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Chapter 1




The training field stretched wide under the pale morning sky, and the patchy grass that covered it was still damp with dew. It was early — way too early — but Trixie had insisted, and I had a feeling this wasn’t just another morning drill. For one, we were in a field full of practice dummies…

I shifted my stance, flexing my fingers as I took in the two assembled teams. Team Chimera — our team — stood together on one side, while Team Manticore was lined up across from us, already throwing out glares like they were getting paid for it. They had only just heard that we — Krysfelt Academy’s odd bunch — were Team Chimera, competing with them for the Aquana Games. And it was looking to be a little more than just friendly competition…

On my right, Thessa cracked her knuckles, her red eyes gleaming as she fully replied in kind to the stare-down by Team Manticore. Her tail flicked in slow, deliberate arcs, in a way I could tell she was holding back irritation — or excitement. Maybe both? Hard to tell with her. She was kind of unpredictable and, at times, even volatile like that.

On my left, Lazy was bouncing on her feet, her cat ears twitching as she took in everything at once. She hadn’t spoken yet, but I could see the way her tail twitched. She had something to say about the girls opposite of us, one of them especially… Salee, a haughty elf, was on Team Manticore, and she was the president of the Eye and Key sorority, and she had sent Lazy into a Dungeon alone as a rite of passage to get into the sorority. It had nearly been the death of Lazy, and it would have been if I hadn’t saved her.

As such, Lazy had a bone to pick with the elf.

Khla stood just behind us, arms folded, her hulking form still as a statue. Unlike the rest of us, she didn’t need to get worked up. She was always ready to fight. As usual, she had braided her long black hair, and her temples were neatly shaved. She looked like a first-rate badass, and you never would have thought she was a White Mage — a healer class.

Across the field, Team Manticore scowling right back at us. There were two wolfgirls, an elf, and a vampire.

Varga, the taller of the two wolfgirls, had her arms crossed, her black furry ears flicked back in irritation. Her golden eyes locked onto me, and I could almost see the exact moment she decided to start slinging mud.

“This is a joke,” she said, her tail bristling behind her. “Since when do the Aquana Games let random nobodies in? You’re not even part of a sorority.”

“Not a requirement,” Trixie, our bubbly blonde elven instructor, said brightly. “I checked!”

“It should be,” Varga muttered before her glare turned to me. “And the academy’s lost boy?” She shook her head, a wicked grin on her full lips. “Why, he’s a disgrace!”

Rohuga, the shorter and stockier of the wolfgirls, let out a huff. “Yeah. This doesn’t make sense.” She wasn’t verbally strong, just another crony echoing Varga.

I sighed. Thessa was fuming and ready to jump in, but I silenced her with a look. We were not going to do this with Team Manticore; it was exactly what they wanted. Besides, I had a sneaky suspicion what this competition was about — Dungeon crawls. And while I had done a single Dungeon, I had done it alone. As far as I was aware, my girls hadn’t done any Dungeon crawls. I wasn’t opposed to a little tough talk, but we didn’t have the experience to back up the talk.

Not yet.

Trixie was having none of it, anyway. “Ugh!” she huffed at Varga. “Did you not read the roster? I totally put them on there! And they totally qualify! Like, they need a little training, but you all do!”

Varga’s eyes snapped back to me, narrowing. “Him? You’re saying he — a guy — gets to compete for Krysfelt?”

She clapped her hands and gave a little twirl that made her skirt fly up a little, and the flash of perfect elven booty underneath was a treat to the eyes. I had a soft spot for Trixie — upbeat and cute and full of energy, not to mention smoking hot; it was a pretty sweet combination. “Yes!” she hummed as if to punctuate her little twirl.

Thessa stepped forward, unable to contain herself any longer. “You got a problem with us competing?”

“Oh, I definitely do,” Varga shot back. “We trained for this. We fought for our spots. And then some random dude shows up and poof, suddenly he’s on a team?”

Lazy’s tail fluffed up. “We earned this too, thank you very much.”

Varga snorted. “Yeah? By doing what, exactly?”

Khla shifted, rolling her shoulders, and finally spoke. “Wade took down a Dungeon boss solo,” she said, her voice flat.

Rohuga blinked. “Bullshit.”

Khla smirked. “You wish, fuzzy ears.”

Trixie practically bounced in place. “Nope! It totally happened. Wade went into Hirfangr, saved Lazy, and took down a two-headed ogre all on his own! Waterboarded it to death! I love that part.” She shot me a warm look that was a little hard to mesh with the fact that it came from waterboarding something to death, but I took it anyway.

It also shut Team Manticore up for half a second. Rohuga glanced between Varga and me, like she was weighing whether to believe it. Varga, meanwhile, still looked like she’d just bitten into something rotten.

“This has to be a mistake,” she said finally.

Trixie giggled. “Nope! No mistake! And, like, he’s totally Level 6 now, so I figured — why not?”

Varga let out a low growl. “‘Why not?’” she echoed.

“Uh-huh,” Trixie said cheerfully with another twirl. “Higher level than anyone here! Except me, of course.” She grinned. “And look! They look like total bad-asses that eat ogres raw!” She clapped her hands. “Yay!”

There was more to it, of course. When the professors of Krysfelt had convened on whether I could stay in the academy or would be suspended after saving Lazy from Hirfangr and Thrakash the Twice-Born. The vote was six to five in my favor, but the deciding voter — the one from Trixie — was conditional on my participating in the Aquana Games on behalf of Krysfelt Academy.

Not that I would have refused anyway…

“I think it’s interesting,” one of the members of Team Manticore said.

This was Landura, the vampire girl standing just behind Varga and Rohuga, who spoke in a thick Slavic accent. Her deep blue eyes were locked onto me like she was already tasting me in her head. She trailed a single nail down her throat, her full lips curving into a slow, knowing smile.

And she was sexy enough for it to be a crime… Voluptuous and sensual, every move she made seemed tailored to seduce. “I think it may be very interesting to see how this shapes up…” She gave a low, throaty chuckle. “A little rumble or tangle might get… interesting.”

Thessa’s tail snapped as her fiery gaze fixed on Landura. Talk like that triggered her more… possessive side.

Landura took a step closer. “A male participant… How deliciously rare. You must be very special, Wade Aurelius.”

I sighed. “I have a feeling you don’t mean that in a normal way.”

Her smile widened. “Oh, he’s very astute.” She licked her thick, ruby-red lips, showing her pointed fangs for a moment. “Not just a piece of meat…”

Thessa’s hands curled into fists. “Try anything and I’ll make sure your pretty little face gets roasted, bloodsucker.”

Landura laughed, light and teasing. “Oh, I love jealous girls. They’re so much fun to tease.”

Thessa growled. “I’m going to serve your fat ass fried to the bats you love so much, fangs! I’ll make sure you’re extra well done.”

“Oh!” Trixie chirped happily at the exchange, covering her mouth and giving us an excited giggle. “Yay, trash talk!”

It seemed a bit inappropriate as a response from an authority figure to talk like that, but by now I knew that Trixie did not do things by the books.

Landura winked at Thessa. “Maybe I like it hot, little devil.”

Lazy finally snapped out of her trance. “Hey, back off, creepy lady.”

Landura chuckled. “Oh, I like you too, kitty-cat.”

I clapped my hands together, deciding to stop this. “Okay! Enough chatter. So, training. That’s a thing we should be doing, right?”

Trixie spun around. “YES! Okay, so, the Aquana Games are seriously intense, and you guys need to be ready. We’ve only got, like, two weeks to whip you into shape, so we are going to hit the ground running! You’re gonna fight, dodge, strategize, sabotage—” She struck a pose with every one of those words, punching, kicking, blocking, spinning.

“She’s so intense,” Khla groaned.

“I love her!” Lazy mewled as she watched Trixie put up her act with admiration in her golden eyes.

Varga groaned. “Just get to the part where we fight already.”

Rohuga grinned. “Now that I can get behind.”

Trixie clapped her hands. “Yay, fighting!”

Thessa was still glaring at Landura, and Lazy was still side-eyeing her too. Their heads were not in the game, which might end up causing problems for us all. 

I took a deep breath. This was going to be a long morning. Or even a long two weeks.
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Trixie spun on her heel, practically vibrating with energy. “Alright, listen up, my little Dungeon delvers! We’ve got two weeks before the Aquana Games, and you all need to be in peak condition.” She clapped her hands together, the sharp sound cutting through the morning air. “So! First things first — rules.”

I crossed my arms, already bracing for the inevitable madness.

“Number one,” Trixie began, holding up a perfectly manicured finger. “You must be at least Level 4 to compete. That’s, like, the bare minimum. No ifs, no buts, no sad little excuses.”

She turned on her heel, dramatically pointing at Team Manticore first in a weird little pose, knee lifted up. “Which means you lot are very close.”

Then, she pivoted and pointed at Team Chimera — us — with both fingers, head tilted sideways. “But! Not all of you have even hit Level 2 yet.”

Thessa snorted. “We’ll catch up fast.”

Trixie nodded enthusiastically. “Oh, I know you will! Because that brings me to rule number two! You’re all going Dungeon diving.” She grinned, and the sheer excitement in her expression made me a little nervous. “Yay!” She clapped her hands.

Lazy’s ears perked up. “Wait, all of us? Even Wade?”

Trixie gave me a quick once-over, her blue eyes sparkling. “Wade, sweetie, you’re already Level 6 — which is amazing, by the way — but yes, even you. Because experience isn’t just about leveling up! It’s about teamwork, strategy, and figuring out how to not die when everything’s trying to kill you!”

Rohuga cracked her knuckles. “I love kicking monster ass.”

Trixie clapped her hands again. “See? You get me! Anyway! You’ll be doing at least one but likely two Dungeon runs over the next two weeks. The goal? Get stronger and work as a team! Because trust me, if you go into the Games acting like a bunch of disorganized little gremlins, you’re gonna get WRECKED!” She snarled that last word so hard and gruff that a few of the girls actually took a step back.

Varga folded her arms, unimpressed. “And? We already knew that. Tell us something we don’t know.”

“Oh, I will,” Trixie chirped, pointing at Varga with a wink. “Because I’m going with you on your Dungeon runs, I’m gonna personally assess all of you — your strengths, weaknesses, and combat styles. And I’m going to whip those pretty little butts into shape.” She mimicked the movement of whipping and even made an accompanying sound of its snap.

Landura let out a slow, amused hum. “Don’t threaten me with a good time, lady,” she purred, and Trixie actually laughed at that and threw her a big fat wink.

These girls were more than a bit crazy, but I found myself grinning broadly.

Trixie then turned to us all again, hands clasped under her chin as she did a little hop. “Great, right? I’m so helpful. So, like, some of you will need to work on offense, some on defense, some on teamwork — but those are just parts of Dungeon crawling. You need to understand the whole of it!” She looked up, got on her tiptoes, and made an overarching gesture with both her hands as she stretched, causing her skirt to rise a little.

She was wearing a pink thong with a sword-wielding kitten on the front. I actually had to chuckle.

“Because Dungeon crawling is more than just kicking butt!” She made a few fake punching moves. “It’s teamwork!” She gave me a pointed look at that, and I raised an eyebrow.

“Why are you looking at me?” I asked. “I can teamwork.”

Trixie gave me a knowing grin. “Oh, I bet,” she purred, glancing at Thessa and Lazy, who both turned red. “I bet you can work in a team in some cases. But can you do it when fighting big bad monsters?”

Thessa scowled. “He just took out an ogre boss by himself.”

“Uh-huh!” Trixie agreed. “By himself. See my point?”

Khla let out a low chuckle. “She’s not wrong.”

I sighed; I had to give her that one as well.

Salee, who had been quiet up until now, finally let out a sigh. “So, when do we start?”

Trixie spun around and pointed dramatically at her. “Right now, missy!”

A collective groan rippled through the group.

Lazy flopped against me, her head hitting my shoulder with a soft thud. “Wade… I’m sleepy.”

Thessa sighed. “She’s always sleepy.”

Trixie giggled, twirling on the spot. “You all are gonna wake up real fast, I promise! ‘Cause we want you guys to win!” Her eyes gleamed as she finished with a dramatic pose — one hand on her hip, the other pointed skyward. “Alright, my little Dungeon delvers, now that we’ve covered your inadequate experience levels, let’s talk about the actual reason we’re doing all of this. The Aquana Games!”

A few of the girls perked up at that. Even Varga, who had spent most of this morning looking like she wanted to punch something, straightened a little.

Trixie grinned. “Also known as the Annual Freshman Rumble, the Games are the biggest event of the year for first-years. Only freshmen can compete, which means you all are in prime position to make a name for yourselves.”

She pointed both fingers at us. “Two teams per academy. No seniors, no upperclassmen, just first-years trying not to die while proving they’re the best of the best.”

Lazy made a little sound and tugged on my sleeve. “Define ‘trying not to die.’”

Trixie laughed. “Don’t worry, kitty-cat, we have safety measures! The Games are technically dangerous, but we’ve got a full squad of high-level priests and healers monitoring everything. If you do get hurt, you’ll get pulled out and patched up.”

Salee arched a perfectly sculpted eyebrow. “You said technically dangerous?”

Trixie nodded cheerfully. “Yeah! I mean, it has been five years since someone actually died—”

“What?” Lazy yelped.

“—but that was an outlier! We don’t talk about it. The times someone died before that? Outliers, as well! Outliers, outliers, outliers!” She did a little twirl.

Rohuga let out a low chuckle. “I like this game already.”

Trixie wagged a finger at her. “Oh, you should.” She began pacing in front of us like an overly excited drill instructor. “The Games are structured in rounds, and every round is a Dungeon crawl. You’ll be sent into a Dungeon with limited briefing — just enough to know some basics, but not enough to make it easy.”

Khla tilted her head. “And how do we win?”

Trixie grinned, pointing at her. “Good question! You win when you beat the boss first!”

Varga scoffed. “So it’s just a glorified Dungeon run?”

“Oh, honey, no,” Trixie said, shaking her head. “Because you’re not running these Dungeons alone.”

She spun on her heel and dramatically pointed at both teams. “Two or more teams enter the same Dungeon. And you’re not just racing against the clock — you’re competing against each other.”

That got everyone’s attention.

Thessa’s tail flicked behind her. “Wait. You’re saying we can sabotage the other teams?”

Trixie gave a big nod. “Uh-huh! You can race them, slow them down, set traps, even fight them directly! The only rule? Don’t actually kill each other.” She thought for a moment, her widening blue eyes giving her a kind of ditzy but cute look. “Still… those outliers I mentioned were because of inter-team competition.” Then, she smiled and shrugged it off like it was nothing. “Oh well, whatevs.”

Landura let out a pleased little hum. “Now this sounds fun.”

Lazy, still pressed against my side, made a distressed little noise. “We have to fight other students?”

“Likely!” Trixie chirped. “Some teams avoid direct combat and just try to beat the Dungeon first. Others take a more aggressive approach.”

Varga grinned, all teeth. “Guess which approach we prefer?”

Thessa rolled her shoulders. “Good. I was hoping for an excuse to stink the place up by deep-frying some bitches.”

“Yay!” Trixie cheered.

I sighed. “So, basically, this is organized chaos?”

“Yes!” Trixie beamed. “And it’s amazing.”

Salee frowned slightly, arms crossed. “It’s a number of tiered rounds, I assume?”

Trixie clapped her hands. “Great question! Yes, the Games have multiple rounds that follow an elimination system. Teams who perform the worst in each round get knocked out. The other one goes to the next round. Simple, right?”

Khla exhaled. “So, we have to outlast everyone else.”

Trixie nodded. “Yup! However you do it, you need to make sure you beat the boss — if someone from your team lands the killing blow, whoosh!” She assumed another position, pointing skyward, then saluting. “Next round!”

Lazy groaned into my shoulder. “I already hate this.” Then, she looked at Trixie with big eyes. “How can she be so happy about this?”

I chuckled. “You’ll be fine,” I muttered.

She pouted. “Yeah, well, you like Dungeons.”

Trixie cleared her throat. “Aaaand,” she announced. “The winning team gets an Academy Sponsorship — which means gear, boosted reputation, and access to restricted Dungeons. You’ll be going into the AZ that much faster, with professional guidance from yours truly and other professors! Your career will skyrocket!”

That made me smile.

Thessa caught my look and smirked. “Thought you’d like that.”

I rubbed the back of my neck. Access to restricted Dungeons? That wasn’t just a prize — it was a golden ticket to real power.

Trixie gave me a knowing wink before addressing the group again. “Of course, the sponsorship isn’t the only reason to compete! You’ll also be proving yourselves to the academy, making connections, and potentially earning invites to elite guilds.”

Salee straightened slightly at that. Even she couldn’t pretend to be uninterested in an opportunity like that.

Trixie beamed. “So, my little Dungeon delvers! Are you excited?”

There was a mix of groans and half-hearted nods.

She pouted. “Okay, okay, I get it. You’re nervous. Fine! I’ll let you all mope for a whole minute. But then? We get to the real fun part — assessing your combat styles!”

That got everyone’s attention.

Varga smirked. “Finally.”

Trixie wagged a finger. “Ah-ah! Don’t get too excited, puppy. I’m not throwing you into a fight just yet. First, I need to see how you all actually fight. Which means…” She clapped her hands. “Drills! Line up, you crazy kids! It’s time to throw some magic around and see who dies!”








Chapter 2




Trixie clapped her hands as she looked at us, excitement blazing in those wide blue lookers of hers. “Alright, my little Dungeon delvers! Time to show me what you’ve got. If you have an offensive spell, now’s your chance to flaunt it!”

She threw up her hands dramatically, then made little pew-pew noises as if she were firing off imaginary magic.

Across from us, Varga grinned, rolling her shoulders and throwing back her luscious black hair. “You hear that, girls? Let’s give ‘em a show.”

Before we could react, she lunged forward, claws flashing as dark energy surged down her arms. “Howl of the Black Moon!”

The air rippled. A bone-shaking howl echoed from nowhere and everywhere, vibrating in my chest. A shockwave of shadow pulsed out from her, slamming into the practice dummies. The closest one was ripped apart, wood and cloth shredding instantly. The two behind it cracked and splintered, staggering from the force.

“Cute!” Trixie chirped. She pointed a wand at the wrecked dummies, tongue sticking out in the corner of her mouth as she focused, and a ray from the wand restored the dummies fully. Varga was looking less smug after her strongest ability had been called ‘cute,’ and I couldn’t help but smile at that.

Rohuga stepped up next, cracking her knuckles. “Alright, my turn.” She pulled both arms back, her short hair bristling as a red aura flared around her fists. “Crimson Pummel!”

She vanished — no, she moved so fast she blurred. Then, suddenly, she was in front of the nearest intact dummy, pummeling it with a rapid series of strikes. Fists wreathed in crimson energy slammed into the wood, hitting so hard that each impact let out a sharp boom like a mini explosion.

The dummy didn’t just break. It was crushed, pieces flying in every direction.

“Ugh, Wildclaws,” Thessa said with a yawn. “Such a boring class.”

I raised an eyebrow, not necessarily agreeing with her assessment. It looked pretty cool to me. I personally wasn’t that interested in getting up close and personal, so I didn’t envy Varga and Rohuga, but they looked like they could dish out some damage.

Salee smirked. “I suppose I should contribute.” She lifted a single elegant hand, her fingers forming a precise arcane gesture. “Gale Lance.”

A spear of concentrated wind materialized in the air beside her. With a flick of her wrist, it fired forward — fast, deadly, and perfectly controlled. It pierced straight through one of the remaining dummies, the force so precise that it left a clean hole through the center. A split second later, the dummy collapsed in half, the structural damage catching up.

Then, finally, Landura stepped forward, looking supremely confident. “You’ll like this one,” she murmured. She lifted a single pale finger to her lips, then blew — a whisper of black mist trailing from her breath.

Then she shifted position. One moment, she was standing there, and the next she was behind the final practice dummy. Without warning, she slammed her hand into its back, her fingers glowing with eerie violet light. “Withering Touch.”

The dummy rotted instantly. The wood blackened, and the cloth disintegrated. It was like time had been accelerated, turning solid matter into crumbling decay. A second later, the entire thing collapsed into a pile of dust.

Silence.

“Yay!” Trixie hummed finally before she did a little twirl and restored all of the dummies. “Ooooh! That was so good! Full marks for drama, by the way. Still, most bosses would just be tickled, but it’s a start.”

Varga narrowed her eyes at Trixie, obviously not amused by their abilities being considered ‘tickling,’ but she glared at us instead. “Well, let’s see what Team Support has got to show us, huh?”

“Yes!” Trixie agreed, not admonishing her. By now, it was pretty clear that Trixie was in favor of this competition thing that was going on.

Thessa’s tail flicked behind her. “Tch.”

Trixie turned back to us, still beaming. “Okay! Team Chimera, you’re up!”

I glanced at my team.

Thessa, Khla, Lazy, me.

A White Mage, two Enchanters, and… a Familiar.

This was not an offensive magic team…

Thessa stepped forward first, glaring at Manticore like she could set them on fire with just her eyes. “Firebolt.”

A flicker of flame flared into existence above her palm. With a sharp motion, she hurled it forward. It streaked through the air, colliding with the remaining training dummy. Boom. A satisfying burst of fire bloomed on impact, leaving behind scorch marks.

But… that was it.

The dummy was still intact.

Across the field, Varga’s ears flicked. “That’s it?”

Thessa bared her teeth. “Say that again.”

Varga smirked. “No, no. I mean, that was cute! Really! I just figured someone here besides us would have an actual attack spell.”

I sighed, stepping forward. “Most of us are indirect casters,” I said flatly. “We don’t throw fireballs. Nothing I have works on dummies, except the Firebolt from my staff, and we already saw a Firebolt.”

Lazy nodded. “Yeah, we don’t throw fireballs. We make people throw fireballs at their friends.”

Rohuga made a thoughtful sound. “Huh. So you’re basically just… what? Decoration?”

The girls from Team Manticore all laughed at that, but Trixie wagged her finger. “Now, now!” she said. “Cute as they may be, I’m sure they’re more than decoration!”

Varga scoffed. “Right. Sure.”

I rolled my shoulders, half-tempted to try one of my spells on her. Somehow, I got the feeling that wouldn’t go over too well. And there was a core of truth here; we lacked offensive ability. We needed to deal with that if we wanted to be a solid competitor.

Trixie clapped her hands again. “Okaaaay! I love the energy! But let’s not start a war yet. This was just a quick peek at your capabilities. And now that I know what we’re working with—” she turned dramatically on her heel, pointing at both teams, “—it’s time to fix it!” She grinned. “And that means Dungeon runs.”

Khla tilted her head. “How many?”

Trixie held up two fingers. “Two per team, at minimum! Maybe more if you’re struggling. You’ll each get a Dungeon run on your own, but at least one of them will be with me.”

Salee frowned. “Why?”

Trixie gave her an exaggerated look of disbelief. “Why? Oh, I don’t know, maybe because some of you need a babysitter?” She made a ‘hmm’ sound and cupped her chin. “I could just let you all run in blind and get yourselves eaten — in the bad way, too — but…” She gasped, placing a hand over her chest. “Oh no, wait! That would look bad on my teaching record! And we can’t have that.”

Varga scowled. “We don’t need a babysitter.”

Trixie smirked. “Yes, you do, pookie.”

Varga growled.

Rohuga cracked her knuckles. “I dunno. I like the sound of two Dungeon runs. That just means we’ll hit Level 4 faster.”

Trixie wagged a finger. “Now that’s the spirit! You should all be excited!”

Lazy crossed her arms. “For a game where students have died?”

Trixie blinked innocently. “Oh, don’t be so dramatic! It’s been five whole years since the last one!”

Lazy groaned.

Trixie clapped again. “Alright, alright! I get it. You’re all moody little moody-mooders who don’t appreciate how much FUN this is going to be. But guess what?” She pointed at us. “You’re going to do it anyway!”

Varga smirked. “Fine by me. I’ll enjoy watching them struggle.”

Thessa stepped up, her red eyes burning. “I smell some burning fur…”

Varga grinned. “Oh, bring it!”

Trixie bounced on her heels. “Yay! Dramatic rivalries! Okay, okay, enough talk! I’ll be in touch real soon about your first Dungeon run. Be ready to run, fight, and—” she twirled dramatically, striking another pose, “—win.”

Lazy looked at her with admiration in her big, yellow eyes, a pleased purr rising in her throat. “She is so cool!”

Khla grunted. “This is going to be exhausting.”

I chuckled as I wrapped an arm around Lazy and another around Thessa, who was still staring daggers at Landura while muttering ‘bloodsucking slut’ and other things even less friendly. “Yeah,” I agreed with Khla. “Exhausting but interesting.”








Chapter 3




Lombardy was the kind of town that moved at its own pace, slower and more relaxed than the academy up on the hill. The buildings were a mix of brick and timber, some new, some old enough to have seen generations of students pass through. The roads were cobbled in places, packed dirt in others, winding around shops that catered to young adventurers — smithies, apothecaries, cafés, and bakeries with enchanted signs that flashed their daily specials.

It was the perfect place to escape from the pressure of classes, tests, and training.

Not that Lazy looked like she was escaping anything. She walked beside me, tail flicking, her hands shoved into the pockets of her jacket as she glanced at the storefronts, her tail swaying through the hole in her skinny jeans that worked wonders on a butt that was already wondrous to begin with. “I don’t know how you guys are so calm about all this,” she said at last.

