corpses of Lunar Mages, who looked to be slain by dark magic?.”

“I don’t under--”

“The Dark Mages are looking for the Phylactery!” the Grand Infurni hissed. “And they are growing closer by the second. I am confident that they will be eradicated once they pass through the walls of Candroll, but the fact that they even felt the need to go looking is because of your foolish incompetence.”

“So this is why you invited us all the way out to Embrosia?” a Terra Mage scoffed. “To lecture us like petulant school children?”

“No, Terra Mages…” Ornulltris said as an evil grin spread across his face. “I brought you here to make an example out of you.”

Ornulltris suddenly tossed out his hands, and several members of the audience let out a howl as they sprang to their feet. I could see even from the back of the room that all of the affected targets wore the brown robes of a Terra Mage, though they began to rip them off in a frenzy as they tried to run toward the exits.

However, they only got a few steps before the pain overtook them completely, and they collapsed to the ground and started to writhe in sheer pain. Small plumes of smoke billowed out of their eyes, nostrils, ears, and mouths as they spasmed, until finally their eyeballs exploded like grapes in a hydraulic press and miniature pillars of fire erupted from their hollowed eye sockets. The Terra Mages were all dead in a matter of seconds, while a tense silence overtook the rest of the crowd.

“They weren’t kidding about these guys being psychopaths,” Elle whispered to me with a trembling voice.

“Remove them, please,” the Grand Infurni said with a wave of his hands. “This is a stern reminder to all of you… Failure will not be tolerated. Revarian is incapacitated, and we won’t get another chance as good as this one. We must succeed.”

One of the Lunar Mages sheepishly raised her hand, and Ornulltris nodded in her direction.

“What about the roaming Dark Mages?” she asked.

“They’re of no concern to me,” Ornulltris said dismissively. “Judging by the testimony of those who saw their handiwork, they’re a day or two out from Candroll at this point. They will boldly arrive in the city, because Dark Mages are incapable of anything less. Once they do, they will be disposed of swiftly by my loyal subjects. In the meantime, we must prepare for the next chapter of Etrarian history… The time of the Dark Mages is at an end, my friends, and our time is just beginning!”

The mages in the room erupted in cheers and applause, though a few of them were too busy pulling away the bodies of the dead Terra Mages to react. The Terra Mage bodies were dragged up to the stage with Ornulltris, who stood there and soaked in the applause happily.

We watched with macabre curiosity as the effigy was opened, and the bodies of the dead mages were stuffed inside. There was a bit of darkly comical corpse Tetris as the mages tried to fit all the Terra Mages into the single statue, until finally they were able to slam the door on the side shut and stepped away.

“And now, to seal our alliance in blood, we shall burn the image of our beloved Ogontrul with the bodies of the failures inside, to symbolize a cleansing of previous errors. This day, we begin anew… And in two days’ time, we march on the Domotraus Academy!”

The cheers grew louder as the rest of the mages rose and gave the Grand Infurni a standing ovation. Meanwhile, the other Fire Mages on the stage sent a small shot of flames straight into the feet of the effigy and set it ablaze. The fire took off in a matter of seconds, and soon, the whole figure was engulfed in the glowing heat of the spell, and the building began to smell like a mixture of smoke and burning flesh.

“I think it’s time to leave,” Professor Demstrol whispered. “Now.”

We slipped back to the main door, and once we confirmed the street was empty, we darted outside and headed for the nearest sidestreet to disappear down. We took a few more turns, and then we finally ducked into an alleyway and pressed ourselves up against the wall so that we were engulfed in the shadows. No one spoke for a moment, though most of us were panting.

“So they’re starting their march in two days,” Anise noted. “That means we really need to find the Phylactery, and fast.”

“They think we’re still two days away, too,” I added. “Which gives us a slight advantage.”

“Still,” Crimna sighed. “They’ll be on the lookout for us, no matter how far away they think we are.”

“Which probably means the Tar Pits are going to be heavily guarded,” Zarren said.

“I don’t know about that.” Professor Quincy shook his head. “He never said the Phylactery was in the Tar Pits, only that it was somewhere in Candroll. They might think it’s buried underneath the city or in a nearby thermal lake… It’s clear they don’t have the slightest idea as to its exact location.”

“Another advantage for us,” Torrance noted.

“Though I’ve got a bad feeling our cover stories aren’t going to work as well as they did in Kar-Dashunn,” I said. “Actually, I don’t think it’s a good idea for us to interact with any Fire Mages, if we can avoid it.”

“Why not?” Elle asked. “You heard the Grand Infurni… They don’t think we’re in the city yet.”

“It’s too risky,” I explained. “Even if they think we’re a day or two out from Candroll, he’s clearly told his people to watch for us, and the more we interact with the locals, the more chances we have to slip up and reveal our true identities.”

“So I’m assuming that means we won’t get to actually sleep in a soft bed tonight?” Nivaree sighed.

“I’m afraid not.” I shook my head. “An inn would be the worst place possible for us to stay. We’d be at their mercy while we slept, even if we set a guard. If they somehow discovered who we were, they could kill us before we even had a chance to defend ourselves.”

“Where in the Endless Abyss are we going to stay, then?” Torrance asked. “Should we leave the city and go back to the carriage?”

“That’s also too risky,” Professor Dredge shook his head. “If we walk outta the front gate before we’ve even been here a full night, it’s gonna look mighty suspicious.”

“We could scale the wall and then climb down,” Elle suggested.

“Oh, Miss Nahimee,” Dredge tutted. “That’s a good idea, but I’m afraid ya yer only thinkin’ about the immediate future. We’re gonna have to get back into Candroll in the morning if we do that, so we’d have to come through the front gates again… If there’s one thing that’s more suspicious than leaving early, it’s re-enterin’ when they haven’t seen you leave.”

“Ugh,” Torrance grumbled. “So what? We just find a dark alley like this one and sleep there?”

“Candroll is a large city,” Professor Demstrol replied. “I’m sure we can find an abandoned building somewhere that we can stay in for the rest of the night.”

“We’d better find it soon,” I said. “Because those mages will be spreading out across the city soon, and it’ll be a lot harder for us to hide.”

“Come,” Demstrol said and started to walk toward the other end of the alley.

We started to walk up and down the smaller, narrow streets as we searched for an empty building, but we didn’t have any luck right away. The homes we passed were inhabited, and we couldn’t even find an empty storefront.

We’d been wandering for at least thirty minutes before we found the more run-down area of Candroll. The buildings were in various states of disrepair, from caved-in roofs to cracked foundations.

“There aren’t any torchlights here,” I noticed. “That’s gotta be a good sign, right?”

There were a few copper chalices at the corners, though none of them were lit, and a few had even been knocked over. Meanwhile, the lamp posts that were present in the rest of the city had been broken at the base, and the wood looked to be filled with rot.

It was clear that this was a part of the city that hadn’t been repaired in years.

There was a ten-foot-tall bronze statue beside one of the destroyed buildings, and the image that it presented was chilling to say the least. It featured a man in Fire Mage robes with his boot pressed into the back of a kneeling man wearing the flamboyant robes of a Lunar Mage. The Fire Mage used one hand to hold the Lunar Mage’s head back so he could blast fire down his throat, and the Lunar Mage’s face was frozen in an expression of agony. There was a plaque at the bottom of the statue, which Professor Demstrol stepped over to read.

“Here lies the Elnumior sector of Candroll,” Demstrol began. “Where the Lunar Mages attempted the heretical transgression of invading our beloved city during the Great Mage War. This is the only part of Embrosia that was damaged from the fighting, so we leave it in its broken state as a reminder of what our enemies are capable of. It is here where Grand Infurni Othron Sage slew the vile Lunar Mage general, Ilnorth Maen, and pushed back the invading forces from our city.”

“I dunno about you guys,” I admitted as I looked over the destruction. “But this seems kinda counterproductive, doesn’t it? Like… In my world there’s been plenty of cities that were destroyed by war. Hell, a massive portion of my home state is where important battles were fought, but we just kinda turned the actual Gettysburg battlefield into a national park and the areas around it are a normal city. Also, the place where I went to college was pretty severely decimated by the same war, but we only really talk about that as a joke nowadays. Leaving the destruction as it was just feels weird.”

“The Fire Mages are very strange people,” Professor Quincy admitted. “As you probably figured out from their current Grand Infurni’s speech, they pride themselves on their power and victories, so this is completely on par with their beliefs.”

“But like… a whole portion of the city that’s unusable?” I continued. “That just seems kinda wasteful.”

“It may be their waste,” Sister Anise noted. “But it’s our gain. I doubt there’s anyone inside any of these buildings.”

“Definitely not,” Demstrol confirmed. “We’ll need to confirm that before we settle in, but I doubt these are inhabitable enough for anyone to occupy.”

“Did you see the way the Grand Infurni murdered those Terra Mages without warning?” Crimna asked. “That was soooo cool.”

“It’s cool to witness as a neutral party,” I chuckled. “It won’t be very cool if he tries that shit when he sees us, though.”

“It just seems so petty,” Nivaree said. “To call the Terra Mages all the way out here just to publicly ridicule them and then execute them in cold blood.”

“Petty is an excellent way to describe Ornulltris,” Professor Quincy sighed. “He’s still one of the newer leaders in Etraria, so he feels as though he has much to prove. I assume that’s why he’s so adamant about destroying the Dark Mages and doing what his predecessor could not.”

“What happened to the old Grand Infurni?” I asked. “I thought these mage leaders were all supposed to be next to immortal?”

“Not Fire Mages,” Sister Yelent explained. “I’ve read many tomes about this, and in Embrosia, they live by a system of power and deceit. They live naturally long lives like the rest of us, but the title of Grand Infurni is passed on when a Fire Mage kills the current Grand Infurni.”

“Othron Sage was the Grand Infurni for several decades,” Professor Quincy added. “He rose to power in the years before the Great Mage War and stayed in power until just twenty-five years ago, when he was slain at the age of two hundred and fifty-four by Ornulltris.”

“Is that old for a Fire Mage?” I asked innocently. “Mortis, remember? So I have no freaking idea.”

“It’s hard to say,” Quincy shrugged. “Most Fire Mages don’t die natural deaths, but rather they fall in battle or are killed by one of their peers. They believe such a brutal life ensures that only the most powerful of their kind survive, which therefore means their race will be the strongest in all of Etraria.”

“What in the Sith Lord…” I tutted. “So what are the chances that somebody offs this Ornulltris guy before he can march on the Academy?”

“Practically zero,” Professor Demstrol sighed. “The Fire Mages he leads love him and would gladly fight and die for his causes.”

“Great.” I sighed. “Another thing we’ll have to do ourselves.”

We found a building whose roof had caved in completely, though it still had all four walls and didn’t look like it was in danger of collapsing on us. Dredge entered the building first, and he tiptoed into the space as he looked around with his night vision eyes for any sign of danger.

After a few seconds he waved the rest of us in, and we slid into the building quickly. It was pitch-black inside the space, though I could just barely make out the shapes of fallen brick and stone scattered across the floor and the windows that pointed back toward the direction of the thriving part of Candroll. Over in the far corner, I saw a staircase to the second floor, and thankfully, it appeared to still be anchored to the wall.

“We will set up camp on the second floor,” Professor Quincy announced. “And we’ll keep someone on the lookout at all points in the night, in a rotation.”

“Great,” Zarren said with a yawn. “Because I’m really tired, and I think I could sleep for a year straight.”

“Not yet, Mister Velroum,” the blood magic professor shook his head. “We need to prepare.”

“Prepare to sleep?” the one-eyed mage scoffed.

“No…” Quincy trailed off pensively. “We must prepare for the Tar Pits. Clearly, we must complete our mission quickly, so we’ll need to go to find the Phylactery and leave the city as soon as we’re awake.”

“He’s right,” Dredge said. “We should make a plan to deal with whatever is awaiting us.”

“What exactly do you think will be… awaiting us?” Elle gulped.

“Everything Candroll has at their disposal,” Quincy warned. “Fire Mages, death traps, curses, you name it. We must be prepared for anything.”

Son of a bitch. Even though we were all exhausted beyond belief, it sounded like our night wasn’t over just yet.
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Chapter 12

“Seriously?” Torrance stifled a yawn. “You want to give us a lesson right now, in the middle of the night? Surely it can wait until morning.”

“Right now, most of Candroll is asleep,” Professor Quincy explained. “That makes it the perfect time to practice new dark magic spells because we’re unlikely to be seen by prying eyes.”

“This part of the city is little more than rubble,” the sandy-haired man sighed. “Nobody will see us practicing our dark magic during the day because nobody comes to this area.”

“Perhaps you’re right, Mister Othrope,” Professor Dredge warned. “Though the nighttime hours give us more protection if a spell goes wrong or it misses its mark and leaves the building. This way, at least, there ain’t gonna be a million Fire Mages who’ll see it from a mile away and come to investigate.”

“Yeah,” Nivaree said through a yawn. “But are we going to be in any condition to cast spells when we’re all so tired?”

“Believe me,” Professor Demstrol noted. “I wish to sleep as well, Nivaree. However, we’re currently in the last stretch of our journey, and I’m not certain if we’ll have any time between now and entering the Tar Pits in which to practice new spells. If we are to succeed in our mission, we’ll need everyone to be at the height of their powers when we face the Fire Mages head-on.”

“It’s one spell,” Torrance grumbled. “How much good could it possibly do?”

“It’s not going to be a single spell,” Quincy said firmly. “All three of us are going to teach you a new incantation that we feel would be useful when traversing through the Tar Pits of Candroll and against the Fire Mages in general.”

“Three lessons?” Zarren rolled his eye. “Isn’t that a little much?”

“Not if we wish to survive,” Demstrol said with a stern expression.

“Fine, fine…” Torrance sighed. “But don’t blame me if I drift off in the middle of the lesson. Especially Quincy’s, since he has a really bad tendency to ramble on and on and on.”

“Genshull and I aren’t required to be present during these lessons, are we?” Bellrouth asked.

“You’re welcome to observe if you wish,” Quincy said. “Just so you know what we have planned. But otherwise you’re free to do whatever you desire.”

“Sleep.” Bellrouth chuckled. “I wish to sleep.”

“I’ll keep watch first,” Genshull offered. “Then Bellrouth and I will switch places while she rests and I stand guard.”

“That would be most excellent,” Professor Demstrol nodded. “One of us will then relieve Genshull when we’re finished with our lessons.”

With that, the two Tieflings headed upstairs. I assumed that whoever was keeping guard would either be posted on the roof or at the front door of the structure, since those would be the two vantage points where we’d be most vulnerable. Since the rest of us were currently on the first floor for our training, the Tieflings must have decided to keep watch from above. As soon as they were gone, our three professors approached the front of the room together and looked at each other with tired, stern expressions.

“Which of us should go first?” Quincy asked.

“I will,” Professor Dredge announced. “They’re gonna need a lotta focus for the Mystic Terrain incantation, so I’m gonna teach ‘em while they’re all still able to focus.”

“Mystic Terrain?” Sister Yellent murmured. “Isn’t that something that’s taught to Fifth Years?”

“Usually, but this is no time to worry about curriculum norms.” The stout professor nodded. “Hence why I said it’ll take a lotta concentration to cast.”

“And what makes this so important for us to know?” Torrance asked with a sarcastic tone. “So important, in fact, that it’s more important than letting us rest?”

“Well, it only makes yer enemies struggle to traverse the terrain around ‘em,” Dredge snorted. “Ya know, something that might be of great use when tryin’ to escape from deadly monsters, retreat from enemy mages, or even just in the middle of battle.”

“We already know a bunch of spells that can ensnare or trap enemies,” Nivaree said. “What makes this one so different?”

“This ain’t a mere entrapment spell, students,” Dredge shook his head. “It calls upon the dark forces within the environment around us to actually move the terrain specifically to trap our targets. Let me show ya how it’s done… Can I have a volunteer?”

“I’ll do it,” Sister Yelent said as she raised her hand like an overexcited schoolgirl. “I’ve always wanted to know how this spell worked up close.”

Anise headed up to the front of our makeshift classroom and then turned to face her professor, who simply nodded and then cleared his throat. Professor Dredge then held out his hand to tell Yelent to stay put as he took several steps away from her position, then he cracked his knuckles and seemed to shake out his extremities as he prepared for the spell cast.

Professor Dredge then took his right thumb and pressed it firmly into the open palm of his left hand, sucked in a deep breath, and finally began to speak.

“Alnortas dormono taluum shentro…” Dredge said in a monotone voice.

The professor repeated the incantation once more, and for some reason it felt like the air in the room had become more heavy and musty, almost like we were breathing in the humid breath of an invisible beast. Then, Dredge looked up at Anise and smiled, and the environment in the room returned to normal.

“Did the spell work?” Sister Yelent asked with a raised eyebrow. “I don’t feel any different.”

“I dunno, Miss Yelent,” Dredge teased. “Why don’t you come across the room and try to grab my shoulder?”

“Okay…” Anise trailed off as she raised her eyebrow and looked confused.

The studious brunette took a step forward, and she immediately let out a gasp as she stumbled over her own feet. Anise cleared her throat as she stood upright, and her face was now red with embarrassment. She took another step, though this time one of the stone tiles below her feet shifted upward, and she landed on it way before she anticipated. Sister Yelent grunted angrily as she pushed herself forward, then she made two fast strides before a massive piece of the ceiling fell down directly in her path. She stopped in her tracks for a split second before she jumped over it, though the ground where she landed became uneven before our very eyes. Anise lost her balance and fell to her knees in an instant, but she propelled herself forward and closed the rest of the gap between her and Dredge.

Professor Dredge let out a hearty laugh as he caught the unstable Anise in his arms and then helped her return to an upright position, though Sister Yelent just looked like she was about to die from embarrassment.

“She still reached you, though,” Torrance scoffed.

“Of course she did,” Professor Dredge frowned. “I didn’t move. The point of the spell isn’t to keep her from reaching you, Mister Othrope, it’s simply to make it more difficult for them to move at all. If I was runnin’ away, she never would have caught me, and if we were in a part of Etraria with a buncha deadly stuff in the environment, she’d probably have fallen on a stone skewer or into a pit of lava or the like.”

“I don’t mean to be rude, Professor,” I said as I raised my hand. “But why is this spell reserved for Fifth Years? It doesn’t look that difficult to cast.”

“That’s because I’ve been castin’ it since before you were even a thought in yer mother’s brain,” he chuckled. “It’s one of the few spells that I know where it’s not just tha words that’re important, but the cadence and concentration as well. Ya gotta say the words in the perfect tone, and ya gotta focus on yer target without breaking concentration, or else it’ll be worthless. Now, all of ya pair up, and whoever doesn’t get a partner is gonna be stuck with me.”

With that, we started to spread out across the room as we picked our partners. Unsurprisingly, Crimna chose Torrance, since the two of them liked to have any excuse to torment each other when they got the chance. Nivaree and Sister Yelent paired up, as did Ethromelle and I. That left Zarren with Professor Dredge, though the one-eyed mage looked determined as he stepped up to the opposite side of his teacher.

“Are you going to have a hard time focusing?” Elle giggled bashfully.

“On you?” I winked. “Never.”

“What about your cadence?” the sandy-haired blonde woman asked. “That’s going to be what I struggle with the most.”

That was completely understandable, since Ethromelle had a very distinct way of speaking compared to the rest of my friends. All of her words sounded very airy, as though they were being sifted through a fantasy world inside of her mind and covered with fairy dust before they passed across her tongue. Though she could express her emotions clearly with her voice, everything Elle said had an unworried undertone to it, even when she was angry or scared.

“Then we’ll keep at it until you get it perfect,” I promised the Dark Divination Specialist.

“Just repeat after me, students,” Professor Dredge announced. “And I don’t mean ‘say what I say.’ I mean ‘say this in the exact same way I say it.’ Got it?”

“We get it,” Torrance said through a yawn. “Can we just get started now?”

“Go for it, Mister Othrope.” The scarred professor smirked, then he looked at Zarren. “Mister Valroum, I will tell you the same thing I told Miss Yelent… Try ta get me.”

“Ugh,” Zarren grumbled. “This is unfair, since I don’t see things the same way normal people do… You know, because of the whole eye thing.”

“Yer enemies won’t care that ya only got one eye,” Dredge shrugged. “So I’m not gonna, either. Now, everyone, repeat after me and do the hand motion… Alnortas dormono taluum shentro.”

Dredge placed his right thumb against his left palm as he spoke, so everyone who was casting the spell did so, as well. I decided to go first in our duo, so I pushed my thumb into the meat of my left hand and narrowed my eyes as I focused in on Elle. I said the words repeatedly, though it was extremely difficult to get the right inflection, particularly the way Dredge said the taluum part, which had a bit of a throaty hum to the uu. The one time I actually was able to get the right cadence, I realized I was paying attention too much to my words and not enough focus was on Elle.

Nobody else in the room seemed to be getting it, either, aside from Professor Dredge himself. Zarren attempted to charge the Familiars Professor, though my poor friend found himself getting hit by falling pebbles from the ceiling and tripping over uneven spots on the floor.

“Alnortas dormono taluum shentro!” I said once more, though this time I made sure to emphasize the correct syllables while also staring down Elle.

This time, I felt a twinge of power surge through my chest, and when I breathed in again I felt the musty, heavy air that’d been present when Dredge had successfully cast his spell, and I knew that it’d finally worked. I smiled as I took several steps back from Elle, and she just cocked her head to the side as she looked at me with a perplexed expression.

“Did it work?” she asked.

“I think so.” I nodded. “Come over here, and we can be sure.”

Elle took a timid step forward, and immediately the ground beneath her feet seemed to give out under her weight. There was the sound of cracking stone as her ankle bent slightly and she wobbled for a second, and then her eyes widened as she took a more hurried step in my direction. This time, a single stone tile raised up out of the ground right in her path, and her left foot caught it as she lost her balance and fell forward.

Ethromelle landed on her hands and knees, and she let out an annoyed huff before she stood back up, brushed the dust off her legs, and then started toward me again. Another small pebble fell down from the ceiling and landed on her back, and Elle let out a yelp of pain as she stumbled a few steps to the right. Finally, after another few trips and stumbles, she finally reached me and placed her hand on my shoulder.

“You alright?” I asked as I caught the beautiful blonde in my arms.

“My pride is hurt,” she sighed. “Physically, though, I’m fine.”

“If it makes you feel any better,” I chuckled. “Now you get to do the exact same thing to me.”

“If I can figure out the cadence…” Elle said.

“It’s not that bad once you’ve got it down,” I assured her. “The big thing to remember is to say the u’s like you’re humming a song and to say the first part in a monotone, droning voice, and you’ll be golden.”

“I’ll try.” She nodded. “We might be here for a bit, though.”

“Take your time, Elle,” I smiled. “You can do it.”

After I let go of Ethromelle, she walked back over to her original position, so I did a quick check of the rest of the room. I saw that Crimna had successfully completed her spell, and she let out a cackle of glee as Torrance tripped over a loose brick and fell flat on his face, though my former rival was less than amused. It looked like everyone else was still working on it though, so I turned to look at my partner.

Elle was back in position, and she nervously fiddled with her hands and pivoted on her toes before she took a deep breath and froze in place. I watched as she pressed her thumb into her palm, then her eyebrows furrowed as she stared at me with her light blue eyes. She began the incantation, though the first time she said it, the words came out in her usual, airy inflection and the spell didn’t work. Ethromelle tried to refocus as she shifted on the balls of her feet once more, and then she said the incantation again.

It still didn’t work.

“I-I don’t know if I can do this, Dark Mage,” Elle admitted as she hung her head. “I’ve never been good at acting.”

“You don’t have to be good at acting,” I explained. “Just good at mimicry. Keep going, and if we gotta do this a hundred more times, then we gotta do it a hundred more times.”

Elle’s eyes locked onto me as she blew out a long breath, and then she went rigid and pressed her thumb into her palm again. She repeated the incantation at least a dozen more times, though each time there was something slightly off about her cadence or her focus that caused it to fail. Finally, after nearly seven minutes of repeating the spell in various ways, I finally caught a whiff of the musty stench that told me the spell was cast correctly. My thoughts were further confirmed when Elle’s eyes went wide while her lips twisted into a large grin, and then she held out her right hand and gestured for me to come toward her.

However, since I’d been given an extended period of time to stew on the situation, I had a little trick of my own up my sleeve.

I whispered the incantation for Dark Perception as I started forward, and at the same time, I tried to let the primal urges of my soul take over. I’d cast this spell so many times that it was practically second nature at that point, and I felt my sensory perception go super saiyan as I started forward. With my enhanced vision, I noticed that one of the stone tiles I was about to step on was loose, so I pivoted and was able to move past it without incident. I then heard the sound of something shifting in the ceiling above and instinctively jumped to the left, and then I hurried forward as a larger piece of stone fell down and slammed into the floor just a few feet ahead of where I’d just been standing. The ground beneath me shifted under my feet, and I stumbled for a few steps before I heard the sound of shifting stone on the floor just in front of me. I quickly juked around the stone like a football player as it rose out of the floor, then I closed the rest of the gap on Elle in an instant.

When I reached the sandy-haired blonde I wrapped my arms around her and gave her a big kiss on the cheek, which made her squeal happily in response.

“I got it to work,” Elle sighed. “You were just too fast.”

“I just figured out how to counter the spell.” I winked. “Your cast was absolutely perfect, though.”

We practiced for a bit longer, and after a few times through, everyone in the room was casting the Mystic Terrain Spell like it was second nature. Finally, Professor Dredge let out a whistle, and we all stopped as we gave him our full attention.

“That’s enough fer now,” Dredge announced. “I think ya all have it figured out well enough that you could cast it in a combat situation, so we’ll stop there for the night.”

“What if we’re somewhere else?” Nivaree asked. “Does the spell only work when we’re around stone?”

“It’ll work wherever ya are.” Dredge shook his head. “And it’ll adapt to whatever the environment is around ya. For example, if yer in a jungle vines might fall down in front of yer target or trip ‘em up at the ankles. Or, if yer in a place with a buncha snow, ya might have ‘em slip on a patch of ice. Anyway, I think I’ve taken up too much of yer time as it is, so I’m gonna cede the floor to my peers.”

“I’ll go next,” Professor Quincy said as he stood up. “The spell that I plan to teach you is much more simplistic and easy to cast, though equally as useful for our purposes.”

“Please tell me it’s a messy one…” Crimna cooed.

“I’m afraid not, Crimna.” Quincy chuckled and shook his head. “I intend to train you in the way of Blood Constriction.”

“Like, cutting off the blood inside somebody’s body?” Sister Yelent asked.

“Indeed.” The professor nodded. “The Blood Constriction Spell causes an enemy’s veins to constrict intensely until the blood is barely flowing, and the effects are instantaneous.”

“What sort of effects are we talking about?” Crimna asked.

“Disorientation, shortness of breath, fainting…” he explained. “Confusion… There are many effects that might happen.”

“Nothing deadly, though?” the orange-and-black-haired woman sighed.

“If you maintain the spell, it can be deadly,” Professor Quincy shrugged. “Though this particular spell is more for disorientation, which then makes your enemy easy to kill. A person who cannot breathe will not fight.”

“You could use it for stealth purposes,” I added. “Disorient a guard and then sneak past them while they’re freaking out and worried about having a heart attack or something.”

“Precisely,” Quincy agreed. “Now, as with most spells within my purview, it shall require a bit of blood to cast. You may stay with the same partners you used for Dredge’s lesson, if you so desire.”

“As long as I get to go first this time,” Elle giggled.

“Deal.” I nodded.

“What about me?” Zarren asked. “Am I paired with you?”

“You may join another group,” Quincy said. “As this particular spell does not require pairs.”

“Dark Mage?” the one-eyed mage asked as he looked to me and Elle. “May I join you?”

“Of course you can.” I waved. “Get over here, dude.”

Once Zarren had joined our group, Quincy began to explain the incantation in more detail.

“The most important thing you need to understand about the Blood Constriction Spell is that, in order for it to work, your own blood must come into contact with your target,” the dark-haired professor explained. “It can be as little or as much as you wish, though it must have physical contact for the spell to be cast.”

“That seems a little inconvenient,” Nivaree scoffed.

“Not if you know what you’re doing.” Quincy said nonchalantly. “There have been many times where I’ve been able to cast it simply by wiping the smallest bit of blood against my target, which I subtly place by ‘accidentally’ bumping into them. Now, bleed yourselves, and we shall begin.”

I took out the dagger that Professor Demstrol had given me several weeks ago, placed the tip of the blade up against my middle finger, and began to twist it back and forth. As I did so, my finger throbbed for a moment, and then a small droplet of blood oozed out of the fresh wound.

