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        The only fool is the one who refuses to travel, the one who gives up and goes home, without ever trying to find the mystery in life.

        – Charles Jota Fenix
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      “You’re a fool, laddie,” the old man in the tavern snorted as he slammed his almost finished tankard onto the table. A mongrel air of self-loathing and outward disdain filled the room. Monty White stared at the map firmly grasped in his hand, unfazed by the old wizard’s annoyance.

      As he surveyed the map, a portly barmaid—who was smaller than most humans should rightly be—broke the tension by plonking another full tankard of ale down by the elderly man’s elbow. He made a faint growling noise, which the barkeep took as thanks, and grabbed the fresh beverage by the trunk, totally ignoring the handle. Morflung Sevenhooks, was one of the most powerful wizards in all the land, but he’d been outshined by the development of the modern world.

      “A fool is all I have left to be,” Monty White replied, sipping on his strange cocktail of hot water and herbs.

      The folks in this village were simple in their means and had never really embraced the new ways that were seeping in from the major cities throughout the land. They liked wine, ale, and occasionally a cup of tea with milk. Unlike the cities that had accepted technology long ago, Creagsmeade was still clinging to the old ways. Herbal tea was a thing either long forgotten, or never introduced; the people of the city were content with what they had.

      It was the simplicity of Creagsmeade that had brought the wizard there in the first place. After all, what use was a wizard when the population was more amazed by smart phones than they were by any form of magic? Whilst he had enjoyed the limelight in his younger days, truthfully, he was hurt and angered that he had lost meaning so quickly in a cold, faceless world. Wizards lived long, varied lives, and for the old man in the tavern, his rollercoaster had reached the final few drops. These days, it felt more like a lazy river.

      He turned to Monty White with a look on his face that was equal parts frustration and concern, and snapped, “If you go looking for that beast, you’re as good as dead.”

      Monty’s retort was swift and venomous. “If I don’t go looking, I’m as good as dead.”

      Both men stared at each other in stunned silence. The wizard, unable to muster up anything to correctly portray his feelings, Monty uncertain of how to proceed, so as not to break the old man’s heart further.

      “I’ve known you a great long time, Monty.”

      “As long as I can remember, Morflung.”

      The wizard smiled. It was the first time he recalled anyone using his name for quite some time. Folks in the town knew who he was, but very few of them ever addressed him as anything more than “sir”.

      “I’m so sorry, Monty. I wish they could have found it sooner. I don’t want to lose you.”

      “Just maybe, you won’t have to. This may be a fool’s errand, but waiting round to die sounds just as foolish to me.”

      Sounds from around the tavern grew silent as Morflung and Monty looked over the map in synchrony, each aware of what they were looking for, but equally convinced that they had no idea where to find it. Through the round, ship-like window, just out of the corner of his eye, Monty could make out that it had begun to snow. Delicate snowflakes floated from the heavens and smashed against the translucent glass, dying away. The delicateness of the snow served as a grim reminder of the futility and frailty of Monty’s precarious situation. He grabbed his miniature guitar, which had been hooked over the back of his chair, and strummed a short refrain.

      A magic aura fell upon his soul as the gentle notes from the instrument washed over his body. It was a soft but beautifully powerful kind of magic. Enough to sooth his aching body, but sadly, not strong enough to heal this particular ailment. There were few things which gave Monty solace in the face of impending doom: music, poetry, art, literature and, of course, killing monsters. That’s what he had trained to do from a young age, what he’d been born to do.

      Morflung had seen Monty in action from his youth right up to his twenty-fifth year. He believed without a shadow of a doubt that Monty was one of the most powerful enchanters that he’d ever had the pleasure of seeing with his own tired eyes. He’d always felt the supreme love from which Monty’s magic essence emanated and found that to be a thing of true beauty. But, most concerningly, he had sensed a great rage, anguish, and existential dread from deep within Monty’s soul, almost as if the young man took pleasure from the pain he inflicted on the monsters from which he was supposed to protect the world … almost as if Monty was battling to keep a great evil locked away within. For now, at least, it seemed that he was winning that battle.

      “How much does the music help?” Morflung asked.

      “Enough to make the shadow stop spreading,” Monty replied, taking a sip of his tea, the wispy steam accentuating his soft smile.

      Morflung put a hand on Monty’s shoulder, mostly to comfort the young man, but the energy that flowed into Morflung’s veins, acting as a conduit for the young man’s ailment, told Morflung that even the most powerful wizard in existence couldn’t fix the curse which creeped through his friend. He was hit by an immediate sense of inadequacy and guilt. What was the point in being so powerful if in the end his incantations and spells proved fruitless in saving the life of the only friend he’d ever truly loved? He’d had other friends, of course, but none held a special place in his heart and mind as Monty White did.

      “So then, let’s be fools together,” Morflung stated confidently as he slammed his now empty tankard onto the table. “Do you know the tale of the Skudra and how it comes to our plane?”

      “Of course. When the secret moon aligns with the twelfth star, then the beast raises from its slumber to hunt. It grants life to three, fortune to two, and death to the undeserving,” Monty replied.