Thessa, striding ahead with her usual confidence, shot her a grin. “Because it’s exciting. This is exactly what I wanted when I came to Krysfelt. Danger, competition, a chance to prove myself, bitches to fry! The Games are going to be incredible.”

Lazy gave her a skeptical look. “I think you mean incredibly life-threatening.”

Thessa rolled her eyes. “We’ve got safety measures. You heard Trixie.”

“Yeah, but she also said that people have died in the past.” Lazy waved a hand toward the academy looming up on the hill. “Do you think the professors care about us that much? If something goes wrong, they’re just gonna call it an ‘outlier’ and move on.”

Khla, walking at a steady pace behind us, let out a quiet hum. “She’s not wrong.”

Thessa groaned. “Oh, come on, not you too.”

Khla shrugged. “I don’t think we’ll die. But that doesn’t mean this won’t be dangerous. Just because they try to keep things under control doesn’t mean they always succeed.”

Thessa waved a hand. “That’s just what makes it interesting.”

I chuckled. “You really do want to get stabbed in a Dungeon, huh?”

“If they can even touch me.” Thessa smirked. “I’d like to see Varga try.”

Lazy made a distressed little noise. “You want to fight her?”

“Of course.” Thessa’s tail flicked behind her. “She thinks she’s better than us. That kind of attitude needs adjusting.”

Lazy muttered something under her breath about suicidal teammates but didn’t argue further. Instead, she slowed her steps, looking around. “Where are we even eating?” she asked, bringing us back to the reason why we had ventured into town in the first place. Trixie had given us the rest of the day off, and we intended to get a little change of scenery from the academy.

“Somewhere with meat,” Khla said.

Thessa rolled her shoulders. “Works for me.”

We turned down a quieter street, away from the busiest part of town, and passed a row of restaurants and cafés. A few students were scattered around, some in uniform, others in casual clothes, chatting over meals or arguing about spells. Lombardy was a place that catered to Krysfelt students, but it also had its own locals, shopkeepers, and craftsmen who barely glanced up as we passed. To them, beastfolk and mages were nothing special — something that was very different from Promise in Oregon, where I had been raised in the orphanage.

At the end of the street, we spotted a restaurant with a sign hanging above the door. The Blue Cauldron. The lettering was simple but neat, and warm golden light spilled from the windows, inviting enough that we stopped. Cozy and quiet, it seemed the perfect place to wind down after a turbulent morning.

“This works,” I said.

Lazy peeked inside. “Smells good.”

I pushed the door open, and the scent of roasting meat and fresh bread hit me immediately. The place had a rustic feel — stone walls, wooden beams, a low ceiling that made everything feel cozy. Round tables were scattered around, some already occupied by students and locals. The air buzzed with quiet conversation, the clatter of plates and mugs, the scrape of chairs against wood.

A waitress spotted us and waved us toward a table near the back with a broad and welcoming smile. We slid into our seats, and the worn wooden benches creaked slightly beneath us as we settled in and got comfy.

Lazy let out a deep sigh and flopped forward onto the table, folding her arms under her head. “I dunno, guys. This feels big.”

Thessa grinned. “It is big. That’s why it’s fun. We got an opportunity very few students get, and we owe it to Wade. I’m pretty sure that Trixie wouldn’t have chosen us if Wade hadn’t kicked so much ogre ass in that Dungeon. And now, we all get to elevate our skills, excel, and burn a wannabe man-stealing vampire hussy in the process!” She grinned broadly, obviously picturing how that would go down.

Lazy turned her head to glare at her. “You’re actually enjoying this, aren’t you?”

“Hell yeah.” Thessa leaned back against the bench, draping an arm over the back. “A high-stakes Dungeon crawl where we get to fight other teams, outplay them, humiliate them? What’s not to love?”

Lazy groaned. “The serious risk of death?”

I glanced at Khla. She sat with her usual composed posture, arms folded, eyes half-lidded, giving nothing away. But I’d known her long enough to catch the little details — the way she tapped a slow rhythm against her arm, the way her shoulders held a fraction more tension than usual.

“You good?” I asked.

She blinked, then nodded. “Fine.”

I wasn’t convinced.

Khla was solid, reliable, the kind of person who didn’t let much shake her. But she wasn’t excited like Thessa. She wasn’t outright worried like Lazy, either. She was thinking.

She caught me watching her and gave me a small, knowing look. I didn’t push.

Lazy sat up, cat ears twitching. “We’re a team, right?”

I nodded. “That’s the idea.”

“Then tell me how we’re supposed to win when we’re up against people like Varga and Salee?” She huffed. “We’ve got exactly one attack spell between us. One.” She held up a single finger for emphasis. “And it’s Firebolt.”

Thessa’s tail bristled. “What’s wrong with Firebolt?”

Lazy sighed. “Nothing. It’s just… we’re not a combat team. We’re support. And this is more than fighting monsters — we have to fight other students. We’re gonna get crushed.”

Thessa crossed her arms. “You really have no faith in us, huh?”

“I have faith that you’ll throw fire at things,” Lazy said. “I have less faith that it’ll be enough fire.”

Khla exhaled through her nose. “I’m inclined to agree with her.”

Thessa scowled but didn’t argue.

I leaned forward. “We do need to figure out how to make this work. But that’s why we’re doing these Dungeon runs. We’ve got two weeks to get stronger. I’m pretty confident that Trixie is going to steer us toward Dungeons that’ll help us make our team more complete. We’ll be ready for Team Manticore.”

Lazy drummed her fingers against the table. “You are already stronger than them, Wade.”

I shrugged. “Individually, maybe. But if they were to team up, I’m not so sure.” I looked around at all of them. “We need to learn how to work together. It will be hard at times, but once we hit our stride, we can take them on!”

Thessa rested her chin on her hand, red eyes glinting. “Fine. But I’m still setting that wolfgirl’s tail on fire.”

Lazy snorted. “You’re incorrigible.”

A moment later, the waitress returned with a tray balanced effortlessly in one hand, plates of steaming food arranged neatly on top. As she set them down, the scent of roasted meat, garlic, and herbs filled the air, making my stomach tighten in anticipation. Thick cuts of seared steak, golden-brown roasted potatoes, and fresh vegetables piled high on each plate. A basket of crusty bread and a small dish of butter followed, the kind that was soft enough to spread easily but rich enough to taste like something out of a noble’s feast.

Lazy’s ears twitched at the smell, and her tail swayed lazily behind her. “Okay, maybe this day isn’t completely terrible.”

Thessa, already tearing a chunk of bread in half, smirked. “Told you. Good food makes everything better.”

Khla simply nodded, picking up her knife and fork with her usual efficient movements. She didn’t waste time admiring the meal — just cut into the steak and started eating.

I took my own knife and fork, slicing into the meat. The first bite was juicy, seasoned perfectly, with just the right amount of char. I let out a satisfied breath. Alright, the Blue Cauldron had been a good call.

Lazy took a bite and hummed in appreciation. “Wow. This is actually amazing.”

“I know, right?” Thessa said between mouthfuls. “Lombardy might be a sleepy little town, but at least they know how to feed people.”

We ate in comfortable silence for a while, the tension from training fading as we enjoyed the food. It was a nice little moment during which we weren’t thinking about Dungeons, leveling up, or the Aquana Games. We were just four people, sitting together, eating a damn good meal.

Lazy leaned back with a contented sigh, tail flicking behind her. “You know, I was thinking earlier… we’ve come a long way since we met in Chemult, even though it’s only been, like what, a week?”

“A week, yeah,” I agreed, chuckling at the memory of Chemult train station. I would never forget the sight of the burning car and the girls surrounded by a group of hostile men. “Chemult,” I mused. “That was crazy.”

Thessa snorted. “Oh, hell yeah.”

I chuckled and shot her a look. “Honestly, I should’ve known you were bad news when I saw that car on fire.”

Thessa grinned, unrepentant. “Technically, it wasn’t my intention.”

Khla raised an eyebrow. “You threw a Firebolt.”

Thessa waved a hand dismissively. “Details.”

Lazy laughed, ears twitching as she grinned. “You definitely did not act like it was an accident at the time. You were so smug.”

“I was smug. It was a very satisfying fire, and it certainly improved the scenery.” Thessa leaned forward, resting her chin on one hand. “But in my defense, that car belonged to a complete asshole.”

I shook my head, smiling. “Still. First time I saw you, you were cackling like a maniac while flames lit up the sky. That probably should’ve been a warning sign.”

Thessa’s tail flicked. “And yet, here we are.” She leaned in, trailing a finger over my forearm. “And now you’re in deep.” The hazy light in her red eyes told me she was talking about more than just being part of the same team. Many a steamy night with Thessa — and more recently, with Lazy too — flashed in front of my eyes.

Lazy smirked. “Yeah, Wade, you should’ve run while you had the chance.”

I shrugged and shot them both a look. “I guess I like a little danger.”

Khla, who had been quiet through most of the exchange, finally spoke. “Chemult was big to me, coming from the clans of Mount Hood. I had no idea what I was about to see…”

Lazy nodded. “Yeah. Krysfelt itself was like stepping into a whole other world.”

Thessa grinned. “And what about Los Angeles? That was insane.”

I nodded. We had only had a brief stop in Los Angeles, where Borsj picked us up with the academy’s van, but the few sights we had seen had been overwhelming. Capital of the Magocracy, it was alive with spellcasters and magic, as different from my old home town of Promise as a dwarven mountain hold was from an elven druidic grove.

Lazy’s eyes widened slightly as she remembered. “Right? The first time I saw those skyscrapers and all those birdfolk flitting through them, I thought my brain was gonna short-circuit.”

I smirked. “Same. I mean, I’d seen pictures, but actually being there? Whole different experience.”

Khla nodded. “It was the first time I saw a place that large. The academy is impressive, but L.A…” She exhaled. “L.A. was massive.”

Lazy’s tail flicked. “And loud. So loud. I swear I wouldn’t get a wink of sleep if I lived there.”

Thessa grinned. “You were busy running around like a kitten in a yarn shop, staring at everything.”

Lazy huffed. “I was not.”

“You totally were,” Thessa said.

I chuckled. “You were indeed a little more wide-eyed than most of us,” I said. “And that for a Seattle girl — no small city itself.”

She gave me a betrayed look, but it was ruined by the way her ears twitched in embarrassment, and then she chuckled. “You guys are the worst.”

Thessa smirked. “You love us.”

Lazy grumbled but didn’t deny it.

I took another bite of steak, thinking back to the first time I’d seen Krysfelt Academy itself. “And then there was the academy.”

Khla nodded. “It was… overwhelming.”

Thessa scoffed. “You didn’t look overwhelmed.”

Khla shrugged. “Orcs are not open books like most of you are.”

Lazy propped her chin on her hand. “I remember the first time I saw the academy gates. I thought, ‘This place looks like a castle from some old fantasy book.’”

“It kind of is a castle,” I said. “Just one full of people who can set things on fire.”

Thessa gave me a pointed look. “And what’s wrong with that?”

“Nothing at all,” I said, raising my hands in surrender. “Just stating facts.”

Lazy grinned and stretched, letting out a slow sigh. “Our first day. Trying to figure out where everything was, getting lost in the halls… And then, of course, the people.”

Thessa’s tail flicked. “Borsj.”

I snorted. “Grumpiest bastard in the academy.”

Lazy giggled. “Right? I swear, I’ve never seen that imp smile.”

Khla smirked slightly. “He has. Once. I think. Maybe. At the misery of others.”

I chuckled, and Thessa leaned forward, resting her elbows on the table, her grin sharp. “I like him. He’s straightforward. No fake smiles, no pointless small talk. Just pure, distilled, ‘get the hell out of my way’ energy.”

I chuckled. “Yeah, but I think he actively hates everything.”

“That’s part of the charm.” Thessa waved a hand. “I mean, come on, watching him shut down students with a single glare? That’s gold.”

Lazy nodded, grinning. “Okay, I’ll give you that. His glare is legendary.”

Khla let out a rare chuckle. “He would make a fine orc.”

The conversation shifted naturally from Borsj to the other big names at Krysfelt. Lazy tapped her fingers against the table. “And then there’s Kay.”

Thessa huffed. “Not much to say there. She’s… I dunno. Hard to read.”

“She’s distant,” Khla agreed. “Professional. Maybe too professional.”

I leaned back in my seat. “Makes sense, though. She’s not just some professor. She’s a Krysfelt. The academy’s named after her family. She’s got a legacy to uphold.”

Thessa considered that. “Yeah, I guess. But she’s got this whole untouchable thing going on, like she’s above normal people problems.”

Lazy tilted her head. “She’s kind of intimidating.”

Khla nodded. “Very.”

I took another sip of my drink, thinking back to the handful of interactions I’d had with her. Kay wasn’t cruel, and she wasn’t necessarily arrogant, although there was something distant about her. But she had a presence — a weight to her. The kind of person who walked into a room and immediately became the center of it, whether she wanted to or not. And her looks didn’t help in that department either; she was the wet dream of many a man with her voluptuous curves, her long red hair, her hourglass figure, and her sultry mannerisms.

“She probably has to be that way,” I said finally. “Imagine running a place like this. You can’t afford to be too friendly. The second you do, people start taking advantage of it.”

Thessa shrugged. “I guess. Still wouldn’t kill her to crack a joke once in a while.”

Lazy grinned. “Maybe Borsj and Kay should hang out. The Grump and the Ice Queen.”

Thessa snickered. “They’d either kill each other or form the scariest duo in the academy.”

Khla gave a slow nod. “Either way, I wouldn’t want to be caught between them.”

The thought of it made me chuckle. “I think the two of them actually get along.”

The conversation drifted from there, moving between experiences and new worries, laughter and speculation. The food slowly disappeared, the warmth of the restaurant offering something like a temporary shield from the chaos of the academy.

The Aquana Games were coming. But for now, at least, we had a chance to relax a little.








Chapter 4




As we made our way back up Krysfelt Road, the atmosphere shifted. The easy comfort of lunch faded, replaced by the looming reality of what lay ahead. The academy stood tall above us, its gothic spires silhouetted against the afternoon sky, and it reminded us of the challenge ahead.

Looking at the Aquana Games, I found myself somewhere in between Lazy and Thessa. I was definitely looking forward to our participation as a team, but I also realized it was a dangerous event — something that could result in injury and that, in the past, had even resulted in death. I was not careless or callous, but I knew calculated risks had to be taken to advance.

Lazy walked beside me, absently flicking her tail, still digesting both the meal and the weight of everything we’d talked about. Thessa strode ahead, looking unbothered as always, while Khla kept her steady pace at the rear, as if she were our quiet guardian.

When we passed through the academy gates, the excited buzz of student life filled the air. Some walked in groups, chatting about classes or upcoming assignments, while others trained in the open fields. Spellcasters drilled their magic, spellswords sparred, and the distant sounds of incantations rang out from some of the buildings.

We didn’t have to go looking for Trixie. She was waiting for us in the main courtyard, standing on the edge of the fountain like a performer about to address an audience. The moment she spotted us, she waved both arms, practically bouncing in place. The movement caused that skirt to bounce with her, and I once again had to admire her splendid figure.

“There you are!” she called out. “Took you long enough! Sheesh! How long can you eat?”

Thessa grunted. “We just ate. Like normal people.” By now, it was becoming clear that she and the bubbly Californian elf weren’t the best match, but the dynamic between them still made me grin — while very different, they kind of bounced off each other.

“Right, right,” Trixie beamed. “Eating is important! You’re gonna need all the energy you can get for what’s coming next.”

I exchanged a glance with the others. “That sounds ominous.”

She grinned. “Good! Because I totally love ominous announcements! Soooo, listen up, my little Dungeon delvers, because I have some big news about your team.”

Khla crossed her arms. “What kind of news?”

Trixie clapped her hands. “You’ve been assigned a coach!”

That actually made me pause. “A coach?”

Thessa tilted her head. “We need a coach?”

Trixie nodded enthusiastically. “Mhm! Every team in the Aquana Games gets an official faculty coach to make sure they don’t die — too much, anyway. And you, my little Chimera darlings, have been blessed with the one, the only… Professor Alis!”

Silence.

Then, at the exact same time, all four of us groaned.

Thessa slapped a hand against her forehead. “You have to be kidding me.”

Lazy let out an exaggerated whine. “Whyyyyyy?”

Khla exhaled through her nose. “Unfortunate.”

I was already rubbing my temples. “Trixie… Come on.”

Trixie blinked her big blue eyes, looking genuinely surprised and kind of ditzy at the same time. “What? I thought you guys would be thrilled!”

I gave her a flat look. “Alis hates me.”

Trixie gasped dramatically, placing a hand over her heart and the back of the other on her forehead as she turned her pretty eyes to the sky. Despite everything, she still made me grin broadly. “Noooo! ‘Hate’ is such a strong word!”

“She voted against me when the professors decided whether I could stay at Krysfelt,” I pointed out.

Trixie twirled a lock of blonde hair around her finger, looking vaguely guilty. “Okay, technically, yes. But that was a very complicated vote, Wade! Lots of factors!”

Thessa scowled. “You’re saying we have to take orders from someone who wanted Wade kicked out?”

“Yep!” Trixie chirped brightly.

Lazy groaned. “Can we not?”

“Nope!” Trixie peeped.

Khla studied her, arms still folded. “The coach assignment is final?”

“Uh-huh!”

I sighed. “There’s no way to change it?”

“Zero. Zilch. Absolutely none. Coaches are assigned based on academy discretion, and once it’s done, it’s done! Forever!” She spread her arms dramatically.

Thessa scowled. “You make that sound way more fun than it actually is.”

Trixie giggled. “It’s my job to make it fun!”

“I wish Alis looked at it like that,” I muttered.

Lazy buried her face in her hands. “Oh, we’re so doomed.”

I looked at Trixie, leveling her with a serious stare. “Is she actually going to help us? Or is she just going to sabotage us?”

Trixie put a hand over her chest, looking deeply offended. “Wade! She’s a professor! She’s not going to sabotage you! She might not like you, but she’s professional enough to step over that and coach you.” She gave a shrug that made her hefty bosom bounce in her tight top.

I narrowed my eyes.

Trixie gave a sheepish little cough. “Okay, okay, she might not be the warmest mentor, but she will take her job seriously. Even if she does have a bit of a grudge against you. Just a teensie bit.” She narrowed her eyes and raised a hand, demonstrating with thumb and forefinger what a ‘teensie bit’ was in her perception.

Lazy peeked out from behind her fingers. “That’s… not very reassuring.”

Khla shrugged. “We’ll deal with it.”

Thessa, however, looked furious. “No, this is bullshit. Why her? We don’t need her. We have you, Trixie!” This was a concession on her part; I was sure she wasn’t the biggest fan of Trixie being our coach, but she preferred her to Alis, the haughty elf who referred to herself in the plural.

Trixie placed her hands on her hips and stuck her tongue out at her. “I know, I know, I’m amazing! But rules are rules. I’m still going to be helping you guys, of course. I’ll be guiding you through your Dungeon runs, making sure you don’t all explode or get eaten or get captured by ogres—”

“Again,” Lazy muttered.

“—again,” Trixie agreed cheerfully. “But Professor Alis is the one who’ll be giving you official strategy advice, analyzing your combat styles, and technically helping the team.”

Thessa’s tail lashed behind her, snappy enough to sound like a whip. “I hate this.”

Lazy groaned again. “I hate it so much,” she agreed.

I wasn’t happy either, but there was nothing we could do. Krysfelt didn’t change its mind on things like this. If Alis was our coach, then Alis was our coach. Like it or not, we were stuck with her.

Trixie clapped her hands together, her usual excitement returning in full force. “Okay! Now that you’re all done being grumpy-grumps, I have one more little tidbit of information for you!”

Khla exhaled. “Go on.”

Trixie winked. “You’ll be getting your first official Dungeon run in two days! That’s right, my little adventurers! You’ve got forty-eight hours to prepare before you get thrown into the deep end!”

Thessa groaned.

Lazy let her head thump against my shoulder. “I hate everything.”

Khla simply nodded. “Understood.” I saw a glitter of excitement in her eyes and, honestly, I had to agree. Despite the dangers, I had really enjoyed my last Dungeon crawl. The advancement and the battles had been thrilling, and I believed I was pretty good at handling stressful situations like those.

It might get messy, but if Trixie was looking after us, I was sure we’d make it. I ran a hand through my hair. “Alright. Two days.” I glanced at my team. “That’s enough time to mentally prepare, at least.”

Trixie grinned. “That’s the spirit! See? I knew you’d come around!” She gave a happy twirl, and I just had to chuckle at that. I felt her excitement, and it was sincere. I shared it, and I hoped that the others would come around as well.








Chapter 5




The morning air was fresh as we made our way through the academy halls, heading toward our first class of the day — Meditation with Professor Melhee.

I wasn’t the only one walking with a bit more weight on my shoulders. The Aquana Games weren’t for another two weeks, and we still had our first Dungeon run to get through, but the tension had already settled in. Even if no one said it out loud, it was obvious from the way my teammates moved.

Lazy, who was usually chatty in the mornings, walked in silence, her hands stuffed into the pockets of her jacket, tail flicking restlessly through the hole in her pleated skirt. Thessa looked normal enough — confident stride, tail swishing — but I caught the way her fingers drummed against her thigh — just a little nervous thing that she didn’t normally do. And Khla, though she gave away the least, had a stiffness in her shoulders that hadn’t been there before.

I understood. The Games weren’t just another training exercise. If we lost, it wouldn’t just be our own failure — we’d be representing Krysfelt. And with the kind of competition we were up against, we had to get stronger.

Which was why Meditation was so important. Sure, it wasn’t the flashiest of things, but we couldn’t rely on mana potions exclusively for mana recovery. We needed a natural source of mana, and meditation was the only known way. It was one of the things in which Krysfelt Academy distinguished itself from many other academies; Meditation classes were given in the first year as opposed to many other academies that found it less important and started in the third or fourth year. Krysfelt considered it part of a mage’s foundation, and it was a firm proponent of the philosophy ‘foundation first.’

When we entered the classroom, Professor Melhee was already waiting for us. The older foxkin lady sat cross-legged on a raised mat at the front of the room, her gray tail curled neatly around her. She had a calm, almost lazy air about her, but I knew better than to take that at face value. Beneath the relaxed demeanor, she had the kind of poise that came from years of control and discipline.

“Good morning, my young practitioners,” she greeted, her green eyes sweeping over us. “I trust you all slept well?”

A few students murmured responses.

“Excellent,” she continued, then gave a sly little smile. “Because today, we will be sitting very still for an extended period. Riveting, I know.”

That got a chuckle from some of the students. She also had a softer method of teaching than most other professors, which made her well-loved among the students.

She let the amusement settle before she continued. “Meditation is the foundation of all advanced mana control. Without it, you are merely borrowing energy, using what is already inside you. But true mages — true spellcasters — can refine essence directly from the world around them, expanding their reserves, strengthening their cores. That is what you are here to learn.”

She let the words settle before nodding toward the cushions arranged in neat rows. “Take your seats.”

We did as instructed, sitting cross-legged on the soft mats.

Lazy groaned softly. “Sitting still isn’t my strong suit.” She thought for a moment. “Except when I’m sleeping.”

Melhee smiled knowingly. “Then this morning will be an excellent challenge for you.”

Lazy let out a small whine but didn’t argue further.

Melhee straightened, her movements fluid and deliberate. “Close your eyes. Breathe in slowly, deeply. Let the outside world fade.”

The room settled into silence as we followed her instructions.

For me, the transition was easy. My mana core had already refined essence before. I knew what it felt like to draw it in, to let it settle and condense. Sure, I wasn’t good at it — yet — but I had already achieved it. No one else in the class had. As I sank into the meditation, I could sense the ambient energy in the room, the faint hum of magic that most people hadn’t latched onto yet. It wasn’t much, but it was there — waiting.

Around me, the others weren’t having as smooth a time.

I could feel the way their focus wavered.

Thessa’s tail twitched. She wasn’t good at sitting still, either. She was too active, too fiery. Her mana core reflected that — sparking, restless, eager to be used rather than cultivated.

Lazy was worse. She fidgeted, shifting every few moments, ears flicking at even the smallest sound. She had a busy mind — always worrying or thinking. Occupied. She was really good at relaxing, but she hadn’t yet found the ability to link her relaxation mode to meditation.

Khla, at least, was steady. I could tell she was taking this seriously, but there was a tension in her energy — like she was forcing herself to be calm rather than settling into it. Impatience and fury simmered at the base of the orc, as well as a constant desire to prove herself. She was competitive in a silent way.

I shifted my focus away from them and to myself. These were struggles I couldn’t help them with — not now, at least.

I let out a slow breath, sinking deeper into the exercise. Refining mana wasn’t new to me anymore, but that didn’t mean it was effortless. It still took concentration, still required me to push through the natural resistance of my body. Mana wasn’t like air — it didn’t just flow freely into my lungs. It had to be drawn in, guided, refined.

I reached inward, focusing on my mana core, that small but crucial center of power within me. I could feel it — faint, but present — like an ember buried in ash. Around me, the world was full of essence, raw and untamed, waiting to be pulled in. But it wasn’t like simply scooping up water from a well. It was more like drawing in smoke — difficult to grasp, slipping through any opening, dissipating if I wasn’t careful.

