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To high cheekbones.


Enchanter 1


Chapter 1

When I woke up, I was amazed that I had managed to fall asleep last night in the first place.

I was wide awake in an instant, and the realization dawned on me immediately — the understanding of what today would be.

The day of my class assignment ceremony had finally arrived…

I blinked, feeling a nervous churning in my gut as I winced at the bright morning light coming through the cracked windowpane of my dormitory at St. Ignatius Orphanage. Gentle light highlighted the uneven plaster on the walls. Soon, this place would be history…

I kicked away the thin blanket and swung my legs over the side of the cot. The worn wood of the floor was cold under my feet, but I barely registered it.

My mind was racing with a million thoughts, and my heart beat a little faster than usual. I tried to suppress the anxious thoughts creeping in — tried to focus on the task of waking up and getting ready for the day.

But I simply couldn’t keep the thoughts out…

What if my class was something useless? Or worse — what if it didn’t suit me at all? Everyone at the orphanage speculated about what they might get, but I’d kept my hopes quiet. Expecting too much from something like this could easily lead to disappointment.

But if I was being honest… Well, I couldn’t see myself as a burly tank, bashing in skulls with a mace. But it happened. People were sometimes assigned classes that didn’t suit them at all. Some of them adapted.

Others died.

I swallowed and tried to shake off the thoughts. Looking around, I saw how the other boys in the dorm stirred, some already dressing. They were excited — even the ones that didn’t have the ceremony today — for themselves or for their friends’ sakes.

Time to get to it, Wade…

I dressed quickly in the cleanest clothes I could find, a faded shirt and a patched pair of pants that were at least free of grime. Today wasn’t a day for looking like a ragamuffin, even if it was all I owned.

When I was dressed, I stepped out into the hallway and made my way toward the dining room. Breakfast at St. Ignatius was a predictable affair: a bowl of watery oatmeal with a chunk of day-old bread, served on mismatched plates and chipped bowls. The older kids joked that they’d been eating the same meal every day for a decade, but that joke was pretty close to actual truth.

The dining room buzzed with nervous energy as the other orphans scarfed down their portions, too excited or anxious to linger. Some were whispering about the ceremony, speculating about what classes might come their way. A boy at the far end of the table bragged that he was sure to get something like Paladin or Elementalist. I kept quiet, focusing on my food.

I hadn’t made a lot of friends during my time at St. Ignatius. And old for my age — an old soul, some people called it — most of the friends I had made had already come of age before me. They had received their classes from the System, and they had ventured out.

Nowadays, I was mostly left alone. Other kids knew that I would leave soon, so why invest in friendship? The bullies knew I was older and had stood my ground before, so they left me alone, too.

But I wasn’t lonely or sad. There was just a general sense of anticipation — a restless desire to start the next chapter of my life. And today, it would begin.

The bread was tough, and the oatmeal had lumps in it that I didn’t want to think too hard about, but I choked it down anyway. Wasting food here wasn’t an option, no matter how much my stomach turned. Sister Maribeth, one of the few staff members who hadn’t lost her patience with us, swept through the room with a ladle, refilling bowls for the younger ones.

“You excited, Wade?” asked Gregor, a stocky boy who always seemed to have something to say. He nudged me with his elbow as he sat down beside me, nearly knocking the bowl out of my hands.

“More like nervous,” I admitted, keeping my voice low. “What if I end up with something that doesn’t fit me?”

“Better than something evil,” Gregor said, his grin wide enough to show the gap where his front tooth used to be. “Heard that happened once to a kid a few years back. Poor guy got Necromancer. They took him away.” He looked around before he continued in a low voice, “They probably killed him or something.”

I nodded but said nothing. I had already thought about that possibility, and I knew I’d have one chance to run if it happened.

Still, I doubted the System could make you evil. If you got an evil class, there was probably something pretty wrong to start with…

When the bell rang, signaling it was time to leave for the ceremony, I was more than ready to get out of the cramped dining room. Nearly all of the boys made their way outside. Those who didn’t have their ceremony today still got leave to watch. There wasn’t much excitement in town, so the annual coming-of-age ceremonies were something that most people came out to see.

The path to the town hall was uneven, the cobblestones missing in places and grass poking through the gaps. Promise, Oregon, wasn’t much to look at, but it had its charm in the way everyone still clung to hope despite the decay. The wall that kept the monsters at bay loomed in the distance, and it reminded people of why we had to make the most of what little we had.

Out there were monsters — actual monsters. And even those with high levels would be tested. If the professors were to be believed, things had gotten a lot worse since the appearance of the Anomalous Zones and the War of Brothers — the civil war that had destroyed the Coalition of Elves and Men. And during the two centuries that had passed since then, things had only gotten worse.

It was as if something was brewing… Had been brewing for a while now.

The town hall of Promise stood at the heart of the village, its once-white façade cracked and crumbling. The west wing had completely collapsed. Inside, rows of wooden benches were already filling with villagers, all watching a shimmering orb on a platform. Parents sat alongside their children, each family full of nervous energy, either because one of their own would partake in the ceremony or just because of the general excitement people felt and shared at times like these.

But it wasn’t the familiar faces that drew my eyes today. Instead, I focused on the representatives.

A class on its own was no substitute for skill, and those who went at it on their own had a very low chance of survival — most wouldn’t even last outside of the walls of Promise unless they paid for transportation on a galephant or hired guards.

No, we needed training.

That was why the representatives were here. Men and women sent by their guilds, academies, universities, and you name it to scout potential recruits. After today, most of us would have a new place with them. The workings behind these places of learning were murky at best, with some schools contractually obligated to take on certain classes, while others chose freely or had a quorum they needed to attain, caring little for quality.

Either way, the representatives were the most impressive figures a place like the town hall of Promise, Oregon, would see in a year.

They were seated in an elevated section to the left of the platform, each one a striking figure in their own right. Closest to the orb sat a heavily armored knight, his silver-plated armor polished to a mirror shine. The emblem of crossed swords and a lion’s head was etched into his chest plate, marking him as a member of the Steel Vanguard. He sat rigidly, his gloved hands resting on the hilt of a massive broadsword planted between his boots.

Next to him lounged a woman in crimson robes embroidered with intricate flame motifs. Her hair was a wild mane of red and blonde, and her eyes burned with the same intensity as the glowing gems embedded in the staff she leaned against. She represented Huzencraft Academy, one of the largest magical academies in Seattle, and she seemed very bored to be here.

A slender man in deep green robes sat beside her, his features sharp and birdlike. A longbow rested against the back of his chair, and he had a quiver of arrows fletched with green feathers strapped across his shoulder. The emblem of a crescent moon and an owl adorned his chest — a symbol of the Verdant Order. He surveyed the crowd with care, as if he were mentally cataloging every face in the room.

Further along the row sat a woman dressed in sleek, dark leathers. Her hood was down, revealing a cascade of jet-black hair and a face that was simultaneously beautiful and unsettling, with pale skin and piercing violet eyes. Twin daggers hung at her hips, and she wore the mark of the Shadowveil Guild — a jagged crescent encircling a dagger.

And then, at the end of the line, sat the most enigmatic figure of all: a voluptuous woman in a skin-tight black dress that seemed to absorb the light around her. Her fiery red hair flowed over her shoulders, and the pointed witch hat atop her head somehow managed to look more regal than absurd. She carried an air of authority, and her emerald eyes swept the crowd with calculated precision.

Kay Krysfelt.

Among a lot of the young men enrolled in the academies for the arcane arts, she was something of a legend. Not just because she was excruciatingly attractive and sensual, somehow amplified by that air of authority, but because she led the place that most guys fantasized about like crazy.

The Krysfelt Academy for Girls.

It was one of the most prestigious schools in the entire Magocracy. The academy was known for producing some of the most powerful sorceresses in the region. The rumors I’d heard growing up painted it as a place of strict discipline and immense power, but its exclusivity made it unattainable for anyone outside its rigid boundaries. And those boundaries did not include boys.

And for that reason, there were a lot of other rumors going around as well. There were some very pretty women associated with Krysfelt Academy — Kay, but also Trixie, a well-known elven Arcane Archer… I remembered a few very… risqué drawings of both of them… together. They went around St. Ignatius, and all the guys wanted a copy.

Fantasy running wild. But I could see where it was all coming from. Kay breathed sensuality with every step. She would’ve been powerless to stop it even if she wanted to. Even in a nun outfit she would…

I swallowed.

Especially in a nun outfit…

Focus, Wade…

I shook off those images as I moved between the benches. I caught a few curious glances my way. A ward of the orphanage stood out like a smudge on a polished surface. I shuffled toward the group of youths from the orphanage, taking a spot near the back. We all waited in silence — even the loudest ones were too anxious to talk. The benches creaked under the weight of nervous bodies when we all turned to watch the Town Mage enter.

The Town Mage was a wiry old man named Vance who looked like he’d rather be anywhere else. I’d never had any interaction of significance with him, but he made me think of shattered dreams and forlorn hope. A man rooted in a small place; dreams smothered.

A man I did not want to become.

He shuffled to the front, dragging his feet as if the ceremony were a chore. His robes, stained with ink and ash, added to the impression of someone who had stopped caring. His staff, gnarled and splintered at the edges, seemed as ancient as the crumbling walls of the hall.

Vance cleared his throat, his voice a brittle rasp. “Let’s get on with it.”

So much for ceremony…

“First up, Arlen Matthis,” Vance barked.

A sandy-haired and muscular boy stepped forward. He squared his shoulders, but his hands trembled at his sides.

“Come here,” Vance said. “Hands on the orb.”

Young Arlen nodded and stepped forward. He gingerly placed his palm on the glowing orb at the center of the room. The crowd fell silent as the orb flickered, its light dimming for a moment before bursting into a radiant blue glow. Letters materialized in the air above it:

[Class assigned: Warrior]

A ripple of approval went through the crowd. One of the representatives, the burly man in plate armor, stood and beckoned Arlen over. “Well done,” the man boomed, clapping Arlen on the shoulder. “Welcome to the Steel Vanguard Academy.”

Arlen’s grin stretched ear to ear. The orb dimmed, and Vance adjusted his spectacles, scanning the next name on his parchment.

“Lina Corbett.”

A dark-haired girl with a focused expression approached the orb. She hesitated for a fraction of a second before pressing her hand to its surface. This time, the light that erupted was a fiery orange, swirling with streaks of gold. The letters above it read:

[Class assigned: Pyromancer].

Gasps filled the room, and several representatives leaned forward. The woman in crimson robes adorned with flame-like patterns stood and gestured for Lina to come forward. “Pyromancer, huh? Huzencraft would be honored to have you,” she said.

Lina looked almost giddy as she joined the woman, and the ceremony continued, each new class assignment bringing its own reactions from the crowd and the representatives. Some classes were met with polite applause — Hunter, Bard, Ranger — while others drew murmurs of envy or admiration, especially the magic classes. Representatives from the guilds and academies vied openly for some of the more promising youths, and their polished speeches and enticing offers made it clear that a bright future awaited those chosen.

Then there were the ones who received classes that earned only hushed whispers or pitying glances: Farmer, Laborer, Scholar, Scribe. Those youths slumped away from the orb, their faces pale, as the representatives paid them no mind. Their lives would be confined to the town, where they would fulfill mundane jobs. The best they could hope for was that someone would take note of their advancement and hire them for a city job — more pay but still no adventure. The fear of landing among their ranks clawed at my chest.

Of course, the orphans came last. Those born into the families of Promise, Oregon, came first, and when they had all had their classes assigned, excitement in the town hall dimmed. There was no one here to cheer for the handful of orphans who would get their classes, and I found that cruel. Many among us were alone because their parents had given their lives in defense of the town and the others.

But it was the way it was. It just made me more eager to leave Promise behind me as soon as I could.

The other two kids from the orphanage went first, both called by their first name and last name — Ignatius, as it was for all of us. They were assigned a Burglar and an Illusionist. The Illusionist was invited by Huzencraft, but the Burglar’s shoulders slumped as no one vied for him. He slipped away, but I did not watch him for long, because I was up next.

“Wade Ignatius,” Vance finally called.

I was the last, and some were already rising from their benches to leave. I paid them no heed. This was my moment, and the impoliteness of others wouldn’t ruin it.

My heart lurched. I swallowed hard, my legs feeling like lead as I made my way to the center of the room.

Vance nodded at the orb. It glowed faintly, its light almost inviting. “You know the drill,” the old Town Mage muttered.

This is it…

I stepped up and placed my palm against it.

For a moment, nothing happened. Then, warmth surged through my hand, spreading through my entire body. The orb began to glow, and it did so blindingly — in fact, it seemed much brighter than before.

An unsettled grunt from Vance confirmed my feeling that something was different, and a few gasps came from the benches as people blinked against the bright light of the orb. I didn’t know what it meant if it glowed more brightly — the light had seemed even through every assignment of class.

What was different now?

Then, letters appeared above the orb, shimmering in the light:

[Class assigned: Enchanter]

My breath caught.

An Enchanter?

I’d never seen that class assigned, and judging by the stunned faces around me, neither had anyone else. Sure, I knew it existed, but wasn’t it…?

I blinked.

Wasn’t it a class that had never been seen before among men?

Whispers broke out among the representatives, their polished masks of indifference cracking as they exchanged hurried glances.

“What?” Vance muttered, leaning closer to the orb. He adjusted his glasses, his brows furrowing. “E-Enchanter? This… this can’t be right.”

The fiery-haired woman in the witch hat leaned forward, her smirk widening. Her emerald eyes sparkled with what looked like interest — no, amusement. I wasn’t sure which was more unsettling.

Then, a notification popped up, and it drowned out the crowd. For a moment, I didn’t care one bit for what all these people were thinking, because my character sheet was revealed to me.

I focused and willed it to open, and text appeared before my eyes.

Wade Aurelius
Level 1 Enchanter

Attributes
Corpus: 4
Vita: 4
Mens: 6
Anima: 6

Stats
Weapon damage: (unarmed: 0) + (Corpus: 4) = 4
Defense: (unarmored: 0) + (Corpus: 4) = 4
Spell power: (no focus: 0) + (Mens: 6) = 6
Spell resistance: (no ward: 0) + (Mens: 6) = 6
Hit points: (no gear: 0) + (Vita x 5: 20) = 20
Mana: (no gear: 0) + (Anima x 5: 30) = 30

Abilities
Slot 1: Empty
Slot 2: Empty

I blinked hard, trying to make sense of it all. The surname Aurelius threw me — it wasn’t mine. The orphanage gave us all the surname Ignatius, a reminder of where we came from. Panic simmered for a moment, but when I focused on the wooden podium ahead of me, the interface vanished.

The murmuring grew louder. “An Enchanter? A male Enchanter?”

The Town Mage adjusted his glasses, his eyebrows rising higher than I’d ever seen. “It seems,” he began, his voice hoarse, “Ahem. It seems that Wade Igna… — Aurelius — here is the first male Enchanter on record.”

I looked over my shoulder. Every pair of eyes in the hall was fixed on me, including the red-haired woman’s. She smiled faintly, but it wasn’t warm — it was knowing, like she was piecing together a puzzle.

And it had something to do with me…


Chapter 2

The muttering and murmuring around me refused to die down, and I could feel their weight pressing in from all sides. Even Vance the Town Mage — who had come in looking like he wouldn’t even bat an eye if there had been a level 50 Frontier Summoner among today’s hopefuls — was staring at me wide-eyed.

An Enchanter. A male Enchanter.

The words repeated themselves in my head like an echo I couldn’t shake. What did it mean? Was there some kind of mistake? Could the System even make mistakes?

I stared at the ground, my thoughts racing. This wasn’t like getting Warrior or Bard or even a magic class like Pyromancer. Enchanter was… odd. Unfamiliar. Very little was known about them; all I knew was there had only ever been women — Enchantresses.

The reactions of the crowd told me it was more than just unusual — it was unprecedented. I could feel the gazes drilling into my back, each one adding to the knot of tension tightening in my chest.

I risked another glance at my interface, focusing to bring it back up. The shimmering text reappeared before my eyes.

Wade Aurelius
Level 1 Enchanter

Yup, it’s really what it says…

The name still didn’t sit right. Aurelius. Where had it come from? Why was it on my interface? Was it some kind of mix-up? Had the System taken me for someone else?

Or was this my real surname?

But the bigger question was the class itself. Enchanter. What did that even entail? I had no idea what abilities it might unlock, what spells I’d be able to cast, or how this would shape my future. I expected it was unlikely to be a lot of direct combat magic — instead, my mind leaned towards charms, compulsions, enchantments… stuff like that.

Before I could lose myself completely in the flood of questions, a voice cut through the murmurs like a blade.

“Enough.”

The hall fell silent.

She was standing now — Kay Krysfelt, the voluptuous woman in the skin-tight black dress and pointed witch hat. Her presence alone seemed to command the room. Every eye was drawn to her as if by an unseen force. Her emerald eyes locked onto mine, piercing through the haze of confusion in my mind.

She narrowed her eyes at me as if she could just sense where my thoughts were moving, and I cleared my throat and glanced away. Smirk on her plump lips, she stepped forward, and the crowd parted instinctively to let her through.

She moved with a predator’s grace, every step deliberate and unhurried. When she reached the platform, she addressed the room, her voice smooth but laced with an edge of irritation.

“While this situation is highly irregular,” she began with the ease of someone who regularly spoke to crowds, “the Krysfelt Academy operates under strict legal obligations. It is our mandate to extend an invitation to any individual assigned the class of Enchanter by the System, regardless of… other circumstances.”

The way she said “other circumstances” made it clear she wasn’t thrilled about this. Her gaze didn’t waver from me, and I felt like a bug pinned under glass.

“Mistress Krysfelt,” Vance croaked, adjusting his glasses. “Surely there’s some precedent for disregarding—”

“There isn’t,” she interrupted, her tone brooking no argument. “And even if there were, the System’s judgment supersedes all precedent. Krysfelt Academy will extend an invitation to Wade Aurelius.”

A ripple of surprise swept through the crowd. The name Aurelius again. It still didn’t feel like mine, but no one corrected her.

Kay turned her full attention to me now, her expression inscrutable. “Wade Aurelius, you are hereby invited to enroll at the Krysfelt Academy for Girls, located near the California Anomalous Zone.”

I froze. The California Anomalous Zone.

It was one of the most dangerous and unstable regions in the Magocracy, but also an excellent location for the study of the arcane arts. After all, the Anomalous Zones had changed magic and its rules. Being close to it was speculated to be one of the reasons why Krysfelt was such a good institution — plenty to study…

Kay’s emerald eyes narrowed slightly, as if gauging my reaction. “You should understand, this is not a request. The invitation is a formality. The System chose you, and so you are bound by law to join us. Whether you rise to meet the academy’s expectations — or crumble — is entirely up to you.”

The words landed like a hammer blow. A part of me wanted to argue, to push back against the sheer absurdity of it all. But the larger part of me — the part that had dreamed of escaping Promise, of seeing the world beyond these walls — felt something else.

Hope.

This was more than an invitation to an academy. It was a chance. A chance to leave behind the mundane and explore the possibilities of my newfound abilities. A chance to carve out a future I hadn’t even dared to imagine.

“I…” My voice cracked, and I swallowed hard. “I accept.”

Kay Krysfelt’s lips twitched, but it wasn’t quite a smile. “Good. Gather your things and meet me at the Old Arms in an hour. We leave as soon as possible.”

With that, she turned on her heels, her black dress swishing behind her as she strode out of the hall. And I couldn’t help but watch her… assets bounce in that dress as she trotted off.

Around me, the murmurs started up again, louder this time, but I barely heard them. My mind was already racing, the enormity of what had just happened settling in.

Krysfelt Academy. For girls. What had I just gotten myself into?


Chapter 3

I climbed the rickety stairs to the orphanage dormitory, my head still spinning.

An Enchanter.

The first male Enchanter on record. And now I was bound for Krysfelt Academy, a place I’d only heard about in hushed tones or bawdy jokes among older boys. It felt surreal, like someone else’s story.

But I was finally getting out of here — out of Promise. Truth be told, I was heading to the best of all the academies I’d seen represented today. I was certain that I stood to achieve the most.

But I expected it wouldn’t be easy… Kay didn’t seem very happy that she had to take me on, and I expected that — unlike the common fantasy — I was not headed to a place where girls were having pajama parties and pillow fights in their underwear all day.

I would deal with things as they came. One advantage of being raised an orphan was a certain… resilience. I’d been through hardships, and I knew what it meant to have to fight for one’s place. I wasn’t some bookish acolyte who’d been groomed all his life to become a mage.

I would manage.

Pushing open the door to the dormitory, I glanced around the room I’d called home for most of my life. It looked the same as ever — rows of narrow cots with threadbare blankets, the faint smell of damp wood hanging in the air. But now, knowing I’d never sleep here again, it felt different. Smaller, almost.

Now that I was a man, other boys would move in here. The place was done with me, and I was done with the place.

I pulled my bag from under the cot and began gathering what little possessions I had: two sets of patched clothes, a worn leather journal I’d found in a market stall years ago, and a few knickknacks that had seemed such valuable things not too long ago. Right now, I wondered if I should even pack them, but I decided to do so anyway. Who knew what might come in handy.

As I worked, the dormitory door creaked open, and I turned to see Seema stepping inside. Her golden hair practically shimmered in the midday light streaming through the cracked windows, and her amber eyes locked onto mine. She had that confident stride, the kind that made the wooden floor seem softer beneath her bare, padded feet as she practically bounced. Her tufted tail swiped left to right, and her fluffy lion ears stood perked upright.

She was one of the few kind ones who worked here — one of the few non-humans too. She and I had gotten along from the start because I saw her as more than just a bouncy lioness with the athletic thighs that made most of the other guys turn red. Sure, I saw those too, but she had been a friend to me from the start.

“Wade,” she said. “I heard something about the ceremony. You got your class?”

I nodded, tucking my journal into the bag. “Yeah. Enchanter.”

Her brows shot up, and her tufted ears flicked forward with interest. “Enchanter?” she repeated. “So the rumors are true… I thought that was only for…” She trailed off, the sharp tip of her tail flicking as she studied me, her lips quirking into a grin.

“Women,” I finished for her. “Yeah. Apparently, the System doesn’t care about that anymore. Maybe it never did.”

Her grin widened, revealing sharp teeth, and she let out a low, rumbling chuckle. “Well, look at you! That’s huge, Wade! I always knew you had something special in you.” She stepped closer, folding her arms under her ample chest. She was wearing a short top, revealing her clearly defined abs. “So, what does it mean? What’s the plan?”

I sighed, sitting on the edge of my cot and running a hand through my hair. “I have no idea. All I know is that it means I’m leaving. Mistress Krysfelt was at the ceremony. She’s taking me to her academy today.”

Seema blinked, her grin fading as she processed what I’d said. “But… Most stick around for a few days at least. You’re leaving today already?” Her tail stilled for a moment, and her ears flicked back slightly.

I nodded again. “In an hour. She said to meet her at the Old Arms Inn.”

The silence that followed felt heavier than it should have been, and for a brief moment, I thought I might’ve upset her. Then, in a flash of movement, she crossed the room in three quick strides. “You’re not getting away that easily, Wade,” she growled playfully, grabbing me and pulling me into a crushing hug.

Her powerful arms wrapped around me, her thick mane brushing against my face as I was smothered against her chest. Her scent was warm, musky, and familiar, and while I could barely breathe under her strength, I didn’t care. Hugs like these were a fine way to get smothered.

“I’m so proud of you,” she said, her voice vibrating in her chest. Her claws lightly raked over my back — not threatening, just an instinctive motion of affection. “But… I’m gonna miss you, Wade. This place won’t be the same without you.”

I swallowed as I wrapped my arms around her muscular frame. “I’ll miss you too, Seema,” I managed to croak. “You’ve always been there for me.”

She pulled back slightly, her hands gripping my shoulders. Her amber eyes bored into mine, soft but full of that fiery spirit I’d always admired. “Damn right!” she said with a cheeky grin. “And don’t you forget that, alright? And don’t you dare be a stranger. You’re going to some fancy academy, but you’d better write — at the very least.”

“I will,” I promised, smiling despite myself.

She stepped back, her tail swishing behind her as she grinned again. “And don’t let those big-shot mages boss you around too much. You’re still Wade.”

With one last rumbling laugh, she grabbed the top of my head and ruffled my hair roughly, her claws just barely brushing my scalp. “You’d better get moving. Mistress Krysfelt doesn’t seem like the patient type, if the stories are to be believed.”

I chuckled as she finally stepped away. She watched me as I finished gathering up my things. Then, with one last glance around the room, I hoisted my bag over my shoulder, feeling its light weight. Two sets of patched clothes and a few keepsakes. That was my life, packed up in one small bundle.

Seema leaned against the doorframe, watching me with a soft smile. “Go show them what you’re made of, cub.”

Her parting words stayed with me as I made my way down the hall and out the front door.

The orphanage loomed behind me as I stood by the gate, its sagging roof and cracked walls no less familiar, even now. I rested a hand on the peeling wood, letting my eyes linger for a moment.

“Goodbye,” I murmured, more to myself than to the building.

Turning on my heel, I headed down the path toward town. The Old Arms Inn waited, and with it, Mistress Krysfelt. The thought sent a flutter of nerves through my chest, but I pushed it aside.
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The Old Arms Inn stood at the edge of Promise. The Irish-style pub was one of the few lively spots in town, its doors always swinging with patrons eager for a pint and a story. It was also the oldest place around, as far as anyone knew.

As I approached, the sounds of conversation and the occasional burst of laughter spilled into the street. But even from the outside, I could feel that it was different for me today. Life in Promise would continue, but I was leaving.

Inside, the warm light from oil lamps and a crackling hearth illuminated dark wood furniture and walls plastered with faded posters. The air smelled of roasted meat, ale, and faintly of old cigars. Heads were turned in one direction, but they weren’t looking at me.

Kay Krysfelt sat at a table near the corner, her striking red hair cascading over her shoulders and her pointed hat set neatly beside her. Her skin-tight black dress clung to her curves, catching the flickering light in a way that seemed almost magical. And maybe it was — everything about her seemed crafted to hold attention, from her emerald eyes to the smirk that teased at the corners of her lips. Every move signaled disinterest and power in a casual and subconscious manner. Everything about her said, here is a woman who is in control.

My mind reeled for a moment, naughty images surfacing, and I shook them off by focusing my gaze elsewhere.

I saw that the men at the bar were not subtle. They whispered in hushed tones, stealing glances at Kay with expressions that ranged from fear to desire. Some were probably admiring her for her reputation as one of the most powerful Enchantresses in the Magocracy. But let’s be honest — most of them were staring for the other obvious reason.

And I couldn’t blame them.

She saw me the moment I entered, her gaze cutting through the crowd like a razor. The corner of her mouth twitched upward, but her eyes remained cold. I felt a flutter of nerves — part excitement, part dread. At this point, I wasn’t sure if she was just going to blow me up once we’d left town to be rid of me.

Still, she was the only bet I had… And then there was the whole ‘legally obligated to join Krysfelt’-thing.

I took a breath and walked over, doing my best to look composed. As I reached her table, she gestured to the chair across from her with an impatient flick of her hand.

“Sit,” she said, her tone clipped.

I obeyed, lowering myself into the chair as the conversations around us resumed, though the occasional stolen glance reminded me we were still the center of attention.

“Let’s get a few things straight,” she began, her voice low. “Your attendance at Krysfelt Academy is going to be… unconventional. You are the only male the academy has ever admitted, and I expect it to stay that way.”

Her words were sharp, but I caught the faintest edge of annoyance beneath them, as if she’d been forced into this situation against her will.

“Why is that such a big deal?” I asked, trying to keep my voice steady.

She raised an eyebrow, her emerald eyes narrowing slightly. “Because Krysfelt was designed specifically for women. Everything, from its curriculum to its dormitories, operates on that premise. Your presence will disrupt the dynamic, to say the least.”

I nodded, but before I could say anything else, she continued.

“Then there’s the matter of the beastfolk,” she said, her gaze boring into me. “All our students are beastfolk or other non-humans. I don’t know how familiar you are with their… physiology, but I’ll be blunt.” She leaned back in her chair, her tone growing colder. “When they go into heat, their appetites can be… voracious.”

I swallowed hard, my face flushing as the implications of her words hit me.

“Fortunately,” she added, almost as an afterthought, “their cycles sync up while they’re at the academy, which allows us to take certain precautions when the… ahem, time comes around. But if you’re not careful—”

“Understood,” I said quickly, though my heart was pounding. The thought of a pack of beastfolk women with “voracious appetites” was both alarming and… well, let’s just say I was conflicted.

She smirked, as if she could read my thoughts. “Good. I’d rather not have to deal with that kind of drama.” She cleared her throat. “Apart from that, even outside periods of heat, you will be a distraction.” She leaned forward, and I did my honest best not to let my gaze shift to the slight jiggle that brought about. “Distractions and cutting-edge research into the most volatile magics do not mix well.”

“I understand,” I said.

She gave a barely perceptible nod. “We’ll be taking the Nocturnal Express tonight. It’s a sleeper train, so we’ll be able to rest during the journey and arrive at the academy by morning.”

“Why not just teleport?” I asked, genuinely curious.

She sighed, rolling her eyes as if the question annoyed her. “Teleportation requires a strong magical core. You’re barely Level 1, Wade. Even a short-range teleport would exhaust you, assuming you didn’t pass out from the strain. Teleporting to Krysfelt would tear you apart faster than a mob of the beastfolk girls in heat could.”

I swallowed as images surfaced again. I was pretty sure she was doing this on purpose — or so the little light in her green lookers told me.

“Alright,” I said, finding my voice hoarse.

“Good. For now, mundane travel will have to do.”

“Right,” I said, nodding.

She glanced toward the door. “We’re not traveling alone, by the way. I’ve already collected students from farther north. They’re waiting for us at the station in Chemult, where we’ll board the train together.”

“All of them new recruits?”

“Yes,” she said flatly, and some annoyance slipped into her voice. Maybe it was because I was talking to her casually, like an equal. I never stooped to anyone and wasn’t about to start doing that now.

And I bet she was used to something else.

She cleared her throat. “There is no need to ask too many questions, Wade. Stick to following instructions, and we’ll get along just fine.”

Her words stung a little, but I held back a retort. She was in charge for now, and pushing back wouldn’t get me anywhere. But she could bet her — admittedly fine — ass that I would ask questions when I had them.

She looked me up and down, and I believe she could see that I wasn’t buying into it, but she decided not to press on. “Since we’re on a schedule, I suggest we leave now.” Her emerald eyes narrowed slightly. “Unless you have something more urgent?”

I shook my head and rose, suppressing a lot of witty retorts that I would have personally found quite funny here. “I’m ready to leave.”

She gave me a curt nod, then turned and strode toward the door, her heels clicking against the wooden floor. The murmurs from the patrons grew louder as we passed, their eyes following her every move. A few whispered about her reputation, but most seemed fixated on her striking appearance.

I followed a step behind her, feeling oddly out of place. It wasn’t the stares — though there were plenty of those. It was walking beside someone like Kay Krysfelt, who carried herself with such authority that she seemed to belong in a palace, not a rundown pub in Promise.

This was now the company I kept…


Chapter 4

The gatehouse of Promise came into view. It was a squat stone building flanked by the town’s sturdy walls. Those walls were high and strong — one of the things that no expenses were spared on. After all, if the monsters got in, there would be such a massacre that it was unlikely Promise would ever recover.

There were a lot of towns that had suffered exactly that fate out there. The territories of the former United States of America held more ghost towns than they did living ones.

I swallowed as I watched the gatehouse. This was as far as I’d ever gone. Beyond it was the unknown — the wilderness that everyone talked about but rarely dared to enter without an armed escort. My steps faltered slightly as we neared the gates, but Kay didn’t pause, and her heels clicked against the cobblestones — I had no idea how she could navigate uneven ground on those things — as she led me toward the exit of the town I had spent my life in.

The gates were open, and standing just outside the gates was a creature that inspired awe even though I had seen one fairly often.

Like all Galephants, this one was massive, easily more than one-and-a-half times the size of an elephant. Its thick, wrinkled hide was a dull gray, streaked with dirt and grime. Two trunks, one on each of its heads, swayed lazily as it stood in place, and its tusks gleamed faintly in the fading light. The air around it smelled like damp earth and something far less pleasant — like a barn that hadn’t been cleaned in weeks.

Kay glanced back at me, smirking slightly at my reaction. “You look like this is your first time seeing a Galephant?”

“I’ve seen them before,” I said as we approached, the stench making my nose wrinkle. “But I’ve never been on one, and I don’t know too much about them.”

“A Galephant,” she said simply, gesturing toward the creature. “They’ve been used as beasts of burden since the Upheaval. Most of the Magocracy is overrun with wandering monsters, and roads are too dangerous for most travelers, even those with classes. These beasts are one of the few reliable ways to get from town to town. Monsters tend to avoid them, and the — usually dwarven — guards that run the Galephants make sure that those monsters who try end up dead anyway.”

Even though education at the orphanage had not been the best, everyone still knew about the Upheaval. It had been a cataclysmic event — a merging of two worlds, Earth and Tannoris, about two-and-a-half centuries ago. The dimensions merged and combined, which resulted in the destruction of much of both worlds.

But the Upheaval also introduced magic and strange races to Earth, as well as weird Dungeons, strange places, and terrible monsters. Most importantly, it introduced the System, which bestowed classes on some and, in a way, managed magic and advancement. Although the System had changed since then, it remained in principle, governing who would have the tools to become a magic-user or great warrior or both, and who would not…

I stared at the Galephant, both fascinated and repulsed. “And it’s safe?”

“As safe as anything can be out here,” she replied. “Just don’t stand behind it, and you’ll be fine.”

The Galephant let out a low, rumbling bellow as we approached, and three dwarves approached us, laughing and shouting to each other in a rough, gravelly dialect. They were stocky and muscular, their beards braided with copper rings, and they wore patched leather gear that looked like it had seen better days. But I knew they were high-leveled adventurers — nothing about them was pomp or for show.

“Ah, there she is!” one of the dwarves shouted, his voice loud enough to carry over the noise of the Galephant. “Mistress Krysfelt, right on time.”

Kay gave a curt nod. “Ready to go, Balric?”

“Aye, ready and waiting,” the dwarf replied, his grin widening as his eyes darted over her figure. “Though I’d not mind waitin’ a bit longer if it meant yer company, milady.”

The other dwarves chuckled, and another chimed in, “Don’t suppose you’d join us for a pint after, eh? We could make it a proper party.”

Kay’s expression didn’t change, her gaze as cold and sharp as ever. “Just get us to Chemult,” she said, her tone making it clear she wasn’t interested in banter.

The dwarves laughed again, unbothered by her dismissal. “Aye, as you wish,” Balric said, slapping the side of the Galephant. “Ladder’s round the side. Climb on up, and we’ll be off.”

Kay moved toward the ladder without another word, and I followed, trying not to look too much like a wide-eyed newbie. The ladder creaked under her weight as she climbed, and I couldn’t help but notice the sway of her hips as she ascended. I glanced away quickly, focusing on the task of not slipping on the rungs.

The howdah on the Galephant’s back was a simple wooden platform with a low railing and a few padded seats. Kay was already seated, her posture elegant even in this strange setting. I lowered myself onto the bench across from her, gripping the edge of the platform as the Galephant shifted beneath us.

The stench was stronger up here, but the view was incredible. The walls of Promise seemed smaller already, and I could see the wilderness stretching out in every direction, a vast expanse of untamed forest and rolling hills.

“Overwhelmed?” Kay asked, raising an eyebrow.

“A little,” I admitted.

She smirked faintly. “You’d better get used to it. This is just the beginning.”

One of the dwarves shouted a command, and the Galephant lurched forward with a groaning rumble. I gripped the railing tightly as the platform swayed, the massive creature’s footsteps shaking the ground beneath it.

“It’ll take us about two hours to reach Chemult,” Kay said, leaning back in her seat. “Once we’re there, we’ll board the Nocturnal Express. That’s when the real journey begins.”

I nodded, trying to process everything. The Galephant’s steady, rhythmic gait was oddly soothing, and as we moved further away from Promise, the enormity of the moment began to sink in.

This was it. I was leaving. And I doubted I would ever come back.
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The Galephant swayed beneath us as it lumbered on. Its massive feet thudded against the uneven path with a steady rhythm, while the wilderness stretched out before us, a patchwork of dense forest and rolling hills, broken only by the occasional dirt trail.

For a while, neither of us spoke. Kay seemed content to let the silence hang in the air, her gaze fixed ahead as the wind played with her hair. The dwarves were hard at work, leading the Galephant and escorting us, making sure that they saw anything and everything that might pose a threat to our little convoy. I understood the expenses of running a convoy like this were considerable.

Kay broke the quiet as I was taking a stab at making the calculations. “How are you feeling?” she asked.

I blinked, startled by the question. Her tone was still cold, but there was a faint undercurrent of curiosity. I believed part of her actually cared.

“Honestly?” I said, leaning back slightly. “Confused. Unsure. Everything’s moving so fast, and I don’t know what it all means. My class, my stats… all of it.”

Kay glanced at me, raising an eyebrow. “Stats. Right. You saw your character sheet when it was revealed to you, yes?”

I nodded. “It popped up after the ritual. But I don’t fully understand what any of it means.”

She sighed, the sound faintly exasperated. “That’s understandable. They don’t teach much of this at places like St. Ignatius in Promise, Oregon, do they?”

“No,” I admitted.

“Fine,” she said, folding her arms. “Let’s start with the basics. You noticed your attributes — Corpus, Vita, Mens, and Anima?”

“Yeah,” I said, nodding.

“Corpus and Vita,” she began, her tone matter-of-fact, “represent your physicality. Corpus is your raw strength, power, and speed. It influences how hard you can hit someone — or something — and how well you can evade and mitigate physical damage. Vita, on the other hand, is your endurance. It determines your hit points, which means how much punishment you can take before you collapse.”

I nodded as she paused to let that sink in. I was familiar with the concept of hit points, but I hadn’t known about Corpus. Some of the boys at the orphanage had talked about stats, but never with any true understanding — just the speculation of excitable kids.

“Corpus and Vita are obviously important for classes that focus on physical combat — Warriors, Paladins, Rangers. But at Krysfelt, they’re not the primary focus. That said, some of the girls do prioritize them, depending on their style of combat. A Battlemage, for instance, might rely heavily on Corpus in addition to Mens and Anima.”

“Okay,” I said, frowning slightly as I tried to piece it all together. “So what are Mens and Anima?”

“Those are where most of your focus will lie,” Kay continued. “Mens represents intellect and mental acuity. It determines your raw magical power — how effective your spells are offensively and defensively. But be clear about this: a high Mens score doesn’t mean you’re actually intelligent. I’ve seen people with Mens in the hundreds who were complete morons.”

I couldn’t help but smirk at her bluntness.

“Anima,” she went on, ignoring my reaction, “is your spiritual energy. It governs your connection to mana, the lifeblood of magic. A higher Anima means a larger mana pool and better control over magical effects. Together, Mens and Anima determine the strength and efficiency of your magic.”

I nodded again, starting to feel a little more grounded. “That helps. What about abilities? The slots I have are blank.”

“As they should be,” Kay said, her tone turning slightly impatient. “Abilities — spells — are unlocked through skillbooks. The academy will provide you with a few essentials to get started. Beyond that, you’ll need to earn or purchase more as you progress.”

“Purchase them?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said. “We operate on a credit system at Krysfelt. Extracurricular Krysfelt credits, or Kredits, as the students call them. You can earn Kredits by completing assignments, helping with research, researching and copying skillbooks, or participating in sanctioned duels. Kredits can be exchanged for skillbooks, potions, and other resources to advance your studies.”

“That’s… actually kind of cool,” I admitted.

Kay gave a faint smirk. “It’s effective. It teaches resourcefulness and competition, both of which are critical to your success as a mage.”

I glanced out at the forest again, my thoughts racing. This was all so different from anything I’d ever known. The structured way she explained it, the opportunities it hinted at — it was overwhelming, but exciting.

“Anything else I should know?” I asked.

Kay gave a wry chuckle, no doubt at the businesslike sound of my voice. Perhaps she was beginning to find it entertaining that I wasn’t forming up to be another stooge. She sat poised as ever, her emerald eyes focused ahead, though her words were directed at me. “There are some more things,” she said.

I nodded, leaving it up to her to decide if she wanted to go into them. While I was curious, I felt there was a power balance here — something for me to handle with care — and my years as an orphan had taught me that silent confidence was always a good way to assert power. I had asked her, and if she was hoping that her vague allusion to ‘more things’ would get me to lean in all wide-eyed like a puppy and repeat my question, she was mistaken.

She was silent for a moment, her chuckle fading, before she continued on her own. “Krysfelt Academy,” she began, “sits on the edge of one of the most dangerous regions in the Magocracy — the California Anomalous Zone. Most students call it the Cali AZ.”

I frowned. “I’ve heard of the Anomalous Zones before, but no one’s ever really explained them. What are they, exactly?”

She nodded. “You wouldn’t have learned much about them in Promise. The knowledge is closely guarded, and what people outside the academies and guilds know is often exaggerated or flat-out wrong.” She straightened, her tone turning measured, almost clinical. “The first Anomalous Zone appeared about two centuries ago, shortly after the legendary reign of the Summoner King. No one knows exactly what caused it, but it’s as though reality itself began to break down in certain places. Strange creatures emerged from these Anomalous Zones, and new Dungeons began to bleed out of them.”

“New Dungeons?” I asked.

“Yes. We had many from the Upheaval — when Earth merged with the world of Tannoris. As you likely know, the Upheaval is what introduced elves and dwarves, beastkin, and monsters to Earth.”

I gave a curt nod. That was common knowledge. Before the Upheaval, there had been no System, no classes, no magic. I couldn’t imagine a world like that. And I didn’t want to.

“The areas the Upheaval introduced, however, were stable, whereas the Anomalous Zones are not. They are unstable, chaotic spaces where the rules of magic — and physics — don’t always apply. They’re like wounds in the fabric of the world, and their Dungeons are part of the… infection. The creatures that come out of them range from bizarre to outright nightmarish. And worst of all, the AZs expand.”

The thought sent a chill down my spine. “They grow?”

“Yes,” Kay said grimly. “Slowly, but steadily. And new Zones have been known to appear, often in remote or uninhabited areas. Krysfelt Academy was built to study the Cali AZ — one of our continent’s biggest — and to prepare new generations of spellcasters to deal with its threats.”

I leaned forward slightly, absorbing her words. “But… why did they appear? Why did the AZs start appearing after the Summoner King’s reign?”

“That’s the question, isn’t it?” Kay said, her smirk returning, though it lacked warmth. “The Summoner King wielded magic unlike anything seen before or since. Some theorize that his disappearance — his so-called departure — left a void that destabilized the world. Others believe his actions directly caused the AZs, though there’s no evidence to support that. What we do know is that his absence weakened the Coalition of Humans and Elves to the point that the War of Brothers broke out, shattering the Coalition into smaller factions.”

“The War of Brothers,” I murmured. We all had learned about that terrible conflict that changed our world for good and began a period of fragmentation.

“Yes,” she said. “That War of Brothers is why the world looks the way it does today. The Coalition fractured into smaller realms, many bound by Bloodlines — dynasties of old magic users. The Magocracy of California, the Republic of Cascadia, the Crimson Dominion, and so on. It’s also when the AZs began to influence the System itself.”

I blinked. “The System changed?”

“Drastically,” Kay said, her tone sharpening. “Two hundred years ago, classes like Summoner and Elementalist were far less common. Most people lived in walled settlements, protected by those who did have classes. But the classes changed, became more common, and the AZs altered the flow of magic in ways no one fully understands. Some classes disappeared entirely, while others were… twisted.”

“Twisted?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper.

Kay nodded. “Their capabilities shifted, and their rarity altered. Enchanter was once a supportive class tied to charm magic. Now, it’s one of the most potent magic classes in existence, though few understand its full potential. That’s why you’re coming to Krysfelt. To study. To learn. We host many classes, but we seek out Enchanters wherever we can. We have something of a… monopoly on educating them. And even so, we have only two, and that’s counting you.” The corners of her plump lips turned slightly down. “Although they are always girls… up until now.”

Her words hung in the air. I’d grown up in a small, sheltered town, with only vague notions of the dangers and complexities of the wider world. Now, here I was, leaving everything I knew behind to confront threats I could barely comprehend.

I looked out at the endless expanse of wilderness, my thoughts a jumble of awe and apprehension. “This is… a lot,” I admitted, my voice quiet.

Kay smirked faintly, though her eyes held no mirth. “It should be. The world’s a much bigger place than you realized, Wade. And it’s about time you started seeing it.”

I nodded, gripping the railing of the howdah as the Galephant lumbered onward. My mind was churning by now, and my stomach felt light as a feather.

As the Galephant continued its steady march, Kay kept her eyes closely on me. Every new thing she had told me peeled back a layer of the world I thought I understood, revealing something deeper, stranger, and far more dangerous.

After a moment of silence, another question bubbled up to the surface. I hesitated, then decided to go for it. “Why does Krysfelt only admit women?”

Kay’s emerald eyes flicked toward me, narrowing slightly. “You’re full of questions, aren’t you?” she said, her tone cool.

“I’m just trying to understand,” I replied evenly, meeting her gaze. “If I’m going to spend years at this place, I’d like to know what I’m walking into.”

She tilted her head, studying me for a moment before leaning back against the railing of the howdah. “Fine,” she said at last. “Krysfelt Academy was founded by my great-grandmother, Clara Krysfelt, over a century ago. She was a mage of considerable power and a visionary of her time, but she was also uncompromising in her beliefs.”

“What beliefs?” I asked.

“That men are distractions,” Kay said bluntly. “Especially for beastfolk females during their heat cycles. My great-grandmother believed that men, by their very nature, disrupted the discipline and focus required to study magic at the highest level. She envisioned Krysfelt as a sanctuary of learning, a place where young women could hone their skills without interference.”

I nodded slowly, trying to process that. “And everyone just… went along with that?”

Kay’s lips twitched into a faint, humorless smile. “She had the power to enforce her vision, and the results spoke for themselves. Krysfelt produced some of the most powerful and skilled mages of her generation. The academy gained a reputation for excellence, and over time, her philosophy became tradition. That’s how it’s been ever since.”

“Until now,” I pointed out.

Her gaze sharpened, her emerald eyes practically drilling into me. “Yes, until now. And don’t think for a moment that everyone at Krysfelt is happy about it. You’ll have a lot to prove, Wade. More than most.”

I swallowed hard as her words sank in. “So, to you, men are just… unnecessary distractions?”

Kay smirked faintly, though her eyes remained cold. “That’s putting it mildly. My great-grandmother would have said men are useful for two things: war and perpetuating the species. Everything else is a waste of time and energy.”

I tried not to let my face show the sting of that remark, but Kay must have noticed something because her smirk widened slightly. For a moment, I wondered if she, too, believed that or if she had just said it to get a response out of me. I said nothing, deciding not to take the bait — if that was what it was.

“Relax,” she said, waving a hand dismissively. “She was a product of her time, and I don’t share all of her views. But the principles she built the academy on have endured for a reason. Distraction is the enemy of progress, Wade. Keep that in mind.”

I nodded, though inwardly I couldn’t help but think about the irony of her statement. If all the women at Krysfelt looked and dressed like Kay, I’d be the one fighting distractions, not the other way around. The thought sent a ripple of heat through me, and I quickly shifted my focus back to the wilderness, hoping she didn’t notice.

Kay didn’t say anything else, just snapped her fingers. A faint shimmer in the air coalesced into a leather-bound book, which she caught mid-air with a practiced motion. Without so much as glancing at me, she opened it and began reading, her posture as composed as ever. It was as clear a signal as any that our conversation was over.

Taking the hint, I leaned back against the railing of the howdah, letting my gaze wander over the passing scenery. The Galephant trudged onward, its dual trunks swaying in lazy synchronization as the forest stretched out around us. The dwarves moved with purpose below, calling out commands and keeping a sharp eye on the trail ahead. Occasionally, one would laugh or bark something in their rough dialect, but for the most part, they seemed focused.

The rhythmic sway of the howdah and the thud of the Galephant’s massive feet were strangely soothing, and I found myself thinking back to my character sheet. With a thought, I willed it into view, the familiar shimmer of text appearing before my eyes.

Wade Aurelius
Level 1 Enchanter

Attributes
Corpus: 4
Vita: 4
Mens: 6
Anima: 6

Stats
Weapon damage: (unarmed: 0) + (Corpus: 4) = 4
Defense: (unarmored: 0) + (Corpus: 4) = 4
Spell power: (no focus: 0) + (Mens: 6) = 6
Spell resistance: (no ward: 0) + (Mens: 6) = 6
Hit points: (no gear: 0) + (Vita x 5: 20) = 20
Mana: (no gear: 0) + (Anima x 5: 30) = 30

Abilities
Slot 1: Empty
Slot 2: Empty

I studied the numbers, trying to make sense of them now that I had Kay’s explanations to guide me. The low Corpus and Vita confirmed what I already suspected — I wasn’t built for brute force or physical endurance. But Mens and Anima were higher, and those were the ones that mattered most for magic.

I frowned slightly, my mind racing with possibilities. What kind of spells would I be able to cast? Kay had said that Enchanters were rare and powerful, but I still didn’t know what that meant for me. Would I be weaving illusions? Casting hexes? Or something else entirely?

The thought both excited and unnerved me. My life in Promise had been small, predictable. Now, the road ahead was wide open, full of opportunities — and dangers — I couldn’t begin to fathom.

Closing the interface with a thought, I leaned back against the railing again, staring out at the endless stretch of forest.


Chapter 5

The Galephant emerged from the dense forest with a slow, steady gait, its massive feet crunching over the loose gravel of the path. As the trees began to thin, the town of Chemult came into view ahead, its walls rising like those of Promise. But even this distance couldn’t hide the wear and tear on its gates and battlements. Smoke from a few chimneys curled lazily into the sky.

I shifted in my seat, leaning forward to get a better look. Chemult was larger than Promise, but the two towns felt eerily similar — like reflections of the same struggle to hold onto civilization in the face of the wilderness. The roads leading into town were well-worn, marked by years of carts and Galephants trudging over the same routes. The walls were reinforced with heavy timbers, and the gate was flanked by watchtowers that looked ready to collapse if a stiff breeze hit them just right, although I was sure they were sturdier than they looked.

At least, I hoped so for the sake of Chemult’s people.

Kay’s voice broke the silence. “There it is,” she said flatly, not bothering to hide her lack of enthusiasm. “Welcome to Chemult. Don’t expect much.” She glanced at me, her emerald eyes narrowing slightly as if daring me to comment.

The Galephant groaned as it came to a halt just outside the gates, its trunks swaying lazily. The dwarves below began their usual chorus of barking commands and rough banter, moving quickly to secure the beast.

Kay rose from her seat with a practiced motion, snapping her fingers to make her book disappear in a faint shimmer. “Come on,” she said curtly, already heading for the ladder.

I climbed down the ladder after her, trying to keep my footing on the swaying rungs. The smell of the Galephant’s hide lingered, a mixture of damp earth and sweat that clung to the air. When my boots hit the dirt, I looked around, taking in the sight of Chemult.

The walls of the town were solid and high, much like the ones in Promise. The gates stood open, revealing streets lined with weathered buildings and overgrown patches of greenery. Smoke drifted lazily from a few chimneys, and the air was warmer now that we were out from under the canopy.

Kay started walking toward the gates without waiting for me, her heels clicking against the dirt path.

“Is this what all towns look like?” I asked, falling into step behind her.

She glanced back briefly. “Most poor ones, yes. All of the north of the Magocracy is full of places like this — barely hanging on, patching up walls, and eking out a living. It is hardly an existence.”

“That’s a little harsh,” I said before I could stop myself.

Kay shrugged. “It’s not harsh. It’s reality. Look around you, Wade. Do you see thriving markets? Clean streets? Proper infrastructure? No. This is what stagnation looks like.”

I frowned but said nothing, glancing around at the quiet streets and weathered buildings.

“In SoCal,” she continued, “you’ll find proper towns and cities. The wealth of the Magocracy is concentrated there. Places like Promise and Chemult?” She shrugged, her tone dismissive. “They’re relics. Remnants of a world that couldn’t adapt.”

Her words stung. I had never felt a particularly strong bond to Promise, but I knew good people there. I didn’t appreciate her calling them relics. “People are doing their best there,” I said.

Kay shrugged. “Doing their best, perhaps. But that doesn’t change the fact that their best isn’t good enough. Progress doesn’t wait for anyone, Wade. If you can’t keep up, you get left behind.”

I bit back the retort that rose to my lips. It wasn’t worth it. Whatever her opinion of places like Promise and Chemult, I wasn’t going to change her mind with words. Still, I was also fairly sure it was partially a charade. Life in an orphanage was not easy, and I had met my fair share of people who had resolved to opinions like these to defend themselves and make themselves look and sound tougher. And if my people radar was working in the slightest, Kay was doing just that …

Kay must have noticed my silence because her smirk softened slightly. “Don’t take it personally,” she said. “You’re leaving, aren’t you? That means you’re not one of the ones stuck here.”

I gave a small nod. We would leave it at that — for now. Even though I knew she would be miles from me in the hierarchy of the academy, I was hoping there would be a chance to get to know her better, and not just for the obvious reasons.

As we passed through the gates, the streets of Chemult opened up before us. The few people we passed looked weary, their eyes downcast as they hurried about their business. A group of children played in an alley with a scuffed ball, their laughter carrying through the air.

Kay led the way with purpose, her gaze fixed on the path ahead. “The train departs in about an hour,” she said without looking back. “The station’s not far.”

When we reached it, I couldn’t hide my disappointment. It was little more than a platform with a small warming shelter off to one side. The wood looked weathered and splintered, and the shelter’s tin roof had patches of rust.