      “Ahh, but did you know that there’s a spell to summon the creature without waiting for the alignment?”

      “That seems unwise, given what we both know about magic.”

      “Wisdom is objective, Monty. Besides, when you’re in the state in which you currently find yourself, what exactly do you expect to lose?”

      Monty paused before nodding in agreement. Morflung was right, and Monty was mostly content that the sorcerer would not put him in any danger if he didn’t believe that the rewards were tangible.

      “Assumably, this spell isn’t something we can skip down to the forest and light a candle to do. So, what exactly are we going to need for this?” Monty asked.

      Morflung chuckled. It had been too long since he’d been exposed to Monty’s dry wit, and it was in that moment that he realised just how much he missed adventures with the musical spellcaster.

      “I am almost certain that there are six components to this spell,” Morflung replied with an air of what Monty recognised as overconfidence.

      “Almost?”

      “Well, any wizard worth his salt knows that nothing is certain in the field of magic.”

      “Fair enough. So, what are the six ingredients of which you are certain?”

      Morflung plunged his oddly youthful hand into his comically large burlap satchel and rummaged around in the bottom of the bag, occasionally stopping to momentarily stick his head in for a better look. Eventually, he pulled out a strange leatherbound notebook, which looked far older than Monty himself. He plopped it onto the table and began to flip through the pages.

      “Raising the recently deceased, no. Convening with a lesser deity, no. No, not that. Not that either. Tightening your lover’s … oh, that brings back youthful memories. Not this one. Not that one. Ahh, here we are: Skudra-summoning spell.”

      “Wow, that thing is old,” Monty said, half amazed, half intrigued about his mentor and friend’s younger days.

      “I had a life before you, Monty. I had about fifteen in fact. Well, here we are. Six ingredients that we need for this spell: five drops of wizard’s blood, taken selflessly. That shouldn’t be a problem. Two drops of holy water. Doable. Wood from the sacred grove. Trickier. Shard of a Tagrul lifeforce crystal. Shadow of the cursed. Both difficult, but achievable, if you know the right people. Oh dear, this last one is a problem. A dragon’s golden scale.”

      “Dragon?” Monty asked, dumbfounded. “As in big and winged? Breathes fire?”

      “Well, not all dragons breath fire, and not all are winged, but yes. Dragon. And, given all the beasties you’ve fought throughout your life, I’m quite taken aback by your surprise. You fought demons, sea serpents, and ogres in our adventures together, Monty. Is a wee dragon really going to make you stop now?”

      Morflung knew what he was doing, for Monty was an easy fellow to bait at times. He dangled the carrot of bravery and the promise of life in front of Monty, and the young man bought it—hook, line, and sinker.

      Still bobbing his little guitar on his lap, Monty adjusted his hands and began to strum away at a few soft sounding chords. He opened his mouth to sing, the instrument of his voice just as stunning as his able fingers.

      
        
        
        “I’ve been knowing dragons,

        Since the day I came along,

        Battling and healing,

        With the lyrics of a song.

        But, never, no never,

        Did I think I’d reach the ether,

        But it seems the shadows will come after all.

        Most tales I’ve read,

        They say the dead,

        Go to lands of fluffy clouds,

        But it seems for me, the shadow’s king of all.”

      

      

      

      Morflung was moved in ways he didn’t quite understand by the lyrical flourish, wiping away the first tear he’d shed for quite some time. He sniffled quietly, wiped his nose with his robe, and placed his hand softly on the table, raising his elderly form out of the seat. Monty plucked a light crescendo, to which Morflung’s body responded by growing visibly younger. It wasn’t as though he became youthful again by any stretch of the imagination, but his skin did tighten, his eyes became brighter, and three of his teeth seemed to reappear in his smile.

      “Thank you, old friend,” Morflung said with a smile.

      “No problem, older friend,” Monty replied.

      Now that Morflung was standing, Monty could see his robe in all its glory. It was a soft salmon robe, with white trim down the middle on both sides. The robe was open so that Morflung’s brown sarong and cloth boots were visible. On the top half of his torso, he wore a plain white shirt, a brown string able to be tied together to close the V-line on the neck. His pointed hat was the same soft salmon as his robe. His wooden staff stood as tall as the wizard himself, and the gem on top sparkled with a gentle lilac glow.

      Monty strapped his guitar onto his back, picked up his scimitar, and slotted it into the scabbard on his belt. He also sported a sickle on the other side of his belt and a small faux leather pouch in which he stored various items for his spells. He gently set down the porcelain cup of his herbal tea and smiled at Morflung, indicating that he was ready to begin what could be his final journey.

      Fortunately, the rain and storm had begun to let up as Monty and Morflung exited the tavern, leaving heavy grey clouds hanging in the sky and a cool breeze—which tickled the side of the face in a most delightful manner—behind.

      Suddenly, for Monty the noise and feel of the breeze grew still; all noises around him fell silent and the smells of the outside world fell away. An unfamiliar yet not unpleasant scent wormed its way up into his nostrils. The aroma was a soft mix of freshly baked ginger, soft lavender, and cooked pumpkin pie. All of which were unmistakeable to Monty, for they were his favourite smells. The smells which brought memories of pleasurable moments flooding back, harsh winter mornings huddled up in his warm home, sipping a warm mug of ginger tea. The first bite of his freshly baked pumpkin pie after a hard-fought battle.