“Alright,” I said as I held up my bleeding finger. “Who wants some blood?”

“You first!” Elle giggled.

The blonde woman suddenly wrapped her hand around the back of my head, then she pulled me in close and kissed me on the lips. As she did so, I caught a small taste of iron, and when she pulled back I noticed there was some blood on her lips.

“Tricky,” I chuckled.

“I’m not going to kiss you, Dark Mage,” Zarren snorted. “But Elle, I’ll give you some of mine.”

Zarren dragged his index finger across the back of Elle’s neck, and the blonde woman gasped as she twisted around and gave him a dirty look. The one-eyed mage shrugged nonchalantly as Elle stepped back so that we were in a triangle.

“I guess that means I get to perform the spell on you,” I said to Zarren.

The one-eyed mage held out his left hand willingly, so I leaned forward and wiped the blood of my middle finger onto his flesh. Once that was done I looked around and saw that the rest of the group all had blood on their bodies in one way or another.

“Alright,” Quincy said as he rubbed his hands together. “This is a concentration spell, so it will only last as long as you can concentrate on your target and its casting. The second you stop, the constriction will end, and your enemy’s body will return to its normal state.”

“Holding the spell long enough to make it deadly would be difficult,” Sister Yelent noted. “Since you wouldn’t be able to cast any other spells in the meantime, or even counter incoming attacks on the battlefield.”

“Exactly.” Quincy nodded. “Which is why I suggest using this spell in more intimate settings, where you’re able to put your sole attention on a single enemy or two. Now, if everyone’s got their blood onto their targets, repeat after me…”

Professor Quincy began the incantation, which was a series of short, angry-sounding words from an ancient language that I didn’t recognize. When I repeated the phrase, I felt my Soul Battery swell with power.

However, I also felt every single vein in my body start to burn like they were being injected with hot water. I cringed as I fought through the pain and continued to focus on Zarren, who was also wincing. The burning sensation started to go away a second later, though it was replaced by the feeling of extreme cold throughout all my extremities. I couldn’t feel my fingertips anymore, and all I could feel of my feet was staticky pinpricks. The world around me started to spin, and I nearly fell over as my vision tunneled and my legs felt turned to rubber. The next thing I knew, I was shaking my head and shivering intensely, and then the effects of the spell disappeared as quickly as they’d appeared.

I looked over at Zarren and Elle, both of whom were pale as ghosts, and they both rubbed their arms frantically as their teeth chattered.

“I think it worked,” Zarren said through a shiver. “I seriously had no idea where I even was… I thought maybe we were back at the Academy? Or in a cave somewhere? I had no clue, but my brain completely lost its ability to think.”

“Damn,” I whistled. “I just about passed out, but that was it.”

“I felt like my heart was stopping,” Elle admitted. “It slowed down, and I felt this horrible feeling of dread that I was going to die.”

“That just means the spell is working,” Professor Quincy announced. “Good… Now I want everyone to do it again.”

So we practiced the Blood Constriction Spell a few more times, with varying results. One time, I completely lost my vision for a few seconds, while another time my whole body went numb and I thought my organs had shut down inside me. Finally, after a few more pass-throughs, Professor Quincy raised his hand and smiled.

“Excellent, students,” the Blood Magic Professor said. “This is a powerful piece of your spellcasting repertoire, so use it wisely.”

“I believe it’s now my turn?” Professor Demstrol asked with a slight frown.

“The students are yours, Professor Demstrol.” Quincy said with a slight bow. “Finish strong, for the glory of Domotraus.”

“I always do,” Demstrol said cockily as she walked past her colleague and then turned to us. “I have been saving this spell for later on in our journey, since it’s one that can quite literally drive you mad if cast incorrectly. However, it appears we’re close to our journey’s end, so there’s no reason to keep it to myself any longer… Are any of you familiar with the concept of a Specter Soul Tie?”

“Anise?” Torrance asked as he looked at Sister Yelent. “Anything?”

“I-I don’t know that one,” Sister Yelent admitted.

“It’s deceptively simple, though as I mentioned, it can have disastrous consequences if performed incorrectly,” Demstrol said. “Essentially, this spell will summon forth the ghost of a fallen human that perished near the area in which you are standing and then bind it to your soul temporarily. If performed correctly, this specter will follow you on the battlefield and act as your personal protector… If done incorrectly, though, the specter will actively harm you and attempt to possess your body for themselves.”

“Nothing serious, then,” Nivaree said sarcastically.

“How the Hell do you keep that from happening?” I asked. “Is it all a power thing?”

“Or is it all about focus?” Torrance scoffed as he air-quoted focus. “That seems to be the theme of the day here.”

“It’s merely a matter of will and one’s sanity,” the frizzy-haired professor replied. “If a mage is of sound mind and strong will, this spell will be simple to cast and the specter easy to control. Should a mage’s will not be up to the task, though, or should their sanity be shattered… That is when the negative effects begin to occur.”

“Crimna, dear,” Nivaree gulped as she looked at our friend. “I’m not sure this is a spell you want to attempt.”

“Why not?” Crimna asked obliviously. “My will is definitely strong enough.”

“Well, yeah,” Niv chuckled. “It’s the sanity part I’m more worried about.”

“My sanity is fine, too.” Crimna scowled at the rest of us as she folded her arms across her chest.

“Nooooo, it’s not,” Torrance guffawed.

“I hate to say it,” Elle admitted. “But he’s right. I’ve seen the way you fight on the battlefield and how much you enjoy blood sacrifices--”

“Most Dark Mages enjoy blood sacrifices!” Crimna protested. “It’s in our nature.”

“Yeah, but you really, really enjoy them…” Elle continued. “I sometimes wonder if there’s some sort of carnal satisfaction that comes with the act for you.”

“A woman doesn’t kiss and tell,” Crimna cackled.

“That’s what I mean,” the sandy-haired blonde sighed.

“You’ve already been possessed once, Crimna,” Nivaree reminded her. “Maybe let’s not do that again.”

“If Crimna wishes to proceed,” Professor Demstrol noted. “Then that is her choice. All we can do is guide her, and hope that her mind is strong enough to withstand an attack.”

“I’ll be fine,” Crimna promised. “Just trust me on this.”

“If you say so,” I gulped. “Just be careful.”

“So, now that you all know the risks, do you agree to continue?” Demstrol asked and waited for us all to nod. “Excellent. For this particular incantation, you must first search through the Endless Abyss for any nearby deceased spirits… Obviously should you be on an active battlefield, finding a soul would be simple. Given the nature of this part of Candroll, I believe there will be plenty of spirits here as well.”

“I bet,” I whispered under my breath. “This place feels like a freaking graveyard.”

“The key to the Specter Soul Tie is in the gestures made while casting,” Demstrol explained. “Follow my lead, and say the incantation exactly as I say it.”

Demstrol raised her hands up above her head and placed her palms together. When the rest of her did the same thing, she twisted her wrists around so that the back sides of her hands were facing the sides of her body, then she slowly started to spread them apart as she slowly lowered them to her sides. Finally, once they were all the way down, Demstrol stuck them out in front of her body with the palms facing up and slowly raised them in rapid succession. She started to say her incantation the second time through with the motions, and that’s when we began to mirror her every action.

I got through the motions and incantation five times before I finally felt a small twinge of power in my chest, though it didn’t seem to grow any larger. The next time I went through with the casting, however, I felt a sudden jolt in my Soul Battery, and my torso was pulled backwards by an invisible force. I was able to stay upright as I continued with the casting, and that’s when I heard the faintest whisper ring through my head.

“Greg…” a disembodied voice hissed. “Give yourself to me…”

I ignored the call of whatever was speaking and focused on finishing my cast.

“Gregggggggg…” it whispered again. “You are nothing… This journey is futile, and you’ve led your friends to their deaths…”

Admittedly, that comment made me hesitate for a moment, but I knew what would happen if I actually gave up my cast at this point. So, I kept going even as the disembodied voice taunted me with every single insecurity and fear I had in my brain.

“The Fire Mages have the Phylactery… This is a trap…”

I honestly didn’t know if responding to the voice would make things better or worse, so I kept my mouth shut and continued with the spell. I made the motions and said the incantation two more times, and that was when the voice became irate.

“You’re all going to die in this place,” it spat. “You will never see your home again, and your enemies will hang your charred corpses from the pillars of their front gates!”

“Fuck off,” I grumbled to myself.

I’d gotten this far, and I wasn’t about to let the ghost of some dead motherfucker be the thing that actually took me out.

“Do you still think you can protect them?” the voice asked. “They will all die in Candroll, and it will be because of your insolence.”

I ignored the voice as I continued with the incantation, though I heard Zarren let out a scream as he fell to his knees. Thankfully, Demstrol moved quickly to his side, but I felt a twinge of worry for my friend as he struggled against whatever he’d summoned.

“Focus on me, Zarren,” I heard Demstrol say.

“Your friend is already lost,” the disembodied voice taunted. “As you will soon be, too.”

“Fuck. Off.” I repeated.

I said the spell once more, and this time the voice turned into one of agony. It let out an inhuman, ear-piercing scream as the sound of swirling wind filled the area around me, and then I saw a soft blue light as something began to manifest at my side. A half-second later, the blue light took on the shape of a human man, who was bobbing two feet off the ground like he was attached to a spring that was being pushed by a gentle breeze.

Based on the specter’s clothing, I could tell he’d been a Fire Mage in his life. He was missing the entire upper left part of his head, though, and sharp bits of exposed bone stuck out of his flesh where his right eyeball should’ve been. His brain was exposed, and it pulsed as he turned his head to face me.

“What is your bidding, master?” he asked.

I could tell that it was the same voice that had been taunting me a few seconds ago, though apparently my spell had worked.

I was in full control.

When I looked around the room I could see that everyone but Zarren had successfully summoned a specter to their side and had it under their control. Zarren, on the other hand, had his hands on both sides of his head as Demstrol coached him.

“You can do this, Zarren,” the frizzy-haired professor declared. “You mustn’t let this spirit affect your mind.”

“And you were worried about me,” Crimna joked.

“I’m trying,” the one-eyed mage retorted. “He’s relentless…”

“It doesn’t matter what it’s saying,” Demstrol warned. “I can assure you it’s lying so you’ll become the submissive.”

“I-I can’t stand this,” Zarren continued. “You’re going to shut up, or Domotraus help me, I’ll make it so you never existed!”

Zarren stood up as he said the last part, and his eye narrowed as he stared off into the distance. Sure enough, a blue light began to form next to his body, and then finally, there was the specter of a man with a missing left arm next to Zarren. The ghost was also covered in flesh with third-degree burns, and the fact that he wasn’t wearing a Fire Mage robe told me exactly how he met his grisly fate.

“There,” Demstrol said with a note of approval. “It’s done.”

“Okay…” Torrance trailed off as he pointed to the female ghost next to him. “Now what? It just follows us around, or--”

Before Torrance could finish his question, Demstrol drew a dagger from her belt and hurled it at the sandy-haired mage. The ghost immediately put itself between Torrance and the incoming blade, snatched it out of thin air, and then tossed it into the ground where it stuck with a dull thunk.

“You’ve successfully bonded to the specter,” Demstrol explained. “It will do whatever it can to protect and assist you until it takes critical damage.”

“You… You threw a knife at me,” Torrance sputtered.

“I knew your ghost would protect you.” The professor rolled her eyes. “Don’t be so dramatic.”

“She definitely didn’t know,” Crimna teased. “She was secretly hoping it got you right between the eyes.”

“I want all of you to practice,” Demstrol continued as she ignored Crimna’s comment. “Pretend to engage with each other, and watch how your specters react.”

“You heard her,” Crimna giggled as I turned around and saw her finger pointed toward me. “See that guy with the curly red hair? We’re gonna tear him apart!”

The Blood Magic Specialist charged at me with a gleeful expression on her face, then she drew her dagger and held it out in my direction. The second she did so, the ghost at my side let out an angry roar and shot forward like a bat out of Hell. That triggered something in Crimna’s ghost, too, because it suddenly attacked mine.

Crimna and I watched in awe as the two specters fought each other, and out of the corner of my eye, I could see Nivarree’s ghost deflecting incoming shots of Torrance’s magic.

These things were basically like conscious Necrotic Shields that could also fight back, and I was all for it.

After another fifteen minutes of training, Professor Demstrol cast a Death’s Hand spell and turned her left hand into a glowing purple skeleton hand. She then touched each of the ghosts, which caused them to literally go up in smoke. There was a flash of blue light as the ghosts vanished into thin air, and a twinge of pain in my Soul Battery accompanied their demise. Once she’d finished, Demstrol instructed us to repeat the spell, so that was exactly what we did.

My friends and I spent the next thirty minutes summoning ghosts to our side, making them fight, and then watching Demstrol take them off the playing field. After our final run, the professor removed the last of the ghosts, deactivated her Death’s Hand, and then extended her arms out as though she was going to make an announcement.

“I’m happy to inform you that we’re finished,” Demstrol declared. “Professor Quincy? Are there any other spells you believe we should cover?”

“I think that’s enough for one night,” Quincy admitted through a yawn. “I believe it’s time for everyone to get some much-needed rest, while I go and see if the Tieflings are ready to be relieved of guard duties.”

With that, Professor Quincy dismissed us, and we began to head up the staircase to the top floor. When we got there, we found Genshull standing guard and Bellrouth sleeping, so our Blood Magic Professor spent a few minutes working out the guard duty with the Tiefling. Once everything was clarified, we were instructed to spread out and make ourselves comfortable, which is exactly what we did.

I found an old stone chair that was surprisingly smooth and cozy, so I plunked down in it and raised my feet up as I closed my eyes. I was hoping I could at least get a few hours of sleep before we had to continue our journey, and I was out so fast that it seemed like a real possibility.

Until I woke up when a hand clamped over my mouth.

My eyes shot open as I reached for the dagger at my side, but the assailant grabbed my hand and held it in place. I suddenly realized that I was looking into the crimson eyes of Bellrouth, and I felt a whole swathe of emotions as I tried to make heads or tails of what was going on.

“Don’t worry, Greg,” Bellrouth whispered in a sultry tone. “I haven’t betrayed you. In fact, the opposite… Would you like to go somewhere a bit more private, where we can talk privately?” ‘

“Uh, sure?” I half-asked as she lowered her hand and let me speak. “What did you have in mind?”

“Somewhere nobody can hear us,” she said. “Because, if things go as I intend them to, we’re going to have a very, very loud night on our hands.”

I wasn’t sure what to make of Bellrouth’s comments, but I’d definitely heard similar things before.

And almost always, it led to me waking up with a beautiful woman in the morning.
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Chapter 13

“What are you talking about?” I whispered to the purple-skinned Tiefling. “Why can’t we talk about whatever we need to talk about here, and just whisper?”

“I don’t wish to be shackled by such limitations.” Bellrouth shrugged. “Come with me.”

I rubbed my eyes as I stood up and stretched, and then I looked around to see if anyone else had heard us. But my friends were still passed out, except for Professor Dredge, who I assumed was keeping watch at the front door. Genshull wasn’t present, either, and I figured that meant she was in on whatever Bellrouth had planned.

Bellrouth gestured for me to follow her to the part of the building where the ceiling had collapsed. The leader of the Avenging Hand held out her arms, and I had no sooner taken a step toward her when she wrapped her arms around me and pulled me in close. She then took to the air and carried me up to the roof of the building, where we landed softly near a smiling Genshull.

“I assume he came willingly?” the pink-skinned Tiefling chuckled. “Or did you have to kidnap him?”

“He’s not aware of the Bonding of Kuuln.” Bellrouth shook her head. “Though he didn’t argue much.”

“So you’re in on this, too,” I noted. “Bellrouth, can you just tell me what the fuck is going on?”

“As soon as we get to a place where we can speak freely,” Bellrouth nodded. “Genshull, will you keep watch on that building over there? The one where the entrances are sealed by rubble?”

“You really have plotted this out,” I gulped.

“Dredge is keeping watch below,” Genshull noted. “So I’ll continue to keep watch on this building from above as well as the other building.”

“Excellent.” The leader of the Avenging Hand nodded. “Good work, soldier. Now, Greg… Please don’t make any noise until we’re safe on the ground.”

“I’ll do my best,” I sighed as I peered over the edge of the building.

Bellrouth wrapped her arms around me again and leaped into the air. We were horizontal for a few moments as we passed over the side of our hideout and then over the ruined streets of Candroll. When we reached the other building, Bellrouth gently lowered us down until our feet touched the crumbling roof.

“There,” she said in her normal tone as she released me from her grasp. “Now we can speak.”

“Are you sure about that?” I asked as I looked around nervously. “There could be people hiding out in this place.”

“I’ve already inspected the building for any unwanted company,” Bellrouth chuckled and puffed out her chest proudly. “It’s empty, and all of its entrances are blocked off by rubble. The only way in or out is through the roof, and Genshull just assured us she would keep a lookout from across the street.”

“Okay, so now that we’re alone,” I began. “What is this all about? You literally just kidnapped me out of our safe spot--”

“You came willingly,” Bellrouth reminded me with a smirk.

“Right. The point still stands, though,” I replied as I rolled my eyes. “Why did you bring me over to this building, and why did you want to get away from the rest of the group?”

“We could have performed the Bonding of Kuuln ceremony in our original building,” she explained. “Though we would have had to be extremely quiet, and quiet is anything but my preferred way of operating.”

“What exactly does the Bonding of Kuuln ceremony entail to make it so loud?” I questioned.

“The same thing that allows you to bond with your female companions, Dark Mage,” she nodded.

“So it’s a blood ceremony?” I played dumb, even though she had specifically emphasized female companions.

“Not if it’s done correctly,” Bellrouth chuckled. “Shall we continue to dance around the actual topic, or shall I be upfront with the process?”

“Please,” I sighed. “We probably don’t have time to beat around the bush about everything.”

“The Bonding of Kuuln is a very important part of Tiefling culture,” Bellrouth explained. “It’s the way we ensure bloodlines remain strong as well as a way to bring good fortune to our people in battle.”

“I mean, we definitely need that,” I said. “I don’t know what sort of a fight we’ll have on our hands at the Tar Pits, but if it’s against Fire Mages, we’ll need all the good fortune we can get. How does it work?”

“I think you already know how it works, Greg,” she said with a coy smile. “If not, then I feel sorry for all of those women you are so close with.”

My heart skipped a beat at her words, then it began to flutter even faster than usual. I had a sneaking suspicion I knew where this was all headed, but I wasn’t about to leap to that sort of a conclusion without actual proof.

“You know,” I joked. “I would be able to answer these questions a lot easier and help a lot better if I knew how the ceremony worked.”

“It’s not a ceremony in the formal sense.” Bellrouth shrugged. “In Tiefling culture, the Bonding of Kuuln is performed between the male and female leaders of an army before a major battle, to symbolize that they are unified in the eyes of Kuuln, the great conqueror demon who is said to have sired the first Tiefling. He was a powerful warrior who laid with a human woman the night before his legendary battle against the armies of the Colrandrion people, and it was said that the child the woman bore was the original Tiefling.”

“That’s pretty badass,” I nodded. “I’m assuming he won the battle, too?”

“Indeed.” She grinned wickedly. “Which is why it is customary for us Tieflings to perform such an act in honor of the event.”

“And when you say ‘perform the act…’” I trailed off as I tried to confirm where this was headed.

“You and I are going to lay together, Greg,” Bellrouth said as nonchalantly as if she was ordering a pizza. “To ensure our victory.”

The blood started to rush to my loins as the reality of the situation began to kick in, and I couldn’t help but smile in response. I’d always noticed Bellrouth had a gorgeous, fit body, and was a freaking badass in general, though it’d never really occurred to me that we might actually sleep together until just now. My manhood began to throb in response, as did my heart, which was pounding like a war drum.

“Technically, I’m not the leader,” I chuckled. “Professor Quincy is the one in charge of this entire excursion as per the acting Grand Mage of the Domotraus Academy.”

“There’s no need to keep up appearances, Greg,” Bellrouth smirked. “Randorn may be the one who was told he was in charge, but we all know who the true leader of this group is, and it’s not him.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said as I tried to play coy. “I’m just a lowly first-year student.”

“You’re the one who makes the decisions for the team,” she retorted. “Even in the few days that we’ve been together, I can tell that it’s been your intelligence, wisdom, and decision making that has gotten you to the cusp of victory. Do you truly think that you’d be one step away from the Phylactery if you’d let Randorn take the lead on everything?”

“Probably not,” I admitted. “He didn’t want us to befriend you. In fact, he didn’t want us to get involved with Darwin Sneade at all.”

“Precisely.” Bellrouth nodded and placed her hands on her hips. “I don’t mean to offend, but your professors don’t have the negotiation skills that you do. Had we been dealing strictly with Randorn and the other two, we never would have agreed to help. Also, I believe it was Quincy who didn’t want you to reveal your true intentions of being in Kar-Dashunn… Do you know what would have happened if your team had followed his advice and continued to deceive us?”

“I don’t,” I admitted. “Though I’ve got a pretty good idea.”

“We already view Dark Mages as untrustworthy, and if we knew that we were actively being deceived by them?” She huffed and shook her head. “We would have killed everyone. Or died trying.”

“Damn,” I whistled. “I’m really glad we played our cards correctly, then.”

“There is no we, Greg…” Bellrouth trailed off. “It was your intuition and honesty that made you tell us the truth, even though it went against the wishes of the so-called leader of your group. You’re the leader, Greg, and I would wager that the only one in your team that doesn’t think so is Randorn himself.”

“Come on,” I scoffed. “I’m sure Professor Demstrol and Professor Dredge don’t think that way.”

“I’ve seen the way Demstrol looks at you,” Bellrouth said with a coy smirk. “If she had her way, I think she’d be your private tutor every single day, and you wouldn’t just be studying Necronomic Magic, that’s for sure.”

“And Dredge?” I said with a somewhat unconvinced tone.

“If I’m being honest, I don’t think Dredge cares much for authority in general,” she chuckled. “I think he does whatever he feels is best, regardless of what he’s told, and he doesn’t really think of anyone as a true leader. It’s clear that your peers see you as the leader of the group, though.”

“That’s because I’m their Dark Mage,” I explained. “I’m blood bonded with them, and they’ve pledged to serve me. Well, except Anise.”

“Exactly,” she said. “They serve you, not Randorn. Everybody knows who the true leader of this group is. And that doesn’t even begin to get into the power levels and combat ability that I’ve witnessed.”

“What are you talking about?” I snorted. “All three of the professors are way more powerful than I am.”

“They’re more knowledgeable about Dark Magic,” Bellrouth corrected. “But in terms of raw power and battle strategy, though? They pale in comparison to you, Greg. Also, I’ve seen your heart firsthand. You’re not like so many other Dark Mages that I’ve encountered, who are all power-hungry, ruthless, and uncaring. You’ve gone out of your way to ensure this group’s survival, even at the expense of your own comfort or status. You’ve saved me, a lowly Tiefling, at least twice now in the heat of battle, which is something other Dark Mages would never do.”

“Don’t be so hard on yourself, Bellrouth,” I said. “Your people deserve just as much care as anyone else in Etraria… Hell, you might even deserve more, considering all the shit you’ve been through.”

“See?” she said and tapped me on the chest. “That’s what I’m talking about. Most Dark Mages would preach survival of the strongest, and claim that our people have been pushed to the brink of extinction because we’re weak and should be allowed to die.”

“Yeahhhhh.” I shook my head. “That’s not me. It sounds like your people have suffered a lot, and the fact that you’re still around tells me just how resilient the Tiefling race is. Don’t get me wrong, I still want power and high status and all that like other Dark Mages, but you don’t have to be a total genocidal psychopath to get there, ya know? Like, take what you want and become as powerful as you can, but don’t be a dick about it.”

Bellrouth’s smile turned from pensive to warm and inviting, and her red eyes seemed to soften as she listened to my words.

“I’m going to very much enjoy this, Greg,” she whispered. “Bonding ceremonies are generally formal, practical affairs, but not this one… I have a feeling that this one is going to be much more pleasant.”

My manhood stood to attention as Bellrouth’s words washed over me, and I gulped at the thought of sleeping with this muscular half-demon woman. Crimna was incredibly fit and built like a freaking Amazon, though she was still human at the end of the day. Bellrouth was nearly a head taller than me, with muscles like a female MMA fighter and the personality to match.

It was going to be a wild ride for sure, and I just hoped this wasn’t going to be a case of death by snu snu.

“For the record,” I said warmly. “I think it’s going to be a pleasant experience, too.”

“Is that so?” Bellrouth purred. “Because I should warn you… I’m not gentle with my mates.”

My cock now went from six o’clock to midnight inside of my pants as I thought of all the ways Bellrouth was talking about being rough, and I could barely contain my excitement.

“I don’t have to be gentle, either,” I growled back.

“Good.” The purple-skinned woman nodded. “Now you see why I wished to be in a separate building from the rest of your friends… I’d hate to wake them up with the sounds of the ceremony.”

“You mean the passion,” I corrected.

“Passion?” Bellrouth asked with a legitimately confused expression.

I frowned as realization dawned on me.

If this was a formal ceremony in Tiefling culture, then that probably meant they viewed sex as sex instead of lovemaking. There was probably no passion to the way they did things, nor was there any intimate connection between those who were participating.

I was going to change that.

“Where I’m from, this act is one of love and connection,” I explained. “We don’t just view it as, like, a transactional thing. When two people are intimate with each other back in my world, it’s because they want to form a deep personal connection… Well, most of the time. Some people just fuck to have fun and pleasure their genitals, but that’s never really been why I’ve done it.”

“Your people sound quite strange,” Bellrouth said longingly as she bit her bottom lip with her fanged teeth. “Though I wish to experience this connection that you speak of.”

“Then what are we waiting for?” I waggled my eyebrows. “Let’s get the ceremony started.”

Bellrouth bowed her head slightly as she balled her hands into fists and crossed her arms over her chest. The Tiefling closed her eyes as she placed her fists up to her shoulders, then she said a few words in her native tongue before she re-opened them and looked down at me with a stern expression.

“May our bonding lead us to victory,” she said.

“Oh, yeah,” I said nonchalantly. “To victory. So I gotta ask… How does this work, exactly? Like, is there a special phrase we need to say, or do we need to burn incense, or--”

“You place your manhood inside of me until we both reach the height of pleasure, and then we are bonded,” Bellrouth said matter-of-factly. “I’ve already said the Tiefling prayer to Kuuln, so that’s all that remains.”

“I promise it’ll be worth your while,” I said.

I took a step toward Bellrouth and placed my right hand on her hip and the left against her cheek. The purple-skinned Tiefling pulled back a few inches as her crimson eyes widened and her dark pupils narrowed.

“What are you doing?” she asked. “My vagina isn’t on my face, or my hip.”

“I know that,” I chuckled. “You said you wanted to experience the way a human from my world does it, right? Well, this is part of the act. Just relax, go with the flow, and I’ll make sure you have a great time.”

Bellrouth looked surprised, though after she thought about it for a moment, her posture relaxed as she leaned forward again. Her expression softened when I began to caress her face, and I swore I saw the hint of a smile on the corner of her lips. I gave her a slow nod before I began to lean in toward her face, then I pressed my lips up against her light violet mouth. She let out a gasp of surprise as I continued to stroke her face and gave her a soft peck on the lips, then I pulled back to make sure she was still doing alright.

“What is the purpose of this action?” Bellrouth asked with a raised eyebrow.

“It’s how humans show affection,” I explained. “We call it ‘kissing.’”

“I-I think I might like it,” Bellrouth admitted. “It makes me feel… strange inside.”

“In a good way, hopefully.”

“Yes, Greg…” the half-demon purred. “It makes me feel very, very good.”

I pressed my lips up to Bellrouth’s once more, and this time she actually leaned in and pushed up against me forcefully. I gripped the soft flesh of the woman’s right hip as I held her against me and started to kiss her more intensely. Though it was obvious that Bellrouth didn’t know how to kiss, I let my tongue slip into her mouth and swirled it around a few times to show her how it was done. After a few seconds, she tried to match my motions, and before I knew it, we were having the most crude makeout session I’d ever experienced.

I felt Bellrouth’s strong hands grab onto my shoulders as she held me in place while she worked on her kissing. I felt my manhood threaten to break through the fabric of my pants as her tongue flicked around in my mouth, and I felt the form of her firm, perky breasts against my torso. My hands continued to explore her fit body as our tongues danced in each others’ mouths, and soon, my fingers found themselves moving around to cup her ass.