“This is it?” I asked.

“What did you expect?” Kay said. “A grand terminal with marble floors? You’re in Chemult, Wade. This is what passes for a station out here.”

Before I could respond, a loud commotion drew my attention. A group of rough-looking men stood near the platform, gesturing aggressively at a cluster of people they had surrounded. Their voices were loud and belligerent, though I couldn’t make out what they were saying.

In the parking lot nearby, flames flickered as a car burned, thick black smoke rising into the air.

“What’s going on?” I asked, my stomach tightening at the sight.

Kay’s expression darkened, and she cursed under her breath. “Stay close,” she said sharply. “And don’t do anything stupid.”

She quickened her pace, and I followed without hesitation, my heart pounding as we approached the group of people arguing loudly.


Chapter 6

The Chemult station came into full view as we approached, and Kay was already striding ahead, her pace brisk as the commotion near the platform grew louder. A group of men — half a dozen at least — stood clustered near three women who were unmistakably monster girls. The men’s shouting filled the air, punctuated by wild gestures and the occasional obscenity.

Now, this could be many things. I knew that some humans disliked the monster races, even though the monster races had been part of Earth since the Upheaval — two and a half centuries ago. That dislike could run deep, and it was linked to some historical events that had seen monster races pitted against humans, including the many wars with orcs and goblins, but also the dark influence some demon lords tried to exert over humanity through succubi, tieflings, and other demon girls. Finally, the War of Brothers had done little to improve the reputation of elves.

However, it wasn’t necessarily so that these feelings of dislike intensified the further one traveled from the big cities. In fact, many smaller communities had an interdependence of the monster races and humanity, and they worked together just fine. Promise was a place where monster races were largely left alone, but it seemed like Chemult wasn’t.

I caught my first glimpse of the monster girls as we drew closer.

One was a catkin with sleek black hair, yellow eyes, and a tail that lashed nervously behind her. Her posture was defensive, though her expression was more confused than afraid. She was lean and fit, and I could tell by just looking at her that she was quick and nimble.

Beside her stood a striking woman with demonic features — a tiefling. Like most of her kind, she was the embodiment of sensuality — voluptuous and rich in bosom and butt. Despite her sensual nature, she had big, innocent red eyes, and she seemed very unaware of the tenseness of the standoff going on around them. Soft skin and curling horns caught the fading light as she looked about her, an amused smile on her plump lips.

The last was an orc, towering over the others at seven feet tall. Muscular and with heavy breasts and a sweeping behind, her green skin glistened faintly with sweat, and her braided black hair swung as she clenched and unclenched her fists. She looked like she was ready to tear into the men with a single word — or none at all.

“Stay close,” Kay muttered sharply as she quickened her pace.

As we reached the platform, the scene came into sharper focus.

One of the men — a wiry human with a jagged scar on his cheek — jabbed a finger at the catkin. “That one! She turned me into a damn frog!” he roared, his voice cracking with rage.

The catkin blinked, her yellow eyes wide. “You were being rude,” she said, her tone almost cheerful. “I thought you needed to cool off. Frogs are cool.”

“Rude! We were rude? You burned my car!” another man shouted, his face red as he gestured wildly toward the burning wreckage in the parking lot. He pointed at the tiefling, who twirled a flame-tipped finger lazily. “She set it on fire!”

The tiefling grinned, her voice honeyed as she replied. “I prefer to think of it as improving the scenery. Look at that glow! Isn’t it beautiful?”

The orc cracked her knuckles, her tusks gleaming as she scowled. “Do you lot want to keep whining, or are you going to do something about it?”

The men bristled, their anger boiling over at her challenge.

“That’s enough!” Kay’s voice cut through the chaos like a blade, and the men turned to face her. Her emerald eyes glinted dangerously, and for a moment, the group hesitated.

One of the men, broader than the rest, sneered. “Who the hell are you supposed to be?”

Kay stepped forward with a bold look in her eyes. “Mistress Kay Krysfelt,” she said coldly. “These students are under my protection. If you have a legitimate grievance, speak it calmly. Otherwise, leave.”

The scarred man jabbed a finger at her. “Legitimate? That little monster turned me into a frog!”

“Changed you back, didn’t I?” the catgirl muttered, just loud enough for them all to hear.

“And she set fire to my car!” the other man shouted, pointing at the tiefling, who seemed without a care in the world.

Kay’s lips thinned. “I’ll handle their behavior. But you are not to touch my students.”

The broad man stepped closer, his expression darkening. “Or what? You’re gonna lecture us to death? What’s a little woman like you gonna do?” He looked her up and down, a threat in his eyes.

“You don’t want to find out,” Kay said, her tone icy.

Insulted, the man lunged at her, wanting to give her a push to show her he was boss.

It was over in an instant.

Kay raised her hand, and the man froze mid-step, his body locked in place as though suspended in amber. Another flick of her wrist sent a second man stumbling backward, his body shimmering before vanishing entirely. A third man cried out as his form shimmered and shrank, wings sprouting as he transformed into a butterfly that fluttered helplessly in the air.

The remaining men stared, wide-eyed and pale, as Kay stepped forward. Her voice was calm, but the edge in it could have cut steel. “Leave now. Take your friend—” she gestured at the frozen man, “—and count yourselves lucky that I’m in a forgiving mood. You’ll find your vanished friend back at the entrance to town, and the idiot I changed into a butterfly will turn back in hour. Send your damage claims to the Krysfelt Academy for Girls, and our lawyer will deal with them.”

The men didn’t hesitate. Grabbing the frozen man, who now moved like molasses, they bolted, leaving the burning car and the stunned students behind.

Kay turned to the students, her emerald eyes blazing with fury. “What,” she said, her voice cold and sharp, “did you three think you were doing?”

The catkin’s ears flattened, the tiefling smirked, and the orc crossed her arms, but none of them spoke.

“Explain,” Kay demanded. “Well?” Her voice cracked like a whip when no one replied right away. “Someone had better start explaining. Now.”

The three girls exchanged guilty glances, their earlier confidence vanishing under Kay’s withering gaze. The catkin was the first to break the silence. She shuffled her feet, her yellow eyes darting between Kay and her friends as her tail swished with a nervous energy. Before she spoke, her ears flattened. “Uh… okay,” she began, her tone almost cheerful despite the situation. “So, um, this might be, like, kinda sorta my fault? Maybe?” As she spoke, her eyes kept darting to me, and somehow, my presence seemed to make her even more nervous.

Kay’s emerald eyes narrowed dangerously. “Go on,” she said icily.

The catkin cleared her throat. “So, that guy — the one I turned into a frog? He was, uh, giving us these really gross looks. Like, really gross. And I thought — well, I didn’t think, but I just kind of figured—”

“Spit it out,” Kay interrupted sharply.

“I thought it’d be funny to, you know, experiment a little,” the catkin admitted. Her voice grew smaller — almost into a squeak — as she spoke.

Kay’s brow twitched. “An experiment?”

The catkin nodded quickly. “Yeah, you know, like… testing my abilities? It was educational! He… he needed to cool off, so I turned him into a frog. Just for a little while! And I changed him back, didn’t I? Eventually…”

Kay took a slow, deliberate breath, clearly fighting to keep her temper in check. “What was your name again?”

The catkin blinked, her gaze darting to me for a moment. “Oh, uh, Layzaia-Neena,” she said, shifting awkwardly. “But everyone just calls me Lazy.”

Kay’s lips pressed into a thin line. “Fitting,” she muttered before turning her attention to the tiefling. “And you? Care to explain the car?”

The tiefling stepped forward with a slow, deliberate grace, her crimson lips curling into a faint smile. “For the record, I didn’t turn anyone into anything,” she said in a smooth purr.

“Thessa,” Kay snapped, “the car.”

Thessa tilted her head, her horns catching the light. “Oh, that,” she said airily, twirling a small flame between her fingers. “They were being rude. Very rude. I thought a little fire might help them see the error of their ways.”

Kay’s gaze darkened. “‘The error of their ways?’ By setting their vehicle on fire?”

Thessa’s smile didn’t falter. “‘Setting their vehicle on fire,’ sounds so crude,” she said defensively. “I like to think I enhanced its aesthetics. Look at that glow — it’s practically artistic!”

Kay’s voice was sharp enough to cut glass. “You think this is an acceptable use of your abilities?”

Thessa shrugged, the motion sending a subtle ripple through her figure that would’ve made any man perk up. “They overreacted. It wasn’t even a big fire.”

Kay gestured toward the smoldering wreckage. “Not a big fire?”

“It was controlled!” Thessa argued, her voice rising slightly. “I didn’t use that much mana! Honestly, Mistress Krysfelt, they should be thanking me. I improved the scenery, and I didn’t target them.”

Kay turned to the orc, who stood with her arms crossed, her tusks bared in a scowl. “Khla,” Kay said sharply, “what about you? What part did you play in this disaster?”

The orc stepped forward, her green skin glinting faintly as her fists clenched at her sides. “I tried to calm things down,” she said bluntly.

The catkin’s ears shot up, and she spun toward the orc, her yellow eyes wide. “Calm things down? You threatened to tie them to the railway tracks!”

Thessa crossed her arms, glaring at the orc. “You call that calming things down?!”

Khla growled, her tusks glinting as she glared back at them. “They weren’t listening,” she said flatly. “I figured they’d take me seriously if they thought I meant business. We orcs don’t bandy words. I gave them a good chance. If they want a fight, they can get a fight.”

Kay’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “Khla, do you honestly believe that threatening to bind someone to railway tracks qualifies as de-escalation?”

Khla shrugged, her broad shoulders rising and falling. “It worked for a second.”

Kay exhaled sharply, pinching the bridge of her nose. “All three of you,” she said finally, her voice low and cold, “will be doing extra chores for your first week at the academy. Consider it consequences for your idiotic behavior.”

Lazy’s cat ears drooped, and she opened her mouth as if to protest, but a sharp look from Kay silenced her. Thessa huffed, crossing her arms and flicking her tail irritably, while Khla simply grunted, her jaw tightening as her fists remained clenched.

Kay glared at them, her piercing gaze sweeping over the trio. “You should be grateful I’m even willing to let you on the train after this,” she said. “Now—” She paused, as if daring any of them to challenge her. None of them did.

Kay’s piercing gaze swept over the three girls one last time before turning to me. Her voice was sharp and clipped as she addressed them. “There’s something else you need to know. We have a fourth student joining us.”

Three sets of eyes snapped to me instantly.

Lazy’s yellow eyes widened, and her tail fluffed up like a bottlebrush. “Wait. Him? You’re kidding, right? A guy? At Krysfelt Academy? That’s… That’s insane!”

Khla scowled, her tusks gleaming as she leaned forward. “What’s he supposed to do there? Hold the door for us? Clean the halls? Cook?” She crossed her arms and glared at me.

Thessa, however, was already moving toward me, her crimson lips curling into a sultry smile. “Oh, how nice,” she purred, and her voice was like honey. Her tail flicked behind her before curling around my arm with surprising dexterity. “He… he feels special. I like him. It…” She blinked a few times, seeming confused herself as she drew closer, pressing herself against me in a way that had my mind reeling. “He… Oh, he really… I… I think I could bond with him…”

Her skin warm, smooth texture sent a jolt of nervous energy through me. “Uh… I don’t think—”

“Thessa!” Kay’s voice cracked through the air like a whip.

The tiefling froze, her smile faltering slightly as her tail reluctantly uncurled from my arm.

Kay’s glare could have melted steel. “You will not engage in any bonding — or any physical… activities — with anyone at the academy. Is that understood?”

Thessa tilted her head innocently as she stepped back, though the glint in her eyes suggested anything but innocence. “Oh, of course, Mistress Krysfelt,” she said, her tone dripping with mock sweetness. “I wouldn’t dream of breaking the rules.”

Kay wasn’t fooled. “See that you don’t. And keep your tail to yourself.”

Thessa stepped back, but her grin lingered as she flicked her tail playfully. Her eyes were on me at all times, like I was a prize she needed to snatch up before any of the others did.

Kay turned her attention back to all of us. “I’m going to arrange the tickets. The train leaves soon, so you’ll stay here, and for once, stay out of trouble. Do I make myself clear?”

The three girls mumbled various forms of acknowledgment, none of them enthusiastic.

Kay’s eyes narrowed, lingering on each of them in turn before she turned and strode toward the ticket counter. The moment she was out of earshot, Lazy turned to me. She seemed to overcome her bashfulness, and her yellow eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Okay, guy. Spill. What’s your deal? What are you even doing here? Krysfelt is supposed to be for girls!”

Khla stepped closer, and her massive frame loomed over me. “Yeah. How’d you get in? What makes you special enough to break the rules?”

Thessa, meanwhile, leaned against a nearby post, watching the exchange with clear amusement. “I’m curious too,” she said, her voice silky. “You don’t look like the typical Krysfelt recruit.” She glanced down. “Different… assets.”

I shrugged and offered a smile that I hoped would disarm them a little. “I didn’t exactly ask to go to Krysfelt,” I began. “It’s complicated.”

Khla grunted, narrowing her eyes. “Complicated how? It’s a girl-only academy. You’re clearly not a girl, so why are you here?”

“Yeah!” Lazy agreed, although a blush was coloring her cheeks. Talking to guys clearly made her feel uneasy.

I took a breath. “I was assigned an unusual class during my coming-of-age ceremony,” I explained. “Enchanter.”

Lazy’s ears perked up, and her tail froze mid-swish. “Wait. Enchanter?” Her mouth opened and closed a few times before she managed to say, “But that’s my class!”

I nodded, intrigued. If she and I had the same class, and she could turn people into frogs… well, that was interesting.

“It’s supposed to be a class for girls!” she said, looking me over with those big eyes of hers as her tail swished back and forth. I could tell she was trying to be angry with me, but she didn’t succeed.

“I know,” I said. “Apparently, I’m the first male Enchanter on record. That’s why Krysfelt had to take me. It’s their legal obligation.”

Lazy stared at me, her mouth agape. “That’s… That’s weird.” She was obviously at a loss for words.

Thessa smirked, leaning forward slightly. “A male Enchanter. Fascinating. I’ve never met one of those before.” She looked me over with eyes that hid very little, and I had to fight to keep the blood flowing to the right place. The words she spoke about bonding surfaced again, and I had to fight even harder.

Khla crossed her arms again under her ample breasts, her scowl deepening. “I’m still not convinced. What’s so great about being a male Enchanter that they had to break tradition for you?”

“It’s not about what’s great,” I said. “It’s about the rules. Krysfelt specializes in training Enchanters. They are obligated to take them on. They couldn’t exactly turn me away without violating their mandate.”

Lazy squinted at me, clearly still processing. “This is so weird,” she muttered. “So, like, you’re basically one of us, but… not.”

I decided to change the subject. “What about you three?” I asked, looking at each of them. “What are your classes?”

Lazy’s ears perked up again, and her tail swished. “Oh, like I said, I’m an Enchantress,” she said, puffing out her chest slightly. “And just so you know, I’m really good at it. Way better than you, probably.”

Thessa grinned, conjuring a small flame on her fingertip. “I’m a Familiar,” she said, her voice teasing. “Skilled on my own, but once I’m bound to the right mage…” She winked. “Well, let’s just say I’m a force to be reckoned with.”

Khla hesitated, her jaw tightening as she avoided eye contact.

“And you?” I prompted.

She growled softly, her tusks glinting as she finally muttered, “White Mage.”

“A healer?” I asked, surprised.

Her green cheeks darkened as she glared at me. “Yeah. Got a problem with that?”

I raised my hands defensively. “Not at all. Healing’s important.”

Khla grunted, her scowl softening just a fraction as she crossed her arms again. Lazy and Thessa exchanged a quick glance, but neither said anything.

I glanced toward the ticket counter where Kay was still locked in what looked like an intense conversation with the clerk. Her sharp gestures and curt expressions made it clear she wasn’t to be interrupted.

The silence stretched for a moment between me and the three girls as we seemed to weigh each other for a bit. Finally, I cleared my throat. “So… while we’re waiting, maybe we can get to know each other? I mean, we’re all heading to the same academy, right?”

Lazy perked up immediately, her ears swiveling forward and her tail flicking rapidly behind her. “Oh! I’ll go first!” she said, bouncing on her heels. Her shyness faded and came in waves, it seemed.

Khla crossed her arms as she shook her head, black braid swaying. “You’re way too eager, cat,” she muttered, but there was no heat in her tone.

Lazy ignored her. “I’m Lazy! Well, Layzaia-Neena, but everyone just calls me Lazy. And no, it’s not because I’m actually lazy — although naps are amazing.” Her ears twitched, and she grinned.

I smiled. “Nice to meet you, Lazy. Where are you from?”

“Seattle!” she said brightly, then immediately scrunched up her nose. “Which is not a good place for catkin. Do you know why?”

I shook my head.

“Because it always rains!” she exclaimed, throwing her arms out. “Do you have any idea how awful wet hair is? It’s like wearing a soggy, cold blanket that never dries.”

“I… uh, yeah. I’ve had wet hair before.”

“Well, it sucks.”

Thessa chuckled, leaning casually against the post. “Oh, the horror,” she said, her voice dripping with mock sympathy. “Rain. How do you even survive?”

Lazy stuck her tongue out at her. “Laugh all you want, but it’s a nightmare. I used to hide under awnings and in alleyways just to avoid it.” She crossed her arms and huffed. “I swear, I must’ve been the driest cat in Seattle because I’d do anything to stay out of the rain.”

Khla raised an eyebrow. “Anything?”

Lazy blinked, her ears flattening slightly. “Okay, not anything-anything, but… you know. Stuff.”

I tilted my head. “Stuff like what?”

Her tail swished nervously. “Oh, you know… small jobs. Helping people. Acquiring… things?”

“She means picking locks and stealing,” Thessa said with a smirk, her flame-tipped finger tracing lazy patterns in the air. “A real urchin, that one!”

Lazy gasped, her tail fluffing up. “I am not! Okay, maybe sometimes. But only when I had to!”

I laughed despite myself. “Sounds like you’ve had to be resourceful.”

“Exactly!” Lazy said, pointing at me. “See? He gets it.”

Khla rolled her eyes. “Yeah, I’m sure that’s exactly what he’s thinking.”

I decided to steer the conversation away from Lazy’s questionable street habits. I turned to Thessa. “What about you? What’s your story?”

Thessa’s smirk widened, and she flicked the flame on her fingertip into a small, swirling spiral. “Oh, me? I’m a tiefling, obviously. Kin of Asturos, the demon prince of gluttony, and a mortal.”

“Gluttony?” I asked cautiously.

“Food. You know?” she said, her grin sharpening. “I love food. Like my father. Anyway, my story’s simple. Some idiot warlock in Tacoma thought he could summon me to be his Familiar. He was so boring. All he wanted was someone to enslave, so he could boost his pitiful mana pool.”

“And?” I prompted.

She twirled a lock of her black hair around one finger, her smile turning wicked. “So, I killed him and fed him to daddy’s minions. Problem solved.”

I froze, staring at her in disbelief. “You… fed him to demons?”

She sauntered closer, her crimson eyes glinting with amusement. “Oh, don’t worry,” she purred, leaning in slightly. “I promise I won’t eat you. At least, not in any way you wouldn’t like.”

Heat rushed to my face, and I took an instinctive step back.

Lazy groaned, slapping her forehead. “Thessa, stop! You’re gonna scare him off!”

“I’m not scared,” I said quickly, though my voice might have betrayed me with a slight wobble.

Khla snorted, clearly unimpressed. “This is why people hate demons,” she muttered.

Thessa shrugged. “He summoned me. I didn’t force him to do it.” She smirked again. “And for the record, I’m not planning to feed anyone here to demons. Kay made that very clear I’m not allowed to do that when she took me in.”

“She took you in?” I asked.

“After the warlock thing, I was, let’s say, in hot water,” Thessa said with a wink. “They were going to banish me back to the underworld, but Mistress Krysfelt decided to offer me a place at the academy instead. Lucky me, huh?”

Khla grunted. “Lucky is one word for it.”

I turned to the towering orc. “What about you? How did you end up at Krysfelt?”

Khla’s scowl deepened, and she shifted uncomfortably. “I’m from the Broken Sword clan,” she said reluctantly. “Mount Hood.”

“What’s it like there?” I asked.

She hesitated, her dark eyes flicking away. “It’s fine. Or it was. Until…” She trailed off, her jaw tightening.

“Until what?”

Her voice dropped, and she muttered, “Until I got my class.”

I frowned. “They didn’t like it?”

“They hated it,” she said bitterly. “A White Mage. A healer. In an orc clan? They treated me like I was broken. A joke. Orcs are supposed to be warriors, not…” She gestured vaguely, her expression pained.

“Not healers?” I finished gently.

She nodded, her scowl returning. “Yeah. Not healers.”

“Is that why Kay took you in?”

“She promised I’d have a chance to prove I’m not useless,” Khla said, her voice hardening. “That being a White Mage didn’t mean I couldn’t fight or be strong. So here I am.”

“That sounds good,” I said sincerely.

Her eyes met mine, and for a moment, her tough exterior cracked just enough to show something softer — a smile. It was gone in a moment. “Yeah,” she muttered gruffly.

Lazy watched us curiously, her ears twitching, while Thessa’s grin widened. “Wade made Khla smile?” Lazy muttered.

“Looks like Wade is full of surprises,” Thessa hummed, watching me with humor in her eyes.

I shrugged, feeling more at ease with them despite the strange circumstances. “I guess we all are. So, how come you all seem to know at least some spells already?” I asked, glancing at each of them in turn. “I thought we were all starting out, but after what happened with those men…”

Lazy’s ears perked up, and her tail swished guiltily. “Oh, uh, about that,” she said, scratching the back of her head. “So, I may have… borrowed a skillbook from Huzencraft Academy.”

“Borrowed?” I repeated, raising an eyebrow.

Thessa snorted. “She means ‘stolen.’”

“I didn’t steal it!” Lazy protested, her cheeks flushing. “I found it! It was just lying around in a storeroom, totally unloved and forgotten. I gave it a home!”

I gave her a skeptical look. “And you thought that was okay?”

“Hey, knowledge is meant to be shared!” she said defensively, crossing her arms. “Besides, it’s not like they’re missing them. Huzencraft is huge. They probably didn’t even notice one Polymorph skillbook going missing!”

Thessa chuckled, her crimson eyes gleaming with amusement. “You’ve got guts, I’ll give you that. If Huzencraft would catch you, there’d be hell to pay.”

Lazy huffed, her tail flicking behind her. “It’s not like I had a lot of options. You can’t exactly learn magic on the streets, you know. And I needed a way to defend myself.”

Honestly, having come pretty close to homelessness as an orphan myself, I understood where she was coming from. I wasn’t an advocate of theft — never would be — but I did know that there were circumstances where you had to do what you had to do. Seattle was a very rough town — it had staggering crime numbers. Most said it was because there were so many orcs and goblins in Washington, but I was pretty sure it also had something to do with the Magocracy focusing all money and effort on SoCal. At any rate, Huzencraft was the one beacon of stability there. It made sense they were the occasional victim of theft.

I turned to Thessa, who was toying with her flame again. “What about you?”

Her grin widened, and she tilted her head slightly. “Oh, those of demon blood are born with a few tricks up our sleeves,” she said, her tone teasing. “Fire magic is in our blood. It’s one of the perks of being a tiefling.”

“That explains a lot,” I muttered, remembering the burning car.

“And there’s more tricks where that came from,” she purred, taking a step closer. Her tail swayed behind her, and her crimson eyes locked onto mine. “We are naturally adept at… certain things. And needy of them. Let’s just say I’m very excited that there’s going to be a man at Krysfelt.”

I blinked, caught off guard by the sudden shift in her tone. “Uh, thanks, I guess?”

Thessa’s grin turned predatory, and her tail curled around my leg, the tip brushing lightly against the back of my ankle, tickling a little. “Oh, you’re very welcome,” she said, her voice low and sultry.

Lazy groaned, her ears flattening. “Thessa, knock it off!”

“Yeah, don’t embarrass yourself,” Khla muttered, rolling her eyes.

“It’s fine,” I said quickly. She was coming on strong, but I… well, I was intrigued. She was extremely sexy, and I liked the little barbs in her speech from time to time. Honestly, if she was going to keep this up, I might end up breaking Kay’s rule pretty soon.

It was a shame relationships of any kind were supposed to be off-limits at Krysfelt. But maybe, just maybe, there was a way around that. I certainly hoped so. I for one did not subscribe to the philosophy that love and making love were ‘distractions.’

And I was pretty sure that Thessa didn’t, either. Thinking of her like that made my mind go to wicked places again, and it was as if she could see. She leaned in slightly, her lips curling into a wicked smile. “You’re blushing, Wade. It’s cute.”

I cleared my throat, trying to play it cool. “I’m fine. Really.”

“Good,” she said, her tail giving a playful lash. “Don’t want to make you uncomfortable…”

Lazy made a noise somewhere between a huff and a groan, crossing her arms and puffing out her cheeks. “Thessa, you’re impossible.”

Khla rolled her eyes again, muttering something under her breath that I didn’t catch.

Despite their reactions, I couldn’t help but enjoy the attention — though I had to admit, Thessa was intense. I’d been with a few women back in Promise, but never a non-human. The thought was… intriguing, to say the least.

“Khla,” I said, trying to shift the focus, “what about you? Do you know any spells yet?”

She shook her head, her expression neutral. “No. I don’t have any skillbooks, and I haven’t been trained. Same as you, I guess.”

I nodded. “Well, at least we’re in the same boat there.”

“Yeah,” she said, her tone softening slightly. “But I’ll figure it out. White Mages don’t need a lot of fancy tricks to be useful.”

“I’m sure you’re already pretty useful,” I said. “You look like you can throw a punch or two.”

Khla’s lips twitched, almost forming a smile, but she didn’t say anything more. But it was enough for me to know that I might just stand a chance of breaking through this orc girl’s rough shell.


Chapter 7

Kay’s return was announced by the click-clack of her heels against the platform in perfect rhythm. As she neared, her frosty expression seemed to have been made worse by the incident with the locals. I could imagine what the problem was — after all, it didn’t help if the academy’s students got into trouble. Word about incidents could spread.

In one hand, she held a stack of tickets, and in the other, a paper bag that emitted a warm, spiced aroma that met us before she did. All of us quieted as she stopped in front of us. Her emerald eyes swept over the group, lingering just long enough on each face to make it clear she wasn’t happy.

“Tickets,” she said curtly, holding the stack aloft. She began handing them out one by one. When she reached Thessa, she paused.

“No more incidents, Thessa,” Kay said, her voice steely. “I mean it. I will not tolerate another ‘improvement’ to the scenery.”

Thessa smiled sweetly, though the mischievous flick of her tail belied her expression. “Of course, Mistress Krysfelt. I’ll be the perfect picture of restraint.”

Kay’s eyes narrowed slightly, clearly unconvinced. “Good,” she said simply before moving on to hand the next ticket to Lazy.

The catkin practically bounced as she took it, her ears perked and her tail flicking excitedly. “Thanks, Mistress Krysfelt!” she chirped.

“Don’t thank me,” Kay said with a pointed glare. “Just stay out of trouble. That goes for all of you.”

Lazy’s ears drooped slightly, but she nodded quickly. “Got it. Trouble-free, that’s me.”

When Kay reached Khla, the orc took her ticket with a curt nod, her jaw set tight as though she was holding back a retort. Kay didn’t linger, moving on to me. She held the last ticket out, and I nodded, taking it. Her gaze lingered for a fraction of a second before she stepped back as she surveyed us once more.

“Snacks,” she announced, holding up the paper bag. “Since none of you seem capable of keeping your hands to yourselves, maybe this will keep them busy.”

Lazy’s ears shot up again, and she practically dove for the bag. “Oh, snacks!” she exclaimed, already reaching inside.

Kay raised an eyebrow but said nothing as Lazy pulled out a handful of roasted nuts, popping one into her mouth with a delighted hum.

Khla reached in next, her movements far more restrained as she took a small piece of spiced bread. “Thanks,” she muttered.

Thessa took her turn with far more flair, selecting a bun and holding it aloft like a prize. “Ah, sustenance,” she said dramatically. “Truly, Mistress Krysfelt, you are too kind.”

Kay’s glare was her only response, and Thessa smirked before biting into the bun. It was gone in a moment, and I was starting to get this whole ‘daughter of the demon prince of gluttony’ thing…

When the bag came to me, I took a modest handful of nuts and spoke my thanks. Kay watched me for a moment, then turned her attention back to the group.

“Let me make one thing perfectly clear,” she said, her tone sharp enough to cut through the noise of the station as more passengers gathered. “Krysfelt Academy is not a playground. You were admitted because you showed potential — potential that, as of now, is overshadowed by your utter inability to behave like civilized beings. Consider this a warning. I need discipline and composure from you — act in a manner that is befitting of students of a prestigious magical academy.”

The weight of her words settled over us like a cloud. Even Thessa’s usual smirk faltered, and Lazy’s ears flattened against her head as her eyes darted all over the place, unsure where to settle. Khla didn’t say anything, but her jaw tightened, and she looked away.

Satisfied that her message had been received, Kay stepped back, glancing toward the tracks. “The train will be here shortly. Stay where I can see you, and don’t give me a reason to regret my choices.” With that, she headed off to make some more arrangements with the staff on the platform.

For a moment, none of us spoke. The tension from her scolding hung in the air, and even Lazy seemed hesitant to break it. Finally, I cleared my throat, glancing at the girls. “She, uh, really knows how to set the mood, huh?”

Thessa snorted, her smirk returning. “That’s Kay for you. Ice queen to the core. Don’t expect warm and fuzzy moments.”

“She’s just strict,” Lazy said, nibbling on a nut. “Probably for a good reason. We were kind of… not great earlier.”

Khla grunted. “She’s strict because she has to be. She doesn’t take nonsense lightly — as she shouldn’t.”

I nodded, my gaze drifting toward Kay as she stood by the edge of the platform, her eyes scanning the horizon. There was something about her — an air of authority that demanded respect, but also something… deeper. She wasn’t just strict for the sake of being strict. She genuinely cared, even if she’d never admit it outright.

“She’s interesting,” I said quietly.

Lazy tilted her head, her cat ears twitching. “You think so?”

“Yeah,” I replied, watching as Kay gestured sharply toward the ticket clerk, her movements precise and deliberate. “She’s tough, but she took all of us in, didn’t she? We all have… unusual circumstances. I’m sure Krysfelt can get people who are a lot more well-behaved.”

Thessa raised an eyebrow, studying me with a new intensity. “You think there’s a soft side under all that ice?”

“Maybe,” I said. “But I doubt she’d ever show it at the academy.”

The girls exchanged glances. But before we could continue, the shrill whistle of the train echoed in the distance, and I felt a flutter of excitement in my chest. At once, the events of today flooded over me. Somehow, the name on my character sheet stood out the most.

Aurelius.

What did it mean? The System didn’t make mistakes, which meant it had to be significant. It had to be connected to my parents — to the life I’d never known?

The whistle sounded again, louder this time, and I shook the thought away, focusing instead on the tracks ahead. The rhythmic clatter of wheels on rails grew steadily closer.

This was it. My journey was about to begin.


Chapter 8

The train pulled into the station with a shrill whistle and a metallic screech of brakes as its massive wheels came to a halt. Steam hissed from its undercarriage, curling into the air like ghostly tendrils as the platform filled with the sound of clattering metal and murmurs of conversation from passengers on board.

Kay straightened, her emerald eyes narrowing as she turned to us. “Stay together and follow me,” she instructed curtly.

“Yes, Mistress Krysfelt,” Lazy chirped with an exaggerated salute, earning a sharp glance from Kay that made her ears droop instantly.

I chuckled and fell in, and the girls began chatting away excitedly. It was clear that we had all been confined to one place in our lives so far — Lazy in Seattle, Khla with her clan in Mount Hood, me in Promise, Thessa in… well, the underworld — and that we were excited to see more of the world. Or, well, of the Magocracy of California for starters.

We moved as a group toward the train, Kay leading the way with her usual poised stride. Thessa sauntered along, effortlessly sexy as her crimson eyes sparkled while she looked over the train. Khla followed, her broad shoulders brushing past other passengers as she carried her bag with ease. Lazy practically bounced alongside me, her tail flicking back and forth with nervous energy.

As we boarded, the interior of the train felt like stepping into another world. Polished brass fixtures gleamed in the soft, enchanted light that lined the walls, and plush carpets muffled our footsteps. The faint hum of magic could be felt in the air — subtle but unmistakable. The train had some magical enhancements — that much I was sure of.

Kay led us through the narrow corridors until we reached a private cabin near the rear of the train. She slid the door open, revealing a spacious compartment with two sets of bunk beds and a single bed, enough for all of us, and a small door leading to a private bathroom.

“This will be your space for the duration of the journey,” Kay said. “Settle in quickly. Single bed’s mine. We’ll be heading to the dining car shortly. I’m famished.”

The girls began to file in. “Oh, this is nice!” Lazy said, her tail swishing as she darted to one of the bunks and hopped onto the lower one. “Dibs on this!”

Khla grunted, tossing her bag onto the top bunk with little fanfare. “Fine.”

Thessa sauntered over to a bed, draping herself across it with a theatrical sigh. “Adequate,” she said, smirking. “I suppose it will do.”

I took the bed above her without complaint, setting my modest belongings down. The cabin was surprisingly comfortable, and the idea of traveling in relative luxury felt like a welcome change after the chaos of the day. In fact, despite it being a little cramped, this place beat the dormitory at St. Ignatius with ease.

Fewer roaches too, I expected.

Once we’d dropped off our things, Kay motioned for us to follow her again. “To the dining car. I’d rather not have anyone complaining about being hungry during the trip.”

“Food!” Lazy exclaimed, practically bounding after her.

“I’m starving,” Thessa said, and her eyes glowed as she spoke those words. Khla and I exchanged a glance before following in silence.

The dining car was bustling with activity, its polished tables and cushioned seats filled with passengers from all walks of life. The clinking of silverware and the hum of conversation filled the air, mingling with the faint aroma of roasted meats and freshly baked bread.

As we took our seats at a reserved table near the back, my eyes wandered over the occupants of the car. A group of elves in elaborate robes sat near the windows, their features sharp and their conversation quiet and serious. A pair of dwarves in sturdy leather gear clinked tankards together, their laughter booming. But what caught my attention most was a goblin waiter weaving between the tables with surprising grace, balancing a tray of drinks with practiced ease.

I leaned closer to Kay, lowering my voice. “A goblin? I thought goblins were…” I hesitated, searching for the right word.

“Savage?” Kay supplied, her tone sharp enough to make me flinch slightly.

“I was going to say ‘hostile,’” I corrected.

Kay sighed, folding her hands on the table. “Many goblin clans have changed their ways since the appearance of the Anomalous Zones. The monsters that those Zones spawned forced many old Tannorian monsters out of their habitats. Goblins were among them. Civilization became their only option.”

“Interesting,” I murmured, watching as the goblin waiter delivered a tray to the elves with a polite bow before moving on.

Khla nodded grimly. “It’s not just goblins. Many orc clans suffered the same fate. The AZs pushed us closer to civilization. Too close, some say.”

Lazy huffed, her ears flicking. “And now we’ve got orcs and goblins everywhere. Seattle is full of ‘em!”

Khla’s dark eyes snapped to Lazy, her tusks glinting as she narrowed her gaze. “Watch it, cat.”

Lazy’s tail puffed slightly, but she raised her hands in mock surrender. “I’m just saying, it’s crowded.”

“That’s enough,” Kay said sharply, her tone cutting through the tension like a blade.

Lazy’s ears flattened, and Khla leaned back in her chair, though her scowl didn’t entirely fade.

A moment later, the goblin waiter returned to our table, balancing trays of food with an impressive dexterity that seemed at odds with the savage goblins I’d always heard about in stories. He set the dishes down with a polite nod, his sharp-toothed grin surprisingly friendly.

“Enjoy,” he said, his voice smooth and clipped, before moving off to attend another table.

Before us were plates of food that shimmered faintly with a subtle magical aura. I could feel it — a faint hum of energy that seemed to resonate with the mana in the air.

“They serve magically infused food here,” Kay explained. “It’s a common practice on long journeys for mages. The mana infusion is subtle, but it will help you recover from spellcasting and maintain your reserves.”

Lazy was the first to dig in, her ears perked as she sniffed her plate. “Oh wow,” she said, grabbing her fork and popping a roasted vegetable into her mouth. “This is so good! And it’s warm. I hate cold food. Unless it’s candy. Or chocolate. Or both.”

Khla raised an eyebrow at her. “You hate cold food? You’re a cat. I thought you hated everything that wasn’t fish or milk.”

Lazy bristled, her tail puffing slightly. “That’s a stereotype! I like lots of things, okay? Just not cold things.” She took another bite, glaring at Khla between mouthfuls.

Thessa, meanwhile, took her first bite with a dramatic sigh, her crimson eyes glowing faintly. “Oh, this is divine,” she said, savoring the food like it was the greatest thing she’d ever tasted. “And the mana infusion? Perfect.” She leaned back in her seat, giving a contented hum. “I could get used to this.”

Khla chewed her food like she was trying to kill it. “It’s decent,” she said after a moment. “Better than what I’ve had in a while.”

I took a bite of the roast on my plate and felt an immediate surge of warmth. The mana infusion wasn’t overpowering, but it was noticeable — a gentle pulse of energy that settled into my bones. “This is good,” I said, nodding. I expected Kay got quite the bill for all of this.

Thessa glanced at Kay. “So, if this food provides a magical recharge, why not eat it all day, every day?”

“We try not to overdo it,” Kay explained. “Over-relying on external sources of mana will make you weaker in the long run. This is a supplement, not a solution.”

Lazy tilted her head, her ears flicking curiously. “How does it work, though? Like, is the mana just… in the food? Or do they add it afterward?”

“The food is prepared with mana-infused ingredients,” Kay explained. “The process ensures the mana is evenly distributed and easily absorbed by the consumer. It’s a skill that requires precision — something you’ll learn about in alchemy, should you choose to study it.”

Lazy’s tail swished excitedly. “Alchemy sounds fun! Do we get to blow stuff up?”

“Not if you’re doing it correctly,” Kay replied dryly.

Thessa chuckled, her crimson eyes sparkling. “Blowing things up is more my specialty anyway.”

Kay’s sharp gaze shifted to Thessa. “And that’s precisely why you’ll need to exercise restraint at the academy. If you can’t control your abilities, you’ll be a danger to yourself and others.”

Thessa’s smirk didn’t falter. “Oh, I can control it. I just choose to have a little fun sometimes.”

“Fun,” Kay repeated, her tone icy. “If your idea of fun endangers anyone at Krysfelt, you’ll answer to me. Is that clear?”

Thessa raised her hands in mock surrender, her grin widening. “Crystal.”

Khla, who had been silent for most of the exchange, finally spoke up. “What exactly are we supposed to expect at this academy? You’ve told us some things, but it feels like there’s a lot you’re not saying.”

Kay regarded her for a moment before nodding. “Fair question,” she said, leaning back slightly. “Krysfelt Academy is home to approximately four hundred students, divided across four years. You’ll be part of the newest intake class. Some of the seniors are phasing out, creating space for you.”

“Four hundred doesn’t sound like much,” I said, frowning.

“It’s not,” Kay agreed. “Krysfelt is selective. Admission is limited to those with classes that align with our curriculum and show significant potential. We don’t waste time on mediocrity.”

Lazy’s ears perked up. “So, does that mean we’re, like, super special?”

Kay’s lips thinned. “You’re here because you met the requirements. Whether or not you’re ‘special’ remains to be seen.”

Khla smirked faintly at Lazy’s deflated expression but said nothing.

Kay continued, her tone even. “Your first year will focus on the fundamentals. You’ll learn to cycle mana — drawing it in, refining it, and using it efficiently. This is the cornerstone of all magic.”

“What about spells?” Thessa asked, her tone casual but her eyes sharp. “When do we start learning those?”

“You’ll be provided with skillbooks,” Kay said. “They’ll grant you your first set of spells. From there, it’s up to you to practice them. Spells must be leveled individually, meaning the more you use them, the more efficient and powerful they’ll become.”

“Practice makes perfect,” I said, nodding.

“Exactly,” Kay replied. “But don’t expect to master anything overnight. Magic requires discipline and persistence.”

Lazy’s tail swished again, and she tilted her head. “What else do we learn? Is it all just magic stuff?”

Kay’s gaze sharpened. “Magic is the foundation, but there’s more to it than casting spells. You’ll study the principles behind magic, learn its history, which is interwoven with that of Earth since the Upheaval, and understand its applications. Alchemy, transmutation, healing, illusion, enchantment — there’s a wide range of disciplines to explore.”

Thessa smirked. “Sounds like a lot of work.”

“It is,” Kay said firmly. “Krysfelt is not a place for the lazy or unmotivated. If you can’t keep up, you’ll be left behind.”

Lazy opened her mouth to protest, but Khla beat her to it. “Good,” the orc said, her tone resolute. “I didn’t come here to waste time.”

Kay nodded approvingly. “Then you’re already on the right track.”

The conversation settled for a moment as we returned to our meals, but the excitement in the girls’ movements — and my own, for that matter — betrayed how we truly felt. After a few bites, my curiosity got the better of my appetite, and I focused on Kay again.

“So,” I began, “what is the pinnacle of what we will learn at Krysfelt? What do the seniors walk away with that seniors from other academies won’t know?”

Kay picked up her drink, taking a slow sip before setting it down. Her sharp gaze swept over the table. “At the senior level,” she began, her voice precise, “you’ll be expected to create your own spell. This isn’t a simple exercise. It’s a culmination of everything you’ll have learned — your knowledge of magical writings, your understanding of mana flow, and your ability to craft magic that functions within the bounds of the System.”

Lazy’s ears perked up, and she leaned forward, nearly bouncing out of her chair. “Wait, we get to make our own spells? Like, we just… make something completely new?”

Kay arched an eyebrow at her. “You don’t ‘just’ make something. Spellcrafting is a rigorous process. It requires precision, discipline, and a deep understanding of magic’s core principles. If you treat it like it’s nothing, you’ll fail. It’s the culmination of your education.”

“But we can still be creative, right?” Lazy asked, undeterred. “Like, if I wanted to make a spell that turns people into something really funny, I could do that? I mean, Polymorph has its limitations…”

Kay’s lips thinned. “As long as it adheres to the rules of spellcraft and the System’s limits, yes. But your approach will determine your success. If you prioritize humor over functionality, you’re unlikely to succeed.”

Thessa leaned back in her chair. “So, by the time we’re seniors, we’ll have the power to create whatever spells we want? That’s… dangerous. I like it.”

Kay’s gaze sharpened. “Power without control is chaos, Thessa. The ability to craft spells is a privilege, not a free-for-all. Misuse it, and the consequences can be catastrophic. And if you display a penchant for abuse, you will not be taught in the first place.”

Thessa smirked, clearly enjoying Kay’s reaction. It was clear to me by now that she was the kind of woman who skirted the rules — or even violated them as she could. I suppose it fit the desire for chaos of her demonic heritage. “Catastrophic can be fun, too,” she mused.

Kay’s expression turned icy. “Not at Krysfelt. If your ‘fun’ endangers others, you’ll find yourself expelled before you can blink.”

Thessa raised her hands in surrender. “Noted, Mistress Krysfelt. I’ll try to keep my fun within acceptable limits.”

Khla, who had been quietly listening, finally spoke up. “What happens if someone can’t craft a spell?”

“They don’t graduate,” Kay said bluntly. “Spellcrafting is a fundamental skill for advanced mages. If you can’t demonstrate mastery, you won’t earn your place among Krysfelt’s alumni.”

Khla frowned, her jaw tightening. “So, no second chances? Just fail and you’re out?”

“There’s ample time to prepare,” Kay said, her tone firm. “If you put in the work, you’ll succeed. But Krysfelt doesn’t cater to mediocrity.”

Lazy’s tail flicked nervously, and her ears drooped slightly. “No pressure, huh?”

“Pressure is a part of life,” Kay replied coldly. “Learn to handle it.”

The table fell quiet for a moment as her words sank in. Even Thessa seemed momentarily subdued, though her smirk remained in place.

Kay folded her hands neatly on the table. “Another advantage you’ll gain at Krysfelt is the ability to swap out abilities in your skill slots.”

Lazy’s ears perked back up, her eyes wide with curiosity. “Wait, what? We can do that? I thought once you learned a skill from a book, it was, like, permanent.”

“For most, it is,” Kay said. “But academy-trained mages are taught to reconfigure their abilities through meditation and study. This allows you to replace abilities in your skill slots as needed, giving you flexibility in combat and other situations.”

Thessa leaned forward, resting her chin on her hand. “So, if I get bored of a fireball spell, I can swap it out for something more… creative? And then swap back later if I want?”

Kay nodded. “Yes. The process is time-consuming, but it’s a valuable skill. And your swapped spell will retain any leveling you did on it, so progress is not lost. It’s one of the many changes to the System since the introduction of new magic from the Anomalous Zones. Unfortunately, most mages lack the training to explore this potential.”

Lazy’s tail swished excitedly. “That’s amazing! I thought you were just stuck with whatever you got. This changes everything!” She paused, her ears twitching. “Wait, does that mean I could have, like, a whole library of spells and just swap them out whenever I want?”

“With time and effort, yes,” Kay said. “But don’t get ahead of yourself. Your first priority is mastering the basics. Without a solid foundation, all the spells in the world won’t save you.”

Khla crossed her arms, her expression thoughtful. “It sounds useful. Being able to adapt to different situations… that could make all the difference in a fight.”

“Exactly,” Kay said, her tone approving. “Adaptability is a key trait of a successful mage.”

Thessa grinned, her crimson eyes glinting mischievously. “And it means more toys to play with. I like it.”

Kay shot her a warning look. “This is not a game, Thessa.”

I took another bite of my food, my mind racing with possibilities. The idea of being able to learn and swap out countless spells thrilled me. I wanted to know everything, to master every aspect of my class. The thought of unlocking my full potential filled me with determination.

“Can we learn every spell?” I asked. “Or are there class restrictions?”

Kay’s emerald eyes sparkled for a moment. “Good question, Wade. Yes, there are restrictions. As an Enchanter, your core repertoire will be enchantments — spells that influence others. Charming them, holding them in place, changing their perception of you, commanding them — these are all enchantments. However, there are certain spells from other schools that may be open to you. For example, Lazy is an Enchantress like you, but she has… acquired Polymorph. Technically, Polymorph is an alteration spell. Alteration is the domain of the versatile Wizards and Sorcerers or the more specialized Fleshcrafters and Witches like myself, for example. But a basic Polymorph can be learned by many. As you advance, you will find that other spells will open up to you as well. However, you will struggle to compete at those spells with classes who are specialized in them. Having said that, the Enchanter is known as a relatively versatile class — more so than, for example, a Storm Mage or a Summoner.”

I nodded, mind racing with the options.

Lazy leaned forward, her eyes sparkling with excitement. “Yay! I’m versatile! I’m gonna learn so many spells! Like, all of them! And then I’ll—”

“You’ll focus on mastering the basics first,” Kay interrupted sharply. “Ambition is good, but overconfidence will be your downfall. One step at a time.”

Lazy pouted but nodded, her tail curling around her leg. “Fine. Basics first.”

Kay leaned back slightly, her gaze sharp and assessing as she regarded each of us. I took a sip of water, wondering if we were about to get even more information.

“So,” Lazy said, breaking the silence as she nibbled on the edge of her bread roll, “what else does Krysfelt have that makes it special? You’ve told us about spellcrafting and swapping abilities. What else do we get to do?”

Kay gave her a pointed look, her emerald eyes narrowing slightly. “Do? You’re already getting more than most mages could dream of.”

Thessa smirked, twirling a lock of her dark hair between her fingers. “Don’t mind Lazy. She’s just trying to figure out if there’s some secret fun to be had.”

Kay’s gaze shifted to her. “If by ‘fun’ you mean competitions, then yes. Krysfelt hosts and participates in several events that test the mettle of its students.”

I perked up. “Competitions? Like what?”

“Spellcasting duels,” Kay said crisply. “They’re one of the most prominent events. Formal matches designed to test your ability to weave your magic under pressure, anticipate your opponent’s moves, and execute with precision.”

Thessa leaned forward, resting her chin on her hand. “Now that’s more like it. Dueling sounds… exciting.” She smirked. “When do we start?”

“You’ll start when you’ve proven you can handle the responsibility,” Kay said, her voice firm. “Dueling isn’t about throwing fireballs and hoping for the best. It’s a calculated exchange. Recklessness will get you disqualified — or worse.”

I nodded, completely understanding that. With magic, people could easily get hurt in such duels.

“There are also non-lethal combat brawls,” she continued. “They’re less formal than duels and focus on teamwork, physical prowess, and tactical thinking. You’ll often be paired with other students from different classes.”

Khla’s interest was visibly piqued. She straightened, her dark eyes lighting up. “That’s more my speed,” she said. “Teamwork, tactics, and smashing things? Sounds perfect.”

Lazy’s tail swished excitedly as she leaned forward, resting her elbows on the table. “What about solo stuff? Are there any competitions for, like, individual skill or creativity?”

Kay’s expression didn’t soften, but there was a faint note of approval in her tone. “You’ll find opportunities for solo recognition in duels, but the most dangerous and rewarding competition is competitive Dungeon crawling.”

“Competitive Dungeon crawling?” I repeated. That sounded like something I would enjoy.

Kay nodded. “Teams of students are sent into Dungeons to complete objectives under strict guidelines. The teams are scored based on their performance, which includes speed, efficiency, and the ability to secure resources or artifacts.”

Lazy blinked. “Wait, are these, like, real Dungeons? With monsters and traps and stuff?”

“Yes,” Kay said. “And while precautions are taken, Dungeons are inherently dangerous. Even experienced mages tread carefully.”

Thessa grinned. “And what happens if you win?”

Kay’s gaze didn’t waver. “Winning earns recognition, rewards like Kredits, and opportunities. You’ll find doors opening to you that would otherwise remain firmly shut. However, there’s no guarantee of safety. Students have lost their lives in these competitions.”

The table fell silent as those words sank in. Even Thessa seemed momentarily subdued.

Khla frowned. “You’re saying we could die?”

“Yes,” Kay said without hesitation. “Magic is not a game. Neither is survival. The Dungeons are as much a test of your courage as they are your skill.”

Lazy’s tail puffed slightly, and she shrank back in her seat. “That sounds… intense.”

“It is,” Kay agreed. “But it’s also the most effective way to prepare you for the real world. Outside the academy, magic won’t always be about structured lessons and safe environments. You’ll face real threats, and you’ll need to be ready.”

“Sounds fair,” I said, breaking the silence. “If we can’t handle Dungeons with an academy watching over us, how will we handle them alone?”

Kay’s gaze flicked to me, and I thought I saw a faint trace of approval in her expression before it was gone. “Exactly.”

Lazy’s ears perked back up slightly, though her tail still flicked nervously. “Okay, so… do we have rivals? Like, other academies we compete with?”

A faint smirk played on Kay’s lips, but her tone remained measured. “We have several rivals,” she said. “Lionheart Academy in Anaheim is one of the most prestigious institutions in the Magocracy. Their resources and connections are unmatched.”

Thessa chuckled. “Connections, huh? Sounds like they’re full of rich kids.”

“You wouldn’t be wrong,” Kay said dryly. “Then there’s Qianlang Academy and the East Los Angeles Magic College. Both are located in Los Angeles and have extensive ties to the magical community there. They’re well-funded and fiercely competitive.”

Khla raised an eyebrow. “And Spring Valley Academy?”

“Ah, San Diego’s pride,” Kay said. “Spring Valley is known for its innovative approach to magic. They prioritize experimentation and creativity, which has earned them a reputation for pushing boundaries.”

“And how does Krysfelt stack up?” I asked.

Kay’s emerald eyes glinted with pride. “Krysfelt is the only academy located outside the major cities that can compete on their level. While we may lack their financial resources, we make up for it with unparalleled access to and knowledge of the Cali AZ and a tradition of excellence, starting with our professors, who instill this tradition in all students. Our alumni have shaped the Magocracy in ways no other academy can claim.”

Thessa leaned forward, resting her chin on her hand. “And the mages who train us? Are they as good as the ones at the big-city schools?”

“They’re better,” Kay said simply. Her posture straightened, and I couldn’t help but notice the pride in her tone. “Several of the Magocracy’s most prominent mages are affiliated with Krysfelt. Their expertise is why we continue to excel.”

From the way she spoke, I had no doubt she considered herself one of those prominent mages. And judging by what I’d seen so far, she was probably right.


Chapter 9

The walk back to the sleeper car was punctuated by the girls’ chatter, each of them reflecting on the meal and expressing their excitement. Thessa kept throwing amused and intrigued glances my way, while Lazy’s tail swished erratically as she rattled on about how much she would love to craft her own spells.

As we reached the cabin, Kay opened the door with a fluid motion, stepping aside to let us in. Lazy darted inside first, immediately spinning around to face the rest of us, her yellow eyes bright with anticipation.

“Okay!” she announced, hands on her hips. “Who’s using the bathroom first? I mean if it’s me… I… well, I need to mentally prepare.”

Khla stepped in after her, crossing her muscular arms with a grunt. “Mentally prepare for what?” she asked, her tone as flat as her expression. “It’s a bathroom.”

Lazy threw her arms in the air. Her tail puffed out slightly, signaling her annoyance. “You don’t understand! It’s small, probably super cramped, and I need to make sure it’s… not awful. These things matter. At least, to catfolk…”

Khla raised an eyebrow. “It’s a bathroom, not a throne room. What do you even need to ‘make sure’ of?”

“I need to make sure it’s cat-friendly!” Lazy shot back, crossing her arms. “You know?” She made a wild series of motions that were supposed to convey something, but nobody really followed. “You know!” she tried again.