      Without thinking, Monty ambled over to where he thought the smell was coming from, and stopped just short of a row of bushes on the far wall behind the tavern. Morflung had been busying himself with preparations in his overly large satchel, so he didn’t notice that Monty had wandered off in the opposite direction.

      Monty bent down; in his strange little trance, his eyes were still glazed over. Thick bushy branches and leaves blocked the path of his hands and almost as if reacting to the touch, his eyes sprang back into life, the pupils zipping to the midpoint of the eyes, where they should be. He brushed the foliage aside and squinted into the darkness at the back of the hedge.

      Slowly, his eyes grew accustomed to the lack of light. He was taken aback by what lay on the ground before him. A tiny creature, reminiscent of a kitten, but made purely of shadows, and black dripping ooze, lay snoozing on the pebbled floor. It seemed to stir Monty’s presence and without warning, it awoke. Monty jumped back on seeing its eyes snap open, revealing not white or green or yellow that one would expect from a feline, but rather two bright beautiful lilac ovals floating in contrast with the harsh, abyssal black behind.

      The shadow kitten, instead of being startled by Monty’s proximity, seemed to be attracted to his aura. It was as though the creature was expecting him, as though their souls were somehow drawn together, a tiny slice of what each of the other was missing.

      He stretched out his hand, slightly turning his head away, just in case. The beast ran the shadows of its snout across the palm and then circled up his arm and settled on his shoulder like a tiny smoke tornado circling around the arm of its newfound companion. Monty smiled.

      For the first time in a few months, he felt a sense of acceptance. Whether that was the creature accepting him, the reverse or his accepting of the fate that looked certain to envelope him was unclear.

      With the shadow cat now resting on his shoulder, Monty sauntered back over to Morflung, running his hand through the creature’s umbrous form. It made odd noises which sounded like a mix of a cat’s purring and the bottom of a boat scraping rocks. Monty took them for noises of content.

      Morflung turned to see Monty with his new pet and visibly recoiled, covering his nose as he did so.

      “Good God, laddie, what in the six rivers of the dark world is that? It stinks,” Morflung spluttered.

      “I don’t know, but it had the most delightful smell of ginger, lavender and pumpkin pie.”

      “I think that shadow inside is messing with your brain, boy, because whatever that thing is, it smells like the bottom of a devil’s toilet.”

      Monty shot Morflung a perplexed look and returned to stroking the creature, feeling more of a connection with each gentle swoosh of the beast’s form around his shoulder. Morflung saw the look of content on his friend’s face, and realised that forcing a dying man to get rid of something that brought him a modicum of joy would be a terrible thing to do. He cast a simple spell to ward against bad smells and held his hand out to the creature. It whooshed around him in acceptance, before quickly returning to its perch on Monty’s shoulder.

      “Well, it’s probably best that we make a start on those ingredients,” Monty said, attempting to prompt Morflung into speeding up the travel. “What’s the first item on the list?”

      “Three grains of a Sphinx’s sand. So, we need to go to the Outerworld and gain access to the city of Memphairo.”

      A harsh, feminine laughter filled the air behind them before breaking into a lyrical string of words.

      “Well, good luck getting into the city of Memphairo. I don’t believe a human has set foot on their land freely for more than a thousand years,” the voice stated.

      Monty and Morflung turned to face the source of the voice, surprised by what they saw. Before them was a petite, but strong looking female figure. She had feline ears curved upwards on top of her head, slightly obscured by her tightly curled jet-black hair. A light V-shaped crown adorned her head, the V dropping to cover the bridge of her nose. She didn’t wear shoes, and when Monty looked down, he realised that there were large paws were her feet should be. Her dress was black with a golden diamond under the chest that sprayed out in diagonal rays. Three large aureate necklaces decorated her neck. Her eyes were darkened with two thick lines that winged up just under her eyebrow, and her lips glowed bright crimson.

      “And what exactly are you?” Morflung snapped.

      “Hmm, I thought it would be obvious, given the whole Egyptian thing I’ve got going on. I’m a Sphinx, dummies. I’m allowed into the city,” the woman replied. She put her hands in front of her, outstretched towards the two men. Two stunning semi-translucent olive wings revealed themselves behind her, confirming that she was authentic. “My name is Mikhali, and I’d be happy to be your guide.”
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      Morflung stood staring at the feminine figure in front of him, eyeing her up and down, and trying to make out why he should put his own life and the life of his friend into the hands of this creature.

      “Before you go off on a typical wizard rant, I can tell you exactly why you should trust me,” Mikhali said confidently. “First of all, I know he’s dying. Secondly, without the grains of sand, you’ll never summon the beast you seek. Oh, and thirdly, we can read minds, so I suggest all those nasty words and prejudices that you wizards have against creatures such as myself are forgotten very quickly; otherwise, I’ll have a difficult time helping you.”

      “Fine, but what’s in it for you?” Morflung retorted.