I inhaled slowly, focusing on the ambient energy in the air. It was there, subtle but real, like static in the back of my mind. I reached for it, trying to pull it inward. For a moment, nothing happened. Then, slowly, I felt a response — a trickle of raw essence seeping toward my core. It was sluggish, like coaxing a hesitant ember into a fire, but it was working.

Refining it was the next step. I guided the energy inward, compressing it, stripping away the impurities. This part was the hardest. The first time I’d done it, it had felt like dragging fire through my veins. Now, it was more like kneading dough — repetitive, requiring steady pressure. But I could do it. I had done it before.

Still, I felt the strain creeping in. A part of me wanted to stop, to just let my mana core sit at its current level. But I pushed through, keeping my breath steady, keeping my mind focused.

Minutes passed. Then more.

Lazy shifted again, breaking the quiet rhythm of the room. Thessa let out a barely audible sigh. I could practically hear her rolling her eyes in frustration.

Melhee, as patient as ever, finally spoke. “I see some of you are struggling to quiet your minds today.”

Thessa exhaled sharply. “I don’t get how this helps. I want to use mana, not sit around staring at the inside of my eyelids.”

Melhee smiled, unbothered. “And that is why you struggle. You see meditation as an obstacle rather than a tool.”

Thessa grumbled under her breath.

Lazy cracked one eye open. “How long do we have to sit here?”

Melhee’s expression turned mischievous. “Until you no longer wish to ask that question.”

Lazy groaned. Some of the other students chuckled. I bit back a chuckle but kept my focus. I could feel it now — a small but steady stream of refined mana settling into my core. Not much, but enough. Enough to know I was making progress; however slow it might be.

The class continued, and while most of the students had no major breakthroughs, I could feel the difference between me and them. I was ahead — not by much, but enough that I knew this skill would come to me faster.

When the lesson finally wrapped up, Melhee dismissed us with a gentle nod. “Continue practicing in your own time. True mastery does not come from one lesson but from repetition.”

We left the classroom and headed to our next lecture — Dungeon Lore with Trixie.

The moment we walked in, the atmosphere shifted completely. Where Melhee had been calm, Trixie was practically bouncing.

“Okay! Welcome, welcome, my little Dungeon delvers!” she chirped, spinning on one heel and striking a dramatic pose. “Today’s lesson? How Not to Die in a Dungeon!”

Thessa muttered, “Already like this class better.”

Trixie shot finger guns at her. “I know, right? It’s an important lesson, too, because dying? Not fun! And bad for your academic record!”

Lazy slumped into a chair. “I feel like everything at Krysfelt is about avoiding horrible death.”

Trixie giggled. “Well, yeah. That’s what being an adventurer is!”

The class went on from there, covering topics from Dungeon layouts to common enemy types, environmental hazards, and strategies for survival. Trixie was… Trixie. Bouncy, cheerful, throwing in little jokes even when talking about genuinely terrifying things.

But as I listened, I noticed something.

Lazy, Thessa, and Khla weren’t paying as much attention as they usually did.

Thessa normally loved talking about battle strategy, but she was quieter than usual, arms crossed, eyes unfocused. Lazy wasn’t even taking notes. She kept glancing off to the side, ears twitching like she was a million miles away. And Khla, who was always composed, was sitting stiffly, her expression unreadable.

They were thinking about the Dungeon run. About the Aquana Games.

I exhaled softly.

I got it. I really did. The weight of it all was settling in, and even though they weren’t panicking, it was distracting them. It would be good to get thrown into the deep end, to get into it. We needed to get started with the serious business.








Chapter 6




After the morning classes, we made our way to the dining hall. There, we entered a constant hum of conversation, the clatter of trays and silverware echoing off the stone walls. It was one of the biggest spaces in Krysfelt, a massive, high-ceilinged room with long wooden tables stretching from end to end. Banners hung from the rafters, displaying the academy’s crest along with the emblems of the various academic disciplines.

I sat with Thessa, Lazy, and Khla at one of the central tables, each of us with a tray of food in front of us. The meal was standard Krysfelt fare — roast chicken, buttered greens, thick slices of bread with cheese. Good enough, but nothing like the meal we’d had in Lombardy the day before.

Lazy twirled a fork between her fingers, staring off at nothing. “You ever think about how much of our time here is just waiting for some horrible thing to happen?”

Thessa, already halfway through her meal, smirked. “Sounds like you’re coming around on the ‘exciting’ part of this school.”

Lazy huffed. “Exciting and ‘I might die in a Dungeon because the professors think it builds character’ are two different things.”

Khla took a bite of chicken and chewed, unimpressed. “If it scares you that much, you should leave the academy.”

Lazy shot her a glare. “Oh, shut up. I never said I was quitting. I just reserve the right to complain.”

Thessa grinned. “She does do that a lot.”

I chuckled and took another bite of my own food. Despite the banter, there was still tension underneath it. We were all thinking about the Dungeon run, about what was coming. And we weren’t the only ones. All around us, students were talking, whispering about the Aquana Games, about who would be competing, about the matchups they wanted to see.

That was when the dining hall doors swung open, and Trixie bounced in like she owned the place.

Instantly, the noise level dropped as heads turned toward her. She wasn’t alone. Walking beside her was Professor Melhee, calm and composed as always, and beside her — Professor Alis, tall, elegant, and unreadable.

Great.

“Alright, my little knowledge sponges!” Trixie called out, her voice carrying across the hall as she clapped her hands together. “I have some big, big news! And since I know you love big news, I figured — why not tell everyone at once?”

The murmurs started immediately.

Lazy groaned. “Can’t we just eat in peace?”

Thessa grinned. “You know we were all waiting for this.”

I set my fork down, already knowing what was coming.

Trixie beamed, practically bouncing in place. “So! The official team lineups for the Aquana Games have been finalized, and I am thrilled to announce your two representatives from our wonderful Krysfelt Academy!”

She made a grand gesture toward the hall, and the anticipation thickened.

Khla exhaled. “Here we go.”

Trixie twirled dramatically and threw up her arms. “Team Manticore — Varga, Rohuga, Salee, and Landura!”

The reaction was immediate. Applause rippled through the hall, loudest from the tables of the sororities. Claw and Tooth, the sorority full of spellswords, shifters, and brawlers, was cheering hard for Varga and Rohuga, their members howling in approval, hands banging on the table. Hungry-looking wolfkin, lionkin, catkin, and many others were already getting rowdy at the prospect.

At other tables, members of Bones and Brimstone, the society of destruction magic, necromancy, and summoners, were full of wicked grins and murmured approval for Landura, a vampire among vampires, and she gave them a dramatic bow — incidentally revealing her very enticing and deep cleavage — before she shot me a look that was at the same time seductive, lascivious, hungry, wicked, and full of promise.

And then there was the Eye and Key table, where the illusionists, elemental mages, and wizards sat, clapping primly for Salee. Unlike the others, their cheers were more refined, measured. But there was no mistaking their support.

Varga stood up at her table, grinning like she’d just won a grand prize. “Hell yeah,” she said, flashing her fangs. “We’ll make Krysfelt proud.”

Another round of cheers.

Thessa muttered, “Ugh. So smug.”

Lazy sighed. “At least they sound like a team that’s supposed to be here.”

I shot her a look and gave her a pat on the back of her hand. She really needed to work on the confidence issues, and I knew we would. I understood where she was coming from, though — a back-alley catkin urchin from Seattle, which was one of the rowdier cities of the Magocracy, she felt out of place at Krysfelt Academy, prestigious and elite. But she needed to understand that she was here for a reason.

For now, I let her wallow a bit more and watched as Trixie lifted a hand for silence. “Aaaaand — Team Chimera!” There was a pause before she gestured toward us.

“Wade, Thessa, Khla, and Lazy!”

The reaction was… different.

Scattered claps, mostly from students not affiliated with the sororities. A few people murmured, exchanging glances. Some looked indifferent. Others looked outright skeptical.

One voice from the Eye and Key table called out, “Wait — none of them are in a sorority?”

Salee, still seated at the Manticore table, smiled. “Looks like Krysfelt’s going for the charity approach this year.”

Laughter rippled through the hall.

Lazy scowled but kept her mouth shut. Khla, as always, remained impassive, though I could see the way her fingers tightened slightly around her fork.

Thessa was more expressive. Her tail lashed instantly as she stared daggers at Salee. “I’m going to melt that skinny bitch.”

I gestured for her to stay calm. All of this couldn’t affect us. “We don’t need the popular vote,” I assured the girls. “This isn’t an election; it’s a competition.”

As the murmurs died down, urged on by Trixie’s calming gestures, I took a slow breath, keeping my expression neutral. I had expected this. I knew I wasn’t popular here. Krysfelt’s professors had voted by the slimmest margin to keep me, and the ones who hadn’t wanted me here still made up a big portion of the faculty and student body.

Trixie, of course, was completely unbothered. She twirled in place, giggling. “I love the drama! So spicy! So competitive! This is going to be so much fun!”

She turned, flashing a bright smile at Alis, who stood beside her with arms crossed, expression unreadable.

Melhee, at least, gave me a small nod. Encouraging.

Alis, however, finally spoke. “We expect both teams to give their best performance. Regardless of personal opinions, these are the representatives of Krysfelt Academy. Do not disappoint us.”

Cold. Direct. Professional.

And about as encouraging as a funeral speech.

Thessa scowled but didn’t say anything.

Varga, however, grinned across the room. “Don’t worry, Professor,” she said, her golden eyes locking onto me. “We’ll make sure Krysfelt is represented well.”

I held her gaze, my expression unreadable. “We will,” I simply agreed, and I could see her smug smile change into a scowl for a moment when I didn’t rise to her baiting.

Trixie clapped again. “Alright! That’s all for now! Just thought you’d all love to know who your fearless competitors are. Now, back to eating, chatting, gossiping — whatever it was you silly cuties were doing!” She waved cheerfully and twirled away, leading Alis and Melhee back toward the exit.
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Lunch was supposed to be a time to relax: a break from the pressure of classes, training, and the looming challenge of the Aquana Games. But after the announcement, the mood at our table was anything but relaxed.

The dining hall had returned to its usual level of chatter, the initial excitement of Trixie’s grand reveal fading into background gossip. Students talked in clusters, discussing classes, upcoming assignments, and, of course, the two teams that would represent Krysfelt. Even when I wasn’t listening, I could feel the eyes on us, the buzz of the talk about us.

I glanced at my teammates.

Lazy had barely touched her food. She held her fork in her fingers, idly twirling it, staring down at her plate like the meal had personally offended her. Her cat ears drooped, her tail flicking now and then, the only real indication that she was still paying attention to the world around her.

Thessa, on the other hand, was the exact opposite. She stabbed at her chicken with unnecessary force, her red eyes sharp with frustration. Every few seconds, she muttered something under her breath — probably another curse aimed at Salee.

Khla looked normal. Calm. Unbothered. She ate with steady, methodical movements, finishing each bite before moving to the next. But I wasn’t fooled. I’d known her long enough to notice the subtle tells. The way she held her utensils a little too firmly. The slight rigidity in her posture. She wasn’t angry like Thessa or openly discouraged like Lazy, but something about the announcement and the reactions to it had unsettled her, too.

I took another bite of my meal, chewing slowly. The food tasted bland with the mood hanging over the table.

Lazy exhaled sharply and toyed with her fork, tapping it against the edge of her plate. “You know, I really thought getting into Krysfelt would be the hard part.”

Thessa huffed out a short laugh. “That was the easy part. The hard part is proving we belong here.”

Lazy glanced at her. “That’s what I mean. I thought once we were in, that’d be it. But no. Every single day, it’s like we have to justify why we’re even allowed to breathe the same air as the sorority girls.”

Khla cut a piece of chicken with smooth, efficient movements. “That’s how elite places work.”

Lazy slumped further. “Yeah, well, elite places suck.”

I wiped a bit of butter off my bread with my thumb and considered her words. She wasn’t wrong. Part of Krysfelt was about perception. You had to be seen as strong. Respected. That was the part we were struggling with.

Thessa’s tail flicked, agitated. “We’ll fix that. The second we crush Manticore in the Games, no one’s gonna be laughing at us anymore.”

Lazy gave her a skeptical look. “And how exactly do we do that? We’ve got one offensive spell between us, and our coach would probably rather fry us with lightning spells than help us.”

Thessa stabbed a piece of chicken. “Then we get stronger. Simple.”

Lazy groaned. “Simple, she says. Like we can just wake up tomorrow and suddenly be badasses.”

I smirked. “That’s the plan, yeah.”

She shot me a tired look. “How are you always so confident?”

“Because I’m a realist.”

That earned a round of chuckles. And even though I had said it jokingly, I meant it, and the girls knew it.

Khla spoke again, setting her utensils down. “She’s right about one thing. We’re behind. We need to catch up.”

Thessa crossed her arms. “We will. And when we do, I swear to the gods, I’m personally wiping that smug look off Salee’s face. With—”

“With fire,” Lazy finished for her. She swirled her fork through her greens, unimpressed. “You’re obsessed with defeating her.”

Thessa pointed at her with the fork. “She called us a ‘charity team.’ You’re damn right I want to kick her butt.”

Lazy exhaled. “Look, I hate her too, but she’s not wrong. We don’t have a sorority backing us. We don’t have any big-name families pulling strings for us. We’ve got us. That’s it. And right now? ‘Us’ isn’t looking too hot.”

Khla gave a slow nod. “We will fix it.”

I met her gaze. “Khla is right. That’s exactly what we’re going to do.”

Thessa leaned forward, grinning. “Damn right.”

Lazy stayed focused on her greens, but her tail flicked up slightly. “Fine. But if we’re doing this, we’d better start winning at something soon.”

I smiled. “Give it time.”

Thessa smirked. “Or don’t, and just set Manticore on fire immediately.”

Lazy groaned. “You have a problem.”

Khla, for the first time all day, let out a small chuckle.

The mood at the table wasn’t exactly light, but at least we weren’t just stewing in frustration anymore. Confidence would come — I was sure of it.








Chapter 7




After lunch, we made our way to the next class — General Principles of Magic with Kay Krysfelt.

The mood hadn’t completely lifted, but we weren’t stewing in silence anymore. Thessa was still muttering about setting Salee and “that vampire slut” on fire, but with less outright murder in her tone. Lazy still seemed a little down, though, and Khla remained unreadable, but that was nothing new.

We reached the lecture hall, one of the larger ones on campus, designed to accommodate students from multiple disciplines. The moment we stepped inside, the air shifted. There was an expectation in the room, a quiet weight that had nothing to do with the Aquana Games and everything to do with the woman standing in front of the class.

Kay Krysfelt.

She stood on the podium, her red hair neatly tied back, her deep green robes flowing as she adjusted a few notes on the lectern. Even when she wasn’t speaking, she commanded attention. There was something about her presence — calm, authoritative, distant.

As we took our seats, I realized that she was one of the few professors who hadn’t mentioned the Games at all. She hadn’t looked at me any differently, hadn’t acknowledged me outside of standard class interactions. It had been that way ever since the vote that decided whether I stayed at Krysfelt.

I still wasn’t sure what to make of that.

Once everyone was settled in, Kay looked up and began speaking in that smooth, composed voice of hers. “Magic,” she said, “is not merely power. It is structure. It is order. It is law.”

Her gaze swept across the room. “Regardless of your discipline — whether you wield fire, weave illusions, or manipulate the body itself — all magic follows the same fundamental principles. Today, we will be covering those principles and how they apply across different schools of magic.”

She launched into the lecture without preamble, her words precise and carefully considered. The class was about magical theory — the underlying structures of spells, the flow of mana, the constraints that shaped how magic could and could not function.

It was fascinating.

Kay had a way of explaining things that made even complex topics seem logical, almost obvious. She spoke without unnecessary flourishes, without wasting words. Every sentence had purpose, every explanation was crisp and clear.

And yet, throughout the entire lesson, she never once brought up the Aquana Games.

I wasn’t sure if that was intentional or not. Maybe she just didn’t care. Maybe she thought it wasn’t worth discussing. Or maybe she was waiting for a student to bring it up.

Not that I had an opportunity to.

By the time the lecture ended, she dismissed us with a simple, “Class adjourned,” and turned back to her notes. No room for conversation.

I lingered for a moment, considering saying something. I became aware that I was interested in hearing her opinion on it and getting advice from her if I could. But then Thessa nudged my arm. “Come on. We’ve got Bestiary Studies.”

I let out a breath and nodded, following her out of the hall.

Bestiary Studies was in one of the academy’s older buildings, tucked away from the main lecture halls. It had a very different feel — less formal, more like a place built for hands-on study. The walls were lined with old books, preserved remains of creatures, and even a few enchanted glass cases containing live specimens.

At the front of the room stood Professor Gammicka, an elder dwarf with sharp blue eyes and gray hair pulled into a thick braid. She was a no-nonsense type — blunt, direct, and one of the most knowledgeable people at Krysfelt when it came to the creatures lurking in Dungeons and the Anomalous Zones.

As we took our seats, she scanned the class, arms crossed. “Today’s subject,” she said, “is Monstrous Spiders.”

Lazy tensed immediately. I saw her ears twitch, her tail go rigid. “Oh no… I hate spiders.”

Gammicka, as usual, didn’t care. “Spiders are one of the most common threats in Dungeon environments,” she continued. “They come in a variety of species, each with different strengths, weaknesses, and behavior patterns. Understanding them is the difference between an easy fight and getting wrapped up like a festival treat.”

Lazy made a small noise of distress.

Thessa smirked. “Doing okay, kitty?”

Lazy didn’t answer, eyes locked onto the professor with barely concealed horror.

Gammicka walked over to a large board and pulled down a detailed illustration of several types of Monstrous Spiders. Each was labeled with their characteristics and dangers.

“There are three main types you’ll need to be wary of in the field,” she said, tapping the first drawing. “Black Spiders. Fast. Strong. Durable. But not venomous.”

Lazy’s tail twitched. “Not venomous is good,” she muttered, trying to focus on the positive.

Gammicka moved to the next drawing. “Purple Spiders. Smaller than the black ones, but make no mistake — these are much more dangerous. Their venom is paralyzing. One bite, and you’ll be frozen in place while they take their time wrapping you up.”

Lazy’s ears flattened. “Oh no.”

“And then,” Gammicka said, tapping the last drawing, “we have Green Spiders. These spit venom and sling webs. If one gets you tangled, you’ll be stuck long enough for them to sink their fangs in. And unlike the purple ones, these bastards aren’t patient. They’ll start eating before you’re dead.”

Lazy made another distressed noise.

Thessa, clearly enjoying this way too much, whispered, “Hey, Lazy?”

“No,” Lazy said immediately.

Thessa grinned. “They can be on the ceiling, too.”

Lazy went pale.

I chuckled. “You’re evil.”

“I prefer ‘helpfully informative,’” Thessa said smugly.

“And she is very right!” Gammicka commented, having apparently heard what Thessa said. “They’re spiders. They get everywhere — on the walls, on the ceilings, in cracks that are large enough to facilitate them.”

Lazy shivered, and Gammicka moved to the next section of the lesson, breaking down how to fight each type, what spells worked best, and what tactics to avoid. In short — it was best to deal with them from a distance. Few spellcasters excelled in melee situations, and the poison made things more dangerous for us.

Lazy was visibly struggling, her arms crossed, ears twitching every time the word ‘venom’ was mentioned. She hated bugs. I knew that. But spiders? Spiders were in a whole different league of horror for her.

At one point, she muttered, “I’m never sleeping again.”

Khla, ever practical, simply said, “It’s useful information.”

Lazy glared at her. “It’s a nightmare.”

Thessa leaned in, whispering just loud enough for me to hear, “Should I tell her about the time I woke up with a spider on my face?”

I shook my head. “You value your life, don’t you? Lazy can be a killer when startled.”

Thessa grinned but said nothing.

Gammicka wrapped up the lesson by pointing at the drawings once more. “Monstrous Spiders are a staple of Dungeon ecosystems. If you’re going into the field, you will encounter them. Make sure you’re ready when you do.”

Lazy whispered, “I’m not ready.”

Thessa patted her on the back. “Then you’d better level up fast.”

Lazy groaned and dropped her head onto the desk.

I smirked. “Good thing we have a Dungeon run coming up, huh?”

She turned her head just enough to glare at me. “If there are spiders, you’re carrying me.”

I chuckled and leaned back in my seat. The jokes were bringing levity, and I could see that Lazy was wearing her pretty smile again. A little good-natured teasing and some bonding would go a long way — I was sure of that.
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Dinner that evening after classes was still quieter than usual.

The dining hall bustled with its usual energy — students chatting, dishes clattering, the air thick with the scents of roasted meat and fresh bread. But at our table, the mood had dipped. The weight of everything — the Aquana Games, the scrutiny from the other students, the pressure to prove ourselves — was settling in hard.

Lazy barely spoke. She picked at her food, ears low, her tail barely moving. Normally, she’d be the one throwing in little quips, teasing Thessa, complaining about assignments. But now? She just looked drained.

Thessa, on the other hand, was taking the opposite approach — doubling down on aggression. She was eating with sharp, angry motions, stabbing at her steak like it owed her money. The tension in her shoulders hadn’t eased all day, and it didn’t look like it was going anywhere soon.

And Khla… well, Khla was Khla. Silent. Focused. She ate steadily, her face unreadable, but I could tell she was thinking.

I exhaled, rolling my shoulders as I took a bite of my meal. Across the room, students from Claw and Tooth were laughing loudly, already celebrating Team Manticore like they’d won the Games before they even started. Varga was the center of attention, leaning back in her seat with the smug confidence of someone who knew she was good and wanted everyone else to know it too.

I glanced at Lazy again. She didn’t look over.

We needed to get out of this rut. Fast.

A low growl snapped my attention back to our table.

Thessa had stiffened, her red eyes locked onto something behind me. Or someone.

I turned my head just in time to catch a wolfgirl passing by — one of the Claw and Tooth girls, probably a second-year. Tall, muscular, with golden fur and an appraising look in her sharp yellow eyes. She wasn’t just looking at me. She was leering, her lips curling in a way that made her intentions obvious. She licked her lips as her gaze dipped to my crotch.

“Hmmm,” she hummed. “Mating season’s coming up.”

Thessa’s fork clattered against her plate. “Say what, furball?”

The wolfgirl smirked. “What’s a little tiefling doing with a good piece of meat,” she said, still ogling me. “Let us borrow him for a night, hm? We’ll ride him good and right until he’s empty. I doubt he’ll want you back after that… if he survives.”

Thessa was already halfway out of her seat before I stopped her with a look.

“Not the time,” I said.

Thessa clenched her fists. “I really don’t like her.”

The wolfgirl grinned. “Aw, your little man-meat is not giving you permission.” She gave a fake pout. “But don’t be jealous, sweetheart. Little devil girls just aren’t as strong and fertile as my kin.”

In any other setting, it would have been a weird insult, but the beastkin took great pride in their fertility and libidos. To be on the receiving end of an insinuation or outright statement that you were less fertile was a great insult to the beast races, and while it was different for tieflings, elves, orcs, and many of the other races, they all knew the nature of the insult.

“Jealous?” Thessa snarled. “Please. You wish you were as good as me.”

The wolfgirl chuckled and sauntered off, tail flicking behind her.

I sighed.

Thessa sat back down but didn’t take her eyes off her. “I should’ve set her tail on fire.”

“That’s what she deserves,” I agreed.

“Why didn’t you let me?”

“Because we don’t have time for a fistfight. It wouldn’t help anyway. These discussions and insults are going to continue until we prove ourselves. The sororities are rooting for their favorites, and they will sling some shade to try to give them a little boost and us a little bump down.” I shrugged. “It’s just how it goes.”

I knew from the many competitive events at the orphanage that things just went that way. Whenever we had a tournament — be it football or baseball or basketball — the boys always had their favorites, and the shit-talking would begin. More than once, I’d seen the underdog win. For some, the shade-slinging only worked to motivate them more, and I had to get my team in that mindset.

Thessa huffed, stabbing at her food again.

Khla finally spoke. “The wolfgirl was weak, but she knew her pack members would back her up if it came to blows; that’s why she dared. One on one, she would not have opened her mouth. Best to spare your energy; she wasn’t worth it anyway.”

Thessa scoffed. “Yeah, well, my energy’s not exactly being put to good use right now.”

That was the problem. None of our energy was. I set my fork down and ran a hand through my hair. “We need that Dungeon run,” I said.

Lazy finally looked up, her golden eyes meeting mine. “You really think it’ll make a difference?”

“Yes,” I said simply.

Khla nodded. “Agreed.”

Thessa exhaled. “Fine. But I swear the second I see someone from Team Manticore, I’m throwing a firebolt at them.”

“That’s the spirit,” I said with a smile. “But these trial runs won’t be competitive, so we won’t see them in our Dungeon.”

I let the silence sit for a moment, letting them all feel the weight of it. Then, I leaned forward, resting my elbows on the table. “Look, I know this feels like shit right now,” I said. “I know you’re pissed, Thessa. I know you’re worried, Lazy. And I know you’re thinking, Khla — a lot. We’re sitting here, watching them celebrate, hearing them talk like the Games are already won. And yeah, I won’t lie — we’re up for a challenge. They’re stronger. They’ve got the sororities backing them. They’ve got resources we don’t. But that’s not the whole story.”