Thessa sauntered inside, clearly amused. “Oh, let her do things her way, Khla. Everyone’s got their rituals. Though,” she added with a wicked grin, “I think Kay gets first dibs. Right, Mistress?” She turned toward Kay with an overly sweet smile.

Kay’s sharp gaze swept over the group as she stepped into the cabin. “Naturally,” she said, her tone brisk. “I will use the bathroom first. Afterward, you’re free to sort yourselves out. Quietly.”

Lazy flopped dramatically onto her bunk, groaning. “Fine, but I’m next! I’ll die if I have to wait.”

“Die?” Khla echoed dryly, crossing her arms as she leaned against the wall. “If you’re that fragile, maybe you shouldn’t have come to an academy for mages.”

“I’m not fragile,” Lazy snapped, sitting up with her ears flat. “I’m delicate. There’s a difference. Besides, it’s a figure of speech.”

“Speech has little to do with figures,” Khla grunted, and Lazy rolled her eyes in response.

Thessa laughed, settling into a seat with a flourish. “This is going to be so much fun.”

Khla’s scowl deepened, and she shot a glare at the tiefling. “Fun? You think sharing space with a guy and a crazy cat is fun? This was supposed to be a girl-only thing. At least Lazy is still a girl!”

Lazy perked up at that, pointing a finger at me. “Yeah! What about that? We’re just supposed to pretend that’s normal? How can we sleep with a guy in the room?!”

I raised my hands in mock surrender, taking a step back. “Hey, I’m not thrilled about it either. It’s not like I asked to be the first guy at Krysfelt. If you girls want to arrange a separate cabin for me, I’ll take it. I bet you all snore.”

“I DO NOT SNORE!” Lazy bellowed, fur on her tail bristling.

Thessa broke out laughing, and even Khla gave an amused grin.

Kay cut in before the argument could escalate. “Enough. Wade is here because of his class, and that’s not up for debate. Those who want privacy will get their turn in the bathroom, and there will be no inappropriate behavior. Is that clear?”

Lazy sighed, flopping back onto her bunk. “Crystal. But that bathroom better not be tiny.”

“It’s a bathroom on a train,” Khla said flatly. “It’s going to be tiny. Deal with it.”

Thessa’s grin widened as her eyes locked onto me again. “Oh, I don’t mind tiny spaces. I think it makes things more… interesting. If there hadn’t been five beds, I could’ve shared one with Wade. I don’t mind at all.”

The room went silent as her words hung in the air. Lazy turned bright red as she caught the lewd look Thessa was dropping me, her tail swishing frantically. Khla muttered something under her breath about demons being impossible.

I shifted, glancing at Thessa. She was making me all sorts of hot and bothered. “Uh, thanks… I guess?”

Her grin didn’t waver. If anything, it grew sharper as she leaned forward slightly, resting her chin on her hand as she offered me a good look down her ample cleavage. “Thank me after, Wade.”

“Thessa,” Kay said sharply. “That’s enough.”

Thessa shrugged, leaning back again with a casual air. “Of course, Mistress Krysfelt. Just making conversation.”

Kay didn’t reply, instead moving toward the bathroom with her belongings. “Stay here. I won’t take long,” she said, disappearing behind the door with a soft click.

The cabin fell into a momentary silence before Lazy sat up again, her ears swiveling toward me. “So… are you, like, used to this? Being around girls all the time?” she asked, clearly trying to deflect attention away from what Thessa had said.

“Not really,” I admitted. “This is all pretty new to me.”

Khla snorted. “Great. A rookie.”

“Hey, we’re all rookies here,” I pointed out. “Isn’t that kind of the point?”

Thessa’s crimson eyes glittered with amusement as she leaned toward me. “Some of us are a little more experienced than others,” she said, her voice low and teasing.

I cleared my throat, trying to ignore the way her gaze lingered. “Uh-huh. Sure.”

She chuckled softly, her tail swaying behind her. “Don’t worry, Wade. You’ll fit… depending on how big you are…”

Lazy rolled her eyes, flopping back onto her bunk again. “This is going to be the weirdest year of my life.”

Khla grunted in agreement. “No kidding.”

As I tried to think of something to say, I caught Thessa watching me again, her smile enigmatic. “Is something wrong?” I asked.

“Wrong?” she echoed, tilting her head. “No, not wrong. Right.” Then, with a soft giggle, she murmured to herself, “I’ll know if it’s really right soon.”

Before I could press her further, the bathroom door opened, and Kay stepped out, drawing everyone’s attention instantly.


Chapter 10

My jaw dropped. Instead of the severe black outfit and stern expression, Kay was now dressed in a simple white nightgown that clung to her figure in ways that made it difficult not to stare. The soft fabric flowed over her curves, accentuating her toned body and giving a tantalizing hint of the strength hidden beneath her usual attire.

Her skin, pale as ivory, almost seemed to glow in the dim cabin light, and her green eyes were even more striking than before, framed by dark lashes that made them seem impossibly deep. The nightgown’s neckline plunged low, offering a generous view of her ample cleavage, and the skirt stopped just below her knees, revealing toned legs that spoke of her athletic build.

But the nightgown was slightly transparent… I could see the faintest outline of her pink nipples as she wore no bra, and my blood flowed south at the sight of them. Then, as she turned to slide shut the door to the cabin’s tiny bathroom, I had to suppress a groan at seeing just the hint of her firm and round ass in a tiny thong.

I was utterly transfixed, my gaze locked onto her. When I finally managed to tear my eyes away, I noticed Thessa smirking at me, her crimson eyes sparkling with mischief as she watched me struggle to compose myself.

“Uh, that’s… quite the transformation, Mistress Krysfelt,” Thessa drawled, her voice dripping with amusement. “Did we miss a memo about pajama night?”

Kay’s gaze swept over her, her expression unreadable. “I prefer comfort when I sleep, Thessa. I suggest you do the same.”

Thessa grinned, clearly unfazed by Kay’s lack of reaction. “Oh, I’m comfortable. Wade, not so much…” She threw me a teasing look.

I cleared my throat, feeling my face flush. “I’m just… tired. That’s all.”

“Sure,” Thessa said, her eyes glittering. “Tired.”

Kay moved toward the single bed, her movements graceful and unhurried. If she knew what Thessa was hinting at, she wasn’t letting it on. “Who’s next for the bathroom?” she asked, her tone casual as if she wasn’t the center of attention.

“I am!” Lazy exclaimed, jumping from her bunk and grabbing her things. “And I have to pee! So… hurry up, please!”

Kay stepped aside, gesturing for her to go ahead. Lazy practically sprinted into the bathroom, the door slamming behind her. As Kay settled into her bunk — the single bed — I felt my strength almost leave me… The way she crawled into bed and the sight of her butt was just too much for me… I forced myself not to think of what she might look like without her clothes on, though I had to admit it was a losing battle.

I shook my head. Focus. I needed to focus on something else.

Then, I saw Thessa get ready for bed…

The tiefling had slipped out of her clothes without a second of hesitation, leaving her in her bra and underwear. Her dark hair cascaded down her back as she bent over to dig through her bag, and I couldn’t help but notice the way her underwear clung to the contours of her body. She wore an almost paradoxically cute set — pink with a lace ribbon. Her tail flicked back and forth lazily, a sign of her contentment. She had no trouble getting undressed in front of me, apparently.

With a groan, I climbed into my bunk. I was just going to read and look away until they had all settled into bed. I’d use the bathroom last.

Lazy came out next, dressed in a long shirt with a cat print, and flopped into her bed. The next one was Khla, who just took off her shirt. She had a bra on, and the sight of her muscular frame, her skin that looked like it was made of granite, and her firm breasts didn’t help with my problem in the slightest.

When all the girls were in their beds, it was my turn. Trying to keep a lid on my boner so they wouldn’t see — although Thessa threw me a naughty look from under her blanket that told me I wasn’t fooling her — I headed into the bathroom. There, I changed into pajama pants, staying shirtless as it was warm enough. I brushed my teeth, taking my time to try and let the erection go down. When I was ready for bed, I stepped out…

All of the girls were under their blankets. Khla was already snoring, and I wasn’t sure if the rest were asleep or not.

I crawled into my bunk above Thessa’s — the tiefling seemed asleep as well — and pulled the covers over myself, hoping to find some solace in the darkness. Unfortunately, Kay’s covers had shifted, offering me a view of her round butt in her slightly sheer robe.

Not good…

I groaned and turned in bed so I’d face the wall.

After a few minutes, I heard a soft rustling sound. A moment later, a head poked over the edge of the bed. By the crimson eyes glowing in the darkness and the outline of horns on the silhouette, I could tell it was Thessa.

“Hey, Wade,” she whispered. “Are you awake?”

I groaned quietly. “What is it, Thessa?” I replied in a hushed voice, trying not to disturb the others.

She rested her arms on the edge of the bed. “I couldn’t sleep,” she murmured. “Too much on my mind, I guess.” Her tail swished back and forth slowly — a black lashing silhouette.

I sighed, rolling onto my back and propping myself up on an elbow. “Yeah, I know what you mean. Today’s been… a lot.”

Thessa’s eyes seemed to glitter in the dark. “Mhm… A lot of changes. A lot of… opportunities.” She licked her lips, her gaze unwavering. “A lot of… excitement.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Excitement?”

“Oh yeah,” she whispered. “For me, as a Familiar class, I mean…”

I frowned, unsure what she was getting at. “What do you mean?”

Thessa leaned closer, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “Well, you see… as a Familiar class, I need a bond to reach my full potential. I can be their familiar, their partner in magic.”

I blinked, trying to follow her train of thought. “Okay… and?”

She giggled softly. “I can only bond with a mage that’s keyed to me, Wade. And I think… Well, I have this feeling that it just might be you.”

“Me?” I echoed, surprised. “How do you know?”

“I can feel it. Makes me all tingly,” she whispered. “The way your mana feels to me, the way you… are. It’s like I was meant to be your familiar.”

I stared at her, processing her words. “But… that doesn’t make sense. We only met a few hours ago.”

Thessa shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. It’s destiny.”

I sat up, pulling the blankets closer around me. The outline of her silhouette as she rested both arms on my top bunk was tantalizing, as were her slightly glowing crimson eyes. “Are you sure?” I asked.

“I’d say ninety-nine percent,” she hummed. “Not one hundred percent. But I’ve never felt this way before.”

“How do we… make sure?” I questioned, intrigued.

“I need to touch you,” she said. “I mean, I’ll need to really touch you. Your skin. For a bit… It’ll resonate, or not.”

“My skin?” I blinked. “Like, my hand?”

“Could work, but I need a little more… surface to work with.”

“Surface?”

“Surface,” she confirmed as she shifted, placing her hands on the bed. “Make some room. Let me come up there.”

“I, uh, okay…” I mumbled, scooting over to make space for her.

Thessa grinned, then hopped up, climbing onto the bed with me. Her tail wrapped around her, and she leaned in close, her breath hot against my skin. “Don’t worry, Wade. I’ll be gentle.”

Now that she was on the bed with me and closer, I saw her better in the dim light. My breath caught when I noticed how her firm breasts sat high on her chest, nipples hard. Down from there was a flat and toned stomach and sweeping hips that completed her hourglass figure. And there, a cute little landing strip of black pubic hair and a perfect pussy.

“Thessa,” I muttered, “you’re… naked.”

She looked down and blinked. “Yeah, so? I always sleep that way.”

I cleared my throat. “I can see that…”

She giggled softly, her eyes twinkling. “You’re not wearing that much yourself.”

I glanced down, realizing that the blanket had slipped off me, revealing my naked chest and my rock-hard cock, which stood at attention in my pants. “Shit,” I muttered, trying to cover myself with the blanket.

Thessa’s hands shot out, fully removing my blanket, and I believed her crimson eyes lingered on the tent in my pants for a moment. “I’ll start with your chest,” she whispered, her tone filled with mischief. She reached out and placed both hands on my pecs. “Mm,” she said, “nice. Very nice.”

“Uh, thanks,” I muttered, unsure of what else to say.

She giggled, and the movement caused her breasts to bounce slightly. “Just relax, Wade. This won’t take long.” Her fingertips traced lightly over my skin.

It was maddening.

“So…” I began, trying to focus on something other than the fact that a beautiful, naked woman was sitting on my bed. “What happens if we’re compatible?”

Her eyes locked onto mine. “Then I’ll be your Familiar,” she whispered, her breath tickling my neck. “I’ll need to find out how to complete the binding ritual.”

“That’s… interesting,” I said, struggling to maintain my composure as her hands moved down to my stomach, her fingers teasingly close to the waistband of my pants.

“Ah,” she hummed, scooting a little closer. The space was limited, and her knees now touched my legs as she was forced to lean farther forward to touch my far shoulder. A groan escaped me when one of her soft breasts brushed my arm. Her skin was nice and warm and soft, and I really felt like touching her.

“Can you feel anything?” I asked, my voice a little raspy.

She tilted her head to the side, a playful smile on her lips. “I can feel your heart beating faster, if that’s what you mean.”

I cleared my throat, trying to ignore the growing tension. “No, I mean… do you feel anything else?”

“Only the tingles of mana in you,” she said. “But… it’s not enough yet.”

I blinked. “Not enough?”

“Let me come a little closer.” Thessa was now leaning over me, her breasts dangling tantalizingly close to my face. Her long hair tickled my chest, and her warm breath caressed my skin. She was so close now, I could smell her sweet, feminine scent. “Is this okay?” she whispered, her voice barely audible in the quiet room.

“Yeah,” I managed to say, my mind racing with thoughts.

She leaned in even closer, her breasts brushing against my chest. Her fingers came up, gently touching my lips. “I think… we need a real connection.”

I swallowed thickly. “Like what?”

“Like,” she said, her voice low and husky, “a kiss.”

“A kiss?” I echoed, my heart pounding in my chest.

She nodded, her eyes dark with desire. “A kiss.”

I couldn’t resist any longer. I arched up, my lips meeting hers in a soft, tentative kiss. And as I did so, I felt the maddening soft press of her breasts against my chest.

Her lips were soft and warm, and her tongue teased at my lips, coaxing them apart. I couldn’t help but groan into the kiss, and I felt her smile against my mouth. She deepened the kiss, her tongue sliding against mine, her body pressing closer to mine.

Then, a spark ignited within me.

It was unlike anything I had ever felt before. It was a warmth that spread through me, a connection that seemed to tie me to Thessa in a way that felt both new and familiar, all at once. It was a sensation of being complete, of being part of something greater than myself.

“Ahhhh,” Thessa moaned around our kiss, arching her back. “Fffuu… Wade… Ahhnnn.” The soft sounds were like an angel’s song, and I felt my erection strain against my pants. The tiefling’s tail flicked erratically. I felt it brush against my arm, then against my cock, which sent a spasm of need through me. “W-Wade,” she gasped as her body began trembling.

Shit… Was she…?

Thessa’s kiss grew frantic, her hands gripping my shoulders tightly. I felt her body tense, her thighs squeezing together, and her tail wrapping around my leg. Then, with a shudder that wracked her whole body, she broke the kiss, her head thrown back in ecstasy as a muffled moan escaped her.

“God, Wade!” she whispered. “This is it… You — you are the one!” She gasped for air. “Fuck, I came so hard!”

“You… you came?” I stammered.

She nodded, still panting. “Mhm. The connection, the resonance… It was overwhelming.” She leaned in again. Her trembling tail was still resting against my cock, which bucked from the touch. “Didn’t you cum from that?” she asked softly.

I realized that I almost had… “I… I didn’t… but… almost, I suppose,” I admitted.

“Mmm,” she moaned, grinding her tail against my hard shaft. “Maybe… maybe you need a little more resonance, hm?”

“Thessa,” I groaned. “I —”

She shushed me with a finger on my lips. “Don’t worry, Wade,” she whispered. “I’ll help you.” Slowly, she slid her hand down my chest, her fingers trailing over my skin. Then, her hand slid beneath my waistband. With a light grip, she held my shaft, her warm fingers sending jolts of pleasure through my body.

“Ah,” I breathed, my hips involuntarily pushing into her touch. She began to move her hand up and down, stroking me slowly, her fingers teasing my tip. I groaned, trying to keep quiet as her touch sent waves of pleasure through me. I was way too close for any of this teasing. “Thessa,” I gasped. “I’m going to —”

“Shhh,” she whispered, her eyes locked onto mine. “Don’t wake the others!” Then, she kissed me and swung one leg over me. I couldn’t resist her breasts as they dangled in my face, and I grabbed and licked them, making her moan as I took a nipple in my mouth. “Oh, Wade,” she hummed as she straddled me, then reached behind to grab my cock.

Pent up as I was, I almost came from the delicious sensation of her wet folds against my cock, and it was a struggle to hold back.

“I — I need,” I began.

“Shh,” she whispered, then pulled me into a kiss as she guided me inside her.

“Fuck!” I groaned, and she shushed me again. But God, she was tight. And wet. And warm. I couldn’t help but push my hips up against her. My nails dug into the ample flesh of her perfect ass as I took control of the rhythm and thrust into her with all I had.

Thessa whimpered, her hands gripping my shoulders, her breasts in my face as she rode me. There wasn’t much room for wild bouncing here, but I was so close, I hardly needed anything. She arched her back. “Yes, Wade,” she moaned. “Now it’s your turn, my sweet…”

I was beyond the point of no return. I was lost in the sensation of her body, the feel of her skin against mine, and the taste of her on my lips. “I — I’m,” I tried to warn her as I felt the pressure building, the inevitable release.

“Do it,” she breathed. “Cum in me, Wade.”

“But…”

“Don’t worry; I have means to control that,” she whispered. “Hmm… Don’t worry, baby… just cum in my pussy, Wade.”

That was it. With a low groan, I gripped her hips and buried myself deep inside her, my hips bucking wildly as I came. I felt her tighten around me, her body shaking with her own release as I filled her. And as I came, I felt a second spark ignite within me, a connection that seemed to tie Thessa to me in a way that went far beyond a mundane bond.

It was a sensation of being complete, of being part of something greater than myself. It was a bond that I had never felt before, a bond that was both powerful and intimate. And it was a bond that seemed to promise me that my future would be filled with more of this kind of experience.

“Holy… shit,” I breathed as Thessa collapsed on top of me, her body still trembling with the aftershocks of her own climax.

She kissed me softly, her lips warm against mine. “That was amazing,” she murmured.

We lay like that for a moment, entangled on my bunk. I was still wearing my pajama pants, and I was still inside her. When she moved, the motion made my cock spurt the last bit of seed into her tight pussy. She giggled. “That was so nice.”

“It was,” I muttered, holding on to her soft body. “So, we’re bonded now?”

She curled up beside me — even though it barely fit — and shook her head. “Not yet fully,” she said. “I will need to commune with my father, Asturos, to find out what the ritual is. And I can only do so during a full moon. But…” She turned to look at me, a smile on her face. “It’s definitely you, Wade. And I’m glad for it.”

I smiled back, feeling a sense of satisfaction wash over me. “I’m glad it’s me, too,” I whispered, pulling her close.

“We should get some sleep,” she whispered.

“Yeah,” I muttered. “You should probably go back to your bed.” I glanced over to where Kay lay, her butt still on display in her slightly transparent gown. The sight was bad enough to make me want to go again. “If she finds out, we might be in trouble.”

Thessa giggled. “I bet that wouldn’t be so bad.”

“I’d rather not take the risk,” I said, shaking my head.

Thessa sighed dramatically. “Okay, okay. I’ll go back to my bunk.” She began to slip off the bed, but before she could go, she leaned in and kissed me on the cheek. “But I’ll be thinking of you all night.”

I chuckled softly, watching as she quietly climbed down from the top bunk, her naked form disappearing from view. “Good night, Thessa,” I whispered after her.

“Good night, Wade,” she replied from below, and I could hear the smile in her voice.

I couldn’t believe my luck. This beautiful, sexy, and playful girl was going to be my partner in magic.


Chapter 11

The train pulled into Los Angeles Station with a deep, rumbling groan and a burst of hissing steam. The cabin vibrated faintly as the massive wheels ground to a halt, and a voice crackled over the enchanted intercom, announcing our arrival.

I was excited. We all were. I considered myself someone who kept his cool, but I had never been to Los Angeles, the thrumming capital of the Magocracy. It was one of the cities that had survived the Upheaval two centuries ago — when our world had merged with the magical world of Tannoris, leading to the introduction of monsters, Dungeons, and the System — and the ensuing years of chaos and war, including the War of Brothers that ended the Coalition, under the rule of which Los Angeles had been until that time.

From the history books, I knew a group of mages — many of whom had ties to the magical academies in California — had united their strength and taken over control of a vast territory, encompassing the entire West Coast and several parts further inland. Their rule was mostly benevolent, but the focus of the Magocracy was always on magic, and magic was strongest in the cities. Los Angeles, San Francisco, San Diego, and — to a lesser extent — Portland and Seattle were the Magocracy in the eyes of most. Never mind the vast swaths of land and the many towns and cities in between.

“Alright, time to go,” Kay said, rousing me from my contemplations of history.

I stretched as we gathered our belongings and followed Kay into the corridor, the hum of activity beyond the train car growing louder with every step.

When we stepped off the train and into the heart of the station, I stopped dead in my tracks.

Los Angeles Station was unlike anything I’d ever seen. The vaulted ceilings shimmered with faintly glowing runes, intricate wards woven into every beam and pillar, casting a protective net over the bustling hub. Beams of light danced along the edges of the wards, faint but constant, a visible reminder of the magical protections in place.

The crowd was just as captivating. Humans mingled with elves, dwarves, beastkin, and other magical races. A towering minotaur lumbered past with a bag slung over his shoulder, while a flock of pixies flitted above the heads of the travelers, leaving trails of sparkling light in their wake. Birdfolk floated overhead, using their natural advantage to get where they needed to be so much quicker.

Lazy practically vibrated with energy, her tail lashing behind her as she took it all in. “This is amazing!” she exclaimed, her yellow eyes darting from one spectacle to another. “Look at that! And that! And — ooh, is that a gnome selling enchanted pastries?”

As a city girl from Seattle, she was used to big places, so it said a lot that Los Angeles managed to impress even her.

Thessa, meanwhile, looked entirely at ease, her crimson eyes gleaming as she surveyed the chaos. “I love it,” she purred. “So much energy. It’s practically crackling in the air.”

Khla stood with her arms crossed, her dark eyes scanning the crowd. “It’s busy,” she muttered, her tone skeptical. “Too busy. Easy for someone to cause trouble in a place like this.”

“That’s why there’s security,” Kay said, nodding at the men and women in the blue vests of the metropolitan police that patrolled the station. Some were obviously spellcasters, having activated their scrying and detection abilities, looking for those with unlicensed weapons or other things that could be used for nefarious purposes.

As for me, I was too awestruck to say much at first. The sights, the sounds, the sheer scale of the place — it was overwhelming. My gaze was drawn to a massive magical map hovering near the center of the station, its glowing lines shifting and morphing to show different locations in the city and how the various public transportation lines cut through them.

Kay’s voice cut through my reverie. “Keep moving,” she said sharply, glancing over her shoulder to ensure we were following. “Los Angeles is one of the largest magical hubs in the Magocracy. The station is heavily warded to prevent unauthorized teleportation or intrusion, but that doesn’t mean you can wander off.”

Lazy darted to her side, her ears twitching with curiosity. “The whole city is warded?”

“Yes,” Kay replied. “Teleportation within city limits is tightly controlled. The wards are maintained by an elite team of mages, many of whom trained at institutions like Krysfelt or Lionheart.”

Thessa grinned. “Let me guess — they make a fortune doing it?”

Kay didn’t bother to respond, her attention focused on navigating the crowd.

As we made our way through the bustling station, I tried to absorb as much as I could. Street performers lined the walkways, conjuring illusions or juggling enchanted objects to the delight of onlookers. Merchants hawked magical trinkets and rare ingredients from intricately designed stalls. Everywhere I looked, there was something new and fascinating.

Eventually, we reached the pickup and drop-off area, a broad, open space filled with carriages, wagons, and magical vehicles. The hum of conversation and the clatter of wheels filled the air.

Kay gave an irritated sigh. “Looks like our ride isn’t here yet. We’ll need to wait for a bit.”

It didn’t take much longer for a small, red-scaled figure to show up, holding a sign with ‘Krysfelt’ scrawled on it.

An imp.

“There he is,” Kay muttered. “Follow me.”

The imp was a sight to behold. His frayed wings twitched irritably, and one of his horns was broken, giving him a lopsided appearance. He wore a threadbare jacket and spectacles perched precariously on his long, pointed nose. His hunched posture added to the impression of perpetual dissatisfaction.

“Borsj,” Kay said, her tone brisk as we approached. “You’re late.”

The imp snorted, his red tail lashing behind him. “Late? Late, she says. As if I don’t have a million things to do, Mistress Krysfelt! Do you know how many blasted tourists clog the roads at this time of day? It’s a miracle I even got here at all! Besides, it’s just few minutes!”

“Enough of your excuses,” Kay replied coolly. “Just get the students to the van.”

Borsj muttered something under his breath, waving a clawed hand dismissively. “Fine, fine. But don’t expect me to be happy about it. The heat here is insufferable, the crowd’s worse, and these humans with their teleportation bans — bah!”

Lazy tilted her head, her ears flicking with curiosity. “He’s… cranky.”

As Kay stepped forward, the imp was glaring at everything and everyone in sight. His frayed wings twitched irritably as he muttered under his breath, clearly not thrilled about being here.

“This,” Kay said crisply, motioning toward the imp, “is Borsj, the groundskeeper at Krysfelt Academy.”

Borsj snorted, crossing his arms and fixing us with a sharp glare. “Groundskeeper, chauffeur, errand runner, and general dogsbody, you mean. Oh, and let’s not forget full-time complainer about the heat! Blasted humans and their obsession with cities — nothing but heat and noise!” His tail lashed behind him as he huffed, clearly unimpressed with everything around him.

“Isn’t hell hot?” I muttered under my breath.

“A general assumption, but incorrect,” Thessa purred at me, giving me a little nudge with those hips that had been all my world last night. “Borsj might be from the frigid regions.”

“Gotcha,” I said.

Lazy’s ears perked up as she studied Borsj. “Whoa, an imp! I’ve never seen one so… grumpy.”

“I’m not grumpy, you fuzzy-tailed pest,” Borsj snapped, his voice gravelly. “I’m irritable. There’s a difference.”

“Pest?” Lazy’s yellow eyes widened. “Why, I never…”

“Best get used to it, then,” Borsj muttered.

Thessa smirked, leaning slightly toward him. “I like him,” she purred. “He’s got… personality.”

Borsj turned his sharp gaze on her, his spectacles slipping down his nose. “Don’t try your demonic charms on me, girl. I’ve seen worse in my time, and I’m not impressed.”

Khla frowned, her dark eyes narrowing as she glanced at Kay. “He’s the groundskeeper?” she asked, skepticism clear in her tone.

“Yes,” Kay said firmly. “And he’s excellent at his job, despite his… disposition.”

Borsj let out a sharp laugh. “Disposition, she says. You try dealing with rowdy students, infernal paperwork, and this blasted heat, and let me know how chipper you feel. Now, get to the van. I’ve got better things to do than herd the lot of you all day.”

Kay’s gaze didn’t waver. “Tone, Borsj.”

“Yeah, yeah…” Grumbling under his breath, he waved a clawed hand dismissively. “Fine, fine. Follow me, and don’t touch anything you’re not supposed to!” He stomped off toward a van parked nearby with the lettering “Krysfelt Academy for Girls” on the side, muttering about the heat and the crowds.

We exchanged glances before following him, Lazy whispering, “I think I like him too.”
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The van rattled as Borsj turned the ignition, and the vehicle sputtered to life with a groan of protest. It could use a wash, both inside and out, and I was beginning to wonder about Borsj’s redeeming qualities. If he gave lip, was grumpy, and didn’t clean his van, he probably had some pretty awesome method of compensation…

Thessa, seated beside me, stretched luxuriously. She boldly placed her hand on the inside of my thigh and shot me a lewd look, then blew me a kiss that made me smile. Somehow, she managed to do all that just before Kay — seated next to Borsj in the front — threw us a look through the rearview mirror.

In the row behind us, Khla sat with her arms crossed, her gaze fixed ahead as if daring the van to break down, while Lazy pressed her face to the window. Her tail swished erratically as she watched the station disappear behind us, and Borsj merged to join the excruciatingly busy Los Angeles traffic.

“You’d think with all the magic in the Magocracy, they’d give me something better than this tin can,” Borsj grumbled from the driver’s seat. His clawed hands gripped the wheel tightly as he guided the van onto the road.

“It gets the job done,” Kay said from the passenger seat. Her tone was dismissive, as if she was used to Borsj’s complaining. She adjusted her seatbelt with a smooth motion. Her big breasts were not the most convenient asset in this situation, and I believed I saw a slight blush before her eyes fixed on the road ahead.

“Barely,” Borsj muttered, his tail flicking irritably as he merged onto the warded highway leading out of Los Angeles.

I leaned back, trying to make myself comfortable in the cramped seat, but my attention was quickly drawn to the scenery outside the window. Soon, Los Angeles began to fade behind us, replaced by the sprawling remnants of the Magocracy’s history. The landscape was dotted with ruins — silent reminders of the War of Brothers that had shattered the Coalition centuries ago. The war had come close to the city, and the surrounding land still bore the scars.

“Look at that,” I murmured, my breath catching as a massive stone fortress came into view. Its walls were cracked and blackened, the scars of ancient magical battles etched into its surface. Vines had begun to reclaim the structure.

Lazy glanced over, her yellow eyes wide. “Whoa. What happened there?”

“Fort Merton,” Kay replied without turning around. “It was one of the Coalition’s strongholds during the War of Brothers. When the Coalition fell apart, so did its defenses. That fort held out for months before it was overrun.”

“Overrun by who?” I asked.

“By everyone,” Kay said simply. “Humans, elves, orcs, goblins, even monsters. The War of Brothers was a free-for-all, with factions vying for power and territory. Fort Merton became a battlefield for anyone bold — or desperate — enough to claim it. It controlled the highway, so it was important. It changed hands a lot.”

We passed more ruins as the highway cut through battle-scarred plains. Craters dotted the earth, some faintly glowing with residual magical energy. Walls reinforced with enchantments and intricate wards rose sporadically, remnants of desperate defenses erected during the chaos.

Thessa stretched lazily, her horns almost brushing the ceiling. “You’d think they’d clean it up by now. All this history just… lying around.”

“Cleaning out here is dangerous,” Kay said. “Magical anomalies and monsters are attracted to such places where great quantities of mana were expended. Those resources are better spent elsewhere.”

We continued along the highway. Along the way, I spotted several Dungeon entrances, their jagged openings guarded by armored soldiers. Some were quiet, their entrances sealed with heavy gates, while others buzzed with activity as teams of adventurers moved in and out, weapons and magical gear at the ready.

“Are those Dungeons?” Lazy asked, pressing her face closer to the glass.

“Yes,” Kay said. “Active ones. They’re monitored closely to prevent outbreaks.”

“Outbreaks?” I asked, frowning.

“When the monsters inside a Dungeon venture out,” Kay explained. “It’s rare, but it happens. The guards are there to ensure containment or call in backup if necessary.”

As we traveled further from the city, the landscape began to shift. The ruins and Dungeons became sparser, replaced by an eerie stillness. The air grew heavy, and the land was more desolate.

“We’re approaching the boundary of the California Anomalous Zone,” Kay announced. Her tone was calm, but there was a distinct edge to it.

Thessa gave my thigh an excited squeeze, and we both exchanged a look. By now, it was hard even for me to retain my composure. I had never seen an AZ up close, and neither had the others. Lazy was glued to the window, and even Khla was wide-eyed.

I pressed my forehead to the window, my eyes widening as a high-tech magical fence came into view. It stretched as far as I could see, a shimmering barrier reinforced with glowing runes and the light of warding magic. Beyond it, the world was shrouded in a dense, swirling mist that seemed to pulse with an unnatural rhythm. Flashes of color — brilliant and unsettling — lit the fog intermittently, and shadows twisted and moved within.

“What’s that?” I asked, pointing as a large, slimy tentacle briefly emerged from the mist, only to vanish again.

Kay glanced at me. “The AZ’s energy manifests in many forms. That… is likely one of its inhabitants.”

“Creepy,” Lazy muttered, her tail puffing slightly as she pulled back from the window.

Khla grunted. “And we’re supposed to study near that? Great.”

Kay’s gaze remained steady. “The Cali AZ is why Krysfelt exists. To study it, understand it, and ensure it can be contained. Without institutions like ours, there’s no telling how the future of the Magocracy would look.”

Thessa grinned, her crimson eyes gleaming. “I can’t wait to see what’s inside.”

“You won’t,” Kay said sharply. “At least, not for a long time. The AZ is off-limits to all but the most experienced researchers and mages.”

I nodded, still staring at the ominous mist. It was both fascinating and unsettling, and I couldn’t help but wonder what secrets it held — and what role I might play in uncovering them.


Chapter 12

The van creaked and groaned as it pulled into the small town nestled at the foot of the hill leading up to Krysfelt Academy. Kay had told us the place was named Lombardy.

The change in scenery here was immediate and striking: where the ruins and wards of the AZ boundary loomed behind us, Lombardy was quaint and peaceful. Like Promise, it was walled to keep out the monsters, but it seemed to be in a better state — if also a bit smaller.

The town was a charming blend of suburban homes and a picturesque Main Street lined with small shops and services. The air seemed fresher, and the noise of the city was replaced by the soft hum of daily life. Children played in yards, and families strolled along sidewalks. A few cars and carriages trundled along the road, but everything about Lombardy felt calm, even sleepy.

Lazy had her face pressed against the window again, her tail swishing rapidly. “Look at it! It’s so cute!” she exclaimed, practically bouncing in her seat. “Look at that bakery! And ooh, a bookstore! Do you think they have spellbooks?”

Khla rolled her eyes, though even she seemed more relaxed as she took in the view. “It’s quiet,” she muttered. “What do people even do here?”

“They live,” Kay said curtly from the front seat. She glanced back at the group through the rearview mirror. “Lombardy exists primarily to serve the academy. Many of its residents are alumni or families connected to the school. Others are drawn here for the safety provided by the academy’s wards and the town walls.”

Thessa stretched luxuriously, her crimson eyes scanning the street with interest. “Charming,” she said, her tone teasing. “Not really my style, but I could see the appeal. Quiet little town… very storybook.”

Kay ignored her as Borsj turned onto Krysfelt Road, the winding path that led up the hill. The road was bordered by lush greenery, the occasional enchanted streetlamp casting a warm glow as the van ascended.

The academy itself contrasted sharply with the seemingly sleepy town. It was a Gothic compound that dominated the hilltop, its towering spires and intricate stonework silhouetted against the sky. Gargoyles perched on ledges, their stony gazes fixed on the horizon, and the massive iron gates at the entrance seemed to exude authority. It was both beautiful and imposing, befitting its legacy as one of the Magocracy’s premier institutions.

“Whoa,” I murmured, leaning forward to get a better look.

Lazy’s ears twitched, and her voice was hushed with awe. “It’s… big.”

Khla crossed her arms, though she couldn’t entirely hide her surprise. “Looks sturdy.”

Thessa grinned, her tail flicking behind her. “Now this I like. It has presence.”

The van groaned as it began its ascent up Krysfelt Road, the winding path that snaked its way up the hill toward the academy. On one side, the hillside dropped off into a stunning view of Lombardy below, the small, walled town spread out like a picturesque model with its cozy homes and bustling Main Street. On the other side, groves of oak and pine hugged the road as the hill rose. Each curve in the road revealed more of the academy’s grandeur. As we climbed higher, the Gothic architecture became even more imposing. Stained-glass windows glinted in the sunlight.

Borsj pulled the van to a halt just inside the gates, which had opened automatically as the wards recognized our approach. The courtyard beyond was expansive, with paths leading to various parts of the compound. Students in their academy uniforms — black skirts, white shirts, blue jackets, and white stockings — moved between buildings, some chatting in groups, others hurrying with books or gear.

“Out,” Borsj barked, climbing out of the van and slamming the door. “And take your things. I’m not carrying them.”

“Charming,” Khla muttered as we filed out of the van and took in our surroundings.

Kay stepped out next, her red hair catching the light as she smoothed her jacket. She turned to the group, her expression as composed as ever. “Welcome to Krysfelt Academy,” she said. “This will be your home for the next four years — if you’re disciplined enough to remain and smart and strong enough to survive.”

Lazy’s tail swished nervously, and Khla grunted something under her breath. Thessa merely smirked, adjusting her bag with a casual air. I kept my composure, looking around to take in these new surroundings.

At that moment, a new figure emerged from a nearby path. Her movements were tentative and delicate, but I immediately saw she was a dryad. Her soft, bark-like skin gleamed faintly in the sunlight, and her hair, a cascade of green leaves, rustled gently as if stirred by a breeze only she could feel. Her wide green eyes darted between the group, and her posture was hesitant.

“This is Willow,” Kay said, gesturing to the dryad and beckoning her to come closer. “She’s a sophomore and will be your guide for the student buildings. Listen to her, and don’t waste her time.”

Willow dipped her head. “H-hello,” she stammered, her hands clasped tightly in front of her. “I-I’ll, um, s-show you around.” Like the other girls I’d seen so far at Krysfelt, she wore white stockings, heeled shoes, a black pleated skirt, a white button-down shirt, and a jacket. They looked very cute on her, but it was also kind of a strange contrast seeing such a nature-affiliated monster girl in a schoolgirl outfit.

Lazy tilted her head, her ears twitching curiously. “Oh wow, a dryad! That’s so cool!”

Willow blushed faintly. “Th-thank you,” she murmured, glancing nervously at Kay as if seeking reassurance.

Kay nodded briskly, her attention already shifting. “Willow, ensure they’re settled. I’ll expect a report later. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have other matters to attend to.” With that, she turned and strode toward one of the smaller buildings at the edge of the courtyard, her heels clicking against the stone path.

Thessa watched her go, her crimson eyes gleaming with amusement. “She’s something, isn’t she?”

“More like someone,” Lazy said, her tail swishing thoughtfully.

Borsj grunted, waving them toward Willow. “Move along, you lot. Don’t hang around here! I’ve got better things to do than babysit freshmen.”

Khla shot him a glare but picked up her bag, and we all followed Willow, who led the way


Chapter 13

Willow led us along one of the cobblestone paths that wound through the Krysfelt campus. She moved so self-consciously and quietly that her soft footsteps were barely audible against the distant chatter of students and the occasional caw of a raven perched on a gargoyle. Her green leafy hair rustled faintly as she walked, her eyes darting back toward us every so often like she was afraid we’d disappear if she didn’t keep track of us.

“Um, the dormitory… i-is just ahead,” she stammered, pointing toward a tall Gothic structure that loomed in the distance. It was every bit as grand as the rest of the academy, with pointed arches, stone balconies, and carved reliefs that adorned the skillful stonework.

Lazy skipped ahead a few steps, her tail swishing excitedly. “Do we all get our own rooms? Oh! Or maybe we each get an apartment? That would be amazing!”

Willow’s cheeks colored faintly, and she shook her head. “N-no, the freshmen… share rooms. Four to a room.”

Lazy froze mid-step, spinning around with wide yellow eyes. “Four?! You mean we have to share?” Her gaze flicked to me, and her ears flattened. “With him?!”

Khla muttered something under her breath, her tusks glinting as she scowled. “This is already going downhill fast.”

Thessa, on the other hand, sauntered forward, her crimson eyes glinting with mischief. “Oh, I don’t mind sharing at all. This is going uphill for me.”

I cleared my throat, trying to ignore the heat rising to my face as Thessa flashed me a teasing smile. Images of last night flashed through my head, and the way she looked at me made me want to ditch the rest and do a thorough repeat of it all. I shook the thought off and directed my attention to Willow. “I’m betting this is the first time a man sleeps there, huh?”

Willow fidgeted with the hem of her blue jacket, looking as though she wanted to melt into the ground. “I-it’s… unusual,” she admitted softly. “But Krysfelt… accommodates circumstances. You’re the first male student, s-so… this is how it’s being handled.”

Lazy groaned, throwing her hands up. “Great. Just great. His scent is going to get into my fur!” She cradled her tail dramatically for a moment. “Do you have any idea how long that takes to wash out?”

I narrowed my eyes at her. “I don’t smell bad.”

She crossed her arms and huffed out air in a way that made her black locks jump up as she looked to her left. “Hmm… maybe not that bad.”

Khla snorted. “And what happens when some beastfolk girl goes into heat? I don’t want to be around when he gets pounced.”

My jaw dropped. “What?! That’s not—” I stopped myself, realizing this was a conversation I was never going to win. “I’m just here to learn magic, okay? Kay is making sure the whole ‘heat’ thing is covered.”

Thessa leaned in close, her voice a low purr. “Magic isn’t the only thing you might learn,” she teased, her tail swishing behind her.

Willow turned a deep shade of red, her leafy hair rustling as she stammered, “T-there are precautions! The dorms… have wards. And — um — measures in place for… for situations like that.”

Kay’s words from earlier floated through my mind. We had discussed the heat situation, and I simply had to trust her to take precautions. While part of me was very interested in the idea of beastfolk girls in heat, I had also heard that it could be dangerous. They tended to lose control, and they tended to care little about the… well-being of the other.

“What about lights out?” I asked, trying to change the subject. “What time is that?”

Willow perked up slightly, grateful for the shift in conversation. “Um, 10 PM is l-lights out for freshmen,” she said. “I-it’s strictly enforced. V-venturing out after lights out… i-is forbidden. Expulsion, if you’re caught.”

“Expulsion? For sneaking out?” I asked, surprised.

Willow nodded quickly as she glanced nervously at the dormitory looming ahead. “It’s for your safety,” she said softly. “The dorms… are warded. Outside at night… the professors conduct experiments. I-it’s not safe.”

Lazy blinked, her outrage momentarily forgotten. “Experiments? What kind of experiments?”

Willow’s voice dropped to barely above a whisper. “Advanced magic. Dangerous magic.”

The group fell silent, exchanging uneasy glances. I didn’t know what kind of experiments Krysfelt’s professors were conducting, but the idea of being caught in one of them wasn’t exactly comforting.

We arrived at the dormitory, and Willow led us inside. It had high ceilings, stone archways, and chandeliers that glowed faintly with magical light. She guided us to a room on the first floor and pushed the door open to reveal a space with four beds, each with a small wardrobe and desk.

Lazy groaned audibly. “This is it? No privacy?”

Khla crossed her arms, her scowl deepening. “I can hardly be expected to change here.”

Thessa, of course, was delighted. She flopped onto one of the beds with a contented sigh. “I don’t see the problem. It’s cozy.” She glanced around. “Lacks room for clothes, though.”

Willow wrung her hands nervously. “P-please leave your things here,” she said quickly. “I’ll… s-show you the rest of the grounds now.”

Lazy looked ready to argue further, but Khla gave her a nudge, muttering, “Let’s just get this over with.”

Thessa winked at me as we followed Willow out, her grin as mischievous as ever. “Don’t mind those two,” she hummed as she nodded at Khla and Lazy, soft enough for only me to hear. “They’ll come around.”

“How do you know?” I asked.

She grinned and leaned in, giving me a peck on my cheek. “Woman’s intuition… Or well, a tiefling’s intuition…”
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Willow led us out through the stone archway of the dormitory and back onto the cobblestone paths that wound through the Krysfelt grounds. The sun cast long shadows across the campus, illuminating the Gothic architecture in gold. I had a moment to appreciate it all, feeling like I was in France during the Late Middle Ages or something.

Whenever we passed a cluster of students, their reactions were mixed. Some glanced our way with casual curiosity, their gazes lingering on our group as a whole. Others, especially the monster girls, gave me more pointed looks — some speculative, some openly intrigued.

A tall harpy girl with fiery red feathers gave a lilting whistle as she passed, and her sharp eyes scanned me with lust before she smirked and flitted away. She flared her wings slightly for effect, and I couldn’t shake the feeling it was some sort of pre-mating ritual. A foxkin girl nudged her friend, both of them giggling as they whispered behind their hands.

A few dwarf girls in polished academy uniforms barely spared us a glance, while a group of elves eyed me with thinly veiled disdain, their sharp features tightening as though my presence offended them. It was clear my being here — a human male in a traditionally all-female monster girl academy — was already setting off ripples. Whether those ripples would turn into waves remained to be seen.

Thessa noticed, of course. She leaned in close enough for her shoulder to brush mine, her sultry voice dropping low enough for only me to hear. “Looks like you’re already popular, Wade. Enjoying the attention?”

I chuckled, trying not to focus on how a wolfgirl leered at me with a lusty and lewd look that would shame even the most lecherous. “I’m not sure ‘popular’ is the word I’d use.”

Thessa smirked, her tail swishing lazily. “Give it time. You’ll get used to it.”

As we walked on, I studied Willow. There was a shy charm about her, and she had a willowy and spry build that seemed to match up nicely with her name. There was grace and poise about her, and it especially amazed me how she managed to walk so silently and gracefully.

I caught her eyes when she glanced back to make sure we were following, and she blushed and looked away, unable to hold my gaze for longer than a second — but just long enough to signal she was fascinated by my appearance — an irregularity in her life at Krysfelt so far.

“This way,” she said, and her voice barely carried over the ambient chatter of passing students. “I-I’ll show you the central grounds… and the m-main buildings.”

Lazy skipped ahead, her ears swiveling curiously as she took in the sprawling campus. “What’s that big one over there?” she asked, pointing to a tall building with stained-glass windows and spires that seemed to reach for the clouds.

Willow glanced at it and nodded. “Th-that’s the library,” she said. “It’s… one of the largest magical archives in the Magocracy. Students spend a lot of t-time there, studying spellbooks and magical writings.”

“I’ll probably live there,” I said with a chuckle. “Sounds like the place to be.”

Thessa sauntered up beside me, her tail swaying lazily behind her. “Hmm, books are nice. We could study together,” she purred, flashing me a mischievous grin.

Willow flushed and hurriedly cleared her throat, gesturing toward another building. “O-over there is the dining hall,” she said, her voice trembling slightly. “Meals are… served three times a day. Breakfast, lunch, and dinner. Snacks… can be bought, but you’ll need Kredits or money.”

“What about those buildings?” Khla asked, pointing toward a cluster of smaller, less ornate structures near the edge of the grounds.

“Th-those are… off-limits to students,” Willow stammered, looking distinctly uncomfortable. “They’re used for… advanced research and experiments. Y-you’re not allowed near them without permission.”

Lazy’s ears perked up, and she tilted her head. “Why do they need so many buildings for experiments?”

Willow fidgeted, her green eyes darting nervously toward the cluster of buildings. “Krysfelt… is a place of innovation. The professors conduct… groundbreaking research. Some of it is… dangerous.”

She led us toward a crossroads where several paths converged, each leading to a different part of the campus. In the distance, a smaller, decrepit building came into view. Its windows were boarded up, and faint traces of magical wards shimmered around it like a protective bubble.

Lazy’s tail twitched as she pointed at it. “What about that one? The creepy-looking place.”

Willow’s leafy hair rustled as she stopped and glanced at the building. “T-that’s the Seventeenth House,” she said softly. “It’s… abandoned. Off-limits. No one is allowed inside.”

Thessa’s crimson eyes gleamed with intrigue. “And why’s that? What’s in there?”

“I-I don’t know,” Willow admitted, her voice barely above a whisper. “N-no one does. It’s guarded by… scrying effects. If anyone tries to enter… the alarms go off, and the professors arrive immediately.”

Khla frowned, her gaze fixed on the building. “What’s the point of keeping it around if it’s abandoned?”

Willow hesitated. “I… I don’t know. It’s just always been that way.”

Lazy’s ears flicked back as her tail gave an energetic lash. “Spooky! Bet there’s something really cool in there.”

“Or really dangerous,” I added, eyeing the shimmering wards.

Willow nodded quickly as if to reinforce my point. “I-it’s not safe. P-please don’t go near it.”

She led us down another path, her pace quickening slightly as if she wanted to put distance between us and the Seventeenth House. As we walked, she hesitated for a moment before speaking again.

“S-some of the students… join informal groups,” she said. “The staff… don’t officially acknowledge these groups, b-but they let it happen… because it encourages competition.”

“Groups?” Lazy asked, her ears perking up. “Like clubs?”

Willow shook her head. “Not clubs… sororities. Each one… has its own focus. M-many students join one, based on their affinities or preferences.” She threw me an apologetic look. “Though I doubt you could join one.”

She gestured toward a group of students practicing combat spells on a training field in the distance. Many of them were beastkin. “Th-those are some girls with the Claw and Tooth Society,” she explained. “They’re… a very physical group. A lot of wolfkin, lionkin, and other beastfolk. They focus on classes with direct combat elements, like Battlemages and Druids.”

Khla’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Sounds like my kind of group.”

Willow nodded, then pointed toward another group gathered near the library. Their somber demeanor set them apart, and they seemed a lot less animated than the beastfolk. Among their numbers were dark elves, tieflings, and some regular elves, as well as vampires shielded by sorcerous effects that protected them from direct sunlight. “That’s… the Society of Bones and Brimstone,” she said quietly. “They focus on… destruction magic, demonology, summoning, and necromancy. Vampires, tieflings, and dark elves… are common among them.”

Thessa’s grin widened. “Now that sounds like fun.”

Willow hesitated again before gesturing toward a group near the main hall — a group of serious people, most of whom seemed in deep discussion or study. “The last group… is the Society of the Eye and Key,” she said. “They focus on… illusion, healing magic, enchantment, transmutation, and divination. They’re… more diverse.”

I nodded thoughtfully, trying to process all the information. I was pretty sure that joining a sorority was out of the question — even if I wanted to — but I wondered if I could find a few allies among some of them. It’d be good to have friends.

Willow led us further along the cobblestone paths. The sounds of the academy’s daily bustle grew louder around us, but she moved carefully as if she wanted to remain unseen. She led us toward a cluster of buildings that seemed more relaxed and welcoming compared to the imposing structures we had seen so far.

“This is… the recreational area,” Willow said softly as a few students lounging on nearby benches threw us — and me, especially — curious looks. “Each year… has its own hall. Y-you’ll be using the first-year hall.”

Lazy’s ears perked up. “Ooh, what’s inside? Do we get games? Snacks? What kind of ‘recreation’ are we talking about here?” Her fuzzy tail swished rapidly as she nearly bounced on her heels.

Willow nodded, a faint smile on her lips. “Th-there are… games, a lounge area, and study spaces,” she explained. “It’s… a place to relax. B-but it’s important to remember…” She stopped walking and turned to face us, her green eyes serious. “It’s… strictly forbidden to enter the hall of a year senior to your own. Doing so… c-can result in punishment.”

Khla crossed her arms, her dark eyes narrowing. “Why? What’s the big deal?”

Willow hesitated for a moment. “It’s… to maintain boundaries and privacy. Each year… has its own challenges, responsibilities, and privileges. Mixing the groups… can create conflicts.”

Thessa smirked, clearly amused by Willow’s timid explanation. “Oh, come on, Khla. Are you really upset you can’t bully some seniors?”

Khla shot her a glare, but before she could respond, Willow motioned toward one of the halls. “T-this is the first-year hall,” she said, stepping inside.

The interior was cozy yet elegant, with a large lounge area filled with plush couches and chairs. Several students were scattered around, some engrossed in books while others chatted or played a magical version of chess that seemed to involve animated pieces battling each other on the board. A snack bar along one wall offered a variety of treats, and a shelf held board games, enchanted puzzles, and spellcrafting kits.

As we stepped inside, a sudden shift took place in the room’s energy. Conversations faltered, and heads turned as the students lounging in the hall caught sight of us — or more specifically, me. A wave of curious gazes swept over me, some wide-eyed with disbelief, others narrowed with open speculation.

A pair of wolfkin girls near the chessboard exchanged glances, their ears twitching as they murmured to each other. One licked her lips in a lascivious way. A gnome student perched on a stool by the snack bar squinted through her glasses, as if trying to size me up. A tall, regal elf with silver hair arched an elegant brow, her expression unreadable, while a group of others in the corner broke into hushed whispers, their eyes darting between me and their friends.

Luckily, my own companions barely noticed as they took in the hall. Lazy gasped, her yellow eyes wide with delight. “This is amazing!” She darted over to the snack bar, her tail swishing furiously. “Do we get free snacks? Or do we need those Kredit things?”

Willow gave a faint smile. “S-snacks require Kredits. Or regular money.”

Thessa wandered over to the lounge area, running her fingers along the back of a couch as she observed the students. “Not bad,” she said. “I could see myself spending some time here.”

Khla remained near the entrance. “It’s fine, I guess,” she muttered. “But I’m still curious to know what happens if someone from another year sneaks in?”

Willow’s cheeks colored slightly. “I don’t know the details. Just… consequences.”

I took in the space, noting the relaxed atmosphere and the variety of activities available. It was clear that Krysfelt took the concept of downtime seriously, which was probably a good thing given how intense the rest of the academy seemed to be.

While Khla kept hanging out at the snack machine and Thessa inspected the lounge area, Willow stepped back, her nervous energy making her fidget with the hem of her jacket. I approached her, figuring I could try to put her at ease.

“You do a good job with these tours,” I said.

Willow blinked up at me, her green eyes widening slightly. “O-oh… th-thank you,” she stammered, a faint blush rising to her bark-like cheeks. “I-I don’t usually d-do this…”

I smiled. “You’re doing fine.”

Her ears twitched, and she glanced around nervously. “I-I hope so. People can be… intimidating.”