Bellrouth’s ass was as firm as a rock, though it also had a slight bit of give to it when I squeezed. Still, I bet you could have bounced a freaking quarter off of the damn thing if you really wanted to. Bellrouth responded with a happy coo, so I kept fondling her as we made out.

Eventually, Bellrouth took a step back, then she reached up to undo the straps of her crude sports bra. However, I immediately grabbed her hand and then slowly lowered it back to her side as I clicked my tongue and shook my head.

“This way will be much better,” I promised. “Trust me.”

With that, I reached up and slid my thumbs underneath the straps and carefully pulled them down over her dark violet shoulders as I gave Bellrouth another kiss. She must have liked the way I took control of the situation, because she let out a soft moan in response as I helped pull the fabric away from her beautiful body. Bellrouth’s top was so loose that it fell all the way down to her ankles in an instant, and my mouth fell agape when I saw her naked torso in all its glory.

Bellrouth had a subtle set of abs underneath the soft, supple purple flesh of her abdomen, which seemed to tense up nervously when she realized she was exposed. Her shoulder blades were incredibly defined, and they almost created a natural arrow that pointed to the area between her breasts. In true warrior fashion, the Tiefling woman’s breasts were on the smaller side, though her precious A-cups were still deliciously defined, both with erect, pointed nipples that were just a shade lighter than the color of her flesh.

“Shall I remove my pants now?” Bellrouth asked matter-of-factly.

“I’ll do it for you,” I whispered seductively as I took a step forward.

I dropped down to my knees, and Bellrouth looked down at me with a confused expression.

“Can’t you do this standing up?” she chuckled. “I’m not that much taller than you.”

“I’m not down here just to take off your pants,” I growled and licked my lips. “I’m down here for what happens after they’re off.”

“What are you talking about?” She looked confused again, but at least she didn’t back away.

“Just sit back and enjoy the ride.” I winked and then turned my attention to the lower half of her body.

Bellrouth’s loincloth was attached to her body by two intricate knots that had been tied together on both sides of her hips. So, I reached up, took the material in my hands, and carefully unwound them until they were simply two loose-hanging strings. The second they were untied, Bellrouth’s pants fell to the ground, and I found myself staring directly into her delicate flower.

The Tiefling’s womanhood was swollen with her arousal, and a small bit of her juices glistened against her inner thighs and told me just how aroused she really was. Bellrouth’s thighs were just as toned and muscular as the rest of her body, which made me wonder if she could crush a watermelon between them if she wanted to.

At the top of her precious slit stood her clitoris, which was also swollen and tinted with a contrasting light violet color. Right above Bellrouth’s clit was a small, well-trimmed tuft of white hair, so short that it would have been impossible to see if her skin hadn’t been such a contrasting hue.

I leaned forward as my tongue slid out of my mouth, and then I grabbed onto Bellrouth’s hips. I placed the tip of my tongue onto her erect clit and then started to flick it across in a criss-cross pattern.

“What are you… Oh!” Bellrouth gasped.

I teased her clit for a few more seconds, until Bellrouth started to whimper and moan as her legs tensed up. For a brief moment I feared for the safety of my noggin as her thighs tightened around me, but once I realized everything was okay, I got back to work. I moved my mouth away from the Tiefling’s clit and started to softly drag it downward, over the right side of her labia and then back up the left side. I stopped at her clit to tease it a bit more before I practically buried my face in her pussy and began to make every single shape I could think of with my tongue.

I suddenly felt Bellrouth’s hand against the back of my head as she groaned sensually. Her grip was so tight that she probably could have torn my scalp off if she yanked hard enough, though I was too into my own task to care. I continued to lick her pussy in every way imaginable, all while Bellrouth’s legs trembled and she let out moan after passionate moan.

“This is incredible, Greg,” the Tiefling whimpered. “I… I didn’t know such a sensation was even possible!”

“It’s about to get even better,” I whispered.

With that, I lifted my right hand up, extended my index and middle fingers, and delicately slid them between the lips of Bellrouth’s womanhood. She was so wet that there wasn’t even a hint of resistance, and I felt the warmth of her tight tunnel around me as I went knuckle-deep.

Bellrouth gasped when I started to finger her and lick her clit simultaneously, and I pumped my fingers in and out of her tender slit slowly. I pleasured the Tiefling for a few more minutes before I increased the speed of my fingers and alternated between clockwise and counterclockwise motions with my tongue, all while Bellrouth’s moans grew more hurried and closer together.

Then, she went completely still.

I looked up at Bellrouth from my vantage point and saw that her mouth had fallen completely open, though no noise was coming out. Her crimson eyes turned pure white as they rolled back in her head, and her entire body trembled as she took a few long, deep breaths.

“I think I am at my cli-cli-climax!” Bellrouth gasped. “I’m about to-to… Ohhhhhhhhhhh.”

Bellrouth’s delicious juices started to gush out of her pussy and onto my fingers, so I pulled them out and moved my mouth down to lap it all up. The woman’s arousal tasted sweeter than apple pie, so I made a happy yum sound as I licked every last drop from her tender mound.

Meanwhile, Bellrouth’s hand had my hair in a death grip, and her thighs were so tense that I thought she was going to burst a vein or tear a muscle. She whimpered and moaned as she went over the side of the mountain, all while I kept at it with my tongue. After a few more seconds, the gorgeous half-demon began to come down from her climax, then she released my head from her grip and allowed me to pull away.

“See?” I teased as I licked the last bit of her juices from my lips. “My way is much better than yours.”

“But, you didn’t reach your climax,” Bellrouth said with a sultry frown. “Unless you did it inside your pants, in which case the ceremony will be useless.”

“Don’t worry,” I chuckled. “I just wanted to give you a little taste of how we humans do things… Now we can go at it the more traditional way.”

I started to stand, but before I was on my feet, Bellrouth grabbed the bottom of my shirt. She practically ripped it off of me before she tossed it to the side, then she forcefully grabbed the waistband of my trousers and began to shimmy them off my lower half. My cock sprang to attention the second it was freed of its fabric prison, which caused Bellrouth to let out a whistle in response.

“Goodness,” she sputtered. “You’re bigger than most Tiefling men.”

“Even better?” I winked. “I know how to use it, too.”

Bellrouth bit her lip as she glanced down hungrily at my erection, then she walked back a few steps and sat down on top of a broken stone pillar. The Tiefling woman spread her legs apart to show off her gorgeous flower, then she lifted her finger and beckoned for me to come to her.

I moved over to her, placed a hand underneath her tight ass, and then the other against the broken pillar beside her. I leaned over Bellrouth’s perfect body and gently took one of her nipples in my mouth before I started to tease it with my tongue.

“Ohhhhh,” Bellrouth moaned. “I didn’t know a tongue could be used for so many pleasurable things.”

I positioned myself so that my erection was right up against her silk opening, then I kissed my way up her chest and began to suck on her purple neck. At the same time, I moved the head of my cock up and down Bellrouth’s slit and felt her warm juices cover it. Both of us let out a groan of excitement at the sensation, and the Tiefling woman grabbed onto the back of my head once more as I nibbled the flesh of her neck.

Then, I slowly pushed my hips forward and felt Bellrouth’s warm, wet pussy lips glide around me. She was so incredibly tight that I felt like my cock had been placed inside of a slippery vise, and her tunnel spasmed with glee. I continued forward until I was about three-quarters of the way inside of the woman, at which point she arched her back and let out a soft whimper.

“You like that?” I whispered into her ear.

“Yessss,” Bellrouth moaned. “It’s like you’re a perfect fit, Gregory.”

I slowly began to pull myself out of her womanhood until just the head of my cock remained inside of her, then I paused for a moment as I enjoyed the sensation of her juices flowing around me and her naked body heaving against mine.

Finally, I thrust forward and made sure to go all the way in.

Bellrouth moaned intensely as my manhood slid across the ridges of her velvet tunnel, until finally I felt myself bottom out inside of her. When the head of my cock touched her cervix, Bellrouth let out a sound so loud that she had to literally cover her mouth with her hand to keep it from echoing across the desolate landscape.

“Fuck, you’re so tight…” I moaned as I pulled out slightly and then thrust back in.

The Tiefling woman bit her bottom lip to keep herself quiet, though a few hurried moans slipped through her mouth as her body tensed up. I kissed Bellrouth’s cheek, then her lips, and then moved back down to her neck as I continued to tenderly buck my hips forward and back, in and out of her delicate flower. Each time I entered her, I felt the warm coil in my stomach grow tighter, though I was doing my best to make sure I didn’t hit the mountaintop until Bellrouth had gotten off a second time.

Bellrouth suddenly raised her legs and wrapped them around my waist so she could pull me against her. The Tiefling woman was strong as fuck, so when she made her move, I felt like I was about to be crushed against her pelvis.

At the same time, though, she somehow pulled me even deeper inside of her quivering womanhood, and my eyes rolled back in my head as a jolt of pure carnal pleasure overtook me and my legs grew weak. However, I cautiously moved back and pushed my rear against Bellrouth’s thighs, though she immediately pulled me back inside of her.

“You’re not going anywhere,” she growled seductively.

“I have to,” I retorted. “Neither of us is gonna get off if we just sit here ‘connected’ like this.”

I pulled back again, and once more Bellrouth gave me resistance. Still, the sensation was incredible, so I kept it up. I pulled my hips back as strongly as I could and then let the beautiful Tiefling woman yank me back forward, and every time she did we both groaned. I kept it up for several minutes, all while Bellrouth’s moans grew closer together and more intense.

The Tiefling warrior’s mouth fell open as she tensed up, and I could feel every ridge and valley inside of her as it began to squeeze me like a tube of toothpaste. I could tell that she was on the verge of another climax, and I wanted to give her a grand finale.

So, I thrust my cock all the way inside of her, leaned forward, and then began to kiss her passionately as I rolled my lower half from side to side.

“Greg-Gregory!” she gasped. “That feels so… so good. I think I’m at my cli-cli… Ohhhhhhhhhh!”

Bellrouth’s velvet tunnel gripped me tighter than anything I’d ever experienced as her entire body convulsed. She arched her back and tightened her legs so much that I felt like I was in a freaking submission hold, and then she began to scream. She covered her mouth to keep quiet, though I could still hear her intense orgasm as she let it all out.

At the same time, my whole body tensed up, and my balls got so tight that they were practically inside my body, but when I felt her warm juices gushing out around me I finally went over the edge. The coil in my abdomen snapped, and the stars in the sky began to spin as I let out a long, guttural groan. I felt lightheaded as my balls began to unload, and my warm seed sprayed straight into Bellrouth’s womb at point-blank range. Both of us continued to groan and whimper as we came together, and the sounds of our ecstasy created a symphony of carnal joy. I sprayed what felt like a gallon of my cum into the beautiful Tiefling woman, and it kept going for several seconds as her pussy continued to grip me tight.

Finally, both of us started to come down from our highs, and I collapsed forward on top of Bellrouth. We both looked into each other’s eyes as we began to chuckle and smile, and I gave her one final kiss to complete the package.

“So?” I asked through a few deep, huffed breaths. “Do you think your god is going to grant us victory?”

“I sure hope so,” Bellrouth said. “Because that was the best climax I’ve ever had in my life. I-I never realized bonding could be pleasurable.”

“That’s what it’s supposed to be,” I explained. “At least, to us humans it is.”

“Perhaps I should stay with you after this battle is over,” the violet-skinned woman smirked. “If this is the way the bonding ceremony would go before every single battle you face.”

“I’d like that,” I said. “You and Genshull have been nothing but great since you decided to help us, and we’d love to keep our alliance together even after we’ve recovered the Phylactery.”

“That will all depend on Revarian, once he’s resurrected,” Bellrouth sighed. “He doesn’t view us Tieflings favorably, so I’m not certain he would approve of such an alliance.”

“I’m sure he would, once he finds out how much help you’ve been,” I replied. “And trust me, I’ll make sure he knows just how helpful you’ve been.”

“We shall see,” Bellrouth said and then thought for a moment. “Though perhaps even if the alliance doesn’t work out, I could come by your Academy every now and then, and we could participate in this ceremony. For luck, of course.”

“Of course,” I agreed solemnly.

We laid there in each others’ arms for a few moments as we looked up at the stars in the sky above Embrosia. Despite the fact we were in the middle of hostile territory and surrounded by hundreds of Mages who wanted nothing more than our heads on pikes, it was easy to relax under such a gorgeous view. There was a hint of red light that cut through the blackness of the night sky, which was dotted by thousands of tiny flecks of white light. After a few minutes, Bellrouth let out a sigh and looked over at me with her crimson eyes.

“Unfortunately, I think we’ll need to be returning to the main building soon,” she said. “If the others wake up and find us missing, they’ll panic. Also, we’re much more exposed in our current position… Literally and figuratively.”

“Was that a joke?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. “Did Bellrouth, powerful Tiefling warrior and leader of the Avenging Hand, just make a joke?”

“Don’t expect to hear another one anytime soon,” Bellrouth replied with a smirk.

We stared at the stars for a few more minutes, and then with a pair of groans, we rolled to our feet and fumbled for our clothes. Once we were decent, Bellrouth came over to me, picked me up in her arms, and then silently flew me back over to the rooftop of our original building, where we were greeted by a smiling Genshull.

“Did the Bonding work?” Genshull asked coyly.

“Very much so.” Bellrouth nodded as she set me down carefully on the roof. “Kuuln will ensure our victory tomorrow.”

“I don’t know.” I said with a smile. “I’m thinking we might need to do the ceremony again, just to be sure.”

“He jests,” the leader of the Avenging Hand said. “His seed is inside of my body, which means the bonding is complete and Kuuln has blessed our alliance.”

“Then our victory is imminent.” Genshull nodded happily.

“You have done an excellent job at keeping guard,” Bellrouth said as she placed her hand on her friend’s shoulder. “I relieve you of your post for now. Go and get some rest… Both of you.”

“Trust me,” I chuckled. “I’m going to sleep like I’m dead.”

Genshull and I both snuck back down to the second floor of the building, where we found our friends were still passed out cold. The pink-skinned Tiefling woman walked over to a nearby corner, where she then jumped into the air, spread her wings, and used them like a brace to wedge her body into the corner. She crossed her arms and legs as she closed her eyes, and all I could do was stare as I tried to figure out how that could possibly be comfortable.

As for me, I found an empty area of the room, created a makeshift cot out of bones, and then used my Soul Battery Freezing Spell to make sure it didn’t deactivate in the middle of the night. I crawled up onto the cot, shifted a few times to get comfortable, then I closed my eyes and tried to sleep.

The next thing I knew, I passed out cold, and I awoke to a few rays of sunlight shining down through the broken roof. When I sat up and rubbed my eyes, I saw that everybody was now back on the second floor, and they were all huddled together in a large group.

“What the Hell?” I whispered to myself as I stood up and deactivated the Soul Battery Freeze.

I stumbled over to my group of friends, and Ethromelle was the first one to notice me.

“Greg is awake!” she declared.

“What’s going on?” I asked. “Why didn’t you guys wake me up?”

“Bellrouth told us about everything you went through last night,” Crimna purred. “She said you needed to sleep it off if you wanted to be fully functioning this morning.”

“You told them?” I asked the Tiefling leader.

“Of course I did,” Bellrouth said proudly. “I wanted them to know that we had all but secured our victory with the bonding ceremony.”

“It sounds like it was a wild time,” Crimna continued. “A shame I wasn’t there to see it.”

“Well, you know what they say,” I smirked. “The spirit was willing, but the flesh is spongy and weak. Anyway, what’s going on? Why are we all huddled up like we’re about to run a play?”

“I’ve discovered something in the Tomes, Mister Damien,” Professor Quincy said as he stepped forward. “Something… less than ideal.”

“Oh, boy.” I gulped. “Are we in the wrong place?”

“No.” The Blood Magic professor shook his head. “The Phylactery is certainly in the Tar Pits. However, after a bit more research, it appears that there is a reason the Fire Mages have not discovered it yet… In order to find the Phylactery, one must first solve a series of challenges created by Revarian himself, then they must commit, and I quote, ‘an act of great sacrifice’ to bring it forward.”

“What does that mean?” I asked, though I had a sneaking suspicion I already knew.

“I’m not certain,” Quincy sighed. “But I have a bad feeling that, if there was any notion of all of us making it out of this journey alive, it is now gone.”

Holy fuck. Were we going to have to sacrifice one of us to Domotraus in order to find the Phylactery?

And that would be if we were even able to get past the challenges that Revarian, the most powerful Dark Mage in history, had created for us.

Even though last night had made me feel like I was on top of the world, things were looking nothing but grim at the moment.
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Chapter 14

“So, what?” I sighed as I looked at the tome in Professor Quincy’s hand. “There’s a bunch of puzzles we have to solve to reveal the Phylactery’s location, or can we do the sacrifice thing and just skip right past all of that?”

“Not puzzles, specifically,” Quincy replied as he shook his head. “More like… actions that need to be taken. The reference to the great sacrifice is quite specific, as it must occur once the Phylactery is located. Theoretically, we could pass over all the challenges and perform the final sacrifice in the correct spot, though that would be a matter of pure luck. The challenges are designed to point to the Phylactery.”

“And if I know Revarian,” Professor Dredge added. “He wouldn’t have made ‘em obvious or easy.”

“You’re right about that,” Quincy said.

“Then how in the Endless Abyss do we even know what the challenges are?” Torrance scoffed and tossed out his arms. “Are they invisible?”

“If I had to guess,” Sister Yelent said. “I’d say they have to be activated. Is there anything inside the Tomes that might indicate how to trigger these challenges?”

“The challenges themselves are laid out very plainly,” Quincy admitted. “Though their descriptions are quite… vague. The same as the instructions for the ‘great sacrifice.’”

“Don’t keep us waiting,” Nivaree sighed and crossed her arms. “What does it say about these challenges, exactly?”

“From what I’ve translated,” Quincy began. “It appears that Revarian wrote them out of order, though Professor Demstrol pointed out that they each contained a single number hidden inside of the sentence, which we both believe tells us the order in which they must be activated and completed.”

“Great,” Niv said. “Let’s just do it right now then, while we’re still hidden away in this desolate part of town.”

“I’m afraid we must perform these in the presence of the Tar Pits,” Quincy said. “As the spells Revarian has chosen will siphon energy from the Phylactery in order to be cast.”

“Then we’d better get to the Tar Pits,” Bellrouth said. “We don’t have any time to waste. They’ll be marching on your Academy soon.”

“I’m with Niv,” I said as I nodded toward Quincy. “I want to hear what the actual instructions are before we go anywhere. That way we can try to come up with the solutions before we get there.”

“There are four challenges,” Professor Quincy began. “I’ll read them in the order they must be performed, so there’s no confusion… The first one reads ‘One must be cautious when searching within the pits, as they will scald the flesh clean off the hand of a living creature.’”

“Okay…” Torrance trailed off. “That doesn’t really help at all.”

“We can figure it out later,” I said. “Professor, please continue.”

“The second test reads, ‘Look to the rising sun, if only for a second, for it is what gives our enemies their lifeblood.’”

“That’s a little less vague,” Elle admitted. “I’m still lost, though.”

“‘As the Great Destroyer declared on the third day of his rise to power,’” Quincy continued. “‘The world will quake when he brings forth his servants to slay his enemies.’”

“That’s even less helpful than the first two!” Torrance whined.

“Let him finish,” I said as I shot Torrance a dirty look.

“As for the final clue,” Professor Quincy said. “Revarian wrote ‘Four main pits fill the others, as the waters of the Great Palduvian Lake fill its peers.’”

“That’s the full clue?” Crimna asked with crossed arms. “That’s barely even a full sentence.”

“There’s no other mention of the number four in this section of the Tomes,” Professor Demstrol explained. “Whatever our Grand Mage meant with these words, he meant them to lead us to the Phylactery.”

“Are you sure?” Torrance scoffed. “Because most of these feel like massive leaps to a very convoluted conclusion.”

“These are the only references we could find that contain blatant numbers,” Demstrol repeated. “If you refuse to believe us, that’s your choice, but we will still be proceeding under the idea that this is Revarian’s will.”

“Fine, fine.” Torrance raised his hands in defeat. “I’ll do whatever my Dark Mage thinks is best.”

“I trust our professors,” I told the sandy-haired student. “If they say these are Revarian’s clues, then I believe them.”

“Then I shall as well.” Torrance nodded, though I could see in his eyes that he wasn’t in agreement with our teachers’ words.

“Why spend all this time squabbling over your Grand Mage’s words?” Bellrouth interjected. “We must get to the Tar Pits as soon as possible. Need I remind you that we’re already behind our enemies?”

“She’s right, ya know,” Professor Dredge harumphed. “If they’re plannin’ on marching on the DA in a few days, then we’d better get our rears movin’. If we don’t, we’ll never beat ‘em back to the Academy.”

“We will depart for the Tar Pits at once,” Professor Quincy declared as he slammed the leather-bound book shut. “We should be able to move about the city more covertly now because there will be thousands more people out at this time of the day. With our current attire, we’ll be able to blend in with the citizens of Candroll.”

“There’s only one problem,” Torrance argued. “The two massive Tieflings that we’re traveling with. They’re going to stick out like ogres among the gnomes.”

“We’ll stick to our original story,” I said. “It worked on those guards, and they were full-fledged Fire Mages. They didn’t see through our cover, even with Bellrouth and Genshull at our sides. As long as we don’t run into that Ornulltris fuck, we should be fine.”

“I would still advise against prolonged conversation with the citizens of Candroll,” Professor Quincy said. “All it takes is a single mistake to arouse suspicion, and then the entire Fire Mage Army will be upon us.”

“Let’s not waste any more time, then,” Professor Dredge said as he puffed out his chest. “Let’s get ta these Tar Pits.”

“Genshull?” Professor Quincy asked. “You know this territory best… We will allow you to lead the way to the Tar Pits.”

“Thank you, Randorn.” Genshull said with a slight bow.

The pink-skinned Tiefling took the lead right away as we marched down the stairs to the first floor. She was the first to reach the door as well, and she peered around the corner with her right hand on the hilt of her sword while she checked for others. When she was sure it was clear, she stepped outside and motioned for the rest of us to follow.

Once we were back in the living part of Candroll, we found the streets were packed with people. They were of all ages and genders, though almost all of them wore a variation on the dark robes of the Fire Mages. Every now and then we would catch sight of Lunar Mages, Solar Mages, Fulgur Mages, Ice Mages, and Changeling Mages, but we were discrete enough that they didn’t even glance in our general direction. A few people did a second take when they passed by Genshull and Bellrouth, but none of them said a word when the Tieflings glared at them.

We all quietly bounced ideas off each other about what Revarian’s clues could possibly mean, though we never came to a concrete conclusion. Even with a bit of time to think, the clues seemed too generic and vague to make sense beyond their superficial words.

The trek through the city took a little over half an hour, which was more than enough time to set our nerves on edge. It was a relief when we finally reached a massive double door carved into the side of a hill.

“Is that it?” I whispered to Genshull. “Is that--”

“It is,” the Tiefling woman confirmed. “Just a mile beyond those doors lie the Tar Pits of Candroll.”

“They’re inside the hill?” Crimna asked curiously.

“No.” Genshull shook her head. “They are beyond the Hill, but the guarded wall of the city surrounds it.”

“The Fire Mages built this door so that there would only be one entrance and exit,” Sister Yelent spoke up. “So that they always know exactly who passes through its gates and who has access to their greatest resource at all times.”

“Well, that might be a bit of a problem, no?” Zarren gulped. “We’ve done a good job at staying invisible up to this point, but when they see a group of wandering mages consisting of a one-eyed man and two Tieflings, they’re definitely going to be suspicious.”

“If they even let us through,” Nivaree said with a frown. “I’m counting four Fire Mages posted right at the entrance.”

“I’ve already thought of this,” Professor Quincy said and looked over to Anise. “Miss Yelent? Would you be so kind as to call upon a horde of Dernolrouses?”

“Dernolrouses?” Sister Yelent asked with a perplexed look. “What good will those little guys do?”

“They are vermin in these parts, correct?” Quincy smirked.

“Well, yes, but I don’t see how that’s relevant,” Anise continued. “I’m sure the Fire Mages see them all the time.”

“Not in numbers as large as I want you to summon,” the Blood Magic professor continued. “If you create a big enough swarm, it will cause a crisis, and all of the Fire Mages in the area will be pulled toward it.”

“Why would they leave their posts to deal with vermin?” I asked. “These people have probably been instructed to guard the doors with their lives.”

“I think you underestimate the egocentric nature of the Fire Mages,” Professor Quincy chuckled. “To them, their enemies are both the most dangerous people in all of Etraria while simultaneously being the weakest and most inept. Though they have guards, I guarantee they don’t think we would be competent nor bold enough to attempt what we are attempting.”

“The Paper Tiger paradox,” I chuckled. “That’s what they call that back in my world… Your enemy is dangerous like a tiger, but weak like paper.”

“We won’t have much time,” Professor Quincy explained. “I’m certain the Fire Mages have disposed of Dernolrouses so many times that they could exterminate them while sleeping. However, all we need is enough time to close the gap between ourselves and the doors, and then we can slip in undetected.”

“I hope this works,” Sister Yelent frowned. “I don’t want to sacrifice a bunch of the little rodents for nothing.”

“Their sacrifice will be greatly appreciated,” Professor Demstrol noted. “And it will be for the greater good of Domotraus.”

Sister Yelent still appeared a bit glum, but she gave a nod to let us know she’d do it. Even though we were all Dark Mages, hellbent on attaining power and victory at any cost, I was sure it was painful for a Familiars Specialist like Anise to summon creatures of Etraria knowing that they would probably be slaughtered.

“I’ll need a target,” Anise said as she studied the nearby building.

“That place over there.” Professor Quincy pointed to a single-story structure on the corner. “It’s close enough that they’ll be able to see it, but far enough away that it should give us plenty of time to get to the doors before they return.”

Anise nodded in agreement, and then she cracked her knuckles and turned to face the building in question. She pressed her body against a nearby wall, and we quickly surrounded her so that no prying eyes would see her casting her dark magic spell. As the brunette woman began to whisper her incantation in the language of Domotraus, I noticed that tiny little mounds began to form in the sand near her feet. After a few more seconds of her casting, Anise gestured toward the building, and the mounds began to follow the line of her hand toward their target.

When the mounds were about halfway between us and the building, dozens of small, four-legged rodents popped out of the ground and raced toward their target. They were only about the size of my fist, with long tails that curled up over their backs and fur that was a bluish-gray hue, though it was caked with mud from the ground they had just burrowed through. From this distance they reminded me of ferrets, with long, narrow bodies and triangular-shaped heads.

At first, the citizens of Candroll just looked at them with disgusted expressions, but as more and more of the little creatures continued to pop out of the ground, they started to point and shout at each other frantically. A random woman screamed in terror when she came around the corner and saw the Dernolrouses running straight for her, and she quickly ran away once she’d recovered. Several more citizens of Candroll began to yell and scream, and some of them even called out to the Fire Mages who were standing at the doors.

“Mud Rats!” one of them gasped. “Where did those come from?”

“The ground, I’d assume,” a second guard said sarcastically. “Why don’t you go take care of them before they cause some damage?”

“I can’t get rid of all of those by myself,” the first guard protested. “There’s like a hundred of the little bastards.”

“Then take Bandrunn and Carsnok with you,” the second guard grumbled. “I’ll stay here and guard the door.”

“Shit,” I hissed. “That didn’t distract all of them.”

“I’m on it,” Zarren said as he held out his hand toward the man.

The one-eyed mage whispered the incantation that I knew as the Unlucky Curse, which he directed at the Fire Mages that were chasing after the swarm of Dernolrouses.

“What’s the point of that, Velroum?” Torrance asked Zarren. “I don’t think making the remaining guard stub his toe or trip over a loose rock is going to do much in terms of our success.”

“I didn’t cast the spell on the remaining guard.” Zarren shook his head.

“Then that’s even more pointless!” Torrance grumbled.

“Just watch,” the one-eyed mage reassured us. “This is going to get interesting.”

The three Fire Mages began to cast spells on the vermin, and several of the little guys were incinerated in an instant. Still, there were so many Dernolrouses that it looked like an invading force as they leaped onto the building and began to scurry into the windows and doors. One of the Fire Mages summoned a ball of red-hot fire into his hand and then pulled back like a baseball pitcher. However, when he stepped forward to throw the attack, his foot seemed to catch on a bit of stone that jutted out of the ground, and he stumbled forward as he released his fireball.

We all watched with glee as the fireball flew past all of the Dernolrouses, went into one of the windows, and then exploded inside. Flames erupted out of all of the nearby windows as the people inside began to scream, while the responsible Fire Mage stared at the destruction in disbelief.