I tapped my fingers against the table.

“They think we’re a joke. A throwaway team. Just a bunch of randoms thrown together because Krysfelt had to send someone else. And while they’re wondering why not a second team composed from sorority members, they don’t think it’s because Trixie believes in us.”

I let my gaze pass over all three of them.

“But that’s the real reason. Trixie sees something in us. We’re not a charity team. We’re not some fluke. We earned our spots. Maybe not the way they did. Maybe not with connections, or sororities, or reputations built from birth. But we earned this. And I’ll be damned if I let us walk into that Dungeon still acting like we don’t belong here.”

Thessa’s tail flicked, but she didn’t speak.

Lazy rubbed her arms, looking down. “I just… I don’t want us to get wrecked.”

“We won’t,” I said. “Not if we start thinking like a team. We’re different from them, yeah. We don’t have brute force like Varga or Rohuga. We don’t have the direct and overt damage-dealing capabilities of Salee’s or Landura’s magic. But we don’t need to be like them.”

I sat back slightly, my voice growing more confident.

“Strength isn’t just about firepower. It’s about how you use what you have. It’s about control. Precision. Adaptability.” I gestured toward Thessa. “Thessa, you have a combat instinct better than half the people in this school. Fear won’t hold you back. You’re a killer, and you know it.”

She smirked slightly. “Damn right.”

I turned to Lazy. “And Lazy, you don’t need to throw fire to be dangerous. Our Enchanter Class is all about turning the enemy’s strength against them. You get in their heads. You turn them against each other. And you have Polymorph to boot!”

Lazy didn’t smile, but she sat up a little straighter.

I met Khla’s unreadable gaze. “And you? You’re the strongest foundation a team could have. You’re a White Mage. You decide who stays in the fight and who doesn’t. And more than that? You’re smart. You think things over.”

Khla gave a slow nod.

I exhaled. “So yeah, we’ve got work to do. But we’re not walking into that Dungeon as dead weight. And the second we step into the Games? We’re not walking in as the ‘charity team’ anymore. We’ll get on top of this.”

Thessa grinned, her eyes sparking. “Damn straight.”

Lazy let out a slow breath. “Okay… Yeah, I see what you mean.” Then, she threw me a wide look with her golden eyes. “But I swear, if we run into spiders in the Dungeon, I’m climbing onto your shoulders.”

I laughed, and the others joined in as well. People in the dining hall threw us looks, but we didn’t care. This was the mindset we needed. With it, we stood a very good chance.








Chapter 8




The morning was fresh, and the sky was a pale blue as dawn stretched over the academy. Krysfelt’s gothic towers loomed high behind us as we made our way down to the academy gates. We walked in silent procession, and the air was cool enough that I could see faint wisps of breath from the others as we walked.

The reality of what we were about to do hung between us. This was it — our first Dungeon run as a team. A chance to push forward, to prove ourselves, to get stronger before the Games.

And we needed to get stronger.

Thessa walked ahead with sharp, purposeful strides, her tail flicking behind her. She was ready to hit something, I could tell. Lazy was quiet this morning, her hands tucked into the pockets of her sturdy cargo pants, ears twitching at every little sound. Khla, as always, was impossible to read, her expression calm and measured, her steps steady. But I knew she was thinking. Always thinking.

We all wore more or less the same outfit — clothes made available to Dungeon crawlers by the academy. Sturdy cargo pants, hiking boots, a simple shirt, and a jacket. At first glance, we looked more like a group getting ready for a hike.

As we approached the gates, we saw them waiting.

Trixie, predictably, was bouncing on the balls of her feet, waving both hands over her head as soon as she spotted us. “Oh my goooosh! There you are! My little Dungeon delvers!” She clapped excitedly, shifting her weight from foot to foot like she physically couldn’t stand still. “Are you soooo excited? Because I am! It’s gonna be SO MUCH fun!”

Behind her, leaning against the academy’s transport van, was Borsj.

The imp looked miserable.

His red, scaled arms were crossed tightly, his hunched posture more pronounced than usual. The tips of his frayed wings flitted nervously, and his breath came out in sharp little puffs as he shivered. His tail curled around his legs as if trying to conserve what little warmth he had left. As a denizen of the abyss, today was quite cold for him.

“Blasted mortal realm,” he muttered, pulling his threadbare scarf tighter around his neck. “Nothing but ice and wind and endless, insufferable cold.” He adjusted his tiny spectacles with a clawed hand, glaring at nothing in particular.

And then… there was Alis.

The high elf stood apart from them, the picture of composure. She was wrapped in a deep blue cloak, the fabric flowing elegantly over her tall frame. Her silver eyes barely flickered in our direction, as if acknowledging our existence was already a waste of her time. She carried herself with the same cool, untouchable air that she always did — graceful, aloof, completely uninterested.

As we stopped in front of them, Borsj exhaled dramatically, his breath fogging the air. “So,” he grumbled. “The ragtag band of hopefuls has arrived. Fantastic. Get in the blasted van before I freeze solid.”

Trixie gasped, scandalized. “Borsj! Be nice! They’re about to embark on their first real Dungeon as a team! We need to be all about positive vibes right now!”

Borsj’s wings twitched — a physical reaction to the words ‘positive vibes.’ “The only positive thing about this situation is that the faster they get in, the sooner I can drive, and the sooner I can turn on the heating to free myself from this frozen nightmare.”

Lazy arched an eyebrow. “You do know it’s, like, not cold, right?” She did a little twirl. “California spring! Why do you even work here?”

Borsj groaned. “Believe me, if I had any say in the matter, I’d be basking in a nice lava pit right now, not ferrying first-years around in a van. But an imp’s gotta make a living.” He gestured toward the vehicle with a clawed hand. “Now get in before my extremities fall off.”

Trixie nodded enthusiastically. “Alright, we’re going to the Dungeon site! Which is, like, just outside Lombardy. Super close, super convenient, but also, y’know, still full of monsters.” She clapped her hands. “Yay!”

Lazy let out a long, slow sigh. “Yay,” she muttered.

Alis finally spoke, her voice cool and smooth. “Shall we dispense with the theatrics and proceed? We have much to assess.”

Trixie turned to her with a bright, beaming smile. “Awww, but I love theatrics!”

Alis did not look amused.

Borsj just groaned, muttering something about ‘insufferable elves’ as he stomped toward the driver’s seat. “Get in, get in, before I turn to ice and someone mistakes me for a dazzlingly handsome sculpture.”

We climbed in, sliding onto the cold seats. Thessa and Lazy took the back, Khla and I in the middle, and Trixie in the front passenger seat, where she immediately started chattering at Borsj about Dungeons and adventure and how exciting this all was. He responded with a series of exhausted grunts.

Alis settled in beside me, her posture perfect, her expression unreadable.

The van rumbled to life, rolling down the winding path toward Lombardy.

Trixie twisted in her seat to face us. “Okay, team! Quick reminder! I am totally here to help you guys, but I will not be holding your hands. This is your Dungeon run. I’ll be watching and assessing, and if things get really bad, I’ll step in, but only if absolutely necessary.” She made a dramatic slicing motion with her hand. “Which means if you get into trouble, you better be real good at getting yourselves out of it!”

Lazy ducked in her chair. “That’s so reassuring.”

Thessa smirked. “Don’t worry, I’ll just burn everything.”

Trixie gasped happily. “Yay! That’s the spirit!”

Alis, still looking at nothing in particular, finally spoke again. “If your performance is exceptionally poor, you may have the honor of becoming the first team in Krysfelt Academy’s history to withdraw prematurely.”

I glanced at her. She still wasn’t looking at me, but there was something behind those words. Not just cold observation. Not just an academic assessment. I was getting the feeling that she wanted us to fail.

Thessa’s tail bristled instantly. “Not happening.”

Lazy crossed her arms, staring out the window, her ears flicking in irritation. Khla didn’t react outwardly, but I saw the way her fingers pressed slightly against her knee.

A smile tugged at the corner of my lips. Alis had meant the words to be disparaging, but I could tell they actually strengthened our team a little. I leaned back in my seat, keeping my voice casual. “Well, we wouldn’t want to disappoint you.”

For the first time, Alis looked at me. Just a flicker of silver eyes, sharp and assessing. Then, just as quickly, she looked away again. “Indeed.”
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The ride had been quiet, the full weight of what we were about to do settling in. Now, standing at the edge of the Dungeon site, we all felt the tension. The clearing where we’d parked was surrounded by dense trees, their branches swaying gently in the cool morning breeze. 

If it weren’t for the Dungeon, it’d be peaceful.

A narrow dirt path led up to the cave mouth carved into the rocky hillside, a jagged opening that looked more like a wound in the earth than a passage. The entrance was dark, deeper than it should have been, as if the light itself refused to venture too far inside.

Two tactical mages from the Magocracy stood on either side of the entrance, their long coats marked with the insignia of their order. They were standing guard — they were here to ensure the Dungeon was stable, that whatever lay inside wasn’t a threat to the surrounding area. Dungeons, after all, weren’t natural. They were anomalies, places where reality bent, places that existed to be challenged. And sometimes, things came out.

Less than five years ago, Bakersfield had been wiped from the face of the Earth — a major disgrace to the Magocracy — by Dungeon denizens. A communications error had been the reason why troops from the Magocracy hadn’t been able to respond in time to save the town. Sure, they had come and they had conquered, but by then half of the population had been killed, and the other half had been taken away by the Myrmids as vessels for their eggs.

A fate worse than death.

So, yeah. Dungeons needed guarding.

As we got out of the van, Trixie was already waving excitedly as she practically skipped toward them and gave a fake salute. “Hi, hi, hiiiii! Reporting in! My cute little team is all here and ready to be traumatized in the best possible way!”

Borsj let out an exaggerated sigh. I chuckled, shaking my head as I got out. Trixie was something else, alright.

Alis followed after Trixie at a far more measured pace. Her long cloak draped around her tall frame, and her expression was, as always, unreadable. She barely acknowledged the rest of us, her silver eyes scanning the cave entrance as if looking straight through it.

I glanced at my team.

Thessa stood with her arms crossed, her red eyes narrowed as she glared at the cave. “Feels weird,” she muttered.

Khla, standing beside her, gave a small nod. “It does.”

Lazy was quieter than usual. Her tail flicked once, and her golden eyes stayed locked on the cave entrance. “I don’t like it.”

I didn’t disagree. There was something about the air here — stale, almost suffocating. Even out in the open, the cave exuded an unnatural presence, like stepping too close to it was already part of the test.

Borsj groaned, scowling at all of us. “You’re in for it now, freshmen.”

I leaned against the van, crossing my arms. “You could at least pretend to be supportive.”

“I could,” Borsj grumbled, “but really, what’s the point?” He adjusted his frayed scarf, muttering to himself about the cold.

Thessa let out a small huff of laughter. “Oh, I just love him.”

A few feet away, Trixie and Alis were still speaking with the tactical mages. One of them — a woman with short black hair and a series of glowing runes etched into her bracers — nodded at something Trixie said before waving a hand. A faint shimmer rippled across the cave entrance as a barrier spell lifted, peeling away like mist dissolving in the wind.

I tensed slightly. That meant the Dungeon was open.

A few moments later, Trixie bounced back toward us, clapping her hands together. “Good news, team! The Dungeon is officially fully respawned and ready for adventure! And, oh my gosh, you’re gonna love the name.” She practically vibrated with excitement. “It’s called… Nest of the Hollow Brood!” She waved her hands. “Spiiiiiders!” she chirped as if it was the best thing ever.

Silence.

Lazy’s ears went flat. “No.”

Trixie giggled. “Yes!”

Thessa made a face. “You have got to be kidding me.”

“No!” Trixie chirped.

Khla exhaled through her nose. “Figures.”

“Yes!” Trixie hummed with a twirl.

I ran a hand through my hair. “Gammicka gave us a whole lesson on Monstrous Spiders yesterday. Should’ve known this was coming. In fact, she threw us a bone by doing that.”

Lazy groaned, her entire body deflating. “I knew that lesson was a bad sign.”

Thessa rolled her shoulders. “Doesn’t matter. We just need to burn them.”

Trixie gave her an approving nod. “Now you’re thinking like a true adventurer!” She clapped her hands again. “Alright, my little Dungeon delvers! It’s time! Go forth! Conquer! And most importantly — have fun!”

Lazy looked at her with wide golden eyes. “Fun.”

Thessa smirked. “Not with that attitude.”

Lazy shot her a glare before turning to me. “Wade. If spiders jump at my face…”

I chuckled. “I know, baby,” I said, giving her a peck on the cheek. It seemed to hearten her a little, and Trixie threw us a smile as well.

“You’ll do fine,” she said. “And I’ll be there with you, guys. Try to relax.”

As we stepped toward the cave, the air around us shimmered, and a glowing notification appeared in our vision.

[Warning: Nest of the Hollow Brood Dungeon — Level 1 Recommended.]

We exchanged glances.

Then, with a final breath, we stepped inside.








Chapter 9




The Dungeon swallowed us whole.

The moment we stepped inside, the air changed. It was cooler, damp, thick with the scent of earth and decay. Our boots scuffed against stone, the narrow passage sloping downward, and the light from the entrance quickly faded behind us. The only illumination now came from faintly glowing patches of fungi clinging to the cave walls, casting eerie bluish-white light that made everything look more distorted than it was.

Lazy was on point, several yards in front of me. Her keen eyes scanned the path ahead. Her tail twitched now and then, her ears rotating, catching every little sound. She was nervous, but she was trying not to let it show.

I walked right behind, and Thessa was next, hand half-raised, already prepared to throw fire at anything that so much as twitched wrong. Khla took up the rear, her staff held at an easy angle, and I stayed between them all, ready to act the moment something went wrong. Trixie had entered behind us, but I couldn’t see her now. I trusted her, though, and I knew she was with us.

But thinking about Trixie and looking for her didn’t help my focus. I had only glanced over my shoulder for a moment, but when I looked ahead again, Lazy was gone.

“Lazy?” I stopped.

Thessa’s tail bristled as we all looked behind, ahead, and in all directions at once. “What the—?”

A sharp yowl echoed through the passage, muffled and strangled.

We spun toward the sound, and our eyes snapped upward.

Suspended from the ceiling in a thick cocoon of white silk was Lazy.

She was wrapped from the shoulders down, her arms pinned against her sides, her feet tangled in sticky webbing. She thrashed wildly, her ears flat, her tail flicking furiously beneath the layers of silk. “Mmmph! MMPH!”

“Cocoon trap,” I muttered.

“Oh my gods,” Thessa said, covering her mouth. “Lazy, are you okay?”

“MMPH!”

“I think she’s saying no,” I muttered.

Thessa bit her lip, visibly trying not to laugh.

Khla, meanwhile, was already stepping forward, staff raised to get her down. But before she could act—

Skittering.

All around us. Above. Behind. Ahead.

Then, dropping from the ceiling, black shapes emerged from the darkness.

Five monstrous spiders hit the ground in quick succession.

They were massive, each one the size of a large dog, their black chitin gleaming under the Dungeon’s eerie light. Their legs twitched, their eyes reflected the glow like cold, empty mirrors, and then — without hesitation — they surged toward us.

“Oh, finally!” Trixie’s voice rang out behind us. “I was starting to think you’d just walk through this Dungeon! Deal with it!”

Well, at least she was still there. But her tone had completely shifted. The cheerful ditz was gone. Her voice cracked through the air like a whip — sharp, commanding, leaving no room for hesitation.

I didn’t have time to think about the change. The spiders were already moving.

Thessa reacted first.

Her hands came up, and with a sharp flick of her fingers, a glowing ember of flame materialized in her palm. “Firebolt!”

She hurled it forward. The fireball streaked through the air, slamming into the lead spider’s face. It shrieked, its chitin cracking as flames engulfed its body. It twitched violently before collapsing in a smoking heap.

“Four left!” Trixie snapped. “Keep moving! You’re too slow!”

Khla moved next, stepping forward with precise, measured force. She pivoted on her heel, brought her staff around in a full swing, and cracked the closest spider across the head. It let out a horrible screech as its exoskeleton splintered. It staggered but didn’t die.

Trixie scoffed. “Why is the healer fighting in the front!? Guys! Come on! Keep formation!”

Something shivered in my stomach as I stepped up. I focused on one of the spiders, letting my mana surge as I cast Enrage. The spell latched onto the creature instantly. Its movements stuttered, its many eyes flickering wildly as the magic took hold. And then — it turned.

Instead of attacking us, the spider lunged at the one Khla had just struck, fangs sinking deep into its still-twitching body. The wounded spider let out a rattling screech before its legs curled inward, its body twitching one final time before going limp. But even as it did so, the remaining ones came on.

“Three left!” Trixie barked. “Healer! BACK UP! Guys!”

It was too fast. We were in a messy formation, and it was going to turn into a melee. Then, I heard the twang of a bowstring.

Something flashed in front of us — some kind of flashbang effect from Trixie’s arrows. It momentarily staggered the spiders, giving us a moment, and another arrow whistled through the air, cutting cleanly through the silk holding Lazy’s cocoon in place. She yowled as she dropped, hitting the ground in a flailing heap. She had definitely suffered some damage.

Khla immediately stepped toward her, hands out to help, but Lazy had just enough mobility to roll onto her side and scramble backward.

“Nope. Nope, nope, nope!” She kicked at the cocoon frantically.

“Guys, the spiders!” Trixie shouted.

Thessa had already turned her focus back to the remaining spiders. Another Firebolt streaked through the air, slamming into the third. It shrieked as flames engulfed its body, curling inward as it burned.

“Two to go! Move it.”

Lazy had just managed to yank herself free of most of the webbing when she let out a sharp yowl of pain. We were too slow for this, and the last spider had darted forward, sinking its fangs into her leg.

“Lazy!” I called out.

She cursed violently, kicking at the spider with her free foot, but it was fast. It skittered backward, dodging her wild flailing.

Khla roared — a deep, guttural sound, filled with the kind of anger that the usually quiet orc rarely showed. She brought her staff down toward the spider’s head —

Miss. She had hesitated for a moment, then changed her angle. That had given the spider the time it needed. It dodged, legs twitching, moving just out of range.

“WHY IS THE HEALER NOT HEALING!?!?” Trixie shouted from behind her, stamping her foot. “WHY IS THE HEALER FIGHTING?!”

Then, another twang as the spider reared to bite Lazy again. An arrow from Trixie whistled through the air. It struck true, and the spider let out a rattling screech as the arrowhead pierced through its carapace. It twitched, legs curling inward before collapsing before Lazy.

The only one left was the one I had cast Enrage on, and it turned toward us now, but I quickly offed it with my Staff of Firebolt. But there wasn’t the pleasing taste of victory as I’d had with the ogres in Hirfangr.

Truth be told, I was downright frustrated.

“Ugh.” Trixie stepped up and lowered her bow. “That was rough.”

Lazy groaned. “Oh, shut up. I hate spiders!”

I blinked. Not the tone I would have struck with the professor who saved our asses, but she really hated spiders. And Trixie didn’t seem the type to take offense. We were seeing a new side of her here, and while her classes so far had been good, I could see that this is where she shone — teaching in practice. Drill sergeant style. Who would’ve thought?

Khla was already moving, her hands glowing with soft white light as she crouched beside Lazy. She pressed her palms against the wound, mana flaring. The puncture marks knitted together instantly, the pain fading as the magic worked.

Khla muttered under her breath, barely audible. “That spider was too fast.”

Thessa was breathing hard, her tail bristled, her hands still faintly glowing with residual magic. “Did you see that shot?” She wiped her forehead. “Damn, I’m good.”

Lazy let her head fall back against the cave wall. “I hate this Dungeon. I hate spiders. I hate this!”

Trixie clapped her hands together, her chirpy, ditzy self again. “Okay, my Dungeon crawlers! Let’s break this down, shall we?”

I exhaled slowly.

Here it comes.

“You guys got the job done. Barely.” Trixie beamed. “Buuuut if I hadn’t been here, that would’ve been way worse. Lazy, you would still be hanging like a cute little Dungeon snack. Thessa, your fire’s good, but your reaction speed? Meh.”

Thessa scowled.

Trixie whirled on Khla. “And you! Miss ‘I’m So Stoic!’ You hesitated smacking the spider. And then you missed. And it wasn’t even your job! I am deeply disappointed.”

Khla’s jaw tensed.

“And Wade?” Trixie turned to me. “Good idea using Enrage. Bad idea not focusing on the last spider before it bit your girlfriend.”

I sighed. “Noted.”

Trixie clapped her hands again. “Alright! No time for pouting! That was just the warm-up! Let’s keep going! There’s a lot more to learn.” She then beamed a smile. “And even though I sound a little rough, I have seen A LOT worse during some of these sessions. Don’t worry, guys; you’ll get there!”
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The battle had shaken us, but we couldn’t afford to dwell on it. The deeper we went, the heavier the air felt. It was thick, damp, and clung to my skin like mist before a storm. Every footstep echoed against the cave walls, the occasional distant drip of water adding to the eerie quiet.

The only other sound? The skittering.

It was faint — almost too faint to notice if we weren’t listening for it. Sometimes from above, sometimes ahead, sometimes behind. But always there. Watching. Stalking.

Lazy, who was now wisely keeping with the group instead of scouting too far ahead, kept rubbing her arms. I could tell it wasn’t just nerves — she still felt the phantom sensation of being cocooned. I didn’t blame her; that had to have been nasty.

Thessa had stopped complaining about her Firebolt skills being “underrated” after Trixie’s critique and was now walking a little too eagerly, no doubt looking for the next target to incinerate. She wanted to prove herself badly. Khla wore a pretty hard scowl. She was stoic, but she hadn’t responded well to being scolded so hard by Trixie. Maybe the elf-orc thing played a part here, too — Trixie was about as bubbly as a blonde elf could be, and Khla was about as stoic as an orc could be. She, too, felt she had something to prove.

And I sympathized. I had that same unrest in me, even though I was aware that there was no advantage to feeling that way. I tried to push it away, but it clung to me like a bad stink.

And then we reached the fork.

Two paths.

The first was a narrow, winding tunnel. It would be a tight squeeze in places, just wide enough to let us move single file. The path curved too much for us to see where it led. The second? A large chamber filled with thick, heavy webs. They stretched across the walls, dangled from the ceiling, and blanketed the floor in layers so dense they might as well have been a carpet.

The glowing fungi did little to illuminate what lay beyond the entrance, but I didn’t need to see further in to know that if we stepped inside, we wouldn’t be alone.

Trixie, who had been uncharacteristically quiet for the last few minutes, suddenly bounced forward, grinning ear to ear. “Ooooh! A choice! I love choices!” She did a little spin on her heel before striking a dramatic pose, pointing at the two paths. “Alright, my little Dungeon delvers, here it is! Your first big Dungeon decision! What will you do? Which path will you choose? The suspense is killing me!”

I exhaled, already used to her antics. “I’m guessing you’re not going to help us decide.”

Trixie gasped, pressing a hand to her ample chest in mock offense. “Wade! How dare you? This is a learning experience, sweetie! If I just told you which way to go, then you wouldn’t learn anything, now would you?”

Thessa crossed her arms. “So, we’re just supposed to pick blind?”

Trixie gave her a beaming smile. “Yep!”

Thessa groaned. “You’re the worst.”

Trixie clasped her hands together. “Oh, absolutely, but I’m also your favorite professor.”

Lazy nodded happily at her.

I chuckled and shook my head before I looked back at the two paths. “Alright. Let’s think this through.”

Lazy immediately pointed to the narrow tunnel. “That one.”

Thessa scoffed. “What? No.”

I frowned at Thessa. “Why not?”

She threw a hand toward the web-choked chamber. “Because that one lets me burn the damn webs before Lazy walks into them again.”

Lazy’s ears flattened. “Oh, you are not still on about that.”

Thessa smirked. “Oh, I am absolutely still on about that.”

Lazy growled. “It was a trap, Thessa! That could’ve happened to anyone!”

Thessa grinned. “And yet, it happened to you.”

Lazy threw her hands up. “Oh my gods, I swear! I will polymorph you into a cockroach!”

Thessa gasped. “You wouldn’t.”

“I would.”

Khla sighed, rubbing the bridge of her nose. “Are we seriously doing this?”

“Yes,” Thessa and Lazy said at the same time.

I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Okay. Thessa, I get it, you want to set things on fire. But walking into a massive, web-covered room just screams ambush.”

Thessa gestured wildly. “It also screams burn the webs so we don’t get caught! It’s proactive.”

Lazy crossed her arms. “It’s stupid.”

Thessa leaned toward her. “Oh, I’m sorry, are you the expert on not getting caught?”

Lazy snarled, ears twitching in frustration.

I held up a hand. “We’re getting nowhere. Khla, what do you think?”

Khla had been watching the back-and-forth like someone observing two people argue about the best way to get punched in the face. She finally exhaled. “The narrow path.”

Thessa threw her hands up. “Oh, come on!”

Khla remained calm. “The webbed chamber is an obvious lair. If we go in, we will fight something worse than what we just faced. If we take the narrow path, we have a better chance of controlling the engagement.”