      “I need to get back into the good books of Ra and Anubis. Apparently, the only way to do so is through helping a damned soul.”

      “And why are you berating only me?”

      “Well, he thinks something just as nasty, but not in the mean way, if you catch my drift,” Mikhali replied, shooting a flirtatious smile towards Monty.

      Morflung shot a judgemental look towards Monty, who hung his head in shame. The shadow kitten floated down the length of Monty’s body and dropped onto the floor with an odd whoosh. It made its way over to Mikhali’s paw-like feet, moving what appeared to be its snout over the appendage in what appeared to be a sniffing motion, though no breath was expended nor inhaled into its body. The creature made a little chirrup, indicating that it found Mikhali to be no danger. Monty wasn’t sure how he knew what the creature’s noises meant, yet somehow, he was certain.

      Mikhali dropped down to her knees, her tail swooshing up behind her. She placed a light paw on the shadowy feline, cutting right through as if she were touching a cloud. The critter let out no cry of pain, and simply rematerialized itself back together before fluttering up to Mikhali’s shoulder, making a playful circle around her neck, and then heading back to Monty to rest on him.

      It appeared to have fallen asleep, as the bright lilac orbs seemed to turn off. Monty noticed a tiny slit through which a shimmer of soft purple energy shone, and realised that the shadow cat had closed its eyes. In that moment, Monty felt an even deeper connection with the creature, and was overcome by an intense desire to give it a name.

      “Sombra,” he whispered softly, touching the back of his fingers to the shadowy form, to which it chirruped and snuggled further into Monty’s neck. He was certain again. Sombra.

      Mikhali paused for a moment, before deciding to push the two men into action. It was strange that they were stalling, since she could feel the dark shadow growing within the younger one.

      “We should really get going,” she urged, staring more intensely at Morflung, since she knew he would be the more stubborn of the two.

      “No argument here. Time is of the essence,” Morflung replied. “However, I do have one question that I’d like you to answer before we put our faith and regrettably, our lives, into your hands.” He paused, looked down at Mikhali’s forearms, and corrected himself. “Sorry, erm, paws.”

      “Of course, I have no reason to hide anything,” she stated matter-of-factly.

      “Why were you hear in Creagsmeade in the first place?” Morflung inquired.

      “Honest truth? I come to do Crunak,” Mikhali answered. “Well, there aren’t any male Sphinxes. I’m essentially human in form. I have similar urges to most women; I think you can figure the rest out.”

      “Oh, very well,” Morflung replied, not needing, or wanting to hear any more.

      Monty simply blushed at the idea of this strange creature dominating him, as thoughts as to how a Sphinx may engage in coitus raced through his mind.

      Mikhali looked over at him, noticing his bright red face, having already read his thoughts. “Perhaps, if you’re a good little mortal, you’ll find out in due course,” she teased. “Now, let’s not waste any more time.”

      Mikhali bent down and extracted her claws, using the nail to draw a strange symbol on the ground. She had had to clear away some snow to do so. Monty noticed that this was not unusual to her, and she hadn’t shivered at the touch of the frozen floor. The symbol she had drawn represented a snake-like figure with a sun and moon on either side, and several strange letters from a language with which Monty was an unfamiliar acquaintance, almost like he’d seen it before, but only at a distance or in a dream.

      Radiant light shone through the sigil on the ground, which began crumbling away until the image of a city became completely obvious below. This was a portal. The first portal that Monty had seen which hadn’t been made by his old friend, Morflung. It seemed imbued with a different energy, an immortal energy.

      Mikhali wasted no time in hurling herself through the gateway, urging Morflung and Monty to do so from the other side.

      “Come on, it’s easy; the portal softens the fall, you won’t even feel it,” Mikhali shouted.

      “Easy for you to say, you’re half cat!” Monty returned.

      Morflung, who had spent much of his long life travelling from place to place by portal, merely rolled his eyes, and gave Monty a shove from behind. Monty barrelled through the portal squeezing his eyes tightly shut. He felt no harsh impact. No hard floor met him on his arrival.

      Slowly, Monty opened his eyes, seeing Morflung float down to join them, his staff glowing a darker shade of purple than usual. He merely nodded at Monty and let off a wry smile. Mikhali crouched a few feet away, her backside in the air, sand pummelling out from the gap between her legs as she scooped it out with her thick but nimble paws. She paused for a second or two before turning to face Monty and Morflung, brandishing an oversized key with a bejewelled scarab beetle adorning the head.

      “Now, we better talk disguises,” Mikhali said.

      Monty and Morflung looked at each other, unsure of how this was going to play out. If Mikhali was to be believed, and given her dedication to regaining the favour of Ra and Anubis, it seemed logical to do so, then it was imperative that the two men were not noticed, or at least not noticed as free men.

      Mikhali brandished a set of chains and shackles that were etched with the same lettering that Monty had noticed on the sigil that Mikhali had drawn on the floor. Her face clearly showed her disdain in forcing the two men to function as slaves, but Monty remained certain that Mikhali was only attempting to save his life, even if her reasoning was selfish, and for that he was willing to be in her servitude for a few hours.