“You blithering idiot!” the guard closest to us screamed. “The General will have your hand for this!”

The last guard finally stomped over toward the other three, who were having a similarly disastrous time with the rodents, and Zarren gave us a smug grin.

“Go!” Professor Quincy hissed.

We took off in a mad dash toward the doors, and when we got there, Bellrouth slid her clawed fingers into the slot between them. The Tiefling woman then grunted as she used her leverage to pop the doors open, though she only opened them just wide enough for us to squeeze through. We hurried between the doors, and once we were all safely inside, Bellrouth stepped in and pulled it back shut behind her.

“I have no idea how we’ll get back out undetected,” Professor Quincy admitted. “Though if we can’t find the Phylactery in time, none of that will matter.”

“We’ll deal with that later,” Demstrol said. “Now, where are we?”

We were inside a tunnel made of stone and brick, though it wasn’t very long because we could already see the spot of sunlight that marked the exit. The light was bright enough that there weren’t even any torches or bowls of fire to light the way, and we ran toward the light like Swifties who’d just spotted their idol.

The sunlight was so bright at the other end, though, we had to stop and wait for eyes to adjust. Once they did, we saw that we were facing a large stretch of land surrounded in the distance by the walls of Candroll. Several Fire Mages patrolled along the tops of the walls, which wasn’t unexpected, but it was annoying.

I soon realized that the field was really a giant swampland of tar. There were hundreds of pits of varying sizes, from two that were as large as a small lake and several dozen that were no larger than a puddle you’d find inside of a pothole on the road. The tar pits were surrounded by large copper pumps that appeared to be powered by fire magic, which didn’t seem all that safe since we were in a field full of flammable black goo.

Thankfully, the terrain between us and the tar pits was just as hilly and uneven as the rest of Embrosia, so we’d have some cover as we moved through the field. We glanced at each other, checked on the guards, who seemed more concerned with what was happening on the other side of the wall, and then darted to a nearby stony hump.

The sun beat down on us to create a horrific dry heat, and I didn’t know how in the Hell the Fire Mages could stand wearing black robes all the time in this climate. The terrain got a bit more level as we got closer to the Tar Pits, and the air was heavy with a pungent smell that reminded me of freshly-laid asphalt mixed with rotten eggs.

After a few minutes of dodging between rocks, we were close enough to one of the machines that I could tell that they were some sort of harvester that sucked up the black substance from the pits. There was a thick copper tube that plunged into the tar pit, and small bits of the dark substance oozed out of pin-sized holes in its sides. The machine didn’t pump like an oil rig, but rather it used some sort of suction system to pull the tar up through the tube and then deposited it into a massive reservoir off to its left side. I wasn’t one hundred percent sure what the constantly burning flame was for, though it was pretty clear that was what made the machine function.

“Alright, everyone,” Professor Quincy announced as he peered over the machine at one of the guards. “We’re here, and time is of the essence. Has anyone had any breakthroughs with the clues from Revarian’s tomes?”

“I’m still just as lost as I was this morning,” Ethromelle admitted.

“It’s obvious that they all have some sort of double meaning,” Sister Yelent noted. “Most likely involving the spells that we’ll need to cast.”

That’s when it hit me.

“You’re right, Anise,” I gasped. “But it’s not just any spells… Revarian is telling us to use dark magic spells.”

“What makes you say that?” Professor Quincy asked. “There isn’t any reference to Dark Magic in these sentences.”

“No.” I explained. “So maybe I’m completely off the mark with this guess, but it makes total sense. The Fire Mages have known about Revarian’s Phylactery for a while now, right? But they haven’t been able to find it, even after years of searching. It’s because they literally can’t find it. Not without using dark magic, which none of them are capable of doing.”

“Great,” Torrance sighed. “So that only narrows it down to about a thousand different spells and hundreds of tar pits.”

“Not necessarily,” Professor Demstrol said with a frown. “I’m certain that these passages contain everything we need to know, we’re just not looking deep enough.”

“One must be cautious when searching within the pits,” I repeated the phrase aloud. “As they will scald the flesh clean off the hand of a living creature…”

“So don’t stick our hands into the pits,” Niv said with a nod. “That’s pretty straightforward.”

“Wait…” I trailed off as my eyes went wide. “That’s it! We don’t stick our hands into the pits.”

“Isn’t that what I just said?” the silver-haired woman asked.

“We don’t stick our hands into the pits,” I repeated, though this time I put a major emphasis on the word our.

My friends were still confused for a moment, but then Dredge scoffed as realization dawned.

“It can’t be that easy, can it?” the stout man asked rhetorically. “We just gotta reach into the tar pits with our magic?”

“A magic hand, specifically.” I nodded. “Niv? I think this is in your skillset.”

“So I need a Shadow Hand,” Nivaree said. “I get that, but then I just… stick it into the tar pit?”

“I think.” I shrugged. “It can’t hurt anything if we’re wrong, so we might as well try it.”

Nivaree nodded and then cautiously scanned the walls to make sure there weren’t any Fire Mages watching. Once she was sure no one was paying attention, she began to whisper the incantation for the Shadow Hand spell.

A moment later, a hand made of pure darkness began to rise up out of the ground and grow to triple the size of a normal human’s. Niv thrust her own arm forward to command its movement, and the hand snaked over to a nearby tar pit, where it plunged down into the dark liquid with a loud schluck. Nivaree continued to push it deeper into the pit for several seconds, then she looked over at us.

“I don’t think it’s working,” she sighed. “Or do I need to go deeper?”

Just then, the tar pit began to bubble and hiss erratically, and several bits of tar splashed out onto the ground around it. Several yards over another pit seemed to erupt like Old Faithful, and it sprayed tar into the air and onto the machine that was draining it.

“That has to be a sign!” Anise declared and pointed at the geyser.

We ran over to this second pit, which continued to gurgle and spew hot tar into the sky, ground, and machinery around it.

“Look to the rising sun,” Professor Demstrol whispered. “If only for a second, for it is what gives our enemies their lifeblood… Does anyone see a rising sun?”

“The tar is rising,” Zarren suggested. “Is that what he’s referring to?”

“That seems a bit too on the nose,” I said as I looked around. “Is there something that might be symbolic of a rising sun?”

“The East.” Elle proclaimed. “The sun rises in the East.”

“Of course it does, Miss Nahimee,” Professor Dredge said. “But I don’t see nothin’ over in that direction that’ll help us.”

“It is the lifeblood of our enemies…” I said to myself, then realization struck. “Blood. We need to use a blood magic spell, and send it toward the rising sun.”

“On it!” Crimna declared.

The orange-and-black-haired mage created a blood spear, which she twirled around for a moment before she tossed east of our position. The rest of us watched with bated breath as it passed through the air, fell to the ground, and then stabbed into it harmlessly with a dull thunk.

“I thought that was going to work.” Elle frowned.

“Our first action activated this geyser,” I said as I stared at the spewing tar. “Which tells me this has to be involved somehow… Crimna? Try to throw your blood spear through the geyser, and make sure you’re throwing it toward the East.”

“A bit complicated.” The blood mage shrugged, but she stopped to consider the geyser for a moment. “But if you say so.”

Crimna strutted around to the other side and quickly conjured up another blood spear. She launched the spear through the geyser of black sludge like a rocket, and the second the bloody spear was through the other side, the eruption of tar ceased, and all was silent.

“Did… did it work?” Anise asked.

Off in the distance, a distant rumble began, though it sounded like it was contained to a very small area.

“As the Great Destroyer declared on the third day of his rise to power,” Quincy said with a smirk. “The world will quake when he brings forth his servants to slay his enemies. I believe that is our quake.”

We hurried in the direction of the miniature earthquake, which was on the edge of a massive lake of tar. The vibrations from the shaking ground caused the tar to ripple like the current of a river, and tiny bits of tar splashed out of the top of the harvesting machine as though it was a garden sprinkler.

“This one’s easy,” I declared proudly. “It literally has the word servants in the clue.”

“I beg your pardon?” Bellrouth huffed. “We are not stepping foot into the tar pits, even if we do wish to help you.”

“You guys aren’t our servants,” I reminded them.

“No, but we are to the rest of the mage world,” the purple-skinned Tiefling sighed. “And your Grand Mage didn’t think highly of our kind, so it would be very much like him to include a sacrifice such as that.”

“That wouldn’t make any sense.” I shook my head. “All of these tasks are ones that a Dark Mage alone would be able to complete, so requiring a member of an endangered race of people to be present seems like a major flaw.”

“He’s referring to the types of servants Greg and I can resurrect,” Professor Demstrol explained. “Dark minions.”

“Bingo.” I said. “So let’s summon a few and toss ‘em right into the pit.”

It was a macabre thought, though it was the obvious solution given what we’d seen so far. Neither of us were quite sure what kind of servant was required, so I resurrected a pair of zombies while Demstrol resurrected a skeleton and a ghoul. We then commanded our minions to take a little swim in the large tar lake before us, but the poor minions were overtaken by the scalding-hot liquid before they could even get ten feet in. A twinge of pain shot through my chest as the zombies groaned in agony, though their sounds soon turned into gurgled cries as the tar entered their mouths, eyes, and nostrils.

Demstrol’s minions didn’t fare any better as the skeleton’s entire body broke apart and his bones floated in all directions. Meanwhile, the ghoul tried to pull itself free of the tar, though it was like he was standing in a pile of dark glue. Bits of the tar clung to his arms as he fought to break free, but it was no use. Within seconds, the Ghoul had been overtaken by the deadly liquid, and all of our minions were gone.

That’s when we heard a hissing sound coming from behind us.

We spun around and saw that one of the other large tar pits now had smoke billowing off its surface, and I realized instantly that it was another signal that we’d performed the correct task. My friends and I hurried over to the location of the final task, where Dredge repeated the words aloud.

“Four main pits fill the others,” the scarred professor said. “As the waters of the Great Palduvian Lake fill its peers.”

“I’m assuming this is one of the main pits, then,” Crimna said as she looked at the black ooze that bubbled across the surface.

“If it’s filling up the other pits, then that probably means we need to figure out which ones are the other three?” Elle half asked, half suggested. “Perhaps we use Dark Perception?”

“That’s a more advanced spell,” Sister Anise reminded the Dark Divination Specialist. “Everything we’ve used so far has been simple, probably by design.”

“Almost certainly by design,” Demstrol nodded. “The Grand Mage would want it so any of Domotraus’ children, no matter how skilled in their magic, could recover his Phylactery.”

“Then maybe something to do with elixirs and poisons?” I suggested as I scratched the back of my head. “I’m kinda beat on this one.”

“I’m thinking we’re looking at the wrong part of the clue,” Niv interjected. “Why does he specifically mention the Great Palduvian Lake? That has to be important somehow.”

“It’s the largest lake in Dark Mage territory,” Sister Yelent noted. “Like the clue says, the rivers that run from it connect to the other major lakes in our territory and keep them full.”

“Something with draining blood, maybe?” Crimna suggested in a hopeful voice.

“We already did one of those,” Professor Dredge sighed.

Draining to fill another body. It hit me like a ton of bricks when I finally figured out the solution, and it was so obvious that I just about smacked myself in the head out of sheer annoyance.

“It’s me,” I said to my friends. “I’m the Great Palduvian Lake. Since I’m your Dark Mage, I can drain and give Soul Battery energy to everyone in my class. I think that’s what I need to do right now to fulfill this final task.”

“Don’t keep us waiting,” Nivaree said with a wink. “I’m already kind of low from using my Shadow Hand earlier.”

I closed my eyes and pictured my peers that were with me today. Though Anise and the professors wouldn’t be included in this spell, Zarren, Torrance, Crimna, Elle, and Niv all would be, so I pictured their faces and then their Soul Batteries as I commanded the energy in my chest to disperse. Sure enough, there was a dull throbbing sensation in my Soul Battery, and when I opened my eyes I saw that only half the energy remained.

More importantly, the smoking Tar Pit had become still, and the air around us seemed to grow silent.

“That should have been the last task,” Professor Quincy said with a hint of giddiness in his voice. “We should know where Revarian’s Phylactery is hidden momentarily.”

“Uh, I don’t think we have to wait,” Zarren chuckled and pointed. “Take a look over here.”

When I turned around, I saw that there was now a sliver of pure dark light shooting out of the landscape, right out of a random, pond-sized tar pit.

“Of course,” Quincy smiled. “The Grand Mage wouldn’t have put it into a large pit. That would be too obvious.”

“Great,” I sighed. “Though this also means we’re gonna have to figure out the final clue, and I’m not exactly sure how literal Revarian was being when he mentioned the ‘great sacrifice.’”

“Perhaps we could find a Fire Mage and toss him into the pit?” Crimna suggested. “That would quench Revarian’s thirst for blood, I’d imagine.”

“Yeah, but it’s not really a sacrifice,” Torrance said. “At least, not on our part.”

“Sure it is,” the Blood Magic specialist scoffed. “It’s no different than when we sacrifice a goat to Domotraus or slit an enemy’s throat before we perform a spell.”

“I think it is, though,” I said. “It’s very specific that it wants the mage searching for the Phylactery to commit the great sacrifice, so I don’t think throwing a random enemy into the pit will do anything.”

“I still say we try,” Crimna shrugged. “I could even go and grab one of those Clogscrotums off the wall and bring them down here. I bet nobody would even--”

“Watch out!” Bellrouth gasped.

The Tiefling woman flew through the air and scooped up Crimna, a split second before a fireball slammed into the ground where she’d just been standing.

I whipped around to look for the source, and my heart skipped a beat when I saw who it was.

There, atop a nearby hill, stood Ornulltris, the Grand Infurni of the Fire Mages. He was flanked by dozens more Fire Mages, all of whom now wore copper breastplates over their robes and had pure rage in their eyes.

We had been so fucking close to finding the Phylactery, but now it seemed our enemies had found us.

Even though we’d been avoiding it our entire time in Candroll, it was looking like the only way out of this place was with a fight.
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Chapter 15

“Fuck!” I exclaimed when I saw the Fire Mages.

Even from this distance, I could see that there were more of them than there were of us, and if they were as powerful as I thought they were, my friends and I were in for a world of trouble.

“Should we retreat?” Elle gulped.

“Retreat?” Bellrouth scoffed as she stood to her feet and pulled out her war hammer. “That word does not exist in Tiefling culture.”

“We’re too close to our goal,” Professor Demstrol said as she took an offensive stance. “Besides, our enemies are now aware of the location of the Phylactery. We cannot abandon our post.”

Suddenly, I felt the ground beneath my feet grow warm, so I quickly created a Necronomic Shield underneath my feet and jumped onto it. Thank goodness I did, because a split second later, flames erupted out of the ground and spread out in all directions around my bone shield.

At the same time, three rings of white-hot fire connected together in the sky, then they started to swirl around like a helicopter blade as they flew toward us. Several fireballs came our way as well, along with dozens of small, single flames that danced across the ground like a stream of raindrops from an awning.

Nivaree quickly created a Shadow Hand, waited until the flying rings were close, and then snatched them out of the sky. The silver-haired mage immediately hurled them back at the Fire Mages, and all a few of them could do was leap out of the way as their own attack slammed into the ground where they stood.

Demstrol created a large Necrotic shield to block the incoming fireballs, while Sister Yelent summoned forth hundreds of small snakes that popped up out of the sand.

“Zarren!” I called to my friend. “Give us a Dark Cloud Curse!”

My friend’s Dark Cloud Curse would not only give us some cover in our exposed state, but it also would create a magic raincloud that would create a disadvantage for the Fire Mages’ attacks. As Zarren began to say his incantation, I saw some of the ground-traveling fireballs headed his way, so I sprang into action.

I jumped off my Necrotic Shield as I deactivated it and felt the heat of the fire as it shot up into the sky behind me, then I held out my hands and began the incantation to summon a small horde of Reaplins. Within a half second, a dozen tiny, zombie-like goblins with glowing eyes and skin black as night leaped forth from out of the ground, and I immediately commanded them to go forward and act as meat shields for my friend.

The Reaplins cackled with chaotic glee as they ran forward like a bunch of lemmings, and I had to admit, I got a bit of macabre amusement as I watched them start to go up in flames one by one. They flung themselves into the paths of the incoming flames, and their bodies were set ablaze as they screeched in agony. I felt a jolt of pain in my chest as they were incinerated, though they’d served their purpose of protecting Zarren.

Crimna used a portal of blood to catch an incoming fireball, then she reopened it in front of her and sent the ball of flames hurdling back toward its sender. One of the Fire Mages simply stopped in his tracks, held out both his hands, and then reabsorbed the fireball into his body as nonchalantly as I’d catch a water balloon.

It was right about this time that Zarren’s spell took effect, and a dark mist sprayed out of his hands like he was a human fog machine as it began to hang in the air over the battlefield. It made the sky a few shades darker than it had been before, though not so much that we couldn’t see to fight. The air was now heavy and humid, which I hoped would at least give us some sort of advantage over the Fire Mages who were attacking.

“The rumors are true!” one of them yelled. “Dark Mages, right here in Candroll!”

“Not for much longer,” another growled.

Suddenly, the line of Fire Mages stopped in their tracks, and a roaring blue wall of flames erupted from the ground between us and them. Crimna, Professor Quincy, and Torrance all continued to hurl attacks at our enemies, but everything they cast just fizzled out of existence the second it touched the flames. Though the outline of the fire was blue, the middle was strangely transparent, almost like we were looking through a pane of moving glass.

That’s when Ornulltris stepped to the front of the line. The man wore an expression of smoldering rage on his face, mixed with a bit of amusement. He had his arms behind his back as he walked up inches away from the fire, then he tilted his head to the side as his dark eyes darted back and forth across my crew.

“This is where the Phylactery is, I presume?” he asked.

“Go fuck yourself,” I spat.

“We’re not telling you anything,” Nivaree added.

“I don’t expect you to.” Ornulltris smirked.

“Then what the Hell are you doing?” I said with a roll of my eyes. “Is this the part where you stand here and give us some stupid speech and offer us a bargain to betray our race in exchange for the Phylactery or some shit like that?”

“Not at all,” the Grand Infurni said. “Now that we know where Revarian’s prized possession is, there is nothing to stand in our way.”

“Even if you know where it is, you can’t get it, dumbass,” I continued. “Unless you’ve decided to betray your kind and learn Dark Magic.”

“Minor details,” Ornulltris said. “You will all be dead shortly, anyway.”

“Then what the fuck is this?” I grumbled and gestured to the wall of fire. “You’re ruining a perfectly good battle by stopping it to talk my ears off.”

Ornulltris’ eyes narrowed as he grinned from ear to ear.

“I wanted to know which one of you was the leader,” he said devilishly. “So that I could properly label the package when I sent his charred skull back to the Domotraus Academy as a warning, just before we march on the Academy and eradicate your filthy kind off the face of Etraria. Now, what name would you like your remains to carry?”

“Mike,” I said with a smirk. “Last name ‘Coxsmall.’”

“Well  Mike Coxsmall,” Ornulltris said without even a hint of hesitation. “I will take great pleasure in--”

One of the Fire Mages must have gotten the joke, because he suddenly let out a slight snicker and nudged the man next to him.

Ornulltris immediately spun around, held out his hand, and created a pillar of flames at the man’s feet. The Fire Mage let out a howl of pain as the flames engulfed his body completely and his skin began to turn a charred black color, and then a half second later, his screams vanished as his body was literally vaporized before our very eyes.

When the Grand Infurni turned back around, his confident expression had been replaced with one of burning rage, and the vein on his forehead bulged so much that I thought it was going to explode.

“You dare mock me in such a dire position?” Ornulltris screamed. “I will not even give you the dignity of marked remains.”

“That’s fine,” I snarled. “Because that’s a lot less dignity I’m going to give you when I tear your head off your fucking shoulders.”

Ornulltris began to cackle, and all of his minions followed suit. It was an extremely forced laugh, like Doctor Evil and his henchmen, but it went on for several seconds while I tried to mentally regroup.

More importantly, it gave us all time to recharge our Soul Batteries, even if only slightly. We were going to need all the power we could get if we wanted to survive this onslaught, so every second we could stall these fuckers mattered.

“Drain the pit and kill the Dark Mages,” Ornulltris smirked. “You can maim and torture the comedian, but nobody kill him. That pleasure is reserved for me.”

“I’m honored,” I said sarcastically. “Truly. Guys? I think we might want to bring in our Familiars right about now.”

“Already thought of that, Dark Mage,” Torrance confirmed. “Finnick and I will be honored to fight and die by your side.”

Even though Torrance hadn’t been my active rival for several weeks now, it still made me do a double take to hear him say something so positive toward me. Torrance may have still been an asshole, but at least he was a loyal and helpful asshole.

I started the spell to magically bring Edgar to my side, and I heard my friends whispering the same thing. Even Professor Dredge began to whisper the incantation, though he didn’t have a direct Familiar.

“Pathetic.” Ornulltris rolled his eyes when he noticed us casting, then he snapped his fingers. “Kill them.”

The wall of fire disappeared, and six of the Fire Mages dashed toward the machine that was pumping this tar pit. I assumed they were going to do something to make it drain faster and thus reveal the Phylactery, though I wasn’t sure if that would even work. Still, I didn’t want to find out.

The onslaught of Fire Magic began once more, though Demstrol was quick to throw out a large Necrotic Shield in front of us. At the same time, she resurrected a Banshee, and we heard the sounds of the flames hitting the wall of bones and threatening to break through. Our Familiars began to appear at our sides as our spells were cast, though they all looked somewhat confused as to where they were.

“When I release this shield,” Demstrol yelled. “We’re all on our own. Be ready!”

“Torrance, Crimna, and Genshull,” I commanded. “Go after the ones headed for the machine. We can’t let them drain this pit, even if we don’t know if that’ll reveal the Phylactery or not.”

“Come on, Finnick,” Torrance said to his boar. “Looks like we’re dying next to Crimna and her worm. What a way to go.”

“Fuck you too, Torrance,” Crimna said somewhat tongue-in-cheek.

“For the glory of the kingdom!” Genshull screamed as she hoisted her sword into the air.

My heart was hammering at a million miles per second, mainly because I realized how impossible the odds were stacked against us. Still, if this was my day to die, at least I’d go down trying to serve the Grand Mage and Domotraus in the process.

“Now!” Demstrol yelled.

“Rock and roll,” I muttered to myself.

The wall crumbled, and I instantly resurrected a Wraith, which I then commanded to bum rush the closest Fire Mage. As the Wraith took off, I conjured up a quick Blood Bomb, which I hurled at an incoming fireball. The crimson ball exploded against the flames with a sizzling splash, engulfed it completely, and caused it to fall harmlessly to the ground.

Suddenly I felt the flesh on my body begin to tingle, which was followed by a soft pain that started to radiate across my skin. I immediately cast a Bloodlust Retaliation Curse, though I still felt a horrid jolt of pain as if I’d just been skinned alive and had salt poured on my exposed muscle. I collapsed to the ground as I grimaced through the pain, though I took solace in the fact that whatever happened to the fucker who hit me would be a thousand times worse.

Sure enough, the pain subsided in an instant, and when I looked up, I saw that one of the Fire Mages had tiny flames coming out of every pore in his body. He scratched at his own flesh with his fingernails and tried to pat out the thousands of mini fires as he cried out in pain. He collapsed to the ground as his body started to go into shock, and I felt my Soul Battery get a small boost.

But then I felt a jolt of pain, and I did a quick check on my Wraith. It was on the ground, and smoke billowed out of his eyes and mouth, and I knew he’d been slain.

I didn’t have time to process what I saw, though, as another Fire Mage was coming at me from the right. He had a saber made out of pure fire in his hands, and he took a downward swing at my right shoulder. I instinctively rolled out of the way and drew my dagger as I jumped back to my feet, and I blocked his weapon seconds before it made contact with my flesh. Though I managed to keep his blade at bay, I could feel the excruciating heat radiating off of the weapon and the line of sweat that formed on my brow as a result.

“I thought your master wanted to kill me himself?” I taunted through gritted teeth.

“He can still kill you without arms or legs!” the Fire Mage spat.

I whistled for my Familiar, and a moment later, Edgar stabbed his talons into the fucker’s neck from behind. There was a wet squelch and a spray of blood as the vulture tore at my enemy’s arteries, and I used the distraction to pull back and stab my dagger into his right eyeball. The man let out a gasp as the blade plunged into the soft flesh of his brain, then his tongue flopped out of his mouth as he collapsed to the ground and blood from his eye spurted onto my shirt.

“Thanks, buddy,” I said to my Familiar, who just grunted and then flew off toward the next target.

Two pillars of fire shot toward me from two different directions, and I was quick to use my Battlefield Reanimation Curse on the bastard I’d just killed. His bones seemed to crack as he came back to life under my command, and I mentally ordered him to jump in front of the flame on my left. I tossed up a Necrotic Shield for the pillar on the right, and both towers of fire landed against their targets. The first one struck my wall of bones and completely disintegrated against it, while the second engulfed the zombie puppet of a Fire Mage and set his body ablaze. The man didn’t even scream or groan as he was scorched by the attack.

When I decast my shield, I saw that there were two Fire Mages already on the offensive. The first one had a fire sword in his hand, while the second stood back and began to cast a spell in a language I couldn’t understand. So now I would have to deal with both close-quarters and distant combatants.

Of course, with my magic, I could literally be in two places at once.

I quickly said the incantation to summon a Wight, and a miniature funnel cloud spun down out of Zarren’s magic cloud a second later. The other Fire Mage got to me before my minion could fully manifest, though, and I was forced to parry his attack with my blade. I kicked the bastard to the ground, held out my hand, and said the incantation one final time with force.

The mini twister dissipated to reveal a tall, feminine-looking figure with a large axe in her hands and rotting leather armor around her torso and lower half. Her hair was short, wispy, and white, while the flesh on her face was as pale as snow as it decayed away beneath her sunken eye sockets. She must have been killed by a blow to the face when she’d been alive, because the Wight’s entire lower jaw was missing, which left her tongue hanging down like a panting dog.

Strange, flower-like plants with orange and yellow petals began to rise up out of the ground around me, and I knew whatever was about to happen wasn’t going to be good. They opened up at the same time, and I saw an invisible heat haze billowing out of their centers. Before I could react, I felt the heat overtake me, and my head started to spin as I stumbled forward.

The other Fire Mage was now back on his feet and coming at me fast, and it looked like there were two of him thanks to my double vision. I immediately cast the Death’s Hand Spell and saw my left hand turn skeletal and become outlined by purple light, then I prepared to defend myself against this bastard. The heat from the flowers was overwhelming, and I could feel sweat dripping out of every pore in my body as my head grew woozy and my vision kept doubling and going fuzzy.

The guy took a swing at me, but I held up my enchanted hand and grabbed onto my blade to form a triangle with my arms and body. I felt a small jolt of pain as the fire sword hit my enchanted arm, though thanks to the spell it didn’t do any critical damage. I immediately tried to grab the Fire Mage with my deadly touch, but he easily jumped back and avoided it.

“Edgar?” I mumbled. “I think some gardening is in order. Miss Wight? You know what to do.”

My legs started to get wobbly, and my mouth felt like I had a wad of cotton in it. I didn’t know how much longer I could stand this heat, so I took a swing at one of the plant stems with my dagger, though my vision was so messed up that I missed by a mile and fell to the ground. I immediately jumped back up as the Fire Mage with the sword came at me again, but right as he raised his blade, Edgar’s large, dark body slammed into him from behind at full speed.

The Fire Mage let out a howl of pain as he stumbled forward and brought his blade down, but I easily dodged his off-centered blow. I desperately reached out and felt around with my left hand, though I was only able to grab the fucker’s robe and not his actual body before he pulled away. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Edgar yank one of the flowers out of the ground with his beak and toss it to the side, and my vision and exhaustion got slightly less heavy.

Still, I wasn’t at one hundred percent, and the armed Fire Mage was coming at me with murderous intent. He laughed as he walked toward me like a lumbering serial killer and raised his blade, and I knew I wasn’t going to be able to hit him with anything in this state.

So, I had to let him come to me.

I quickly decast my Death’s Hand Spell and said the incantation for the Trait Swapping Spell, and my legs begin to shift underneath my waist. Just as the fucker got close enough to strike, I tucked in my legs at the knee and then kicked them both forward, and sure enough they were now human-sized bird legs, complete with three massive, deadly talons.

I felt the talons stab into the bastard with a soft squish, and he let out a scream as I closed them together around his flesh. Without missing a beat, I used his own momentum to toss him over my body and then heard him crash into the ground behind me.