Thessa huffed. “Ugh. Fine. But if Lazy gets caught again—”

Lazy threw a chunk of loose webbing at her.

Thessa cackled.

Trixie clapped her hands. “Oh, this is just delicious! So much passion! So much drama! So much chaos! This is exactly why I let you pick instead of helping.”

Lazy scowled at her. “You enjoy watching us struggle, don’t you?”

Trixie grinned. “So, so much.”

I turned to Thessa. “You good?”

She let out an exaggerated sigh. “Whatever. You guys owe me something to burn later.”

Khla smirked slightly. “Noted.”

Thessa perked up. “Oh. Well. In that case, let’s go.”

I shook my head with a chuckle and motioned toward the tunnel. “Alright. Single file. Stay sharp.”

We started moving, Trixie practically skipping behind us, looking far too entertained by everything that had just happened.

As we walked, I glanced at my team. They were good. Talented. But Dungeon crawling wasn’t a democracy. Someone had to make the final call, and I was starting to feel like it was going to be me.








Chapter 10




The narrow path was exactly that — narrow. The walls pressed in close, and the air was damp with the smell of old stone and something faintly organic, like rotting leaves. The glowing fungi on the walls gave us just enough light to see, but everything outside that dim radius was wrapped in shifting shadows.

For a moment, I thought we’d made the right choice. The tunnel was tight enough that we wouldn’t get swarmed, which meant we could control the fight if something came at us.

Then I remembered what Gammicka had warned us about.

Watch the ceilings.

I stopped in my tracks.

Above us, nestled in the uneven stone, was a crack. It was thin but deep, the kind of thing someone might overlook if they weren’t looking for it. And something was moving inside…

Eight glistening legs unfurled from the crevice. A bloated, pale body eased forward, shifting, twisting as it squeezed out from the gap in the stone. The light from the fungi caught its chitin, revealing a sickly purple sheen.

Purple spider. Paralyzing venom.

I tensed. “Above us! Get ready!”

Before anyone could respond, more movement.

Two more spiders emerged ahead of us from a crack along the side, scuttling forward on spindly legs, cutting us off. And behind us — another.

“Behind us!” Lazy yelped, stumbling back as she turned, her tail bristling.

We were boxed in.

Trixie’s voice rang out from somewhere behind us. “Oh, this is fun! Alright, guys! Impress me!”

Thessa, standing just behind me, didn’t hesitate. “Firebolt!” she called out as she gathered the magical fire in the palm of her hand and flung it. The blast of flame shot forward, lighting up the tight corridor like a torch.

It almost took my head off.

I flinched sideways, feeling the heat as it roared past me. “Thessa!”

The fire slammed into the ground just ahead of the two spiders who were approaching from the front, forcing them to recoil. Their legs twitched as they scrambled back from the flames, sputtering and hissing their arachnid hate at us.

“Mind the aim, will you!” I called out, seriously smelling burned hair.

Thessa exhaled sharply. “You said get ready!”

I growled, refocusing. The two spiders in front were still blocking the path, and I had just the thing to keep them at bay. I raised my staff, forcing mana into the spell. “Enrage!”

The magic locked onto the closest spider. Its movements stuttered for a split second, and then it snapped toward the other one, legs twitching violently. It lunged, fangs sinking into the carapace of its kin. The other spider let out a rattling screech, twisting to fight back.

Good. That would buy us a few seconds.

“GUYS!” Trixie called out. “FOCUS!”

I glanced sideways and saw the spider who had crawled out of the crack overhead. It didn’t worry about its enraged ally since it was more than far enough away. It had avoided the fight, skittering down the cave wall instead, crawling sideways with unsettling ease as it came for me.

Before I could react, it jumped.

Trixie’s arrow struck before it landed.

The spider jerked midair, its body twisting as the arrow embedded itself deep between its multiple eyes. It hit the ground with a sharp crunch, legs curling inward as it spasmed once — then stilled.

“Wade!” Trixie called out. “Faster! Those spells need to come faster! And Thessa! What the hell was that?!”

Thessa barely spared her a glance. Her eyes stayed locked ahead, mana still burning at her fingertips. “What?”

“You nearly roasted Wade!”

Thessa flicked her tail, still focused on the remaining spiders. “I missed him, didn’t I?”

“That is not the flex you think it is!”

I shoved my frustration down. No time to argue. The spiders were still moving, and hesitation would only make things worse. I stepped over the dead one, keeping my staff raised. “Lazy! Get the one behind us!”

She turned fast, already lifting her hands to cast—

And froze.

Her ears flattened. Her pupils dilated.

The spider rushing her was massive, legs moving in a blur as it sprinted across the stone, fangs dripping with something thick and glossy. The paralyzing venom. One bite, and she’d be locked up like a statue.

She fumbled her spell. “Oh, hell no—”

She dove out of the way, and the spider slammed into the spot where she’d stood, its legs scuttling wildly on the stone as it reoriented. Lazy landed hard, rolled to the side, and scrambled to her feet, tail puffed out behind her.

“Lazy!” I called out.

“I know!” she snapped, stumbling back. “It’s stinky and hairy! Ew, ew, ew!”

The spider was fast. It shifted its position, and I shot a Firebolt at it from my staff, but it went wide as the creature scuttled after Lazy. Before it got to Lazy, another arrow whistled out of the dark.

The shot hit hard. The spider reeled back mid-crawl, its body twisting as Trixie’s arrow punched through its carapace. It lost grip and fell, hitting the ground in a twitching heap.

Trixie didn’t lower her bow. “Guys! Strategy! Come on!”

At that moment, a fresh spider dropped from the ceiling in our middle. Khla moved up with a growl. She stepped forward, fast and decisive, cutting between Lazy and the spider. She brought her staff down in a brutal downward swing, aiming for the creature’s skull.

Too slow.

The spider darted left. Then it lunged. Khla barely had time to react before its fangs sank deep into her shoulder.

Her body went rigid. Her muscles locked up all at once, her breath catching in her throat. She swayed on her feet, struggling to lift her staff, but her arms refused to listen.

Trixie let out an exasperated groan. “Oh, come on!”

Khla swayed on her feet, her muscles stiff as stone. Her staff barely moved as she tried to lift it. The venom was working fast, locking her up before she could even grit her teeth against it.

Lazy made a noise halfway between a yowl and a strangled breath. “Oh — oh no — oh no, this is bad — this is so bad!”

Thessa cursed under her breath, jerking a hand up. “Firebolt!”

The flame shot out — wild, unfocused. It streaked past the spider completely and nearly clipped Trixie.

The arrow already nocked in Trixie’s bow barely wavered. “Are you SERIOUS right now?!” she bellowed.

Thessa didn’t answer, too focused on the spider.

But panicking wasn’t going to get us anywhere. I pushed down my frustration and snapped my staff toward the creature. I didn’t have time to kill it outright, but I could stop it.

“Command: Halt.”

The magic flared in my words. The spider lurched mid-motion, its legs stiffening, locking into place as the spell took hold. It twitched but didn’t move.

Thessa sucked in a sharp breath and fired again.

This time, her Firebolt hit. The blast caught the spider square in the face, setting it ablaze. It screeched, legs curling inward as flames consumed it.

Before I could call out another order, I felt the rush of air behind me — movement, too fast, too close.

“Wade! Down!”

I dropped instantly, just in time for another arrow to whistle through the space where my head had been.

The final spider shrieked as Trixie’s shot pierced straight through its carapace. It twitched once, then collapsed to the ground, dead. Apparently, it had killed my enraged spider and advanced while I’d been preoccupied with the spider attacking Khla.

For a moment, the only sound was the distant skittering further in the tunnel, the fading hissing of burning chitin, and our heavy breathing.

Then Khla gasped, sucking in air as the paralysis started wearing off. Her limbs twitched, and she barely managed to keep her balance as her muscles slowly started responding again.

Trixie finally lowered her bow. She inhaled through her nose, then let it out in a slow, measured breath.

Then she turned on us.

“Okay. What the hell was that?”

Lazy, still rattled, flicked her ears back. “I — ugh—”

Trixie threw up a hand. “No, don’t answer. Because I already know. That was a mess! You guys have no coordination! No plan! No structure! You are fighting like a bunch of solo adventurers bumping into each other in a Dungeon instead of an actual team!”

Thessa bristled. “We killed them, didn’t we?”

Trixie’s eyes narrowed. “Yeah. Barely. With me bailing your butts out twice — no, three times! If this had been a real run without me? You’d be dead. Spider snacks!”

That shut Thessa up. And Trixie wasn’t wrong.

Trixie exhaled, rubbing her temple. “Sit. Down.”

Lazy blinked. “What?”

“Sit down.” Trixie stamped her foot. “We are not taking another step until you all figure out what the hell you’re doing.”

I let out a slow breath. She was right. I didn’t like that she was right, but I wasn’t going to argue with it. We had killed a few spiders, but we weren’t really winning fights. We were scrambling through them. I had expected that after my success at Hirfangr — which was technically a more difficult Dungeon than the Nest of the Hollow Brood — this would be easy. But it wasn’t. The spiders were very different from the ogres — faster, sneakier. And somehow, trying to watch out for my teammates hampered me. I wanted overview, but I didn’t get it.

And I knew the trick was not looking for overview during the battle, but establishing it before the battle by making sure that we had strategies in place, so that I knew where they were and what they were doing without even looking.

As the others hesitated, I took a seat on the stone floor and gestured for them to do the same. One by one, they did.

Trixie crossed her arms. “Alright. Let’s talk roles.”

Khla, still stretching out her stiff limbs, frowned. “We know our roles.”

Trixie rolled her eyes. “Oh, do you? Because I just saw you — the healer — charge a spider like a frontliner, and not for the first time, while your ranged caster nearly roasted your leader… and me.”

Thessa grumbled, flicking a stray ember off her fingers.

Trixie planted her hands on her hips. “Now, let’s be frank. You guys have a serious disadvantage in this team comp. Most Dungeon teams from the academies have at least one melee class. A Spellsword. A Wildclaw. A Druid. A Battlemage. Something. But you?” She gestured at us. “You’re all casters. You’ve got no frontliner. No tank. No one who can hold the enemy in place while the rest of you work.”

Lazy muttered. “Well, when you put it like that, it sounds kinda bad.”

Trixie huffed. “Because it is kinda bad.”

Silence.

I sat forward slightly, thinking. “So… we adapt.”

Trixie pointed at me. “Yes. Exactly. You have to adapt. You have to make what you have work. Or else? You won’t just lose in the Games. You won’t even make it to the Games. And if you adapt, you will come out stronger. Unlike the other teams, you will have to learn to be flexible now. And that needs to be your edge.”

Thessa’s tail flicked, but she didn’t argue this time.

Trixie took a breath, then softened slightly. “You guys are strong. You can make this work. But not if you keep fighting like this.”

Lazy sighed, rubbing her face. “So what do we do?”

Trixie smirked. “That’s what you’re going to figure out. I’m going to stand over here and kill anything that comes close. You? You’re gonna talk this through. And we’re not leaving until you have a plan…”








Chapter 11




We sat there in the middle of the narrow, damp corridor, the smell of burned chitin thick in the air. The silence stretched, heavy with everything that had just happened. The team was winded, frustrated, and probably a little embarrassed. I knew I was. We had survived the fight, but we hadn’t won it. Not cleanly. Not smartly, and we had needed way too much help from Trixie.

That needed to change.

Trixie stood a few feet away, keeping watch, bow lowered but ready. She was letting us figure this out on our own, but I knew she was evaluating every move we made. Her usual bubbly, ditzy attitude had fallen away again, replaced by something sharper, more focused. It was clear she was an entirely different person in a Dungeon.

We had to get our act together. Fast.

I sat forward, resting my forearms on my knees. The others were still catching their breath, exchanging looks that ranged from exhausted to annoyed. Lazy was rubbing her arms, her tail curled tightly around her legs. Thessa sat with her knees up, scowling at the ground like it had personally offended her. Khla, ever composed, stretched her fingers, testing her muscles now that the paralysis had faded completely.

I let a few more seconds pass, making sure they were all with me before I spoke.

“Alright,” I said. “We need to be honest here. That was a mess.”

No one disagreed.

I glanced at each of them in turn. “We can’t keep going like this. Trixie’s right; we’re fighting like we’re solo adventurers who just happened to run into each other in the same Dungeon. No plan, no coordination — just reacting.”

Lazy sighed, rubbing her face. “I suppose so. Yeah. I guess… It’s bad.”

Thessa huffed. “We still killed them.”

I shook my head. “Barely. If this had been a real Dungeon run without Trixie watching our backs, we’d be dead.”

That shut Thessa up. She tapped her fingers against her knee, avoiding my eyes. Proud and fiery, dealing with feedback wasn’t her finest skill.

I exhaled and continued. “We need a formation. A real one. Right now, we’re moving in a way that doesn’t make sense for what we can actually do. So, here’s what I’m thinking.” I pointed down the hallway. “I take point.”

Thessa glanced at me. “You?”

“Yes, me.” I tapped my Staff of Firebolt. “I can attack from range, and I can react fast if something jumps at us. I’ll be the one giving orders, and if I’m in front, I can make sure we don’t waste time figuring out what to do.”

“Yeah,” Lazy agreed. “Wade should lead. He has the head for it.”

“Not me?” Thessa asked, a raven eyebrow raised as she absently touched one of her horns.

“You have way too much temper,” Khla said, hitting the nail on the head.

Thessa mulled it over, and she seemed to agree with it. “Alright. So who’s behind Wade?”

I pointed at her. “You are.”

Her tail flicked. “Me?”

“You have the potential to be our best ranged damage dealer. And if I’m in front, your aim should be less disturbed by enclosing enemies. Just try not to hit me. Take the time needed to aim. Don’t fling ‘em around like ping-pong balls.”

She considered it, then gave a slow nod, a smile forming on her plump lips. “That makes sense.”

I turned to Lazy. “You go third.”

Her ears twitched. “Why not second?”

“Because you’re not a damage dealer. You’re a disruptor. You’re support. You need to be in a position where you can see everything and choose when to use your spells. Plus, keeping you away from the front line gives you time to cast properly without panicking. And finally, your spells aren’t projectile spells; you can’t accidentally hit me or Thessa or Khla with a Polymorph.”

She scrunched her nose. “Okay, yeah. It makes sense.”

Finally, I turned to Khla. “You take the back.”

Khla watched me, waiting for the explanation.

“You’re the healer,” I said. “You need to be able to see everyone. If someone takes a hit, you’re the first to know. But more than that, you’re also our last line of defense. If something comes up behind us, you’re the only one who can fight in melee without completely throwing off the formation. You’re better at that than both Lazy and Thessa and — arguably — me, but I don’t want the healer to take point. Rear makes more sense.”

Khla gave a slow nod. “Understood.”

I looked around, checking their reactions. “That’s our formation. I take point, Thessa backs me up, Lazy controls the battlefield, and Khla keeps us alive.”

They all nodded, but I could tell they still had doubts. I adjusted my grip on my staff and focused on each of them in turn. “Lazy.”

She flicked an ear. “Yeah?”

“You need to keep your head in the fight.”

She tensed. “I wasn’t panicking.”

I gave her a look.

She crossed her arms. “Okay, maybe I was panicking a little.”

Thessa snorted.

Lazy shot her a glare before exhaling. “Fine. I’ll try to keep it together.”

“I know you hate spiders,” I said. “That’s why you’re in third position. Nice and hemmed in. Now find your calm before the next fight.”

“Okay,” she hummed, seeming a little more hopeful.

I nodded and turned to Thessa. “You’re our firepower, but you need to control it. No more wild casting. If we’re in a tight space, you need to be sure before you throw fire.”

Thessa scowled but gave a reluctant nod. “Yeah. Alright.”

Finally, I looked at Khla. “Your job is to heal first, fight second. I know you can fight, and that’s great, but if we’re in trouble, I need you to prioritize keeping us on our feet. We can’t have our healer trying to smack in skulls while some of us are wounded.”

Khla didn’t hesitate. “Understood.”

There. We had a plan.

I sat back, letting them sit with it for a moment.

Then, from behind me, Trixie clapped her hands together. “Oh my gosh, look at you! Little Dungeon babies, growing up so fast!”

I shot her a look, but I couldn’t keep it straight and chuckled a little.

She beamed. “Seriously, though? That’s more like it. Wade, you took charge. You made a plan. And more importantly, you got them to agree to it.”

I caught the quick flash of approval in her eyes before she turned and shouldered her bow. “Alright, fearless leader. If you think you’re ready, then let’s see if you can execute that plan.”

I exhaled and pushed myself to my feet, rolling my shoulders before gripping my staff.

“Formation,” I said. “Let’s move.”
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We moved through the tunnel in formation, sticking to our new plan. It felt better — tighter, more controlled. Even though we hadn’t tested it yet, there was already a difference. No one was wandering off. No one was arguing. I knew where everyone was without looking. We were finally thinking like a team.

The narrow passage opened up suddenly, revealing a vast, gaping chasm that plunged into darkness. A single bridge of thick webbing stretched across it, anchored on both sides to the stone walls. It swayed slightly, strands of silk glistening under the dim Dungeon light.

We all stopped at the edge.

Thessa exhaled sharply. “Oh, you’ve gotta be kidding me.”

Lazy whimpered. “Nope. I hate it.”

Khla studied the bridge, testing the edge with the tip of her staff. The webbing was taut, strung tightly enough to hold weight. “It should support us.”

Trixie stepped up beside me, hands on her hips. “Okay, my little Dungeon delvers! A fun fact: if you fall, I can’t save you.” She grinned. “So, like, don’t do that.”

Lazy groaned. “Oh, that’s so comforting.”

Thessa glanced at me. “You wanna go first, leader?”

I studied the bridge. “Yeah. If something happens, I’d rather be the one dealing with it first. Also, I’m the heaviest one, so if it can support me, it can support you girls.”

Khla nodded. “We’ll follow in order.”

“Alright,” I said. “Stay light on your feet. Move steady. Let’s go.”

I stepped onto the bridge, feeling the strands of webbing flex under my boots. It held, though it swayed slightly with each step. Thessa followed, then Lazy, and finally Khla at the rear. Trixie still hung back in the shadows, watching the situation unfold.

We moved carefully, one foot in front of the other. The chasm stretched on both sides, the darkness below vast and unknowable. The only sound was our breathing and the faint creaking of the web bridge beneath us.

Halfway across, the silence shattered.

Two monstrous green spiders burst from the depths below. They scrambled up the sides of the chasm, their legs digging into the stone walls, moving with unsettling speed. Their swollen bodies gleamed with sickly green slime.

The bridge shuddered violently as they latched onto it from beneath, their weight making the webbing tremble.

“Green spiders!” I shouted. “They spit venom — watch out!”

The first spider reared back, its fangs clicking as a glob of thick, green liquid shot through the air—

Khla ducked just in time, the venom splattering against the webbing behind her. The silk hissed where it touched, sizzling as the acid ate through the strands.

Another glob launched straight for Lazy.

She yelped and twisted sideways at the last second. The venom grazed her sleeve but missed her completely.

Thessa’s hands were already glowing. “Burn, you creepy little shits! Firebolt!”

The flame streaked toward one of the spiders, slamming into its bloated body. It screeched, legs curling inward as fire consumed it.

The second spider, still clinging beneath the bridge, spat a web — straight at Lazy.

She froze.

The sticky mass wrapped around her in an instant, binding her arms to her sides, her legs pinned together. She gasped, teetering, unable to move.

“Oh no,” she whispered. “Not again.”

Khla moved before anyone else.

She grabbed Lazy and slung her over her shoulder, barely breaking stride. “Move!”

I turned toward the exit. “Get to the other side — now!”

The bridge shuddered again as the remaining spider skittered backward, retreating into the darkness below. Chittering sounds echoed through the chasm, but no more spiders emerged. Still, they were coming up. This was a situation we needed to get out of — we were too vulnerable on the bridge.

We made it to the far side, stepping onto solid ground just as the bridge swayed dangerously behind us. We proceeded into the corridor beyond, giving us a bottleneck to defend should the spiders decide to give chase. There, Khla set Lazy down and immediately started ripping away the webbing. The strands were tough, but with some effort, they came loose.

Lazy sat up, breathing heavily, her golden eyes still wide.

Thessa sighed. “Are you good, or should we just throw you over the next pit?”

Lazy shot her a look. “Shut up.”

I crouched down next to her. “Hey. You alright?”

She rubbed her arms. “I — I froze up.”

I nodded. “Yeah. But you’re okay.”

Her ears flicked. “I hate this.”

“I know.” I leaned back slightly. “You wanna talk about it?”

She hesitated, then sighed. “I just really hate spiders, Wade. Like, really hate them. I don’t care about ogres, skeletons, whatever. But spiders?” She shuddered. “They’re fast, they’re gross, and they wrap you up and suck out your guts.”

“That’s fair,” I said. “But you still gotta fight them.”

She let out a long breath. “I know. I’ll try to do better.”

I gave her a quick nod. “That’s all I ask.”

Trixie clapped her hands. How she’d crossed the chamber with the bridge, I had no idea — it was clear she was a really good Dungeoneer. “Well, that was fun! Shall we?”

I nodded as we fell into formation, and we moved forward, heading into a winding corridor.








Chapter 12




The corridor twisted and turned, and the damp, suffocating air grew thicker with every step. It felt like we were coming up on something big, and we were all tense. Our boots scraped against the uneven stone, the sound muted by the dense layers of webbing clinging to the walls. The deeper we went, the worse the stench became — a rancid mix of decay, mold, and something sickly sweet that made my stomach turn.

We emerged into a massive cavern.

The ceiling was completely obscured by thick, layered webs, heavy strands stretching across the space like a suffocating canopy. The only light came from patches of faintly glowing fungi scattered along the walls, casting eerie shadows over the hundreds of webbed cocoons hanging from the ceiling and lining the cavern floor.

Some of them twitched. Some were still. Some… had been split open. Torn apart. The remains inside were barely recognizable as human — or anything else.

Lazy exhaled through her nose. “This is the worst place I have ever been in.”

Thessa grimaced. “I can smell the dead from here.”

Khla scanned the cavern, her grip tightening around her staff. “Stay focused. We are not alone.”

I moved carefully, stepping over the thick layers of webbing covering the ground. My eyes scanned the cocoons, searching for any signs of movement, something — anything — alive. Most were empty husks. Some had collapsed in on themselves, the bodies inside long since devoured.

And then—

A faint, ragged breath.

I turned sharply toward one of the larger cocoons near the back of the cavern. It shuddered slightly. The shape inside twitched weakly.

“Someone’s alive in there,” I said.

Thessa’s tail flicked. “No way.”

I stepped closer, brushing away strands of webbing. The shape inside was clearer now — a squat figure wrapped in silk, a thick gray beard matted with dried blood barely visible beneath the layers. His chest rose and fell in shallow, uneven breaths.

A dwarf.

Khla knelt beside me, pressing a hand against the webbing. “Barely alive,” she whispered.

Lazy groaned. “I am so not touching that.”

Thessa cracked her knuckles. “Should I burn the web?” she asked, apparently not having heard that the person inside was still alive.

I raised a hand to stop her. “No, no,” I said immediately. “He’s alive. We need to get him out.”

Khla reached for her belt, pulling out a small dagger. “Then we cut.”

Before she could start, something massive shifted above us.

The entire cavern seemed to exhale, a slow but predatory movement rippling through the thick webbing overhead. The cocoons hanging from the ceiling swayed gently. The deep silence of the cavern stretched, pressing in from all sides.

We all went still.

Something was up there. Watching us. And we had awakened it.

The webbing above us shuddered. Thick layers of silk stretched and shifted as something massive moved. There was skittering, as well as a deep, unnatural groan — the noise of something massive rearranging itself.

Then, with a violent rip, it dropped.

A monstrous spider, twice the size of a horse, crashed to the cavern floor in a storm of torn webbing. Its swollen, grotesque body gleamed in the dim Dungeon light, its chitin black and segmented, pulsing with movement. Thick, jagged legs slammed into the stone, kicking up dust. Its eyes — rows upon rows of them — gleamed with raw, hateful intelligence.

The Broodmother.

The impact sent a shockwave through the cavern. The ground vibrated beneath our feet.

Lazy let out a strangled sound that barely qualified as a word. “Nope — nope, nope, NOPE.”

Above, more movement — faster, smaller.

Two green spiders scrambled along the webs on the ceiling, their bloated bodies dripping with slime. A third, a sleek black spider, moved with terrifying speed, its eight legs twitching as it navigated the strands of webbing like they were nothing.

Thessa reacted first.

“Firebolt!”

She hurled a blast of flame straight at the Broodmother’s face. The fire seared through the air—

And the Broodmother moved. It skittered sideways with unnatural speed, the fire slamming into the stone floor where it had stood a second ago. Its legs twitched, and it let out a guttural, clicking sound — somewhere between a growl and laughter.

She was fast too fast, and we all stood surprised for a moment that a creature of such bulk could move so swiftly. These Monstrous Spiders were dangerous foes, even though Gammicka had said they were standard Dungeon fare.

“Shit,” Thessa snarled. “It’s fast!”

Khla bared her teeth. “Then I’ll club it.”

She surged forward, staff raised.