      Looking deep into his eyes, Mikhali could sense a deep connection within Monty. To what, she could not say, but she had never felt such power from a human before. Such raw connection with the universe. There was also a profound acceptance of something that she couldn’t quite comprehend. She quickly buckled the shackles shut around Monty’s wrists, and repeated the process with Morflung. She then chained both of their fetters to two large metal loops that she had installed on her shoulder pads.

      Mikhali led the two to the gate, over which three large pyramids poked their mighty heads. From what the duo could see, the pyramids were made from a glorious golden substance, allowing the might of the sun to beam brightly off their reflective surfaces. She placed her paw on the gate and pushed gently. There was a slight aura that surrounded her hand as the entrance creaked open, revealing a bustling, larger than expected city before them.

      “Welcome to Memphairo,” Mikhali stated, speaking over her shoulder to her two false captives.

      Immediately in front of them, the main street stretched from the entrance, several hundreds of meters until it stopped at a grand, golden staircase leading up to a stunning temple, chiselled from marble that Monty had never seen, even on his many travels with Morflung, hunting monsters that plagued the world. The streets were lined with floating orbs filled with a clearly magical fire, gems adorning the side of every building. Everything, bar the temple, seemed to be made of golden material. Whether or not it was real gold, Monty was unsure, but he was sure that this city was the richest city he had ever visited.

      They shuffled up the main street, Mikhali clearly leading them towards the main temple. People and creatures of all races and creeds watched them from the stalls and houses skirting the long road. One such creature looked like a cross between a horse and a frog, the bottom being equine and the top being amphibian. It had greasy grey hair that dangled from its head to its hunched shoulders, and its eyes were glazed over with a gory darkness. It opened its mouth and shouted some obscenities in a language with which both Morflung and Monty were unfamiliar.

      “Oo-ga, mikini van bruta. Muha,” the strange creature bleated from in front of a stall.

      Monty recoiled, almost expecting this weird thing to attack or lob some projectile in his direction. Mikhali, noticing Monty’s discomfort, turned and flashed a terrifying glance at the offender, growling, and baring her teeth as she did so.

      “Greeba, san-tu-mu-ah-ba. Ee-pru-que-suun. You’d better watch your mouth, Grobath. Don’t forget who I am,” Mikhali snapped back, clearly struggling to contain her temper.

      “You still disgraced, princess,” the frog-thing, named Grobath, replied.

      Mikhali smiled. “Then, think of how easy it would be for me to slit your throat and leave you to bleed out on the golden road. After all, if I’m disgraced, what do I have to lose?”

      Grobath backed up, eyeing the blade on Mikhali’s belt, muttering more obscenities in the unknown language. Grobath climbed onto a ledge, sitting next to a human dressed in rags, two creatures mixed between human and cat, and a being that seemed like a combination of an elf and a minotaur, very furry, with two big horns protruding from the top of its head, and two pointy ears on either side of its face. The elf-minotaur and cat-human-like creatures were fishing in an invisible lake on the other side of the two-story golden building. The human was obviously holding their equipment, not having any freedom to do any of the fishing themselves.

      Other beasts and bizarre mixes lined the streets, haggling and shouting over fruit, vegetables, and meat that neither Morflung nor Monty knew anything about. Huge golems stood examining shiny trinkets, anthropomorphic vultures perched on a bench to the side, eating from a bucket of giant slithering worms. There were elves, minotaurs, half-human half-animal mixes, giant humanlike insects, dwarves, and all other manner of magical creatures, but Sphinxes were the most prominent and populous by far.

      The trio slowly trudged through the street, following the towering silhouette of the tower looming over the rest of the city in the distance. Creatures were still staring at them as they progressed. All eyes were on them but more specifically, it seemed as though everyone was baring holes into Mikhali, almost completely ignoring the humans that she had in tow.

      Suddenly, Mikhali stopped short, causing Morflung and Monty to smash right into the back of her, unable to stop themselves before barrelling over their own chains and straight into Mikhali’s firm, powerful form.

      Peering up from his disadvantaged point of view, Monty could see a commanding figure towering over Mikhali. It seemed similar in structure and weight, but much taller and more regal, clearly still Sphinx in nature.

      “Well, Mikhali, good of you to show your face around here again. Have you come back to reclaim your position, or to disgrace me even more?” the stern figure before her asked.

      Mikhali sighed audibly, looked to the ground, catching Monty’s look of confusion from the corner of her eye, and flicked her gaze back up, refusing to raise her head in tandem. “Hello, Father.”
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      Monty and Morflung looked at each, unsure of how this was going to affect their mission but hoping that Mikhali wasn’t going to use them as leverage to get away from her father.

      The regal figure cocked his head to the right, looking past Mikhali onto the floor where Monty and Morflung were spread, struggling to get back up.

      “Hmm. Humans. Should have guessed,” her father said sarcastically.

      “And what exactly is that supposed to mean?” Mikhali retorted, squaring up to her father and pulling her two faux prisoners further along the ground.

      “You know what it means, you human … lover.”

      Mikhali’s father was clearly about to use much viler language, but had decided against it at the last moment.