I flipped over, found the nearest plant, and grabbed it at the base. It pulled out of the ground fairly easily, and I chucked it off to the side as my vision cleared and my head finally stopped spinning.

Everything returned to normal, and I felt a surge of power in my Soul Battery. I looked to my left and saw that my Wight had decapitated the Fire Mage who’d cast the spell, and the poor bastard’s neck stump sprayed blood all over the ground as the last bits of life spasmed out of his body. The remaining plants withered up and died around me, and I could now fully focus on the man with the sword.

I deactivated my Trait Swap Spell and got my regular legs back, then I quickly hurled a Blood Bomb spell at the bastard in front of me. It struck his left foot while he was still standing up and pinned it firmly to the ground. He tried to hit me with a fireball, but I dispelled it quickly with a Necrotic Shield.

The second I lowered the Shield, I took a stab at the fucker’s chest, though he parried it with his own weapon before he tried to swing at my throat. I ducked underneath his attack, stabbed my dagger into his stomach, and heard him grunt as I twisted it for maximum pain. I quickly dragged the weapon across his gut horizontally, and when I pulled it back, his innards plopped out onto the ground at his feet. His eyes went wide as he weakly fumbled to try and put them back in, but it was no use. He collapsed to the ground backwards, with his left foot still pinned by my Blood Bomb, and my Soul Battery charged again as the life left his body.

My Wight was struck with a fireball from behind, and she grunted angrily as she was knocked off her feet. The undead warrior’s back was smoking, and the scent of burning flesh was ripe in the air, but she was still alive. I commanded her to get back on her feet and attack the approaching Fire Mage, so she jumped up, spun around, and used her momentum and both of her hands to throw her battle axe like an Olympic hammer thrower. The axe sped at breakneck speed, and the Fire Mage had just raised his hands to prepare his next attack before the deadly projectile was upon him.

My minion’s axe hit him in the stomach and then kept going. Blood sprayed out of the man’s lower half as he let out a simple gasp, but when he went to take a step forward, his entire upper half slid off and hit the ground with a dull thunk. His legs collapsed onto their knees as a small crimson geyser sprayed into the air and his internal organs oozed out on the ground around him, all while his upper half twitched in the throes of death.

I used the brief break in the chaos to see how my friends were faring, and all I could do was grit my teeth and watch as they fended off the Fire Mages. None of them looked like they had the upper hand in their battles, though everyone was alive and accounted for.

I saw Bellrouth slice a pillar of fire before she flew through the now cleared airspace to skewer s Fire Mage through the chest with her broadsword. The guy was still twitching when she picked him up over her head, turned around, and tossed the soon-to-be corpse into another enemy that was trying to sneak up on her. Another Fire Mage attempted to hit the Tiefling with a deadly spell, but she quickly held her sword up and blocked whatever he had attempted to do.

Ethromelle had allowed a dark entity to take over her body, so she was floating two feet off the ground with her hands held out to her sides like she was the main figure in a religious painting. The Fire Mages around her were hurling spells at her relentlessly, though she dodged them with ease, while some of them seemed to strike an invisible barrier and disappeared into a few ethereal ripples.

Nivaree and Zarren were just beneath Elle, and the pair worked in unison to take out the Fire Mages who were swarming them. I saw one of the mages freeze in place as he was overcome with the Rigamortis Curse, though his momentum caused his body to continue forward and fall to the ground. The second he was prone, Nivaree’s Shadow Hand slammed down onto his head and crushed it like a blood-filled water balloon.

Unsurprisingly, Professor Demstrol and Professor Quincy were holding off the Fire Mages much easier than any of my friends. Even then, they were still barely able to get off their spells as their enemies assaulted them from all angles. Demstrol’s Banshee used its supersonic scream to push away incoming fireballs, though every now and again, an attack would break through and hit the Banshee’s body. Demstrol’s other minion must have already taken a decent amount of damage, because the cloth around its body was ragged, and its screams were half-hearted. At the same time, Professor Quincy was using blood tendrils to hoist himself into the air like Doctor Octopus as he countered the hailstorm of flames that descended on him.

Then there was Professor Dredge and Sister Yelent, the two Familiars Specialists in our group, who were now using creatures as their main form of attack and defense. Much to my surprise, Dredge rode atop one of the Mudcloppers who’d been pulling our carriage, which I assumed he’d summoned to the battlefield with a spell.

The Mudclopper stabbed one of its front claws into a Fire Mage and then quickly hurled the now-bleeding body into a crowd of incoming enemies. At the same time, Anise ordered several of the little snake-like creatures as they curled around the Fire Mages’ legs and arms and repeatedly struck at them with their fangs. One of the Fire Mages collapsed and seemed to go into shock from his wounds, though the others were easily blasting the snakes off their bodies with fiery incantations.

The group I was most worried about, however, was the trio that was trying to prevent the Fire Mages from draining the tar pit. Unlike the rest of my friends, this particular group was on the offensive while the Fire Mages played defense. There were two Fire Mages standing by the roaring flame at the bottom of the machine, and they used their own magic to make it swell to an intense inferno. The remaining Fire Mages stood around their brethren and formed a half-circle with their bodies, and they dispelled attack after attack from Crimna and Torrance, while another one was engaged in a swordfight with Genshull that was pretty evenly matched. All the while, tar was spraying out of the pinholes in the machine’s arm like a high-pressure yard sprinkler, and I could see that the surface of the pit was getting lower by the second.

I figured a distraction was in order, so I quickly resurrected dozens of Reaplins and then used the Bursting Corpse Spell on them. I then cursed them with a Blood Bomb spell, before I commanded them to march toward the tar-harvesting machine. They cackled and howled like a bunch of mischievous gremlins as they darted for their targets, and the Fire Mages were too distracted by the rest of my friends to notice the approaching Reaplins until it was too late.

One of the Fire Mages sent out a pillar of fire toward my minions, and the Reaplins scattered and dove as they tried to avoid being incinerated. One of the poor things was engulfed by the fire, and I felt a slight twinge of pain in my Soul Battery as he disappeared into the flames.

But a fireball that landed near me was a reminder that I wasn’t out of the battle yet. When I twisted around to find the source, I saw two more Fire Mages headed my way, though they were engaged with my Wight at the moment.

I looked back to my Reaplins as their flesh started to swell and bubble, and one more got taken out by flames before the bursting corpse spell could be activated. The surviving minions began to pop like swollen pimples, and a mixture of blood and gore sprayed onto the Fire Mages along with the tacky crimson of the Blood Bomb spell. One of the mages went to raise his hand to cast a spell, but his arm was stuck to his side from the Blood Bomb.

Torrance used the opportunity to exploit the man’s weakness and sent a miniature funnel of black magic toward the Fire Mage’s chest. The fabric of the Fire Mage’s robe exploded into a thousand tiny bits as the spell penetrated his flesh, and he screamed as his eyes started to bulge to cartoonishly large proportions. A split second later, his eyes exploded into a spray of gore like a pair of stepped-on grapes. Torrance finished him off with a quick spear of blood, and the other Fire Mages gasped when they saw their friend had gone down.

Unfortunately, I couldn’t focus on my friends for too long because more Fire Mages had now begun to focus on my Wight and me, and despite her best efforts, my minion was outnumbered and overpowered. She needed some backup, or else she was as good as toast.

I cast a Decaying Horde Spell, and fissures began to form in the ground nearby. Skeletal hands surrounded by a glow of dark purple energy pulled themselves up out of the soil. Several small funnels of smoke billowed off their bodies as the decaying part of the spell began to take effect, but I didn’t need them for that long.

I commanded them to swarm the Fire Mages and protect my Wight, and since these minions were five times as fast as the skeletons I normally resurrected, and equally as strong, I knew they’d provide some protection. In fact, I watched with glee as they charged at my enemies, and I couldn’t wait to see how many Fire Mages they’d destroy.

My Wight just barely avoided getting destroyed by a fireball, but as she parried the attack, another Fire Mage tossed a handful of what appeared to be glowing embers onto her head. The Wight let out a shriek of pain as the embers magically entered through her ears, and her pale flesh started to turn a deep shade of red as she flailed around with her axe aimlessly. The decaying horde arrived on the scene at that moment and began to slash, claw, and bite at my enemies, who were easily overpowered by their pure strength, but the Wight appeared to be doomed.

One of my skeletal minions yanked a man’s arms in two opposite directions, and the Fire Mage screamed as his appendages were pulled out of their sockets. He headbutted the skeleton in a last-ditch attempt to free himself, but all he seemed to do was give himself a concussion. The skeleton opened its mouth, bit down on the fucker’s crooked nose, and I could hear the man’s scream as his nose was bitten clean off his face. Another Fire Mage sliced my skeleton’s head off his spine with a single swipe of his flaming sword, though the damage had already been done. The first Fire Mage’s arms hung down to his sides like two limp noodles, and all he could do was grimace as he tried to lift them.

Meanwhile, my Wight let out a shrill scream, and I felt a large jolt of pain as I watched the flesh on her face melt away Raiders of the Lost Ark style. The defeated Wight vanished into a puff of smoke, and the remaining Fire Mages were now able to focus on the skeletons. Despite my best efforts, the decaying horde was taken down quickly, and then their attention was completely on me.

The one with the dislocated arms screamed as he raised his hands to cast a spell, but I had other plans for the bastard. I whistled for Edgar and mentally commanded him to take the bastard for a ride, and the vulture swooped down and stabbed his claws into the Fire Mage’s left hand. Edgar didn’t stop there, though, as he took to the sky and began to lift the man by his dislocated arm.

A series of miniature flames rushed toward me, and I was able to get a Necrotic Shield up just in the nick of time. When I glanced down at my Soul Battery I saw that it only had a quarter of its power left, and I got a sinking feeling as I realized I was toast if I didn’t start killing some of these Fire Mages soon. I used another large bit of my power to resurrect another Wraith and felt the air around me become heavy with a staticy sound. The creepy, faceless Wraith began to materialize before me, and I held my dagger as firmly as I prepared for whatever the Fire Mages planned to throw at me next.

I didn’t have to lower my shield to find out, however. I suddenly felt an intense bit of heat around my ankles, and I looked down right as hundreds of tiny, glowing red dots ran up my leg. They must have been insects of some sort, because what felt like a million tiny, burning jolts of pain began to shoot through my leg. Each one felt like I was being pinched by a pair of scissors that’d been heated in a furnace, and I collapsed to my knees as I tried to fight through the agony.

Thankfully, my Wraith had materialized, so I deactivated my shield and commanded it to go on a killing spree. The second the wall of bones collapsed, my minion let out a blood-curdling wail, dropped down on all fours, and charged forward as it opened its circular, teeth-filled mouth.

The Fire Mages must not have been expecting another minion, because the one on the right let out a gasp of surprise as his eyes bulged out of his head. He started to raise his hands to cast another spell, but my Wraith pounced on him in an instant and stabbed its deadly, scythe-like arms into his chest as it tackled him to the ground. Without missing a beat, the Wraith used its teeth to tear out the man’s throat, and crimson mist sprayed onto the Wraith as he moved toward his next target.

My Soul Battery regained a bit of power as the Fire Mage choked to death on his own blood, but I was still fighting through the sheer pain of the tiny insects that were biting into my flesh.

“Let’s see how you like it, asshole,” I growled as I looked at the Fire Mage who looked like he was concentrating on me as he whispered a spell.

I gritted my teeth and quickly said the incantation for Bloodlust Retribution, and a split second later, the pain in my legs vanished. At the same time, the man who’d been casting his spell let out a howl of pain and fell to his knees.

Edgar dropped the Fire Mage he’d been holding directly on top of the one that’d just fallen, and I immediately began another Reaplin incantation. Twelve tiny, decaying creatures scurried up out of the ground, and I commanded them to attack the prone Fire Mages. They had closed the gap about halfway before the Mages were back on their feet, and I commanded them to start hurling themselves haphazardly onto our enemies. The Fire Mages took out a handful of Reaplins with various fire magic spells, though five of the little guys were able to reach them in one piece.

Two of the Reaplins attacked the Mage with the injured arms, and they both went right for that weakness. They grabbed onto his appendages and pulled them down with their full body weight, which caused the man to scream in agony as he stumbled forward. As he stumbled, one of the Reaplins used his dangling arm like a spider monkey on a vine, swung forward, and then flipped onto the back of the Fire Mage’s head so the Reaplin could sink its teeth into the back of the man’s head. When the minion pulled away, it took a massive hunk of the bastard’s scalp with it.

The other three Reaplins were focused on the second target, while my Wraith was engaged with the third Fire Mage. While my enemies were still distracted, I charged forward with my dagger as I cast Death’s Hand over it, then I watched as the metal of the weapon itself turned purple with the spell’s magic. I thrust my dagger into the chest of the mage fighting against my three Reaplins, and his eyes went wide as the purple flames of Death’s Hand engulfed him. Before he could let out a cry of pain, the Fire Mage’s entire body dissolved into dust, and my Soul Battery swelled with power.

I spun around and took a swing at the Fire Mage with the injured arms, and I felt my blade make contact with his back. He let out a yelp of pain as blood oozed out of his fresh wound, and then he was quickly surrounded by purple energy before he disintegrated into dust as well. I now had a nearly full Soul Battery and five Reaplins who’d survived, so I turned them loose on the final Fire Mage in my vicinity.

The Fire Mage ducked underneath the scythe-like arm of my Wraith before he conjured up a pillar of fire at the creature’s feet, and the Wraith jumped backwards as the flames rose out of the ground. It wasn’t quite fast enough, and its entire front was scorched by the white-hot flames as it unleashed an inhuman screech and fell backwards. Before the mage was able to get off another spell, though, my Reaplins sprang onto his back and started to tear at his flesh with their razor-sharp claws.

The Fire Mage growled in frustration as small bits of blood sprayed from the new wounds on his back, though he quickly caused two of the Reaplins to spontaneously combust. The tiny, glowing dots then shot out of the ground and landed on the remaining Reaplins, all of whom began to hoot and holler like something out of an old cartoon as they gave up on their attack.

However, they’d served their purpose and kept the fucker busy.

I lunged forward and stabbed my dagger into the Fire Mage’s eye with a wet schluck, and I let out a growl as I plunged it into his brain. The man’s other eye rolled back in his head as his body went limp, and his eyeball popped out of his eye socket when I removed my blade.

“Greg!” Crimna shouted in a panicked voice.

I twisted around to make sure she was okay, and on the up side, I saw that her, Torrance, and Genshull were still engaged with the Fire Mages by the machine, though it was now three against three. What had Crimna so worried, though, was the tar pit.

It was draining quickly. If we didn’t do something fast, the Fire Mages would get to the Phylactery.

As I looked around the rest of the battlefield, I saw that my friends were weary and tired. They were all still standing and in one piece, but they were moving slower than normal, and they were covered with bruises, cuts, and scrapes all over their bodies.

Things were starting to get dire, and I didn’t know how much longer we’d be able to hold off the Fire Mages. We needed to do the last part of the ritual to find the Phylactery, and we needed to do it now.

My heart sank as I remembered the words of Revarian’s tomes, which said the only way to get to the Phylactery was with a great sacrifice.

If I wanted to save everyone and bring Revarian back, it had to be me. I was out of options, and I wasn’t about to let all my friends die for a lost cause. I was going to have to make the great sacrifice, and there was only one thing I could think of that would be a great enough sacrifice for somebody like Revarian.

My life.

So I turned on my heels, took one last deep breath, and then started to run toward the tar pit. I didn’t know if this would work, but I knew how fucked we all were if it didn’t. We were out of options, and there was only one thing that would save not only my friends, but the Academy as well.

“Dark Mage?” Torrance yelled. “What are you doing?”

“Greg?” Crimna gasped.

I ignored my friends as I approached the edge of the pit, and time seemed to slow down as I jumped. My body went out over the top of the boiling-hot tar, and I was hit with a massive sense of dread from the very core of my soul.

Then, I hit the tar, and the world literally turned black.
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Chapter 16

Is this what death felt like?

The world around me was dark, but it wasn’t a dark, distant cold like walking alone in a forest at night or sinking to the bottom of a swimming pool in the twilight hours. Much to my surprise, I couldn’t feel anything at all. I thought that I’d at least have gotten the sensation of all of the sticky tar burning away my flesh, but maybe I’d gone into shock so quickly that it didn’t even register with my brain.

Strangely enough, I could still feel my chest heaving with each breath that I took, and my nostrils weren’t clogged up by tar like I thought they’d be. In fact, my body was floating weightlessly in the void, and it started to dawn on me that I wasn’t in the tar pit at all anymore.

“Did it work?” I asked aloud, though I didn’t know if anyone would answer me. “Was this sacrifice great enough?”

There was deafening silence for several more seconds before I felt a strange invisible force begin to pull down on my body. It was like a large, unseen hand had wrapped around my chest and was gently holding me in its grasp for a few seconds before what felt like a jolt of electricity ran through my chest.

I let out a powerful gasp as my entire body jerked, then it suddenly felt like I was falling at a million miles per hour. Wind blew past my body as my hair rustled around atop my head, and I seemed to fall endlessly without moving at all for several seconds.

Finally, an invisible ground hit me like a ton of bricks.

I landed flat on my face with a loud crash, and an aching pain echoed all through my body as I laid there for a few seconds and tried to collect myself. Somehow, I was still aware enough that I could climb to my feet and look around, but it was so dark that I couldn’t even see my own hand when I held it up in front of my face.

Then, through the darkness, I saw a soft red light in the distance.

I immediately started in the direction of the light, and my footsteps echoed through the abyss as I made my way toward the mysterious aura in the distance. The red light grew brighter and larger the further I walked, until finally the item in the light came into view.

It was a small item, about the size of my palm, made out of gold and crafted into the shape of a wolf-like creature. The intense red light that had beckoned to me was somehow embedded in the gold, while two clear crystals for the eyes showed off the swirling yellow and red plasma-like substance that was inside the wolf.

Was this the Phylactery?

I had no idea why it was shaped the way it was, nor if the materials it was made out of were anything special or not.

“Take it,” a deep, bellowing voice whispered, and I immediately recognized it.

“Domotraus?” I gulped.

I searched the darkness for the Great Destroyer, but he was nowhere to be found. Even with the red light, I could only see a few feet around myself and the Phylactery, though.

“You have completed your great sacrifice…” Domotraus’ modulated voice trailed off. “Now take your prize.”

I reached out with both my hands and wrapped them around the wolf statue, and the second my fingers touched its metal, the red light was snuffed out. The air around me grew heavy and thick, and I felt the energy of my Soul Battery start to go crazy inside its crystal vessel. There was a sudden flash of red light that blinded me completely, followed by an intense surge of power as I felt my Soul Battery refill completely.

The world went dark and silent once more, though this time I could feel a soft warmth against my skin, almost like I was standing underneath a large heating lamp. Slowly, I heard the sounds of the battlefield return, from swishing fireballs to screaming Banshees and even the sound of blood as it splattered onto the ground. Everything started to fade from black to white, and I could see the outlines of figures as they hurried about and tossed spells at each other and shouted to their comrades.

When the world finally came back into view, I saw that I was floating ten feet above the tar pit that I’d just jumped into. My body was covered with splotches of black tar, though I didn’t feel any pain or discomfort.

Most importantly, I had the Phylacery still in my hand, and I felt like my Soul Battery had been supercharged.

“He has returned!” one of the Fire Mages growled. “Don’t these people ever die?”

I saw a Fire Mage send a blast of embers in my direction, and I immediately hurled a Blood Bomb in the direction of the oncoming attack. The bomb absorbed the embers as it passed over them, then it landed on the fucker’s face with a solid splat. The impact knocked the Fire Mage off his feet, and the second he landed on the ground, I resurrected a horde of Reaplins to take him out.

I felt a surge of power as the little minions tore into the fucker’s flesh, so I used Demstrol’s Companion Apparation spell to give myself a bit more help on defense. Sure enough, the spectral shape of a human man appeared at my side, and when a Fire Mage tossed a fireball at me, the ghost absorbed it and rendered it as harmless as if he’d thrown it into water.

I sicced the Reaplins on another Fire Mage, who was able to take a few of them out before they reached his position. The surviving Reaplins sunk their teeth into the flesh of the Fire Mage’s leg, tore it open, and then sat there laughing as he started to bleed to death.

“Light the tar, you imbeciles!” Ornulltris screamed.

Several fireballs shot toward me at all angles and hit the pit that I was still hovering over. It was set ablaze, and a massive wall of flames shot up toward me from below. I created a Necrotic Shield seconds before the fire reached my body, though I heard it crackling and sizzling against the bones of my barrier.

Surprisingly, none of these spells seemed to be draining my Soul Battery at all. I wasn’t sure if that was just because I had the Phylactery in my possession or if there’d been some sort of new power that I’d gained from dying and then being resurrected, but I wasn’t about to question it.

Instead, I began to create an endless army of zombies and skeletons, which I then commanded to slaughter the Fire Mages. Though my minions were dropping like flies, I kept creating even more to take their place. There still seemed to be a cap on the amount of minions I could have at one time, though I had no trouble replacing the ones that fell in battle in the blink of an eye.

I watched as four skeletons grabbed onto a Fire Mage from behind and then began to tear at his shoulders and neck with their teeth. The man growled as he incinerated two of my minions, but then Professor Quincy got him through the side of the head with a blood spear.

“How are you flying, Greg?” Zarren asked as he ducked under a Fire Mage’s attack.

“I-I don’t know,” I admitted. “Pretty fucking cool though, right?”

I figured that this was part of the Phylactery’s powers, since Revarian levitated all the time, though I wasn’t one hundred percent sure. When Edgar swooped down to join me, I mentally commanded my body to move forward.

Sure enough, I started to float through the air like I was attached to a stunt wire. I let out a mischievous laugh as I began to pelt all the fuckers below with Blood Bombs, and the ones that actually landed were able to pin the Fire Mages in place so my friends would have an easier time picking them off. I pulled out every trick in the book to take out Fire Mages and save my friends, and Edgar and my companion ghost were at my side the whole time.

“Enough!” I heard Ornulltris bellow. “Oh great Giver of Light, allow your power to course through my veins and vanquish our enemies! Return to me, Fire Mages… For our final victory is upon us.”

The Fire Mages began to retreat back toward the Grand Infurni, and my friends began to cheer and whistle happily in response.

“They’re on the run,” Crimna declared. “We should finish them off.”

“Don’t pursue them!” Professor Quincy spat. “That’s what they want us to do.”

I lowered myself down to the ground as my friends ran over to greet me, and they looked relieved to see me alive and well. However, when they noticed the wolf statue in my hands, they all fell silent.

“Is that… Is that what I think it is?” Sister Yelent asked with wide eyes.

“It’s Revarian’s Phylactery.” I nodded. “Even just holding it, I can feel its incredible power… I haven’t lost a single bit of Soul Battery energy, even with all the spells I’ve been casting.”

“That’s huge,” Nivaree nodded. “You could create a whole army of minions, all by yourself, and they could lead us out of here.”

“I’m afraid even those with the power of a Grand Mage still must abide by the spell laws put forth by Domotraus,” Professor Demstrol explained. “There is no necronomic spell that would allow you to control that many minions at once. Perhaps a single, very large, very powerful minion, but not an entire army.”

“Still,” Niv said. “A little bit of a power boost to Greg is the perfect thing to help us get out of Candroll alive.”

Suddenly, there was a large burst of flames in the distance, and I heard Ornulltris scream in pain as the fire rose higher and higher. The rest of the Fire Mages were standing around their Grand Infurni chanting, and I really didn’t like where things were headed. Still, we had the perfect opportunity now to cut and run, but I also knew that this would never be finished as long as Ornulltris was alive.

The flames suddenly turned a bright shade of blue, and I heard the sound of distorted laughing coming from inside of the inferno. Then, a pair of glowing green eyes appeared, along with the outline of a tall figure with wild, dancing hair that stuck out in all directions. When the figure finally stepped out of the flames, it was clear it was still Ornulltris, though I wasn’t sure what he’d done to become a half-giant.

Ornulltris now stood ten feet tall, and his body was completely engulfed by roaring flames of red, yellow, and orange. His hair was a single bit of yellow fire that flickered in the wind, and his whole body seemed to be made out of orange, glowing flames that danced as he stepped forward. The fire remained in the shape of a humanoid, though I was sure we were seeing some sort of hybrid man-deity before us.

“I really wish your cloud spell was stronger, Zarren,” Nivaree sighed.

“Shit,” I gulped as I looked at the raging flame monster, then I tried to go into field general mode as I looked at my friends. “If we want to make it out of this alive, we have to work together like a well-oiled machine.”

“You’re in command, Dark Mage,” Torrance said with a slight bow.

“Yes,” Professor Quincy agreed and nodded to the object in my hands. “Mister Damien holds the power of Revarian, so we should abide by his words.”

“We have to take out those other Fire Mages first,” I said as I studied the field. “Dredge, Genshul, and Anise? You three attack the remaining Fire Mages with quick strikes or whatever creatures you’ve summoned, and then get out of the line of fire ASAP. Demstrol and I will help out by overwhelming them with our minions. Everybody else, focus your energy on attacking and defending against Ornulltris. Our lives are literally going to be in your hands here, so no mistakes, please.”

“Give. Me. The. Phylactery!” Ornulltris bellowed.

The Grand Infurni’s voice was warbled and deep now, and when he spoke large yellow sparks flitted from his mouth hole. He had no discernable lips or eyebrows, though his glowing eyes were expressive enough to tell me exactly what emotions he was feeling, and so was his body language. Ornulltris’ eye slits narrowed as he ran forward, and though his large legs meant he set a quick pace, he was still lumbering. It looked like a kaiju straight out of an old Godzilla film, especially when he raised his hands and sent out a giant blast of flames.

“Quincy!” Crimna cried out. “Double Blood Portal!”

Professor Quincy and Crimna both said the incantation for the Blood Portal Spell at the same time, and a moment later, two large, swirling circles of crimson appeared in the sky. The Blood Magic Specialists moved them so that they were close together, which then caused the portals’ magic to merge and create a large, single gateway. Ornulltris’ fire passed harmlessly through the portal, then Crimna and Quincy opened the other side of the gateway right above the regular Fire Mages. The flames of the Grand Infurni blasted down, and at least two of the bastards were engulfed in the white-hot fire and were reduced to nothing more than a pair of charred corpses.

Dredge let out a whistle, and his Mudclopper darted off to the west to flank the Fire Mages on one side, while Genshull and Sister Yelent went in the opposite direction. Genshull blocked an incoming spell with her magic-resistant sword, then she took to the sky and zipped toward our enemies at breakneck speed. At the same time, Anise started to say an incantation as she snapped her fingers in many different directions, and every time she did so, a lizard creature the size of a small dog burst up through the sand.

These creatures had fire-red skin and white eyes that appeared to be covered with a translucent, clear layer of flesh over their eye sockets to protect them from dirt and debris. They also had black spikes all over their bodies that curved backwards and ended in a point just above their flesh, which I assumed doubled as armor. The creatures were quadrupeds, though they ran with strange, awkward zig-zagging steps that made me worried they were going to snap a bone in their legs.

Now that I knew my friends were all in position, I said the incantation to resurrect a Wight, and I was able to repeat the incantation four times before my Soul Battery wouldn’t let me resurrect any more. I had a strong variation of warrior types, with two male Wights with bronze armor and short swords, a male Wight with a long bow and arrow, and a female Wight with a spear.

They all still bore the grisly scars of the wounds that had taken them out when they were still in the land of the living. The Wight with the bow had a chest that was filled with small holes, which indicated that he’d been taken out by a hailstorm of arrows. The female Wight with the spear had a large slit across the front of her neck, which exposed the muscle underneath and featured a flap of skin that dangled down and blew in the wind like a pale, macabre flag. One of the Wights with a short sword was covered with stab wounds that cut through his armor and left crimson stains on the surface, and the other Wight with a short sword was missing large chunks of flesh from both his arms as well as his legs and had the skin of his noggin flayed off.

Despite their various states of decay, the Wights didn’t hesitate when I commanded them forward. I sent them toward the left side of the battlefield, while Professor Demstrol resurrected two groups of Reaplins and sent them to the right. The minions took a bit of heat off of my friends as the Fire Mages began to panic and send spells toward the minions instead. I had my Wights split up so that they wouldn’t be a singular target, and then I commanded the one with the longbow to fire at will.

“Stay back, big guy!” Torrance declared angrily.

I looked over to see the blond Mage sitting in the palm of one of Nivaree’s Shadow Hands as it raised him up above our heads. Torrance sent a shockwave of green energy in the direction of Ornulltris, and it struck him in the chest as he let out a grunt and stumbled backwards a few steps.