Before I could respond, a flicker of movement caught my eye. At the far side of the room, near a bookshelf filled with enchanted puzzles and scrolls, Lazy was chatting with another student — a tall elf girl with long, silvery hair and blue eyes. The elf girl’s posture was straight, her expression poised and a little haughty, as if she were barely tolerating the conversation. Despite that, Lazy seemed captivated. Her ears perked, and her tail swished energetically as she spoke, clearly trying to make a good impression.

I frowned slightly, watching the interaction. Lazy seemed more serious in conversation than she normally was — she was usually playful and cheeky. She leaned in as if hanging on the elf girl’s every word.

Willow noticed my distraction and followed my gaze. “T-that’s Salee,” she whispered, lowering her voice. “From the Eye and Key Society. She’s the p-president.”

“Do you know her?” I asked.

Willow nodded slowly. “S-she’s… w-well, important. Very knowledgeable. She’s… p-particular about who she talks to.”

It was clear Lazy was putting in the effort to win Salee over. The elf girl’s posture relaxed slightly as they continued talking, and I caught the faintest hint of a smile on her face before she glanced around, as if making sure no one important saw her getting friendly with someone outside her group.

“She doesn’t look like she talks to just anyone,” I said softly.

“N-not usually,” Willow confirmed, fidgeting again.

Lazy let out a laugh — a bright, genuine sound that made Salee smile for real this time, although something about the elf remained cold.

I leaned back, filing the interaction away in my mind. Lazy wasn’t the type to care much about status or formality, but there was something about Salee that had clearly piqued her interest.

Willow’s voice pulled me back to the present. “W-we should move on.”

“Right,” I said.

Willow called for Lazy, who bade Salee farewell and quickly scampered off to join me, Willow, Khla, and Thessa. I wanted to ask her who her new friend was, but Thessa was all over me ranting about the lounge while Willow led us back outside and toward another building. “Th-this is the sports building,” she said, opening the door and gesturing for us to enter.

The interior was sleek and modern despite the Gothic exterior. Willow pointed out the various facilities as we walked. “Th-there’s… a gym for strength training, a swimming pool, and a sauna.”

Lazy wrinkled her nose, her ears flicking in irritation. “A gym? Why would I need a gym? I’m a mage, not a bodybuilder.”

Khla snorted. “Because being strong is useful. Not everything can be solved with magic.”

“I’ll take the sauna,” Thessa purred, her crimson eyes gleaming as she glanced toward a few voluptuous beastfolk girls wrapped in towels who were making their way to the changing rooms. Some of them paused to glance at me, their gazes curious and a little too lingering. One even gave a small, toothy grin before whispering something to her friend.

Khla noticed and scowled. “Great. Even here, you’re attracting attention.”

Lazy crossed her arms, her tail flicking sharply. “I’m telling you, this is going to be a problem. What if one of them decides to—”

“You’re just jealous,” Thessa purred. “Don’t want them to pounce on Wade until you’ve overcome your own shyness.” She followed up with a chuckle.

Lazy puffed out air and crossed her arms. “Why… Why… Why, you!”

“Enough,” Willow said, her voice surprisingly firm despite its usual softness. “P-please keep it down.”

I nodded, agreeing with Willow. “Let’s just focus on the tour.”

Willow nodded quickly, clearly relieved to move on. She led us through the rest of the sports building, pointing out the equipment in the gym and the expansive swimming pool. The facilities were impressive, and it was clear that Krysfelt valued physical fitness alongside magical prowess.

Finally, Willow guided us to another part of the campus, where two large buildings stood side by side. “Th-these are… the lecture halls and the classrooms,” she said. “Y-you’ll spend… a lot of your time here, learning theory and practicing spells.”

Lazy groaned, her ears flattening. “Theory? That sounds boring. I thought we’d be casting spells all day.”

Willow smiled faintly. “Theory… is important. Without understanding… magic can be dangerous.”

Khla nodded in agreement, her tone grudging. “Makes sense. You can’t fight if you don’t know what you’re doing.”

Thessa smirked, her tail swishing. “I don’t mind a little theory. As long as there’s plenty of practice to balance it out.”

Willow hesitated, then nodded. “Th-there will be… a balance. N-now, you’ve seen all you need to see for now. I’ll bring you back to the dormitory.”


Chapter 14

Willow left us outside the dormitory after explaining our schedules should arrive in about an hour. As we waited, Khla stretched her arms over her head, the muscles in her arms flexing as she glanced at the rest of us. “So, what now?” she asked. “We’ve got time to kill, and I’m starving.”

“Seconded!” Thessa chimed in with a grin, her crimson eyes glinting. “That tour worked up my appetite. Although I suppose I could always eat. Let’s hit the dining hall.”

“Great idea!” Lazy said before her ears twitched, and she looked between them, then at me. “What about you? Do you want to eat?” she asked me.

I shrugged. “I suppose I could.”

Thessa draped her arm over my shoulder with an overly familiar grin. “Hmm… romantic dinner.”

I laughed at that and took the liberty to wrap my arm around her slender waist, feeling her soft skin. She practically purred with pleasure at the touch.

Lazy groaned, rolling her eyes. “Remember the rules,” she muttered, although I was beginning to believe there might be a hint of jealousy in there.

With Khla taking the lead, we made our way toward the dining hall. The sun cast long shadows across the cobblestone paths, and students lounged on the grass or clustered near the various buildings. As we entered the dining hall, the warm, savory aroma of food hit me immediately. The space was bustling with activity, the chatter of students blending with the clinking of plates and cutlery.

Thessa’s eyes lit up as she made a beeline for the snack bar. “Finally!” she exclaimed, her tail swishing eagerly as she began piling up an assortment of snacks on her tray. “One of these… a few of those… oh, and definitely some of these.” Her tray was quickly overloaded, and she carried it with ease to a nearby table.

Khla grabbed something simple — a thick roll of bread with cheese — and joined her. Lazy hesitated, eyeing the offerings suspiciously, but eventually grabbed a pastry. I settled for a sandwich and a drink, trying to ignore the stares and whispers that followed me through the hall.

As we sat down, I could feel the gazes of the other students on my back. A group of wolfkin girls at a nearby table exchanged looks before one let out a low, playful whistle. “What’s a cute boy like you doing here?” she called out, her tone dripping with mockery.

Another wolfkin girl smirked, her fuzzy ears twitching as she added, “Careful, or we’ll have you for dinner instead.”

I clenched my jaw, keeping my focus on my sandwich. My first day wasn’t the time to start something, even if the comments grated on me. I knew wolfgirls were the worst, too — much worse than any guy could ever be. They were the ones you needed to watch out for the most when they were in heat.

Thessa, of course, found the whole thing hilarious. She popped a snack into her mouth and leaned closer to me. “Looks like you’ve got admirers,” she teased, her tail swishing with amusement. “Should I be jealous? Or should I ask them to join us?”

Her husky voice made me shiver, and the idea of me and her and… Well, I suppose she could help me handle the legendary lust of the wolfgirls, and the mental image that projected wasn’t all too bad.

“Let’s just ignore them for now,” I said, pushing all those thoughts away. I didn’t want trouble — not even of the fun kind.

At least, not yet.

“Well, you’re doing a great job of ignoring them,” she said with a grin. “Impressive.”

Before I could respond, a new voice cut through the din. “Well, if it isn’t the stray.”

I turned to see a wolfkin girl with black hair and sharp, golden eyes standing nearby, flanked by two cronies who bore matching claw pins on their lapels. Her ears were tilted back, and her fuzzy tail flicked sharply, betraying her irritation. She was staring at Lazy, but her eyes met mine as I took her in.

“Heard about you too,” she hissed, “a guy entering Krysfelt. What a disgrace.”

Lazy bristled immediately, her tail puffing up as she glared at the girl. “What do you want, Varga?”

I blinked, a little surprised the two knew each other.

Varga crossed her arms, a smirk tugging at her lips. “Just thought I’d check on our little charity case,” she said smoothly. “Still struggling to climb out of that poor offshoot of yours? Must be hard, dragging your pathetic Quickpaw name through the mud. Didn’t even think that stupid cat clan could spawn any worse kittens, but here you are…”

Lazy shot to her feet, her ears flat against her head. Her tail was up and puffy, and she looked ready to fight. “Take that back!”

Varga’s grin widened, her sharp teeth glinting. “Or what? Gonna pounce on me? Please. You’re barely worth my time. I’ll snap your pathetic neck like a twig, stray.”

My hands tightened into fists, but I forced myself to stay calm as I stood up. “That’s enough,” I said evenly. “Varga, is it? Why don’t you move along?”

Varga turned her piercing gaze on me, her expression shifting from smug to incredulous. “Oh, this is rich,” she said, a low chuckle escaping her. “Krysfelt’s lost boy — and he thinks he can tell me what to do.”

“Not telling you,” I said, keeping my tone steady. “Just suggesting you take your bad attitude somewhere else.”

Her ears twitched, and her grin faltered for a moment. “You’ve got guts,” she muttered, narrowing her eyes. “Stupid, but gutsy.”

I shrugged. “If you say so.”

She licked her lips. “We’ll see what’s what when the time comes around, boy,” she hissed, shooting me a look that held many different kinds of threats, not all of them necessarily unpleasant. “And you know what time I’m talking about.”

Varga’s tail lashed behind her, and her cronies leered lustily at me. Before I could respond, a sharp, authoritative voice cut through the tension. “That’s enough, Varga.”

We all turned to see an elder dwarven woman in a neatly pressed academy jacket striding toward us. Her piercing blue eyes and no-nonsense demeanor made it clear she was not someone to cross. “Back to your seats, now. Leave each other alone if you can’t get along.”

Varga’s ears flattened, and she shot a venomous glare at Lazy. “This isn’t over, stray,” she hissed before turning on her heel and stalking away, her cronies trailing after her.

The professor’s gaze swept over the table, lingering on me for a moment before she addressed the group. “I expect better behavior from Krysfelt students,” she said curtly. “See that it doesn’t happen again. Someone bothers you, you don’t respond in anger. Just tell them to go away. If they don’t, find a member of staff. Understand?”

“Yes, Professor,” Lazy muttered, her ears drooping slightly as she sat back down.

Thessa smirked, clearly unbothered by the encounter as the dwarven professor paced off. “Well, that was entertaining,” she said, popping another snack into her mouth. “Might be more than one kind of fun around here…”

I glanced at Lazy, who was fidgeting with her pastry. “You okay?” I asked.

She nodded, though her expression was tense. “Yeah. Thanks for stepping in.”

“Anytime,” I said, settling back into my seat. “Old acquaintance?”

“Ugh!” she moaned, waving it off. “Varga’s from Seattle. Thinks she’s all that. But she’s a stupid dog. I hate dogs.”

“Why did she call you a stray?” Khla asked.

“Never mind,” she muttered. “It’s all stupid. Let’s just finish this stupid food and get out of this stupid place to get back to our stupid dorm.”

I looked at her as she sat there all dejected. There was some history here, but it was obvious she didn’t want to talk about it. So, I decided not to press her just yet. Instead, I exchanged a look with Khla and Thessa before returning to my sandwich.
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The walk back to the dormitory was quieter than before; the tension from the dining hall had pressed a stamp on us. Lazy walked a little closer to me than usual, her tail flicking nervously behind her, while Khla and Thessa exchanged occasional glances but kept their thoughts to themselves.

When we reached the door to our room, it was already ajar.

Inside, standing with an air of quiet disdain, was a high elven woman. Her long, white hair cascaded over her shoulders like spun silver, and her piercing silver eyes flicked over us with a cool, assessing gaze. Her posture was impeccable, her back straight and her chin lifted slightly, as if she were constantly looking down on everything and everyone. She wore a dark academy jacket with immaculate precision, and the faint scent of lavender lingered in the air around her.

“Well,” she said, her voice smooth but devoid of warmth. “You’ve finally decided to grace us with your presence. You made us wait quite a while…”

I glanced around the room, confused.

Us?

There was no one else here. Just the elven woman, standing alone with her flawless posture and faint air of superiority. Her choice of words struck me as odd, but I kept my mouth shut, not wanting to make a bad impression — though it was clear we already had. Still, the way she spoke made me wonder if someone was hiding in the closet somewhere.

Lazy, who had been in the lead, froze mid-step, her ears flattening as her eyes darted nervously toward me, then back to the elven woman. “Um… hi?”

The elf’s gaze didn’t waver. “We are Alis,” she said, her tone making it clear that any familiarity would not be tolerated. “One of the senior professors here. You were expected here earlier.”

Khla frowned, crossing her arms over her chest. “Willow said the schedule would arrive in an hour.”

Alis’s lips pressed into a thin line, the barest hint of annoyance flickering across her otherwise serene expression. “Willow,” she said the name as if it left a bitter taste in her mouth, “is not responsible for keeping time. We are. And you are late.”

By now, I was pretty sure this elven woman referred to herself in the plural… I’d met plenty of elves, and I knew it wasn’t an elven cultural thing. All I knew was that European royalty sometimes had this habit, but she didn’t strike me as European…

I stepped forward, trying to keep my tone respectful. “We didn’t know. We went to the dining hall because we thought we had time.”

Her silver eyes fixed on me, and I felt as if she were peeling away layers of my thoughts, searching for weakness. “Ignorance is no excuse,” she said coldly. “Punctuality is a virtue at Krysfelt Academy. You would do well to remember that.”

Thessa, ever unbothered by authority, leaned casually against the wall and gave Alis a lazy smile. “It won’t happen again,” she said with a purr in her voice that suggested she cared very little about the elf’s reprimand.

Alis’s gaze flicked to Thessa briefly before returning to me. “See that it doesn’t.”

Lazy shifted nervously, clearly uncomfortable with the tension in the room. “Um… our schedule?”

Alis inclined her head slightly, pulling a rolled parchment from the sleeve of her jacket. “Classes begin tomorrow,” she said, handing the parchment to me. “Your schedule is as follows: Meditation at eight o’clock, followed by Dungeon Lore, General Principles of Magic, and Bestiary Studies in the afternoon.”

Khla grunted. “Dungeon Lore?”

“A foundational course,” Alis said sharply. “You will learn the history and function of Dungeons, as well as how to navigate them safely. Or, as safely as one can manage.”

Lazy perked up at the mention of Bestiary Studies. “Oh! Will we get to see actual monsters?”

Alis’s expression didn’t change. “Perhaps in time. Provided you prove capable.”

I unrolled the parchment and scanned the schedule. The handwriting was elegant and precise, every line perfectly spaced. The meticulous attention to detail was unmistakably elven — of that I was certain.

“Your uniforms will be waiting for you on your beds when you return from dinner,” Alis continued. “Ensure they are properly fitted and presentable. We expect all students to maintain the academy’s standards at all times.”

Thessa smirked, casting a sly glance in my direction. “I’m sure Wade will look very presentable in a skirt.”

Alis ignored the comment entirely. “Dinner will be served in an hour. We suggest you do not keep the staff waiting.”

With that, she turned on her heel, her movements graceful and fluid, and strode toward the door. She paused just before stepping out, glancing over her shoulder with a final, cool remark. “Be on time next time. Or do not come at all.”

And then she was gone, the soft click of the door closing behind her echoing in the silence.

Lazy flopped onto her bed with a groan, her tail curling around her legs. “She’s scary.”

Khla snorted as she dropped her bag at the foot of her bed. “She’s an elf. Most of them snap in two when you so much as frown at them.”

Lazy flicked her tail nervously as she rolled onto her back. “Others chuck fireballs like it’s nothing,” she muttered, clearly not as convinced that Alis was a pushover. Her ears twitched anxiously. “And did you see how she looked at us? Like we were dirt under her perfect little shoes.”

Khla grunted. “Typical elf.”

Thessa chuckled, tossing an empty snack wrapper into the trash bin near the door. Her aim was perfect, of course. “Well, this just got interesting,” she purred. “A high elven instructor with a stick up her ass? That’s going to make classes so much more fun.”

Lazy groaned, flopping dramatically onto her pillow. “Fun for you, maybe. She’s totally going to pick on me. I just know it.”

I sat down on my bed, the schedule parchment still in hand. My eyes scanned over the list again. Meditation, Dungeon Lore, General Principles of Magic, and Bestiary Studies. It all sounded practical, even exciting — but demanding too. “Looks like we’ve got a lot to learn tomorrow,” I said, folding the parchment carefully.

Lazy peeked over the edge of her pillow, her wide yellow eyes filled with curiosity. “Do you think we’ll really see monsters in Bestiary Studies? Like, real ones?”

“I hope so,” I said with a grin. “Otherwise, what’s the point?”

Lazy shivered a little, her ears flicking. “What if they’re dangerous?”

Khla stretched out on her bed, lacing her fingers behind her head. “They’re supposed to be dangerous,” she said flatly. “That’s why we’re here — to learn how to handle them. You’re not scared, are you?”

Lazy puffed out her cheeks in defiance. “I didn’t say that! I just… like a little warning before something tries to eat me, that’s all.”

Thessa grinned wickedly. “Oh, you’ll get a warning. It’ll be the sound of something growling right before it pounces.”

Lazy sat up, glaring at her. “Thessa! Not helping!”

Thessa laughed, her tail swaying lazily. “Relax. If something does try to eat you, just hide behind Wade. He seems like the hero type.”

I chuckled. “Thanks for the vote of confidence. But I think you all will do fine without me.”

Thessa tilted her head, studying me with a spark of intrigue. “Hmm… don’t sell yourself short. You handled Varga pretty well back there. Kept your cool. That’s rare in the face of an angry wolfgirl.”

Khla nodded grudgingly. “I’ll give you that. Didn’t expect a guy to step in like that without making things worse.”

I shrugged. “She wasn’t worth the fight. And Lazy didn’t deserve it.”

Lazy blinked, her cheeks turning pink as her tail flicked bashfully. “Thanks, Wade,” she said softly. “I, uh… I appreciate it.”

Khla sat up suddenly, cracking her knuckles. “Still. If she comes at you again, don’t hold back. I don’t care if she’s wolfkin or whatever. People like that need to be put in their place.”

“Agreed,” Thessa added, her grin sharpening. “And if you need help… well, let’s just say I’ve been dying to burn off some excess energy.”

Lazy shook her head quickly. “No fire! No burning!”

Thessa laughed, lounging back on her bed. “Fine, fine. I’ll keep it tame. For now.”

I leaned back against the headboard of my bed, my gaze drifting to the parchment again. “We’ll find out soon enough what kind of challenges we’re in for.”

Lazy stretched out on her bed again, rolling onto her side. “Do you think we’ll get to fight monsters? Like, real Dungeons?”

“Eventually,” I said, my mind already racing with possibilities. “But first, they’ll probably make sure we don’t kill ourselves in the process.”

Khla smirked. “Let’s hope we don’t have to wait too long for some action.”

“Patience,” Thessa purred. “We’ll get there.”


Chapter 15

The next morning, I woke to the chiming of a bell from somewhere in the dormitory, signaling the start of the day. The early light already came through the windows, and it took me a moment to realize where I was.

Khla was already up, revealing that she slept in a simple dress of sorts — it didn’t hug her body very tightly, but it was short, revealing a pair of white panties and muscular green thighs. Lazy groaned from her bunk, her ears twitching as she buried her face in her pillow. Thessa stretched languidly, her tail curling around her leg as she gave me a teasing smile. “Morning, hero.”

She had snuck into my bed last night while the others slept and woke me up for sex. She had already been riding me before I was fully awake. By the sounds of creaking mattresses, I was pretty sure either Khla or Lazy — or both — had heard us make love. We had cuddled for a moment afterward, before Thessa had quickly snuck back into her own bed.

She was insatiable — but what could one expect?

“Morning,” I muttered, running a hand through my hair before grabbing my uniform. The clothes were neatly folded on my bed — a crisp white shirt, black pants, and a blue jacket. Luckily, they didn’t want me to wear a skirt…

Lazy sat up with a yawn, her tail flicking behind her as she rubbed her eyes. “Do we really have to go this early?”

“Yes,” Khla grunted, standing and adjusting her jacket. “First day. Don’t screw it up.”

I stood beside my bed, clutching my uniform as the girls began changing around me without much ceremony. Lazy grabbed her uniform and padded over to the bathroom with a yawn to get changed in private, her tail swishing lazily behind her. Khla, however, didn’t seem to care in the slightest. She got dressed, and I looked away to give her some privacy. Still, as she pulled her short dress over her head, I caught a flash of her muscular torso and her firm breasts — green with nipples a darker shade of green.

Thessa, of course, was the least concerned with modesty. She peeled off her nightclothes in a slow, deliberate manner, her demonic tail swaying with every movement. Her body was a sin of its own, perfect and curvy — taut or soft in the right places, her perfectly shaped breasts topped with nipples that always seemed a little swollen, always ready to be sucked on.

A jolt of excitement passed through me. Even though I’d had her last night, I wanted more of her. Her crimson eyes flicked toward me as she slid into her red lingerie. A wicked smirk played at the corners of her lips, telling me she knew exactly what I was thinking. “Enjoying the view, Wade?”

I chuckle, making a show of looking away quickly. “Hey, I’m just getting dressed.”

“Sure you are,” she teased, buttoning up her white shirt with a slow, deliberate motion. “Don’t worry, Wade. We don’t mind having you here when we get dressed.” She grinned at the orcess. “Do we, Khla?”

Khla shot her an annoyed glance. “Do you have to make everything weird?”

Thessa grinned. “Yes.”

Lazy emerged from the bathroom, fully dressed but still yawning. “You guys are taking forever,” she complained, eyeing Khla and Thessa. Then her gaze landed on me, and her ears flicked nervously. “Wade, hurry up! And don’t stare at Khla and Thessa!”

I sighed, shaking my head as I quickly pulled on my uniform, trying not to focus on the fact that I was sharing a room — and a morning routine — with three very different, very attractive monster girls. The fabric of the uniform was stiff but well-made, fitting me snugly. I adjusted the jacket and glanced at the others.

“Ready?” I asked, trying to keep my voice steady.

Khla grunted in response, and Thessa gave me another teasing smile. Lazy tugged at her sleeves, looking as if she wasn’t quite sure about the outfit.

“Let’s go,” Khla said, leading the way out the door.

The walk to the lecture hall was quiet, the cool morning air helping to chase away any lingering awkwardness. The academy grounds stretched out before us, peaceful in the early light, and I took a deep breath, feeling my nerves settling in my chest. First day. I could already see other students heading toward various buildings, chatting quietly or reviewing notes as they walked.

The lecture hall was grand, with high ceilings and tall windows that let in plenty of natural light. Rows of desks filled the room, and students were already settling in. Most of them glanced our way when we entered, some with curiosity, others with disapproval. I ignored the stares and took a seat near the middle, with Lazy, Khla, and Thessa beside me.

At the front of the room stood an older foxkin woman. She was elegant, with silver-gray hair that cascaded over her shoulders and sharp green eyes that seemed to take in everything at once. Her fox ears twitched as she surveyed the students, and her bushy tail swayed gently behind her. She exuded calmness, a serene presence that immediately put me at ease.

When the bell chimed again, signaling the start of the lesson, the woman stepped forward with a warm smile.

“Good morning, students,” she said, her voice smooth and soothing. “Welcome to your first class at Krysfelt Academy. I am Melhee, and I will be guiding you through Meditation.”

The room quieted as all eyes turned to her.

“Before we begin,” Melhee continued, “I want to congratulate you all on making it this far. Krysfelt is not an easy place to get into, and it will not be an easy place to stay. But if you apply yourselves, you will find this academy offers unparalleled opportunities for growth.”

She paused, letting her words sink in before continuing. “Our first lesson is Meditation — a fundamental skill for any spellcaster. It is not as flashy as casting spells or as thrilling as exploring Dungeons, but it is essential to your success.”

Melhee began pacing slowly, her gaze sweeping across the room. “You see, long ago, mages relied solely on rest or mana potions to restore their energy. They cast their spells, drained their reserves, and then had to wait — sometimes hours, sometimes days — for their mana to replenish.”

Several students shifted uncomfortably at the mention of such limitations. Lazy whispered something to Thessa, who grinned in response, but they quickly quieted when Melhee’s green eyes flicked their way.

“That changed with the development of Meditation techniques,” Melhee said. “Through focused practice, a spellcaster can draw essence from the world around them, refining it within their mana core. This process restores mana far more quickly than rest alone.”

The room was silent now, everyone listening intently.

“Think of your mana core as a crucible,” Melhee continued. “In ancient times, blacksmiths used crucibles to melt and refine metals, purifying them into something stronger. Your mana core works in a similar way. It draws in raw essence — ambient energy from the world — and refines it into usable mana.”

I leaned forward, fascinated. We had never learned all that much about mana recovery at St. Ignatius — and why would we? We were just orphans. In my mind, it was still a matter of potions and rest, and it was good to know there were alternatives.

Melhee’s voice softened, taking on a more encouraging tone. “Of course, this process takes practice. It is not something that you will master overnight. But with dedication, you will learn to draw essence more efficiently and refine it more quickly.”

She stopped pacing and faced the class. “Today’s session will focus on theory. In future lessons, we will move on to practical applications. For now, I want you to understand the concept.”

A student raised her hand — a blonde elf with an air of superiority. “Professor Melhee, is meditation effective in battle? Or is it only useful during rest?”

Melhee smiled, her green eyes twinkling with amusement. “Ah, an excellent question. In most cases, meditation is best practiced during rest periods. However…” She paused for effect. “Advanced mages can learn to meditate even in the midst of combat, drawing in essence while they cast. This requires exceptional focus and discipline. But it is possible. Those of battle-inclined classes usually show talent for this — for example, Battlemages and Spellswords.”

The elf nodded, clearly satisfied with the answer.

Melhee glanced around the room. “Are there any other questions before we move on?”

I hesitated for a moment before raising my hand. “What happens if someone overloads their core? Can you… burn it out?”

Melhee’s expression turned serious. “Yes, you can. We all know the numerical limitations of our mana as dictated by our character sheets. If your mana is full, you must cease meditation or risk overloading your core. Overloading can cause severe damage. Your core is like a muscle. If you strain it too much, it can tear. In extreme cases, it can shatter.”

A ripple of unease passed through the room.

“But,” she added gently, “that is why you are here. To learn control. To avoid such dangers.”

Melhee’s calm demeanor eased some of the tension in the room. She began to explain the basics of meditation techniques, walking us through the mental steps required to begin drawing essence. Although today’s session was purely theoretical, I could already see how valuable this skill would be.

As the lesson continued, I found myself more and more intrigued. The idea of actively replenishing mana through meditation opened up so many possibilities. If I could master this technique, I wouldn’t have to rely on rest or potions as much. I could push myself further, achieve more.

By the end of the class, I was eager to learn more. I also had an interest in the battle-focused techniques that Melhee had explained. I was sure that my class — Enchanter — wasn’t a primarily combat-focused magic class, but I hoped I could still learn to harness a form of battle meditation in the event I needed some mana in the middle of a hostile encounter.

When the bell chimed, signaling the end of the session, Melhee gave us one final piece of advice. “Remember, students… patience is key. Meditation is not about rushing to results. It is about refining yourself, little by little, until you become something stronger. Something greater.”

As we filed out of the lecture hall, Lazy walked beside me, her ears twitching thoughtfully. “That was… different,” she said. “I thought Meditation would be boring, but it sounds kind of cool.”

Thessa grinned. “I’m more interested in the practical side. When do we get to try it out?”

Khla nodded in agreement. “Soon, I hope. I’m ready to see what we’re made of.”
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After a quick break, we made our way to the next class, Dungeon Lore. Lazy skipped ahead, her tail flicking with excitement, while Thessa and Khla followed at a more relaxed pace. I walked behind them, scanning the academy grounds and thinking about what Melhee had taught us in Meditation. The idea of refining mana through focus was still fresh in my mind, and I wondered how that knowledge would tie into what we’d learn next.

The lecture hall for Dungeon Lore was smaller than the first, with a more casual layout. The desks were arranged in a semicircle around a raised platform, giving it a cozy, intimate feel. A handful of students had already taken their seats, murmuring quietly to one another.

We settled in near the middle. I glanced around, curious to see who the instructor would be. Lazy was practically vibrating in her seat, her tail swishing back and forth. “I can’t wait for this one,” she whispered. “Dungeons are, like, the coolest part of the whole System!”

Khla grunted. “They’re dangerous.”

“That’s what makes them cool,” Lazy countered, shooting her a grin.

Just then, the door at the front of the room swung open, and in walked… quite possibly the most impossibly perfect elf I’d ever seen.

She was tall and stunning, with long, golden hair that shimmered like sunlight. Her blue eyes sparkled with wide-eyed enthusiasm, and her curvy figure was accentuated by her outfit — a scandalously short skirt and a snug top that left little to the imagination when it came to her tasty ivory thighs and her rich bosom that bounced with every step. A bow was slung across her back, and she moved with a graceful, lively step that made her look more like she was headed to a party than to teach a lecture.

I knew her, of course — I knew her well from the talk of the boys at St. Ignatius and some of the scandalous drawings that went around.

Trixie the Arcane Archer.

“Hi, everyone!” she chirped, her voice bubbly and sweet. “Welcome to Dungeon Lore! I’m Trixie, your instructor!” She twirled once, her blonde hair swirling around her, and gave the class a dazzling smile. With the twirl, her skirt lifted for a moment, revealing the kind of tight butt that men would go to war over, and I squirmed in my seat.

“I’m soooo excited to teach you all!” she hummed after she finished her little flourish.

The room fell silent for a beat.

Khla muttered, “Is she serious?”

Lazy whispered, “I love her.”

I couldn’t help but smile. Trixie radiated a sort of innocent joy that was hard to dislike, even if she was a bit over the top. And here I had been expecting some kind of badass, muscular dwarf or orc with scars and an eyepatch to teach us about Dungeons.

“So!” Trixie clapped her hands together, the sound echoing in the hall. “Let’s talk about Dungeons. They’re, like, super important, right? We all know they’re these mysterious places where monsters hang out, but… do we know why they exist?” She paused dramatically, her big, slightly ditzy, blue eyes scanning the room.

No one answered.

“Exactly!” she said, throwing her hands up. “Nobody knows! Isn’t that wild? The System just, like, made them, and now they’re everywhere!”

Thessa leaned toward me, her lips curving into a smirk. “She’s something, isn’t she?”

“Something,” I agreed, unable to look away from Trixie as she continued her animated explanation.

“Dungeons come in all shapes and sizes,” Trixie went on, pacing the platform with a spring in her step. “Some are little caves with a few goblins, and some are massive, multi-leveled labyrinths with, like, crazy bosses at the end! And guess what? The monsters and bosses inside them… respawn!” She waved her hands like it was the most exciting thing in the world. “Every time you go in, it’s like a whole new adventure! You can kill them forever and ever!” With that final sentence, she clapped her hands as if killing things over and over again was the best thing in the world.

A student raised her hand. “Why do they respawn? What’s the point?”

Trixie tilted her head, her elven ears twitching. “Good question! The short answer is… we don’t know!” She giggled. “But some researchers think it’s because the System wants to test us. Like, it’s giving us challenges to overcome and rewards to earn. Neat, huh?”

I found myself captivated by her enthusiasm. Sure, she was a bit ditzy, but there was something endearing about how genuinely excited she was about the topic.

“Now,” Trixie continued, “Dungeons are really valuable. They’re full of treasure, magical items, and rare materials. But they’re also super dangerous. If you’re not careful, you can get trapped inside… or worse.” Her tone grew more serious for a moment, and her eyes darkened slightly. “Some Dungeons have never been cleared. The teams that went in… never came out.”

The room grew quiet again, the weight of her words settling over us.

“But don’t worry!” Trixie’s smile returned, brighter than ever. “That’s why you’re here! To learn how to handle Dungeons safely and efficiently. We’re going to talk about everything — how to navigate them, how to spot traps, how to deal with monster respawns, and how to find Dungeon cores!”

She pulled her bow from her back and struck a playful pose. “And if all knowledge fails you… just shoot everything in the face!”

Lazy giggled, while Khla shook her head with a muttered, “Unbelievable.”

Trixie lowered her bow, still grinning. “Now, about those Dungeon cores… Dungeons are, like, super hard to destroy. The only way to really get rid of one is to find its core and wreck it with really powerful magic. But that’s easier said than done, because the core is usually hidden — and heavily guarded.”

She leaned on her bow, her expression thoughtful. “Most people don’t bother trying to destroy Dungeons. It’s easier to just farm them for loot. But… if a Dungeon gets out of control, it can cause major problems.”

Another student raised her hand. “What kind of problems?”

Trixie’s eyes widened dramatically. “Monster outbreaks! Whole towns have been overrun because a Dungeon wasn’t contained properly. That’s why the Magocracy keeps a close eye on them and why people like me”— she straightened, clicked her heels together, and gave a fake salute — “are always ready to dive in and save the day!”

I couldn’t help but chuckle. She was clearly a bit full of herself, but there was no denying her charisma. California elf girl. There was no other way to describe her.

“Any questions so far?” Trixie asked, twirling her bow again.

I raised my hand. “Have you cleared any Dungeons yourself?”

Her eyes lit up. “Oh, so many!” she said. “I’ve been Dungeon-crawling for years! I’ve faced off against goblin kings, undead liches, and even a chimera once! It was, like, so scary, but also very cool!” She clasped her hands together. “Dungeon crawling is the best! It’s dangerous, sure, but it’s also thrilling! Every time you go in, you never know what you’re going to find.”

Thessa leaned over again, her voice low. “You know she’s probably lost count of how many boys have fallen for her.”

I grinned. “And girls.”

“Obviously.”

Trixie clapped her hands again, snapping us back to attention. “Alright! That’s it for today’s introduction. Next time, we’ll get into Dungeon classifications and tactics. Remember — safety first! And if you ever need advice…” She struck another pose, winking. “You know where to find me!”

As we filed out of the lecture hall, Lazy tugged at my sleeve. “I love her,” she whispered. “She’s the coolest teacher ever.”

Khla grunted. “She’s a bit much.”

“She’s fun,” Thessa countered, smirking. “And it’s nice to know we’ll have some excitement to look forward to.”

I nodded in agreement. “Definitely not boring.”

As we walked back across the campus, my mind was still on Trixie’s lecture. Dungeons had always seemed mysterious and dangerous, but with the guidance here at Krysfelt… they would also be opportunities. Challenges waiting to be conquered.

And if Trixie’s enthusiasm was anything to go by, we had a lot to look forward to.


Chapter 16

Lunch at Krysfelt was an entirely different experience from breakfast. The dining hall, already bustling with activity, felt more segmented and hierarchical. Students gravitated toward their respective groups, creating invisible lines of territory that no one crossed. It reminded me of the social cliques we’d had back at St. Ignatius — but with the added twist of magical affiliations and monstrous bloodlines.

At one end of the hall, the Claw and Tooth Society dominated a cluster of tables. They were loud and boisterous, the wolfkin, lionkin, and other beastfolk jostling and playfully roughhousing with one another. Their jackets bore a distinctive claw emblem, and their energy was very present, radiating a barely restrained wildness. Occasionally, I caught a few of them sniffing the air, their animalistic instincts clearly still in play even during lunch.

On the opposite side, the Bones and Brimstone Society held court, marked by crossed bones on the lapels of their jackets. They were quieter, more reserved, but their presence was no less intimidating. Vampires lounged elegantly, their pale skin contrasting sharply with the dark hues of their uniforms as they sipped prepacked blood. Tieflings and dark elves whispered among themselves, their expressions aloof. The air around them seemed colder somehow, and those who had brought books to read were often reading on the topic of demonology and necromancy.

In the center of the hall sat the Eye and Key Society. They were the most diverse group, with humans, elves, and a mix of other races chatting animatedly. Their conversations seemed more scholarly, and I noticed several of them pulling out notebooks or scrolls even as they ate. They were obviously the ones most deeply vested in the pursuit of arcane knowledge. The emblem on their lapels was a simple key crossed with an eye — a symbol of knowledge and discovery.

And then, there were the unaffiliated students, scattered throughout the hall. They kept to themselves and to each other, eating quietly or enjoying conversation, all while avoiding the more boisterous groups. Some of them looked uncomfortable, as if they didn’t quite fit in with any of the established factions. I wondered if they were loners by choice or if they simply hadn’t been accepted into any of the sororities.

Khla and Thessa stuck close to me as we navigated the chaos. Lazy had gone to the bathroom, and she would join us later. We found a relatively quiet table near the edge of the hall, away from the main clusters. I could feel the weight of curious gazes on me, some more lingering than others. It was clear that my presence hadn’t gone unnoticed. Especially the beastkin girls eyed me with something between lust and hunger.

“Look at them,” Thessa murmured, nodding toward the Claw and Tooth Society. “It’s like watching a pack of wolves at a feast.”

Khla snorted. “That’s because most of them are wolves.”

I glanced toward the group and caught sight of Varga. She was seated with her usual cronies, a smug expression on her face as she leaned back in her chair. Her black wolf ears twitched as she listened to one of her companions, but every so often, her golden eyes flicked in our direction. Each time, her gaze lingered on me, her expression darkening with hostility.

“Looks like we’ve caught someone’s attention,” Thessa said, smirking as she noticed Varga’s glare. “She really doesn’t like you, Wade.”

“Yeah, I got that,” I muttered, taking a bite of my sandwich. “I’m guessing it has more to do with Lazy than me.”

Khla grunted in agreement. “Wolfkin hold grudges. And Varga? She’s got a stick up her ass about bloodlines and status. Lazy’s clan fell on hard times, and Varga’s been rubbing it in ever since.”

Thessa’s crimson eyes gleamed with amusement. “Well, that just makes her more fun to mess with.”

“Fun for you, maybe,” I said. “I’m not looking to start any fights.”

Khla shrugged. “Might not be up to you. Varga’s the type who won’t let things go. If she sees you as a threat to her position, she’ll push until something breaks.”

I frowned, glancing around the hall. “What is keeping Lazy, anyway?”

“Probably off exploring,” Thessa said. “Or avoiding this mess.” She gestured toward the packed dining hall. “Honestly, I don’t blame her. It’s a lot to take in, and I can imagine her not being too eager to be here and face Varga again.”

Khla nodded. “I’m halfway to deciding to take my food and eat it outside. This place is a little overwhelming.”

The girls were right. The energy here in the middle of the day was through the roof. It was a little kingdom of its own with cliques and groups and clusters. We were new, so we couldn’t quite feel it all out yet, and there were nuances and undercurrents we didn’t quite catch. Still, I wouldn’t want to avoid it. If all went well, this place would be home for the next four years, and like with St. Ignatius, I needed to know where I was at and what I was in for.

As we continued eating, I kept a sharp eye on the way the different groups interacted — or didn’t. The Claw and Tooth Society stuck to their own, occasionally casting wary glances toward the Bones and Brimstone crowd. The Eye and Key Society seemed to be the most neutral, engaging with both sides when necessary but mostly keeping to themselves.

“Do you think we’ll get pulled into one of these groups?” I asked, lowering my voice.

Thessa shrugged, popping a piece of fruit into her mouth. “Maybe. Depends on how we perform. Some people get recruited because of their potential. Others… because of their connections. For example, I, as a tiefling and a Familiar, expect Bones and Brimstone to show some interest. As a beastkin, Lazy might have gotten some attention from Claw and Tooth, but Varga will likely block that. So, I would think that Eye and Key makes the most sense for her as an Enchanter.” She shot me an amused look. “As it would for you, if you weren’t…”

“At a gender-related disadvantage?” I said with a smile, finishing her sentence.

She licked her lips. “Wouldn’t call it a ‘disadvantage,’ now.”

Khla gave a huff and shook her head. “Well, I wouldn’t join a club like that. I’m on my own. Those clubs are about networking and making the right friends. I have no interest in politics.”

“Politics,” I sighed, leaning back in my chair. “And here I thought this was just going to be about learning magic.”

Thessa chuckled, her tail swaying lazily behind her. “Oh, Wade. It’s never just about magic.”

At that moment, a loud burst of laughter erupted from the Claw and Tooth table. One of the wolfkin girls — a tall, broad-shouldered girl with a mane of dark hair — stood up and called out something. The group responded with a chorus of howls and cheers, their voices echoing through the hall.

Varga remained seated, her eyes locked on me. She didn’t join in the howling, but the sharp flick of her ears told me she was paying attention.

“Better get used to it,” Khla said. “You’re the first boy in an all-girls academy. You’re going to be a target.”

I met her gaze, my expression steady. “I’ve been a target before.”

Khla smirked. “Good. Then you’ll fit right in.”
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The lecture hall for General Principles of Magic was more formal than the one for Dungeon Lore, with tiered seating that gave a clear view of the raised podium at the front. The room was alive and buzzed with anticipation as students filed in and took their seats.

Apparently, this was one that people had been looking forward to…

I found a spot between Khla and Thessa, both of whom had settled in with a mix of interest and impatience. Lazy was still nowhere to be seen, and that was slightly concerning. It was one thing to miss lunch, but to miss a class on the first day?

“You think she’s still exploring?” I whispered to Thessa, trying to sound casual. But deep down, a small knot of concern had started to form in my chest.

Thessa gave a lazy shrug, her crimson eyes glinting with amusement. “Probably. You know how she is — always bouncing from one curiosity to the next. She’ll show up when she’s hungry.”

I nodded, trying to shake off the unease, and turned my attention to the front of the room just as Kay stepped onto the podium.

She looked… incredible.

While in her capacity as a professor, Kay did away with her form-fitting witch outfit and instead wore the usual academy uniform — a tailored jacket that hugged her curves perfectly and a skirt that ended just above her knees — but it was the way she carried herself that drew every eye in the room. Her fiery red hair was pinned back in an elegant twist, and her emerald eyes scanned the students with a cool, assessing gaze. There was something about her presence that demanded respect, and I wasn’t the only one who noticed. The murmurs in the hall quieted as she stepped up to the lectern.

But I was distracted.

I couldn’t help but remember how she had looked on the train two nights ago, emerging from the bathroom in her nightclothes — her hair loose and tousled, her curves outlined in soft, teasingly transparent fabric. A body straight out of heaven… The memory sent a jolt through me, and I quickly forced my mind back to the present.

Focus, Wade.

Kay cleared her throat, her voice smooth and authoritative as she addressed the class. “Welcome to General Principles of Magic. This course will cover the fundamental theories that underpin all spellcasting, regardless of class or specialization. It is essential knowledge for any mage, no matter your path.”

She paced slowly across the front of the room, her heels clicking softly against the polished floor. “Spellcasting,” she began, “is the act of using mana to manifest a desired effect. At its core, it is the interaction of your intent with your energy — your mana. You have mana. You have intent. And through the use of magical runes, gestures, or verbal incantations, you combine those two to bend reality to your will.”

Kay stopped and turned to face the class. “But what makes spellcasting truly unique is how different classes approach this process.”

She waved a hand, and glowing runes appeared in the air — simple, elegant symbols that floated above the podium. “For example, a Pyromancer channels mana directly into fire spells, focusing purely on destructive force. A Healer uses mana to mend injuries and restore vitality. And an Illusionist manipulates perception, crafting false realities from raw essence.”

As she spoke, the runes shifted, forming different symbols. It was mesmerizing to watch, and I found myself leaning forward, captivated by the seamless flow of magic.

“Each class,” Kay continued, “has its own unique way of interacting with mana. Some are more efficient than others. Some require more precision. But all spellcasting relies on the same fundamental principle: mana shaped by intent.”

She let the runes fade and glanced around the room. “Questions so far?”

A hand shot up in the back. It was Varga. Her golden eyes were sharp and challenging, and I could tell right away that — for some reason — the wolfgirl didn’t like Kay.

“Professor Krysfelt,” she said, her voice carrying a hint of derision, “if spellcasting is all about intent and mana, then why do some spells fail? Shouldn’t intent be enough to guarantee success?”

Kay’s gaze locked onto Varga, her expression cool and unyielding. “A fair question. But a flawed assumption.”

Varga’s ears flicked, and a faint smirk played at the corners of her mouth. “Enlighten us, then.”

Kay took a step forward, her posture as impeccable as ever. “Intent is necessary, but it is not sufficient. Spellcasting requires precision, control, and understanding. Without those elements, your intent is nothing more than a desire.”

The room was silent, all eyes on Kay.

“Consider a novice attempting a Fireball spell,” Kay continued. “Their intent may be to create a controlled flame. But without the proper control, they might burn themselves — or worse. Spellcasting is not about raw desire. It is about mastery — shaping intent and mana into an effect. ‘Shaping’ being the keyword of the effort we need to put in.”

Varga leaned back in her seat, clearly unsatisfied with the answer but unwilling to push further. Her wolf ears twitched with irritation, and I noticed her cronies whispering among themselves.

Kay turned her attention back to the rest of the class. She seemed unfazed by Varga having some kind of issue with her. “Now, let’s discuss the progression of spells. As you use a spell repeatedly, it levels up, increasing in both power and efficiency. Spells progress through several stages: Novice, Journeyman, Adept, Master, Archmaster, and, in rare cases, Divine.”

She waved her hand again, and a glowing chart appeared, detailing each stage of progression.

“Each stage brings new challenges,” Kay explained. “A Novice spell is simple and straightforward. But as you advance to higher levels, spells become easier for you to cast. They require less mana, offer more precision, and their effects increase.”

Thessa leaned over and whispered to me, “She makes it sound like a video game.”

I chuckled softly. “A dangerous one.”

As Kay continued her lecture, I found myself more and more fascinated by the intricacies of spellcasting. The idea that spells could evolve and grow with practice opened up a world of possibilities. But despite my interest, a nagging thought lingered at the back of my mind that made it hard to concentrate.

Where was Lazy?

I glanced toward the door, half-expecting her to come bursting in with some wild excuse. But the door remained closed, and the unease in my chest grew stronger.

“Wade,” Khla whispered, nudging me. “Pay attention.”

I nodded, forcing myself to focus. Kay was explaining the differences between direct casting and rune-based casting, and I didn’t want to miss any of it. Still, the worry gnawed at me, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that something wasn’t quite right.

For now, I kept quiet. But if Lazy didn’t show up soon, I was going to start asking questions.

Kay’s voice cut through my thoughts. “Remember, students,” she said, her gaze sweeping over the class, “spellcasting is not about power. It is about control. Mastery is not achieved through brute force, but through discipline.”

Her emerald eyes flicked toward me for a brief moment, and I felt a shiver run down my spine.

“Discipline,” she repeated, her voice soft but firm. “Without it, even the most powerful mage is doomed to fail.”
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The classroom for Bestiary Studies was dimly lit, with shelves lining the walls filled with preserved specimens — creatures encased in glass jars, skeletal remains, and illustrations detailing anatomy and mana channels. The atmosphere was more serious than the previous classes, and the students filed in quietly, their earlier chatter subdued by the sight of the room’s eerie contents.

I sat with Khla and Thessa again, my eyes scanning the room for any sign of Lazy. But she was still absent, and the knot of worry in my chest tightened further.

Where the hell was she?

The heavy door creaked open, and the room fell silent as Professor Gammicka strode in.

She was everything you’d expect from a dwarven elder — short, stocky, and exuding an air of no-nonsense authority. Her long gray hair was braided neatly, and her sharp blue eyes seemed to pierce right through you. She wore the standard academy jacket, but it was slightly frayed at the edges, as if she’d been too busy dealing with dangerous creatures to bother with appearances.

Gammicka reached the front of the room and set down a large, leather-bound book with a resounding thud. She glanced around, her gaze lingering on each student for a moment before she spoke.

“I am Professor Gammicka,” she began, her voice gravelly but steady. “And this is Bestiary Studies. Over the course of this term, we’ll cover the creatures you may encounter in Dungeons, AZs, and beyond — their traits, behaviors, strengths, weaknesses, and, most importantly, how to survive when you meet them.”

She paused, letting her words sink in before continuing. “Now, I know what you’re all itching to ask. When will we go on our first Dungeon crawl?”

There was a ripple of excitement through the room, and several students leaned forward eagerly.

Gammicka gave a dry chuckle. “Aye, I thought as much. Let me be clear — there’ll be no crawling into Dungeons until you’ve passed your first exams. We don’t send greenhorns into the unknown to get themselves killed.”

There were a few groans of disappointment, but most of the students nodded in understanding.

“Good,” Gammicka said, her sharp eyes sweeping over the room again. “Now, let’s start with the basics. Monsters. What are they?”

She picked up a piece of chalk and began writing on the board in swift, precise strokes.

“Monsters,” she said as she wrote, “are creatures shaped and sometimes twisted by magic. Some are born from corrupted mana. Others are created by powerful entities — demons, gods, or rogue mages. But most of the monsters you’ll encounter fall into two broad categories: undead and living.”

She underlined the words and turned back to face us.

“In the Anomalous Zones, you’ll find a lot of undead. Zombies, wraiths, skeletons — all spawned from the lingering magic. These creatures don’t need to eat, sleep, or breathe. They’re relentless, and they don’t feel pain. In addition, many AZs contain aberrations — living monsters but of an anatomy and mind that is extradimensional. Think of wabbergaiths, eye monsters, and fishermen…”

A few students shifted uncomfortably at the thought. The monsters she described were the stuff of nightmares, even to seasoned mages.

“Outside the AZs,” Gammicka continued, “Dungeons are more likely to contain living monsters. Kobolds, goblins, ogres, trolls, and the like. They’ve got flesh and blood. They feel pain. Some can even be reasoned with, in rare cases.” She gave a pointed look at the class. “But don’t mistake them for harmless. Even the smallest goblin can slit your throat if you underestimate it.”

At that, Khla tensed beside me, her hands clenching into fists. I glanced at her, noticing the hard set of her jaw.

Gammicka went on, oblivious. “And do not be surprised if you encounter undead or aberrations outside the AZs — these are general findings, not absolute truths. Now, living monsters vary widely. Some are humanoid, like kobolds and orcs. Others are more beastly — giant spiders, wyverns, chimera. Each has its own unique traits. Some are smarter than you’d think. Others are little more than animals.”

Khla’s fist slammed down on the desk, making several students jump. “Orcs aren’t monsters.”

The room fell silent, all eyes turning to Khla.

Gammicka raised an eyebrow, clearly unfazed by the outburst. “Borderline case,” she said calmly. “Depends on who you ask.”

Khla’s tusks gleamed as she bared her teeth. “Ask me. We’re not monsters.”

Gammicka studied her for a moment before nodding slowly. “Fair enough. But there are orcs in Dungeons. And those ones?” Her blue eyes sharpened. “They’ll kill you just as quick as any other monster.”

Khla grunted but didn’t argue further.

Thessa leaned over, whispering to me, “Looks like Khla’s got a bit of a temper.”

“No kidding,” I whispered back.

Gammicka cleared her throat, drawing our attention back to the front. “The point is,” she said, “you’ll need to know what you’re dealing with before you face it. Knowledge is your best weapon. That’s what this class is for. To arm you with the knowledge you need to survive.”

She tapped the book on the desk. “I’ll be referencing this book during our lessons, but you won’t be getting a copy just yet.” She shot a wicked look at us. “Your first exams you will have to complete simply by absorbing what I tell you here. You miss a class, you miss vital information. No books to compensate for that…” Gammicka’s gaze roamed over us. “We’ll cover a wide range of creatures in this course. From the mindless undead to the cunning tricksters. From the truly monstrous to the almost-human.” Her eyes flicked back to Khla. “And we’ll discuss the gray areas. Because in this world, the line between monster and man isn’t always clear.”

Khla met her gaze steadily, her posture rigid but respectful, though I could see the tension in her shoulders.

I couldn’t help but admire Gammicka’s composure. She was firm but fair, and it was clear she knew her stuff. But my respect for Khla had also grown; she didn’t like being painted as a monster, and she spoke up. I could only admire those who spoke their minds.

But even now, a growing unease in my chest gnawed at me.

Where the hell was Lazy?


Chapter 17

By the time the end-of-day bell chimed through the academy, I was worried beyond reason. The knot in my chest had twisted tighter with each passing hour. The students around me poured out of the lecture halls, filling Krysfelt’s winding paths with chatter about their lessons or making plans for the evening, but their voices felt distant, muffled by my own thoughts.

Lazy was still missing.

I hadn’t known her long — just a few days, really — but it felt like more. There was something about her that made her easy to like. Her playful energy, her curiosity, the way her tail flicked when she was excited — it all made her seem like the heart of our little group.

Even if she annoyed Khla and got under Thessa’s skin, I knew they cared too. And I did, more than I expected to. Maybe it was because we were all outsiders here, trying to find our place.

The sky above was streaked with gold and violet as the sun dipped lower. The air was cooler now, carrying a crispness that hinted at the coming night, but I barely noticed. My focus was on the empty seat she’d left in every class that day.

Khla and Thessa walked beside me, their usual banter subdued. They could sense my worry, and they shared it. Though they didn’t say much, their presence was grounding. We hadn’t known each other for long, but we had become something of a group even in that short time.

“She’s gotta be around here somewhere,” Thessa said, breaking the silence with a tone that was lighter than I felt. “Maybe she just got distracted by something shiny. You know how she is.”

I tried to smile, but it didn’t quite stick. “Shiny distractions don’t keep someone gone all day.”

Khla’s grunt was as heavy as her footsteps. “Exactly. This isn’t like her.”

Thessa glanced at me, her crimson eyes narrowing slightly. “You’re really worked up about this, aren’t you? You’ve got that worried puppy-dog look.”

I ran a hand through my hair. “Yeah, I guess I am. She’s part of our group.”

Thessa’s lips curved into a faint smile. “Aww. You’re already attached. That’s sweet.”

“Of course he’s attached,” Khla cut in, her tone gruff but not unkind. “Lazy’s like… what do humans say? The annoying little sister?”

I snorted at that. “She’s not that annoying.”

Khla shrugged. “Fine. An annoying kitten. The point is, she’s ours. If someone’s messing with her, we handle it.”

“Exactly,” Thessa agreed, her voice softening. “We’ve got her back.”

“Let’s hope Borsj can help,” I said, leading the women toward the groundskeeper’s building. We reached the door, and I knocked twice before pushing it open. Inside, the air smelled faintly of sulfur and something metallic. The walls were lined with shelves crammed with tools, jars of strange substances, and odds and ends that probably had some magical purpose.