      The female Sphinx was obviously wound up and rattled. She had begun to breathe heavily and growl. Whether she was doing it consciously or unconsciously was unclear. She took a couple of seconds to compose herself. A wry smile ran across her lips.

      “At least someone has actually ‘loved’ me in the last century,” she said, really hitting the word “me” to goad her father.

      The elder Sphinx raised his hand and struck Mikhali squarely across the face before she had a chance to react. Her paw flew up to her cheek, holding in the blood from her wound and whatever was left of her pride. It helped to stop the rage from flowing out of her too liberally as well.

      “You will address me by Elder Kader, and you will kneel before me, as will your pathetic human subjects.”

      Morflung looked at Monty, ready to retaliate against the elder Sphinx, but saw a look in Monty’s eye that told him drawing extra attention to themselves would likely be suicidal. They both clambered to their knees, and bowed their heads in a false show of submission.

      Noticing their actions, Mikhali growled softly to herself. She opened her mouth, ready to unleash a tirade of insults in her father’s direction, before ultimately deciding that the most sensible option was to follow suit. She dropped to one knee and bowed her head, slamming her fist hard into the floor as she did so.

      Elder Kader chuckled softly, patted his daughter on the head, and turned to walk back to his palace. There was a deep feeling of animosity emanating from Mikhali, but she did her best to keep her cool, knowing that an explosion would gain her more punishment and diminish her chances of escaping her personal prison once more.

      Four Sphinx guards, two males and two females, came to collect the three stragglers and escort them into the same building that Kader had strolled into seconds before. Expecting it to be an easy walk, Monty got to his feet and put one foot forward. He felt a sharp pain on the back of his head and fell back to the ground as the world above him span out of control—until black enveloped his vision.

      Both the wizard and Monty found themselves awakening in a strange, ornate room, decorated with the most exquisite gold they had ever seen in all their travels. Almost everything was made from solid gold and everything that wasn’t gold, was some other fine metal or precious stone. The only noticeable thing that was made of another material was a large marble pool in the middle of the room, filled with steamy water, lavender-smelling bubbles, and two funny shaped rubber ducks floating on the water. Mikhali was fully submerged in the tub, her eyes closed as a tiny half-man, half-mouse creature lobbed single grapes into her open maw. She moaned in delight as each one tickled her tastebuds.

      Monty cleared his throat, hoping to get Mikhali’s attention and figure out a way of escaping from what was now plainly Mikhali’s room.

      Mikhali opened one eye and flicked her gaze between her two acquaintances. She let out a sigh of pleasure.

      “Mm-mmm. You cannot get food anywhere in the multiverse like you can get in Memphairo,” she said, beckoning the weird man-mouse hybrid to toss in another grape and satiate her ravenous hunger.

      She felt the pressure of Morflung’s stare far more than she felt Monty’s. Sphinxes didn’t fear much, but wizards could be wild and unpredictable when they wanted to be, and that was something that neither Mikhali nor Monty could risk at that moment.

      The half feline rolled her eyes in hyperbolic fashion and stood in her bath, revealing far more than Monty had been expecting to see. He immediately turned round, having witnessed the bizarre yet sensually alluring true form of a Sphinx’s body.

      Mikhali laughed. “You can have that image for free, don’t worry.”

      Morflung seemed to conjure an overly large and overly fluffy towel from thin air and threw it in Mikhali’s direction. “If you’re quite done, your highness, we’d better get going.”

      She began to dry herself, occasionally stopping to nibble on whatever was left of her mini feast around the bathtub. Sombra made her way down Monty’s arm to sniff around his feet; it seemed that she didn’t approve of whatever smell was wafting along the floor and immediately floated back up to the safety of Monty’s shoulder, wrapping herself around the nape of his neck.

      Finally, pulling on the last of her clothing and fixing her weapons in place by her sides, Mikhali finished the last piece of meat and singular grape, and nodded that she was ready to go.

      “Where exactly do we need to go now?” Morflung asked impatiently.

      “So, Sphinxes are pretty much immortal, with an important distinction. Our lives depend entirely on sand. Once we are created, we gain a specific number of grains of sand that correspond to ten years in human time, so ten grains of sand and you have one hundred years,” Mikhali explained.

      “But most Sphinxes live way past a millennium,” Morflung replied. “At least, that’s what I’ve read.”

      “True. We get chances to gain sand. So, we can find favour in the gods through sacrifice, kind deeds, or bravery on the battlefield. Downside: we can also lose our sand. We can still die from specific things. We have our own plagues, our own weapons to fear, and the wrath of a hundred different gods if things are not followed correctly. Plus, there are those on the wrong side of alignment who seek to actively harm us through dark magic or ancient artefacts.”

      Morflung looked forlorn, knowing that some wizards he had known had themselves traversed the poison path of dark magic and necromancy, a pursuit which almost always ended in only one way: a fate worse than death. Trapped between the planes of the multiverse, ripped one way and another, until their souls were intangible masses of wailing mess.

      “I don’t mean to overstep, your highness,” Monty said with far more humility and honesty than Morflung had shown before. “However, I don’t believe you’ve answered the question that Morflung asked.”