I could see that Zarren was currently casting the Unlucky Curse, while Elle used her magic to cast a Mystic Terrain spell. Their spells must have worked in unison, because at the exact moment Torrance’s shockwave struck Ornulltris, the ground shifted behind him, which caught the back of his foot so he tripped over and slammed into the ground.

When Ornulltris’ flaming body struck the ground, the fire scattered into a million smaller blazes and went off in all directions. The flames surrounded him again a moment later as he started to stand back up, but that’s when a realization hit me. Ornulltris hadn’t transformed into this fiery deity, but rather his physical body was still inside, piloting it like a sort of elemental mech.

Which meant that if we could get through the flames, he’d be vulnerable.

I tried to rack my brain on ways to get through the flames easily as Demstrol’s Reaplins and my Wights reached their targets. One of the Fire Mages started to cast a spell toward the Wight with the longbow, but he only got through his first incantation before Professor Dredge’s Mudclopper jumped onto the top of the dude like a Goomba.

There was a sickly crunch as the weight of the large creature landed on the Fire Mage and knocked him to the ground, and the man let out a wail of pure agony when the creature’s clawed feet went clean through his chest. The Mudclopper then tore the man in half as blood and gore sprayed up like a geyser, then the Mudclopper leaped from the body and retreated before the other mages could attack.

One of the Fire Mages twisted on his heels, pointed his open palm in the direction of Dredge, and began to summon more of those strange, heat-producing flowers. Right as the heat flowers sprouted, however, one of the sword-bearing Wights was right at the Fire Mage’s back. Before the fucker even realized there was a Wight behind him, my minion plunged its blade through his chest from behind. There was a spray of crimson as the short sword tore through the fabric of the Fire Mage’s robe, and all the poor fucker could do was weakly grab at the blade as he tried to pull himself off of it. The Fire Mage attempted to cast a spell, but all that came out when he opened his mouth was his own blood as he coughed it out onto his clothes.

Unfortunately, this left my Wight completely exposed, and he was lit up like the Fourth of July as an infernal tower rose up out of the ground and surrounded him with its deadly embrace. His entire body was incinerated in a flash, and all that was left of him was a pile of dust when the fire subsided.

I looked over to the other side of the battlefield and saw Demstrol’s Reaplins bouncing around like crackheads as they leaped from Fire Mage to Fire Mage while their enemies tried to fend off Anise’s lizards. The little guys and red, spiky lizards were getting blown up by the Fire Mages with ease, though Genshull suddenly swooped down from above and brought the sharp edge of her sword straight down on one of their heads.

The Tiefling’s blade cut the fucker clean in half from his head to his stomach, where it got lodged in his spine for a moment. Genshull quickly pulled her sword back out with a sickly squelching sound, raised it again, and then brought it down once more. This time Genshull’s blade finished the job, and it sliced through the man’s bones like they were made of cardboard. The two halves of the Fire Mage’s body collapsed, and before they even hit the ground, Genshull was airborne and on the prowl for her next victim.

I saw Ornulltris hurl a series of small fireballs toward the Tiefling, though these seemed to have some weight to them. They arced into the sky and then fell back down to Earth like a grenade, and when they hit the ground, they exploded and sent flames in all directions. Torrance created a Necrotic Shield to protect himself, Zarren, and Elle, while Crimna and Professor Quincy both surrounded themselves in a protective blood bubble as the fire bounced harmlessly off of them like a baseball on a trampoline.

It was Bellrouth’s turn next, and she swooped, darted, and banked around Ornulltris’ head as she tried to distract the Grand Infurni, and it seemed to be working. The large fire creature swatted at the Tiefling each time she passed by, though she was just fast enough to avoid his flaming fists. The next time Bellrouth came around, she took a swing at the fucker with the flat side of her war hammer, though when it made contact it just passed through harmlessly.

However, the impact of Bellrouth’s blow caused the flames to dissipate for a split second as her weapon moved through them.

And I realized that was how we would beat this son of a bitch. We needed to hit him in the chest with something that could pass through the flames and then take out the man inside.

Ornulltris’ fire body was large, which meant anything we hit him with would not only need to be moving fast, but it’d need to be made of something strong enough to withstand white-hot flames for several seconds. I didn’t know if any of our spells would be strong enough, nor did I know if magical attacks would be immune to the flames.

There was only one way to find out.

“Aim for the big fire monster,” I commanded the Wight with the longbow. “His chest specifically. Other minions? Defend him.”

The female Wight sidestepped an attack before she twirled her sword like a bo staff and slammed the blunt end into a Fire Mage’s face. As she turned to protect the long-range Wight, though, a flaming axe slammed into the side of her neck, and there was a sizzling noise as the enchanted weapon cut through her flesh like a knife through hot butter. There was a slight twinge of pain in my chest as her body disappeared into a puff of smoke, and then the armed Fire Mage lunged for the archer Wight.

Thankfully, my surviving short sword minion had already sprung into action, and he blocked the Fire Mage’s strike with his weapon. My short sword minion fought off the Fire Mage while two more tried to attack Professor Dredge on his Mudclopper, though the mounted professor was too quick for them.

Meanwhile, my archer Wight drew an arrow from his quiver, took aim, and pulled it back on the string. I could hear the twang of his bowstring as he released, and I watched the arrow rocket through the air as it headed for Ornulltris. Bellrouth must have seen it coming, because she suddenly let out a battle cry to draw the Grand Infurni’s attention away from the incoming projectile.

Ornulltris took a swing at the Tiefling before he ducked underneath an incoming blood spear, but the arrow stabbed into his body from behind. Unfortunately, it went up in flames and disappeared in an instant.

So it was back to the drawing board.

“Niv!” I said to the silver-haired beauty without looking away from our target. “Try to get inside his chest, any way possible.”

“I need a distraction,” Niv yelled. “Elle?”

Torrance blasted another shockwave toward Ornulltris before he jumped off the Shadow Hand and landed on the ground in a crouch. At the same time, Ethromelle began an incantation to bring shadow beings from the Endless Abyss into our plane of existence, and I glanced over right as five tall, lanky figures made of pure shadow appeared. Elle snapped her fingers and commanded the figures to go on the offensive, and they charged at Ornulltris like rioters at a Black Friday sale.

Ornulltris sent a fireball toward Bellrouth before he spotted the shadow creatures, then he simply chuckled, held out his left hand, and spread his fingers apart. A split-second later, small tornadoes of fire shot out of the Grand Infurni’s digits and rained down on Elle’s creatures, and they were all disintegrated in a flash.

However, that gave Nivaree the chance she needed to make her move.

Her Shadow Hand formed a fist as it rocketed toward Ornulltris’ chest, and it slammed into the Grand Infurni’s body hard enough that I could actually hear it. The fist passed through the first layer of fire, then Niv let out a yelp of pain as the Shadow Hand disappeared in a fiery flash.

It may not have worked, but I noticed that Niv’s Shadow Hand had made it a lot farther than the arrow had.

And that gave me an idea.

It was a crazy thought, but it was also the best one that I had.

I completely abandoned my remaining Wights, though I gave them a nonverbal command to continue fighting and keep the Fire Mages away from Dredge while I moved on to my next plan. I hurried over to the spot where Zarren, Torrence, Niv, Elle, Crimna, and Professor Quincy were stationed and watched as Quincy used a tendril of blood to hurl a jagged rock at Ornulltris.

“Niv and Crimna,” I said to my friends. “I need your help.”

“Anything, Dark Mage,” Niv said without looking.

The silver-haired beauty used her Eye of Darkness spell, which caused Ornulltris to go temporarily blind. Bellrouth used the opportunity to spin around in the air to build up some momentum, and then she tossed her weapon as hard as she could straight into the bastard’s chest. The war hammer passed through Ornulltris’ body for a second, though he quickly twisted out of the way. The hammer came out the other side, but it left a clear path through the flames.

That gave me even more confidence that my plan was going to work.

“Crimna, surround me with a blood bubble,” I said. “Niv? I want you to throw me at Ornulltris’ chest.”

“Y-you’re going to use yourself as a projectile?” Niv gasped, and I could hear the fear in her voice. “Why not use a minion?”

“I need my minions to keep the other Fire Mages at bay,” I explained. “Besides, I won’t be able to see them once they enter that fucker’s body, and we’re only gonna get one shot at this before he realizes we’ve found his weakness.”

“If it doesn’t work,” Professor Quincy warned. “You’ll basically be committing suicide. You know that, right?”

“Then this better fucking work, huh?” I said rhetorically.

“Are you sure--” Quincy began, but I cut him off.

“I’m sure,” I confirmed. “Zarren, I’m gonna need you to--”

“Unlucky curse,” the one-eyed mage said. “Way ahead of you, Greg.”

Professor Quincy and Torrance both defended against more attacks with a combination of a Necrotic Shield and Blood Portals, which allowed the rest of us to get into position to make what would hopefully be our final attack.

Nivaree created another Shadow Hand, and I immediately ran over and jumped into its palm. As it started to raise me in the air, Crimna made a small slit on her wrist and began the incantation to create a blood bubble. A small trail of crimson trickled out from beneath her flesh, then it moved through the air like a snake before it began to fan out and surround my body. Within seconds I was inside of a crimson, sticky sphere of blood, and a moment later, I felt the Shadow Hand start to pull back like it was going to throw a baseball.

My heart felt like it was beating with the speed of a snare drum, and time seemed to move slowly as I waited for the release. From this vantage point, I could see everything that was happening on the battlefield, from Genshull’s quick strikes against the Fire Mages to Demstrol’s Banshee screeching at enemies, to Professor Dredge stomping on Fire Mages atop his Mudclopper with glee. The number of Fire Mages had dwindled greatly, but I hoped that taking out their leader would be the final nail in the coffin.

Then, the Shadow Hand thrust forward, and I was launched into the sky.

I could hear the wind swishing past as I flew, and tiny splatters of blood dripped from the bubble as it faced intense wind resistance. I quickly said the incantation for Death’s Hand and watched as the flesh of my left hand was replaced by a glowing skeletal form while I held my dagger tight in my right hand.

This fucker was going down one way or the other, and there wasn’t a lack of methods I could use to take him out.

Quincy’s blood tendrils wrapped around Ornulltris’ arms and attempted to hold them down at his sides, but he was easily able to overpower them. The blood sizzled away as the Grand Infurni pulled himself free, then Bellrouth zipped past his head once more. At the same time, several of Elle’s shadowy entities descended on the bastard, and he was forced to blast them away with his infernal flame.

Then, he seemed to notice me out of the corner of his eye.

Ornulltris let out a snarl as he turned his body to face me, and my heart sank as, for the first time, I wondered if this had been a bad idea. The Grand Infurni moved both his hands apart and laughed deeply, and right when I got into range he attempted to bring them together.

His hands slammed together about a foot behind me as I passed by, and the shockwave from the attack actually launched me forward even faster.

“Unlucky curse, bitch!” I laughed in disbelief.

Ornulltris’ eyes went wide when he realized he’d missed, but it was too late. I hit the fucker’s chest and continued through like it wasn’t even there, though the magical flames began to burn away the protective bubble that was around me. I could feel the sweltering heat of Ornulltris’ fire from all angles, and it was so intense that I thought I would pass out.

However, I held myself together as I plunged deeper into the inferno, until I saw the fucker’s actual body floating in the middle of it all. Ornulltris’ eyes widened when he saw me approaching, and that’s when the flames completely burned away my protective sphere. My whole body felt like it was ablaze as my flesh began to sizzle and burn, and I screamed in agony as the fire started to consume me. At this point if I missed, I was dead, no question.

Thankfully, I didn’t miss.

I stabbed my dagger right into Ornulltris’ chest as my momentum carried me forward, and I tackled him in midair. I didn’t want to take any chances, though, so I immediately grabbed onto him with my glowing skeletal hand as we passed through the remainder of his flaming body, and he let out a gurgled cry of pain.

“N-no!” Ornulltris yelled as his body was surrounded by the purple magic of Death’s Hand. “This can’t be happening!”

Before he could say anything else, Ornulltris’ body disappeared into a pile of ash, which was scattered to the winds as it floated through the air.

Right as I started to plummet toward the ground, I felt a pair of thick arms wrap around me from above, and my momentum halted in its tracks. I glanced back to see the half-smirk on Bellrouth’s face as she held me in her arms, then she swooped down under the power of her wings.

My flesh felt like it had been covered by second-degree burns, and the salty sweat from my body caused me to sting all over. But that was fine, because at least I knew I was still alive.

The remaining Fire Mages had frozen in shock when their leader went down, which gave my friends the upper hand to finish them off. Bellrouth and I watched with glee as the rest of the bastards were taken out one by one, and before we knew it, the battlefield was empty.

We’d done it.

Ornulltris was dead, and we had the Phylactery, but this fight wasn’t over just yet.

Now, we just needed to get back to the Academy before the rest of our enemies got there.
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Chapter 17

“Just like a pack of Zentra Snakes,” Professor Dredge declared as he pulled his dagger out of the chest of the final Fire Mage in Ornulltris’ group. “Ya kill the alpha, and the rest of ‘em go mad with panic.”

“Let’s not celebrate our victory too soon, Dredge,” Professor Demstrol warned. “This may have been the Grand Infurni, but there are plenty more Fire Mages in Candroll, and they will not take kindly to the fact we just killed their leader.”

“And there’s nowhere to hide now,” Professor Quincy added. “The Fire Mages will know we’re here as will the other enemy mages who are within Candroll’s walls. We must evacuate this place, and we must do it with haste.”

“Yeaaaah…” I coughed as I limped back to the group. “With how burned and bruised my body is right now, I’m not sure how much haste I can muster.”

“You can ride the Mudclopper, my boy,” Dredge offered. “Or one a the Tiefling ladies can carry ya.”

“On the plus side,” I sighed. “We don’t need to worry about being stealthy anymore, which should make our exit a little less complicated.”

“We can’t go back the way we came.” Sister Yelent gasped. “The entire city will be waiting for us.”

“Then we go over the wall,” Crimna suggested as she pointed off in the distance. “It might make the trip back a little longer, but we might be able to avoid all the people who want to tear us apart.”

“We’ll need to keep an eye on the guards posted atop the wall,” Quincy nodded. “Though I think that’s our best course of action. Let’s get moving!”

Professor Dredge rode his Mudclopper over to me, and the scaly, blood-covered creature lowered its head in a bow. Dredge stretched out his hand, and I took it as he helped me up onto the beast’s back. Every nerve ending in my body screamed at me when my body made the sudden movement, but I just gritted my teeth and powered through it. Elle climbed up onto the Mudclopper as well, and she wrapped her arms around me from behind and then softly gave me a kiss on the back of my neck.

“I hope that makes you feel better,” she giggled.

“You know,” I smiled. “It kinda does.”

“That’s a pretty tall wall,” Torrance admitted. “I don’t know how we’ll scale it without using our magic, and that’s bound to draw the attention of the guards.”

“I’ll carry you,” Genshull offered.

“What?” Torrance scoffed. “No way. I don’t need to be picked up and carried like a child.”

“Nonsense.” Genshull said with a frown. “It’s no problem whatsoever.”

“I’ll take one of those rides,” Zarren chuckled and raised his hand sheepishly. “Since I don’t have any fun curses or hexes that’ll get me over the wall.”

“Does everyone else have a way to get over the wall without help?” I asked, and even the mere act of turning caused my body to ache. “At this point, I don’t think it matters if the guards see our magic or not.”

“Crimna and I can lift anyone who doesn’t with Blood Bubbles,” Quincy announced.

“I’ll use a Necrotic Shield,” Demstrol said.

“I’ll use the Trait Swap Spell to get Barut’s legs,” Nivaree added. “That should let me climb up walls like he does.”

“And I’ll call upon the great Candrollian Sieverbirds to carry me,” Sister Yelent announced proudly.

“Great.” I grunted as I turned back around. “Then let’s get the fuck out of here before more Fire Mages decide to check on their leader and realize he’s nothing more than a pile of dust.”

Professor Dredge let out a whistle, and the Mudclopper started toward the Western side of the wall that surrounded the tar pits.

“Wait, don’t you dare–” Torrance began. “Gah!”

I looked back over my shoulder and let out an amused snort when I saw that Genshull had picked up Torrance and now carried him in her arms like a groom carrying his bride through the doorway. Torrance had his arms crossed over his chest and a deep pout upon his face, and his sandy-blond hair blew in the wind as they moved. Finnick the boar sat atop Genshull’s back, and the poor little pig looked terrified to be up so high and moving so fast.

Bellrouth carried Zarren, though the one-eyed mage and his raccoon familiar seemed way happier about the situation than Torrance did. Roman held his tiny mitts up in the air and chittered happily, while Zarren wore a mile-wide grin on his face as he zipped over the landscape.

Professor Demstrol had apparently resurrected more Reaplins, and they held her up above their heads like an Egyptian queen. The little guys scurried forward with the speed of a cheetah, though Demstrol herself just looked pensive and completely emotionless.

Quincy had created legs out of tendrils of blood that helped him scurry across the ground quickly like a crab, while Crimna used Blood Portals as her main method of travel. Then there was Anise, who had summoned several small birds and had them pick her up and carry her away by the shirt on her back. Edgar and Stella both flew above the Mudclopper so that they remained close to their masters, though they stayed high enough in the air that they could keep a close eye on our surroundings.

When we reached the large perimeter wall, we immediately began to scale it. The Mudclopper sprang forward, stabbed its claws into the stone with a powerful crash, and then began to climb upward like an ice climber on a frozen mountain. We were the first ones to reach the top, and the second we stepped onto the walkway I saw a fireball coming at us.

I quickly summoned up a Necrotic Shield, and the fiery blast exploded against the other side of the bone wall harmlessly. The rest of my friends hurried over the side of the wall and got behind my shield, then I commanded Edgar to attack our assailant from behind. I watched as the large vulture swooped down from the sky, then I heard a squelching sound as his claws sunk into the flesh of his target. The next thing I knew, Edgar lifted the Fire Mage up above the bone shield and chucked the bastard over the side of the wall.

I deactivated my shield as the Fire Mage screamed bloody murder, though his voice grew further away by the second. Finally there was a loud thunk, and all was silent again. My friends and I climbed over the edge of the wall and repeated the whole process.

Off in the distance, I could see the Fire Mage lying prone on the ground below us, with a pool of blood beneath him and bits of his own brain splattered across the landscape, though there didn’t seem to be any other Fire Mages in the immediate vicinity.

“Where is everybody?” I wondered aloud. “I would have thought all of Embrosia would be chasing us by now.”

“I believe their forces are thin in Candroll because they’re preparing to march on the Academy,” Professor Quincy said. “If they haven’t left already.”

“Why would they leave early?” Elle asked. “They said they weren’t leaving until tomorrow.”

“Unless Ornulltris decided to send them on ahead once he discovered we were in the city,” Demstrol suggested.

“How the fuck are we gonna find out?” I sighed. “That one day makes a huge difference in the time it’ll take us to get back and warn everyone.”

“I’d say we should have interrogated that guy,” Niv chuckled as she pointed to the dead Fire Mage with one of her spider-legs. “But I don’t think he’s talking any time soon.”

“You think you could resurrect him, Greg?” Zarren asked.

“I could, but he wouldn’t have his memories or be able to communicate them,” I explained.

“We don’t need to,” Elle noted. “Once we’re in a safer place, I can commune with the dark entities from the Endless Abyss, and they can tell us where our enemies currently are.”

Once we had our feet flat on the ground again, we began to move alongside the city wall, back toward the place where we’d left our carriage. We moved in a single-file line and plastered ourselves against the wall so we couldn’t be seen by any of the remaining Fire Mage guards. The journey back to our carriage was completely uneventful, which normally would have made me feel happy. At the moment, though, it made me realize just how many of our enemies had already left the city, which probably meant that they were on their way to the Domotraus Academy right now.

We were able to put Candroll in the distance as we made our way back to the carriage. It was still in one piece and hadn’t been disturbed, though I was still a bit uneasy about the fact that we had no pursuers whatsoever. The two remaining Mudcloppers let out a happy snort and began to stomp their feet in excitement when they saw their friend return, and the one that we’d been riding mirrored their actions.

“Whoooooaaaa,” Professor Dredge called out. “Easy there, girl. I know yer excited to see yer friends, but don’t be tossin’ yer riders off just yet.”

The Mudclopper calmed down for the moment, though I could still feel it shaking its hind end back and forth like a dog who was excited to play. Elle, Dredge, and I climbed down off of the back of the beast, and the second we were off, it ran forward and began to celebrate with its friends by making several shrill chirps and pushing its head up against theirs.

“Is anyone else bothered by the fact we weren’t followed?” I asked through a surge of pain as I limped toward the carriage. “Like, the alarm bell should have gone off when Ornulltris turned into a giant fire monster, and then again when we killed him, but there’s nobody around. Other than that fucker we killed on top of the wall.”

“I fear Professor Quincy is right,” Demstrol said. “Ornulltris may have sent his forces toward the Academy when he discovered that we were in Candroll.”

“He seemed pretty confident that it wasn’t possible for us to be here yesterday,” Bellrouth scoffed. “Cocky alphass huffer.”

I didn’t even want to ask what that insult meant, and at this point in time, I really didn’t care.

“I guess it all depends on when he realized we were here,” I sighed. “And we have no way of knowing that without asking the bastard, and that’s not possible.”

“Then we should ask the dark ones,” Elle said. “They’ll have some insight into our enemy’s actions. Shall I?”

“Let’s get moving first,” Professor Quincy said. “You can connect to the Endless Abyss from the safety of our carriage.”

Professor Dredge hooked the third Mudclopper back up to the reins of our carriage and then jumped up into the driver’s seat as the rest of us climbed into the metal cart. Once we were inside, Dredge let out a whistle, and we started to move forward up the side of the ravine.

Inside the carriage, we cleared a space for Elle to perform the ritual to commune with the dark, all-knowing entities. The blonde woman sat cross-legged on the floor, then she carefully reached into the satchel that dangled down from her belt and began to fumble around for the needed items, which included a small bundle of yarrow stems and two clay coins the size of quarters that had a strange, geometric shape carved into their fronts.

She also pulled out a small vial of translucent bluish liquid, which she popped open, poured onto her hand, and then smeared haphazardly all over her cheeks and forehead. Once that was done, Elle lit the end of the yarrow on fire with a match, and the plant began to smoke as a leathery, earthy scent filled the carriage. We watched curiously as she placed the two coins over her eyes, tilted her head back, and then finally began the incantation that would activate the spell.

“Dark forces of the Endless Abyss, heed my call,” Elle said in a monotone voice. “I ask you to show me what was, is, and will be… Bestow upon me your evil knowledge, and bless me with your presence.”

After that, Elle began to speak in tongues, and her voice grew more chaotic and hurried as she spoke, until it echoed throughout the entire carriage and threatened to blow out our eardrums.

Then, she went silent. Ethromelle slowly tilted her head forward, and as she did so the clay coins fell from their position and clattered onto the floor.

Elle’s eyes were now rolled back in her head, and she had a sly smirk on her face.

“With whom are we speaking?” Demstrol asked firmly.

“Skandur the Skulltaker,” she said in a deep voice that told us we obviously weren’t talking to Elle anymore.

“A great warrior of Domotraus!” Sister Yelent gasped, then she fell into a slight bow. “We are honored to stand in your presence, dark one.”

“You seek knowledge, children of Domotraus?” Skandur asked.

“We need to know about Ornulltris,” I said. “And the location of our enemies.”

“Ornulltris is here, with us,” Skandur cackled. “You ensured that, did you not?”

“Yeah, I killed him,” I said. “But he was gathering up a large group of mages to march upon the Domotraus Academy before he died, and we need to know if he’s already sent them there.”

“The fate of our master’s school hangs in the balance,” Professor Quincy added. “All of his knowledge and power… All of his children… They’re all at risk if our enemies reach the Academy before we can.”

“I’m afraid it is too late, children of Domotraus.” Skandur frowned and shook his head. “For Ornulltris sent out the alert to his allies the second he realized Dark Mages were in Embrosia. They have already begun to march toward the Academy. The Fire Mage wanted to be certain that the Academy was destroyed, even if you found the Phylactery. A wise plan.”

My whole body went numb, and I felt the color drain from my face. The rest of the carriage was quiet as well, and there was real fear on their faces.

“Im-impossible,” Professor Quincy stuttered. “They said--”

“Since when do you trust your enemy’s word, Randorn Quincy?” Skandur scoffed.

“No. No…” I trailed off in disbelief. “There has to be something we can do. We have Revarian’s Phylactery… We’re so close to victory…”

“You may be able to catch up with your enemy’s forces if you hurry,” the possessed Elle said. “Though reaching the Academy before they do is impossible at this point.”

“They outnumber us by the hundreds and the Academy is unprepared for an attack,” Professor Demstrol said.

For the first time since I’d met her, I saw Demstrol’s eyes fill with tears, which only confirmed to me that shit had really gotten bad.

“You should have been faster,” Skandur shrugged. “Perhaps if you’d found the Phylactery sooner, this would not be happening now. Only the strongest survive in this world, and because of your weakness, Domostraus’ cult will be all but wiped from existence.”

“That’s enough!” Demstrol growled angrily. “Elle? Come back to us, now.”

Elle shook her head furiously as her eyes returned to normal, then she looked around the carriage with real fear.

“That can’t be true,” she said. “It can’t.”

“There has to be something we can do,” I said. “That stupid demon doesn’t know what he’s talking about.”

“I’m afraid that he does, Mister Damien,” Quincy said as he hung his head. “He can see what is and what was.”

“But he didn’t tell us what could be,” I reminded the professor. “He just gave us two options, both of which were complete shit.”

“They are the only options that we realistically have,” the professor argued. “Even with the Phylactery in our possession, we can’t fight off the rest of Etraria’s mages on our own. Without Revarian at full strength, we will fail.”

“Maybe we go on the run,” Torrance said aloud. “Even if we can’t save the Academy, we could go into hiding and keep the teachings of Domotraus alive, so future generations could rebuild it from the ashes.”

“Are you hearing yourself?” I growled. “That’s the same as giving up. We can’t let all of our friends and teachers get slaughtered while we run away with our tails between our legs. I don’t know about you, Torrance, but I’m not a fucking coward.”

Torrance turned toward me and scowled, and we were locked in another staring contest like we were back in our first semester.

“Watch your words, Dark Mage,” he warned. “I’m no coward. I just want to make sure that we keep the teachings of our master alive.”

“You’re right, I’m your Dark Mage,” I reminded him. “If I say we fight, then we fight.”

“I’m with you, Greg,” Crimna noted. “Even if we can’t beat our enemies at this point, I want to know that I died after taking as many of them out as I possibly can. It’s always been my dream to join the Endless Abyss in the heat of battle, bathed in my enemy’s blood…”

“I’m torn,” Zarren admitted. “On one hand, I think Domotraus would want us to die fighting. On the other, I don’t think he’d be too happy to hear that all of his followers were about to be wiped out and his teachings lost to time.”

“It’s not like we can ask him,” Nivaree scoffed.

Sister Yelent and I suddenly looked at each other as the lightbulb came on in our heads, and we shared a smile as realization took hold.

“Yes, we can,” I said. “Holy shit, you’re a genius, Niv!”

“We speak to Domotraus all the time during our Brotherhood of Dark Mage meetings,” Anise added. “All we have to do is perform the ritual on one of us, and we can ask the Great Destroyer for guidance.”

“Pull over,” I said to Dredge as I beat on the roof of the carriage. “We have a plan.”

“If ya say so…” Dredge grumbled.

Our carriage pulled off the road, and the second it came to a stop, I walked over to the door, which opened on its own with a glow of magic. We funneled out into the alien-looking landscape as Dredge hopped down and placed his hands on his hips angrily.

“What’s the big idea?” he demanded. “We ain’t got time to waste.”

“We’re summoning Domotraus,” I explained. “He’s going to tell us our best course of action.”

“Uhhh…” Dredge trailed off. “Ain’t that ceremony really painful to do?”

“It is.” I nodded and then looked at my friends. “From what I’ve seen, it’s excruciating. Which is why all of us will be forever indebted to whoever volunteers to act as the Great Destroyer’s vessel.”

“I shall do it,” Professor Quincy offered without a moment’s hesitation. “I’m in charge of this expedition, so I feel it’s my obligation to take this penance.”

“Are you sure?” I asked.

“There’s no time to waste,” Quincy reminded me. “I assume you and Miss Yelent know how to do the summoning.”