Standing in the opening, I knocked on the door to draw Borsj’s attention.

“Yeah, yeah, hold your damned horses,” came the familiar gravelly voice from inside.

The door creaked open to reveal Borsj, perpetually irate. His red-scaled face was as sour as ever, his glasses perched precariously on his long nose, and his tattered wings twitched with irritation. He squinted at us, his yellow eyes narrowing.

“What do you lot want? Trouble already?” he grumbled, scratching at his frayed horn. “Figures. First day and already making my life harder.”

“It’s not about us,” I said quickly. “It’s about Lazy. She’s missing.”

Borsj’s tail flicked behind him, and he let out a long-suffering sigh. “Missing, huh? And how long has she been gone?”

“We last saw her before lunch,” I said. “She hasn’t shown up to any classes since.”

“Or lunch itself,” Thessa added. “Which is highly uncharacteristic.”

Borsj’s ears perked slightly, and his grumbling demeanor shifted ever so subtly. For all his complaining, there was a flicker of genuine concern in his expression. He adjusted his glasses and muttered under his breath.

“Damn kids… Always something…” He cleared his throat and looked up at us. “Y’know, some of the kids leave on the first day.”

“She wouldn’t just run off,” I said. “She was excited about her classes. Something’s not right.”

Borsj sighed again and motioned us inside. The interior of his office was cluttered but organized in its own way. Maps of the academy grounds and the surrounding areas were pinned to the walls, and a crystal ball sat on a worn wooden desk, faintly glowing with magical energy.

“Alright,” he muttered, sitting down heavily in his chair. “I’ll check the scrying points. Pain in the tail, but can’t have a student wandering off into danger. You lot stay put while I work.”

We exchanged glances but didn’t argue. Borsj leaned over the crystal ball, muttering an incantation under his breath. The surface shimmered, and images of various parts of the academy grounds appeared — empty hallways, quiet courtyards, the bustling dining hall.

“No sign of her…” Borsj grumbled, tapping his claws against the desk. “But we don’t have eyes in most restricted areas. Blasted academy and its security protocols…”

Khla crossed her arms. “Can’t you speed it up?”

Borsj shot her a sharp look. “Unless you’ve got a better way to search a campus this size, orcess, keep your tusks shut and let me work.”

Khla glared back but said nothing.

After a few more minutes of scanning, Borsj leaned back with a frustrated huff. “Nothing. She’s not showing up on any of the usual spots.”

Thessa frowned. “What does that mean?”

“Means she’s either somewhere heavily warded… or not on the grounds at all.” Borsj’s tail flicked irritably. “I’ll keep checking. I’ll even run a deeper sweep after dark. But for now…” He sighed, rubbing his temples. “You lot should walk the grounds yourselves. Double-check everything.”

I nodded. “Thanks, Borsj.”

“Yeah, yeah.” He waved us off, grumbling as he turned back to his crystal ball. “Just… try to find her, huh? Place can be dangerous.” He shook his head and mumbled to himself, “I’ve got enough to do without playing babysitter…”

I knew he didn’t mean that in a nasty way — I could read the concern in his expression. Types like him just grumbled, and I wasn’t going to stop him from doing that if it provided some relief to him.

As we left his office and stepped back onto the cobblestone paths, the campus was quieter now. Darkness would soon set in.

Khla glanced at me. “Where do we start?”

“Everywhere,” I said. “If she’s out here, we’ll find her.”

Thessa nodded, her tail swaying behind her. “And if she’s not?”

I clenched my jaw. “Then we’ll figure out who or what took her. Because I can’t believe she left the academy of her own free will…”
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By dinner, Lazy was officially declared missing. The news spread quickly, whispers passing from table to table in the dining hall. Students threw curious glances our way, but none of them approached. The unspoken weight of being the subject of the academy’s latest talk settled over me, Thessa, and Khla as we sat at our usual spot, poking at our plates without much appetite.

Khla clenched her fork so tightly I thought it might snap in her grip. The muscles in her arms flexed with tension, her dark eyes glinting with anger. “This is bullshit. How can someone just vanish on the first day?”

Thessa leaned back in her chair. Her crimson eyes flicked toward the Claw and Tooth Society’s corner, where Varga sat surrounded by her wolfkin cronies. “Look at them,” she muttered. “All smug. Doesn’t it seem… convenient that the person Varga hated the most vanishes on day one?”

I followed her gaze. Varga was lounging in her seat, her black wolf ears twitching as she laughed at something one of her packmates said. Her posture screamed confidence, like she had the whole room under her thumb. Every so often, her golden eyes flicked toward our table, and each time, her lips curled into a sneer. The other wolfkin followed suit, exchanging low whispers and occasional glances in our direction.

Khla grunted, her knuckles whitening around the fork. “She’s been gunning for Lazy from the start. I bet she had something to do with it.”

“That’s what I’m thinking,” I said, pushing my plate aside and standing. The knot of worry and anger that had been building in my chest all day twisted tighter. “I’m going to get some answers.”

Thessa arched an eyebrow. “You sure that’s a good idea? Staff are watching.” She nodded toward the far side of the hall, where Professor Gammicka stood near the entrance, her sharp blue eyes scanning the room like a hawk.

“I don’t care.” My voice came out steady, but inside, I was boiling.

I rose. As I did so, Khla stood as well, her chair scraping loudly against the floor. “I’m coming.”

Thessa leaned forward, resting her chin on her hand. “I’d love to see Varga squirm, but I’ll stay here. Big groups draw eyes. Just don’t let her bait you into doing something stupid. You get into a fight, they’ll toss you out before you can say ‘expulsion.’”

I shot her a look. “I’m not looking for a fight. I’m looking for answers.”

Thessa’s lips curved into a faint smirk, her eyes gleaming with amusement. “Right. Just don’t forget to duck if she swings at you.”

Khla cracked her knuckles as we made our way across the hall. “She swings, she’ll regret it.”

The chatter in the dining hall quieted as we approached the Claw and Tooth table. Varga’s laughter faltered when she noticed us coming, and her golden eyes narrowed slightly. Her cronies turned to face us, their expressions shifting from casual amusement to wary interest.

“Well, well,” Varga drawled, leaning back in her chair with the lazy grace of a predator. Her black ears twitched, and her tail flicked behind her. “If it isn’t Krysfelt’s lost boy. What brings you to our den, Wade?”

I stopped in front of her, keeping my gaze steady. “Where’s Lazy?”

Varga’s grin widened, her sharp teeth glinting. “Lazy? Oh, you mean the street cat?” She shook her head. “Haven’t seen her.”

One of her packmates — a broad-shouldered, ugly-as-night wolfgirl with dark hair and a scar across her cheek — grinned. “Maybe she ran off. Cats do that sometimes, don’t they?”

Khla stepped forward. “You were the last one to give her shit before she disappeared. Don’t act like you don’t know what we’re talking about.”

Varga’s ears twitched again, and her grin sharpened. “And? What are you implying, orcess?”

I clenched my fists. “We’re implying that if you know something, you need to tell us. If this is some kind of joke, it’s gone far enough.”

Varga tilted her head. “Tell me, why would I bother wasting my time on a stray?”

“Because you’re obsessed with bloodlines,” Khla growled. “And you can’t stand seeing a Quickpaw make it into Krysfelt.”

Varga’s smile twisted into a sneer. “Oh, please. That little street cat barely registers to me. Her clan’s a joke. They’ve been scraping by on scraps for years. If she’s gone, it’s probably because she realized she doesn’t belong here.”

I studied her for a moment, and I had to admit — either she was a hell of a liar, or she really had no idea where Lazy was. Still, she was being a first-rate bitch-of-the-line about it, so I took a step closer, keeping my voice calm but firm. “If I find out you had anything to do with her disappearance—”

“What?” Varga interrupted, leaning forward with a mockingly sweet smile. “What exactly are you going to do, boy?” Her cronies snickered, their laughter echoing through the hall.

Khla bared her tusks. “Not just what he’s going to do.”

Varga chuckled, her tail swishing behind her. “Adorable. But you’ve got it all wrong. We didn’t touch your little kitten.”

“Then why are you so smug?” came a voice from behind.

It was Thessa. Her crimson eyes were gleaming, barbed tail swishing behind her.

She hadn’t stayed seated after all.

In a way, I was very proud of that. And in another way, adding a demonic ingredient to this equation might not be the wisest course of action…

“You’ve been throwing looks all day,” Thessa said. “Seems to me you know more than you’re letting on.”

Varga’s expression hardened for a split second before the grin returned. “Maybe we’re just amused by the show you’re putting on. Watching you get all worked up over a stray? It’s entertaining as hell is what it is.”

I would’ve escalated — right then and there. But before anyone could take action, a sharp voice rang out from across the hall.

“That’s enough.”

All heads turned toward the entrance, where Professor Gammicka stood with her arms crossed, her piercing blue eyes locking onto us.

“Back to your tables. Now,” she ordered, her tone leaving no room for argument.

Varga’s cronies shifted uneasily, but she remained seated, her golden eyes flicking back to me. “Time for you to get lost,” she whispered, “as entertaining as this is.”

I met her gaze one last time, holding it steady. “Don’t forget what I said.”

Varga’s grin widened. “I won’t, and I’d love to kick your ass, boy, but we had nothing to do with this.”

Part of me knew she was right. I turned and walked back to our table, but I could still feel her eyes on me. Khla muttered under her breath, and Thessa shook her head with a sigh.

“Damn wolfgirls,” Thessa murmured. “Always playing games.”

Khla grunted in agreement. “We’ll keep looking after dinner. But if they did something to Lazy…” She let the threat hang in the air, her expression dark.

I nodded slowly, my gaze drifting back toward Varga, who had returned to laughing with her cronies. However, I could see her tail flick sharply, betraying her lingering irritation. “We’ll find her. And if they’re involved, they’ll regret it.”

Thessa tapped her fingers against the table, her crimson eyes narrowing as she studied the wolfkin pack. “You think they’re hiding something?”

“Maybe,” I said, sitting back down. “But something about Varga’s reaction… I don’t know. She didn’t flinch. She didn’t get defensive. If she was involved, she’d either be scared or smug. But instead, she acted like Lazy wasn’t even worth her time.”

Khla snorted. “And you believe her?”

I shook my head, my jaw tight. “No, she hates Lazy, alright. But I doubt she lied about the disappearance, either.” My mind was racing, piecing together the day’s events. “She’s the type to brag if she had something to do with it. She wouldn’t be able to resist rubbing it in.”

Thessa leaned forward, her voice low. “So, what? You think Lazy ran off on her own?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “But if Varga’s not behind this, then something or someone else is. Something worse.”


Chapter 18

The mood in our dormitory room that evening was tense. Khla sat by the window, her arms crossed and jaw clenched, staring out into the darkening campus grounds. Thessa paced restlessly, her bare feet padding softly against the stone floor. Her tail flicked with agitation, the barbed tip twitching as if it wanted to lash out at something — anything.

I sat on my bed, the worry weighing heavier with each passing hour. I hadn’t touched the book I’d pulled out, and the folded schedule parchment lay forgotten beside me.

“She’s been gone way too long,” Thessa muttered, breaking the silence. She turned sharply on her heel and started pacing the other way. “I can’t stand it. It’s unfair.”

Khla grunted without looking away from the window. “Life’s unfair.”

Thessa’s eyes narrowed. “That’s not helpful.”

Khla turned to face her. “I’m not trying to be helpful. I’m stating a fact. The world doesn’t care about fair.” She jabbed a finger toward the dark outside. “And if someone’s taken Lazy, they won’t care about fair either.”

Thessa growled softly, running a hand through her hair. “You’re not wrong. But sitting here doing nothing? That’s driving me crazy.”

“Same,” I said. “But we’ve searched everywhere we’re allowed to go. Borsj is looking too. We’ve done what we can.”

Thessa sighed and sat on the edge of her bed, drumming her fingers on her knee. “And yet, she’s still gone. You know what they said about this place, right? There’s a reason everyone has to be inside and lights out by ten.”

I nodded. The experiments. The academy was a more dangerous place at night as the professors focused on their magical research. Within the dormitories, we were warded and protected — outside, not so much.

And Lazy was out there.

A knock at the door interrupted our conversation. Khla rose and opened it, revealing Kay standing in the hallway, her expression as composed as ever but with a trace of weariness in her eyes.

“Professor,” Khla said, stepping aside to let her in. If the orcess was surprised to see Kay here, she didn’t let on. But then again, Khla was pretty much cool as winter when she wanted to be.

Kay entered. Her red hair was neatly pinned back, and she looked striking and distant as ever. The glow of the hallway’s runes reflected off her immaculate academy jacket. She glanced at each of us before speaking.

“There’s been a development,” she said without preamble. “One of the professors attempted to scry for Lazy.”

Thessa’s ears perked up, and she stood. “And?”

Kay’s gaze settled on her. “The scrying failed.”

The tension in the room thickened.

“Failed?” I asked. “What do you mean, failed? How can a scrying spell for a student by a professor fail? That shouldn’t be possible, right? Unless there’s something masking her.”

Kay crossed her arms, her emerald eyes sharp with appreciation as she took me in. “Correct. For a student within academy grounds, standard scrying spells should be sufficient to locate them.” She paused. “But Lazy is blocked from magical vision. Whoever — or whatever — is responsible is using a spell of considerable power.”

Khla frowned. “How considerable?”

“At least Master level,” Kay said. “Possibly higher.”

Thessa let out a low whistle, her tail curling around her leg. “That’s… not good.”

“No, it’s not,” Kay agreed. “A Master level spell requires significant knowledge and experience. Few at Krysfelt possess that capability. And even fewer of those — none, in fact — would be even remotely interested in kidnapping a freshman.”

I sat forward, my heart pounding. “So, what does that mean? Is she… is she still on campus?”

Kay shook her head. “Unlikely. The second reason the scrying spell could have failed is because she isn’t here anymore and has gone out of reach of divination magic. However, there’s no evidence that she’s left the grounds.” Her voice softened. “We’ll continue the search tomorrow. We’ve assigned more staff to patrol the grounds, and additional scrying attempts will be made. For now, you need to remain hopeful — and alert.”

“And if she’s not on the grounds?” I asked.

“We’ll discuss a strategy for that tomorrow, but it will make the search considerably more difficult.”

Thessa shot to her feet again, pacing once more. “It’s bullshit. I hate that we can’t do a damned thing about it.”

“Pacing won’t bring her back,” Khla said evenly.

Thessa spun to face her. “And doing nothing will?”

“Enough,” Kay said, her tone sharp. Both girls fell silent. “Emotions won’t solve this. Discipline will. You’ve done what you can for today. Trust that the academy staff will continue the search.”

Her eyes flicked toward me. “Wade. A word?”

I followed her into the hallway, closing the door behind me. The corridor was quiet, the warding rune lights casting a soft glow on the stone walls.

Kay studied me for a moment before speaking. “You’re worried.”

“Of course I am,” I said, meeting her gaze. “We’ve barely been here a day, and someone’s already missing.”

Her expression softened slightly. “You’ve done well to hold yourself together. But listen carefully — don’t go prying! This academy has its secrets. You’ll learn that in time. But right now, your focus must remain clear.”

“Oh, it is,” I said. “And I can’t promise I won’t go ‘prying,’ as you say. This is my friend.”

Kay’s eyes hardened. “You mustn’t leave the dormitory, Wade,” she insisted. “Not at night. There is no point to you going missing as well, understand? I will divert whatever resources I can, but I need you to remain calm and make sure the others don’t go looking in places where they aren’t allowed or at night, either, do you understand?”

I nodded, clenching my fists. “I do.”

“Very well.” Kay tilted her head, a faint smile playing at the corners of her lips. “Get some rest, Wade. You’ll need your strength.”

With that, she turned and strode down the hallway, her footsteps echoing softly in the quiet.

I reentered the dormitory, finding Thessa and Khla still in their respective spots. The tension lingered, but Kay’s words had left an impression on me.

“We keep searching tomorrow,” I said firmly. “Nothing we can do tonight.”

Khla nodded. “Agreed.”

Thessa exhaled slowly, her shoulders relaxing just a fraction. “Yeah. We’ll find her.”

But as I lay in bed that night, staring at the ceiling, sleep felt like a distant possibility.

Lazy was out there somewhere, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were missing something — something important.


Chapter 19

The air grew still and quiet as the academy’s strict lights-out rule settled over the campus like a heavy blanket. From somewhere outside, the distant hoot of an owl echoed through the night.

I was only half asleep when I felt a warm body crawl into bed with me, and I gave a confused murmur in my half-conscious state.

“Thessa?” I muttered.

“Yeah,” she whispered. “I’m sad and worried, Wade… I… I don’t want to sleep alone.”

I lifted the covers for her, and she pressed herself against my side. I rolled over to face her. Her crimson eyes glinted in the dark, and she bit her lip nervously. My hand reached out instinctively to brush a stray strand of her black hair from her face, and I tucked it behind her pointed ear, my hand brushing her horn for a moment.

She leaned into my touch, and a soft, almost vulnerable sigh escaped her lips. She was naked as she always slept in the nude, and my body fired up as she crawled up against me, soft breasts poking against my bare chest. My cock hardened in my boxers, which were all that I wore tonight.

“Is this okay?” I whispered, my voice low and gentle.

She nodded, her gaze fixed on mine. “Yeah. I… I really need this right now.”

I wrapped my arm around her, pulling her closer until our bodies melded together. She buried her face in the crook of my neck, and I felt her breath warm and shaky against my skin.

“I’m here,” I whispered, stroking her hair. “We’ll find Lazy. I promise.”

She nodded against me, and I held her, my hand tracing soothing circles on her back. We stayed like that for a long while, our breaths mingling in the darkness.

As the tension slowly drained from her, Thessa’s hand found its way to my chest. “I can’t sleep, Wade. Can you help me… relax?”

The implication was clear, and my cock throbbed harder at her words. Without waiting for an answer, her hand found mine under the blanket, and she gently pulled it over to touch her firm breasts. I sighed with delight at the touch of her perfect skin, and she gave a soft gasp as I rolled one of her nipples between my thumb and forefinger.

I kissed her fiercely, my lips pressing against hers with a sudden, desperate intensity. Our tongues met, and we both moaned softly as the kiss deepened, our mutual desire sparking like fire. My hand continued to knead her breast, and she pressed her hips forward against my thigh, her body radiating a sweet, desperate need.

“Hmm, Wade…” She arched her back as those crimson eyes fixed on me. “Will you please eat my pussy for me, baby? I… I really want to cum…”

“Come here then,” I growled, a possessive need rising within me to give her that pleasure. She gasped — almost too loud — then giggled as I pulled her on top of me, kissing her full tits and her soft stomach as I made her sit higher and higher… Until she straddled my face, her plump, delicious pink pussy hovering above me, my face between her juicy thighs. She blushed as she lowered herself on top of me to sit on my face. I gripped her hips and wasted no time in diving in tongue first.

“Oh, Wade,” she gasped as I lapped at her slit. “That’s it!”

I buried my face in her delicious pussy. She tasted divine — like a demonic spice that drove me wild with desire. I licked and sucked at her folds, my tongue circling her clit with expert precision. Thessa’s moans filled the room, growing louder and more urgent as I worked her over. She began to ride my face a little, moving with my rhythm as she reached around and under my boxers, grabbing my hard cock. She stroked it, murmuring and cooing at its size and girth.

“Oh, fuck, Wade,” she gasped, her body shuddering with pleasure as I teased her clit. Her grip on my cock tightened, and she began to stroke me in earnest, her hand working up and down my shaft.

Her thighs trembled around my face as she rocked her hips against my mouth. I could feel her wetness dripping down my chin as I devoured her, my tongue pushing deep inside her, lapping at her inner walls. She cried out loudly, and I heard Khla shift in her bed. We froze, Thessa’s breath catching as she listened for any sign of movement, slightly coming up from my face.

Then, we exchanged a look. I grinned broadly as Thessa let out a suppressed giggle, and then I pulled her down on my face — hard — and we were right in the middle of it again.

I could sense Thessa’s orgasm building. Her body tensed, her hips grinding against my mouth as she rode my face. She lost track of stroking me, and she just gripped me now as her own pleasure overwhelmed her and claimed her full focus. It was awesome to make her feel like that.

She threw her head back and moaned, “Oh, gods, Wade, I’m going to cum!”

Her words spurred me on. I doubled my efforts, my tongue working furiously against her clit. She bucked and writhed atop me, her cries muffled as she bit her lip to stay quiet. With a final, shuddering moan, Thessa came hard, her body trembling as waves of pleasure crashed through her. I held her hips firmly, keeping her in place as I continued to lick and suck her throbbing pussy, drawing out every ounce of pleasure from her climax.

She gasped, “F-fuck, Wade!”

Thessa slumped forward, collapsing onto her elbows on the bed, panting heavily. Her body trembled as aftershocks of her orgasm coursed through her. I gently guided her off my face, and she rolled off to lie on the bed beside me on her side, a blissful smile on her flushed face. Her hair was disheveled, and her body glistened with sweat and the remnants of her pleasure.

Then, still lying on her side, she glanced at me over her shoulder. There was a naughty grin on her lips, and her tail shot out and wrapped around one of my legs as she teasingly reached around and jiggled a butt cheek for me before pulling it up, showing me that wet pussy I had just pleased. “Come fuck me, baby,” she crooned softly. “I want you to fuck me so bad…”

My cock throbbed, and I needed no further invitation. I came up behind her slender back, spooning her, I guided my thick, throbbing cock to her entrance and teased her with the tip, making her gasp and whimper. She reached around to grab my ass and pull me closer, urging me inside, her nails raking against my skin. I moaned, and then thrust inside her, slowly and firmly. Thessa groaned as my thick shaft filled her tight, wet passage.

I grabbed one of her tits and squeezed as I started fucking her. Her pussy was so tight around my cock, and she gasped and moaned as I slid in and out of her in firm, determined thrusts. Her tail kept squeezing around my thigh as we fucked, and she looked back at me over her shoulder, reaching to the back of my head to pull my face to hers, and then we kissed, hot and passionate. In the grip of our passion, I roughly grabbed one of her horns, and she gave a pleased yelp as I pulled her head back, made her arch her back, as I plowed her faster and took control.

The sound of our lovemaking — my balls slapping against her, the wet noises of my cock fucking her, her moans, and our bodies rubbing together — filled the room. I was faintly aware of Khla stirring, but I didn’t care right now. My entire world was Thessa, watching those butt cheeks jiggle every time I slapped against her.

“I love fucking you, Thessa,” I whispered, and she whimpered, biting her lip to keep from screaming. I fucked her faster, harder.

As I felt the pressure building, I groaned. “I’m close,” warning her that I was about to reach my peak.

“Cum for me, baby,” she urged me, reaching around to jiggle her butt, the thick base of her tale twitching. “Make a mess of me, baby!”

“Fuck,” I groaned as I pulled out, aiming the tip of my slick cock at that beautiful, pale ass as she kept jiggling it for me. The first thick rope of cum splashed against her jiggling cheek and then slid down into her crack. The second one splattered across her tail and dimpled lower back, and I moaned as I watched more splash against her, covering her in a sticky, white layer. Thessa looked over her shoulder at me as I came all over her ass, her face red, eyes narrowed with lust.

“Hmmm,” she moaned, reaching around and running a hand across her ass, playing with my cum and smearing it across her soft skin, and then she ran a finger between her cheeks, scooping up a bit of the cum that had dripped down her crack, and she popped that finger into her mouth, sucking the cum off her own finger, her eyes fixed on mine. “So good,” she whispered.

I collapsed next to her on the bed, panting heavily. Thessa giggled, her hand finding mine, and we lay there in the afterglow, the silence broken only by the sound of our breathing and the distant howl of the wind outside the window. We didn’t speak, just enjoyed the warmth of each other’s embrace.

After a moment, I propped myself up on one elbow, looking down at her. She was beautiful, her face still flushed from pleasure. I leaned in and kissed her deeply. She kissed me back, her lips soft and eager against mine.

“Feel better?” I asked when I pulled back.

She nodded. “Yeah, thanks to you. But…” She hesitated, her fingers tracing patterns on my chest. “Promise me something.”

“Anything,” I murmured, my voice thick with emotion.

Thessa’s eyes met mine, her gaze intense. “Promise me we’ll find that stupid furball. I miss her.”

I chuckled before I held her gaze, unwavering. “I promise,” I said.


Chapter 20

The dining hall was packed for breakfast, but the usual lively chatter had dulled to a nervous murmur. The news of Lazy’s disappearance had spread overnight, and now a sense of unease hung over the students like a storm cloud. Even the Claw and Tooth Society, usually the rowdiest bunch in the room, seemed more subdued than usual. No howling competitions, no play-fighting over plates of meat — just quiet conversations and wary glances.

I sat between Thessa and Khla, stirring my porridge absentmindedly. My appetite was nonexistent, but I forced myself to take a few bites. If we were going to find Lazy, I couldn’t afford to be sluggish. My hands moved automatically, spooning the oatmeal into my mouth without tasting it.

Thessa, sitting to my right, tapped her fingers rhythmically against the edge of her bowl, her crimson eyes scanning the room. Her tail swayed lazily behind her, brushing against my leg every so often, but the gesture wasn’t deliberate. She was restless, agitated.

Khla sat on my left, arms crossed over her chest, scowling like the storm outside was brewing inside her. She hadn’t touched her food at all, her dark eyes locked on the Claw and Tooth Society’s corner of the hall. Her tusks gleamed as her jaw clenched.

It wasn’t just the room that felt heavy. Our little group felt quieter, too. Missing Lazy left a hole at the table.

Thessa let out a soft hum, more thoughtful than musical, and leaned a little closer to me. “You look tired, Wade,” she murmured. “Didn’t sleep well?” The little light in her eyes told me she was trying to ease my mood a little.

I smirked, despite myself. “Yeah, something kept me up all night.”

“Oh, I think I was similarly affected,” she said with a grin, her hand brushing mine under the table. “Unless I was imagining things.”

“You could’ve imagined things quieter,” Khla grumbled. “Some of us were trying to sleep.”

Thessa chuckled, her tail flicking as she arched a brow. “Jealous, Khla?”

Khla shot her a glare. “I’m jealous of a proper night’s rest.”

I chuckled, shaking my head. “We’ll all rest better when we find Lazy.”

Thessa’s grin faded slightly as her expression softened. “Yeah,” she murmured. “We will.”

The playful mood ebbed, leaving that underlying worry sitting heavy between us again, but I was grateful that Thessa had brought a little bit of levity to the table. Now, she went back to tapping her fingers, and Khla went back to glaring at her untouched plate. I spooned another bite of porridge into my mouth, chewing mechanically as my mind churned.

The dining hall might’ve been full, but without Lazy, it felt emptier than ever.

“Hey, look,” Thessa suddenly said, nodding at the double doors leading out of the dining hall.

They had swung open, and Kay entered the hall, flanked by Professors Alis and Melhee. Immediately, the dining hall fell into complete silence. The three of them commanded attention with their presence — Kay, with her composed authority; Alis, cold and regal as ever; and Melhee, her serene demeanor softened by a hint of concern.

Kay stepped onto the dais at the front of the room and addressed the gathered students. Her voice carried across the hall, and she didn’t need to tell anyone to be silent — her presence commanded silence long before words needed to.

“Attention, students. I have an important announcement.”

Every pair of eyes in the room locked onto her, including mine.

“As many of you are aware,” Kay continued, “one of our first-year students, Layzaia-Neena Quickpaw, known to most as ‘Lazy,’ has been reported missing. She was last seen yesterday morning before lunch and has not returned to her dormitory since.”

Whispers rippled through the hall, but they quieted as Kay held up a hand.

“A thorough search of the campus is currently underway,” she said. “Staff are working to locate her, and additional security measures have been put in place to ensure the safety of all students. We ask that you remain vigilant and report anything unusual to a member of the faculty immediately.”

Melhee stepped forward. Her voice was soft and melodic, but it carried as far as Kay’s did. “If any of you saw or spoke with Lazy yesterday and have not yet come forward, please do so now. Even the smallest detail could be crucial in finding her.”

For a moment, there was silence. Then, from across the hall, a few students from the Eye and Key Society exchanged uneasy glances. Their discomfort wasn’t obvious — just fleeting looks and a subtle shift in posture — but I caught it.

So did Thessa.

“Did you see that?” she murmured, leaning closer to me. Her crimson eyes were sharp with curiosity. “The Eye and Key girls. They’re nervous.”

Khla noticed too, her gaze narrowing. “Suspicious.”

I studied the group, noting their stiff expressions and how they avoided eye contact with anyone outside their circle. They whispered among themselves, their lips pressed tight, as if afraid to let anything slip. One of them — a cute and bouncy goblin girl — looked particularly nervous. She kept glancing toward the professors at the front of the hall, then back to her friends. One of the other girls, a tall elven girl with silver hair, narrowed her eyes at the goblin girl and slightly shook her head.

“That elf… I saw Lazy talking to her on our first day here,” I whispered. “When Willow was giving us the tour.” Khla and Thessa looked at her, and Khla nodded. “Saw that too,” she muttered.

Meanwhile, Kay continued. Her gaze swept across the room. “Krysfelt Academy prides itself on fostering a strong community. If you have any information, now is the time to share it.”

The goblin girl bit her plump lip, her fingers twisting in her lap. The tall, silver-haired elf girl placed a hand on her arm, shaking her head subtly as she kept her icy blue gaze on the nervous goblin girl. The message was clear: Keep quiet.

The knot in my chest tightened.

They knew something.

As the announcement concluded and the professors left the dais, the hall buzzed with renewed whispers. Students speculated, gossiped, and theorized, but my focus remained on the Eye and Key Society’s table.

Thessa nudged me. “What’s your move, hero?”

I glanced at Khla, who gave a small nod. “We need to talk to that goblin girl,” I said. “She seems to feel guilty about something. When we get some time — maybe during lunch — we talk to her. Quietly.”

The girls nodded.

“For now,” I said, “we just go to our classes.”
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The air in the lecture hall for Meditation was hushed, heavy with concentration as Professor Melhee moved gracefully between the rows of students. Today’s lesson was practical — our first attempt to draw ambient essence from the world and refine it into usable mana.

“Close your eyes,” Melhee instructed softly. Her voice was soothing and seemed to wrap around the room. Her bushy fox tail swayed gently as she walked, the soft brush of it against the floor the only sound apart from her voice and the students’ soft breathing.

“Breathe deeply,” she hummed. “Picture your mana core… a forge within you. Imagine the essence flowing in, raw and unrefined, and see yourself shaping it into something stronger.”

I closed my eyes, doing my best to follow her instructions. Breathe in. Breathe out. I pictured a forge, like the ones I’d seen back home in Promise — cracked stone, glowing embers, and a steady heat. But instead of metal, I imagined raw essence flowing in like molten energy, waiting to be tempered into something usable.

Melhee continued, her tone encouraging. “Remember, essence is everywhere. In the air you breathe, in the earth beneath your feet, in the magic that lingers around you. Draw it in, shape it, refine it.”

A ripple of concentration filled the room. Some students shifted uncomfortably in their seats, clearly struggling. Others sat perfectly still, faces screwed up in focus. I felt the pull of essence almost immediately — a soft, intangible thread brushing against my senses. Tentatively, I reached for it, drawing it toward the forge in my mind.

Honestly, it was easier than I’d expected.

The essence flowed in smoothly, like water finding its way downhill. It gathered in my core, the forge in my mind flaring brighter as I worked to shape it. The process felt… natural. Intuitive. As though my body already knew how to refine mana — I just hadn’t realized it before.

When I opened my eyes, I caught Melhee watching me with a subtle, approving smile.

“Very good, Wade,” she said softly, her green eyes sparkling. “You have a talent for this. Your focus is strong, and your core is steady.”

I nodded, feeling a small swell of pride despite my lingering worry for Lazy. But as I glanced around, I noticed other students struggling. Thessa sat cross-legged, her crimson eyes narrowed in concentration, her tail coiled tightly around her ankle. Khla, as always, looked stoic and determined, but there was a hint of frustration in the way her hands clenched her knees.

Melhee approached Khla, placing a gentle hand on her shoulder. “Patience,” she murmured. “The forge doesn’t burn hotter because you will it to. Let the essence flow naturally. Do not force it.”

Khla exhaled through her nose, nodding curtly.

As the lesson continued, I found myself slipping back into the exercise with ease. But no matter how well I refined mana, my thoughts kept drifting back to Lazy. Where was she? Was she safe? And what did those girls from the Eye and Key Society know?

When the bell chimed to signal the end of class, Melhee clapped her hands gently. “Well done, all of you. Remember — this is a skill that takes time to master. Keep practicing, and you will grow stronger.”

She caught my eye as the students began gathering their things. “Wade. Excellent work today. Your progress is rare for a beginner.”

“Thank you, Professor,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady.

She gave me a knowing look, her green eyes glinting with quiet wisdom. “Your mind is troubled. It shows in your mana flow. I understand why, but focus is important — but don’t let worry cloud your forge.” She gave a disarming smile. “After all, you will have much to worry about when you meditate in a Dungeon or while out in the Wilds. And you will still need to recover mana when you do.”

I nodded, though her words did little to ease the knot of anxiety in my chest. As Meditation class finished up, we packed our things and headed over to Dungeon Lore.

Trixie, a few minutes late, bounced into the lecture hall with her usual energy, her golden hair catching the light as she twirled her bow around her wrist like a baton. Her short skirt and snug top distracted me for a moment, at least, and more than a few students sat up straighter as she took the dais.

“Good morning, everyone!” she chirped, flashing a dazzling smile. “Ready to talk about traps?”

The class responded with murmurs of interest, and I quickly pulled out my notebook.

“Dungeons are full of traps,” Trixie began enthusiastically like that was a great thing. She twirled her bow absentmindedly as she spoke. “Some are super obvious — like big, spiky pits you really don’t want to fall into.” She mimed getting impaled by a spike with a dramatic “Oof!” and sticking out her tongue that earned a few chuckles.

“But some are really sneaky,” she continued, leaning forward with a conspiratorial grin. “Like pressure plates hidden under the floor. You step on them, and bam! Arrows in your face. Or worse — poison darts in your pretty butts!”

She twirled her bow again, spinning it over her shoulder as she paced the front of the room. “Then there are, like, magical glyphs. They’re like landmines for mages. You don’t see them unless you’re trained to spot them, and if you trigger one? It could be anything from a nasty shock to a full-blown fireball.”

A student raised his hand. “What about treasure chests? Are those ever traps?”

Trixie grinned, her blue eyes sparkling mischievously. “Oh, absolutely! Sometimes, what looks like a chest full of gold is actually a mimic — a creature that pretends to be treasure but tries to eat you instead.” She made a face. “The bad kind of eating, too! Or the chest could be cursed. Open it, and you trigger a hex. Fun times!”

Thessa leaned over to me, whispering, “Remind me never to open anything in a Dungeon.”

I chuckled quietly. “Noted.”

Trixie continued her lecture, describing various types of traps in more detail. She talked about tripwires, collapsing ceilings, and even enchanted illusions designed to lure adventurers into danger.

“Most traps have one thing in common,” she said, her tone turning more serious. “They’re designed to catch you off guard. The best way to avoid them is to stay alert and think before you act. If something feels off, trust your instincts.”

I took careful notes, knowing that this information could be crucial in the future. Traps weren’t just a theoretical concern — if we ever found ourselves in a Dungeon, they’d be a very real threat.

As Trixie wrapped up the lecture, she shot us all a playful wink. “Remember — if you ever find yourself facing a trap and don’t know what to do…” She mimed drawing her bow and taking aim. “Just shoot it and hope for the best!”

The class laughed, and despite my lingering anxiety, I couldn’t help but grin.

But as we filed out of the lecture hall, my thoughts drifted back to Lazy. I couldn’t shake the feeling that time was running out.


Chapter 21

The morning classes passed in a blur, but my focus never wavered from the growing worry in my chest, and they couldn’t hold my full attention. By the time lunch rolled around, it was hard to sit still. We moved through the winding cobblestone paths in silence, the cool midday breeze doing little to ease our nerves.

The dining hall loomed ahead when Thessa broke the silence. “You think those Eye and Key girls will be there?” she asked.

“They’ve got to eat,” Khla grunted. “And I’d bet gold they know something.”

I nodded, my gaze fixed on the dining hall doors. “Let’s see what we can see.”

We joined the line for food, grabbing trays and shuffling along with the other students. The usual clatter of plates and cutlery felt louder, and even the kitchen staff seemed more reserved.

I grabbed a sandwich, a bowl of soup, and a fruit cup without much thought, my mind still circling around everything we’d learned — or hadn’t learned — so far. Khla took a hearty portion of stew and bread, her appetite apparently unaffected by the tension. Thessa, ever picky, took her time choosing from the selection, eventually settling on a huge pile of sliced meats and cheeses.

Daughter of Asturos, the Demon Prince of Gluttony, indeed. And with a body like hers, nobody had any idea where she left it…

“Why does it feel like everyone’s watching us?” Thessa whispered as we moved toward our table. Her crimson eyes flicked around the room, noting the subtle glances from other students.

“Because they are,” Khla muttered. “First day, and we’re already the center of attention.”

“They’re not watching us because we’re new,” I said quietly, balancing my tray as we passed a group of beastkin. “Or even because I’m a guy. They’re watching us because Lazy’s missing.”

Thessa nodded grimly. “And they’re wondering if we know more than we’re letting on. It’s a school mystery, to be sure.”

We settled at a table near the edge of the room. As I stirred my soup, my gaze naturally drifted toward the Eye and Key Society’s corner. It was clear that something was bothering them.

“That’s weird,” I muttered, nudging Thessa, who was gobbling up her food faster than anyone I’d ever seen. “They’re very quiet.”

She followed my gaze, her crimson eyes narrowing. “Yeah. They’re usually chatting about enchantments or whatever.” She cocked her head, watching them for a moment. “Looks like they’ve got something to hide.”

Khla grunted from across the table. “Suspicious as hell.”

One of the Eye and Key girls — Salee, the same silver-haired elf who had spoken to Lazy — shifted uncomfortably in her seat. She whispered something to her tablemates, her expression tense. The goblin girl sitting next to her, the same nervous one from earlier, kept her gaze firmly on her plate, as if trying to disappear.

“They know something,” I said.

“Careful,” Thessa said. Her tail flicked lazily, brushing against my leg. “If you push too hard, they’ll clam up completely. We need to figure out what they know without scaring them off.”

I nodded. “We need a way in. Someone they trust.”

Khla grunted, tearing off a piece of bread. “Or someone who knows something they don’t want out.”

The Eye and Key Society girls kept their heads down, their tense posture giving them away. I watched their leader — Salee, the silver-haired elf — whisper something to the nervous goblin girl beside her. The goblin girl’s dark eyes darted around the hall, her hands fidgeting in her lap. She didn’t look like someone who could keep a secret for long.

“She’s our best shot,” I said quietly, my gaze locking onto the goblin girl. “She looks ready to spill.”

“Not here,” Thessa whispered. “Not with Salee watching her like a hawk.”

“I know.” I set my spoon down, my appetite long gone. “We wait until after lunch. I’ll catch her when she’s on her own.”

Thessa nodded. “Good plan.”

As lunch wound down and students began to file out of the hall, I kept my gaze locked on the goblin girl. She stood nervously by their table, fidgeting with the hem of her skirt while Salee whispered something in her ear. Every time someone walked past, her dark eyes darted around like a cornered animal.

But as more students flooded toward the exit, I lost sight of her in the crowd. She was small, and it was really busy.

“Damn,” I muttered under my breath, standing to follow the flow of students. “Lost sight of her.”

Khla and Thessa flanked me. “We’ll catch her later,” Thessa said. “Just keep your cool. She’s too jumpy to keep quiet for long.”

I nodded, still battling the frustration. It felt like everything at the academy was working against us. We walked through the hallway outside the dining hall. I glanced around, scanning faces, hoping to catch another glimpse of her — but she was gone. Maybe Salee had hustled her away before she could talk to anyone.

Maybe she—

“Hey… Wade, right?”

I turned to see the goblin girl standing there, shifting nervously from foot to foot. She was short and curvy — voluptuous, even — with dark eyes that flickered with uncertainty. Her black hair was styled into two messy buns, and her clothes clung tightly to her rather rich frame like they simply didn’t have it in the right size for a short stack like her. I didn’t usually go for short girls, but there was something that just radiated from her — something I found attractive.

“I’m Bellsie,” she said softly. She glanced over her shoulder before stepping closer. “Look, I don’t want to cause trouble or anything, but… I heard you’re looking for Lazy.”

My pulse quickened. “You know something?”

Bellsie bit her lip, fidgeting with the hem of her shirt. “Maybe. I’m not sure if it’s important, but… I saw her talking to Salee yesterday. You know, the president of Eye and Key?”

I frowned. “You did? When?”

“That was just before lunch.”

I exchanged a look with Khla and Thessa before looking back at the goblin girl. “So, moments before she disappeared. What were they talking about?”

“I don’t know,” Bellsie admitted. “I wasn’t close enough to hear. But it didn’t look friendly. Lazy seemed… disappointed? Or maybe just upset. Salee… She had that cruel edge she sometimes gets. She was cruel to me first in the beginning — she doesn’t like goblins… or beastfolk.”

Khla stepped forward, her imposing figure towering over the goblin girl. “Why didn’t you say anything sooner?”

Bellsie flinched but stood her ground. “Because I wasn’t sure it mattered! And… I didn’t want to get involved. But now that she’s missing…”

“It matters,” I said firmly, my mind racing.

Salee. The president of the Eye and Key Society. She and Lazy had been talking, and I was starting to get an idea of what might have happened.

Despite being beastfolk, Lazy couldn’t join the Claw and Tooth — Varga wouldn’t let her. And since she was an Enchanter — like me — Eye and Key made the most sense for her.

She had done like she had while living in the streets of Seattle; she had gone looking for a gang to join…

“What else?” Thessa asked. “Did you see anything else?”

Bellsie shook her head. “No. That’s all I know. But… be careful, okay? Salee doesn’t like people prying into her business.”

“Thanks, Bellsie,” I said. “We’ll handle it.”

Bellsie gave a shy smile, then turned to leave, her wide hips swaying as she hurried out of the hall.

Thessa watched her go with a grin. “She’s cute.”

Khla rolled her eyes. “Focus.”

I nodded, my mind already churning with possibilities. But the analytical part of my brain took a break when I saw Salee strutting out of the dining hall and into the hallway, surrounded by her cronies and acting all haughty.

It was time for a talk…
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The hallway outside the dining hall buzzed with students moving between classes, but it might as well have been empty for all the attention I paid to them. My focus was locked on Salee and the group of girls from the Eye and Key Society strutting down the corridor like they owned the place.

Khla noticed them too, her dark eyes narrowing. “There she is.”

Thessa nudged my arm, a wicked grin curling her lips. “Looks like our silver-haired friend has a few secrets to spill. Ready, hero?”

“Let’s do this,” I said, pushing through the crowd.

The Eye and Key girls noticed us coming. Salee stopped in her tracks, her icy blue eyes locking onto mine. She arched an elegant brow, her silver hair gleaming under the enchanted light fixtures. Her cronies — two elven girls and a dryad with leafy hair — flanked her, their expressions not hiding their disdain.

“Wade,” Salee said coolly, folding her arms. “What a surprise.”

She knew my name, but that was hardly surprising. As the only male here, I was pretty sure everyone knew my name by now. I stopped a few feet closer, with Khla and Thessa at my sides. “Salee, right? I want to talk.”

Salee’s lips curved into a faint smirk. “Is that so? What about?”

“Lazy.”

The smirk vanished. Her posture stiffened ever so slightly, but she didn’t flinch. “I’m not sure what you’re implying.”

“You know exactly what I’m implying,” I said, stepping closer. “You were the last person to speak with her before she disappeared. Don’t pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about.”

The dryad girl started to whisper something to Salee, but she silenced her with a glance. “I don’t know where Lazy is,” Salee said. “And even if I did, why would it be any of your concern? I would tell staff, to be sure.”

Khla growled low in her throat. “Because she’s our friend. And if you screwed her over somehow, you’d better tell us now.” Her tusks gleamed as she leaned forward, looming over Salee with barely restrained anger.

Salee’s gaze flicked to Khla, her expression immediately hardening. “And what makes you think I owe you an explanation, orcess?” Her voice dripped with disdain, the final word practically spat out.

There it was, the ancient hate between elf and orc.

Khla’s eyes narrowed, and I could practically hear her teeth grinding.

I stepped between them, placing a hand on Khla’s arm to keep things from escalating too fast. “Let’s not make this about something else, Salee,” I said, keeping my tone steady. “We’re here for one reason. Lazy is missing. You were the last one seen talking to her. So, start talking.”

Salee folded her arms, her silver hair gleaming under the enchanted light. “I don’t know where she is. And frankly, I don’t care.”

That struck a nerve. I stepped closer, lowering my voice to keep our conversation private but letting the weight of my frustration seep into my words. “You seemed pretty concerned at breakfast. I saw the way you were whispering to your little pack. And now you don’t care? That doesn’t add up.”

Salee’s blue eyes flickered with something — maybe irritation, maybe guilt — but she kept her composure. “I’ve got better things to do than worry about stray cats.”

“Then why were you talking to her yesterday?” I pressed. “Right before she disappeared. And the day before that?”

Salee’s cronies shifted uneasily, exchanging nervous glances. The dryad girl tugged at her leafy hair, and one of the elven girls avoided eye contact completely. But Salee stood firm, her expression impassive.

“I speak to a lot of people,” she said airily.

“Enough.” Khla’s voice was a low snarl. “Stop dancing around it. We know Lazy talked to you. What we don’t know is why.”

“Lazy doesn’t owe you anything, orcess,” Salee snapped. “Not everyone wants to be dragged down by—”

“Don’t finish that sentence.” Khla’s voice was dangerously calm, her fists clenched at her sides.

Thessa stepped in, her tail swishing lazily behind her, but there was nothing relaxed about the look in her crimson eyes. “What’s the matter, Salee? You afraid of the truth coming out?”

Salee’s lip curled in disdain. “I don’t have to justify myself to you.”

“Just tell us what we need to know,” I said.

Salee’s gaze snapped to mine, her cool demeanor cracking for the first time. “Why? Because you think you’re some kind of hero? Coming to save the poor little street cat?”

“Because you sent her into danger,” I said, stepping closer. “And you know it.”

Her eyes narrowed, but I caught the flicker of guilt in her expression before she masked it. “She knew what she was getting into.”

I exhaled sharply. “‘Knew what she was getting into?’ That sounds like an admission. So, you did send her somewhere.”

Salee’s cronies exchanged more nervous glances. The dryad girl tugged on Salee’s sleeve. “Salee…”

“Quiet,” Salee hissed.

“You sent her on a task, didn’t you?” I pressed. “To prove herself. Eye and Key initiation, right? What was it? Some kind of trial?”

Salee’s jaw clenched, and she glanced toward the end of the hallway as if considering leaving.

“You’re not going anywhere, elf,” Khla snapped.

Thessa’s grin was razor-sharp as she nodded. “You’re cornered, Salee. Might as well fess up.”

“You don’t talk to us, we’ll make sure there are consequences,” I said. “For you and your entire sorority. I’m sure sending people someplace dangerous as initiation isn’t allowed, and Mistress Krysfelt will kill your little club.”

For a long moment, Salee said nothing. Then, she shook her head. “She wanted to join us,” Salee finally admitted. “Lazy came to us. Not the other way around. She begged for a chance to prove herself.”

“And you sent her on a task,” I said. “What was it?”

Salee folded her arms, her gaze hardening again. “A simple initiation. Nothing dangerous.”

I stared her down, not buying it for a second. “Nothing dangerous? Then why hasn’t she come back?”

Salee flinched, just slightly, before regaining her composure. “That’s not my problem. Lazy knew what the task was. She accepted it.”

“What task?” I demanded. “Which Dungeon did you send her to?”

At that, Salee’s mask slipped entirely. She glared at me, her blue eyes flashing with defiance. “The affairs of Eye and Key are none of your business, Wade. You don’t belong here. Neither does Lazy.”

Khla took a step forward, her fists tightening. “You think you’re above this? You think you can hide behind your little club?”

“I think,” Salee said icily, “that Lazy wouldn’t want you interfering. She wanted to prove she wasn’t just some charity case. She didn’t want anyone holding her hand.” Her gaze darted to me. “Least of all you.”

Her words hit harder than I expected, but I shook off the doubt. If Lazy was in trouble, of course she wanted us to help. “Which Dungeon?”

The elf crossed her arms and looked away.

“Which Dungeon, Salee?” I repeated. The tension in the hallway thickened like storm clouds ready to break. I had to use a lot of willpower to keep calm, and I knew it was the same for Khla and Thessa.

Salee pressed her lips into a thin line. Her defiant gaze darted between me, Khla, and Thessa. But there was a crack in her composure — a flicker of uncertainty in her icy blue eyes.

“We’re taking you to Kay,” I said firmly. “You can explain this to her yourself.”

At that, her cronies stirred.

One of the elven girls, tall and wiry with a sharp nose, stepped in front of Salee, her fingers twitching at her sides. “She’s not going anywhere with you,” the girl said. Her voice was steady, but there was a hint of nervousness beneath her bravado.

“You sure about that?” Khla asked, cracking her knuckles. Her broad frame made her look like a wall of muscle, and the glare in her dark eyes promised violence.

The elven girl hesitated, glancing back at Salee, who nodded subtly.

That’s when the dryad girl made her move.

She dropped her bag, and her leafy hair rustled as she lifted her hands, muttering an incantation. Mana flared around her fingers, twisting into shimmering strands of light. A stasis spell. She was aiming for me, trying to freeze me in place.

I braced myself — but before she could finish the spell, a burst of flame ignited in front of her, swallowing the discarded bag at her feet in a flash of fire.

The dryad yelped and hopped backward, the unfinished spell fizzling out.

“You don’t touch my Wade, you leafy slut!” Thessa roared. Her crimson eyes burned with an intense, manic gleam, and a wicked grin spread across her face as flames danced at her fingertips. Her tail lashed behind her, the barbed tip whipping the wall and leaving actual scuffs on it. “I dare you to try that again! Do it, and we’ll see if a little dryad skank like you burns just as well as those damn trees you love so much!”

Damn…

The dryad girl whimpered in fear as the elven girls’ eyes widened in shock. Even Salee took a step back.

Thessa tilted her head, her crazy smile sharpening like a blade. “What’s the matter? Didn’t think I would bite?” Her voice dropped to a dangerous purr. “Try to touch Wade again, and I’ll burn all you whores to a crisp. Understand? Daddy and his demons will have themselves a little bitch barbecue, and in hell, we like ‘em well done!”

Hot damn…

The flames licking at the burning bag crackled and spat, casting eerie shadows on the hallway walls. The dryad girl looked terrified, her leafy hair wilting slightly as she stared at Thessa in disbelief.

“She’s got those crazy eyes,” Khla muttered under her breath, a note of respect in her tone. “Didn’t think you had it in you, tiefling.”

“Oh, I’ve got plenty more where this came from,” Thessa said without taking her eyes off the Eye and Key girls. She flexed her fingers, sending another flicker of flame dancing through the air. “So, what’s it gonna be?”

Salee swallowed hard, her earlier defiance crumbling under the pressure. Her gaze darted to the burning bag, then to Thessa, who was still smiling like she was moments away from setting the entire hallway on fire — with pleasure.

“Enough,” Salee said, her voice trembling just slightly. “I’ll go. Just leave my sisters alone.”

“Smart choice,” I said.

Salee shot a glare at her cronies, who all looked thoroughly rattled. “Put that out,” she snapped, motioning to the burning bag. Then, when Thessa’s eyes shot fire at her as she bared that wicked grin, she added “please” with a mewl.

Thessa gave a little shrug, letting the flames die out with a flick of her wrist. “See? I can behave when people cooperate.”

I grinned at her. “I’m not sure which I like better — well-behaved Thessa or crazy Thessa.”

She nudged me with her hip before shooting me a wink. “You get them both, Wade. At the same time.”


Chapter 22

Kay’s office was as imposing as the woman herself. In here, she was truly Mistress Krysfelt. The bookshelves that lined the walls were meticulously organized, and the faint scent of parchment and ink hung in the air. The soft light of enchanted lanterns lit up the dark wood furniture, and a massive single window overlooked the campus grounds.

Kay stood behind her desk, arms crossed, her piercing green eyes locked on Salee, with a most critical light in them. From the first moment I’d met her, Kay Krysfelt had exuded authority. She didn’t demand attention — it gravitated toward her naturally, pulled in by her sheer presence. The way she carried herself, the way she moved — it all spoke of someone who was in control and expected others to fall in line.

And if the eye didn’t follow the authority she radiated, it damn sure followed her amazing features. If she hadn’t been one of the Magocracy’s finest mages, she could’ve easily been a model, although I wouldn’t call her runway skinny. Oh no. She was curvy in all the right ways, which was the exact reason why she had something of a celebrity status among kids like those at the orphanage I grew up in.

But now, as she stood there, the tension in her posture made her seem like a fury. Her button-down shirt hugged her curves in a way that was paradoxically both professional and maddeningly distracting, and the tailored fabric emphasized the shape of her hips and the generous swell of her amazing breasts. Her red hair was pinned back in a sleek twist, not a strand out of place.

Her green eyes, sharp as blades, practically pinned Salee to the spot. There was a fire in them, controlled but intense, like molten lava waiting to burst through a crack in the earth. She glanced my way briefly, and for a split second, our eyes met. That same intensity pinned me in place, and there was something about her gaze that made me feel like she could see right through me.

Then, she turned to Salee again.

“Is it true what they say?” she asked.