      “Right! Sorry. I sometimes get carried away a little bit! We need to go into the catacombs. It’s important that it’s kept safe, so my eternity grains—the technical term for the sand—are in the catacombs guarded by my pet and several guards. All we’ve got to do is sweet-talk our way in there.”

      Monty flashed a visible look of concern in Morflung’s direction, hinting at the fact that Mikhali had thus far not been the most charismatic and charming of individuals. Morflung simply shrugged as if to say, “this is our only option” and then forced a smile as if to say, “give the kitty a chance”.

      “Before we get there, could you possibly tell us why your father was so mad with you?” Monty asked.

      “Well, I’m done here after I steal my own eternity grains, so I may as well not keep secrets, seeing as we’re going to be on the road—or portal—together. About three years ago, I fell in love. Weird. We’re not supposed to do that, but something inside just turned and twisted. I don’t get it, but there were butterflies fluttering round right inside my belly every time I looked at him. The big problem was that he was a human. He was a slave here, and a sacrificial slave at that.

      “The gods were beginning to lay off on the sacrificing as they found new ways to satiate their needs. They were able to use technology and free speech to spread their word and gain offerings of material value, which they then used for their own personal bets amongst the living. Sacrifices were rare. But one god, Sipopa, demanded that sacrifices should be made.

      “My human was thrown into battle in the pit of heroes and fell at the final hurdle against the toughest Sphinx warrior. Wounded and on the brink of the afterlife, my father strapped him to the sacrificial alter. I staged a distraction, saying that the Goblin tribe Urubaraf were coming in over the mountains to invade. My father left with all his men, and I took the opportunity to free my human.

      “I opened a portal, gave him one last kiss, and then pushed him in and slammed the gateway shut. Just before the portal closed, my father had returned and seen the kiss and subsequent push. He saw me save the human,” Mikhali said, seemingly wiping away a tear from her cheek. “I called him Jograf and he called me kitten … it was a thing we had.”

      “What happened next, Mikhali?” Monty asked with a serious air of empathy.

      “My father brought me before Ra and Anubis, who—scared of Sipopa—decided to punish me severely. I was banished for three human years, and had my grains reduced to just a century. Now, you know why I need desperately to get back into their good books.”

      Having reached the catacombs, Mikhali opened them with an oversized golden key and the trio watched as the door slipped open with an ominous creak. As they went to enter the darkness and step into the catacombs, Morflung and Monty first, a booming voice was heard from behind.

      “Mikhali, what pray tell is your business in our catacombs?”

      It was her father, Elder Kader, walking rapidly and angrily in their direction. His staff clacked the ground with each step he took—louder and louder, until he stopped dead in front of his daughter.

      Morflung and Monty flung themselves into the shadows, Sombra blending in seamlessly, and only appearing in front of Monty in the form of her eyes: two large lilac orbs. Her presence was both creepily reassuring and reassuringly creepy. At least Sombra could serve as a secret weapon if Elder Kader became a threat.

      “Nothing, Father. Just checking up on my own life, as is my right,” Mikhali answered.

      “As was your right,” Elder Kader interjected. “You no longer have access to the catacombs and your eternity grains. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Yes, Father,” Mikhali said, playing the role of meek daughter, trusting her newfound friends to finish the job, and knowing that for now, this was the role that she had to play.

      “Very well, now come. It’s time for you to begin earning back favour with Ra and Anubis. It’s time for you to show what a good little girl you can be.”

      The sentence made her shiver with rage. The anger ran up her spine like a million venomous spiders, each one sinking in its fangs and touching a nerve or two on its way up. She clenched her fists.

      “Yes, Father.”

      “Guards, seal the gates to the catacombs!” Kader snapped.

      “Yes, sir,” three guards said in unison.

      As the doors slammed shut, Monty, Morflung, and Sombra were thrown into complete darkness. Monty, having never been exposed to true darkness, began to sweat, and panic. His breathing became laboured and heavy and his mouth dry.

      Sombra sensed this change in him and knew she had to do something to fix this. It was not time. Not yet. She knew that. Slowly, she began to glow, a soft red fire floating in her midriff, as if someone had lit a candle inside her belly. The concept bemused Monty. She had no belly. She was just shadows. And yet, there the flame was, floating in front of him, illuminating the entire cave so that Monty could see every single detail: every rock, every tunnel, every elaborate picture, and every hieroglyph etched onto the wall in front of them.

      He regained his composure and turned to Morflung. “Well, only one way to go.”

      “Forward,” Morflung agreed.
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      Mikhali sauntered behind her father, keeping a good few paces back with the intention of sneaking away and meeting up with her friends again, whenever possible. Elder Kader marched forward, refusing to look back at his daughter. Mikhali was unclear as to whether her father’s aversion was a result of his anger and suspicion towards her, or whether his lack of empathy was just a form of arrogance.

      “Seems that you’ve lost your humans,” Elder Kader said, still staring forward, his guards marching in step with him.

      “How can you be sure that they’re both human?” Mikhali responded, angered.

      “Please. I could smell a human miles away; they sicken me. Terrible, murderous creatures that think only of themselves.”