I raised my hand, wanting to halt her. We needed to act according to plan and not let our passions overtake us. “Wait—”

But the Broodmother already lunged, having seen Khla coming and — due to its size — having much greater reach. Khla barely twisted out of the way in time, the spider’s massive fangs stabbing into the ground where she had been a second ago. The impact cracked the stone.

The girls called out, each going their own way. The green spiders and the black one above shifted, preparing to strike.

Chaos.

Lazy backed up fast, hands shaking. “Oh, I hate this! I hate this!”

Trixie shouted something from behind, but I wasn’t listening. I was already moving.

“No more chaos!” I barked. “FORMATION! RIGHT NOW!”

The words cut through the chaos like a blade.

Thessa snapped her head toward me. Lazy hesitated. Khla stilled.

I didn’t wait for them to think — I took command.

“Lazy! Madness — NOW!”

Lazy swallowed hard and raised her hands. Her golden eyes glowed as she pushed her mana outward, forcing the spell toward the Broodmother. The air crackled as the magic latched onto the creature’s mind—

And then it shook it off.

The Broodmother hissed, its many eyes narrowing. It resisted.

Lazy’s breath hitched. “Oh, that’s so unfair.”

The green spiders above shifted, preparing to spit venom—

I wasn’t letting them keep the high ground.

“Thessa! BURN THE WEBS!”

She grinned, all fire and fury.

“With pleasure!” Her hands ignited, mana surging. “Firebolt!”

The blast of flame streaked upward, catching onto the thick webbing spanning the cavern ceiling. The moment it connected, the silk ignited, flames spreading across the strands like dry tinder.

The webbing collapsed.

The green spiders screeched as the fire tore through their footing, forcing them to drop from above. They hit the ground hard, legs twitching wildly. The black one landed more gracefully, its sleek form adjusting immediately, legs poised to strike.

The Broodmother didn’t even flinch. She shifted, multiple eyes locking onto me, mandibles clicking in agitation. She was smart — too smart for a Dungeon beast. She somehow knew I was the one leading the pack.

“Stay behind me, girls!” I commanded, keeping formation as I slammed my staff against the ground, pushing mana outward. “Enrage!”

The spell latched onto one of the green spiders. Its movements stuttered, legs jerking wildly as its tiny mind struggled against the intrusion — then it turned. Even as it did so, I cast Enrage again on the other green spider, and the spell took hold. Chittering screeches filled the cavern as one green spider lunged at the black spider and the other at the Broodmother herself.

The black spider hissed, skittering sideways, but one of the greens caught it, sinking its fangs deep into the sleek carapace. The other, driven by pure aggression, lunged at the Broodmother.

She barely reacted. With terrifying precision, she twisted one massive leg and kicked the attacking green spider aside. It hit the wall with a sickening crunch, although it skittered to its legs at once.

Damn. She was strong.

And she remained focused on me. Her eight gleaming eyes narrowed, locking onto me, sensing I was the cause of the chaos. She lunged.

I was ready.

“Blind Spot!”

Magic flared, and just as she struck, I turned invisible — but only to her — and shifted out of the way. Her massive fangs snapped inches from my face — at where she thought I was. The attack missed completely, her bulk crashing into the stone behind me.

She screeched in frustration.

Thessa took her chance. “Firebolt!”

I winced as I saw it — she closed in too much, apparently insecure about her ability to strike true at a greater distance, but her movements brought her within reach of the Broodmother. The blast of flame shot toward the Broodmother’s exposed side, striking hard. Chitin cracked, embers spreading across the thick hairs coating her body.

She shrieked, rearing up in fury, and lashed out blindly. Her leg shot out and caught Thessa across the chest.

Thessa grunted as the impact sent her sprawling across the cavern floor, the air driven from her lungs. She hit the ground hard, coughing, her hands scrambling against the dirt.

I turned to shout for Khla, but she was already moving.

This time, she didn’t hesitate. Didn’t reach for her staff. Didn’t try to get into melee range and club the Broodmother as she had done before. Instead, she dropped to her knees beside Thessa, hands already glowing with soft white light. “Stay still,” she said, voice calm, composed. Mana flowed from her fingers, knitting the damage away.

Good. She was learning.

I spun just in time to see the green spider the Broodmother had struck aside — still under my Enrage — coming toward us. We were closer to it than the other two spiders or the Broodmother, and the downside of Enrage was that it would target us now. It skittered toward Khla, mandibles dripping with venom, preparing to spit.

I snapped my staff toward it. “Firebolt!”

The blast caught it mid-movement, flames searing through its bloated body. It screeched, twisting violently, then collapsed, burning.

One down.

But at that moment, the other broke free of Enrage and turned to engage us. I turned to Lazy. “Focus on the other one before it spits at us!”

Lazy blinked, ears perking. “Oh! Uh—” She raised her hands, mana sparking. “Polymorph!”

The spell hit instantly.

The green spider’s form rippled, limbs pulling inward, chitin softening. In an instant, it was gone — replaced by a confused, fluffy sheep standing in its place.

There was a beat of silence, then it bleated.

“Yay!” Trixie’s voice rang out from behind, filled with pure delight. “Fluffy!”

Thessa, still slightly winded but recovering fast, grinned as she staggered back to her feet. “Nice one, Lazy.”

“Keep it up!” I called out. Thessa nodded and raised a hand, her mana sparking. She flicked her fingers. “Firebolt.”

The flaming projectile slammed into the sheep. It exploded in a puff of singed wool and roasted spider flesh.

Lazy clapped her hands together. “I will never get tired of that.”

The only enemies left now were the Broodmother and the last black spider. The tide of battle had shifted in our favor, but we weren’t done yet.

I tightened my grip on my staff. The black spider was fast — too fast to let it keep moving freely. It had already evaded a Firebolt. If it got behind us, it could still turn this fight around.

Not happening.

I raised my hand. “Command: Halt.”

The black spider skittered forward — then stopped abruptly. Its legs locked in place, trembling as the spell took hold. It twitched, struggling against the magic, but it wasn’t strong enough to resist. I turned my staff toward it and fired. “Firebolt.”

The blast of flame struck true, slamming into its body. The spider let out a high-pitched screech, its sleek black carapace splitting apart as fire engulfed it. It collapsed, legs curling inward as it burned.

Like shooting fish in a barrel.

That just left the Broodmother. She reared back, her massive frame shifting as she let out another guttural, ear-piercing screech. Her mandibles clicked furiously, rage boiling off her in waves. She knew she was alone now. Cornered.

“Spread out and focus everything on her!” I ordered.

Lazy’s hands were already glowing with mana. She flicked her fingers toward the Broodmother. “Madness!”

The spell hit, sinking into the monster’s mind. Its many eyes flickered wildly, legs twitching, body spasming. For a moment, it went completely still — then, without warning, it rolled over onto its back.

Thessa blinked. “What the—”

The Broodmother’s legs curled inward, twitching wildly as if she were fighting herself. Her mandibles snapped at empty air, her body writhing in place.

Lazy’s tail flicked. “Okay, I have no idea what that was supposed to do, but I’m calling it a win.”

Thessa grinned, wasting no time. “Firebolt!”

The blast of flame shot toward the Broodmother’s exposed underbelly, striking deep. The fire licked across the pale, vulnerable flesh, searing into it. The Broodmother shrieked, her body jerking as she twisted back onto her feet, legs skittering wildly.

Khla took her opportunity.

She moved forward in one fluid motion, staff swinging down in a brutal arc. The weapon cracked against one of the Broodmother’s legs with a sickening crunch. The impact sent a violent tremor through the cavern floor.

The Broodmother screeched, stumbling sideways, barely able to keep itself upright.

I raised my staff, channeling the last of my mana into one final shot.

“Firebolt!”

The flame streaked through the air. The blast struck the Broodmother’s face dead center, flames exploding across her massive form. Her shriek cut off mid-sound as her body convulsed — then stilled.

She swayed for half a second, legs shuddering — then collapsed.

Silence.

Then Trixie clapped her hands. “Aaaand that’s game, Dungeon delvers! Boom!”








Chapter 13




The Broodmother’s massive body lay still before us, twitching one final time before going completely limp. The cavern was silent except for the lingering crackle of Thessa’s flames dying out across the stone.

For a long moment, none of us spoke. We were all breathing hard, standing over the corpse of a creature that had nearly torn us apart.

Then Trixie let out a low whistle. “Woooow.”

We turned to her.

She grinned, putting her hands on her hips. “I mean… that was embarrassingly bad.”

I blinked, not agreeing with that assessment. Lazy groaned. “Come ooon. We beat it! You didn’t help.”

Trixie giggled. “But still! The first half of that fight? Trainwreck. Panic, bad positioning, some truly questionable spell choices—” she shot a pointed look at Lazy, who pouted “—and just so much flailing.”

Thessa scowled. “We get it. Not good enough. Again.”

Trixie’s teasing expression softened slightly. “Buuuut,” she said, drawing the word out, “I’m actually impressed.”

We all looked at her.

She nodded, crossing her arms. “You figured it out. You got it together. And like Lazy said, I didn’t have to intervene at all for the Broodmother. She was a boss, you know? You won that fight on your own. So… good job, Dungeon delvers. These are the beginnings of a very solid team. And believe me, I’ve seen enough solid teams and not-so-solid teams to be able to tell the difference.”

That actually meant something coming from her. I saw that the girls were all standing a little taller, and I found that I was standing taller too. After all the roasts, a couple of compliments were nice. We’d worked hard enough for them.

Khla gave a slow nod. “We’re improving.”

Trixie smiled. “Yep! You’ll need a little more practice before you stop looking like a bunch of panicked baby deer, but hey! Progress! And I LOVED it when you turned one into a sheep and blew it up! Yay, spider mutton!”

Lazy gasped, her golden eyes widening. “Oh! Oh! I leveled up!”

Thessa blinked, then grinned. “Me too.”

Khla straightened, rolling her shoulders. “Likewise.”

Trixie clapped her hands. “Oh, yay! My little Dungeon babies are growing up so fast!”

I checked my sheet. Level 6, no change. Figures. I had more experience than the girls coming into this, so their gains were faster. “Congratulations, girls!” I said, and Thessa immediately threw her arms around my neck and gave me a big, wet kiss. Lazy followed suit, but Khla offered a nod.

Still, for a moment, I believed that there was a little bit of yearning in those dark eyes.

I couldn’t dwell on it, though. Lazy pumped a fist in the air. “Hell yeah, Team Chimera’s getting stronger!”

Thessa cracked her knuckles. “Damn right.”

Trixie practically bounced on her feet. “Alright, alright, let’s do this properly! You each get ten attribute points to distribute. So, what’s the plan?”

Thessa tilted her head. “More Mana, obviously.”

“Wrong!” Trixie said immediately, pointing at her.

Thessa scowled. “What?”

Trixie wagged a finger. “Mana is important, but right now, what you guys really need is more Mens. Spell Power is what’s holding you back. You’re all casters, but your damage output and ability to overcome Spell Resistance? Meh.” She made a so-so motion with her hand. “Needs work.”

Lazy frowned. “So you’re saying… put everything into Mens?”

Trixie nodded. “Yep! All ten points! Trust me, you’ll feel the difference.”

Khla crossed her arms. “And Mana?”

Trixie shrugged. “You’ve got enough to work with for now. More Spell Power means you’ll be killing things faster, which means you won’t need as much Mana per fight. More Mens also boosts Spell Resistance, which means you’ll survive better against enemy casters. It’s a win-win.”

Thessa still looked skeptical. “What if I want more Mana?”

Trixie gave her a pointed look. “Thessa, sweetie. You never ran out of Mana once in this Dungeon, despite throwing Firebolts around like a kid at a birthday party with unlimited piñatas.”

Thessa huffed. “Okay, fine.”

Lazy grinned, already pulling up her sheet. “Trixie says ‘go Mens,’ so I’m going Mens.” She focused inward, confirming her choice.

Thessa nodded. “I guess I’ll do it too.” She tapped her sheet, rolling her eyes, but a small smirk tugged at her lips. “If I start one-shotting bosses, I’ll admit you were right.”

Khla nodded and followed suit, adjusting her attributes silently.

Trixie clapped again. “There! Good choices! Look at you guys, growing up so fast.”

Lazy flicked her tail smugly. “We’re gonna wreck the next Dungeon.”

Trixie beamed. “That’s the spirit!”

With that settled, it was time to check for loot. Thessa, Lazy, and Khla started combing through the cocoons, cutting them open to see what they could find. Meanwhile, I focused on the barely alive adventurer.

The gray-bearded dwarf was still weak, his breath shallow, but his eyes flickered slightly as I cut away more of the webbing. “Khla,” I said. “Heal him.”

Khla stepped forward, kneeling beside him. She placed her hands against his chest, and a soft, white glow spread from her palms. The dwarf stirred, letting out a slow groan. His eyes opened slightly — dazed, unfocused, but alive.

“W-Where…” he rasped.

“You’re safe,” I said. “What’s your name?”

He coughed, then managed, “Urgram. Urgram Redmane. Of the Redmane clan… from Bronzehall.”

Bronzehall, Utah. That was a long way from here. They were a legendary clan — very focused on the keeping of knowledge. They were powerful too, and they had a strong hold on their territory. During the War of Brothers, they had even marched an army to the borders of the Magocracy over a territorial dispute. Luckily, the situation had been resolved politically — both nations were mighty, and the Magocracy might have looked very different today if those two had come to blows. It might not even exist.

I helped him sit up as he took another deep breath. “Came prospecting,” he muttered, voice still hoarse. “Ore veins near this Dungeon. Damn spiders got the drop on me.” He exhaled. “You saved my life.”

I nodded. “You’re lucky we found you.”

He grunted, patting his chest where Khla’s healing had done its work. “Aye, I was about to become spider lunch. And I don’t take that lightly.” He fumbled at his belt, retrieving a small, silver ring. “Here.” He held it out to me. “A Ring of Health. Grants ten extra Hit Points. A fair trade for getting me outta there alive.”

I accepted the ring, slipping it onto my finger. A notification flashed in my vision, telling me my Hit Points had increased by 10, which was half of what I had, my Hit Points being ignored a little as a spellcaster. Not bad at all.

“Thanks,” I said. “We’ll get you out of here soon.”

Meanwhile, the girls had finished looting.

Thessa grinned, holding up a small stack of books and a pouch. “Not bad! We found a skillbook for each of us, plus ten gold coins.”

Lazy’s tail flicked happily. “Oooh, lemme see!”

We each took our share, looking over the skillbooks carefully.

Khla was the first to pick up hers. She turned it over in her hands, inspecting the cover, then read aloud. “Shield. A defensive spell. Channels magic to create a temporary barrier around an ally, absorbing incoming damage.”

Trixie’s eyes lit up. “Oh my gosh, that’s perfect for you!” She bounced on her heels. “That’s, like, exactly what this team needed! Now you can prevent damage before it even happens. Huge win.”

Khla nodded slowly, flipping the book open. “Yes. This will be useful.” Her fingers brushed over the pages, absorbing the knowledge written within.

Thessa grinned as she turned her own book over. “Wall of Fire.” She shot a smug look at Trixie. “And you said I needed more Spell Power. I’m gonna need more Mana to build a damn cabin out of fire!”

Trixie chuckled. “I stand by that!” She threw her hands up dramatically. “You’re getting an area denial spell now. That means you need your firepower as high as possible to make it hit hard. Anyone waltzing through your Wall of Fire needs to really feel that!”

Thessa smirked. “Oh, don’t worry. I plan on melting everything that so much as looks at me wrong.”

Lazy snorted. “So, like, ninety percent of the student body?”

Thessa grinned. “Exactly.”

Lazy flipped open her own book, scanning the description. “Phantasm.” She tapped the text with a nail. “A spell that messes with enemies’ minds, making them see horrible things that aren’t real. Causes mental damage and can stun weaker targets.” Her golden eyes gleamed. “Oh, this is gonna be fun.”

Trixie gasped dramatically. “Oooooh, that’s so your vibe, Lazy!” She spun in place. “Deception, trickery, mind games! Oh no! The horror!” She clutched at her chest in mock fear.

Lazy cackled. “Right? I love it. I cannot wait to mess with people.” She grinned, practically vibrating with excitement. “Can you imagine? Big, scary dude rushing at us, and bam — suddenly, he’s screaming about invisible tentacle monsters.”

Thessa snickered. “That does sound fun.”

I chuckled, then turned my attention to my own book.

Charm.

Oh yeah. That was a classic. I scanned the description. “I got Charm,” I said. “Temporarily convinces an enemy to fight on my side for one minute. Can’t be used on bosses.”

Trixie actually squealed. “Oh my gosh! Wade, that is so good for you! You’ve already got Enrage to cause chaos, but now you can make one of them your bestie for a whole minute? Do you know how busted that is?”

I smirked. “I have a few ideas.”

Thessa leaned over, peeking at my book. “So, what, you just talk at them, and they become your friend?”

Lazy giggled. “Oh no, he seduces them.”

I gave her a flat look. “That is not how it works.”

“Worked on me,” she purred, throwing me a meaningful look.

“Ooooh,” Trixie hummed.

Khla, ever the practical one, shook her head at the girls’ antics and leveled her eyes at me. “It is a powerful ability. Forcing an enemy to fight its own allies is much more effective than simply eliminating it.”

Trixie nodded eagerly. “Exactly! It’s so good for fights where you’re outnumbered. If you Charm a big one, it can totally wreck the smaller guys for you.” She wiggled her fingers. “Ooooh, this is spicy.”

I exhaled, flipping through the book. The potential was huge. This, combined with Enrage and Command, meant I had multiple ways to manipulate the battlefield without brute force. I liked that.

With my new ability and item acquired, I called up my character sheet and inspected the changes.

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) = 9
Spell power: (Staff of Firebolt: 5) + (Mens: 31) = 36
Spell resistance: (no ward: 0) + (Mens: 31) = 31
Hit Points: (Ring of Health: 10) + (Vita x 5: 20) = 30
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: Command (Novice) [Take control of a single creature (but not bosses) for a short action, 10 mana]
Slot 4: Charm (Novice) [Win the allegiance of a single creature (but not bosses) for 1 minute, 15 mana]

I was more than satisfied.

Trixie clasped her hands together. “Alright, my Dungeon delvers! You’ve got your fancy new skills, you’ve leveled up, and you’re stronger than before! Sooooo…” She twirled dramatically. “What’s next?”

I nodded, falling into my new role as the leader at once. “Let’s get Urgram out of here.”

Trixie nodded and beamed a smile, gesturing for me to lead the way. With that, we regrouped and turned toward the exit.








Chapter 14




The walk back through the Dungeon was nothing like the descent. Before, every step had been weighed down with nerves, tension hanging thick in the air. But now? Now there was something else. Something lighter. Victory.

We had won.

The Broodmother was dead. We’d survived. And, for the first time since we’d been thrown together, it actually felt like we were a team.

Thessa stretched her arms over her head as we walked, her tail flicking with satisfaction. “I needed that,” she said, cracking her knuckles. “Nothing like the smell of roasted spider to make a girl feel alive.”

Lazy, still visibly unsettled, wrinkled her nose. “Speak for yourself. I’m never going to be okay again. I’m going to have nightmares for the rest of my life.”

Khla gave a slow nod. “The trauma is understandable.”

Lazy threw her arms in the air. “Oh, thank you, Khla. So nice of you to validate my suffering.”

I laughed and shook my head at the catgirl’s theatrics. Thessa smirked. “Don’t worry, kitty. We’ll find a nice, wholesome Dungeon full of fluffy bunnies for you next time.”

Trixie gasped dramatically. “Ooooh, the Bunny Burrow of Cake-Eating! That one’s fun!”

Lazy’s eyes widened. “Is there… Can it be…”

Trixie giggled, skipping ahead of us. “Maaaaaybe.”

Khla exhaled. “We should remain focused.”

I nodded, scanning the tunnel ahead. “She’s right. Let’s keep moving. There were still some spiders in the chamber with the web bridge, and we need to make sure they won’t try another ambush.”

Beside me, Urgram was trudging along, leaning slightly on my shoulder for support. The old dwarf was tough as hell — all muscle and fat — but he wasn’t at full strength.

“Almost there,” I told him.

He let out a grunt. “Hmph. Feels like I’ve been stuck in that damn web for weeks.” He shook his head. “Damn shame I didn’t get to carve up a few of those beasts myself.”

I smirked. “Next time.”

The dwarf let out a rough chuckle. “Nay, lad. I’m never going in a spider cave again.”

We crossed the room with the web bridge without trouble. After that, the tunnels grew brighter as we neared the Dungeon’s entrance, where the artificial glow of the Magocracy’s containment field threw a faint shimmer over the stone. My grip on my staff relaxed slightly. We were out.

Waiting for us at the entrance were the same two tactical mages, standing like statues in their long coats, their expressions unreadable. Just beyond them, near the van, were Alis and Borsj.

Alis stood with her usual air of detached superiority, her silver eyes watching us approach like she was already unimpressed. Her pristine blue cloak barely stirred in the light breeze. Borsj, on the other hand, looked miserable. He was huddled in his coat, his frayed wings twitching as he pulled his scarf tighter around his scaly neck.

He let out a long, dramatic sigh as we reached them. “Finally. I was starting to think you lot got eaten.”

Thessa grinned. “Almost. We’re that delicious!”

Borsj let out a dry chuckle. “Bet the spiders loved you.”

Trixie spread her arms wide. “They did! And we killed them all for it!” She did a happy twirl. “And now we’re back!”

Alis tilted her head slightly. “You survived.”

Trixie gave her a beaming smile. “Not only did they survive, they excelled!”

That was not what she’d been saying inside the Dungeon.

Khla caught it too and gave her a look. “That is not how you described our performance earlier.”

Trixie waved a hand. “Duh. You guys were a mess at first, but that’s normal. Dungeon delving isn’t about walking in perfect — it’s about becoming perfect through experience!” She turned to Alis with a dramatic flourish. “And these little Dungeon delvers? They adapted. They overcame. And they kicked so much spider butt!”

Thessa crossed her arms, smirking. “Damn right, we did.”

Lazy exhaled. “Still hated it.”

Alis remained impassive. “We shall see if this progress is meaningful or merely the result of temporary luck.”

Thessa’s tail flicked, irritated. “Oh my gods, can you please just say ‘good job’ for once?”

Alis arched an eyebrow. “We do not deal in meaningless praise.”

Borsj snorted. “That’s elf-speak for ‘I’m impressed but too proud to admit it.’”

Alis ignored him, but Thessa shot him a warm look. She liked Borsj, despite his attitude problem, and he now showed there was some kindness underneath that gruff exterior.

Urgram broke the silence that followed and stepped forward, clearing his throat. “Appreciate the escort, lads and lasses, but I reckon I’ll stay here with the Magocracy boys. Need to sort out my way home.” He turned to me and clapped a heavy hand on my arm. “You ever come to Bronzehall, lad, you let ‘em know Urgram Redmane owes you a drink.”

I nodded and shook his hand, giving him a warm smile. “I’ll hold you to that.”

He grinned, stepping toward the tactical mages. They greeted him with curt nods, already engaging in discussion about his return. Relations between the Magocracy and the Redmane clan had warmed since the War of Brothers, but there was always a certain wariness between men serving different nations, and rightfully so. Of course, they must have suspected he had been trapped in there — guards had to have seen him go in — and it said enough about relations that no rescue party was organized. Then again, Dungeon delving was done at one’s own risk.

Borsj let out a loud, exaggerated groan. “Alright, finally! If we stand out here any longer, I swear my wings are going to snap off.” He stomped toward the van, tail lashing. “Get in the damn car so I can turn on the heating!”

We didn’t need to be told twice.

The ride back to the academy was completely different from the one going in. Before, we’d been tense, quiet. Now? Now there was a buzz in the air. Exhaustion, sure, but good exhaustion — the kind that made you feel alive.

Thessa leaned back, arms behind her head. “We’re so gonna wreck the next Dungeon.”

Lazy, sprawled across her seat, let out a long, satisfied sigh. “Yeah. And I’m never sleeping again, but yeah.”

Khla gave a small nod. “Things are looking up.”

Trixie turned in her seat, grinning. “They are! I mean, you’re still a little shaky, but that was such a good start! I can already see the future: Team Chimera dominating the Aquana Games.”

I exhaled, looking around at my team. They were still recovering from the fight, but we were doing more than surviving now. We were growing. Learning. Trixie wasn’t wrong. We were getting there.

Borsj grumbled from the driver’s seat, adjusting his tiny glasses as he steered. “You lot better win, ‘cause I’m not driving you out to pick up your corpses when you screw up.”

Thessa chuckled. “Aww, you do care.”

Borsj scowled. “No, I don’t. I just hate ferrying corpses.”

Lazy and Thessa laughed, and for once, even Khla cracked a small smile.
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The van rolled up to Krysfelt Academy late in the evening, the gothic towers rising high above us, sharp against the darkened sky. The campus was quiet, most classes having ended, but the lights from the dining hall still shone warmly, promising food, warmth, and — unfortunately — company.

Lazy groaned as she stretched, rubbing at her arms. “I don’t care what they’re serving. I’m eating all of it.”

Thessa smirked. “Oh, good. You’ll need the strength for our next spider Dungeon.”

Lazy shot her a withering glare. “I hate you.”

Khla exhaled. “Food first. Banter later.”