Salee shifted uncomfortably in front of the desk, her defiance gone. She wrung her hands, her silver hair falling into her face as she avoided Kay’s gaze. She didn’t answer, but she didn’t need to.

Kay already knew.

“You sent a first-year student into a Dungeon,” Kay said, her voice cold as steel. “A Dungeon. Without staff supervision. Without the academy’s sanction. Do you understand the gravity of what you’ve done?”

Salee winced but kept her head down. “It wasn’t supposed to be dangerous. Hirfangr is… different.”

Kay’s eyes narrowed. “Different how?”

“It’s… it’s a Dungeon designed for Enchanters,” Salee said quickly, as if that would justify everything. “The magical barriers blocking entrance can only be bypassed by someone with an Enchanter’s skills. So… so… it must be super easy for an Enchanter, right? Lazy wanted to prove herself, and I… I gave her the opportunity.”

Khla let out a low growl from where she stood by the door, her arms crossed. “Opportunity? You most likely sent her to her death.”

“No!” Salee insisted, her voice trembling. “I didn’t think it would be that dangerous. Hirfangr’s upper levels are safe enough… for someone who knows what they’re doing.”

“And you thought Lazy knew what she was doing?” Thessa asked, her crimson eyes narrowing as she leaned against the wall. Her tail flicked with irritation. “She’s barely been here a day.”

Salee looked away, shame creeping into her expression. “She begged me to let her join Eye and Key. She said she needed a place to belong. I… I thought she’d be fine. I can’t just let… I can’t just let anyone join. She’s beastfolk! She needed a trial.”

Kay’s fingers drummed against the desk, her expression growing darker with each passing second. “I find myself very bored by your idiotic politics and childishly backward notions on race. Let’s get back to the issue at hand: what was the task you gave her?”

Salee hesitated.

“What. Was. The. Task?” Kay repeated, each word clipped and icy.

Salee swallowed hard. “She was supposed to retrieve the Hallowed Horn. It’s an artifact that spawns in Hirfangr. It appears randomly in the upper levels. It’s minor — nothing important. Just a curiosity.”

Thessa snorted. “Sounds like a prize you wanted for yourself.”

Salee flinched. “It would’ve secured me the top spot in the artifact competition this year. There’s no other Enchanter at Krysfelt who could’ve retrieved it, so I’d have something unique! I—” She faltered under Kay’s glare. “I didn’t think she’d get into trouble.”

Kay’s expression hardened further. “You knew there were no high-level Enchanters at the academy, and you sent Lazy in alone anyway. Did it not even occur to you that if she ran into trouble, no one could go in after her?”

The weight of Kay’s words seemed to press down on the elf. You’d almost feel sorry for her.

Almost.

Salee’s shoulders slumped, her defiance completely gone now. “I didn’t think—” she started.

“No,” Kay interjected sharply. “You most certainly did not think.”

Silence fell over the office. I could feel the tension in the air, thick and suffocating. Salee stood frozen, her guilt plain on her face.

But something in Kay’s words stuck with me. I had never heard of a Dungeon that only admitted a certain class, but it apparently existed. And there were no other Enchanters at Krysfelt. No one to go in after her.

Except…

“I’ll go,” I said.

All eyes turned to me.

Kay frowned. “What?”

“I’m an Enchanter,” I said, standing a little straighter. “I can get past the magical barriers if this Dungeon only admits Enchanters. I’ll go after Lazy.”

Salee’s jaw dropped. Khla and Thessa both stared at me, trying to process this.

Kay’s emerald eyes locked onto mine, and for a moment, she looked genuinely taken aback. “You…?”

“Yes,” I said firmly. “She’s my friend. I’ll bring her back.”

Silence followed my words. Each of the women in the room — Kay, Thessa, Khla, and Salee — was weighing what I had said in their own way. Concern danced in Thessa’s crimson eyes, and Khla, usually stoic, had a frown deep enough to carve stone. Salee, on the other hand, was pale, her guilt painted plainly across her face. She wasn’t worried about Lazy — she was worrying about herself.

Kay’s gaze, however, was unreadable. Her piercing green eyes narrowed on me. I held her gaze, refusing to flinch, standing firm despite the weight of her scrutiny.

“You?” Kay said after a moment, her voice sharp. “You’re going to Hirfangr?”

I nodded. “Yes.”

Kay shook her head slowly, stepping out from behind her desk. Her heels clicked against the polished floor. She moved like a lioness circling prey, trying to decide whether the hunt was worth her time.

“You’ve been here for what? Two days now?” she said, her tone cool, like a blade sliding from its sheath. “You’ve barely begun your training. You don’t even know the basics of magical theory, let alone how to navigate a Dungeon.”

“I know enough,” I said.

“Do you?” Her voice softened, but there was steel beneath it. She took another step toward me, her gaze locking onto mine. “Do you know what Hirfangr is? What really waits for you inside?”

I held her gaze, my jaw clenched. “I know a friend is out there in need, and I’m the only one who can help her.”

Kay’s lips pressed into a thin line, her fingers drumming against her arm. Her gaze flicked toward Salee, then back to me. “Hm,” she hummed coldly. “Let me make sure you understand what you’re walking into.”

She took a slow breath, as if steadying herself, and when she spoke, her voice was colder than the winter wind.

“Hirfangr isn’t just a Dungeon,” she said. “It’s a death trap. You shouldn’t even consider trying that.” She began to pace, her heels clicking against the floor in rhythmic precision. “Even if you stick to the upper levels — oh, let me tell you, they are bad enough. Traps — pressure plates that trigger walls of spikes, poisonous darts, or pits lined with rusty stakes that will leave you bleeding out for hours before you mercifully pass.”

Thessa winced, muttering, “Sounds charming.”

Kay shot her a look but continued.

“The further you go, the worse it gets. And then there are the ogres.”

“Ogres?” Thessa asked.

“Ogres,” Kay confirmed.

Khla tensed. “How many of them?”

“Lots,” Kay said. “They’re stupid but brutal. They don’t just kill intruders — they break them. Rip off limbs, crush bones. They’ll keep you alive just long enough to enjoy your screams.”

Salee whimpered at that, but Kay ignored her.

“And guarding the entrance to the lower levels,” Kay said, her voice dropping to a near whisper, “there’s something worse. Hirfangr used to be open to different classes as well, and there was a reason few made it out.”

“What reason?” I asked.

Kay stopped pacing and turned to face me fully. Her emerald eyes burned with intensity.

“There’s a rumor,” she said, “that the Dungeon is home to a two-headed ogre. A twisted mutation — more cunning, more powerful, and more sadistic than its kin. They call it Thrakash the Twice-Born.”

The name hung in the air like a curse.

“It’s a terrible beast, said to possess magical powers as well as fierce strength — one head is cunning in the ways of magic, and the other is a brutal warrior.”

Khla’s fists clenched at her sides. “And you sent Lazy into that?”

Kay’s gaze flicked toward Salee, who flinched under the weight of it. “I didn’t know about any of that! I thought it was safe!”

I exhaled slowly, processing everything. “So Lazy’s out there. Alone. Facing all of that.”

“Yes,” Kay said. “And if you go in after her, you’ll face it too. Alone.”

“You say that like it’ll change my mind.”

Kay’s lips parted slightly, her brows knitting together in a mixture of surprise and frustration. “Why?” she asked quietly. “Why are you so determined?”

“Because someone has to be,” I said. “Because she’s my friend. Because no one else will or can.” I nodded at Khla and Thessa. “I’m sure either of you would rush in if you could, but it’s Enchanters only. So I’m going.” I grinned at them. “Next time, you can hopefully come along.”

Kay’s eyes softened for a brief moment, but the steel returned quickly. “You’re untrained. You don’t know what you’re walking into.”

“I’ll take the risk.”

She shook her head. “This isn’t about courage, Wade. It’s about survival. Hirfangr doesn’t care how brave you are. It doesn’t care how noble your intentions are. It will kill you if you’re not prepared.”

“And if we do nothing, Lazy dies,” I said. “So, I’m going.”

For a moment, neither of us spoke. The air in the room was thick with tension. Finally, Kay sighed, rubbing her temples as if warding off a headache. “You’re a fool,” she muttered. “A brave fool.”

“So people keep telling me.”

Kay shook her head again, her gaze lingering on me with a mixture of frustration and something softer — admiration, maybe. “Well, you’re determined. I’ll give you that.” Then, she turned to the others, her voice calm but commanding. “Everyone out.”

Khla and Thessa both hesitated. Khla’s jaw clenched, her dark eyes narrowing as if she was ready to argue. Thessa, on the other hand, flicked her tail nervously, her crimson eyes darting between Kay and me.

“Go on,” Kay said firmly, her gaze unwavering. “This discussion isn’t for you.”

Khla stepped forward, her fists clenched. “With all due respect, Professor — if Wade’s walking into a death trap, we’re part of it. He’s not doing this alone.”

Kay’s green eyes flicked to Khla, her expression as steady as a stone wall. “I understand your loyalty, but this is his decision. And even if you want to, you cannot help him. As I’ve said, the Dungeon only admits Enchanters. And right now, I need to speak with him alone.”

Thessa’s eyes narrowed, and for a moment, it looked like she might argue further. But then she sighed, flicking her tail one last time before shooting me a pointed look. “You’d better not do something stupid,” she said. “Because if you get yourself killed, I’m going to be really pissed off.”

Khla grunted, her gaze locking on mine. “We’ll be waiting outside. Don’t let her talk you out of it. You’re making the right choice.”

I gave them both a reassuring nod. “I’m not backing down.”

Thessa lingered for a moment longer, her lips pressing into a thin line before she finally turned and followed Khla and Salee toward the door. Salee, clearly eager to get out of the tense situation, slipped out quickly, not sparing anyone a second glance.

Thessa paused at the doorway, looking over her shoulder. Her eyes softened with genuine love and care as she looked at me. “Be careful,” she said.

“Don’t worry,” I said.

With that, she gave a small nod and stepped out, the door clicking shut behind her.

The silence that followed was deafening.

For a long moment, Kay said nothing. She simply watched me, her sharp gaze studying every inch of my face like she was trying to figure me out. Then, with a soft sigh, she leaned against her desk, her hands resting on the polished wood. Her fiery red hair caught the light from the enchanted lanterns, gleaming like molten copper.

“You’re really going to do this?” she asked softly.

“Yes,” I said without hesitation.

Kay shook her head slowly. “I knew you had a reckless streak the moment I picked you out of that orphanage, but this? This goes beyond recklessness.” Her gaze sharpened, locking onto mine. “Do you even understand what you’re walking into, Wade?”

“I do,” I said. “You just explained it in great detail. And I’m still going.”

Kay sighed again, rubbing her temples as if warding off a headache. “I’m trying to make you see you’ll get yourself killed.”

“I’m not going in blind,” I said firmly. “I know the risks. I’m not stupid, and I’ll be careful.”

Her gaze softened for a brief moment, the hint of a smile tugging at the corner of her lips before it disappeared. “You remind me of someone.”

“Who?”

“My stupid, stupid self when I was your age,” she said, her voice quieter now. Then, after a pause, she added, “You’re reckless, Wade. Reckless and young. But…” She pushed off the desk and straightened her jacket. “I can’t stop you.”

“No,” I said quietly. “You can’t.”

Kay’s gaze softened. “But I can help you. I can’t officially condone what you’re doing, but I won’t let you walk into Hirfangr completely unprepared.”

I nodded. “What do you suggest?”

“Follow me,” she said, motioning toward the side door of her office. “Let’s get you some gear. You’re going to need it.”

Without hesitation, I followed her.


Chapter 23

Kay led me through the winding halls of the academy. We didn’t speak, and we caught more than one surprised look from professors or students as we hurried down the halls. Finally, she led me past a locked and warded door, behind which a stairway led down.

“The vault is this way,” she said, beckoning me to come with her.

I followed her, and it felt like I was descending into the forbidden heart of Krysfelt Academy. We passed rows of locked doors and magical wards, each one humming faintly with enchanted power. Her heels clicked sharply against the stone floors, echoing in the silence between us as she led me on. No one else was here, and the quick glances I threw at the doors — some of them made of steel reinforced with potent magic — told me that not everything here was safe.

I followed closely, heart pounding. As we walked, I had plenty of time to think about what I was starting here. There were serious risks involved — a level 1 Enchanter going on a Dungeon crawl was liable to face lethal risks. But if Kay had any doubts about my resolve, she didn’t voice them. Her expression remained cool and unreadable, her focus fixed on the path ahead.

At length, we stopped in front of a large metal door adorned with intricate runes. It radiated power — so much that even I, untrained as I was, could feel it thrumming in the air. It had to be magnificently warded. As we stood there, Kay reached into her jacket and withdrew a silver key, which she inserted into a hidden slot between the runes. With a low hum, the runes glowed softly, and the door slid open.

“Welcome to the vault,” Kay said, stepping inside.

The moment I stepped inside the academy’s secure vault, my breath caught in my throat.

The room was massive, the walls lined with shelves that stretched up to the high ceiling. Each shelf was crammed with magical items — potions that shimmered with swirling colors, wands etched with glowing runes, enchanted trinkets that pulsed softly with contained power. The air itself felt heavy with magic, pressing against my skin like a warm, invisible cloak.

In the center of the room stood a massive glass case, glowing with protective wards. Inside, dozens — no, hundreds — of skillbooks floated gently in midair, their covers shimmering with magical energy. Each one radiated a unique aura — the repository of Krysfelt Academy’s knowledge.

“Damn,” I whispered. “This is… incredible.”

Kay walked in behind me. There was a measure of pride in her expression and her posture, and that made sense — after all, this was the work of her family. They had built Krysfelt Academy from the ground up, and they had risen to a position of prominence within the Magocracy.

“It should be,” she said. “These are some of the academy’s most valuable resources. Magical items and rare skillbooks that can give us an edge in battle. Normally, they’re only available to advanced students or those who’ve earned special privileges.” She glanced at me, her green eyes sharp. “But you’re going to need every advantage you can get.”

I couldn’t stop staring. “I’ve never seen anything like this.”

Kay’s lips curved into a faint, almost indulgent smile. “Few have. The vault is restricted for a reason.”

I took a few steps closer to the glass case, mesmerized by the way the skillbooks glowed softly in the dim light. Each one seemed alive, its magic calling out like a song just beyond hearing. Titles shimmered on their covers in elegant script, shifting slightly as if written in liquid light.

Kay tapped the glass, and two books floated forward, coming to rest near the surface with their covers facing us so I could read them.

“These are the ones I’m offering you,” she said. “Both are tailored to your class. You’ll need them in Hirfangr.”

I read the titles aloud. “Enrage… and Blind Spot.” I glanced at her, curious. “What do they do?”

Kay folded her arms. “Enrage makes the target lose all sense of reason and become furious. They’ll attack the nearest creature — friend or foe. Once it takes hold, they become an unguided projectile, and you can’t control where they point.”

I frowned. “So, it’s like a berserk spell?”

“Exactly,” Kay said with a nod. “It lasts for one minute and costs ten mana to cast. Use it wisely. It can turn the tide of a battle, but it’s risky. If you’re not careful, you might make things worse. Also, creatures with a high enough spell resistance stat may resist the effect. And the higher your own spell power is, the more likely you will overcome them.”

I nodded slowly, already imagining the tactical possibilities — and the dangers. Cast in the middle of a group of foes, Enrage could create chaos that I could profit from. But I had to remember that the target of an Enrage spell would not be an ally — if I were close, they’d attack me all the same.

Kay gestured to the second book. “The other spell, Blind Spot, is more subtle. It causes one target to be unable to perceive you as invisible for one minute — or until you attack them.”

My eyes widened. “They won’t see me at all? I will be invisible?”

“They won’t see you, hear you, or sense you,” Kay confirmed before she raised a finger to drive the next point home. “But it applies only to the target. Do not think of it as invisibility, but more as wiping your presence from the mind of a single target. And the moment you attack them, the spell breaks.”

“That’s… incredibly useful,” I said, my mind racing with possibilities. Sneaking past a guard, escaping danger, making sure an enemy I had cast Enrage on wouldn’t attack me, gaining the upper hand in a fight — it was a powerful spell.

Kay nodded. “It is. But like Enrage, it costs ten mana to cast. You’ll need to manage your resources carefully. Run out of mana in a Dungeon, and you won’t last long.”

I stared at the books, feeling what they represented — my first steps towards becoming a true spellcaster.

“I understand,” I said.

Kay tapped the glass again, and the protective wards shimmered. “Take them carefully. Once you absorb a skillbook, the knowledge becomes part of you. The book itself will vanish.”

Then, the two books floated to the top and out of the glass case. Like leaves, they drifted down toward us, gently, radiating magical potency.

I reached out, my fingers hovering over Enrage. The book pulsed softly, as if sensing my presence. The moment I touched it, the cover disintegrated into glowing runes that spiraled around me, sinking into my chest.

A familiar notification flashed before my eyes.

[Ability acquired: Enrage]

The spell settled in my mind like a new instinct — a part of me now, waiting to be unleashed. I knew my grasp of it was limited, like someone had just pushed theoretical knowledge into my mind, and I now knew it by heart, but I had yet to try it out. I turned to the second book, Blind Spot, and did the same. It dissolved into shimmering light, wrapping around me like a cloak before embedding itself in my core.

[Ability acquired: Blind Spot]

I exhaled slowly, feeling the knowledge of the new abilities pressing against my consciousness. They felt foreign and yet familiar, like tools I’d always had but never known how to use.

“How do you feel?” Kay asked, watching me carefully.

“Ready,” I said, a determined grin pulling at my lips. “More ready than I was before.”

Kay’s expression softened for just a moment, a flicker of something more in her gaze. But it was gone as quickly as it came, replaced by her usual composed demeanor. “Good,” she said. “You’ll need every edge you can get.”

I met her gaze. “Thanks, Mistress Krysfelt.”

She tilted her head slightly, her green eyes gleaming with something I couldn’t quite place. “Don’t thank me yet. There’s more.”

Kay moved to a locked cabinet along the far wall of the vault, her fingers gliding over the runes carved into its surface. She muttered a brief incantation, and the runes flared briefly before fading away. The door swung open with a faint creak, revealing several shelves filled with neatly organized magical items.

“You’re going into a Dungeon,” she said, her voice cool and matter-of-fact. “So, you’ll need more than just spells.”

She reached inside and pulled out a wand made of dark wood. Its tip glowed faintly with a shifting swirl of colors. She handed it to me.

“This is a basic wand that casts Chaos Bolt. It doesn’t require mana, but it’s unpredictable. The bolt will deal elemental damage, but the type — fire, ice, lightning — will be random. Against a Dungeon with ogres, it should do. They usually have no elemental resistances. But you don’t want to use something like this against, say, a fire elemental, since fire damage might actually heal it.”

I took the wand carefully. It felt light in my hand, and the swirling energy at the tip shimmered like an oil slick in the light.

“Useful in a pinch,” Kay continued. “But don’t rely on it too heavily. Like I said, randomized damage can be both a blessing and a curse.”

Next, she pulled out a folded robe made of deep blue fabric embroidered with silver runes. She handed it to me.

“This is a basic Robe of Protection. It will provide you with minor magical resistance and enhance your defenses. It’s not enchanted armor, but it’s better than what you’re wearing now. We usually offer them at a discount to alumni after their graduation, but we’ll loan you one for now.” She gave a crooked grin as she nodded. “Go on.”

I shook it out and pulled it on over my academy uniform. The robe fit snugly, its fabric surprisingly light yet durable. I immediately felt a subtle warmth spread through me, like an invisible barrier settling over my skin.

Kay gave a satisfied nod, then reached back into the cabinet and retrieved two small glass vials filled with a shimmering blue liquid.

“These are mana potions,” she said, handing them to me. “Each one will restore 50 mana. Use them sparingly — they’re valuable, and you won’t find many out there.”

I slipped the potions into my pack, nodding. “Thanks.”

Her gaze remained steady on mine. “Understand this — everything except the potions is on loan from the academy. I expect them returned. Assuming you come back.”

I met her gaze without flinching. “I will.”

Kay folded her arms, leaning against the edge of a table as her gaze settled firmly on me. Her fiery red hair gleamed in the vault’s dim light, but it was her piercing green eyes that held my attention.

“Now,” she began, her tone sharp and precise, “a little more about Hirfangr… The Dungeon is about a half-day’s journey north from here by car, following the old logging road through the forest until the edge of the California Anomalous Zone. The Dungeon entrance is tucked into a hillside, marked by a stone archway.”

I nodded, absorbing her instructions.

“It’s close to the AZ but not inside it,” she continued. “That border isn’t patrolled often, and ogres are known to roam the region. They’re territorial, aggressive, and they’ll attack on sight.”

I frowned. “Why hasn’t anyone cleared them out from the area?”

Kay gave a bitter laugh. “Because ogres breed faster than weeds and hit like battering rams. They’re hard to kill, and even harder to contain. The ones near Hirfangr aren’t just wandering brutes, either. They’re organized.”

“Organized?” I echoed, my brow furrowing. “Ogres aren’t supposed to be smart.”

“Most aren’t,” Kay agreed. “But Thrakash the Twice-Born has introduced some organization to them. Anyway, we haven’t cleared them out because we can’t spare the resources and they aren’t a direct threat. And since they come from the Dungeon, they’ll just respawn anyway.”

“Great,” I muttered. “Anything else I should know? Maybe the ogres have pet dragons?”

Kay gave me a dry look. “If they did, I wouldn’t be letting you go.” She shook her head, her fingers tapping idly against her arm. “Most Dungeons,” she explained, “reset when they’re cleared. Their class restrictions change. But Hirfangr has been Enchanter-only for as long as anyone can remember.”

I frowned. “Why? Why hasn’t it reset?”

“Because no one’s cleared it,” Kay said simply. “Enchanters are rare. Those who came before you either weren’t interested in Hirfangr or… they failed.”

“And the artifact?” I asked. “The Hallowed Horn?”

Kay sighed. “It’s a minor curiosity at best. It can create pure water out of nothing — a useful survival tool, perhaps, but not particularly valuable. Why Salee thought it would win her the artifact competition, I don’t know. Maybe she thought the rarity of it would impress the judges. Or maybe she just wanted something no one else could get.”

I clenched my fists. “She sent Lazy into danger over a trinket.”

“Precisely,” Kay said. Her gaze softened for a moment. “And now, you’re willing to risk your life to bring her back.”

I met her eyes. “Because it’s the right thing to do.”

Kay studied me for a long moment. “You’re not doing this because you feel you have something to prove?”

“No,” I said. “I’m doing it because she’s my friend. And because no one else will.”

A faint smile tugged at the corner of her lips. “Alright.” She nodded at the gear she’d given me. “Check your character sheet. Make yourself familiar with what you have.”

I nodded, then took a deep breath and focused my thoughts, summoning my character sheet with a mental command.

Wade Aurelius
Level 1 Enchanter

Attributes
Corpus: 4
Vita: 4
Mens: 6
Anima: 6

Stats
Weapon damage: (unarmed: 0) + (Corpus: 4) = 4
Defense: (Robe of Protection: 5) + (Corpus: 4) = 9
Spell power: (Wand of Chaos Bolt: 5) + (Mens: 6) = 11
Spell resistance: (Robe of Protection: 5) + (Mens: 6) = 11
Hit points: (no gear: 0) + (Vita x 5: 20) = 20
Mana: (no gear: 0) + (Anima x 5: 30) = 30

Abilities
Slot 1: Enrage (Novice) [Cause one target to attack nearest creature for 1 minute, 10 mana]
Slot 2: Blind Spot (Novice) [Turn invisible for one target for 1 minute or until you attack the target, 10 mana]
Extra (from Wand of Chaos): Chaos Bolt

I gave a satisfied nod as I inspected my new gear. None of it made the task ahead less dangerous, but it would help me deal with the threats — which were likely well above my pay grade. Hopefully, this stuff and keeping a level head would pull me through.

Either way, I was about to find out.

I turned to Kay. “I’m ready.”

She didn’t answer immediately. Instead, she gave me a long look, her sharp green eyes taking in everything — my resolve, my stance, my readiness. “One final thing,” she then said. “And this applies to both of us.”

“To both of us?”

“By the rules of the Academy, freshmen are forbidden to go into Dungeon without supervision. Just as professors are not allowed to aid operations that are not part of the curriculum. You and I both can get — will get — in trouble over this.”

I nodded. “And Lazy?”

“A case could be made about extenuating circumstances. Just as it could for me and you, although Lazy’s case is more likely to be accepted at face value since she was truly unaware of what she was getting into. In addition, faculty are aware she comes from a more… vulnerable background, making it easier to manipulate her. I can’t guarantee anything, however, but I will try my best. As for you, the senior professors will likely hold a vote over your fate.”

“And yours?”

She shrugged. “This place carries my name. I am one of the academy’s most senior and skilled professors. I’ll get a spanking, but that’s about it. You, however, might face expulsion.”

That final word chased off the enticing image of Kay getting a spanking. “I see,” I said.

She perked a ginger eyebrow. “Does this change your mind?”

“No.”

Kay nodded. For a moment, something unspoken passed between us, a flicker of acknowledgment. Her expression softened, and the rigid authority she carried relaxed just enough to reveal the concern beneath.

Then, as if she’d allowed herself that brief moment of vulnerability and nothing more, her expression grew hard again. “Then go,” she said. Her voice held no hesitation. “And bring her back.”


Chapter 24

I found Khla and Thessa waiting just outside Kay’s office, leaning against the stone wall of the hallway. They straightened the moment they saw me emerge. It looked like they were worried — especially Thessa. Her tail flicked with restless energy, while Khla’s dark gaze was locked on me, her usual stoicism cracking just a little.

Both girls’ eyes drifted to the gear I was now wearing. I imagined I looked the part of a mage now.

“Well?” Thessa asked, stepping closer. Her crimson eyes gleamed with curiosity. “What did she say?”

“She didn’t try to stop me,” I said. “But she made sure I understood exactly what I’m walking into.”

Khla grunted, her arms still crossed. “And?”

“She gave me gear,” I said. “A wand, this robe, a couple of mana potions. And two new spells.”

That got their attention.

“Wait — gear?” Thessa’s tail flicked with excitement as she leaned in and studied the robe and wand. “Like, real academy gear? Not just some training crap?”

“Yeah,” I said with a small grin. “A wand that casts Chaos Bolt at no mana cost and a Robe of Protection. Plus, two skillbooks.”

Thessa whistled low. “Damn. She really doesn’t want you walking into that Dungeon unprepared.”

Khla uncrossed her arms, her brow furrowing. “Kay gave you that? The academy doesn’t just hand out enchanted items to first-years. She’s skirting the rules for you.”

“Looks like it,” I said. “She made it clear these items are on loan. I’m expected to return them.”

“Still,” Thessa said, her lips quirking into a grin, “that’s impressive. Kay’s not exactly known for bending the rules.”

“She’s not known for giving a damn about anyone outside of her inner circle,” Khla added. “But she’s backing you.”

I shrugged, trying to play it off. “She knows how serious this is. Lazy’s out there alone, and I’m the only one who can go after her.”

Thessa’s eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “I wonder if it’s more than that.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean,” Thessa said, stepping around me to poke at the pack on my shoulder, “Kay’s one of the most powerful mages in the Magocracy. She’s not stupid. She wouldn’t invest her time or resources in someone unless she saw potential.”

Khla nodded. “You’ve caught her attention. And not just because you’re the first guy here.”

I frowned, their words settling uneasily in my mind. Kay’s attention was definitely a double-edged sword. Still, I couldn’t deny that her support felt good. I was also pretty sure that it was going to prove vital.

“Alright, what are the spells?” Thessa asked. “You said two new ones?”

I nodded. “Enrage and Blind Spot. Enrage forces a target to attack the nearest creature for a minute, no matter who or what it is.”

Khla raised a brow. “So, if you cast it in the middle of a fight, they’ll go berserk?”

“Exactly,” I said.

“And the other?” Thessa asked.

“Blind Spot,” I said. “It makes me invisible to one target for a minute — or until I attack them.”

Thessa’s grin widened. “Oh, that’s nasty. Slip past guards, get the drop on someone… I like it.”

Khla gave a small nod of approval. “Those are solid spells. And the fact that she gave you a wand with a free-cast attack? That’s no small thing.”

“A fighting chance,” Thessa said.

I nodded. “Yeah. It seems that way. But the place is dangerous enough with the ogres and such. I think I’ll need every bit of help I can get to bring Lazy back.”

Thessa and Khla exchanged a look. Something passed between them — an unspoken understanding.

“You’re not going alone,” Khla said firmly.

“You can’t come inside,” I reminded her.

“No,” Thessa said with a grin, “but we can get you there. We’ll go with you to the entrance. No way we’re letting you wander off into ogre territory by yourself.”

I exhaled, tension easing from my shoulders. “I’d appreciate that.”

Thessa smirked. “Of course you would. You’d be lost without us.”

Khla’s expression softened, just a little. “We’re not letting you do this alone, Wade. That’s not how we do things.”

For a moment, I stood there, looking at them both. We hadn’t known each other for long, but something had shifted between us. Their words were full of resolve, their loyalty deeper than it had been just days ago.

“Thanks,” I said. “Both of you.”

Thessa gave me a playful wink. “You’d do the same for us.”

Khla nodded. “Let’s make sure you’re ready.”


Chapter 25

Dawn was coming, but I’d been lying awake for most of the night. The nervous energy of what lay ahead had kept sleep far out of reach, leaving me staring up at the ceiling in the dim light of our dorm room. The soft rustle of sheets beside me told me I wasn’t the only one awake.

Thessa shifted next to me, her tail lazily curling around my leg. She always seemed to gravitate toward me at night, even when we weren’t… doing anything. Right now, her warmth was more than welcome.

“You’re still thinking about it, aren’t you?” she whispered, her voice low and soft in the darkness.

“Yeah,” I admitted, my hand tracing lazy patterns along her arm. “I keep going over it in my head. What Kay said, what’s waiting for me in Hirfangr…”

Thessa propped herself up on one elbow, her crimson eyes glowing faintly in the dark as they met mine. “I wish I could go with you.”

“So do I,” I said. “But once I’m inside, it’s just me.”

She frowned, her tail twitching against my leg. “I hate that.”

“Me too.”

For a moment, we lay together in silence, the only sound the soft, steady breathing of Khla from the other side of the room. The orcess was sprawled on her bed, one arm draped over her face, completely still. She’d insisted she could sleep anywhere, anytime, but even she had been restless this night. I doubted she’d gotten much more sleep than I had.

Thessa’s fingers traced small circles on my chest. “You really think you’ll find her?”

“I have to,” I said. “She’s out there, alone, with who knows what. If it were you or Khla in her place, wouldn’t you expect me to go?”

Thessa snorted softly. “Yeah, I’d want you to come. You’re brave, Wade. And loyal. More so than most people I’ve met.”

I gave a small smile. “Is that a compliment?”

“Don’t get used to it,” she teased, though her expression remained serious. “Just… don’t die in there, okay? I’m not done teasing you yet.”

“Deal,” I said.

She gave me a kiss then, and when she pulled back, she had a more vulnerable look in her eyes than I’d ever seen before. “I love you, Wade. I do. Please remember that.”

“I will,” I said. “And I love you.”

The knock at the door came then, cutting through our moment. Sharp and precise.

Khla stirred, grumbling as she sat up and stretched. “Finally.”

I slipped out of bed, pulling on my robe and slinging my pack over my shoulder. Thessa followed, her tail flicking nervously behind her as she grabbed her own pack. Khla was already standing by the door, fully geared up and ready to move.

I opened the door to find Kay standing in the hallway.

She looked as composed as ever — her red hair pulled back into a sleek twist, her academy uniform perfectly tailored. But there was something in her expression that hadn’t been there before.

Concern.

It softened her usual sharpness, though her tone remained firm. “Time to go,” she said simply, her gaze flicking over each of us. “Are you ready?”

“As ready as we’ll ever be,” I said.

Thessa rolled her eyes. “I hope you’re not expecting any cheery morning chatter. It’s too damn early.”

Khla grunted, adjusting the strap of her pack. “Let’s move.”

Kay nodded and turned on her heel, leading us through the dimly lit hallways of the dormitory. The campus was eerily quiet at this hour, the sky outside still a deep, dark blue with only a hint of dawn on the horizon.

We followed her to a side parking lot where a small academy bus waited. Standing next to it was Borsj, the academy’s grumbling imp groundskeeper, holding a keyring in his clawed hand. Borsj looked as sour as ever, his red-scaled face scrunched in a perpetual scowl. His frayed wings twitched as he handed the keys to Kay.

“Take care of the damned thing,” he grumbled. “And bring it back in one piece. You know how hard it is to get parts for this relic?”

“Tone, Borsj.”

The imp cleared his throat. “Uh, yeah. Sorry.” Then, his eyes flicked to me, Khla, and Thessa. “And you lot — don’t go wrecking it. Or getting yourselves killed.”

“Thanks for the pep talk,” Thessa said dryly.

Borsj muttered something under his breath about troublesome students before stomping off, his tail swishing irritably behind him.

Kay unlocked the bus and motioned for us to climb in. “Let’s go.”

We boarded the bus. The interior was simple but functional, with padded benches lining the sides. Khla sat by the window, her gaze distant. Thessa plopped down beside me, her tail curling around her feet.

Kay took the driver’s seat, adjusting the mirrors before starting the engine. The vehicle rumbled to life with a low growl, and soon we were rolling through the academy gates, heading north.

For a while, the only sounds were the hum of the engine and the crunch of gravel beneath the tires. The silence stretched, heavy with anticipation.

Kay broke it first.

“To the east,” she said, gesturing out the window, “is the edge of the California Anomalous Zone. You won’t see much from here but trust me — you don’t want to wander too close. The AZ is unstable. Reality itself is warped in places. Creatures you’ve never seen — or imagined — roam freely.”

Thessa leaned toward the window, her crimson eyes glinting with curiosity. “Ever been inside?”

“Several times,” Kay said, her tone clipped. “I wouldn’t recommend it.”

Khla shifted in her seat. “What about the patrols? Don’t they keep things in check?”

“They do what they can,” Kay said. “But the AZ is constantly shifting. What’s safe one day can be a death trap the next. It’s like… the world’s worst Dungeon, with no reset.”

That sobered us. Even Thessa stopped fidgeting, her gaze fixed on the landscape as we drove.

As we continued north, the road grew rougher, the trees thicker. Shadows stretched across the path, their shapes twisting and shifting in the early light. The tension in the bus grew with each passing mile.

Kay glanced at me in the rearview mirror. “I must ask one more time, Wade. You’re sure about this?”

“I am,” I said without hesitation.

She nodded, her gaze lingering for a moment before returning to the road. “Good.”

A few hours later, the bus rumbled to a stop, the engine growling softly as Kay shifted into park. Outside the window, Hirfangr loomed like a dark wound in the landscape — a jagged stone archway carved into a hillside, ancient runes etched into its surface. The air was thick, and a sense of foreboding mastered me, making the hair on my arms stand on end.

I climbed out of the bus, my boots crunching against the gravel path. Thessa and Khla followed, their expressions tense as they took in the ominous entrance to the Dungeon. The sky above was still gray with the fading remnants of morning, but the shadows around Hirfangr seemed to press down on us.

Kay stepped down from the bus with her usual calm authority as she adjusted her jacket. She stared at the stone archway looming ahead. “There it is,” she said. “Hirfangr.”

I swallowed hard. The ancient Dungeon entrance seemed to pulse with magic, the runes etched into the stone glowing faintly in the dim morning light. There was something wrong about the place — like it didn’t belong in this world, like reality bent just to accommodate it. It was that way with some of the things that had come to Earth during the Upheaval.

A chill ran down my spine as I stared at the jagged archway, the dark mouth of the Dungeon waiting to swallow me whole. There was no turning back now.

Khla crossed her arms, her expression hard. “Almost looks like it’s waiting for you.”

“Yeah,” I muttered. “Feels like it.”

Thessa stepped closer. She scanned the tree line that hemmed us in here. “We’re lucky,” she said. “No ogres so far.”

Kay nodded. “They tend to roam the area, especially at dawn. It’s rare to get this close without seeing at least a scout.”

“Let’s not jinx it,” Khla said, her gaze shifting warily to the nearby forest. Her hands flexed at her sides. “If they’re not here now, they could be any minute.”

I glanced toward the trees, half expecting something huge and ugly to come crashing through the undergrowth. But the forest remained still, the morning air filled only with the soft rustle of leaves and the distant call of birds. Still, the unease lingered.

Thessa brushed a stray black lock of hair from her face, her tail flicking nervously. “You know, part of me expected this whole trip to be a disaster. I kept waiting for an ambush. But here we are, standing at the door.”

Khla grunted. “Doesn’t mean we’re in the clear.”

Kay’s gaze lingered on the Dungeon entrance. “I can handle a few ogres. We’ll wait here for Wade to return and keep an eye out.” She looked at me.

“Thanks. I’m going in,” I said firmly, taking a step forward.

Thessa caught my arm, her grip surprisingly strong as I saw her struggle back some tears. “This sucks!” Her voice wavered slightly, and her eyes locked onto mine. “You going in there alone.”

“I know,” I said softly.

She held my gaze for a long moment, then exhaled sharply, her tail flicking in agitation. “Just… be careful.”

Khla’s gaze flicked between me and the Dungeon. “You’re stubborn as hell. But I respect it.” She stepped forward and held out her arm, clasping my wrist in the traditional orcish handshake. Her grip was strong, steady. “Strength and honor.”

“Strength and honor,” I echoed.

Kay approached last, her expression softer than usual. “Wade.” She paused, as if searching for the right words. “Be careful. This isn’t a game. You’ve prepared as best you can, but nothing will ever fully prepare you for what’s in there.”

“I understand,” I said.

She gave a slow nod, her gaze lingering on me for a moment longer before she finally stepped back. “Good.”

The silence stretched as I turned to face the Dungeon. My heart pounded in my chest, each beat echoing in my ears. Then, my interface flickered to life.

[Warning: Hirfangr Dungeon Upper Level — Level 5 Recommended.]

The words glowed in front of me, a reminder of just how outmatched I was. My throat tightened as I read it again.

Level 5.

I was Level 1.

I clenched my fists and, with one last glance at my friends, I crossed the threshold.

Darkness swallowed me whole.


Chapter 26

The moment I stepped inside Hirfangr, the air changed. It was damp and heavy, and I could smell wet stone, mold, and decay. The narrow passage ahead of me looked like it was barely holding together — cracked walls, loose rocks underfoot, and wooden support beams that had long since started to rot. It gave me the impression of some kind of abandoned mine — or something that crude humanoids like goblins or even ogres had built with their usual lack of patience and foresight.

“Let’s hope it doesn’t collapse while I’m inside,” I whispered to myself, half to hear my own voice and half to ensure that being here was the reality of my situation.

I proceeded with care, as silently as I could, but the moment I heard the low, grumbling voice, I froze.

“Stupid… always me… never get to smash…”

It echoed faintly through the winding tunnel, accompanied by the heavy thud of footsteps. The sound of metal clinking together told me the creature ahead — the source of the voice — was armored.

Carefully, I pressed myself against the rough stone wall and edged forward, keeping my steps light to avoid dislodging loose stones. The passage ahead twisted, curving gently to the right. From the way the ogre’s voice echoed, I could tell there was an open space just beyond the bend — a larger cavern.

I crept closer, inching toward the turn in the passage, keeping my breathing steady despite the tension curling in my gut. As I reached the corner, I slowly peeked around, taking in the scene before me.

The cavern was narrow but tall, the ceiling sagging with the weight of time and neglect. Cracks ran along the stone, and several wooden beams held up sections of the roof. The wood was old and rotting in places, sagging under the strain. A faint beam of daylight filtered through a crack in the stone above, illuminating motes of dust swirling lazily in the air.

Standing in the middle of the cavern was the ogre.

He was massive — easily eight feet tall, his gray, leathery skin mottled with dark spots. Thick, muscular limbs jutted out from rusted armor pieces strapped together with strips of leather and chains. His broad, flat face was twisted into a perpetual scowl, his mouth hanging open just slightly as he muttered to himself.

The ogre scratched at his belly with a dirty hand, pacing slowly across the cavern floor. “Guard stupid tunnel, they say… Keep out little ones, they say… Boring. Stupid. No one ever comes…”

A tunnel on the far side of the cavern led deeper into the Dungeon. The entrance was partially collapsed, with jagged rocks and debris blocking part of the path, but there was just enough space to pass through.

Unfortunately, the ogre was pacing directly in front of it.

I studied the cavern, my gaze lingering on the wooden beams holding up the ceiling. They looked ready to give out at any moment. If I could lure the ogre under the weakest spot, I might be able to bring the roof down on top of him. That was really my only option. Attacking him directly with the Chaos Bolt from my wand would reveal me to the ogre, and he would charge at me. In this small cave, he would probably reach me before I could cast Blind Spot.

So, time for the indirect approach.

My fingers flexed around the wand in my hand as I considered my options. Then I cast my Blind Spot spell.

It was the first time I cast it, yet it was instinctive. Like Kay had explained during class, it was a combination of mana and intent, woven together by the right incantation and motions, which I had learned when I had absorbed the skillbook. Luckily, the spell required no words spoken aloud, and I just made the magic signs, moving my lips, and completed the casting.

Mana surged through me, and I felt the spell lock into place. Now to test it.

I stepped forward into the light. I did so at a considerable distance from the ogre, giving me enough room to run back if it turned out the spell hadn’t worked. But as the ogre turned to face me, his dull eyes scanning the cavern, he didn’t react to me at all. The spell was holding. I was invisible to him.

Suppressing a sigh of relief, I slipped into the cavern, keeping to the shadows as I moved carefully along the edge, making my way toward the support beams. The ogre continued to grumble, oblivious to my presence.

“Boring… stupid… why me?”

I knelt near one of the crumbling beams, noting how the wood was already splintering under the weight of the rocks above. If I could just get the ogre to stand here…

I picked up a loose stone from the ground and tossed it toward the far side of the cavern. The rock clattered sharply against the stone wall, breaking the uneasy stillness of the cavern.

The ogre’s head snapped up with a grunt, his beady eyes narrowing into suspicious slits. “Huh? What that?”

His deep, gravelly voice reverberated through the tunnel as he stomped toward the sound. Each step sent a shudder through the ground, and I felt a strange thrill in my body. Dust and loose pebbles trickled from the ceiling with every impact, and my heart pounded in rhythm with his heavy footsteps.

I pressed myself against the wall, keeping low and out of sight despite my invisibility. The ogre lumbered past me, scanning the cavern with slow, stupid curiosity. His mismatched armor clanked with each step, and his massive club — little more than a tree trunk with spikes hammered into it — dragged along the ground, leaving gouges in the stone floor.

My pulse quickened. This thing could crush me with a single swing if he got too close.

The ogre stopped, his wide nostrils flaring as he sniffed the air.

“Is there little sneaky one?” he muttered, voice thick with confusion. He scratched his tangled hair, dislodging flakes of dried mud — or maybe worse. “Better not be sneaky… If little sneaky one, I eat!”

I crouched lower and grabbed another loose rock. My fingers trembled slightly, but I gritted my teeth and aimed carefully. This time, I threw the rock toward the weak support beams near the center of the cavern.

The stone bounced off the crumbling wood with a loud clack.

The ogre’s head whipped toward the sound. His expression twisted into an ugly grin, revealing crooked, yellowed teeth.

“There you are, little one! I hear you!” He stomped forward eagerly, drool dripping from his lips as he lumbered closer to the fragile beams. “Sneaky ones taste best!”

I backed away from the weak spot, my gaze locked on the ogre. Still, he didn’t see me, but I hadn’t been keeping track of time. One minute was not very long…

Step by step, he drew closer to the crumbling support beams.

Just a little closer…

The ogre stopped directly beneath the weakest beam, tilting his head in confusion as he looked around. “Huh? Where you hide? I smash—”

Perfect.

I raised my wand, steadying my grip. The tip glowed with chaotic energy, crackling like bottled lightning as the spell built within.

Chaos Bolt.

It turned out to be fire. The swirling orb of flame shot forward with a sharp crack, illuminating the cavern for a brief moment as it streaked through the air. It slammed into the rotting beam with a burst.

The beam shattered.

Splinters and shards of wood flew everywhere as the ceiling groaned, the sound like a monstrous breath exhaling. For a split second, everything seemed to hang in the air — dust motes suspended in the dim light, fragments of debris caught mid-fall.

The ogre’s eyes went wide as he looked up.

“Wha—?”

Then the roof came down.

Rocks and rubble crashed with a deafening roar. The ogre barely had time to let out a startled bellow before he was buried beneath the collapse. The ground shook violently, sending me stumbling backward as the entire cavern seemed to tremble in response. A choking cloud of dust billowed out, filling the air and stinging my eyes.

I coughed, waving a hand in front of my face to clear the dust. My ears rang from the noise, and my heart thundered in my chest.

For a long moment, there was only silence. Then the last few pebbles pattered to the ground, and the dust began to settle.

I approached cautiously, my wand still raised. The pile of rubble was massive, the shattered remains of the support beams jutting out like broken ribs. And there, sticking out from beneath the rocks, was a motionless arm — gray, leathery, and lifeless.

I exhaled slowly, the tension in my shoulders easing.

My interface flickered to life in front of me.

[Level Up: You have reached Level 2.]

I grinned, wiping the dust from my face. My first real encounter — and I’d survived. And killing an ogre was apparently impressive enough to level me up straightaway.

I exhaled slowly, my heart pounding as the adrenaline rush faded. The interface popped open as I willed it to, showing my character sheet with a prompt to distribute my ten newly earned attribute points. I quickly allocated them, splitting the ten points evenly between Mens and Anima. I needed more mana and spell power if I was going to survive what came next. I gave my sheet a quick inspection.

Wade Aurelius
Level 2 Enchanter

Attributes
Corpus: 4
Vita: 4
Mens: 11
Anima: 11

Stats
Weapon damage: (unarmed: 0) + (Corpus: 4) = 4
Defense: (Robe of Protection: 5) + (Corpus: 4) = 9
Spell power: (Wand of Chaos Bolt: 5) + (Mens: 11) = 16
Spell resistance: (Robe of Protection: 5) + (Mens: 11) = 16
Hit points: (no gear: 0) + (Vita x 5: 20) = 20
Mana: (no gear: 0) + (Anima x 5: 55) = 55

Abilities
Slot 1: Enrage (Novice) [Cause one target to attack nearest creature for 1 minute, 10 mana]
Slot 2: Blind Spot (Novice) [Turn invisible for one target for 1 minute or until you attack the target, 10 mana]
Extra (from Wand of Chaos): Chaos Bolt

I clenched my fists, feeling the surge of power from leveling up. I was stronger now. But the Dungeon had only just begun.

[image: AOIcon]

The air grew colder as I moved deeper into Hirfangr. The passage that the ogre had guarded was narrow, the walls rough and uneven, with jagged rocks jutting out like teeth. The ogres themselves would probably struggle to get through here, but they were likely too lazy to actually clear it out. The scent of damp earth and decay lingered in the air, clinging to my senses as I pressed forward. My footsteps echoed softly in the silence.

I couldn’t help but grin as I replayed the earlier encounter in my head. The plan had worked perfectly. Blind Spot had held long enough to get the ogre exactly where I needed it, and the Chaos Bolt had done the rest. No messy brawl, no wild swings of a massive club aimed at my head. Just strategy, precision, and a bit of luck.

Still, that was just one ogre. There would be more.

The instant level-up confirmed what I already suspected — that ogre had been way stronger than me. Probably Level 5 or higher, given that the Dungeon itself had warned me about the recommended level. Taking down something that much tougher than me was a huge accomplishment, and it rewarded me with an instant level-up.

But that still didn’t make me level 5. Which meant I needed to keep playing smart. One wrong move, and I’d be the one buried under rubble — or worse.

I adjusted my grip on the wand and continued down the corridor. It was eerily quiet now, the only sounds the soft shuffle of my boots on stone and the faint drip of water from somewhere unseen. The further I went, the more the oppressive atmosphere of the Dungeon seemed to press down on me, like the weight of the hill above was waiting to collapse.

Ahead, the passage widened slightly, revealing a section of floor that didn’t quite match the rest. I slowed my pace, instincts kicking in as my mind flitted back to what Trixie had taught us in Dungeon Lore. The tiles here were loose and uneven, their edges cracked and worn. Something about them didn’t feel right. And Trixie had said to trust your instincts, always.

Well, that and to shoot things in the face.

I grinned at the thought of the bubbly California elf before I knelt carefully, examining the tiles more closely. The stone was thinner here, and through the cracks, I could make out a dark space beneath.

A pit.

Carefully, I leaned in and peered through one of the larger gaps. My stomach twisted as I spotted spikes — long, rusted metal spikes waiting below. It wasn’t just a pit. It was a deathtrap, designed to skewer anyone who fell through.

“Classic,” I muttered, shaking my head. “Thanks, Trixie.” I resolved to thank her in person if I made it out of this place alive.

I straightened and studied the path. The trap wasn’t exactly well-hidden, but that made sense. Ogres weren’t known for their intelligence. They probably needed a clear reminder of where not to step, especially when they were angry or distracted. I scanned the trap more carefully, noting a narrow strip of stone on the right-hand side where the tiles were more intact. It was just wide enough to allow someone to walk around the pit — probably the way the ogres circumvented the trap themselves.

“Bet they must have lost a few of their own to this thing,” I muttered, picturing a confused ogre crashing through the tiles and into the spikes below. Especially when excited or angry, these creatures wouldn’t remember a trap like that. Maybe I could use that to my advantage.

I followed the narrow path along the edge of the trap, keeping my steps light and precise. The loose tiles creaked ominously as I passed, but the stone beneath my feet held steady. When I reached the other side, I let out a quiet breath of relief.

Further ahead, the passage twisted again, opening into another cavern. This one was larger than the first, with jagged stone pillars rising from floor to ceiling like the bones of some ancient beast. Shadows danced along the walls, cast by faint shafts of daylight that came in through the roof.

And then I heard them.

Voices.

Deep, gravelly voices speaking in the guttural, broken way of ogres. They were grumbling and muttering, their words occasionally breaking into rough laughter. I couldn’t see them yet, but the sound carried through the cavern, echoing off the stone walls.

There were three distinct voices.

Three…

I crouched low, creeping closer to the cavern entrance, careful to stay in the shadows. My heart pounded in my chest, adrenaline sharpening my senses. Three ogres. That was much, much more than I could handle in a direct fight. And I couldn’t Blind Spot all three of them — or well, I could, but I’d likely get noticed somewhere along the way, not to mention the first spell would almost end by the time I’d finished the third.

No, I needed a plan. I needed to stay quiet.

I edged closer to the entrance, listening carefully.

“Stupid Thrakash… always bossing us around…” one voice grumbled.

“Yeah,” another agreed. “Why we need stay here? Guard stupid tunnel? Nothing come through here.”

“Better than clean beast pens,” the third voice said, chuckling darkly.

“You smell like pen!”

The ogres all laughed at what passed for a joke among them. Even that sound was horrible and ominous. Still, there was nothing else for it. Without information, I could do nothing.

Steeling myself, I crept closer.


Chapter 27

As I approached the ogres, my heart thumped steadily in my chest, each beat echoing in my ears. The corridor twisted slightly, opening into a wider chamber, and I slowed my pace, keeping to the shadows. The rumbling voices of the ogres grew louder with each step, their guttural tones bouncing off the stone walls.

I carefully peeked around the corner and finally caught sight of them.

Three hulking ogres stood in a rough semicircle in the center of the chamber. Each of them was massive — easily eight to nine feet tall, with gray, leathery skin mottled with dark patches. Their armor was as crude as I expected — rusted metal plates, animal hides, and random bits of junk strapped together with frayed rope and strips of leather.

“HEY!” One of the ogres, the biggest of the three, stomped in my direction, a scowl etched deep into his brutish face.

For a moment, I feared he had actually seen me, and my mind was filled with the image of him snapping me in two like a twig.

But then he stopped in front of a rock.

“This good rock! Mine!” he bellowed, slamming a heavy fist on his chest. The sound echoed through the chamber.

“That good rock for club,” another ogre commented ruefully.

“IT MINE!” the big ogre bellowed, but before the others could say anything, the big one took another step forward — and promptly stumbled over the very rock he was trying to claim.

“RAAH!” The big ogre crashed down hard, his knees hitting the stone floor with a loud thud. He caught himself with his hands, growling in frustration as dust and debris puffed up around him.

One of the other ogres burst out laughing, a deep, grating sound that echoed through the cavern. “You trip! You trip on OWN rock!” He clutched his belly, shaking with laughter. “Hah! Stupid Grolk can’t even walk!”

The fallen ogre — apparently Grolk — snarled as he pushed himself to his feet, glaring at the laughing ogre. “Shut up, Rekk! I trip ‘cause your face ugly! Stupid ugly face distract me.”

“You trip ‘cause you dumb,” Rekk shot back, still chuckling. He pointed at the rock with a crooked finger. “Rock too big for you anyway. You need little rock.”

Grolk’s beady eyes narrowed, and he balled his fists. “No! Need big rock! I keep rock. It perfect for club!”

The third ogre, who had been quietly observing the argument, finally spoke up. His voice was deeper and more considerate than the others, and his beady eyes gleamed with annoyance. “Why we even fight over rock? Plenty rocks here.”

“This one best!” Grolk insisted, stomping his foot for emphasis. “Flat top. Good for smash!”

Rekk crossed his arms. “Not yours, Grolk. I see it first.”

Grolk bared his teeth. “No! I take it! Mine!”

The third ogre shook his head. “You no take nothing. I say we share.”

“SHARE?” Both Grolk and Rekk turned to glare at him, their expressions twisted in outrage.

“Rock not for sharing!” Grolk growled.

“Rock for smashing!” Rekk added.