      Mikhali scoffed. “Seriously? Murderous? You were the one who wanted to sacrifice humans. And correct me if I’m wrong, but don’t you keep hundreds of slaves of various species, including humans?”

      Elder Kader stopped dead in his tracks, snapping round to come snout to snout with his daughter. His eyes pierced deep into hers, his breath heavy and angered. “We are the superior species,” Kader snapped. “The sooner you get that through your fuzzy little skull, the better it will be.”

      Mikhali snarled, baring her teeth, and pushing her own forehead closer into her father’s in a display of dominance. Sharp pain ebbed across her face, then settled in one spot on her cheek, little globules of crimson dripping from her open wounds and onto the cold, hard floor below. She realised that her father had struck her, and that he had opened three cuts on her face. She grimaced and put her paw to her face, wiping away the blood, and hiding the fact that she was deeply hurt, both physically and emotionally.

      She pulled out the blade that she kept hidden in her sheath and held it to her father’s neck. It was a clean sweep, giving him no time to react before the blade rested on his throat, not exerting enough pressure to break the fur or the skin.

      The two guards on either side of her father sprang into action, raising the tridents to each side of Mikhali’s neck.

      “Drop your weapon now!” the first guard screamed, holding his trident stiffly.

      Mikhali stared down both guards, reaching slowly back into her other sheath, resting the tips of her fingers on the handle of the blade.

      “She doesn’t have the gall to do anything,” her father laughed mockingly. “Put your weapons down; she’ll finish her tantrum in a moment.”

      “This isn’t a tantrum!” Mikhali retorted. “This is years of you treating me like an idiot, treating me like less.”

      “You want to be treated like more? Like an equal? Prove that you deserve it. Your quarrel isn’t with me. It’s with the gods. Put the knife down and let’s go.”

      “Fine. I’m putting the knife down. But if you ever, ever, touch me again, they’ll be peeling you off the wall for weeks, and I’ll be the one wearing that dumb crown,” Mikhali growled.

      Her father started forward and chuckled at his daughter’s newfound assertiveness. “That’s the chutzpah you need to show. Now, let’s get out there and show these damn gods what you’re made of.”

      Mikhali merely slotted the knife back into her sheath and sighed. The next to last thing that she wanted to do was cause a family war, but the very last thing that she wanted was to be trapped in a city that she hated, with a title that meant absolutely nothing to her. She made a gap to let her father pass into the lead position, as was expected from the king of Memphairo.

      Elder Kader shook his head and held out one paw to indicate that he wanted Mikhali to take the lead, which she did—tentatively.

      There was only a small section of the hallway left for them to traverse, at the end of which was a great stone door adorned with quotes from great leaders of Memphairo’s past. Mikhali could hear a faint rumbling behind the door, as though there was a crowd cheering in an arena.

      Her father smiled at her. An evil kind of smile that painted itself across the face of a sadistic individual when they realised that they were about to inflict pain on another. All at once, Mikhali realised where they were; she understood what her father was about to send her into, and she knew that there was only one way out of Memphairo now.

      Air whooshed past as she plummeted down the hole that her father had just opened on the floor. His hand was still grasping the lever which he’d sharply twisted upwards, revealing his seat in the arena, with the best view of the action occurring below.

      Mikhali spilled out of the trapdoor tunnel and onto the sandy floor of the arena. She steadied herself before looking around and seeing an army of humans, elves, goblins, minotaurs and Sphinx warriors, all looking at her, holding various kinds of weaponry, and waiting for the signal to attack.

      Whilst it wasn’t her preferred option, she realised that her father cared about one thing and one thing only: displays of power. She could only see one way out of here, and it was through force.

      “Fine, let’s give ‘em a show,” she growled under her breath.

      As the front line stepped forward with their weapons raised, Mikhali shifted her weight forward, ready to pounce, and glanced over her shoulder at her father, who had taken his seat in the emperor’s section of the stadium. Her tail parted into three thinner yet equally fluffy tails behind her back. The tips of two of the tails were adorned with a hook structure similar to the stinger one might see on a scorpion. The tails outstretched in a display of dominance and willingness to attack. Her father smiled in his seat, seeing that his daughter was unwilling to be pushed around anymore. The fact that her display was a direct dissent to him was of no concern.

      Mikhali flicked her claws on each heavy paw and began to mutter an inaudible chant. Veins beneath her fur began to glow a lavender colour, flowing upwards towards her head until her eyes opened to reveal the same lilac aura filling her previously hazel orbs.

      Without warning, a flash of gold flew from the ground, throwing up sand all around it, obscuring the view of Mikhali from the audience and her father. When the dust settled, it became clear that Mikhali now floated two feet off the ground and was holding a heavy golden trident in her right paw. Sparks of lilac were shooting off her body and the staff of the weapon.

      The crowd cheered, assuming that this was part of the spectacle, and began to chant Mikhali’s name, seemingly as though the citizens of Memphairo had always been on Mikhali’s side, but had been reluctant to express their support for her out of fear of her father until now.

      With her newfound force, Mikhali looked back at her father one last time before turning to face her adversaries. This time her voice boomed, “Bring it on!”
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