“We’ve seen it enough times,” Anise replied. “We just need to draw the symbol of the Great Destroyer upon the ground, and you stand at its center.”

I quickly pulled my dagger from its sheath and placed the tip of the blade against the ground. I took a deep breath and then began to draw the shape from memory. It wasn’t something I’d ever done before, so Anise had to correct a few of the small details, but after a few minutes we had a perfectly-carved symbol in the ground. Anise and I stepped aside, then Quincy stepped into its center.

“We need to join hands,” I said to my friends. “Bellrouth and Genshull? You watch our backs while we do this, okay?”

The two Tieflings nodded as they drew their weapons and flew up on top of the carriage. Once they were in place, the rest of us joined hands and formed a large circle around Professor Quincy inside of the symbol, and then it was time for the incantation to begin.

“Speak with me, Brothers and Sisters…” I said. “Ertrooul-emami. Etrooul-emami terkaal…”

My friends began to repeat the incantation while Quincy stood nervously at the center of the symbol. When we completed the sixth repetition of the spell, it finally started to work.

There was a sudden cracking noise, and Professor Quincy grimaced as he fell to his knees and grunted in pain. He started to scream as the fabric of his shirt started to move from the inside out, and he gasped and sputtered as even more of the bones in his body seemed to crack. The man grabbed the bottom of his shirt, lifted it over his head, and then tossed it to the side as he looked down to see that his flesh was now moving as though there was something just beneath. Sweat formed all over Quincy’s body as he yowled in pain, and then he fell to the ground and started to writhe.

As much as we wanted to help our teacher, we knew that this was all part of the ceremony, and we didn’t want to fuck it up. So we focused on the chant and waited for Domotraus to appear.

Quincy let out one final gasp of pain as his chest burst open with a spray of blood, and the shape of Domotraus, the Great Destroyer, began to form. The dark entity’s form was made up of Quincy’s internal organs, though his glowing purple eyes remained the same as every other time I’d seen him.

“My children,” he said. “You look disturbed, despite the fact you summoned me.”

“We just watched our professor’s chest explode,” Zarren sputtered and then made a sound like he was about to throw up.

“Randorn will be alright,” Domotraus explained. “When I return to my domain, his body will be restored. But you have called upon the Great Destroyer, my children. For what reason?”

“We’re fucked,” I said matter-of-factly. “We found Revarian’s Phylactery, but we won’t be able to make it back to the Academy in time to restore his Soul Battery. Without Revarian, the DA is toast.”

“Not in the slightest, my child,” Domotraus scoffed, and a bit of viscera fell from his lips.

“Was Skandur lying to us, then?” Elle asked. “He didn’t seem as trustworthy as I’d originally thought.”

“Sakndur did not lie,” The Great Destroyer said. “You won’t be able to reach the Academy before our enemies descend upon it, though you would be able to catch them and face them in battle.”

“Which would be suicide,” Torrance sighed.

“Is there really no other way?” Nivaree asked the deity. “The Domotraus Academy is doomed, and that’s just it?”

“I did not say that,” the dark entity said with a slight smirk.

“Then what’s our third option?” I asked. “We can’t beat them back to the Academy, and if we face them with just this group, they’ll kill us all.”

“That’s correct.” Domotraus nodded.

“What am I missing here?” Niv asked with a frown.

“There is still a way forward that will allow you to slaughter your enemies,” the entity said. “And it doesn’t require you to reach the Academy or restore Revarian’s Soul Battery.”

“I know your whole thing is to be old-timey and cryptic,” I growled. “But could you just be upfront for once? What the fuck do we need to do?”

“The power of an undying Lich is more than enough to defeat the inferior forces that you face,” Domotraus explained.

“But you just said we can’t get to Revarian before they do,” I sighed.

“Correct.” The Great Destroyer nodded. “But you do not need to, my child. You could easily take his power for yourself, and become the strongest Dark Mage in all of Etraria.”

A stunned silence fell across our group as Domotraus’ words rattled around in our brains.

He was suggesting that one of us become the new Grand Mage.
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Chapter 18

“Surely you jest,” Professor Demstrol gasped.

“Am I the type of entity to jest?” Domotraus asked rhetorically. “The only way for you to prevail over our enemies, my children, is to take Revarian’s power and use it against them.”

“But… but if one of us takes the essence from Revarian’s Phylactery,” Demstrol replied. “How will the Grand Mage return to power?”

“He won’t.” The Great Destroyer shrugged like it was no big deal. “The ritual will require you to destroy the Phylactery to release Revarian’s soul, which will deal him his final death.”

“No fucking way.” I shook my head. “We’ve literally just spent the last few weeks traveling across Etraria looking for this thing because we wanted to prevent it from being destroyed. That plays right into the hands of our enemies!”

“If they had destroyed it, all hope would be lost,” Domotraus explained. “Though if you take the power for yourself, you will have the same strength that Revarian had, if not more.”

“But Revarian will die?” Dredge gulped.

“He will die,” the Great Destroyer confirmed.

“How can you be so nonchalant about this?” Nivaree asked. “Revarian has been your most loyal and powerful servant for hundreds of years.”

“And he has served me quite well,” the entity agreed. “Unfortunately, he failed me when it mattered most, and now he must suffer the consequences.”

“That seems a little harsh,” I said under my breath.

“The world is harsh, my child,” Domotraus snapped. “Only the strongest survive, and Revarian proved that he was no longer the strongest.”

I wanted to argue against that comment with every fiber of my being, but I kept my mouth shut. Ever since I’d come to Etraria, I’d witnessed Domotraus’ survival of the fittest philosophy firsthand several times, and apparently he made no exceptions for even his most powerful and loyal servant. Revarian had made a brave sacrifice when he used his powers to bond Felsentro to Domotraus, even though now it looked like that the final price would be his life.

“Great Destroyer,” Demstrol argued. “There must be a way to transfer the power without killing Revarian.”

“There is not,” the demon insisted. “When you perform the Soul Energy Transfer Spell, the Phylactery is shattered, and the essence contained inside will go to the Soul Battery that originally created it. You have that Soul Battery, correct?”

“We do,” Sister Yelent confirmed.

“Then you will need to transplant it into the chest of whoever wishes to take Revarian’s power,” Domotraus continued. “Doing so, however, will destroy their original Soul Battery, and it is an irreversible process. If Dark Mages are to survive, my children, then Revarian must perish.”

“What the fuck…” I trailed off as dread shook me to my very core.

It was becoming more and more clear that there really was no other way. If we wanted to save the Academy, we’d have to sacrifice Revarian to do so. I felt bad about the whole situation, though in the back of my mind I was also certain that Revarian himself would have done exactly the same thing if he’d been put in this position. He wouldn’t have hesitated if he knew the fate of all Dark Mages was on the line, no matter the consequences. That’s how he’d gotten into this situation in the first place, and I wasn’t about to let his sacrifice be for naught.

Elle must have read my mind, because I felt her hand against my shoulder as she leaned forward and whispered into my ear.

“This is what he would have wanted,” Elle said. “The Grand Mage would have gladly sacrificed his life for the rest of Domotraus’ children.”

“Indeed.” The Great Destroyer nodded. “The only question that remains is which one of you wishes to take on such power?”

There was silence for a moment, then Demstrol puffed out her chest and cleared her throat. She now had tears streaming down her face, though she wiped them away with her sleeve and recomposed herself before she spoke.

“Greg,” she said. “He is the only choice.”

“W-what?” I gasped. “Me? No way. Why not you or Quincy or Dredge? You’re way more experienced in Dark Magic than I am.”

“I’m with Demstrol,” Dredge said firmly. “Revarian always saw somethin’ in ya, Mister Damien. He never was much of a sentimental guy, but he was always talkin’ about yer potential and raw power and all that.”

“It’s the only choice,” Crimna added. “Greg is the most powerful of us all, and he’s the best leader of the group. No offense to Professor Quincy.”

“I don’t think he can hear ya right now,” Dredge chuckled as he pointed to our fallen friend.

“I can confirm Brother Damien’s leadership abilities,” Anise said. “He would make a great Grand Mage.”

“Hold on, now,” Professor Demstrol said as she held up her hand. “Greg will receive the power of our current Grand Mage, but he is still a student. The title of Grand Mage will remain with Professor Zurwul, as she was second-in-command of the Academy. Should you wish to gain that title, though, you are more than welcome to compete for it after you graduate.”

“I don’t give a shit about titles.” I shook my head. “I just want to make sure that whoever takes on the power of the Phylactery is strong enough and smart enough to defeat our enemies.”

“Then it’s definitely gotta be you, Greg,” Zarren said. “You’re the smartest guy I know.”

“I believe your choice has been made,” Domotraus said nonchalantly. “Greg Damien, you shall inherit Revarian’s powers and become my new champion.”

“Whoa.” I gulped. “I-if you’re sure that’s what you want to happen, I’ll do it. I just think maybe it should go to somebody with a little more experience?”

“None of us have as much experience as you,” Nivaree said. “You’ve led us through some of the darkest times in recent memory, and we’ve always come out the other side victorious.”

“You saved my life from that skeleton that was gonna eat my brains,” Zarren reminded me as he pointed to his missing eye.

“And you helped bring me back from the darkness,” Crimna added. “When I went around messing with things I shouldn’t have.”

“You helped defeat Felsentro and save the DA,” Niv said.

“Which wouldn’t have even been possible if you hadn’t led the Brotherhood to its new fort,” Sister Yelent said. “After you defied them and made Brother Urmor look like a fool, which is next to impossible to do.”

“You showed me mercy,” Torrance said in a much more somber, serious voice than usual. “Even when I didn’t deserve it.”

“You’re our leader, Greg,” Elle said. “Now it’s time for you to lead us to victory.”

“As I said,” Domotraus interjected. “The choice has been made.”

“What do we need to do to perform the ritual, Great Destroyer?” Demstrol asked.

“Replacing the Soul Battery will require you to destroy his current one,” the Great Destroyer explained. “You’ll need a magical weapon for that. Then you must simply perform the same ceremony that’s used to install all new Soul Batteries at the Academy. As for the Phylactery… He will need to draw his own blood, place it upon the vessel, and then hold it while the rest of you place your hands upon Greg. The incantation that follows is the Shattering Spell of Kamnorz, if you are familiar with it.”

“We are.” Dredge nodded as he pointed between himself and Demstrol.

“Then what?” I asked. “The power just goes into the Soul Battery?”

“The energy inside Revarian’s Phylactery is enchanted to automatically go into the Soul Battery of its owner,” Domotraus explained. “Revarian’s battery was shattered, and you currently carry the replacement. Once that Soul Battery is inside of your body, the essence will transfer to you. Now go, my children. Bring me the greatest victory for our kind since the Great Mage War.”

“And what about Revarian?” I gulped. “Will he know what happened? Do you think he’ll understand?”

“Once Revarian passes, his soul will join me in the Endless Abyss,” Domotraus explained. “Where he will be my most decorated and powerful Lieutenant. Do not worry for your Grand Mage, my child. He will receive the appropriate rewards for his loyalty. As a lich, he believed he was immortal. True immortality now awaits him.”

With that, Professor Quincy’s internal organs slowly started to slither apart and then were sucked back into his body cavity with a disgusting slurping sound. The flesh on his chest started to pull itself back together as it healed until the mage was fully healed. When that was done, Professor Quincy’s eyes shot open as he let out a long, panicked gasp, and then he sat straight up and felt the spot where his chest had exploded.

“Did it work?” he asked, wide-eyed.

“Yeah,” I sighed. “We’ve got a lot to talk about…”

We spent the next few seconds explaining what had happened during our conversation with Domotraus, all of which caused much distress from Quincy. He made the same arguments that we had about letting Revarian die, but we still ended up at the exact same conclusion. Bellrouth and Genshull returned to our group as well, and we told them what was going on.

“So that’s it, then?” Professor Quincy sighed and hung his head. “Revarian’s gone for good. But if that’s what it takes to save us all, then it’s a sacrifice that must be made. We should begin the ceremony at once.”

“First we need to destroy Greg’s current Soul Battery with a magical weapon,” Elle pondered aloud.

“That’s the easy part,” Bellrouth declared as she patted her war hammer against her hand. “This weapon is about as magically-damaging as you can get. One blow from the pointed end of this thing, and your Soul Battery will shatter into oblivion.”

“You’ve done this before?” Zarren asked with a raised eyebrow.

“My ancestors spoke of how Dolgarian Steel weapons could destroy a Dark Mage’s Soul Battery with ease,” Bellrouth shrugged. “It was one of their favorite things to talk about when telling stories of the Great Mage War.”

“Great,” I sighed. “So you’ll hit me in the chest with a freaking spike, my Soul Battery breaks, and then I’m assuming one of you knows how to put the new one in? Professor Urte was the one who did all of ours originally.”

“I know how to do it,” Quincy nodded. “It’s a simple hex that’s put onto the item itself. Allow me to get the Soul Battery from the carriage, then we shall commence.”

The dark-haired professor hurried back to our vehicle, and a minute later, he reappeared with the Soul Battery in his hand. At the same time, I pulled the Phylactery out of my pocket and placed the little wolf statue on the ground near me so that we didn’t lose track of it in the commotion.

“I gotta ask,” I said as I looked down at the statue. “Why did Revarian choose a wolf statue to be his Phylactery?”

“It’s an effigy,” Demstrol explained with a smile. “Of Banezul, a direwolf who acted as Revarian’s first familiar.”

Okay, that was actually kinda adorable. The big, bad, all-powerful Lich had chosen to make the most important item in Etraria a statue of his beloved puppy.

Professor Quincy returned with the replacement Soul Battery a few moments later. The clear sphere looked much different than my current battery. This one was carved from a dark black crystal and encased in bands of silver and diamonds that were in the shape of bones. There were four spiny points on the bands that marked the axis of the sphere, and it glowed softly with a magical aura.

As Quincy neared the Phylactery, the Soul Battery glowed brighter. If anyone had any doubts that we’d grabbed the right battery for this Phylactery, that squashed them.

“It’s time, Gregory,” Quincy said with a frown. “Be advised that this process will probably cause you a decent amount of pain.”

“Nah,” I said sarcastically. “I thought getting slugged in the chest by a war hammer was gonna feel nice. Let’s do this, before we fall even further behind our enemies.”

I unbuttoned my shirt about halfway, and then pulled the fabric away to reveal the Soul Battery that had been magically embedded in my chest. Bellrouth gave me a stern nod, which I returned, then she hoisted her war hammer up and placed the spiked end against my Soul Battery.

“Are you sure using that end is the best idea?” Elle gulped. “If you’re even just a little off with your blow, you’ll stab through his chest and kill him.”

“I don’t miss.” The purple-skinned Tiefling winked. “Do you trust me, Greg?”

“Do it,” I said, though my heart was now beating out of control, and I could feel my hands trembling.

I took a deep breath and held it as Bellrouth tapped the tip lightly against my chest a few times to ensure that her aim was true. The color drained from my face when she finally pulled her war hammer back completely, and I tensed up when the Tiefling swung at my chest. It took every ounce of nerve in my body to keep from flinching as I watched the deadly war hammer headed for my body, but I stood my ground.

The spiked point of Bellrouth’s weapon slammed into my Soul Battery, and the sound of shattering crystal rang across the landscape. There was a horrific sound reminiscent of deep, distorted screeching as the colorful energy inside my Soul Battery sprayed out into the air like steam from a boiling pot, and an excruciating pain spread out from my chest. I let out a growl as I fell to my knees and tried to fight through the pain, though it was so intense that my vision was starting to blur and I could barely breathe.

“What’s happening to him?” Nivaree gasped.

“Same thing that happens to all Dark Mages when their Soul Battery is destroyed,” Professor Dredge said matter-of-factly. “They die.”

I felt the color drain from my face as I tried to suck in a deep breath, but all that I could muster was a wheezing gurgle. It was like there was an elephant stepping on my chest, and the world spun around me as I tried to stay conscious.

Professor Demstrol ran over to me, gently pushed my upper half back into an upright position, then she slammed Revarian’s Soul Battery into my chest with a powerful thrust.

“Ermonulous zantroz elnorm…” the frizzy-haired professor said firmly. “Ermonulous fraz kal-shar!”

There was a soft purple light that radiated from the Soul Battery, and I felt it slowly beginning to recede into my chest until the rim around the sphere thunked against my flesh and came to a halt.

“The Phylactery!” Demstrol yelled. “Now!”

“Everyone, to your Dark Mage!” Dredge commanded.

Even though I had the Soul Battery in my chest, it was still completely empty, and I was still struggling to breathe as my body began to go numb and dark circles started to appear around my vision.

My friends surrounded me on all sides before Demstrol, Quincy, and Dredge brought the Phylactery and put it down at my feet. My memory was starting to get fuzzy, as well, though I remembered something Domotraus said about making myself bleed and then placing my hand upon the statue to make the ritual work. I drew my dagger, slid it across my wrist, and a moment later, I felt the warm blood begin to ooze out. I collapsed onto the Phylactery as I leaned forward to grab it, though I was able to get it into my hands and smear my blood all over it. My friends then placed their hands upon my prone body, just as the world started to go dark around me.

“Sai danurr…” Quincy, Demstrol, and Dredge all said in unison. “Kalnorrum sai danurr kalsh…”

The professors continued to repeat their incantation as they used their fingers to draw strange symbols into the ground, all while they held onto me with the other.

“Stay with us, Greg,” Elle pleaded.

“Come on, Damien,” Torrance spat. “Don’t die on us now!”

The world was growing darker by the second, and my body was becoming cold. My breaths were so shallow and ragged that I wasn’t even sure if I was getting any oxygen to my brain, and I knew I wasn’t long for this world.

Then, I heard a loud sound like concrete being jackhammered, and the Phylactery exploded into a million tiny pieces. The second it did, a spectral figure that looked like Revarian appeared, and it screamed angrily as it shot forward and hit me right in the Soul Battery.

It was like I’d just taken a hit of smelling salts, and I sucked in a deep breath as my eyes went wide and I sat straight up. An intense, warm sensation filled my chest, and I looked down to see that my new Soul Battery was now completely full, and its purple glow radiated so brightly that it probably could have cut through a dense fog. As I stood up, I felt a burst of powerful energy surge through my body that was so intense I began to shake.

If that wasn’t enough, I began to float three inches above the ground.

“Holy shit!” I gasped.

“Those are Revarian’s powers, alright,” Professor Demstrol said with a smirk.

“Welcome back, Mister Damien,” Dredge smirked.

“Do you feel any different?” Zarren asked.

“I mean, yeah,” I admitted. “All of those bruises, aches, and burns I had from the battle with Ornulltris are completely gone, and I’m freaking floating!”

“It should be more than that, Gregory,” Professor Demstrol said. “If you truly possess the power of the Grand Mage in your Soul Battery, then no spell that you cast should drain any of your energy. Also, you should no longer have to say the incantation. Just think of the spell you wish to cast, and it will happen.”

I thought about resurrecting a small army of zombies, and the second the thought finished, a dozen zombies crawled their way out of the ground. I mentally commanded them to go away, and a split second later, they all crumbled into dust.

“Try something more difficult,” Elle suggested.

“Oh!” Torrance said. “Resurrect a Ghoul! We haven’t learned that one yet.”

“Obviously not,” Crimna snickered. “Considering what happened last time you tried to resurrect one.”

Torrance shot Crimna a dirty look, but she ignored him completely.

Meanwhile, I pictured a Ghoul appearing out of the ground, and sure enough, a set of spindly, green-skinned arms popped up out of the ground, followed by the rest of the horrific creature’s body. Its sunken yellow eyes looked straight at me once it was topside, and there wasn’t even a hint of tension between us.

It was my minion, and I was in full control.

Just out of curiosity, I thought about resurrecting a Banshee, and a moment later, a spectral woman phased into existence. My Soul Battery didn’t drain an ounce, and even though I’d just resurrected two of the most powerful Necronomic creatures, my control didn’t wane whatsoever.

“Hold on…” I said with a smile. “So I can cast any spell I want?”

“If it exists, yes.” Professor Quincy confirmed. “You’ll still need to know the correct motions and rituals to make them work, of course, which is why you’ll still need to continue with your studies once this is all over.”

“You’ve already spent more time learning how to resurrect minions than any of your classmates,” Professor Demstrol noted. “So you’ve already learned how to resurrect man creatures. Any creature you wish to resurrect from the dead will be your loyal servant who will serve at your whim.”

Then, I got a crazy idea.

“What about the bone hand that Revarian always used?” I asked.

“It’s the hand of the legendary Zagnorl,” Dredge explained. “An undead giant.”

“Which is also a creature of the Endless Abyss.” Demstrol said with a firm nod. “Attempt to resurrect it.”

I didn’t even know where to begin on this one, so I just tried to remember what Revarian always did. The Grand Mage usually just held his hands out, palms down, and then lifted them, so that’s what I did as I tried to picture the massive hand of the Zagnorl.

Sure enough, a giant skeleton hand erupted out of the ground just below me, and I was all smiles as I slowly lowered myself down into its palm.

“Alright, guys,” I said to my friends. “This is badass and all, but we’re not finished yet. We’ve got an enemy army on the move, and we can’t let them reach the Academy.”

“What’s the plan, Greg?” Bellrouth asked.

“Your job is finished, my friends,” I said to Bellrouth and Genshull. “You helped us find the Phylactery, so you are free to continue your own pursuits in the name of the Avenging Hand.”

“You’re trying to kill the very mages who have been responsible for wiping out my people,” the purple-skinned Tiefling said. “We‘d like to be a part of that plan.”

“You can count on us, Greg.” Genshull nodded.

“Excellent.” I nodded, and then I looked between Genshull and Dredge. “Are there any shortcuts you know that could get us in front of these bastards?”

“Not that I know of,” Dredge sighed. “But most of my knowledge is limited ta my homeland and the area around the DA.”

Genshull rubbed her chin as she looked to the sky and thought it over, then she let out a gasp.

“We could cross over the Mountains of Yurno,” the pink-skinned Tiefling said.

“In a carriage?” Bellrouth scoffed. “Impossible.”

“Maybe under normal circumstances,” Professor Dredge said. “But not when we have the power of Revarian along with us. There’s a million ways to cut through the mountains, and the only limit on what we can do is his imagination.”

“It would be fitting to cut off the enemy army there,” Quincy said with a smirk. “For on the opposite side is the site of the infamous Swamp of Blood battle from the Great Mage War.”

“Which is…?” I trailed off.

“It’s the biggest battle of the whole war!” Sister Yelent interjected. “More mages died on that single day than the rest of the entire Great Mage War.”

“It’s a swamp-like land,” Demstrol added. “And by the end of the battle it was said all of the water was replaced with the blood of the fallen, which is still there today.”

“Hold on…” I said as something slowly dawned on me. “You said I can do whatever spell I want now as long as I know it exists?”

“Correct.” The frizzy-haired professor nodded and then gave me a questioning look.

“What’s going on in that mind of yours, Greg?” Crimna said coyly. “Your expression says you’ve got something delicious planned.”

“The swamps are filled with the blood of the fallen mages, right?” I said. “How many are we talking?”

“Thousands,” Quincy said.

“So, I’ve got all this unlimited power now, and I know how to cast a Battlefield Reanimation Curse,” I continued. “If I cast it in a swamp that’s literally filled with the blood of thousands of fallen mages--”

“You can resurrect an entire army!” Elle gasped.

“Endless Abyss, that’s brilliant,” Nivaree sputtered.

“That’s not a bad thought,” Quincy admitted. “That would certainly even the odds against our foes, if not outright give us the advantage.”

“Exactly,” I chortled. “We can kill all of those fuckers before they get anywhere close to the Academy.”

“We still need to get over the mountains, though,” Elle said.

“I’ve been thinking about that, too,” I admitted. “Blood Magic Specialists? You said that all you need in order to cast a Blood Portal is to be able to physically see where you want both ends to open, right?”

“Yes,” Quincy confirmed. “But we can’t see through an entire mountain system, Mister Damien.”

“You don’t need to,” I said. “We have the Tieflings take you up high, then you create portals through the individual peaks.”

“That’s going to take way more energy than we have,” Crimna argued.

“Not when you’ve got a Dark Mage who’s able to transfer unlimited energy into your Soul Battery,” I said. “How far ahead of the enemy will we be if we do that?”

“It depends on where they are,” Genshull admitted. “It could be anywhere from hours to a full day.”

“And the mountains are how far from here?”

“At least two days’ ride,” the Tiefling said.

“Then let’s go,” I urged. “We need to get there ASAP.”

We loaded back into the carriage, and Dredge ordered the Mudcloppers to get on their way. During our long journey, we talked about the different battle strategies we wanted to use as well as the implications of what would happen if we actually were able to wipe out all of the enemy mages.

Quincy seemed convinced that, should we succeed, the Dark Mages would never be challenged again, and we could reign over all of Etraria with our dark magic alongside our allies, but it would take a strong Dark Mage leader to ensure that happened.

The stakes were even higher than before, so the journey was even more tense than before. Despite our nerves, we practiced our magic inside of the carriage, and we only stopped to eat and stretch our legs along the way.

The days passed, and soon we arrived at the foot of the Mountains of Yurno. I had the Tieflings carry Crimna and Professor Quincy high in the sky as we all waited patiently for the spell to be cast. Sure enough, two large portals of blood appeared before us, and we moved through it as quickly as possible. We popped out on the other side of the mountain, traveled a few minutes to the next formation, and then I gave Crimna the juice she needed from my own Soul Battery to create more. We continued this process several more times, until finally we ended up in a large, open field that was hazy with fog.

There was a thick layer of liquid that came up just above the rim of our carriage wheels, and when I looked out the window I realized that it was a dark, crimson color.

We were in the Swamp of Blood.

“This is it,” I said to my friends, then I banged on the top of the carriage to get Dredge to stop.

As soon as we stopped, we clambered out of the carriage and sloshed around in the shin-deep crimson swamp that surrounded us. A few minutes later the Tieflings came back down with our Blood Magic Specialists, and I tried to figure out just how much land we were working with.

“Edgar?” I said to my Familiar. “I’ve got a really important mission for you, buddy. I want you to fly out and find where the enemy mages are currently, and then report back to us.”

The vulture nodded, spread his wings, and took a few sloshing steps through the water before he took to the air. Having Edgar do a bit of reconnaissance would let me know just how much time we had to prepare for these bastards, and I intended to make every second count.

My friends and I spent several hours exploring the swamp, and we found the sections of the main road on either side. Dredge and Genshull were both adamant that this was the quickest route to the Academy, and that this was the way our enemies would be taking.

After doing a bit of recon ourselves, we began to practice our spells to train for the upcoming fight. If all went well and my plan worked, we might not even need to lift a finger, but I still wanted everyone to be prepared.

That night, as we were setting up camp in our carriage, I heard Edgar’s familiar chuffing. I looked out the open window and watched as my familiar landed on the roof, shook out his wings, and kicked his feet a few times.

“What did you see?” I asked and then linked with my familiar telepathically.

I began to see images through Edgar’s eyes, which told me that he’d flown for several hours above the main trail before he came across our enemies.

They had set up camp about ten miles away, by my estimate, which was way too close for comfort.

And there were thousands of them.

“Dark Mage?” Niv’s words cut through my thoughts. “You look troubled.”

“They’re not far,” I gulped. “It looks like they’ve set up camp for the night, but they’re only a few hours away from our current position.”

“We can expect our enemies to be upon us in the morning, then.” Quincy confirmed. “We should rest now, for when the sun rises, so does the dawn of a new age for the children of Domotraus.”

We finished eating our dinner before we retired for the night, though I had a Hell of a time sleeping given the fact tomorrow would be arguably the most important day in the history of Dark Mages. I knew that I had Revarian’s power now, but controlling thousands of the undead at once? That was something I’d never done before, and there were a million ways it could go sideways.

Eventually, though, my exhaustion overtook me, and I felt my eyes droop shut as I went to sleep.

The next thing I knew, I was awakened to something that sounded like croaking frogs, and I sat straight up from my spot on top of the carriage and looked off into the distance.

“Edgar?” I whistled to my Familiar. “I need eyes in the sky, buddy.”

It took the vulture a second to process my words, though he was soon over by my side on the carriage. The rest of my friends were slowly waking up around me from the commotion, and that’s when I used the spell Dredge had taught us to take over Edgar’s eyes.

Edgar jumped off the carriage, swooped upwards, and then evened out as he headed toward the South side of the trail. I could see the foggy, blood-filled swamp below as he passed through the clouds, until finally the main road came into view.

And, about a mile into the distance, I could see the army of mages.

Their massive numbers looked even more intimidating during the day, though I still remained confident with my plan.