The three ogres descended into bickering, their deep voices reverberating off the cavern walls as they argued over the rock like toddlers fighting over a toy. It was almost comical, watching these massive, brutish creatures squabble like children. But even through their argument, I couldn’t shake the tension in my gut. These were ogres — strong, brutal, and dangerous. If they caught wind of me, I’d be in serious trouble.

Still, I had to admit… this was an opportunity. They were distracted, angry, and already on edge. If I played my cards right, I could use that to my advantage.

I tightened my grip on my wand, a plan forming in my mind.

Time to make things a little more chaotic.

I crouched lower, taking great care to remain in the shadows. I whispered the incantation for Enrage, feeling the spell take hold as mana surged through me. The target? The loudest and largest of the three — Grolk.

As with my earlier casting of Blind Spot, I weaved my intent and mana into one using the intricate gestures and incantation that the skillbook had infused into my mind. The effect was immediate.

Grolk’s eyes flared with sudden rage. His breathing grew ragged, and his muscles tensed. He let out a furious bellow, turning on his companions with wild, unrestrained fury. “ALL MINE!” he roared, swinging his massive club.

The other two ogres staggered back in surprise as their companion charged at them, eyes wide with mindless rage. Rekk took the brunt of the attack, a bone-crushing swing that sent him crashing into a stone pillar with a sickening crunch. The final ogre roared in anger and leapt into the fray, retaliating with wild swings of his own.

The cavern echoed with the sounds of combat — roars, thuds, and the sharp clang of metal on stone. The enraged Grolk fought with reckless abandon, swinging his club with no regard for his own safety, and I could only be thankful not to be on the receiving end of that kind of fury. The other two were forced to defend themselves, taking blow after blow as the battle raged.

But soon enough, the two banded up and took the initiative. They slammed into Grolk with their clubs, until finally, Grolk fell, his massive body crashing to the ground with a heavy thud. The other two ogres — Rekk and the slow-talking one — were both bloodied and bruised, their armor cracked, their movements sluggish. They stood over Grolk’s crumpled form, panting heavily and obviously confused.

Rekk spat a glob of thick saliva onto Grolk’s corpse. “Stupid Grolk… always think he stronger.”

The other ogre grunted, leaning on his crude club for support. “Now what? We need tell Thrakash Grolk dead. Maybe eat Grolk? Lots of fat.”

I couldn’t let them do that. Focusing my intent on the one called Rekk, I muttered the incantation for Enrage once more. The familiar rush of mana surged through me as the spell latched onto Rekk. His eyes flared with that same wild, uncontrollable rage that I had seen in Grolk, his face twisting into a mask of pure fury.

Rekk staggered forward, snarling like a cornered animal. His beady eyes darted around the cavern, looking for a target. The slower ogre backed away cautiously, raising his club in a defensive stance. “NO EAT GROLK! TOO STINKY!” he bellowed.

“Rekk?” the slower ogre grunted. “What you doing?”

“SMASH!” Rekk roared, his voice echoing through the chamber. He charged at the slower ogre with a wild swing of his club, the impact sending a spray of splinters flying as their weapons collided.

“Idiot! We done fighting!” the slower ogre growled, trying to block Rekk’s attacks. But the Enrage spell had taken full hold. Rekk was relentless, each swing of his club more savage than the last.

The two ogres clashed violently, their roars of pain and fury reverberating through the cavern. I crept closer, sticking to the shadows, watching as the fight played out. Blood splattered across the stone floor as they pummeled each other senseless, mixing with the dust and debris from their earlier battle. Both ogres were staggering now, their movements slower and more desperate with each passing moment.

Rekk let out a guttural roar, his club crashing down on the slower ogre’s shoulder. The slower ogre grunted in pain, swinging back with all his remaining strength, landing a heavy blow to Rekk’s side.

The cavern shook with the force of their struggle.

Finally, with a final, desperate swing, the slower-talking ogre managed to land a direct hit to Rekk’s head. The club connected with a sickening crunch, opening Rekk’s thick skull, and Rekk crumpled to the ground, brains leaking from his wound.

The remaining ogre staggered back, panting heavily. Blood dripped from his wounds, and his armor hung in tatters. He glanced around the cavern, gaze lingering on Grolk’s lifeless form and then on Rekk’s crushed skull.

He was the last one standing.

But he wouldn’t be for long.

I slipped closer to the edge of the chamber. The ogre was still in a daze from the battle, his mind clouded by exhaustion and pain. I cast Blind Spot, the familiar surge of mana weaving the spell around me, and I became invisible to him, my presence erased from his senses. Once it was done, I made my way toward the corridor leading back to the pit trap. Every step was deliberate, my boots making the faintest scuff against the stone.

The ogre didn’t notice. He was too focused on his own misery, wiping blood from his eyes as he limped toward the rock they’d been fighting over. “Stupid… all dead now… It just rock. Need tell Thrakash…”

Perfect.

Once I reached the corridor, I picked up a loose rock and tossed it down the passage. The sound echoed through the chamber, bouncing off the walls.

The ogre’s head snapped up. “Huh?”

I tossed another rock.

The ogre grunted, his brow furrowing in confusion. He lumbered toward the sound, his heavy footsteps shaking the ground beneath him. His limp slowed him down, but he was still moving, still following the noise. His vision was impaired as blood came down from his forehead and trickled into his eyes, and he snarled with rage.

I tossed one more rock, the sound clattering right near my target.

The pit trap…

“Who there?” the ogre growled, his voice low and suspicious. “I smash…”

He staggered forward, his attention locked on the source of the noise. The Blind Spot spell held firm — he didn’t see me at all. He trudged down the corridor, his thick fingers tightening around his club as he sniffed the air.

Then, when I was on the other side of the pit trap, I dropped the Blind Spot spell.

The ogre’s eyes widened. “LITTLE ONE!” he bellowed. “SMASH!”

Like a rhino, he charged me. There was no way I could have avoided him. But his foot hit the loose tiles as he had forgotten all about their own trap in his rage. The pit trap gave way with a loud crack, the stone shattering beneath his weight. The ogre let out a startled roar as he plunged into the pit below.

“NOOOOO!”

The sound of his body hitting the spikes was sickening — a wet crunch of flesh and bone. Then, silence.

I exhaled slowly, my heart pounding as the adrenaline rush faded. The corridor was quiet now.

My interface flickered to life.

[Level Up: You have reached Level 3.]

I grinned, wiping sweat from my brow. Another level up — and well-earned, considering I’d just taken down three ogres without engaging in direct combat.

I made my way back into the cavern, stepping over the bodies of Grolk and Rekk. I searched them briefly, but they carried nothing of value. Just crude clubs and broken armor. No gold, no artifacts — nothing worth taking.

Still, the experience and the level-up were reward enough. I quickly inspected the gains and found that I’d gained another ten attribute points. However, I also got a new — for now empty — ability slot!

That was pretty good news. If I got a new ability slot every third level, my repertoire of spells would expand steadily. The only challenge was finding skillbooks with interesting abilities. But something told me that if things kept going the way they did for me at Krysfelt, I’d get what I needed…

I quickly distributed the points, splitting them evenly between Mens and Anima to boost my spell power and mana pool. Then, I summoned my character sheet, eager to see my progress.

Wade Aurelius
Level 3 Enchanter

Attributes
Corpus: 4
Vita: 4
Mens: 16
Anima: 16

Stats
Weapon damage: (unarmed: 0) + (Corpus: 4) = 4
Defense: (Robe of Protection: 5) + (Corpus: 4) = 9
Spell power: (Wand of Chaos Bolt: 5) + (Mens: 16) = 21
Spell resistance: (Robe of Protection: 5) + (Mens: 16) = 21
Hit points: (no gear: 0) + (Vita x 5: 20) = 20
Mana: (no gear: 0) + (Anima x 5: 80) = 80

Abilities
Slot 1: Enrage (Novice) [Cause one target to attack nearest creature for 1 minute, 10 mana].
Slot 2: Blind Spot (Novice) [Turn invisible for one target for 1 minute or until you attack the target, 10 mana]
Slot 3: empty
Extra (from Wand of Chaos): Chaos Bolt

Since I’d cast Enrage twice and Blind Spot twice, I noticed I was also down 40 mana, leaving me with another 40. I preferred not to have to drink potions in the middle of combat, so I decided to take one now. I reached into my pack, pulled out a mana potion, and uncorked it. The liquid shimmered faintly, smelling of herbs and magic. I downed it in one gulp, feeling the surge of restored mana wash over me as 40 mana was restored to me. Sure, it wasted 10 since the potions could do 50, but I preferred this over having to drink a potion in a tight spot later.

I glanced back toward the pit trap, where the last ogre’s body was impaled on the spikes below.

“Two levels gained,” I muttered to myself. “Let’s keep this going.”


Chapter 28

The air grew colder as I pressed deeper into Hirfangr. My grip on the wand tightened, and I kept my steps light, ears straining for any sound beyond the steady drip of water from somewhere unseen. The narrow passage twisted ahead, the shadows flickering across the cracked walls. I was still riding the adrenaline high from the last fight, replaying it in my head.

Three ogres down. All of them stronger than me. That instant level-up wasn’t a gift — it was a reward for surviving a fight against creatures way above my weight class. And I hadn’t done it with brute strength. I’d used my head, my spells, and the Dungeon itself to take them out. That was how I needed to keep playing this.

Smart. Careful.

But I was under no illusions. The deeper I went, the more dangerous things would get. There’d be more ogres, and if I screwed up even once, I wouldn’t get another chance.

The corridor widened, and that’s when I heard them — grumbling, guttural voices echoing through the cavern ahead. I crouched low, creeping forward until I reached the edge of the chamber. Peeking around the corner, I saw them.

Five ogres sat around a firepit, their hulking forms casting warped shadows on the walls. They were tearing into chunks of raw meat, grease glistening on their thick fingers. Without a doubt, these were the more important ones — they looked older and better equipped, and they were eating and relaxing.

The biggest of the group, an ogre with a jagged scar across his chest and a twisted nose, spoke loudly over the crackling flames. “Boss say we keep pussycat,” he growled, slamming a fist on his knee. “She worth lots to him.”

My chest tightened.

Lazy.

There was no doubt they were talking about her.

Another ogre, this one missing an eye, snorted. “Pussycat too small. Not much meat. No fun to eat.”

Scarred Nose snarled at him. “Boss say no eat! We keep her alive. Thrakash want her for somethin’.”

A third ogre let out a wheezing laugh, his beady eyes gleaming. “Not much meat but bet she taste good.”

My fists clenched around the wand. I forced myself to stay calm, biting down the anger bubbling in my chest. They had Lazy. She was alive — for now — but that wouldn’t last if these brutes decided to go against orders.

They were distracted. Arguing. Perfect.

I was going to deal with these guys in the same way. I ducked further into the shadows and whispered the incantation for Enrage, focusing on Scarred Nose. The spell took hold immediately, and his eyes lit up with a wild, uncontrollable rage.

“ME SAY NO EAT!!!” Scarred Nose roared, jumping to his feet and raising his massive club at the nearest ogre — One-Eye.

One-Eye staggered backward, dropping his meat, growling in confusion. “What you doing?!”

But Scarred Nose was beyond reason. He slammed his club into One-Eye’s chest, sending the ogre flying into the firepit. Embers exploded in every direction, and the remaining ogres leapt up in panic, bellowing in shock as the flames licked at their clothes.

Perfect chaos.

I crouched lower, watching as Scarred Nose continued his attack on One-Eye. One-Eye struggled to get to his feet, some flames still licking at him, and he snarled with fury at Scarred Nose, but Scarred Nose wasn’t slowing down. He swung his club again, crashing it down on One-Eye with a sickening crunch. The ogre crumpled to the ground, blood pooling beneath him.

The other three ogres hesitated, glancing at each other in confusion.

“Boss say no fight!” one of them grumbled.

“Too late for that,” I muttered to myself, casting Enrage again. This time, I targeted the wheezy, beady-eyed ogre. His eyes flared with the same wild rage as Scarred Nose, and he wheeled around and turned on his companions with a furious snarl, raising his club as he bellowed with fury and charged his companions.

The remaining two ogres barely had time to react before Beady-Eyes ran at them, swinging his club with reckless abandon.

The cavern echoed with the sounds of battle — roars, grunts, and the sickening thud of clubs smashing into flesh. The ground trembled beneath their feet as they fought, the firepit scattering embers and smoke into the air. This was truly a battle of giants, and it was actually kind of exhilarating to watch. The ogres fought with little tactical awareness or guile, but they simply battered each other with their clubs, often not even going to the effort of attempting to evade their adversary’s attacks.

It was a bloodbath. Whether it was the Enrage spell or the merciless nature of the ogres themselves, those who went down were still clubbed and smashed until there was nothing left of their faces but pulp. And by the time the dust settled, only two ogres remained standing. Both were battered, bloodied, and swaying on their feet. I could see the exhaustion in their movements, the sluggish way they raised their weapons. They didn’t seem to want to fight, and the Enrage spell’s duration had ended.

Time to finish the job.

I whispered the incantation for Enrage for the third time against this group of ogres, focusing on the larger of the two remaining ogres. He let out a guttural roar, his eyes flaring with rage as he turned on his companion.

“NO SMASH PUSSYCAT!” the ogre bellowed, slamming his club down.

The smaller ogre barely managed to block the blow, stumbling backward as the larger ogre pressed the attack. Their final clash was brutal — bone-crunching blows and sprays of blood painting the stone walls. The smaller ogre tried to fight back, but he was too weak, too slow. The larger ogre broke his arm, kicked him down, and then brought his club down again and again on his head with sickening crunches, until the other stopped moving.

The final ogre stood alone, panting heavily, blood dripping from his wounds. There couldn’t be much more left in him, and it was time for me to step up. After all, with my increased Mens, my Chaos Bolt dealt 21 damage already. I was pretty sure the ogre couldn’t suffer too many hits of that. Hell, I myself couldn’t even take a single Chaos Bolt with my 20 hit points.

I stepped out of the shadows, raising my wand. The Chaos Bolt crackled to life at the tip, swirling with raw energy.

“Hey, ugly.”

The ogre’s head snapped toward me just as I lashed out with the wand, unleashing the spell. The bolt shot across the chamber, slamming into his chest in a burst of fire and sending him stumbling backward. Smoke curled from the impact point, but the bastard was still standing.

“Damn,” I muttered.

The ogre roared and charged at me, dragging his club behind him. I barely had time to react, whispering the incantation for Blind Spot and weaving the spell around myself. Luckily, these higher-ranked ogres had a roomy cave, and I had enough time to cast the spell before he reached me.

The ogre skidded to a halt, sniffing the air. “WHERE YOU GO, FOOD?!”

I threw a rock to the far side of the chamber, the clatter echoing through the cavern. The ogre whipped his head toward the sound and lumbered in that direction.

With the ogre distracted, I cast Chaos Bolt again. The second bolt — ice, this time — struck his back, sending him crashing to his knees. But of course, attacking ended the Blind Spot spell.

“RAAH!” he bellowed, turning toward me once more.

I cast Blind Spot again, slipping into the shadows as the ogre stumbled forward, confused and enraged.

Two more bolts.

Two more casts of Blind Spot.

Finally, after the fourth bolt, the ogre collapsed in a heap, his club slipping from his bloodied hands. His body hit the ground with a heavy thud, the sound reverberating through the now-quiet chamber.

My chest heaved as I wiped the sweat from my brow. This was the most intense of the encounters so far, and I felt the strain on my stamina and my mana, of which there was only 10 left. I stopped and fought for balance, gripping my knees.

Then, my interface flickered to life in front of me.

[Level Up: You have reached Level 4.]

Hot damn…

Part of my fatigue faded away just from seeing that notification, and I grinned, the rush of victory coursing through me. Another level-up. Not bad. I quickly searched the bodies, but as expected, there wasn’t much to find — just crude weapons and useless scraps of armor.

I opened my character sheet and distributed my 10 points, splitting them evenly between Mens and Anima again. My spell power and mana pool both increased, exactly what I needed, and I gave my sheet a quick once-over.

Wade Aurelius
Level 4 Enchanter

Attributes
Corpus: 4
Vita: 4
Mens: 21
Anima: 21

Stats
Weapon damage: (unarmed: 0) + (Corpus: 4) = 4
Defense: (Robe of Protection: 5) + (Corpus: 4) = 9
Spell power: (Wand of Chaos Bolt: 5) + (Mens: 21) = 26
Spell resistance: (Robe of Protection: 5) + (Mens: 21) = 26
Hit points: (no gear: 0) + (Vita x 5: 20) = 20
Mana: (no gear: 0) + (Anima x 5: 105) = 105

Abilities
Slot 1: Enrage (Novice) [Cause one target to attack nearest creature for 1 minute, 10 mana]
Slot 2: Blind Spot (Novice) [Turn invisible for one target for 1 minute or until you attack the target, 10 mana]
Slot 3: empty
Extra (from Wand of Chaos): Chaos Bolt

With a sure sense of satisfaction at my progress so far, I glanced at my mana bar. Even after increasing my Anima, I had only 35 left, which was too low for comfort. I reached into my pack, pulled out my last mana potion, and uncorked it. The liquid shimmered faintly, smelling of herbs and magic. I drank it in one gulp, feeling the rush of restored energy flood through me as my mana raised to 85/105.

I tucked the empty vial into my pack and turned toward the tunnel ahead.

[image: AOIcon]

The tunnel narrowed before opening into the largest cavern I’d seen so far in Hirfangr. I pressed myself against the rough stone wall and edged closer, peering inside.

The air here was damp and heavy, thick with the scent of charred wood, old blood, and something bitterly metallic. Shadows flickered across the jagged walls, cast by a massive firepit at the center of the cavern. Steel cages hung from the ceiling, swinging slightly on rusted chains that groaned with every creak. Some cages were empty, their doors hanging open like skeletal mouths. Others held grim remains — bones picked clean, scraps of cloth stained with dark smears, and tools of torment carelessly discarded beneath them. Rusty weapons and broken equipment were piled everywhere.

But my attention locked on one cage in particular.

Suspended directly above a massive iron cauldron bubbling with dark, scalding liquid, Lazy hung limp, her body swaying gently with the motion of the cage. Her black hair was matted, clumps of it sticking to her cheeks and forehead. Her tail drooped, its usual lively flick reduced to a slow, tired sway. Her ears twitched faintly, picking up every sound in the cavern — the crackle of the fire, the groaning chains, the murmuring voices below.

Her golden eyes darted around the cavern, scanning for something — anything — that could help her. Even bound and battered, there was fire in her gaze. Lazy might have been exhausted, but she wasn’t broken. Not yet.

Her wrists and ankles were tied with thick, coarse ropes, the fibers biting into her skin. She’d pulled against them enough to leave raw marks. Every now and then, she shifted, testing the chains and ropes again, but her movements were weak — more instinct than intent. Like a cornered animal, she refused to stop struggling, even when the odds were against her.

I swallowed hard, forcing down the knot in my throat. Seeing her like this — hurt, vulnerable, trapped — lit a fire in my chest.

Lazy twisted in her bonds, wincing as the rough ropes bit into her wrists again. Her ears flicked at the sound of a voice — deep and guttural, echoing through the cavern. “Pussycat strong,” it muttered. “Make good ingredient for power potion for bigger muscle!”

My blood ran cold as I saw him — the biggest ogre so far.

Thrakash the Twice-Born.

Two heads sat atop the hulking body, each with distinct features. The right head — bald and scarred — wore a cruel sneer, its beady eyes gleaming with intelligent malice. The left head was smaller, with greasy black hair and a slightly dazed expression, and it seemed very happy.

The ogre held the Hallowed Horn, water flowing from its spout into the cauldron. The shimmering liquid hissed as it hit the boiling broth, steam rising in thick clouds. When it was done, he discarded the horn to the side like it was nothing.

“Stupid idea,” the right head growled, glaring at its dumber counterpart. “Cooking pussycat not work. Stupid stew not work.”

The left head scowled. “You stupid. You no listen. Stew make muscle big! Tribe need power. Thrakash need power.”

“Thrakash already strong! Need smart, not stupid muscle!”

“Not strong enough! More ogres come! We need bigger tribe. Stronger tribe.”

The right head snarled. “This dumb. Stupid pussycat just dies in stew. Not muscle. Not smart.”

“Then we eat.” One half of the ogre shrugged. “It food.”

“No! What waste!”

The two heads glared at each other for a moment, the tension between them thick.

I had to think fast. Lazy was running out of time, and there was no way I could take this thing in a fair fight. The heads arguing gave me an idea — maybe I could pit them against each other. That idea was contingent on Enrage being actually able to target one of the heads — the System would have to consider Thrakash two entities.

I had no idea if it would work, but I needed to try something.

I made the signs and whispered the incantation for Enrage, then aimed it at the left head — the stupid head, hoping it had lower magic resistance. The spell surged from me, the familiar rush of mana latching onto the target as I made manifest my intent.

And then, nothing happened.

Nothing except the ogre blinking and raising itself with a snarl. “Ha! Stupid fake stupid-people magic,” the right head sneered. “We see that! We feel that.”

“We eat that!” the left head bellowed.

“That make no sense,” the other head said as it began searching.

Shit.

The spell had fizzled. Thrakash had resisted it. So much for it being two separate targets. I ducked back into the shadows, heart pounding. The ogre scanned the cavern, sniffing the air.

“Magic here,” the right head muttered. “We not alone.”

“We smash little mage!” the left head roared, grabbing a massive club.

I needed a new plan. Fast.

Glancing toward the cauldron, I got an idea. Blind Spot. If I could cloak myself and cause a distraction…

I whispered the incantation, weaving the spell around myself. The familiar cloak of invisibility shimmered into place as I willed the ogre to ignore my presence. My mana surged as the spell took hold — or so I thought — and I stepped out of the shadows.

But the left head of Thrakash blinked, its beady eyes narrowing in my direction.

“Ha! Mage think he hide…” The right head sneered, its lips pulling back to reveal jagged teeth. “We see him. Magic weak.”

My blood ran cold. It had resisted the spell. I darted back into the darkness.

The left head scowled, oblivious to what the right head had just said. “Where he go?” it growled, turning its massive body toward the cages.

“He not gone!” the right head snapped. “There!”

He was right beside the cauldron. I only had one chance here. I raised my wand, chaos magic crackling to life at the tip.

Chaos Bolt.

A jagged sliver of ice shot from my wand, slamming into the base of the cauldron with a loud, metallic clang. The entire pot shuddered before tipping forward, spilling some of its scalding contents across the cavern floor.

SPLASH!

The boiling liquid cascaded in all directions, steam hissing as it hit the cold stone. Thrakash howled in pain, both heads bellowing in unison. The left head screamed, clawing at its burned feet.

“HOT! HOT!”

The right head snarled through gritted teeth. “YOU DID THIS! STUPID MAGE!”

The ogre staggered, steam billowing up from its burned flesh. Both heads twisted frantically, their beady eyes scanning the cavern for me. The left head didn’t see me, but the right head, however, glared directly toward me.

“THERE.”

“Wade! Watch out!” Lazy shouted, spotting me too.

I froze, my pulse thundering in my ears.

The right head’s eyes glowed with dark magic as it barked a powerful chant at me. The air in the cavern shimmered, growing thick and heavy with enchantment.

“Oh no…”

A shimmering wave of magic rolled toward me like an invisible tide. I scrambled for cover, but it was too late. The spell hit me hard, much too powerful for me to resist, and it sent my thoughts spiraling into a daze of dark confusion.

My knees buckled, my vision blurred, and the world tilted sideways.

A moment later, everything went dark.


Chapter 29

I woke to the metallic creak of chains and the biting cold of the cavern air against my skin. Blinking through the haze of confusion, I realized I was in a cage — an iron monstrosity hanging from the ceiling by a rusted chain. My head throbbed, and my limbs felt heavy. The familiar weight of my robe and gear was gone.

I glanced down.

Underwear. Just underwear.

Of course.

Below me, the cavern floor stretched out like a nightmare. The cauldron was still there, bubbling ominously, steam rising from the dark liquid inside. My robe was in a crumpled heap beside it, and my Wand of Chaos lay nearby — snapped in two like a broken twig.

Panic tightened in my chest, but a soft voice pulled me back.

“Wade?”

I turned my head to see another cage hanging just a few feet away. Lazy. Her golden eyes were wide with shock, her black ears flattened against her head, and her tail hung limp through the bars of the cage.

“You came,” she whispered, her voice trembling. “You… you really came.”

Her words hit me hard. There was so much emotion in her voice — relief, disbelief, gratitude. Her eyes shimmered with tears, and I could see the way her whole body trembled, like she was holding back the urge to cry.

“Of course, I came, Lazy,” I said softly. “I wasn’t going to leave you here. Friends don’t do that to each other.”

Her lips quivered, and for a moment, she looked away, wiping at her eyes with her bound hands. “I thought… I thought no one would come. They said… they said they’d eat me.” She sniffed, then shot me a watery smile. “But you’re here. You’re really here.”

“Yeah,” I said, forcing a grin. “And now we just need to figure out how to get out of this mess.”

Her smile faltered. “They broke your wand.”

I glanced down at the shattered remains of my wand on the floor below. “Yeah. That’s… a problem. This bastard can resist any other spell I can cast…”

Lazy’s ears twitched. “I tried using my Polymorph spell on that thing. I wanted to turn him into something small and squishable, but…” She sighed. “It didn’t work. His spell resistance is too high.”

The sound of heavy footsteps echoed through the cavern. Thrakash lumbered back toward the cauldron, both heads bickering as they moved.

“Two academy mages,” the left head muttered, its greasy hair hanging over its face, eyes almost crossing each other. “Stew make us powerful. Big power!”

The right head snorted. “We no need stupid stew. We need brains.”

“Brains taste bad.”

“Not eat brains, idiot! Use brains.”

The left head ignored the right, dipping a ladle into the cauldron and giving it a stir. “Pussycat stew and boy stew. Both together. Big magic.”

Lazy flinched, her tail curling around her legs. “They’re going to cook us.”

“Not if I can help it.” I scanned the cavern, searching for anything — anything — that could give us an edge. My mind was racing, but nothing useful came to mind. No gear. No wand. No spells that would work on something this powerful.

Which left only one option.

I turned to Lazy. “Lazy, can someone who has been polymorphed still cast spells?”

She blinked. “Uhm, yes. Unless the spell needs them to be in another form.”

“So, hand gestures, words? All of that doesn’t matter?”

“It does, but it’s contingent on form. If you’re polymorphed into a frog, you can croak and wave your little frog… hands? Do frogs have hands?”

I nodded, ignoring that question for the moment, and focused my attention on Thrakash.

“Hey, ugly!” I called out, my voice echoing through the cavern. “How can a stupid mongrel like you make a magic stew?! You can barely walk without falling over!”

Both heads snapped toward me, their eyes narrowing. The right head sneered. “You dare mock Thrakash?”

“Yeah, I dare. Look at you — you’re barely holding it together. I’ve seen toddlers with more coordination.”

The left head growled, baring its teeth. “We smash little mage.”

“No smash!” the right head snapped. “Use them to get smarter! Make potions from them!”

The left head’s nostrils flared. “Not stupid potions! We smash first, then stew.”

“NO!” the right head barked. “We do this smart way! Not stupid way!”

“STUPID WAY QUICKER!”

The two heads descended into a full-blown argument, their voices rising and overlapping as they struggled for control of the body. They stomped and thrashed, the cavern shaking with each heavy step.

I turned to Lazy, lowering my voice. “While they’re busy arguing, can you polymorph me?”

Her cat ears perked up. “What? Why?”

“Change me into something small with sharp teeth. A mouse or something. I’ll slip through the bars and climb down. I’ll try to trap him.”

She blinked. “You’re serious?”

“Very serious. Can you do it?”

Lazy hesitated, then nodded quickly. “Yeah. I can.”

“That’s all I need. Just do it. And cancel the spell the moment I trap the ogre. And don’t… let your feline instincts take over while I’m a mouse, okay?”

Despite everything, she grinned. “I have more self-control than that. Just don’t resist the spell; I don’t know if I can overcome your resistance if you resist me.” Then, she bit her lip, her tail flicking nervously as she whispered the incantation. Her hands moved gracefully through the air, weaving the spell as she focused on me.

A shimmer of magic surrounded me, and the world shifted. My body shrank, my vision distorted, and suddenly, everything was huge.

I was a mouse.

A tiny, brown mouse with twitching whiskers and a really fast-pounding heart.

It was actually a quite interesting perspective. My vision had worsened significantly, but my field of view was much wider, and the darkness hardly bothered me. For visual perception, I relied a lot more on contrast. However, all of that fell into nothing compared to my sense of smell. I could have found the ogre’s left head’s right ear with my eyes closed, just by smell of its earwax alone.

Yuck.

Around me, the cage bars loomed like skyscrapers, but they were wide enough for me to slip through. I darted forward, squeezing between the metal bars and landing on the chain below. My tiny claws gripped the rough rope, and I began my descent. Touch and smell guided me, and my vision only served as a backup to make sure I kept the broad picture in view.

Above me, Lazy whispered, “Go, Wade. Go.” The words, like most sounds, were very detailed and sharp in my ears.

I scampered down the chain, my little heart racing as Thrakash continued to argue with himself. The dumb head growled and stomped, while the smart head tried to calm him down.

“SMASH FIRST!”

“NO! BE SMART!”

I reached the floor and darted into the shadows, my mind racing. The towering ogre, still distracted by its internal argument, stomped around the cauldron, sending tremors through the ground with each step. I paused near a pile of broken weapons, catching my breath.

The plan was simple: try to Blind Spot the ogre — even if that failed, it would prompt it to start looking for the offending spellcaster, and it wasn’t going to find me in this shape — then find a way to take it down, and I knew what I was going to use for that.

Last time, the ogre had sensed my direction when I’d targeted him with a spell. I was going to use that to my advantage this time, and I made sure to find a spot that was just right — under one of the cages hanging from the ceiling, secured by a rope fastened through a metal loop in the ceiling and the floor.

That was the only chance I had.

I took position directly under the cage, then squeaked the incantation, drawing on my mana reserves even in this tiny form. It was interesting to see that they were unaltered, and I could make an approximation of the magic symbols with my little mouse claws, standing upright just long enough.

Of course, the ogre resisted. The right head’s nostrils flared immediately. “HA! Stupid mage try stupid fake little-people spell again!”

The left head growled as it turned to look where I had been a moment ago, now already scurried away under the debris. “Where he?! No see him!”

Thrakash lumbered toward where I had cast the spell, swinging its massive club as both heads scanned the space. The left head looked confused, but the right head grinned with cruel satisfaction. “He close… We smell him.”

Good. They thought I was still human-sized.

In reality, I was scurrying between rusted chains and debris, staying well below Thrakash’s line of sight. The ogre stomped through the cavern, sniffing the air, muttering threats and curses as he searched. With my limited vision, it was hard to find what I was looking for, but I did so soon enough — here, anchored to the stone floor by a metal ring, were the ropes and chains that held up the cages.

I scampered up the chain, my tiny claws digging into the rough fibers as I climbed higher. My heart thumped fast in my chest; this was the only chance I would get. The rope securing the cage swayed slightly with my weight.

Below, Thrakash stomped around under the cages, both heads arguing, the clash of their voices filling the cavern.

“COME OUT!” the left head bellowed, swinging the massive club in frustration. “WE SMASH!”

“Make potion,” the right head muttered, more calculating, his beady eyes scanning the shadows.

“SMASH FIRST!” The left head bared his jagged teeth, snarling in frustration. “Find him! Crush him!”

He hadn’t spotted me yet, and he was still roughly under the cage. Each second stretched thin as I gnawed at the rope, the rough fibers slowly giving way. The taste of mildew and old rope filled my mouth, bitter and foul, but I didn’t stop. I couldn’t stop.

The rope frayed beneath my relentless chewing, strands snapping one by one. My whiskers twitched as I kept one ear trained on the ogre below, listening to every stomping step, every guttural growl. Thrakash smashed something aside in frustration.

“COME OUT, MAGE!” the left head howled, the ground trembling beneath his footsteps. “NO HIDING!”

Almost there.

I bit through another section of rope. The tension in the line grew, the cage swaying slightly on its rusted chain. Just a little more…

“Where he hiding?” the right head grumbled, frustration creeping into his tone. “What he doing? This trick?!”

The smart half was realizing something was up. I needed to go faster.

The rope gave out with a loud SNAP.

Time seemed to slow as the steel cage plummeted from above, chains rattling as it fell. The air whooshed with the force of its descent, and for a heartbeat, I saw both heads of Thrakash glance up in surprise.

“HUH?”

CRASH!

The cage slammed into the ogre’s hulking form with a deafening impact. The ground shook violently, sending dust and debris flying in all directions. For a moment, the entire cavern seemed to shudder under the force of it, the echoes of the crash bouncing off the stone walls.

Thrakash roared, both heads screaming in unison. “AAARGH!”

The steel bars pinned him to the ground, the weight of the cage holding him in place. The ogre thrashed beneath it, his massive arms straining against the unyielding metal. Chains rattled and clanked as he clawed at the bars, trying to push the cage off.

“GET THIS OFF!” the left head bellowed, his voice a mix of rage and panic. “STUPID CAGE!”

The right head grunted, more composed but clearly struggling to focus. “We stuck! Push here!”

“NO! NOT STUCK! SMASH OUT! NO PUSH!”

Thrakash’s massive arms bulged as he uselessly smashed against the bars. The steel groaned, bending slightly under the pressure, but it held firm — for now.

Even so, I noticed something troubling.

The impact hadn’t hurt him.

The ogre wasn’t bleeding. He wasn’t even bruised. The cage hadn’t crushed him — it had merely trapped him.

I darted back down the chain, landing softly on the ground. At that moment, Lazy canceled the spell as we agreed. Magic shimmered around me again, and I felt my body shift and stretch, bones and muscles snapping back into place as I returned to my human form.

I flexed my fingers, shaking off the lingering dizziness. It was a little overwhelming, but I pushed it away. “Thanks.”

Lazy grinned weakly. “You’re still in your underwear, by the way.”

I shot her a quick glare before turning my attention back to Thrakash. The ogre was still pinned beneath the cage, both heads bickering furiously as they struggled to push it off.

“Get stupid cage off!” the right head barked. “Need push! Not smash!”

“You weak! Smash harder!” the left head snapped.

I scanned the cavern, searching for anything I could use as a weapon. My wand was broken, my spells weren’t strong enough, and the ogre’s brute strength would eventually free him. My gaze landed on a jagged and rusty spear leaning against a nearby rock. I grabbed it and approached the trapped ogre cautiously.

“Time to end this,” I muttered, raising the spear.

The right head spotted me, its eyes widening with fury. “YOU!”

“Little mage think he kill us!” the left head sneered.

I drove the spear down with all my strength — aiming for the right head.

CLANG!

The tip glanced off the ogre’s skull as if I’d hit solid steel.

“What the—?”

“He is immune to nonmagical weapon damage!” Lazy called out from her cage. “You need magic or… or elemental damage to hurt him! Or suffocate him!”

I blinked as I glanced at the bull necks. “Suffocate him?” I muttered. My hands didn’t even fit around that neck.

Correction: those necks.

“COME HERE, PUNY MAGE!” the left head bellowed. “BITE OFF HEAD.”

I cursed under my breath, tossing the spear aside. Without my wand, I had no offensive spells strong enough to take him down. Thrakash growled, shoving against the cage, and I could see the metal beginning to bend under his strength.

Desperation clawed at me. I needed something — anything — to stop him.

My eyes landed on the Hallowed Horn lying near the cauldron. The artifact that produced endless, pure water.

An idea clicked into place.

I grabbed my robe from the floor and darted toward Thrakash. He snarled, both heads snapping at me as I approached.

“YOU DIE!” the left head roared.

“Not today.”

I flung my robe over the ogre’s two heads, momentarily blinding them as I bound it behind the heads by the sleeves. They roared in frustration, thrashing beneath the cage, their movements growing more frantic.

Gripping the Hallowed Horn, I turned the spout toward them and tipped it over.

Crystal-clear water poured out in a steady stream.

“WHAT?!”

“STOP IT!” One head began coughing, and the other gargled and gasped for air.

The water flowed over the robe, soaking the fabric and keeping it soaked as it still lay over the ogre’s heads. It spilled into their mouths, choking off their roars, and the wet robe clinging over their noses and mouths made sure they didn’t get any air.

Not a charming way to go, but I wasn’t the most humane when it came to ogres who wanted to eat me and my friends.

Thrakash struggled harder, but the weight of the cage and the relentless stream of water pinned him in place. In his panic, the ogre commenced thrashing wildly, giving up its attempts to lift the cage. At that moment, I knew I’d won.

I kept pouring.

The cavern filled with the sound of rushing water and the ogre’s desperate gurgles. His thrashing grew weaker, growls turning to wet coughs and sputters. And finally, with one last shudder, Thrakash went still.

Damn…

My interface flickered to life immediately.

[Level Up: You have reached Level 5.]

[Level Up: You have reached Level 6.]

I exhaled, lowering the horn as the water continued to flow for a moment before it stopped.

Lazy’s voice cut through the silence. “Did you… just waterboard a two-headed ogre to death with a magic horn of endless water?”

I grinned up at her. “Yeah. Yeah, I did. And I leveled up twice for it.”


Chapter 30

The cavern was quiet now, except for the faint crackling of the dying fire and the slow drip of water from the Hallowed Horn and the — ahem — killing scene.

I stepped over Thrakash’s massive, lifeless body, shaking off the tension still buzzing in my limbs. Victory hadn’t sunk in yet — not fully — but seeing the ogre pinned beneath the cage, drowned and unmoving, made it real enough. As did the realization that I had leveled up twice off the back of that.

Level 6…

I didn’t know what the expected level was for a freshman at Krysfelt Academy about to finish their first year, but I doubted it was much higher than level 6.

I shook it off. There was more to do. I looked up to see Lazy’s cage swinging gently from its chain, the golden glow of the firelight catching in her wide eyes. She hadn’t taken her gaze off me since the fight ended. She seemed both relieved and awed that I had come to her rescue and had actually managed to take down the ogre boss.

I walked over to the ogre’s corpse and spotted a rusted iron key hanging from a crude leather belt around his waist. Grabbing it, I made my way toward her cage.

“Hang tight,” I called up to her, climbing the pile of debris beneath the chain mechanism. The key fit easily into the lock, and with a satisfying click, the chain lowered her cage slowly to the cavern floor.

As soon as the door swung open, Lazy practically threw herself at me, wrapping her arms around my neck in a tight embrace.

“You came,” she whispered, her voice thick with emotion. “You really came. Not only that, but… but… you actually did it!”

“Of course I came for you, Lazy,” I said, holding her close. “I wasn’t going to leave you here alone.”

Her grip tightened, and I could feel her shaking. “Thank you… thank you… thank you…”

For a moment, neither of us moved. She clung to me like I was her lifeline, her tail curling around my leg as if afraid I’d vanish if she let go. It was nice to hold her like this, and I realized I had missed her… her bubbly silliness and her wide-eyed wonder were a necessary component to our group dynamic, and I didn’t want to let her go again.

Finally, I pulled back just enough to look at her. “What were you thinking, Lazy? Coming into a Level 5 Dungeon alone?”

Her ears drooped, and she looked away, a guilty expression flickering across her face. “I wanted to join the Society of the Eye and Key. They don’t let just anyone in. You need to prove you’re brave, resourceful… special.” She fidgeted with her fingers, her voice dropping to a soft murmur. “Varga was right about me, Wade — I’ve always been a stray. Never really belonged to anything. I thought if I could get the Hallowed Horn, I’d finally be part of something.”

“Bullshit, Lazy,” I said. “Varga just said that to hurt you. You’re not a stray — you’re Lazy. Doesn’t matter what others say.”

She smiled warmly, still holding me. “Yeah… yeah, I see that now.”

I offered her a smile back. “So, Salee sent you here?”

Lazy nodded. “She told me the Horn was valuable… that it would impress the Society. She made it sound like a test. Like if I did this, I’d finally belong.”

I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “Lazy… you don’t need a sorority or a secret society to belong somewhere. You belong with us — with me, Khla, Thessa. You’re already part of something.”

Her eyes widened, tears welling up again. “You… you mean that?”

“Of course I do.” I gave her a small smile. “You’re one of us. Always have been.”

Lazy let out a soft, choked laugh as tears spilled down her cheeks. “I’m so stupid. I should have known. I don’t need them. Not after what Salee did.” She wiped at her eyes, sniffing. “I don’t want to join anymore. Not if they’d send me to die.”

She threw her arms around me again, her tail flicking with renewed energy. “Thank you, Wade. Really.”

I chuckled, gently prying myself loose. “Alright, alright. We’re both alive, and that’s what matters. But we should check this place for anything valuable. And then we should go…” I shot a look at a dark corridor leading away. This Dungeon had multiple levels — Kay had said so. Who knew what lingered deeper down? And while I was technically up to the challenge level presented by the Dungeon’s upper levels, Lazy wasn’t, and we weren’t exactly a fully equipped and prepared party.

Besides, I expected the challenge level would rise as we descended deeper. After all, the notification at the beginning of the Dungeon had been clear that it had been about the upper level.

“Agreed.” Lazy stepped back, her ears twitching as she scanned the cavern. “But what about you? You just leveled up twice, right?”

I grinned. “Yeah. Let’s take care of that first.”

I opened my interface and pulled up my character sheet. Leveling twice gave me 20 points to distribute among my Attributes, and I chucked them all in Mens and Anima. I knew I might have to deal with my paltry hit point situation at some point, but magical prowess was my priority for now. Also, having hit another third level, an ability slot had unlocked, putting me at two unused ability slots. Pretty good.

I gave the sheet a thorough inspection.

Wade Aurelius
Level 6 Enchanter

Attributes
Corpus: 4
Vita: 4
Mens: 31
Anima: 31

Stats
Weapon damage: (unarmed: 0) + (Corpus: 4) = 4
Defense: (unarmored: 0) + (Corpus: 4) = 4
Spell power: (no focus: 0) + (Mens: 31) = 31
Spell resistance: (no ward: 0) + (Mens: 31) = 31
Hit points: (no gear: 0) + (Vita x 5: 20) = 20
Mana: (no gear: 0) + (Anima x 5: 155) = 155

Abilities
Slot 1: Enrage (Novice) [Cause one target to attack nearest creature for 1 minute, 10 mana]
Slot 2: Blind Spot (Journeyman) [Turn invisible for one target for 1 minute or until you attack the target, 9 mana]
Slot 3: empty
Slot 4: empty

I whistled low, pretty happy with myself. Blind Spot had leveled to journeyman as well, lowering its cost by 1 mana. Then, I closed my interface and turned back to Lazy. “Alright. Let’s see if we can find something useful — and maybe some clothes for me.” I glanced at my robes still around the ogre’s heads. “The robes are all wet and stinky.”

Lazy giggled. “Yeah. Though we could just keep it like this. You’re really rocking that underwear look, Wade.”

I rolled my eyes. “Just help me search.”

“Okay,” she said with a lopsided grin, her eyes lingering on me for a moment.

“I’ll check his body,” I said, stepping toward the fallen ogre. “See if he had anything useful.”

Lazy nodded, her tail flicking behind her. “I’ll take a look at those crates.”

I knelt by Thrakash’s hulking form, careful to avoid the puddles of water with my bare feet. The ogre’s crude leather belt was packed with pouches, most of them filled with useless junk — dried herbs, bone fragments, and small animal skulls. But tucked into a hidden pouch, I found a small, leather-bound book.

A skillbook.

Flipping it open, I scanned the runes glowing faintly on its pages. The title shimmered in elegant script. It was a skillbook that taught the spell Command, another one from the Enchanter repertoire.

“Hey, Lazy,” I called. “I found something.”

She bounded over, her ears perked with curiosity. “Ooh, what is it?”

“Skillbook for Command.” I held it up. “It lets me take control of a single monster, as long as I can beat its spell resistance.”

Her eyes widened. “Seriously? That’s huge! But… I’ve heard of that one. It won’t work on Dungeon Bosses, right?”

“Right. It’s not a cheat code. But still…” I grinned. “Not bad.”

Lazy dug into the crates. “Well, if you get a spell, I want one too. Dungeons usually generate class-appropriate loot for all raid participants…”

I chuckled. “Not sure being captured and considered an ingredient for a stew counts as a ‘raid’,” I said.

“Oh, hush, you!”

A moment later, she let out a triumphant purr, pulling out another skillbook. This one pulsed with chaotic energy, its cover marked with strange, twisting symbols. Lazy’s eyes sparkled as she read the title. “Madness! I love it! Makes the target go totally nuts, random behavior, unpredictable. This is so me.”

I chuckled. “Yeah, it suits you.”

As we absorbed the skillbooks, runes spiraled around us, sinking into our chests. The new spells settled into my mind like a new instinct, ready to be unleashed.

[Ability acquired: Command]

Lazy stretched, flexing her fingers as if testing her new spell. “Alright, what else is in this dump?”

We continued our search, and near the back of the cavern, I spotted a small chest tucked beneath a pile of broken chains. It looked old — really old — but it was still intact. I pried it open carefully.

Inside were coins. Gold coins.

I picked one up. The markings were unmistakable.

“Coalition-era gold,” I said, whistling softly. “These are ancient. About two centuries old. Look, they carry the stamp of the Summoner King, last ruler of the Coalition.”

Lazy peered over my shoulder. “How much?”

“About a hundred.” I grinned. “That’s a serious find.”

Her tail flicked happily. “We’re rich!”

“Not rich, but definitely better off than before.”

Lazy continued poking through the debris while I checked the rest of the crates. I was about to call it quits when I noticed something gleaming in a pile of discarded weapons. I pulled it free — a sleek, polished staff with a glowing red crystal embedded at the top.

The air around it hummed with magical energy.

“Staff of Firebolt,” Lazy said. “Simple, but effective.”

She nodded at me without hesitation. “You keep it.”

“Are you sure? You’re the one who found it.”

She shrugged, her ears twitching. “You lost your wand. Besides, I’m more of a claws-and-chaos kind of girl. You need a proper weapon.”

I gripped the staff, feeling the magic hum through it. “Thanks, Lazy.”

Satisfied with our haul, we gathered everything — including the Hallowed Horn — and made our way toward the exit. Lazy stuck close to my side, her tail flicking against my leg as we walked.

“Think there’s more down there?” she asked, glancing toward the dark corridor leading deeper into the Dungeon.

“Probably,” I said. “But we’ve got what we came for. Let’s not push our luck.”

Lazy grinned. “Good call. Let’s get out of here before another two-headed freak shows up.”

I couldn’t agree more.


Chapter 31

The entrance to Hirfangr stood just ahead, framed by its ancient stone archway. As Lazy and I stepped out into the open, the change in the air hit me immediately. No more damp, stale atmosphere or the ever-present stench of ogre musk. Instead, fresh air filled my lungs, crisp and cool, carrying the faint scent of forest and distant wildflowers. Daylight streamed through the trees. The sun hung low in the sky, its golden rays piercing the roof of leaves.

Seeing that light, feeling its warmth on my skin, filled me with a sense of relief I hadn’t fully anticipated. I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed the outside world until now. Part of me had accepted that I might never smell it again…

“Freedom,” Lazy murmured beside me, stretching her arms high above her head. Her tail flicked lazily behind her, and a satisfied purr rumbled from her chest. She glanced at me with a soft smile. “Thanks to you.”

I returned her smile, but my eyes lingered on the treetops for a moment longer. After hours of navigating dark, suffocating tunnels and facing death at every turn, seeing the sky again felt like a gift. I hadn’t been scared inside Hirfangr — not really — but I couldn’t deny how good it felt to be back out here, alive, with Lazy walking beside me.

“I’m glad we made it out,” I said quietly, more to myself than to her.

Lazy nudged me with her shoulder. “I knew we would!”

I chuckled, the tension in my chest easing with each breath of fresh air. “Yeah, well, let’s not make a habit of getting captured by ogres, alright?”

She grinned, her ears twitching playfully. “Deal.”

I didn’t get a chance to say anything else before I heard running footsteps.

“Wade!”

Thessa sprinted toward me, her black hair wild and her crimson eyes alight with unrestrained emotion. The next thing I knew, I was engulfed in a blur of tiefling warmth. She threw herself at me, her arms locking around my neck and her tail winding possessively around my waist. Her soft body pressed against mine, triggering me to recall the intimate moments we had shared since that first night on the train.

“You’re okay!” she gasped, her voice trembling with relief. Her lips crashed against mine in a kiss so fierce, it left me breathless. Her hands roamed over my face, my chest, as if making sure I was real. “I thought— I thought I’d lose you!”

I tried to get a word in, but she wasn’t done. Thessa kissed me again, harder this time, her tail tightening around me like a vice. “Never scare me like that again!”

“Thessa—”

“No! You don’t get to go off into some deathtrap and make me worry without consequence!” Her eyes blazed, and her voice dropped to a whisper. “Next time, I’m going with you, System be damned! I’m gonna kill everything that even looks at you. I’ll… I’ll pull them apart piece by piece. I’ll string them up by—”

“Thessa…”

“—by their own entrails. I’ll… I’ll—”

“It’s okay,” I said softly, holding her. I was flattered by her zeal, but it was a bit much. “I’m okay. Next time, you’re coming with me, okay?”

“Okay…”

Khla approached at a more measured pace, her dark eyes calm but intense. She stood with arms crossed, her muscular frame tense, though her expression was unreadable. As Thessa still clung to me, the orcess gave me a firm nod. “Respect, Wade. You went in, and you came out. With her.” She tilted her head toward Lazy, who was still lingering beside me. “Not many would’ve pulled that off.”

“Thanks, Khla,” I said, managing to pry Thessa off me just enough to breathe. Thessa pouted but didn’t let go entirely, her tail still coiled around my leg.

Kay stood a few steps back, her usual composed demeanor in place, though her sharp green eyes softened as they met mine. “You did well,” she said quietly. “Far better than I expected.”

Lazy stepped forward then, her ears twitching as she took in the group. “Wade… he was amazing.”

She launched into an animated recounting of what had happened, her hands gesturing wildly as she described everything in detail — from her capture to the battle with Thrakash. Her eyes glowed with admiration as she spoke of me taking down the two-headed ogre.

“And then — he was brilliant!” Lazy continued, bouncing on the balls of her feet. “I turned him into a mouse, and he chewed through the ropes, dropped a cage on Thrakash, and then — get this — he drowned the ogre while it was pinned down with the Hallowed Horn! Waterboarded it to death!”

Khla’s eyebrows shot up. “Waterboarded it to death?”

Lazy nodded vigorously. “Poured water right over its heads until it stopped moving. It was… it was genius. Real quick thinking!”

Thessa, who had been listening with a satisfied smirk, tightened her hold on me. Her tail flicked in lazy loops, but her crimson eyes narrowed at Lazy, warning glinting in them as she saw the catgirl’s open admiration of me.

Lazy either didn’t notice or didn’t care. “And then he saved me. He’s… he’s amazing.” Her voice dropped, becoming soft and reverent. “I owe him everything.”

“Yeah, you do,” Thessa said, her tone sweet, but there was an edge to it. Her hand slid up my chest possessively, her fingers trailing along my collarbone like a brand. “And I think he’s had enough praise from you for one day.”

Lazy’s ears twitched, and her tail flicked. “I’m… I’m just telling the truth. He saved me. I owe him my life.”

“That’s fine,” Thessa replied, her crimson eyes narrowing slightly. “Just keep your hands off him.”

Before things could escalate, I gently took Thessa’s hand, lowering it from my chest. “Hey, come on,” I said. “We’ve all been through a lot. No need to get into it now.”

Lazy sighed, her tail curling around her leg in frustration, but she gave me a nod. “Right. You’re right.”

Thessa, on the other hand, didn’t look entirely convinced. Her fingers lingered in mine, and I could feel the tension in her grip. The way she held onto me wasn’t just affectionate — it was a little possessive.

On the one hand, I found that crazy hot — maybe more so than I should. But there was just something about a woman who was so crazy about you that she got like this. On the other, I didn’t want to cause some kind of rift or conflict in our little group, not now that we were together again.

I squeezed Thessa’s hand gently, giving her a reassuring smile. Lazy, to her credit, didn’t push back further. She stood quietly for a moment before giving me a soft, grateful smile. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to cause trouble.”

“No trouble,” I said. “We’re all tired and rattled. Let’s just take a breath.”

Thessa’s gaze lingered on Lazy for a moment longer before she finally leaned into me, pressing herself close. “Yeah,” she murmured.

Khla sighed, muttering something about tiefling dramatics, but her gaze remained steady on me. “That ogre was no joke. You must have gotten a level from it.”

“I leveled up from killing it,” I said. “Twice.”

Kay’s eyes widened slightly. “You’re level 3?”

I shook my head. “Two levels from the ogre boss… and another three from the other ogres I killed to get there.”

“Level 6…” Khla muttered, her dark eyes wide.

For the first time, I saw Kay lose her cool. She staggered a step back, and her jaw dropped, her ample bosom heaving for a moment before she regained her composure. Meanwhile, Thessa clung to me full of pride again, while Lazy gave a happy purr as she looked at me full of admiration.

“Yeah,” I said. “Level 6.”

Kay took a deep breath, her usual coolness returning as she crossed her arms, tapping her finger thoughtfully against her elbow. “Impressive.”

“You’re damn right it is,” Thessa purred, her pride evident. “My Wade is full of surprises.”

I rubbed the back of my neck, feeling a bit overwhelmed by all the attention. “Thanks, everyone. So, we have Lazy, and we have the Hallowed Horn. Let’s head back before anything else decides to show up.”

Kay gave me a nod of approval. “Agreed. Let’s go.”