We climbed out of the van, making our way toward the dining hall. Trixie gave us an exaggerated wave before bouncing off, probably to file her report or collapse in her bed. Alis disappeared into the shadows without a word, and Borsj simply muttered about needing a lava bath before driving off.

Inside, the dining hall was still lively. Students gathered in groups, some chatting, some eating, the usual energy of Krysfelt still buzzing despite the late hour.

And, of course, Bellsie and Willow were waiting for us. Both girls had taken a liking to us, even though Bellsie was affiliated with the Eye and Key society. The short goblin girl seemed to be shaking off Salee’s yoke and coming into her own, and she was hanging out with Willow and us more regularly.

The moment we stepped inside, Bellsie’s dark eyes locked onto us, and she practically launched herself from her seat. “There you are!”

Lazy made a noise halfway between a groan and a yawn as Bellsie pounced, throwing an arm around her waist. “Tell me everything!”

Willow trailed behind, her leaf-like hair bobbing behind her as she came up to us. “U-Um… Y-Yes! How did it go?”

Bellsie grinned, looking at me. “Did you bring home loot? Did you get hurt? Did you see any action?”

Thessa smirked. “All of the above.”

Lazy slumped onto the nearest chair, rubbing her face. “It was awful.”

Khla settled beside her, rolling her shoulders. “It was… challenging.”

I grabbed a tray of food and sat down as well. “We fought a Broodmother. It was a mess at first, but we won.”

Bellsie’s eyes lit up. “A Broodmother?” She clapped her hands. “Ooooh, that’s a good one! Bet she was huge!”

Willow shuddered, hugging her arms. “S-Sounds terrifying…”

Lazy shot her a look. “Oh, it was.”

Bellsie ignored her and grinned at me. “Did you get any new skills? Any cool powers? C’mon, boss man, spill!”

I chewed my food, debating how much to say, but Thessa wasn’t waiting. She leaned forward, eyes gleaming. “I got Wall of Fire.”

Bellsie let out a high-pitched squeal. “YEEEEEES! Wow! Burn everything!”

Willow blinked. “Is that… a s-safe spell?”

Thessa waved a hand dismissively. “For me? Absolutely.”

Lazy perked up a little. “I got Phantasm. It messes with enemies’ minds.”

Bellsie gasped dramatically. “Like illusions?”

Lazy grinned. “Like nightmares.”

Khla simply stated, “Shield. A defensive spell.”

Willow brightened. “T-That’s very good!”

Bellsie wiggled her eyebrows at me. “And you, boss?”

I smirked. “Charm.”

Bellsie’s eyes went wide. Then she cackled. “Oh, that’s dangerous.”

Thessa nudged Lazy. “You called it. He does seduce his enemies, just like he seduces his friends.”

Lazy leaned her chin on her hand, golden eyes twinkling. “Mmm. I do have good instincts.”

I rolled my eyes, shaking my head. “Not how it works,” I stated again.

Before the conversation could go any further, a loud laugh echoed from the next table over, and I didn’t have to turn to know who it was.

Varga.

“Wow,” she drawled, her voice laced with smug amusement. “Took you guys long enough to get back.”

Thessa stiffened immediately, her tail bristling. Lazy ducked in her chair, and Willow and Bellsie both took on a worried expression. I kept my expression neutral, taking another bite of my food. Not taking the bait.

Varga leaned back in her seat, her black hair messy as always, her wolf ears twitching with amusement. Beside her, the rest of Team Manticore sat — Rohuga, her short and stocky wolfkin companion; Landura, the pale and curvaceous vampire; and Salee, the petite, wide-eyed, haughty elf.

“You must’ve had it rough, huh?” Varga continued, golden eyes gleaming. “Good thing you had a safety net.”

Rohuga snickered. “Hope Trixie held your hands real tight.”

Salee smiled innocently. “Oh, but she won’t be there forever, right? Charity team will need to go alone at some point.”

Thessa gritted her teeth. “You wanna say that again?”

I gave her a pointed look, telling her to cool it. There was no point in doing this with them now, but Thessa had a temper as fiery as her magic. It was hard to hold her back.

Landura, lounging lazily, ran a finger along her collarbone. “Mmm. Do calm down, little tiefling. You’ll ruin your pretty face with all that scowling.”

Thessa’s hands curled into fists.

I reached out, setting a hand on her arm. “Ignore them.”

She twitched under my grip. “But—”

“Ignore them.”

It took a second, but she exhaled sharply, forcing herself to relax.

Lazy, still slumped over her tray, muttered, “Wade’s right. They’re not worth it, Thessa.”

Varga grinned, tail flicking. “Ooooh, look at that. Wade keeping his puppy on a leash.”

Thessa shot to her feet.

I didn’t move. I didn’t rise. I just met Varga’s eyes, completely calm.

“Are you done?” I asked.

It was a brief stare-down, but I didn’t back away. She knew I meant business. She knew I was level 6 — much higher than she was — and she knew I didn’t sling mud. I was either doing business or not.

Varga’s grin faltered for half a second — just half a second. Then she huffed, scratching at her ear. “Tch. Whatever. See you in the Games, charity team.”

Thessa sat back down hard, shoving a spoonful of food into her mouth like it was the only thing keeping her from setting the table on fire.

Lazy mumbled into her plate. “Hate her. Almost as much as spiders.”

Khla said nothing, but I could tell she wasn’t thrilled either.

I glanced around the dining hall. Most of the sorority girls were clearly backing Team Manticore, laughing along with them, watching them with admiration.

But not everyone.

A few students had been watching us too. Not many. But enough to notice.

We weren’t favorites. Not yet.

But people were starting to pay attention.








Chapter 15




Dinner was winding down, and we were all pretty tired. Tired and grimy as hell.

“You know what we need?” Thessa said, her eyes alight with mischief as she gave the answer before any of us had a chance to respond. “We need a bath.”

We all laughed at that, which relieved the tension of our first, rather chaotic, Dungeon crawl together some more. And I had to agree with her. The stink of the Nest of the Hollow Brood clung to my clothes.

“But the sauna and pools are closed now,” Lazy muttered. “A shower will have to do.”

“Not necessarily,” Thessa said, that twinkle still in her eyes.

Khla raised a dark eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

“I meaaan,” she said, leaning in conspiratorially, “that Borsj can be bribed to open a backdoor and let us in. So long as we’re back in before curfew.”

We exchanged excited looks at that. A post-adventure bath would be perfect. Relaxing and warm, a place to unwind, wash off, and then enjoy the evening in peace. Plus, it would be a lot more relaxing than a shower in the dorms.

“What do you say?” Thessa asked. “Bath? Borsj is usually close to them this time of the evening to clean.”

We agreed and headed out, Thessa leading the way. She made it sound so simple, and I was going to trust her judgment on this. Being a tiefling with the same infernal roots as Borsj, she probably knew how an imp like Borsj could be bribed.

We headed out into the twilight and crossed the campus toward the baths. The air had that evening freshness to it, and that was refreshing in itself, though the promise of a bath was even more so.

We found Borsj by the side entrance to the baths, the squat little imp wrapped in a thick coat and looking absolutely miserable in the chill. His scowl deepened as we approached, his frayed wings twitching beneath the coat.

“You lot better have a good reason for bothering me,” he grumbled, adjusting his tiny spectacles. “If it ain’t urgent, you can get lost.”

Thessa stepped forward, grinning. “We just wanted to ask for a favor, Borsj.”

Borsj snorted, smoke puffing from his nostrils. “And what makes you think I’m in the mood for favors?”

Thessa’s grin widened. “I’ve got something you might be interested in.” She held out a small bottle, the label declaring it to be a potent brew of Fire Ale.

Borsj’s eyes widened. “Where’d you get that?”

Thessa shrugged. “Oh, you know, connections.”

I narrowed my eyes at her, wondering the same thing myself. There was a store on campus, but they certainly did not sell alcohol. And even if they did, they wouldn’t sell dwarven Fire Ale; it was quite rare around these parts as it was mainly brewed by the Flamebeard clan, and they were in the Nebraskan Ashlands.

“Well, whaddaya want in return?” the imp asked, one eyebrow raised in suspicion.

Thessa’s tail flicked. “We need to relax and have a bath. We just need to use the sauna and pool for a while. Just us. We’ll be done before curfew.”

Borsj rubbed his chin. “Just the four of you, huh?”

Thessa nodded. “Yup, just us. It’ll be like we were never even here.”

Borsj eyed the Fire Ale. “And this?”

She smiled. “Yours. No matter what.”

I could see the wheels turning in Borsj’s head. He relented, deciding to take the risk. “Fine,” he grumbled, snatching the Fire Ale from Thessa’s hand. “But if you get caught, you broke in. I had nothing to do with it!” With a wave of his hand, a shimmer of magic rippled around him, and the lock clicked open. “There. Now get inside, already, before I freeze my tail off.”

We quickly slipped inside the back entrance. The imp slammed the door shut behind us, muttering curses under his breath as he eyed the Fire Ale with desire. We found ourselves in the changing room, the air warm and humid from the nearby pools and sauna.

Thessa grinned, already starting to strip off her clothes. “Well, that was easy.”

Lazy shrugged, following suit. “He loves his Fire Ale. It was a sure bet.”

Khla hesitated, glancing at the others as they disrobed. “I still do not understand the need for secrecy. Why not just ask for permission?”

I smirked. “Because sometimes, it’s more fun this way.”

Khla raised an eyebrow but didn’t argue further.

My eyes drifted to Lazy and Thessa as they casually discarded their clothes. For the Dungeon run, we had worn the gear that the academy provided for such things — practical but sturdy cargo pants, hiking boots, and loose-fitting shirts. Despite the simplicity of those clothes, the girls made them all look amazing.

But I still preferred Lazy and Thessa naked.

I watched them as they stripped off their clothes, revealing their incredible bodies. Lazy had a lithe, athletic figure, her slim frame toned from the life she had led on the streets of Seattle prior to coming to Krysfelt Academy. Her cat ears twitched as she pulled her shirt over her head, revealing a pair of pert breasts that I had caressed before — full and delicious and perfect. She had a flat, smooth stomach, and her skin was a creamy white, contrasting with her dark tail and hair. Her golden eyes glittered with mischief, and her smile was always a little crooked, a little mischievous, like she knew something I didn’t.

I had to hold in a groan as I watched her strip off her pants. Her legs were long and toned, and her ass was firm and perfectly rounded, the cute fuzzy tail wagging a little as she knew damn well I was looking at her.

My eyes drifted to Thessa. The tiefling was a force to be reckoned with. She was taller than Lazy, her body curvier and more voluptuous, with full, heavy breasts that practically spilled from her bra when she removed it. Her hips flared out, and her ass was round and firm. Her tail was longer and thicker, with a devilish spade at the end, and her horns curved back elegantly from her head as she posed a little for me, knowing my eyes were on her.

Her skin was a creamy, golden tan, her lips full and pouty, always looking like she was ready to pucker up for a kiss. And she usually was. Her deep red eyes burned with passion as she shot me a teasing look — she was a firebrand, a force of nature, and I enjoyed every moment with her.

As the girls undressed, Khla hesitated, her dark eyes glancing at me with more doubt than I’d seen in them for a long time. Of course, she knew that Thessa, Lazy, and I were in a relationship — she knew that the girls shared me. She had heard us make love often enough; we shared a dormitory, after all.

And as such, it made perfect sense that she felt like the odd one out right now.

I smiled at her, trying to put her at ease a little. “I can leave if you like,” I said. “Give you some privacy.” She knew it would be a temporary solution — in our excitement, we hadn’t brought any clothes to bathe in, and nobody wore bathing attire around here anyway. It was a spa. 

She shifted her weight, and Thessa — stark naked and delicious — grinned at her. “Nah. He’s cool.”

Lazy, equally nude and equally stunning, purred at her. “Yeah! Don’t be shy.”

Khla considered that, her dark eyes searching mine, and I shrugged. “Your call.”

She nodded. “No. You can stay.”

“Are you sure?” I asked.

Khla hesitated, her cheeks darkening. “Yes. I am.” She met my gaze, her dark eyes unwavering as orcish practicality took over. “I am going to be naked either way. Might as well undress now.”

With that, she started to undress as well, her movements deliberate and controlled. As she pulled her shirt over her head, I couldn’t help but admire the way her muscles rippled underneath her skin, the definition of her abs, and the swell of her full breasts.

She was a sight to behold, and it was impossible to tear my gaze away.

Khla noticed my staring, and a small, smug smirk tugged at the corner of her lips, but she didn’t comment on it. She simply continued undressing, revealing her powerful form inch by inch. The raw power in her body was breathtaking, and I couldn’t deny that there was something intensely sexy about her muscular build.

The girls smiled at her, their expressions warm and inviting, and Thessa even whistled when Khla finally stood before us naked. Her muscles were clearly defined, smooth abs rolling to a pretty pussy with a strip of black hair above it. Her green skin glistened with the day’s sweat, and her thick thighs and round butt looked firm and begged to be admired.

She was a looker, alright — the finest orcess I had ever seen.

“Wow, Khla,” Lazy hummed, admiring her openly. “You look amazing. I’m so jealous.”

Khla huffed, crossing her arms over her full breasts. “No reason for you to be jealous,” she muttered, which was as close to a compliment as she was going to give.

Lazy caught on. “Aw, thanks,” she chirped with a smile.

Thessa smirked at the orc. “She is right, you know. Wade can’t take his eyes off you.” She shot me a teasing look.

I laughed, brushing off her teasing easily. “You all look good.”

“You’re still wearing your clothes, though,” Thessa said. “You planning to bathe in your gear, Wade?”

I smirked at her. “Oh, right.”

I started to undress, and I didn’t miss the way their eyes roved over me as I did so. Thessa and Lazy both looked on happily, with Khla seeming a bit conflicted. I could tell she wanted to look, but she wasn’t sure if she could. And so, she settled on furtive glances, which certainly seemed out of place for someone like her.

Her nervous behavior brought a smile to my face, and by the naughty grin on Thessa’s lips, I could tell she felt the same.

We all stood naked, and I took a moment to appreciate the beauty of these women. I was a lucky guy, and I knew it.

“Shall we?” Thessa said, gesturing toward the baths. “The sooner we get in, the longer we can enjoy ourselves.”

We left the changing room and headed for the warm bath first. Thessa and Lazy were already chatting animatedly as we all moved toward the large, steaming pool in the center of the room, but Khla remained silent — as she usually did. I joined the girls in their banter as the scent of herbs and minerals filling the air.

Stairs led into the water, and I gave Thessa and Lazy a pat on their delicious butts to usher them in. They yelped and giggled as they stepped into the warm water, their bodies sinking in with soft sighs of contentment. I followed after them, the heat enveloping me, easing the tension from my muscles. Khla came next, still a little self-conscious, but she gave a delighted sigh once she was in.

We settled into the water, the girls’ naked forms glistening in the soft, warm light of the baths. I couldn’t help but admire the way their bodies moved beneath the surface, their curves and contours accentuated by the shimmering water.

“Mmm,” Thessa moaned, letting her head fall back, red eyes fluttering closed. “This is exactly what I needed.”

I nodded in agreement. The warm water was soothing and relaxing, the perfect antidote to the stress and exertion of the day. Lazy sank in deeper, submerging up to her neck, her cat ears flicking at the sensation.

With a grin, I pulled both girls closer, their soft bodies pressed against mine. They giggled and leaned into me, their hands roaming over my chest. Khla, meanwhile, seemed content to sit on the edge of the pool, her body half submerged.

But I could tell Thessa was getting in the mood. Her hand was a little restless as it roamed over my chest, and she pressed her soft and large breasts against me, and I could feel her nipples were hard. Her breathing was heavy as she kissed my neck and shoulder.

Her tail brushed along my side under the water, teasing me. I could tell where this was going, and I was more than happy to let it happen.

“This is so good,” Lazy purred happily, oblivious to what her harem sister was doing.

Khla looked at us from her perch, and I wondered how she was feeling. Was she jealous? Was she curious? Or was she just indifferent?

As Thessa’s hand slipped lower, Khla’s eyes followed the movement under water. She was definitely aware of what was happening, and there was a hunger in her gaze, a want, and a need. It was subtle, but it was there, unless I was very, very wrong.

Somehow, I doubted that.

“It is nice,” I agreed with Lazy, who gave me a few little bunts, cat ears tickling my neck.

“Enjoy yourself, Khla,” Thessa murmured. “You’re not on duty.”

As Thessa spoke those words, her hand played down and down, her red eyes meeting the orc’s, her fingers tracing a path toward my cock. I felt myself harden under her touch, my body responding to the anticipation. She wrapped her hand around my shaft, a mischievous glint in her red eyes. I couldn’t help but groan at the sensation, my arousal growing by the second. Lazy was still oblivious, purring and cuddling up to me, her breasts pressing against my side as she bunted my neck.

Khla watched the entire thing, her dark eyes growing wider by the moment as Thessa stroked my cock under the water. Of course, the water made it a little unclear so she couldn’t see directly, but it was likely she saw the motion and had a sneaky suspicion.

“But Thessa,” Lazy said, still oblivious, “you have to tell us, where did you get that Fire Ale?”

Thessa grinned, her hand never stopping its slow strokes. “Oh, you know.” She winked at Khla, who flushed a darker green. “A gal who knows a gal.”

I chuckled, enjoying the sensation of her touch. “That’s pretty vague, Thessa.” My voice was a little hoarse. Her stroking me under the water while the others didn’t know was honestly pretty exciting, and I had to struggle to keep straight face and not surrender to my lusts.

Thessa shrugged, her breasts rising from the water. “I have my secrets, Wade.”

“Ugh!” Lazy huffed. “No fair!”

“Alright,” Thessa hummed, her hand not letting up. “It’s Bellsie.”

“Bellsie?”

“Bellsie,” Thessa confirmed. “Bellsie can get you anything from outside the academy.”

By now, the words barely registered with me, and I had to fight to keep the pleasure off my face. My cock was throbbing in her hand, and it was taking all my willpower to stay still. And then, just like that, the little tease stopped and rose, displaying her delicious body. Her breasts were big, heavy, and round, and her nipples were rock hard.

“Mmm, come on. I’m in the mood for some heat, and the sauna’s open,” she hummed.

“Oh, yeah!’ Lazy purred, hopping up as well.

Khla gave a nod and rose, which left just me.

And I had a little problem — or well, a big problem. Thessa’s stroking had left me rock-hard, and I was not going to be able to hide that from anyone. In fact, seeing these beautiful girls naked and clean, dripping with warm water, did nothing to alleviate the situation.

“Go on,” I said. “I’ll catch up in a minute.”

“Ooooh,” Thessa cooed, grinning at me, her red eyes alight with mischief. “Why is that, Wade?”

Lazy looked at me, then Thessa, then at my crotch. Her eyes went wide as she realized what had been going on. Then, the little minx decided to join in. “No, Wade, you’re coming now!” she giggled, and she began plucking at me.

Khla watched on, and the way she bit her lip told me that this was an unusual sight for her, but one she clearly found intriguing. I couldn’t help but groan at the sensation of Lazy’s fingers on my skin.

“Come on, Wade,” she hummed, and she pulled a little more forcefully.

“Hey!” I called out, and I tried to resist for a moment. But yeah…

Fuck it.

I rose.

My hard cock broke the surface of the water, standing proud and tall, and the girls giggled and gasped, Khla’s cheeks flaming as she saw it. But she didn’t look away. Instead, her eyes were locked onto it. I grinned at them, feeling a mixture of embarrassment and excitement.

“Ooooh,” Thessa hummed, giving me a look. Then, she hugged me playfully, pressing her soft body against me, which — again — didn’t help. “Whelp,” she purred, “guess that means you’re relaxing.”

Laughing mischievously, Thessa agreed with that, then beckoned us to follow. “Come on, sauna’s this way!”

Lazy giggled as she took my hand and led me toward the sauna. As we walked, I could feel Khla’s eyes on me, and I wondered what was going through her head. Was she turned on by what she saw? Was she curious about human men?

The orcess was the last one inside, and she shut the door behind her. Inside, the room was dimly lit, the air thick with heat and the scent of pine. A large, central woodstove glowed with a warm, orange light, casting a soft glow over everything. The floor and walls were lined with smooth, polished wood, the benches lined with plush cushions. The air was dry and hot, the perfect contrast to the cool air outside.

Thessa sat down on one of the benches, patting the spot beside her, and I couldn’t help but admire the way her body glistened in the low light, her nipples still hard. Lazy flopped down beside her, her tail flicking playfully. Khla took a spot next to them, her eyes still locked onto me, her cheeks a little flushed from the heat, or perhaps her own arousal.

I sat down between Lazy and Thessa, my erection still painfully obvious, and they pressed against me, their skin slick and warm.

“Isn’t this nice?” Thessa purred, her hand ‘accidentally’ brushing my cock as the heat of the sauna enveloped us. “Just the four of us, relaxing…”

She shot Khla a look, and I wondered what was on her mind. Thessa was clearly in the mood for more than just a sauna, and Lazy, as always, was willing to go along with anything. But what about Khla? What was she thinking?

Khla’s eyes were on Thessa’s hand, her breathing shallow. She was definitely aroused, that much was clear, but she didn’t seem sure about what she wanted to do with it. Then, she grabbed a towel and lay down on the bench. The sight of her bending over — she had a very fine green ass — almost physically hurt me, and Thessa giggled and give my cock a nudge with her finger.

“You like that sight, huh?” she whispered, and she shot me a wink. Her eyes flashed to Khla, who was lying down on the bench, her muscular body stretching out. As she did so, her hand immediately found its way back to my cock, and she resumed her slow, teasing strokes.

“It’s gotten really big,” Lazy muttered, looking down at my cock.

Thessa grinned at her. “Why don’t you get down there and do something about it?” she whispered.

Lazy blinked before she turned her golden eyes to Khla, but the orcess was lying on her back now, and she draped a wet towel over her face. Then, Lazy giggled and nodded, sliding off the bench to get on the ground between my legs, her tail flicking playfully.

“Oooh,” she purred. “What a view!”

She leaned in, her breasts brushing against my thigh as she wrapped her hand around my shaft. She went cross-eyed for a moment as she looked at the tip of my cock, and then she started stroking me, her hand moving in slow, teasing motions, her golden eyes locked onto mine. She gave me a soft smile before she leaned in and kissed my tip.

“See, that’s a good kitty-cat,” Thessa hummed, pressing her body against mine.

My lust was overtaking me, and I shut the teasing tiefling up with a hot kiss on her plump lips. “And you’re a bad girl,” I muttered in her mouth, “teasing me like that.”

“Ooohh,” she purred. “Am I going to get punished for being such a bad girl, baby?”

I growled into her mouth. “Damn right you are.” And with that, I pulled back, and she squealed in delight as I pushed her down and forced her over the bench. Her ass was on full display for me, and she looked over her shoulder at me, her red eyes alight with desire, her tail swishing back and forth as she wiggled her butt at me.

Lazy giggled before she opened her pretty mouth and wrapped her lips around my cock, and I growled with lust as I let my hand come down on that plump tiefling butt in front of me. Thessa yelped, her eyes rolling back in her head as her mouth fell open in a loud moan, and she arched her back, her breasts hanging beneath her as she braced herself against the bench.

“Yesss,” she moaned, her voice husky and breathless. “Spank me, baby.”

I brought my hand down again and again, each smack eliciting a yelp of pleasure from the tiefling. Her ass was already turning a delicious shade of red, and I could feel the heat radiating from her skin. But Thessa wasn’t the only one getting attention. Lazy’s mouth was working wonders on my cock, her tongue swirling around the head as she took me deeper with each bob of her head.

My eyes drifted to Khla, towel still draped over her face. With Thessa bent over the bench and Lazy with a mouth full of my cock, I was the only one who could see her. There was no way she was sleeping — no way she wasn’t hearing this. She shifted slightly, her thighs rubbing together then parting, revealing her wet pussy.

I grinned; she was definitely hot and bothered.

With a smack, my hand connected with Thessa’s butt again. “Oh gods, yes!” she moaned, pushing her ass toward me, begging for more.

Lazy hummed at the sight, the vibrations traveling down my shaft, making me shiver with pleasure. I reached down and grabbed Lazy by her hair, pulling her off my cock. She looked up at me with those big, golden eyes, her lips wet with spit, and I guided her up to her feet.

“Sit on it,” I said, nodding down at my cock, hard and glistening with her spit.

She purred happily, then hopped up onto the bench, her legs spread wide as she positioned herself over me. I held her hip and helped her lower herself down, my cock sliding into her tight pussy. It took a few wriggles before her tightness enveloped me, and I grinned and slapped Thessa’s ass again as Lazy got comfortable on my cock. Finally, the catgirl let out a loud mewl, throwing her head back in pleasure as I filled her up.

She was so tight, so warm, and so eager, her hips starting to move almost immediately, grinding against me, her soft breasts bouncing with movement. I leaned in and kissed her neck, my hands exploring her body, squeezing her breasts, pinching her nipples, making her mewl louder.

But Thessa wasn’t about to let us get all the attention. She wiggled her butt at me again. “Come on, Wade. My butt needs some more attention.”

Grinning, I slapped her ass before I ran two fingers up and down her wet and needy slit. She gasped with delight, her body arching toward my touch. “Please, Wade,” she moaned. “Make me happy, baby.”