“They’re coming,” I growled. “Everyone, get ready.”

I hopped off the carriage and landed in the bloody water with a soft splash, and I heard several more plops as the rest of my crew joined me. We formed a line as we mentally prepared for the onslaught of enemy mages, and then I stepped up to the front and held out my hands as I tried to clear my mind.

I started to perform the incantation for the Battlefield Reanimation Curse, and it felt a million times easier than it had any of the previous times. Within seconds, I felt the blood around my feet begin to swirl, and I noticed hundreds of spots in the swamp begin to bubble.

“I think it’s working,” Zarren declared.

One by one, zombies began to sprout out from underneath the blood, in various states of decay. Some of them still looked like regular humans minus the color of their flesh and the missing hair and teeth, while others were little more than skeletons with a few chunks of flesh hanging off their body.

More importantly, they were everywhere, and I couldn’t even count how many minions I had just resurrected. I felt a slight surge of power in my chest, but when I looked down, I saw that it was still completely full. Before long the bubbling and splashing ceased, and I had thousands of undead eyes staring at me, waiting for a command.

“There is an army of mages coming up the road from the South,” I explained. “Slaughter them all. Every single one. My friends and I will give you support, but do not stop until all of our enemies are worm food. Got it?”

The undead soldiers let out grunts, groans, and huffs to acknowledge my orders before they turned to the south and began to head toward the enemy army. Unlike the zombies that I normally resurrected, these guys moved with the speed of a regular human, and they still held the weapons that they’d been holding when they’d been killed.

They had all been mages in their previous lives, which meant they would also be able to use the magic that they had at their disposal. A few moments later, I heard the first sounds of commotion off in the distance, and my Soul Battery began to jump back and forth between surges of power and twangs of pain.

It had begun.

“Come on, guys!” Crimna said with a gleeful cackle. “Let’s go kill some people!”

The orange-and-black-haired woman hurried toward the sound of the chaos, along with Genshull and Bellrouth.

“Hold on, Crimna!” Nivaree sighed in annoyance. “I’ll go with her, to make sure she doesn’t get herself killed.”

Niv charged after her friend, and Torrance followed right behind her.

Zarren, our professors, and Ethromelle hung back with me, which meant we were the last line of defense against anyone who broke through the lines. The one-eyed mage began to cast an Unlucky Curse, while Demstrol resurrected minion after minion and sent them forth into the fog. Elle sat cross-legged in the swamp, and the blood came up to her bellybutton as it covered her entire lower half. Meanwhile, Dredge stood on top of the carriage with his dagger drawn, and Quincy began to use his magic to pull up large waves of blood from the swamp, which he formed into magical boulders before he launched them off toward our enemies.

“Dark Mage…” Elle said in a distant, disembodied voice.

“Elle?” I asked as I tried to retain my focus. “What’s the matter?”

“I’m communing with the dark entities present on this battlefield,” she continued. “And they’re telling me that there is something buried here that will ensure our victory.”

“I’ve already resurrected all the dead mages,” I explained.

“Not the mages,” she said. “Something that died here thousands of years before the Great Mage War. Something much more powerful. You just need to dig deeper and concentrate.”

“What about my current soldiers?” I asked as I glanced toward the sound of the battle.

“They’ve already been given their commands, and they’ll continue to obey them,” Elle’s voice whispered. “Such is the power you now possess. But what the dark entities are suggesting would make them irrelevant.”

I guess it was worth a shot.

I held out my hands, closed my eyes, and tried to refocus my energy onto the swamp around me. At first it was hard to distinguish anything from the thousands of souls that I was currently commanding, so I dropped to my knees and physically placed my open palms into the swamp until I touched the muddy ground beneath the water.

That’s when I felt it, a surge of power stronger than anything I’d ever felt before. My Soul Battery glowed intensely when I sensed it, and the light was so bright that it nearly blinded me.

Whatever was down there, it was fucking huge.

I closed my eyes, pressed my hands into the mud with a squelch, and then began to say the incantation for the Battlefield Reanimation Curse once more. As I did so I felt the power surge once more, and this time it was so strong that it put my entire body on pins and needles. I said the spell again, though in a more authoritative voice, and then over and over again until I felt something calling to me from deep under the Earth.

Then, the entire swamp began to quake.

“Wh-what’s going on?” Zarren demanded.

“Our Dark Mage is working!” Elle hissed. “Don’t distract him!”

The invisible pull of this thing caused my arms to sink deeper into the mud, and I was elbow-deep in the muck, and the filthy, blood-filled water was only mere inches from my face.

I said the spell one more time, which I finished with a primal scream, and that finally did the trick.

The ground rumbled as a giant series of bubbles began to form in the distance, followed by an even larger set of ripples. The surface of the bloody swamp formed around a figure that was at least a hundred feet long and then rose up about twenty feet in the air before it finally broke the surface. The crimson liquid fell to the ground, and everyone let out a collective gasp of shock.

It was a reptilian creature with a tail at least thirty feet long and a head at least twenty. It stood on four stubby legs that were as thick as the trunk of a sequoia tree, with a head that was round with two thin, whisker-like tendrils that rose out of the top and trailed back over its back. The creature’s flesh was a sickly pale color and had several hunks missing, which showed off the skeleton underneath. Along its back and sides were large spines, though many of those were broken off, too. Its eyes were two glazed-over orbs of yellow, and when it let out a huff and opened its mouth, I could see hundreds of razor-sharp teeth inside. It also had a set of leathery, bat-like wings, though they were folded up against its back at the moment.

“Is that what I think it is?” I sputtered.

“Impossible.” Professor Quincy gulped. “That’s Norgurn, the terror of the skies. H-he was slain thousands of years ago by the first mages, with the help of their deities.”

A zombie dragon. I had just resurrected a fucking undead dragon.

I took a step toward the large beast, and his head snapped in my direction. I held up my hands to show him I was a friend, though he just stared at me blankly as I approached. My heart froze in my chest as I got closer to the beast that could have easily swallowed me whole, though he didn’t react beyond that first turn toward me.

When I was just a few feet from him, he lowered his head and let out a long, relaxed sigh.

He was fully under my control.

“What are you waiting for, Greg?” Zarren called out. “He wants you to ride him!”

“Yes, Gregory!” Demstrol said with an uncharacteristically excited tone. “Take to the skies, and use your mighty powers to slay our enemies once and for all.”

I was still nervous when I reached for Norgurn’s head, so I patted it like a dog before I hoisted myself up onto his neck. When the dragon didn’t bite me in half or snap at me, I walked down to the spot where his neck met his body, and then I used my magic to summon four Necrotic Shields around me to keep myself from falling off. I only raised them up to my shoulders so that I could still see in all directions, then I grabbed on firmly and took a deep breath.

“Fly, my minion!” I commanded.

Norgurn opened his mouth and let out a long, deep bellow that shook the entire swamp. The sound was still echoing through the air when he charged forward, and a moment later, the undead dragon spread his wings as he leaped off the ground.

We began to glide upwards as he moved his wings, and the creature was so massive and powerful that he caused miniature tidal waves in the bloody water below with each flap of his wings. Soon, we were up above the haze of the fog, and I commanded him to head to the south. Minutes later, I could hear the noise of the battle down below, despite how high we were.

“Divebomb them!” I shouted and then sent a mental image of what I wanted the dragon to do.

I had to grab onto the bony spikes around me as the beast dived down out of the clouds, and I still wasn’t sure I’d be able to keep my seat. But when the dragon let out a deep, powerful bellow, I found myself cackling with glee.

Several of the enemy mages froze in terror as they looked up and saw us approaching, then they began to fire at us with everything they had. Fireballs, giant icicles from the Ice Mages, lightning bolts, and even a few sunbeams rocketed toward us, but Norgurn easily banked around and avoided them.

“I don’t know if you could breathe fire or anything while you were alive,” I said to the dragon. “But now would be a great time to--”

Before I could finish my sentence, Norgurn opened his mouth and unleashed a bright blast of purple Necrotic energy. It slammed into the battlefield with the force of a tornado, and the screams of our enemies were cut short as they were slain. We flew forward and held the attack for several seconds before Norgurn needed to take a breather, and when he stopped, all that was left of the traitorous mages were their charred remains.

I could see that my other minions had made progress against our foes as well because there were hundreds of uncharred but bloody bodies scattered across the battlefield. When I swooped down a second time, many of our enemies began to scatter and flee, but I wasn’t about to let them take the coward’s way out.

I quicky summoned the large skeleton hand, which popped out of the ground and scooped up a handful of the fuckers. It then tossed them up into the sky, where Norgurn gobbled them up in his mouth and bit down with a sickening crunch.

We banked back around with another blast of Necrotic energy to take out any of the bastards who were trying to run away, and they were incinerated in an instant. I commanded Norgurn to continue this for several more minutes, and soon it was clear that victory was at hand.

The few enemy mages who remained were now outnumbered by my undead minions, and they desperately fought for their lives as they were slaughtered one by one. Eventually there was only a small handful left, and I smiled as I set my sights on finishing the fight.

I commanded Norgurn to swoop down and then land on the battlefield right behind the fuckers. They nearly shit themselves when they felt the dragon’s weight hit the ground, and they immediately tried to hurl spells toward me. I easily dispelled their attacks with a Necrotic Shield, then I smiled devilishly.

“Why don’t you play with your food, Norgurn?” I said.

My undead dragon let out a happy snarl as he charged forward, shattered my shield with his momentum, and then pounced onto the remaining enemy mages. He smashed two of them under the weight of his feet before he snapped his jaws around another’s torso, and when he pulled away the man’s lower half, blood sprayed into the air like a fountain at the Bellagio. Norgurn slammed his tail down on one of the mages, and there was a sickening crunch as every bone in the poor bastard’s body was crushed.

My remaining minions swarmed the last few targets, and within a matter of seconds, our remaining enemies were dead. I looked around the battlefield just to make sure we hadn’t missed anyone, and sure enough, all that I could see were my own minions as well as my friends.

I let out a long sigh of relief as I decast my original spell, and all of the resurrected mages began to fall to the ground as the life disappeared out of their bodies.

“Greg!” Crimna screamed as she skipped over to me giddily. “You did it!”

I deactivated my makeshift saddle, then I commanded Norgurn to lower his head as I slid off the side and onto the ground. The second I was back on my feet, though, my friends swarmed me, and I was caught in a massive bear hug.

“It’s over, Dark Mage!” Nivaree squealed. “Victory is ours.”

“Way to go, Damien,” Torrance’s voice said proudly. “I knew you had it in you.”

When the initial celebration finally wore off and my friends stepped back, I saw the three professors approaching me. I opened my mouth to speak, but before I could utter a word, all three of them dropped down to their knees and bowed.

“You are a worthy successor to Revarian, Mister Damien,” Professor Quincy proclaimed. “It has been my honor and my privilege to fight at your side and watch your ascension to power.”

“Thanks,” I chuckled. “I never would have been able to do it without your help.”

“You most certainly could have,” Demstrol noted. “I’ve always known you had the potential to take Revarian’s place, and now you’ve proven you’re the best of us.”

“So does that mean I don’t have to take any tests or go to class anymore?” I said sarcastically.

Demstrol gave me a look that could peel paint, which told me my suggestion was completely off the table.

“What happens now?” Nivaree asked. “We just go back to school and continue on like nothing ever happened, just with a different Grand Mage and a best friend who is more powerful than Revarian himself? Then we graduate?”

“For now,” Quincy smirked. “Though I have a feeling that Greg Damien and the rest of you are going to be around far, far longer than that. Only time will tell, of course, but the odds are in favor of that.”

“What about that thing?” Torrance asked as he pointed to the undead dragon behind me. “Please don’t tell me you’re going to send that back into the ground and just leave it here?”

“Of course not.” I smiled. “This is our ride the rest of the way, and also the new defender of the Domotraus Academy once we get back. Nobody is gonna fuck with us ever again when they get wind of what happened here.”

“That’s fer sure,” Dredge chuckled. “Ain’t nobody gonna want to fight someone who’s got undead Norgurn on their side.”

“Come on, guys,” I said as I looked around at all of my friends. “Let’s go home, and put this nightmare of a few months behind us.”

My friends climbed aboard Norgurn, and once everyone was secure inside a Necrotic Shield, I commanded the beast to fly over and pick up the carriage in his massive paws as gently as he could manage.

As we took to the sky, I got a different view of Etraria, and it was the most beautiful sight I’d ever seen.

And now that our enemies were gone, and I had Revarian’s power?

It was all ours for the taking.
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Epilogue - Five Years Later

“Holy fuck,” I gasped as I rolled over in my bed, still covered with the sweat of passion. “This wasn’t exactly the way I thought I’d be breaking in my new office.”

“This is the only way to break in a new office, Gregory,” Professor Demstrol purred from my side. “Consider it a small reward for going from being my student to my superior.”

I stroked my former professor’s cheek as she smiled at me and stared into my eyes with her beautiful green irises.

“I’m not gonna lie,” I sighed. “I’ve been waiting for this day for years.”

“I know you have,” Demstrol purred. “I always saw the way you looked at me during classes and our lessons. But as I explained when you were a first-year, I couldn’t possibly have a relationship with a student. Now that you’re the Grand Mage of the Domotraus Academy, though? We’re going to be seeing a lot more of each other carnally. I can promise you that.”

“Thank fucking god,” I said. “Because that was incredible.”

“You weren’t bad yourself, Mister Damien.” Demstrol winked. “I’d heard the rumors that you were good in bed from my female students, but that was beyond anything I could have prepared for.”

Professor Demstrol stood up and let the blanket fall off her naked body, and I admired her beautiful form. Her ass was firm and tight, though surprisingly curvy in a way that her teacher robes had always kept hidden. When she turned around and smiled at me, I saw her gorgeous breasts, each one a perky little B-cup that was covered with freckles and had a thick, red nipple on the end.

Demstrol’s pussy was still wet from our lovemaking, and her clit still stood at attention atop her bald, velvet slit. I licked my lips as I remembered how sweet she’d tasted, like a freshly-picked mango, and my cock started to swell to attention once more.

“Careful, Grand Mage,” she cooed. “We don’t want to be late for your first address to the Academy.”

“Of course not,” I sighed.

I smirked at Demstrol mischievously, but I slid out of bed quickly and gave her ass a smack. She let out a gasp of shock that then turned into a happy giggle, and I held the beautiful professor in my arms as I kissed her neck softly.

“I’m serious, Gregory!” Demstrol moaned. “We can continue this later.”

“I’ll take you up on that, okay?” I whispered seductively into her ear. “Meet me back here at the end of the day, got it?”

“Of course, Grand Mage,” the frizzy-haired professor promised. “Now get dressed. I have a few surprises for you before the new First-Years arrive.”

As Professor Demstrol went over to her clothes, I thought about how the last five years had flown by, and how far I’d risen since falling through that portal on Halloween night.

The students and professors of the Domotraus Academy and the Brotherhood of Dark Mages had hailed us as heroes when we returned, though they were all shocked to hear that Revarian was not coming back. Still, they rallied behind Professor Zurwul as the Grand Mage, and the elderly woman and I had cut a deal to transfer control of the Academy over to me once I had graduated.

With the protection of myself, the Brotherhood of Dark Mages in Fort Academy, and the undead dragon that now lived in the mountains around the DA, Professor Dredge’s prediction had come true.

Nobody wanted to fuck with us, and things had remained relatively quiet.

Sure, there had been a few rebellious mages here and there who thought they could finish what Ornulltris and Moltrarius had started, but they were all small factions that I put down swiftly with a little help from Norgurn.

Under my direction, the Dark Mages formed a new Alliance of Magical Unity between ourselves, the Beast Mages, and the Avenging Hand, and we took possession of the territories that had been controlled by the Terra, Fire, Sun, Ice, Lunar, Changeling, and Fulgur Mages. Almost all of their heavy-hitting Mages had been wiped out in the swamp, during the Battle of the Tar Fields in Candroll, or the fight against the Terra Mages at the Academy, and the remaining leaders caved to the pressure to surrender. Our enemy’s territory was divided up equally among our three parties, and Bellrouth was named Queen of the newly-resurrected Kingdom of Gardouln.

Most importantly, we had peace.

I paused and looked around the bedroom that had once belonged to Revarian, made completely of gold-plated bones and featuring some of the most elegantly-crafted furniture, mirrors, and statues in Etraria. I took one final look at Professor Demstrol’s gorgeous body before she covered it with her teacher’s robe, and then I went over and picked out one of the Grand Mage’s robes from my clothes trunk.

It was the same one that Revarian, Zurwul, and all the Grand Mages before them had worn, a deep purple robe with silver trim around the edges and shiny black gemstones embedded into the fabric. This was my first time wearing the symbolic garment, and when I slipped it on, it felt incredibly comfortable against my flesh.

“You look incredible, Gregory,” Demstrol purred as she hugged me from behind and laid her head on my shoulder. “You were always meant for power.”

I admired myself in the mirror for a moment as I allowed Demstrol to keep hugging me, then I finally let out a sigh and gestured for her to let go.

“I never thought I’d get this far, honestly,” I chuckled. “I was convinced I would die on the journey up to the Academy, on my very first day in Etraria, sooooo… Everything since has just been a pleasant surprise.”

“Come, Grand Mage.” Professor Demstrol smirked as she motioned me to follow, and then she began to walk toward the door. “Your friends are waiting.”

“My friends?” I asked with a smirk.

“Yes.” She nodded. “All of them. You’re welcome.”

I hurried after Demstrol as she slipped from the room and then down the hallway made of bones to the main office. When I stepped inside, I let out a gasp of pure glee when I saw every single one of my friends was indeed waiting for me.

I’d seen all of them several times in the months since we’d graduated, though never all in the same room. They were talking happily with each other, though they turned and smiled when they saw Demstrol and me enter the room.

Zarren had taken a job as a sort of defense contractor with the Beast Mages, and he now lived in Nubal and supported them with his curses and hexes whenever they went into battle. It was the perfect job for him, since he didn’t have to worry about being on the frontlines, yet he still got in on the action and helped make a difference in some of the larger conflicts. His missing eye was now covered with a wooden eyepatch that had Beast Mage symbols carved into it, and while no one would tell me exactly what they did, I had a feeling they were more for protection than anything else.

Then there was Anise, who had graduated two years before me and had immediately gone off to explore uncharted areas of the planet. She currently resided on the island of Nostraru now that it was free of its stormy enchantment, where she spent most of her days studying the unique creatures that inhabited the unexplored land.

Bianna was standing next to Anise, and I offered her a wink. I saw the beautiful dark-haired woman regularly, now that she owned her own poisons and elixirs shop down in Ogletrour, which I made sure to frequent whenever I needed any sort of liquid pick-me-up.

Or for the occasional conjugal visit, though that was another story.

Oshana Enora, the blue-haired Pestilence Specialist, had graduated a full four years ago, though she occasionally returned to the Academy to do guest lectures. Always the ambitious one, Sister Enora began to play a bigger role within the Brotherhood of Dark Mages, and just a little over a year ago, she’d been unanimously elected as the new leader when Brother Urmor decided to finally step down. In her day-to-day life, though, Oshana worked as a healing mage, but she also tested weaponizing all sorts of dangerous diseases and illnesses on the side.

Then there was Torrance, who’d taken over Darwin Sneade’s old castle in the former Sun Mage territory and acted as the Governor of the land formerly known as Kar-Dalshunn. My spies tell me Torrance was actually a pretty damn good politician, which made perfect sense given his tendencies while he was a student at the Domotraus Academy.

Crimna, Elle, and Nivaree had all agreed to stay close to the Academy in different capacities, mainly so they could remain close to me. The four of us had gotten married in a traditional dark magic ceremony the second we graduated, which had also broken the enchantment that prevented female Dark Mages from becoming pregnant. As a result, all three of them currently had adorable little baby bumps, and I couldn’t have been more excited to become a father.

It was no surprise that Ethromelle became a teacher at the Domotraus Academy once she graduated. Professor Trell had taken Elle under her wing, and this term was going to be the first one where Elle had a class all to herself.

Crimna decided to take a more hands-on approach to her career, and she immediately went to Fort Academy and became their newest General. Though the Academy hadn’t needed any major defense since the invasion of the Terra Mages all those years ago, she still worked day and night training soldiers in her macabre, sadistic ways of combat.

As for Nivaree, the silver-haired beauty went into a career using her Shadow Magic for construction purposes. She was currently developing the Domotraus Academy’s first out-of-cave facilities, now that we felt safe enough to practice our magic in the open. Niv had created a whole group of Shadow Magic users that were aided by their Shadow Hands in lifting and placing the structural components of these buildings, and they exclusively worked at night with their Shadow Movement so they wouldn’t disturb any of the locals in the surrounding area.

Nivaree, Elle, and Crimna were all set to move in with me in the Grand Mage’s quarters, though I’d only just gotten here myself. To see all of my old friends together in one place, though, made my heart swell with joy.

“There he is!” Bianna squealed as she ran over and tossed her arms around me. “It feels like I haven’t seen you in ages.”

“We just saw each other last week,” I reminded her.

“That’s too long.” She winked and gave me a kiss on the cheek.

“What are you all doing here?” I asked. “You’re not students here anymore. Well, Elle has to be here since she’s a teacher, but still…”

“Did you really think we were going to miss your Ascension Ceremony?” Nivaree scoffed. “You’ve been working toward this for years, Greg.”

“Well, yeah,” I said. “But I didn’t expect Torrance, Anise, and Zarren to come all the way out here.”

“You’re my best friend, Greg,” Zarren said. “Roman and I would make this trip even if it was triple the distance.”

“I’ve spent plenty of time on Nostraru,” Sister Yelent said with a scoff. “All of the flora and fauna will still be there when I get back.”

“Same.” Oshana smirked as she fiddled with her crescent moon earrings. “The diseases I was studying aren’t going anywhere, plus this is way more fun.”

“And what about you, Mister Big Shot Governor?” I asked Torrance.

My former rival stepped forward and shook my hand firmly in greeting, and I couldn’t help but chuckle at the political way he now spoke and moved.

“This is a great day for the Academy,” Torrance declared. “When Demstrol told me you were being Ascended at the beginning of this school year, I immediately made sure my schedule was cleared.”

“Fuck…” I trailed off as I looked at all my beloved friends. “I’m the luckiest Grand Mage in the world.”

“That was just the first surprise,” Professor Demstrol announced and clapped her hands to make sure she had everyone’s attention. “This next one, I believe, will be even more astounding.”

“Oh, no,” Zarren muttered.

Professor Demstrol strutted over to the other side of the room as she pulled a small vial of glowing black liquid out of her pocket. She then popped the cork out before she began to pour it out onto the floor of the room, where it started to sizzle and pop like acid.

Demstrol began to recite a spell in a language that I wasn’t familiar with, which was saying something now that I’d completed all five years of schooling. As she spoke, the liquid started to stretch upwards, until it stood about six feet tall. Slowly, four tendrils stretched out, and a moment later, I was staring at the figure of a man.

Then, my heart skipped a beat when I saw the sunken eyes and gray goatee begin to form.

“Revarian!” I gasped. “H-how?”

“I had Bianna help concoct this Abyss Gazing Elixir,” Demstrol smirked. “It’s forbidden, though, so don’t let the Brotherhood find out about this.”

“I saw nothing,” Oshana said and winked.

“Hello, Greg,” Revarian’s deep, modulated voice said.

“Grand Mage,” I sputtered. “It’s so great to see you. It’s been… way too long.”

“Don’t refer to me as Grand Mage,” Revarian said sharply and shook his head. “That’s your title now.”

“Not just yet,” I said. “Until my official Ascension Ceremony, it’s still Professor Zurwul’s to own.”

“It was never hers,” my former mentor scoffed. “She was merely a placeholder until you came into power.”

“Wh-what?” I stammered.

“I knew your destiny since the day you came to the Academy, Greg,” Revarian continued. “Granted, I had hoped that my reign would last longer than it did, but it was always the plan for you to supplant me.”

“Speaking of that…” I trailed off with a frown. “There’s been something that’s been bothering me all these years. Something I wanted to ask you.”

“You wish to know if letting me die was the correct decision,” Revarian said.

“Yeah,” I chuckled and rubbed the back of my head. “How did you know?”

“I’ve been watching you from the Endless Abyss,” Revarian explained. “Though you’ve never mentioned your concerns to anyone, I could tell it was something that’s troubled you.”

“Well?” I gulped. “Do you have an answer?”

I swore I saw an inkling of a smile at the corner of Revarian’s mouth before his face returned to the stone-cold expression it normally bore.

“Look around you, Greg,” Revarian said. “Etraria is finally at peace. The Academy is enjoying the most prosperous time in its history, and the Dark Mages are once again in control of Etraria. That’s all the answer you need.”

“You could have done that, too,” I said. “If we’d gotten the Phylactery back to you in time.”

“When you live for a thousand years, as you will someday know, you become more hesitant and risk averse, and I would not have been capable of making the decisions you’ve made,” Revarian said with a faint sigh. “I could have slain Ornulltris and the other mage leaders and returned us to the status quo, but I most certainly wouldn’t have been able to do the things you have. I can also confirm that Domotraus is most pleased with having us both in our current roles.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” I chuckled.

“Now go to your Ascension, Greg,” Revarian said. “Take your place as the Grand Mage of the Domotraus Academy, and continue to lead us to prosperity.”

“It’s just about time for the ceremony to start,” Elle noted. “We shouldn’t linger.”

“I… Can I have a moment with Revarian?” I asked. “Just the two of us.”

“We’ll see you out there, dear,” Crimna said with a wink, then she put her arm around Torrance comically. “So, shit breath, how’re things in the land of eternal dry skin? You getting scabies daily?”

Torrance rolled his eyes at Crimna’s comment, then he pulled away and followed Demstrol out of the room.

It was good to see that some things never changed.

“Don’t keep us waiting, Greg,” Niv purred and followed the others from the room.

“What do you want to know, Gregory?” Revarian asked. “I only have a few minutes left before the elixir’s magic fades, and it’s not a good look for the new Grand Mage to be late to his own Ascension.”

“I just wanted to say thank you,” I said. “From the bottom of my heart. I know you’re not one for sappy conversations or touchy-feely emotions, but I couldn’t have done any of this if you hadn’t believed in me and defended me from the Brotherhood.”

“I know you couldn’t.” Revarian said, and this time I definitely saw a smile. “You’re welcome, Grand Mage. Now go be with your friends and followers.”

“See you around, Revarian,” I said with a warm smile and then turned toward the door.

“Greg?” Revarian’s deep voice said, and I stopped and looked back over my shoulder. “I’m proud of you.”

The words of the former Grand Mage hit me deep, mainly because it was the sort of thing he never, ever said to anybody. I felt emotions well up in my throat as I processed what had been said, though I pushed it all down.

It wouldn’t have been a good look for the new Grand Mage to come out with puffy, watery eyes, after all. I couldn’t even think of anything to say anyway, so I just gave Revarian a firm nod and a smile.

He returned the gesture, then his body slowly began to sizzle as it transformed back into the black liquid of the elixir. I watched as Revarian melted away into a puddle of goo on the floor, took a deep breath, and walked out into the hallway. I made my way toward the main room of the Academy, and when I arrived, I stood at the back of the room where I could see Professor Demstrol, Professor Quincy, Professor Dredge, and Professor Zurwul up on the stage.

“Children of Domotraus,” Quincy announced. “This term is going to start a bit differently than normal. Let us introduce you to our new leader, a man whose power, intelligence, and leadership we’ve all experienced firsthand.”

“Where’s Mister Damien at?” Dredge grumbled as he looked out over the crowd. “This is the last time I get ta call him that…”

“We’re all grateful for the service that Professor Zurwul has given us in the absence of Revarian,” Demstrol announced. “But now. it’s time to turn a new page in the history of the Domotraus Academy.”

“There he is!” Dredge yelled as he jumped up and down like an overexcited child. “Get up here!”

I took a deep breath and commanded my body to float up above the crowd. The students let out a gasp when they saw me levitating, and I dramatically floated over to the stage and landed next to Zurwul.

“Children of Domotraus,” Professor Demstrol continued. “Please welcome our new Grand Mage, Gregory Damien.”

The room erupted into cheers and applause, and my heart swelled with pride. I knew I still had all the fanfare and motions of the Ascension ceremony to go through, but I didn’t care. Looking out at all of my students, professors, and friends told me everything I needed to know, ceremony or not.

I was now the Grand Mage of the Domotraus Academy, and our future was as bright as the rising sun.

THE END.
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End Notes

Thanks for reading Rise, My Minions 8! This is the last one in the series. Thank you so much for reading. Please leave a review here!
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