Chapter 32

The ride back to Krysfelt was quiet at first. Lazy curled up beside me on one of the padded benches in the academy’s bus, her head resting on my shoulder as her tail flicked lazily against my leg. Thessa sat on my other side, her arm draped possessively around me, her crimson eyes casting wary glances toward Lazy. Khla leaned against the window, arms crossed, her expression unreadable, while Kay sat up front, guiding the vehicle along the winding forest road.

None of us spoke. Not yet.

The tension was still thick in the air. We were too close to ogre territory to relax completely. Every now and then, Kay glanced at the rearview mirror, her sharp green eyes scanning the horizon for movement. Khla, too, kept her gaze fixed out the window, her posture rigid, ready to leap into action if needed.

The forest loomed outside — dark, quiet, and unforgiving. Lazy’s purr was the only comforting sound, a soft vibration against my shoulder as she gave the occasional — seemingly subconscious — bunt. Even Thessa stayed silent, her fingers idly tracing patterns on my arm while her tail coiled possessively around my leg.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, the forest thinned, the dark canopy giving way to the golden light of late afternoon. The road widened, and the bus picked up speed, leaving the danger of Hirfangr and ogre territory behind.

Kay adjusted the rearview mirror, her shoulders relaxing just a fraction. “We’re clear. Should be safe from here on.”

Everyone seemed to exhale at once.

“Alright,” Kay said, her voice calm but expectant. “Tell us, Wade. I want to hear more details.”

“Lots of ogres,” I said with a shrug, and even Kay cracked a smile.

“In all seriousness,” I continued, “they were organized. There were traps — a spike pit that I managed to use against them — and the closer I got to Lazy, the tougher they got. I had to think on my feet. I used Blind Spot to sneak past the first one, then lured him under a weak ceiling and brought the whole thing down on him. That got me to Level 2.”

Lazy perked up, her ears twitching as she listened intently. “That’s so smart!”

I shot her a quick grin. “Thanks. Anyway, the next section had three ogres around a fire. I couldn’t take them head-on, so I used Enrage to turn them on each other. By the time they were done tearing themselves apart, only one was left standing. I lured him into the pit trap. That got me to Level 3.”

Kay glanced over her shoulder, her green eyes sharp with interest. “You’re saying you took down four ogres by yourself?”

“More,” I clarified. “The next room had five.”

Khla’s eyebrows lifted slightly. “Huh.”

“Five?” Kay asked.

“Yeah. I had those kill each other using Enrage, but I had to take the final one down with Chaos Bolts…” I fixed my eyes on the back of Kay. “Thrakash took my wand when he captured me and destroyed it.”

“An acceptable loss considering the outcome,” she said, waving it away. “Go on.”

“Well then, I found Lazy.” My tone softened as I glanced at her. “She was trapped in a cage, suspended above a boiling cauldron. Thrakash, the two-headed ogre boss, was preparing to cook her.”

Lazy shivered at the memory, nuzzling into my shoulder. “He was horrible.”

Thessa’s tail coiled tighter around my waist.

“How did you deal with him?” Kay asked.

“First, I tried to pit the two heads against each other with Enrage. But he resisted the spell.”

Kay’s eyes narrowed. “Resisted? That’s rare for an ogre.”

“It caught me off guard.” I ran a hand through my hair. “He saw me. I tried to use Blind Spot to get out of sight, but he resisted that too. I barely got away. I ended up casting Chaos Bolt on the cauldron, spilling boiling water on him. It didn’t matter, he knocked me out with some kind of dazing spell — he locked me in a cage.”

Lazy chimed in, her voice filled with admiration. “Then he turned into a mouse! He had me polymorph him so he could climb the chain holding my cage and chew through it. He dropped the whole thing on Thrakash!”

Thessa’s eyes glowed with pride. “That’s Wade. Thinking outside the box.”

Khla gave a quiet grunt of approval. “Smart move.”

I shrugged. “It didn’t hurt him. The cage pinned him down, but it didn’t do any real damage. I tried to stab it in the face with a spear, but it was like his skin was made of steel.”

“I figured he was immune to mundane weapons,” Lazy chimed in, “and by then, Thrakash had already destroyed the wand, so there wasn’t anything to damage him with.”

I nodded. “So I grabbed the Hallowed Horn, bound my robe over his heads, and poured water over him until he drowned.”

The bus went silent for a moment, save for the rumble of the engine.

“Smart,” Kay said, her voice as neutral as ever, but there was a hint of respect in her tone.

“Brilliant,” Lazy added with a dreamy sigh. “He’s amazing.”

Thessa scowled, her tail tightening like a noose. “Yes. He is.”

Ignoring the tension between them, I continued. “That fight got me to Level 6. I picked up Command as a new skillbook as a reward for finishing the Dungeon, and Lazy got a spell that turns the target insane.”

Kay nodded slowly. “There isn’t a freshman at Krysfelt who’s Level 6. Not many sophomores, either. You’re quite ahead of the curve now, Wade…”

Khla tilted her head, studying me with a new look. “You’re still scrawny,” she muttered, “but maybe you’re not completely useless.”

Lazy grinned. “Not useless at all. He saved me.”

“And he’s mine,” Thessa said sharply, her voice dropping to a possessive growl.

I chuckled, amused by the attention. It was overwhelming, sure, but it felt… good. I hadn’t come to Krysfelt to prove myself to anyone, but seeing the respect in Khla’s eyes, the impressed glint in Kay’s gaze, and the fierce pride in Thessa’s expression made the danger worth it.

Kay’s voice was calm, but I could tell she was impressed. “You’ve done well, Wade. You’ve proven you’re capable of handling yourself — and protecting your own. That’s more than most can say.”

I leaned back against the seat, letting their words settle over me. I tried not to be too self-satisfied, but I had to agree with them: it had gone well.


Chapter 33

The bus rolled to a stop at the gates of Krysfelt Academy. Its towering Gothic spires loomed against the darkening sky — an impressive sight even though we had only left them behind us this morning. It reminded me of the arcane nature of this place — of my new home.

Lazy stirred from where she’d been dozing on my shoulder, her tail flicking lazily as she blinked sleepily at the familiar sight. “We’re home,” she said softly.

Thessa stretched, her arm still looped around mine. “Good. I’m starving.”

Khla chuckled. “Aren’t you always?”

As we unloaded from the van, there was a collective exhale of relief. But as I grabbed my pack, Kay lingered near the vehicle, watching us for a moment. Her sharp green eyes flicked toward me.

“Wade, you’re coming with me,” she said, her tone leaving no room for argument. “The rest of you — dormitory.”

Thessa’s tail twitched in irritation, her crimson eyes narrowing. “Why? He’s had a long day. We all have.”

Kay’s gaze didn’t waver. “Because this is a faculty matter.”

“What kind of matter?” I asked.

“What happened today is… highly irregular. I will need to take Wade to see some of the other professors. They’ll want to talk to him, find out what happened.”

Thessa crossed her arms, stepping closer to me. Her fiery gaze locked on Kay. “He doesn’t need to be dragged in front of the professors after what he’s just been through. He needs rest.”

I touched her shoulder gently, squeezing it to reassure her. “Thessa, it’s okay. I’ll be fine. I knew this was coming.”

Her eyes softened as she looked at me, but there was still a flicker of defiance in her expression. “You sure?”

I nodded. “Yeah. Go with Khla and Lazy. I’ll catch up.”

Thessa hesitated, her tail giving a swish as if she wanted to wrap it around me before she reluctantly pulled it back. “Alright,” she murmured. “But if they give you any trouble, I’ll burn the entire staff building down.”

Khla, standing off to the side with her arms crossed, gave a low grunt of approval. “Not gonna lie — I’d pay to see that.”

Kay arched a brow at that. “We have fireproof wards, Miss Thessa.”

Thessa smirked. “Don’t try me. Nothing is ever really fireproof.”

Kay frowned, but I saw she suppressed a smile. “Tone, Miss Thessa.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle at that. “It’s fine, Thessa. No need to start any fires on my behalf.”

Lazy lingered near the van, her golden eyes darting between me and Kay. Her ears twitched nervously, and her tail curled tightly around her leg. She took a hesitant step toward me. “Wade…” she said.

I turned to her, giving her a gentle smile. “I’ll be fine.”

She bit her lip, her ears flattening slightly. “I just… I don’t want them to be mean to you.”

“Neither do I,” Thessa added with a sharp glare toward Kay.

Kay remained unfazed. “This isn’t about being ‘mean.’ It’s about protocol. Rules were broken. I had a role in this as well, and I will do my best to protect Wade from the ire of my colleagues.”

Lazy’s tail flicked nervously, and she took another step toward me, her eyes wide with worry. “But Wade saved me! He did the right thing.” Her eyes turned to me. “I can explain that to them!”

“I’ll make sure they get it,” I promised her. “Don’t worry about me.”

She gave a reluctant nod, her ears twitching again. “Okay… but you better come back to us.” Her voice softened, and she gave me a small, grateful smile. “Thank you, Wade. For everything.”

Thessa snorted. “You’re acting like he’s about to be executed.”

Lazy’s eyes narrowed. “I’m just worried, okay?”

I raised a hand, cutting them both off. “Enough, both of you. I’m fine. I’ll handle it. Just go.”

Thessa pouted but nodded, while Lazy gave me one last lingering glance before stepping away. Reluctantly, she followed the others toward the dormitory. Thessa glanced back one more time, her crimson eyes narrowing as if silently warning Kay to take care of me. Then they disappeared through the gates.

I adjusted my — thanks to Thessa’s control of fire, now dry — robe and my pack. Kay motioned for me to follow her, and we walked in silence toward the main building.

As we passed the towering library and the shadowed Seventeenth House, the air between Kay and me was heavy with unspoken tension. The sprawling campus of Krysfelt felt strangely quiet in the late afternoon light, and I had a sense this was going to be a moment of weight.

Kay finally broke the silence. “You should know… this meeting isn’t going to be easy.”

I glanced at her, trying to gauge her mood. Her expression was neutral, but there was a tightness in her jaw. “I figured,” I said.

She nodded slowly, her footsteps echoing softly against the cobblestone path. “The professors will be concerned about your actions. Entering a Level 5 Dungeon as a freshman… it’s highly irregular. No one your age has ever done something like this.” Her tone was even, professional, but there was a hint of something more when she glanced at me — something that almost looked like admiration.

“They may think I’m reckless,” I said, reading between the lines.

Kay’s lips pressed into a thin line. “It remains to be seen what they think. I will do my utmost to ensure that they will view you in a favorable light.”

“You know I wasn’t trying to be a hero,” I said. “I just couldn’t leave her in there.”

“I know. Believe me, I know. But from the other professors’ perspective, this is complicated,” she said. “Your intentions were good, but the academy has rules for a reason. Dungeons are dangerous. Students die when they aren’t prepared.”

I frowned. “Think they’ll expel me?”

Kay’s silence stretched a beat too long for comfort. Finally, she sighed. “Like we discussed before, that’s a possibility.” She turned to face me, stopped me in my tracks with a raised hand. “They’re going to ask hard questions, Wade. About why you went into Hirfangr. About how you survived. And they’ll want to know if I played a role in any of it. You must believe me when I say that I will do what I can to keep you here.”

Kay’s gaze softened slightly, though her expression remained guarded. “And I don’t regret helping you. I’d rather face scrutiny from my peers than attend your funeral.” She tilted her head, studying me. “But not everyone will see it that way.”

We resumed walking. “They’ll also want to know how you made it out alive,” she continued, her voice low. “Because, let’s be honest, Wade… you shouldn’t have.”

“I know,” I admitted. “I was outmatched.”

“And yet you survived,” she said. “More than that — you thrived. You leveled up, you gained new abilities, and you didn’t lose your head under pressure.” Her lips quirked into a faint smile. “That’s what will scare them.”

I arched a brow. “Why would that scare them?”

“Because it makes you full of unpredictable potential,” she said simply. “They don’t know how to handle someone like you. A student who breaks the rules but still comes out on top.”

I let out a humorless laugh. “So, what? I’m a problem they need to solve?”

Kay’s expression hardened again. “You’re a student they need to decide how to handle. And right now, there’s a debate happening among the faculty about whether you’re a danger to yourself — and to the academy.”

“Dangerous?” I repeated. “I saved someone.”

“And that’s exactly what I’ll remind them of,” she said, her voice firm. “I won’t let them throw you to the wolves. You did what you thought was right. I respect that.”

Her words caught me off guard, and I glanced at her, surprised by the sincerity in her tone. “Thanks, Mistress Krysfelt.”

“Don’t thank me yet,” she said, her gaze forward again. “There’s going to be a vote. The professors will decide your fate. Expulsion is on the table.”

The weight of her words sank in, and I felt a knot tighten in my chest.

Expulsion.

Kay must have sensed my unease because her voice softened slightly. “The professors aren’t out to get you, Wade. But they have a duty to protect the students here. They need to know that you’re not a threat to that mission.”

“I’m not a threat,” I said quietly.

“I know that,” she said. “Now we just need to convince them.”

We reached the entrance to the faculty building. The heavy wooden doors creaked open, and Kay led me inside and down its magnificent hallways until we reached a dark wooden door. She gave me a brief glance before stepping inside the meeting chamber, leaving me in the corridor. “Wait here,” she said quietly. “Let me speak with them first.”

I leaned against the cold stone wall, tapping my fingers against my leg as the minutes stretched on. Muffled voices drifted through the thick wooden doors — Kay’s calm, measured tone and occasional bursts of more heated responses from the professors inside.

They weren’t happy.

I caught snippets through the door — my name, mentions of Hirfangr, reckless behavior, expulsion — but nothing clear enough to piece together the full conversation. Finally, the heavy doors opened slightly, and Kay appeared, her expression carefully neutral. “They’re ready for you,” she said. “Come in.”

I swallowed hard and stepped into the room.

The faculty meeting chamber was imposing. Dark wood paneling, high-backed chairs, and a long table at the center. Seated around it were four of Krysfelt’s senior professors. The elf Alis sat at the head of the table, her white hair and silver eyes radiating cold authority. Melhee, with her fox ears and calm demeanor, offered a faint smile as we entered. Trixie waved cheerfully, her blonde locks bouncing, while Gammicka watched me with a stern, appraising gaze.

Kay took a seat near the end of the table, motioning for me to stand before them.

Alis’s gaze pierced through me. “Wade Aurelius. Freshman Enchanter. You stand before us because of your unauthorized — and quite reckless — excursion into Hirfangr.”

Well, it was clear what her opinion on the matter was.

“Explain yourself,” she said.

I straightened my shoulders as I explained the whole story again, starting from Lazy’s disappearance at lunch to the revelation by Salee that she had been sent to Hirfangr — an Enchanter-only Dungeon — as an initiation. Finally, I concluded. “Lazy — Layzaia-Neena — was in danger,” I said, proud that I had managed to tell my story calmly and with control. “I wasn’t going to leave her there.”

Alis raised a delicate brow. “And you believed yourself capable of navigating a Level 5 Dungeon?”

“I believed I had to try. There are no other Enchanters at Krysfelt.”

Melhee leaned forward, her fox tail curling around her chair. “And you succeeded, didn’t you? Remarkable, really.”

Trixie beamed. “He had Lazy turn him into a mouse! How clever is that?”

Gammicka cleared her throat, cutting off Trixie. “The issue, Mr. Aurelius, is not your cleverness. It’s your disregard for academy rules. First-year students are prohibited from entering Dungeons without faculty supervision.”

Alis’s silver eyes narrowed. “And yet you went. Why?”

I held her gaze. “Because I couldn’t stand by while someone I cared about was in danger.”

The room fell silent for a moment.

“You acted without regard for your own safety,” Gammicka said, her tone softer now. “Foolish. But also brave.”

Alis’s gaze shifted to Kay. “And what of you, Miss Krysfelt? Did you know about this plan?”

Kay’s expression remained composed. “I became aware of Wade’s intentions after he had already made his decision. I did not encourage him to go. But once it was clear I couldn’t dissuade him, I ensured he was as prepared as possible.”

Alis’s eyes narrowed. “So you admit to aiding him?”

Kay’s gaze didn’t waver. “Yes. I made sure he wouldn’t die. And I respect his resolve. Most students would have turned back. He did not.”

Melhee’s tail flicked, amusement dancing in her eyes. “Spunky, isn’t he?”

Alis’s expression remained cold. “Spunk is not a substitute for discipline.”

“We will hold a vote tomorrow,” Gammicka said firmly. “To decide Wade Aurelius’s future at Krysfelt. Whether he remains… or is expelled.”

“Agreed,” Alis said, and the other professors nodded as well. “You are excused.”

Kay nodded for me to follow her. It almost felt as if I were leaving a courtroom after the opening of my own trial. Still, as we left the chamber, the tension in my chest loosened, replaced by a strange sense of numbness. I wasn’t out of the woods yet — the professors hadn’t made a decision — but Kay’s support had steadied me. Her vote mattered, especially as she was the most prominent of Krysfelt Academy — it was founded by her ancestors, after all.

We walked in silence for a while, her footsteps echoing in the quiet halls. Finally, when we reached the academy’s courtyard, she stopped and turned to face me, her green eyes sharp yet soft around the edges.

“You did well in there,” Kay said, crossing her arms. “You kept your composure, answered their questions, and didn’t give them any reason to dismiss you out of hand. I can already tell that Trixie and Melhee consider your actions favorably. They’ll try to get the others on board. And I get a vote as well, of course, so that’s three in your favor already.”

“Out of?”

“Eleven.”

I nodded. “Alis didn’t seem so convinced, though,” I commented.

She shrugged, and a faint smile played at the corners of her mouth. “Not all of my colleagues will follow her in matters like these. She has her qualities, but managing and helping students is not one.”

I nodded, though my thoughts were still tangled. “You think they’ll expel me?”

She tilted her head slightly, considering. “I think it’s possible. Alis is a stickler for rules, and Gammicka doesn’t tolerate recklessness. But Melhee and Trixie are more open-minded — Melhee likes those who think out of the box, and Trixie… Well, Trixie is chaos incarnate, I suppose. I’m not even sure she considers the rules important to any extent. I certainly doubt she would be able to recite any of them. The vote could go either way as they all have their allies among the other professors.”

Her expression softened just a little. “But let me make something clear, Wade. No matter what they decide, you did something remarkable. You survived Hirfangr. You saved a classmate. And you leveled to six in the process.” Her lips curved into a rare, faint smile. “Not bad for a first-year. I must say that I am fairly sure that even if your time at Krysfelt would come to an end here, I am confident you will survive out there on your own.”

I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. “Thanks, Kay.”

She smiled. “Mistress Krysfelt to you.”

I grinned. “Sorry.”

She nodded. “Very well. It’s about time for dinner, so go pick the others up at the dorm and eat something. Be with your friends. You’ve earned it. Tomorrow will be a big day with the vote.”

I hesitated. “And if they expel me?”

Kay’s gaze hardened. “Then you will land on your feet, and I will expend some resources to assure that you do.” She was silent for a moment, thinking. “I will say I was wrong about you, Wade. I wasn’t enthusiastic about getting a male student, but you have proven me wrong.”

I couldn’t help but grin. “Thanks.”

“Go,” she said, her tone softer. “And keep your head up. You’re not done here.”

I gave her a quick nod and turned toward the dormitory, my mind buzzing with thoughts of what lay ahead. Whatever the outcome, she had confidence in my abilities. And so did I.

“Oh, and Wade?” she said.

I turned, even though she had not, and I had a good view of her curvy backside.

“Don’t think I am unaware of what is going on between you and Miss Thessa…”

I swallowed. She had been pretty clear about relationships between students.

“You may want to keep a bit of a lid on that. Others might get… jealous.” And with those words, she sauntered off, leaving me to exhale with a sigh.


Chapter 34

The dining hall was abuzz with the low hum of conversation. It was as it had been before, with students chatting over trays of food as the sun dipped lower beyond the windows. The gossip of the day was, of course, Lazy’s return, and somehow most of the girls had gotten wind of the rescue I had staged.

Already, they were looking at me differently. Some were outright swooning, while others gave me more respectful looks. A lot of the beastfolk girls were sizing me up, still unsure whether they wanted to fight, mate, or do both, perhaps at the same time.

It was interesting to be sure, but that wasn’t what I was here for.

There was a score to settle, and my attention was locked on a particular table near the center of the room. There she was.

Salee sat with a group of her sorority sisters from the Society of the Eye and Key. Her pale hair gleamed like silver under the warm lights, and she was once again acting like the queen bee of her little group. The scared mousiness she had displayed while she had been interrogated by Kay was gone, and she was keeping up appearances for her cronies. Her wide blue eyes sparkled with amusement as she leaned in, whispering something to the girl beside her, who giggled in response.

They looked relaxed, carefree — like nothing was wrong in their perfect little world.

That was about to change.

My focus zeroed in on a familiar figure sitting near the back with Thessa, Khla, and a few others. Lazy sat cross-legged on the bench, her tail swaying lazily behind her as she nibbled on a piece of bread, her ears twitching with each passing conversation. She looked relaxed — calm even — but I knew better.

She was trying to put on a brave face.

I made my way over, weaving through the tables and ignoring the curious glances sent my way. Thessa spotted me first, her crimson eyes lighting up as she slid to the edge of the bench.

“There you are,” she said, her tail flicking as she gave me that lingering look she did so well. “Took you long enough.”

Khla grunted from her seat. “We thought maybe they locked you up.”

Lazy looked up. “Wade? What happened?”

“They’re going to have a vote to decide what they want to do.” I raised a hand to calm the questions they were starting to voice and gestured for Lazy to follow me. “We’ll talk about it later. Come with me. There’s someone we need to talk to.”

Her ears twitched, and she blinked. “Who?”

“Salee.”

Lazy froze, her tail curling tightly around her leg. “Why?”

“She’s acting like nothing happened, but it’s not going to be that easy for her. We get to lay a little bit of truth on her,” I said, my voice firm. “And that’s her getting off easy, if you ask me.”

Truth be told, I wouldn’t mind kicking her skinny ass, but I wasn’t going to give my opponents within the academy — like Alis — another reason to send me away.

Thessa frowned. “You’re confronting her now?”

“Yeah.” I glanced at Lazy, waiting for her to decide.

For a moment, she hesitated, her gaze flicking between me and the table where Salee sat with her sorority sisters. Then her expression hardened. She straightened, her ears standing tall.

“You’re right.” Her voice was steady. “Let’s do it.”

I nodded, and together we walked across the hall, drawing attention with every step. I felt Lazy’s hand tighten around my wrist. “Are you sure about this?” she whispered.

I nodded. “Oh yes. She doesn’t get to walk away from this.”

Lazy took a steadying breath, her tail flicking anxiously behind her. “Okay. Let’s do it.”

We strode across the hall, students glancing up as we passed. I could feel their stares — the whispers spreading like wildfire. By the time we reached Salee’s table, the entire dining hall had gone quiet.

“Salee,” I said, my voice cutting through the silence.

Her smile faltered as she looked up at me, confusion flickering in her wide eyes. Then her gaze shifted to Lazy, and her expression softened into something almost sweet.

Insincere, though. This girl was all about acting.

“Lazy!” she hummed. “You’re back! We were so worried.”

Lazy crossed her arms. “Really? You sent me to Hirfangr.”

Salee’s smile grew, her tone light and airy. “And you made it out. I knew you would. You passed the test.”

“I ‘passed the test’?” Lazy’s voice wavered with disbelief. “Salee, this was crazy. You know I could’ve died down there?”

Salee waved a delicate hand. “But you didn’t. You proved yourself. You’re stronger than you think, Lazy. That’s what the Society is all about — finding strength in unexpected places. And now…” She stood, reaching out to take Lazy’s hands. “You’ve made the cut. Welcome to the Society of the Eye and Key.”

I almost chuckled. This was her trump card. In her limited little worldview, this was the thing that should make Lazy drop to her knees in thanks — the highest honor.

What a delusional bitch.

Lazy pulled her hands back, glancing at me. Her golden eyes shimmered with emotion — hurt, anger, disbelief. Finally, she shook her head.

“No.”

Salee blinked, her smile freezing in place. “No?”

“I’m not joining your sorority.” Lazy’s voice was firm now, her ears flattening. “You sent me into a Dungeon — a Level 5 Dungeon — without warning me about the danger. You manipulated me, and I’m done with people like you.”

I nodded and smiled. I was proud of her.

Salee’s expression hardened. The sweet veneer cracked, revealing something colder underneath. “I gave you a chance to belong. A chance to be part of something bigger than yourself. You should be thanking me.”

“Thanking you?” Lazy shook her head again. “Bitch, you’re all sorts of crazy.”

“Don’t call me a bitch!” she snapped.

“I think it’s pretty accurate,” I said with a noncommittal shrug.

Her eyes shot daggers at me before she looked back at Lazy. “Well, you can just go on being a nobody, then! You don’t belong anywhere?”

“I belong to my friends,” she said. “I don’t need your approval.”

Salee’s jaw clenched, but she forced a smile. “Fine. If you don’t want to join, that’s your choice. But we had a deal, Lazy. You were supposed to bring me the Hallowed Horn.”

Lazy’s tail flicked. “And you were supposed to not send me to my potential death.”

Salee stepped closer, her voice dropping to a dangerous whisper. “The Horn belongs to the Society. Hand it over.”

“No,” Lazy said, standing her ground.

Salee’s gaze locked on Lazy, her voice softening into a melodic, hypnotic tone. “Lazy, darling… you don’t really want to cause trouble, do you? Just give me the Horn, and we can forget all of this.” Then, her eyes narrowed. Her fingers twitched, and I felt the subtle pulse of magic in the air as she began casting a spell, wording the formula.

Had to be some kind of charming or compulsion spell. A sudden hazy light in Lazy’s eyes told me that the spell was taking hold.

Well, two can play that game…

I stepped between them, raising my hand. The words for my new spell, Command, formed in my mind, the magic flowing through me as I locked eyes with Salee and briefly mouthed the formula.

“Release her,” I said, my voice echoing with power. “And kneel.”

Salee’s eyes widened in shock as the spell latched onto her. She fought it for a moment, her expression twisting with effort — but she wasn’t strong enough to resist. My spell power was a lot higher than hers, even though I was a freshman.

Her legs buckled, and she dropped to her knees, bowing her head before Lazy. Her spell dissipated at once, releasing Lazy.

Lazy blinked, then looked down furiously at Salee. “You bitch…” she muttered when she realized that Salee had attempted to charm her.

“Apologize,” I commanded.

Salee’s voice trembled with fury, but she obeyed. “I… I’m sorry, Lazy.”

The dining hall erupted in whispers. Salee — the proud, untouchable president of the Eye and Key — kneeling in front of a first-year student and apologizing to her? It was unthinkable. And it also ruined the thing Salee cared most about: her reputation.

Lazy nodded slowly, stepping back. “You stay away from me, Salee. The Horn is mine, and I don’t ever want you to talk to me again.”

I nodded. “You try something like this again, Salee,” I said, keeping her gaze locked with mine, “and something a lot worse than a Command spell will happen. Some things are worth getting expelled over. You got that?”

She swallowed and nodded, her proud arrogance now broken by fear. With a dismissive flick of my wrist, I released my hold on her. The spell broke, and Salee scrambled to her feet, her cheeks flushed with humiliation. Her sorority sisters gawked at her, some whispering behind their hands, others openly staring in shock.

Looks like a power struggle might be in the near future of the Eye and Key Society.

A moment later, the dining hall doors swung open, and Professor Gammicka entered. Her sharp blue eyes swept the room, immediately landing on our little scene.

“What is going on here?” she demanded, her voice cutting through the noise.

Salee’s face twisted in panic. “Professor! I was just—”

I silenced her with a look, and she corrected herself. “Nothing, Professor.”

Gammicka’s sharp gaze moved to me. “That right?”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said.

Gammicka hesitated for a moment, but then she shrugged. “Alright,” she said, giving us one last look before she turned.

Beside me, Lazy shot me a grateful smile. “Thank you, Wade.”

I nodded. “Believe me, it was my pleasure. Let’s get some food. We’ve earned it.”


Chapter 35

The dormitory was unusually lively when we returned. The moment we stepped through the doors, the other girls swarmed us, their chatter buzzing like a swarm of curious bees.

“Is it true?”

“Did you really take down the ogre boss?”

“And waterboard it to death?”

I fielded the questions as best I could, but Thessa took charge almost immediately. With a smug grin and a flick of her tail, she positioned herself firmly at my side, answering on my behalf. I was content to let her — it looked like I could use a manager of my public affairs, especially if I was planning on pulling more stunts like this.

“Yes,” she purred, wrapping an arm around me. “Wade was incredible. He saved Lazy and took down a Dungeon boss solo. You should’ve seen him. My Wade is a genius.”

The way she said ‘my Wade’ sent ripples through the crowd. More than a few girls exchanged looks, their eyes flicking between us with newfound interest — and, in some cases, jealousy.

Lazy, standing on my other side, gave an exasperated sigh. “Your Wade?” She crossed her arms, her tail flicking irritably. “He saved me, too, you know. I think ‘our Wade’ is more accurate.”

Thessa’s tail stiffened, and her eyes narrowed. “Excuse me?”

Uh-oh.

I could feel the tension building, and before I could defuse it, Lazy stepped closer to me. Her golden eyes softened, and a shy smile played at her lips. “Thank you again, Wade. Really. I don’t know how I’ll ever repay you.” She leaned in, arms outstretched for a hug.

Thessa snapped.

Her tail lashed like a whip, and she grabbed Lazy by the wrist, yanking her back. “Hands off, furball!”

Lazy hissed, her ears flattening as she pulled free. “Oh, so you think you own him now? Girl, you must be crazy!”

“Yes!” Thessa barked, stepping between us. Her tail swished aggressively. “He’s mine. We’re together.”

“Hey, hey, hey,” I said, doing my best to suppress a smile. “I’m nobody’s property. Let’s stay calm and not turn this into a catfight.”

Khla gave an amused chuckle at my pun, but it was lost on Lazy and Thessa as they were sizing each other up. The other girls who had been asking their questions stepped back a little, excited whispers passing between them.

“See,” Lazy said, crossing her arms under her ample breasts. “He’s not ‘yours!’ Besides, it’s not fair you’re keeping him all to yourself. A man can have multiple women, you know.”

The room went dead silent.

Even Thessa blinked in surprise, her mouth falling open as the words registered. Lazy, too, froze, her cheeks turning bright red as she realized what she’d just said out loud.

I cleared my throat, trying to regain control of the situation. “Uh, girls—”

“I mean…” Lazy stammered, her tail curling nervously around her leg. “I didn’t mean it like — well, maybe I did.” She straightened, squaring her shoulders. “Why shouldn’t I have a chance? I like him too.”

Thessa’s eyes blazed. “You what?!”

Time to intervene.

“Take it easy, Thessa,” I said. “Let her say her piece.”

Lazy took a deep breath, then stepped forward and grabbed my hand, her fingers intertwining with mine. Her gaze locked on me, determined. “I like you, Wade. And I’m not going to pretend I don’t.” She blushed, her ears twitching nervously. “I… I want to kiss you.”

An excited murmur passed through the crowd. This was a bit of a weird thing to do in public, but there was no stopping it now. I even heard a few girls in the crowd actually agree with Lazy in soft whispers, saying they wouldn’t mind a kiss too.

It was a new sensation to me. Sure, there had been girls and women interested in me before. I even remember getting a bit of a vibe from Seema at St. Ignatius from time to time, but this? This was a whole ‘nother ballpark…

“Absolutely not!” Thessa exploded, her tail snapping as if she were about to burst into flames. “Over my dead body!”

Khla, who had been watching the whole scene unfold with a smirk, finally let out a deep, rumbling laugh. “Hah. Handle your harem, Wade,” she muttered as she turned to head to our room. “I’m going to have a snack before I turn in. It’s not good to laugh so much before bed.”

I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “This isn’t a harem. Can—”

“It can be!” Lazy huffed, arms crossed as she stared at Thessa. “It should be!”

“No!”

“Can we just calm down for a second?” I implored.

“Calm?” Thessa snapped, pointing at Lazy. “That bag of fur is trying to steal you!”

Lazy scoffed. “Steal? I’m not stealing him. I’m just saying there’s no reason to be selfish.”

Thessa’s tail lashed again, and she stomped her foot. “I am selfish! And I don’t share!”

Lazy tilted her head, smirking. “Well, maybe you should start.”

“Enough!” I finally stepped between them, holding up my hands. “This is ridiculous. You’re both acting like—”

Thessa grabbed my arm. “Wade, you’re not seriously considering this, are you?”

Lazy clung to my other arm, pouting. “What’s so wrong with it?”

My heart thumped as I glanced between the two of them. The situation had spiraled wildly out of control, and while part of me was overwhelmed, another part — the less responsible part — found it all… well, flattering.

Very flattering.

Maybe a bit hot?

I sighed again. These were problems I never thought I’d have, but they were definitely the kind of problems I didn’t mind having.

Still, I had to keep the peace — for now.

“Look,” I said, gently prying their hands off me. “Let’s table this discussion for tonight, okay? We’ve all had a long day. Let’s just get some rest.”

Thessa pouted. “Oh no, we’re not resting.” She yanked my arm hard, making Lazy mewl as she lost grip on my other arm.

With the crowd looking on, Thessa pulled me toward our room. “I’m going to show this stupid furball—”

“I’m not a furball!”

“Oh, so you admit you’re stupid?!”

“I’m not stupid!”

Pulled along by Thessa, with Lazy in tow, ranting away, we made our way to the dorm room. Honestly, and maybe that made me a bit of weirdo, but I had to admit this ‘catfight’ was kind of hot. And as Thessa pulled me along, muttering about “showing that furball what’s what,” I found myself wondering where this might be going…
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Thessa slammed the door to our room shut, then glared daggers at Lazy. Lazy had her arms crossed and was angrily pouting. Before dinner, she had changed into a short dress with thin straps, a hole in the back for her tail, and a plunging neckline. With her arms crossed, I could see just how toned and fit she was from her years surviving the lawless chaos of Seattle.

Still, she was so bad at being angry that I had to fight the need to break out laughing.

Thessa stepped forward and waved a finger in front of Lazy as she got in her face. “Alright, furball,” she growled, her tail lashing behind her, “you think you can just walk in here and steal my Wade?”

Lazy’s tail swished, and she huffed. “I’m not trying to steal him. And I’m not a furball!”

“Sure, you aren’t,” Thessa sneered, her eyes narrowing. “But I saw the way you were looking at him. Don’t think I’m blind.”

Lazy pouted. “I was just being nice, that’s all!”

“Nice?” Thessa scoffed, crossing her arms. “He’s mine. And I’ll show you!” With that, she spun on her heel and grabbed me by the arm. “Come on, Wade,” she said, her voice low and husky. “Let’s show her what’s what.”

I hesitated, glancing at Lazy. “Thessa, I’m not sure this is the best way to handle—”

Thessa didn’t wait for an answer. She pulled me closer, her fiery gaze boring into mine, her hot breath fanning my face. “Don’t worry, Wade. I’ll take care of you,” she whispered, her voice dripping with seduction. Her lips curled into a wicked grin. “I always do. And I’ll make sure Lazy understands her place.”

With that, she pressed her body against mine, her hands snaking around my waist, pulling me into a deep, passionate kiss. Her lips were warm and soft, and I felt my resistance melting away — not that I had much to begin with…

Beside us, Lazy gave a mewl as she watched us kiss. She bit her lip and her tail twitched as Thessa’s hands roamed my body, her fingers teasing the waistband of my pants. The tiefling’s perfect body was already a heavenly delight, but the idea of Lazy watching us… well, that just added to the excitement, and I felt myself getting lost in this.

I pulled Thessa closer, and she submitted to me as one of my hands snaked down to cup her perfect ass in her skinny jeans, while the other went roaming across her back under her crop top, and I found out she wasn’t wearing a bra because I felt no strap on her back.

She moaned into my mouth as I squeezed her, and she broke off the kiss, her chest heaving with excitement. She bit her lip and gave me an intense, heated look that sent a shiver down my spine before she glanced at Lazy, who was standing just a foot away.

Then, Thessa bumped her hips hard against Lazy. That push from the tiefling’s ample butt was enough to send the skinnier, leaner catgirl to land on her ass on the edge of one of the beds. She gasped, then pouted as she crossed her arms again.

“Watch this, furball,” Thessa said.

“I told you, I’m not—” Then, Lazy’s jaw dropped as Thessa kneeled in front of me.

She unbuttoned my pants and pulled them down to my knees, and her eyes widened as she looked at the bulge in my underwear. She looked up at me and licked her lips. “Watch me, Lazy,” she hummed without looking around.

My eyes met Lazy’s, and the poor catgirl was looking on wide-eyed, her cute little dress already a little disheveled, and I caught a flash of pink panties as she shifted her thighs.

Then, Thessa pulled down my underwear, and my cock sprang free. She gave it a long lick, and I had to bite my lip and reach for the nearby dresser to keep my balance. She wrapped her fingers around the base of my shaft, and she started stroking me.

I moaned, and that was when Lazy’s eyes widened even more. She was breathing heavily, and her tail flicked and curled anxiously as Thessa kept stroking me.

“I bet you don’t even know how to do this,” the tiefling said.

Lazy’s tail flicked angrily. “I could do that, if I wanted!”

“Oh yeah?” Thessa asked, and then she took the head of my cock in her mouth. Her hot mouth was heavenly, and I groaned as she slowly started to bob up and down, taking more and more of my length in her mouth. She sucked and slurped, and I groaned loudly. She pulled away with a pop and a lick of her lips. “You couldn’t handle this.”

“Yes, I could!” Lazy argued. She was sitting up now, and she had a look of concentration on her face. “I could do that!”

Thessa chuckled. “I doubt it. Watch and learn.” And with that, she took me in whole, all the way down her throat.

My eyes rolled back in my head, and I gripped the dresser tightly. This wasn’t the first time we’d done this, and she knew I loved it. She bobbed up and down quickly, her eyes watering and her throat vibrating with gags.

It was too much. I felt my knees wobble, and I knew I wouldn’t be able to stay standing for long, and I wanted to fuck her.

I pushed Thessa off of me and pulled her to her feet. I kissed her again, and then I pushed her onto the bed next to Lazy. She landed with a gasp and a giggle as Lazy looked on with excitement in her eyes. I kicked off my pants and underwear and pulled off my shirt.

Thessa’s eyes were wide with lust, and she was already unbuttoning her jeans and pulling them off.

“Wh-what… What are you…” Lazy sat beside us, looking on wide-eyed as Thessa pulled her own top over her head, letting her big breasts bounce free before she started unbuttoning her pants.

The tiefling was a vision of beauty. Her skin was smooth, and her breasts were perfect and full, with perky nipples that were already hard and begging for attention. Her pussy had a cute little landing strip of black hair, and I could see that it was glistening with wetness.

Lazy was breathing quickly. She licked her lips, and I caught her glancing at me out of the corner of her eye. She was sitting mere inches from where Thessa was lying on the bed, ready for me. She had placed a hand over her bosom in shock, but it was now playing with the neckline of her little dress. “You can’t… Are you… How…”

“Watch this,” Thessa hummed, and she pulled me down to the bed, on top of her. I settled between her legs, and she spread herself to let the tip of my cock find her entrance. She was hot and ready, and I slid deep inside of her. She screamed and clung to me, wrapping her legs around me. “Oh, yes! Wade!”

I could feel Lazy’s eyes on us as I started to pump in and out of the beautiful girl beneath me. I reached up and grabbed Thessa’s breast, and I squeezed and kneaded it as I moved faster, and she started to buck up to meet me. She whimpered and moaned and dug her nails into my shoulders as I fucked her.

“W-Wade…” she breathed, her eyes wide and staring at me.

“Fuck, you feel so good,” I groaned as I thrust deep and hard, making her cry out and squeeze her eyes shut. She tightened her legs around me, and I could feel her pussy starting to quiver and clench around me.

“This… this is crazy,” Lazy muttered.

“Oh, shut it,” Thessa snapped in between moans. “You wanted… ahnnn… You wanted to see this!”

“I wanted a kiss!” Lazy protested, but she was biting her lip now, her hand on her own chest moving down to her stomach, and then lower, right to the hem of her dress, and she was fingering it as if she was about to lift her skirt right up and show her pink panties to me.

“You’re not getting anything!” Thessa said as she wrapped her legs around me, her tail curling around my leg possessively. “If you want to get off, do… ahhnn… do it yourself!”

I was too busy to argue or fight. Thessa felt incredible, and I could feel the heat building inside of me as I fucked her harder, driving myself deep with every stroke. The room was filled with the sound of our moaning and the slapping of skin on skin. I could feel Lazy’s presence beside us, and I glanced at her.

She had lifted her skirt, and she was rubbing herself through her panties, her eyes wide and fixed on how I was fucking Thessa. “It’s not fair,” she whined as she played with herself, offering me the view of her plump pussy lips outlined by her tight panties. She pulled the neckline of her dress down a little, revealing a cute, rosy, pink nipple. “Not fair… hmmm… not at all.”

“Life isn’t fair,” Thessa groaned before she clamped me tighter. “Oh… It’s so good!”

I grinned as I pounded into her again, and I reached down and started rubbing her clit with my thumb. She screamed and arched her back, and she started shaking. I kept pounding into her, driving her over the edge.

Lazy was looking at me full of wonder as I drove Thessa on. Her dainty hand had slipped into her panties, and she was fingering herself now. She had pulled one breast free from her dress and was playing with her rosy nipple as she watched me fuck Thessa. “Not fair,” she just muttered to herself over and over again.

“Wade!” Thessa gasped as she tightened on me. “Fuck! I’m cumming!”

“Not f-fair,” Lazy moaned. “I’m… it’s… hnn… not… fffuuckk…”

“Ahhn…. Oh, get down here, you stupid furball,” Thessa groaned, and she reached out and pulled Lazy onto the bed next to her, so that the two of them lay on their backs next to each other.

Lazy gasped, but she didn’t stop pleasing herself, and her delicious body trembled as her orgasm washed over her. “C-cumming,” she gasped.

At the same time, Thessa arched her back and came. “Fuck!” she gasped. “Cum on us, Wade!”

“Yes!” Lazy moaned, trembling and blushing. “C-cum!”

With a grunt, I pulled out and stroked myself, aiming my cock at those trembling and beautiful bodies — one diabolically curvy and delicious, the other toned and fine as the hottest fitgirl could be — both cumming hard and moaning.

How could any man last?

I gasped for air as I released, shooting hot, thick ropes of cum across their bodies. Thessa sighed happily as she felt the warmth splatter across her breasts and stomach. Lazy watched on in wonder as I painted her with my seed. Some of it landed on her cute dress and pink panties, even on the hand she had been fingering herself with.

Seeing them like that was almost enough to make me go again, and I shook off the last few drops of cum across their beautiful bodies before finally collapsing between them, and they giggled as they made room. But Thessa was up on her elbows in a moment, narrowing her eyes at Lazy as my seed trickled down her breasts.

“That’s all you’re getting, mind you!” she said, waving a finger at the catgirl.

Lazy blinked, then stuck out her jaw. “I still don’t see why you can’t share. You—”

“Ladies, ladies,” I said, “I’m not sure how many of these discussions I can handle on a day, especially if they all end like this… Let’s leave it for now and relax a little.”

At that, both girls exchanged a look. Then, a moment later, they both giggled and curled up beside me, and I found myself squashed between their soft bodies and warm limbs. My head was pressed against one of Thessa’s breasts, while Lazy had buried her face in the crook of my neck and was purring against my skin. Their hands roamed my chest, their fingers tracing patterns on my skin. On Thessa’s side, her demonic tail was curled around one leg; on Lazy’s side, it was her fluffy cat tail.

“Okay,” Lazy mumbled. “We can do that.”

“For now,” Thessa added.

Lazy gave one more huff, and then, they both snuggled closer to me. I could feel their breathing slow as they drifted off to sleep, and I closed my eyes, letting the warmth of their bodies and the lingering pleasure of my release lull me away. At least for a few minutes — after all, it wouldn’t do if Khla found us like this…


Chapter 36

The new day brought something of an… anxiety-inducing moment. Last night, in the warmth of the dormitory, it had been easy to feel invincible. New and very interesting developments had my heart beating a little faster, and I could proudly reflect on my first real Dungeon crawl. I’d walked into Hirfangr, faced danger head-on, and walked out stronger — literally. Level 6, new abilities, and a reputation that was spreading fast.

Not a lot of people managed that…

But this morning felt different. Unforeseen consequences might be coming my way. It was certain that some of the professors weren’t impressed by reckless bravery or tales of heroics. They valued discipline, order, and adherence to protocol. And in their eyes, I’d broken all of that.

Still, as I walked through the shadowed halls, I reminded myself that I wasn’t here by accident. I’d made choices — hard ones. No one had forced me to enter Hirfangr. No one had twisted my arm to save Lazy. I’d done it because it was right. Because it was who I wanted to be. I wasn’t some puppet, dancing to the whims of fate. I had agency, and I’d damn well make own my decisions.

Even if they didn’t see it that way.

But even if they kicked me out, the professors needed to know something: I wasn’t just some reckless kid who got lucky. I was someone who acted when it mattered. Someone who didn’t back down from impossible odds. I did what was necessary to protect those I loved.

Still, my heart thumped a little harder with every step toward the meeting hall.

I wasn’t scared. But I was a little nervous. There was a difference.

The hall loomed before me, and it felt a little larger than it had before. Inside, the faculty was already assembled. Kay stood near the entrance, waiting for me with her usual calm demeanor, but there was a flicker of something in her expression — encouragement, maybe, or quiet confidence.

“Ready?” she asked.

“Not really,” I admitted.

She gave a faint smile. “Good. That means you care.”

Taking a deep breath, I stepped inside, following her. Under these circumstances, the meeting hall seemed even more imposing than I remembered. Dark wood paneling, towering windows, and an arched ceiling made the space feel both grand and suffocating.

But maybe it was the gaze of the professors that made it all feel a little heavier. They sat together around a long, polished table, their gazes sharp and expectant — and on me.

Alis sat at the head of the table, her silver eyes cold and calculating. Melhee offered a gentle smile, her fox ears twitching with curiosity. Trixie waved cheerfully when she saw me, earning a stern look from Gammicka, who sat with her arms crossed and a scowl etched deep into her features. There were more of them — including Kay, eleven professors sat on the board. Eleven pairs of eyes on me. Eleven chairs.

It was obvious that I was standing.

In all the excitement, I could barely register the professors I didn’t know, but they were all women. As I repeated the potential scenarios in my head, part of my mind playfully wondered how many students were known by every professor in their academy within a week of arriving, even if said student didn’t even know their names.

The circumstances were unusual, to be sure.

“Wade Aurelius,” Alis said, and her stern voice broke my strange and meandering thoughts. “You stand before us for the final deliberation regarding your status at Krysfelt Academy. We have heard about your actions, your choices, and your accomplishments. Now, we will hear from you directly before we cast our votes.”

I stepped forward, standing in the center of the room. All eyes were on me, and I took a moment to gather my thoughts before speaking.

“I understand why I’m here,” I began, my voice steady despite the nerves. “I know that what I did was against the rules. I know that entering a Dungeon without supervision may be considered reckless. But I didn’t make that decision lightly. I went into Hirfangr because someone I cared about was in danger. Lazy was trapped, and I couldn’t stand by and do nothing.”

The professors remained silent, their expressions unreadable. I pressed on.

“I wasn’t trying to be a hero. I wasn’t looking for glory or recognition. I did what I thought was right. I took a risk because I believed it was worth it — to save someone, to protect a friend.”

I glanced around the room, meeting each of their gazes in turn.

“I’ve heard that some of you think I’m a danger to myself and others. That my actions were reckless. Maybe they were. But I’d rather be someone who takes risks to help others than someone who stands by and does nothing. Before you decide, I ask you to consider all that. Also, please consider that Hirfangr is accessible to Enchanters only…” I took a moment to really let that settle in. “There are no other Enchanters at Krysfelt. There might be in the Magocracy, but who knows how long it could have taken us to get one here to assist? Fact is, when I saved Lazy, she was hours from being killed by Thrakash the ogre. She didn’t have much time left. Had I done nothing, she would be dead by now.”

Melhee nodded slightly, her tail curling around her chair. Trixie beamed at me like I’d just given a rousing speech at a festival. I could tell she fully agreed. Alis, however, remained cold and impassive.

“I won’t deny what I did. I broke the rules. If you believe that my actions warrant expulsion, I’ll accept that. But I won’t apologize for trying to save the life of someone I love, especially not when I am the only one who could do it.”

Silence followed my words.

For a long, tense moment, no one spoke. Then Alis rose from her seat.

“The professors will now deliberate.”

With that, the professors retreated to a side room, the heavy wooden door closing behind them. I was left alone in the hall, their judgment hanging over me like a storm cloud.

Still, I was proud of what I had said and done. I stood behind those words. If there wasn’t room for a man like me at Krysfelt, then expulsion it would be. At level 6 and with a powerful class, I was certain I’d make it.

But I would really miss Thessa and Lazy. Khla too. Heck, I’d miss Kay. She was starting to grow on me. They alone were reasons for me to want to stay, apart from all the knowledge and skill I could acquire here.

Minutes passed. Then more, and each second felt like an eternity.

Finally, the door opened, and the professors returned to their seats. Alis stood once more, her expression as cold and regal as ever. She looked a little annoyed, though, and I took that as a good sign.

“The vote has been cast,” she announced. “By a narrow margin, the faculty has decided to allow Wade Aurelius to remain at Krysfelt Academy.”

A wave of relief crashed over me, and I exhaled a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding.

“The vote was six to five in your favor, Wade,” Alis continued, throwing me a stern look. “And while the identities of the voters will remain anonymous, it is clear that opinions on this matter remain rather divided.” She glanced at Kay, who rose.

There was pride in her eyes, though her expression remained composed. “You’ve proven yourself capable, Wade,” she said. “More capable than any other first-year we’ve ever had. But your journey here is far from over.”

I nodded. “I understand.”

Kay’s lips curved into a faint grin. “However, there is one more thing.”

I arched a brow. “What?”

“One professor attached a condition to their deciding vote.”

I frowned. “What kind of condition?”

Kay’s grin widened ever so slightly. “A condition you will have to fulfill in order to be allowed to remain at Krysfelt. You’ll find out the nature of this soon enough, but I believe you might not mind…”

I blinked, confused, as some of the professors at the table exchanged glances.

“But for now,” Kay said with a genuinely warm smile, “it looks like you will be staying at Krysfelt a while longer…”

Finished and eager for early access to my next book? Check out my Patreon: patreon.com/jackbryce


THANK YOU FOR READING!

If you enjoyed this book, please check out my other work!

Be sure to leave me a review on Amazon to let me know if you liked this book! Like most independent authors, I use the feedback from your review to improve my work and to decide what to focus on next, so your review can make a difference.

If you want early access to my work, consider joining my Patreon (https://patreon.com/jackbryce)!

If you want to stay up-to-date on my releases, join my newsletter by clicking here. You can also join my Discord, where the madness never ends… Join by clicking here or entering the following invite manually in your browser or Discord app: https://discord.gg/uqXaTMQQhr.


Jack Bryce’s Books

Below you’ll find a list of my work, all available through my author page on Amazon.

Enchanter (ongoing series)

Enchanter 1

Mage of Waycross (ongoing series)

Mage of Waycross 1

Mage of Waycross 2

Mage of Waycross 3

Mage of Waycross 4

Sky Lord (completed series)

Sky Lord 1

Sky Lord 2

Sky Lord 3

Frontier Summoner (completed series)

Frontier Summoner 1

Frontier Summoner 2

Frontier Summoner 3

Frontier Summoner 4

Frontier Summoner 5

Frontier Summoner 6

Frontier Summoner 7

Frontier Summoner 8

Frontier Summoner 9

Country Mage (completed series)

Country Mage 1

Country Mage 2

Country Mage 3

Country Mage 4

Country Mage 5

Country Mage 6

Country Mage 7

Country Mage 8

Country Mage 9

Country Mage 10

Aerda Online (completed series)

Phylomancer

Demon Tamer

Clanfather

Warped Earth (completed series)

Apocalypse Cultivator 1

Apocalypse Cultivator 2

Apocalypse Cultivator 3

Apocalypse Cultivator 4

Apocalypse Cultivator 5

Highway Hero (completed series)

Highway Hero 1

Highway Hero 2

Highway Hero 3


A SPECIAL THANKS TO…

My patron in the Godlike tier: Lynderyn!

My patrons in the Archmage tier: James Hunt and truesonofhades!

My patrons in the High Mage Tier: Brian M., David D., Eduardo P., Walter Kimberley, and Michael32184!

All of my other patrons at patreon.com/jackbryce!

Scott D., Louis Wu, and Joe M. for beta reading. You guys are absolute kings.

If you’re interested in beta reading for me, hit me up on discord (JauntyHavoc#8836) or send an e-mail to lordjackbryce@gmail.com. The list is currently full, but that might change at any moment!


Check out these great groups on Facebook for more recommendations and to stay up to date with releases:

Harem

https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlitbooks

https://www.facebook.com/groups/HaremGamelit

https://www.facebook.com/groups/dukesofharem

https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlit

https://www.facebook.com/groups/1324476308314052

https://www.facebook.com/groups/176420686596977

https://www.facebook.com/groups/cutemonstergirls/

https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlitaudiobooks

LitRPG/Gamelit

https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books

https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGReleases

https://www.facebook.com/groups/litrpgforum

https://www.facebook.com/groups/575487393569328

https://www.facebook.com/groups/618412771839288

https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety/

Cultivation/Wuxia/Xianxia

https://www.facebook.com/groups/WesternWuxia

https://www.facebook.com/groups/cultivationnovels

Others

https://www.facebook.com/groups/SuperLit

https://www.facebook.com/groups/MonsterGirlFiction

https://www.facebook.com/groups/484560235438701

https://www.facebook.com/groups/49614510285/

https://www.facebook.com/groups/safespaceforauthors/

https://www.facebook.com/groups/TheFantasyNation/
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