With Lazy already riding me, I could have just slipped my fingers into Thessa’s hot little pussy, but I wanted to give her a little bit of a hard time for all that teasing. And so, I moved my fingers away to make her wait a little longer and smacked her ass again, which made her squeal and giggle.

Lazy wrapped her arms around me as she began bouncing faster on my cock, and she stuck her soft and delicious breasts in my face. With a groan of lust, I sucked on them as I slapped Thessa’s wet ass. Then, my hand roamed over the curve of her butt until I found the base of her tail. Grinning between Lazy’s breasts, I gave that tail a hard yank.

Thessa’s body arched, her tail stiffening before it lashed around in an instant of pure bliss. “Oh gods, Wade!” she yelped. “Yes, baby! Pull my tail!”

I yanked again, harder, and she moaned louder, her body twitching, and I pulled my hand back to give that wet ass another resounding slap. “Ahhn… Wade!” she purred. “Oh, fuck!”

Lazy giggled as she bounced on, and my free hand grabbed a handful of her delicious ass, too. She mewled and purred as she rode me, her tail lashing, her breasts bouncing as she moved, her hips rocking against mine. She was so tight, so wet, her body was perfect, and she was so eager, so eager to take me, to be used by me, to be fucked by me.

I was in heaven.

“Ooohhh, yes,” Lazy moaned, her voice husky and low, her eyes fluttering closed as she focused on the pleasure building inside her. “Yes, Wade!”

My hand found Thessa’s tail again, and I gave her another hard yank. She gasped, her body jerking with the movement, her tail twitching, and I smacked her butt again. She was moaning, her body arching and twisting, her hands gripping the edge of the bench, her face flushed.

“Fuck, Wade… Oh… You got me so hot,” she moaned.

“W-Wade,” Lazy gasped, still riding me. “I’m… Oh gods.”

I gasped for air, pushing away my own orgasm as I grabbed a handful of Lazy’s black hair and pulled it back, making her purr with lust as I buried my face between her breasts. She kept on bouncing, and I felt her tighten around my cock for a moment before she began shuddering all over.

“Wade!” she called out. “Oh, Wade! Wade, I’m… ahnnn… I’m cumming.”

Her words, the sensation, and the heat of the sauna were almost enough to drive me over the edge, but somehow, I managed to hold on. My balls were aching for release, my body tensed, but I wanted more, and I was going to get it. Thessa’s ass was red, and her moans were loud and needy.

“Oooohh, Wade…”

Gently, I helped Lazy off me, and she collapsed at the foot of the bench. I was going to turn to Thessa. I was going to fuck her and cum in her.

But then I saw Khla.

She lay propped up on one elbow, and the pose only accentuated her firm abs and strong frame. She had pulled the towel away, and she was rubbing her swollen clit with one hand, the other playing with a thick and hard nipple.

She saw me, too — of course, she did — and the dark look in her eyes was one of lust and need.

For a moment, I considered claiming her then and there, but something told me it wasn’t the time yet — something told me she still needed to come to terms with all of this, with becoming mine.

And seeing me fuck my other women was a good way to show her what was in her future.

As Lazy slouched panting on the floor — and no doubt she caught sight of Khla, too — I turned to Thessa, still bent over the bench. “Now,” I said, my voice hoarse with need. “You’re going to get what’s coming to you.”

“Yesss,” she moaned, looking over her shoulder at me, red eyes flashing, a needy smile on her lips. “Please, baby. Please. I need you so bad. I’m aching for it.” She wiggled her butt. “I’m all wet and ready for you. Take me, Wade.”

“Damn right I will,” I said, and I positioned myself behind her, my hands on her hips. With one swift motion, I slammed into her, my cock sliding deep into her tight, wet pussy. She cried out in pleasure, her body arching, her tail whipping around my leg, brushing against my thigh.

“Fuck, that’s good!” she groaned, pushing back against me. “Don’t stop, Wade! Don’t ever fucking stop.”

I didn’t, and I grabbed her by one of her horns, yanking it back as I started to thrust in and out of her, hard and fast, filling the sauna with the sound of flesh slapping against flesh, and the smell of sex and sweat. She was moaning and gasping, her body shaking with each thrust, and she was loving every minute of it.

I glanced at Khla. Her hand was working frantically on her swollen clit, her eyes locked onto us, her chest heaving with her ragged breaths, and I knew she was close, too.

Thessa’s pussy tightened around my cock, and I let go of her horn, grabbed her hair, and yanked her up, her back pressing against my chest as I fucked her. “Oh… oh fuck!” she moaned, and I slapped her ass as her pussy spasmed around my cock.

“Wade!” she gasped. “Wade, I’m… I’m… Oh gods, Wade!”

I felt her body tense, her legs shaking, her hands gripping the bench, and she cried out, her voice echoing around the sauna. “Wade, I’m cumming!”

And with that, I let myself go, too. My cock pulsed and throbbed, and I came deep inside her, filling her with my cum, our bodies shaking and trembling together. For a moment, everything faded away, and all that mattered was the pleasure, the release, the feeling of our bodies joined in ecstasy.

I heard Khla’s groan of lust as she orgasmed, too, and I grinned at that.

A moment later, Thessa sagged on the bench, her body spent, her breath coming in gasps, and I pulled out with a grin. My seed leaked from her pussy, and I gave her butt a slap with my still-hard cock. “How’s that for being a bad girl?” I said with a smile.

“Hmmm,” she hummed. “I’m gonna be a bad girl all the time from now on.”

On the floor, Lazy chuckled, and I rumbled a laugh too before I looked over my shoulder at Khla. She had lain back again and pulled the towel over her face, pretending like nothing had happened.

With a grin, I gave Thessa’s butt another slap, then helped her to sit on the bench again. Lazy remained on the floor, rubbing her head against my leg, feline ears tickling my ankles, as she let roll a slight purr.

We sat in silence like that for a while, simply enjoying the aftermath of our pleasure. We had a little more time before curfew began and we’d need to be in the dorm, and we intended to enjoy that time. My gaze drifted to Khla as I relaxed, and I felt that this had been an important night for us.

Perhaps the orcess was more interested than she had let on so far…








Chapter 16




The next morning, Trixie gathered us at the training field just outside of Lombardy. It was a nice morning, the kind where the air was fresh but not cold — although Borsj would have felt differently about that — and the early sunlight stretched long shadows over the field. The grass was damp with morning dew, and a few wooden training dummies stood in formation near the edge, some already scorched from previous exercises.

Trixie stood with her hands on her hips, a gleeful glint in her eye. “Alright, my little Dungeon delvers! You’ve got new spells, you’ve got experience, and now we see if you can actually use them properly!”

Lazy groaned. “Ugh. I thought we were getting a day off after, y’know, fighting for our lives yesterday.”

Trixie gasped, clutching her chest in mock horror. “A day off? Lazy, sweetie, what kind of irresponsible professor would I be if I let you run around untrained with brand-new powers?” She beamed. “We are going to train the shit out of you!”

Thessa cracked her knuckles, grinning. “Fine by me.”

Khla exhaled, adjusting her staff. “Let’s begin.”

Trixie clapped her hands. “Okay, first up! Wade, let’s see that new Charm spell in action.”

She reached into the pouch at her hip and pulled out a small, metallic bauble about the size of a marble. The surface shimmered with faint arcane etchings, pulsing once as she rolled it between her fingers.

“Watch closely, Dungeon delvers,” she said with a grin. “This is a Magocracy-issue Summoning Bead — very useful for training exercises.”

With a flick of her wrist, she tossed the bauble onto the ground ahead of us. The moment it hit the dirt, the runes flared brightly, and with a whoosh of displaced air, a construct materialized in its place.

A hulking, animated golem stood before us, its body composed of reinforced wood and enchanted metal joints. Its carved, expressionless face bore two glowing indentations where eyes should be. As the summoning energy settled, the construct shifted into a neutral stance, waiting for commands.

Trixie dusted off her hands. “Ta-da! Instant training dummy. He’s got just enough intelligence to follow basic combat protocols, so go ahead, Wade. Let’s see if you can convince him to betray his own kind.” With those words, she threw another bead, and an exact replica of the first construct manifested next to it.

I focused my mana, feeling the energy course through me as I raised my hand. “Charm.”

The magic rippled outward, wrapping around the construct’s simple consciousness. For a brief moment, the glow in its carved eyes flickered. Then it turned — away from me — and lumbered toward another construct standing nearby.

Without hesitation, it punched the other golem square in the chest.

Trixie let out an exaggerated whoop. “Yes! Good! See, this is what I like to see! Mind control! Chaos! Betrayal!” She clapped her hands. “Super!”

I smirked. The spell had worked perfectly.

Trixie waved her hand — exercising control of the construct through some way I didn’t see — and the Charm spell was broken; both constructs stood motionless. She then spun toward Lazy. “Your turn, kitty! These guys have no nightmares, so Phantasm won’t work on them. But try it on me! Let’s see if you can make me scream in terror.”

“Are… are you sure?” she asked.

“Yes!” she hummed with a twirl. “I can take it! I can take a lot!”

Lazy hesitated for a moment, then shrugged. She cracked her knuckles, tail flicking. “Here we go, then.” She gathered her mana, eyes glowing gold as she extended her hand toward Trixie. “Phantasm.”

Trixie blinked, waiting.

A faint shimmer appeared around her, like the air rippling from heat.

Then… nothing.

Trixie glanced around. “Uh… did you already do something?”

Lazy frowned. “Wait, wait, give it a second…”

Trixie’s face twitched. Then she gasped, her eyes going wide. “Oh my gosh—”

Lazy perked up. “Yes!?”

Trixie dramatically pointed. “There’s… a tiny spider on my shoe!”

Lazy’s expression dropped. “Oh, for fuck’s sake.”

We couldn’t see it, of course; the vision was subjective to Trixie. Trixie wiggled her foot. “Oh noooo, it’s so spooky. I might cry.”

Thessa cackled. “Wow. Terrifying.”

Lazy groaned, flopping backward onto the grass. “Why does my magic hate me?”

Khla arched a brow. “Perhaps you lack the proper focus.”

Lazy rolled over onto her stomach and wallowed in it in the way only she could. “Perhaps my life is a joke.”

Trixie giggled and patted her head. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. You’ll get there. Eventually.”

Lazy just groaned into the dirt.

Trixie turned to Thessa next. “Okay, Miss Firebug! Show me that Wall of Fire.”

Thessa grinned, already charging up her magic. “Gladly.”

With a flick of her wrist, flames roared to life, erupting into a towering wall of fire. The air shimmered with heat, the grass blackening almost instantly. The fire crackled, hungry and powerful.

Trixie let out an impressed whistle. “Damn, girl!”

Thessa smirked. “Told you I was gonna wreck shit with this.”

But she wasn’t in control. The flames waved and expanded, licking dangerously close to one of the equipment racks near the edge of the field.

Trixie’s eyes widened. “Oh, oh, okay, like, maybe put it out before we have to explain to Kay why we burned so many things down?”

Thessa flicked her fingers, cutting the spell off. It took her considerable effort to gain mastery of the curtain of flames, and she bit her lip as she focused. She succeeded, not without exertion, and the flames vanished, leaving behind a perfectly scorched line across the ground.

Trixie gave an approving nod. “Nice! Now that’s what I call firepower.”

Khla groaned at the pun, but Lazy gave a happy yelp from her position wallowing on the ground, thoroughly entertained by her favorite professor’s quite mediocre wordplay.

Next, Trixie turned to Khla. “Okay, last but not least — Khla, let’s see that Shield spell.”

Khla hesitated, her fingers tightening around her staff. “On who?”

Trixie pointed at me. “Protect your leader.”

Khla stepped forward, extending a hand toward me. Mana flared around her, forming a faint, shimmering barrier in front of my chest. It wasn’t a wall — it was something closer to a personal ward, a shield hovering around me, ready to absorb an impact.

Trixie clapped. “Good, good! Now hit him with a Firebolt, Thessa!”

Thessa blinked. “You sure about that?”

Trixie nodded. “Yes. Don’t worry, sweetie. I have done this before. It’s safe. I wouldn’t let you do it if it wasn’t.”

She hesitated a moment longer, and not until I gave her a nod that it was indeed okay did she do it. She hurled a Firebolt at me — fast, precise, although the accompanying movements were quite reluctant.

The shield flashed. The impact absorbed completely. The energy dissipated harmlessly around me.

Khla gave a satisfied nod. “It works.”

Trixie grinned. “Hell yeah, it does! That’s exactly what we need to see.” Then she nudged Khla playfully. “Bet that felt weird, huh?”

Khla’s lips twitched, almost as if she were amused. “Yes.”

Trixie twirled in place, hands on her hips. “Alright, you little monsters! Progress is being made! But you’re still not quite there yet.”

Thessa wiped sweat from her forehead, crossing her arms. “We’ll get there.”

Trixie gave a pleased nod. “Yeah, yeah, I kinda see, like, the potential. Wade, your Charm spell? Good execution, but you hesitated for a split second before casting. Gotta be faster when you see an opening.”

I nodded. “Noted.”

She turned to Lazy. “Your Phantasm? Hilarious. Absolutely useless, but hilarious. Keep practicing, but right now, if you tried to terrorize a goblin, he’d probably just laugh at you.”

Lazy groaned, ears flattening. “Ugh, I know.”

Trixie winked. “You’ll get there, kitty. Spell Power and focus.” She then turned a little more serious as she touched Lazy’s shoulder. “You can do it. I know it. Otherwise, you wouldn’t even be here.” Next, she pivoted to Thessa, smirking. “And you. Wall of Fire. Impressive. Dramatic. Terrifying. But you need to control that power. You almost set, like, the entire field on fire.”

Thessa grinned, clearly pleased. “That’s called efficiency.”

Trixie rolled her eyes but smiled. “Mmhmm. Sure.”

Finally, she turned to Khla. “And you, Miss ‘I’d Rather Club My Enemies’ — your Shield spell? Solid. You reacted fast, which is good. Buuuut I could see you gritting your teeth every time you cast it.”

Khla sighed. “It is… unnatural.”

Trixie patted her shoulder. “You’ll get used to it. You have to. Your team needs you in that role, so lean into it. Try to find that calm.”

Khla gave a slow nod, thoughtful.

Trixie clapped her hands. “Alright! Training concluded! You’re slightly less embarrassing now.”

Thessa huffed. “Wow, thanks.”

Trixie smirked, then turned to me. “Oh, by the way.”

I arched a brow. “Yeah?”

Her smirk widened just slightly. “Kay wants to see you in her office.”

The air around us shifted. Lazy’s ears perked. Thessa’s eyes gleamed. Even Khla seemed to take interest.

I kept my expression neutral. “Oh?”

Trixie grinned, eyes twinkling. “Ohhh, yeah. And she personally requested you.”

Thessa smirked. “Ohhh, you’re in trouble.”

Lazy nudged me. “Or maybe you’re not in trouble.”

Khla simply hummed.

Trixie giggled, flipping her hair over her shoulder. “Dunno what it’s about, but she was very specific.” She narrowed her eyes playfully as she gave me a suspecting look. “You know, I don’t think she’s ever had a student in her office in private as often as you…”

I rolled my shoulders, keeping my face unreadable, although I felt a slight blush surfacing. I couldn’t deny having a fantasy or two about the things I wanted to happen in that office. “Guess I’d better not keep her waiting.”

Trixie waggled her eyebrows. “Mmmhmm.”

I sighed and turned toward the academy, ignoring the amused glances from the girls. Whatever Kay wanted, I was about to find out.








Chapter 17




I climbed the steps to the main academy building, the strain of the morning’s training session still sitting in my muscles. The halls were quiet at this hour, with most students in class or off in their respective training areas. The lamps lining the corridor flickered gently, casting soft shadows across the stone floor.

At the end of the hallway, I stopped in front of Kay’s office door. The polished brass nameplate gleamed under the light. I took a steadying breath before knocking.

A moment later, her voice came, cool and composed, “Enter.”

I pushed the door open and stepped inside. The air was crisp, and I detected the faint scent of parchment, ink, and a hint of something herbal — maybe tea. Kay sat behind her large mahogany desk, quill in hand, writing with precise, fluid strokes.

She didn’t look up. “Wait a moment.”

I shut the door behind me and stood near the center of the room, hands loosely at my sides.

Her office was as pristine as ever. Shelves lined the walls, filled with neatly arranged books on magical theory, strategy, and historical records. The drapes were partially drawn, letting in just enough sunlight to bathe the room in a muted glow. Unlike the rest of Krysfelt, which had an air of controlled chaos thanks to the sheer number of students and activities, Kay’s space was controlled. Ordered.

She worked in silence, the only sound in the room the faint scratch of her pen across parchment. Her crimson hair was pulled back in a loose arrangement, a few strands falling naturally around her face. She was as composed as ever, her presence commanding without any effort at all. She wore her tight black dress, but her witchy hat was hanging next to her coat on the rack. The sight of her dress hugging her delicious and mature figure made my mind dwell on those naughty fantasies I had of her.

I had to fight the urge to shift my weight, instead keeping my stance neutral as I waited. She was clearly finishing something, and I got the distinct feeling she expected patience, not idle conversation. Maybe she was just making me wait on purpose.

After another minute, she set her quill down, pressed a wax seal onto the parchment, and placed it aside with the kind of effortless grace that made even paperwork look like a calculated maneuver.

Only then did she lift her gaze to me. Her emerald eyes were unreadable, cool as always. “You performed adequately during the first Dungeon run, I heard.”

I blinked. That was it? I let a small smirk tug at my lips. ‘Adequate’ was certainly not what Trixie told us, which once again made me suspect she was being a lot harder to us than she was about us. “That almost sounded like praise.”

Kay didn’t smile, keeping the leash short. “Your progress is notable.” She gestured toward the side of her desk. I followed her movement, my eyes landing on a folded set of dark blue fabric resting atop a stack of reports.

“The Robe of Protection you used in Hirfangr,” she said. “You will keep it.”

That caught me off guard. “Seriously?”

She tilted her head slightly. “Would you prefer I keep it?”

“No,” I said quickly, stepping forward. “I just wasn’t expecting that. It’s a valuable item.”

She nodded. “It is, but it would be wasted sitting in storage.”

I reached out and picked it up, running my fingers over the fabric. It was sturdy yet light, the faint hum of enchantment pulsing beneath my touch. The robe was a useful item — it granted 5 Spell Resistance and 5 Defense — and now it was officially mine.

I nodded. “Thanks. I appreciate it.”

Kay gave the smallest inclination of her head but didn’t comment further.

She also didn’t dismiss me. I debated my next words, then leaned against the chair across from her desk, studying her. I had wanted to talk to her about the upcoming challenge, and I decided now was my opportunity. “The Aquana Games. What do you make of them, if I may ask?”

She exhaled quietly, as if the topic mildly annoyed her. “A distraction.”

That was about what I expected. “And yet Krysfelt still participates.”

Kay’s gaze remained steady. “It serves as practice.”

I considered that. “So you do see some value in it.”

“The Games are not reality,” she said simply. “The stakes are very limited. However, the experience has value. Teams that survive together, that learn to think under pressure, will be more effective in real-life situations. But in the end, the Games are a controlled environment. Reality is not.”

“Still,” I said, “it means something. People train hard to compete in them.”

Kay leaned back slightly in her chair, resting one hand on the desk. “Some do.”

There was something about the way she said it that made me think she never had. It was hard to imagine someone like Kay Krysfelt bothering with something like the Games when she had already established herself as a force to be reckoned with.

“The unfortunate truth is that it helps prestige and strengthens the academy’s reputation,” she continued. “I am not one to care much for such things, but I acknowledge the necessity. To ensure the continued existence of Krysfelt Academy, we need prestige and a solid reputation.”

I nodded, tapping my fingers against the back of the chair. “I’ve been wondering something,” I said. “Do you know why Trixie made her vote for me staying at the academy conditional on my participation in the Games?”

Kay didn’t answer immediately. She studied me for a long moment, as if measuring whether the question was worth entertaining. Then she said, “Because she wants to win.”

I frowned slightly. “That’s it?”

“She has played this game before,” Kay said. “She is not a gambler. If she fought for you to stay, it was because she saw something worth betting on.”

Something settled in my chest at that. I had suspected as much but hearing it from Kay made it feel real.

“Like I said,” she continued, “I do not enjoy these things, but I recognize their worth. Trixie is invaluable to me because she does enjoy the competitions. She has an eye for it too — Krysfelt Academy has won the Aquana Games very often.”

“So, she thinks we have a shot?” I asked.

Kay was quiet for a second, then said, “She must.”

That was as close to an answer as I was going to get. But it was enough. I turned the robe over in my hands, thinking. “And you? What do you think?”

Kay’s expression didn’t shift. “It is not my concern.”

I met her gaze, holding it. I didn’t believe a word of it. Why give me the robes if she wasn’t rooting for us?

“Not even a little?” I asked, unable to suppress a smile.

A pause. Then — so subtly I almost missed it — her lips twitched, the barest ghost of something that wasn’t quite a smirk, but close. “That will be all, Wade,” she said smoothly, dismissing the subject as quickly as it had come up, and she turned her attention back to the papers in front of her on the desk. “You are dismissed.”

I exhaled, straightening. “See you around, then.”

“See you around, Mistress,” she corrected me.

I suppressed a chuckle as I turned and left the office. The moment I stepped into the hallway, I let out a slow breath, my grip on the robe tightening slightly.

At this point, I was pretty sure that she cared.
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The dining hall was as busy as ever, but beneath the usual hum of conversation, tension clung to the air. The upcoming Aquana Games were on everyone’s minds, and it showed. The usual easygoing banter between students had been replaced by hushed discussions, sharp glances, and the occasional smug laugh from members and supporters of Team Manticore, who already saw themselves as the winners.

We grabbed our trays and sat down at our usual spot in the center of the hall. The food today was decent — roasted meat, steamed vegetables, thick slices of dark bread, and some kind of creamy soup. Normally, Lazy would be the first to dig in, but she was just staring at her plate, barely bothering to poke at the food.

Thessa wasn’t much better. She stabbed a piece of meat with her fork a little harder than necessary, her tail flicking behind her in irritation. Khla, as always, maintained her composed demeanor, but even she wasn’t eating as much as she normally did.

The reason wasn’t hard to figure out. We had made some progress, but we were still nervous.

Across the dining hall, the girls of Eye and Key had taken up their usual section, and at the head of their table sat Salee. The petite elf always carried herself with an air of superiority, but today, there was something sharper in her gaze. Every so often, she would glance toward our table — specifically at Lazy — before turning back to her conversation, dismissing her just as quickly.

That was new. Salee wasn’t ignoring us. She was making a point of looking at us.

Lazy must have noticed, but she wasn’t reacting. She just kept her head down, pretending to be focused on the food she wasn’t actually eating.

Across from Eye and Key, Claw and Tooth were far more relaxed. Varga and her pack lounged at their table, their body language dripping with confidence. The wolfkin girl leaned back in her chair, golden eyes gleaming as she laughed at something Rohuga said. Her smugness was impossible to miss.

They already thought they’d won.

At another table, the Bones and Brimstone girls held their own court, with Landura at the center. The vampire girl was as composed as ever, lazily sipping from a goblet that most definitely wasn’t filled with wine. Her expression was amused, detached, like everything happening around her was purely for her entertainment. Still, her gaze drifted to me from time to time, dripping with open lust.

The whole hall had split into factions. The lines had been drawn.

I looked at my team. Thessa scowled at her food. Lazy wasn’t talking. Khla was quiet, unreadable.

I sighed, setting my fork down. “Alright, what’s the plan here? We all just gonna sit here and sulk? I mean, we’ve been doing that for a while now.”

Thessa snorted. “You could always stand up on the table and give a big, dramatic speech. Maybe throw in some grand hand gestures.”

Lazy flicked her ears, smirking slightly. “I’d pay to see that.”

I nodded. “I just might. I am a man of many talents.”

Khla arched a brow. “Debatable.”

That got a laugh out of Thessa, and even Lazy looked a little lighter. Thessa shook her head, a small smile tugging at her lips. “I do like your talents, Wade.”

I shot her a wink before I leaned back in my chair. “But seriously. The Games are coming up fast. We need to stop letting this get to us.”

Thessa huffed, stabbing her fork into a potato. “It’s not getting to me.”

I raised a brow. “Uh-huh.”

She scowled but didn’t argue.

Lazy let out a long sigh. “I just feel so under pressure.”

I tilted my head. “Because of the Games?”

“Not even.” She flicked her tail, finally lifting her gaze. “The way everyone’s acting. Like we don’t even belong here. Like we’re just… background characters in their story.”

That hit harder than I expected.

Khla nodded slightly. “They believe us to be beneath them.”

Thessa scoffed, shooting a glare at the competition. “They think we’re the joke. Gods, I want to light that whole damn table on fire.”

I glanced toward Claw and Tooth. Varga was still lounging, still grinning, completely at ease. Her cronies were the same. They weren’t worried about us. Not even a little.

I exhaled through my nose. “Let ‘em.”

Thessa frowned. “What?”

“Let them think we’re not a threat,” I said simply. “Let them believe we’re just here to fill out the roster. That’s the best advantage we could ask for.”

Khla gave a slow nod. “When people underestimate their opponents, they often miscalculate.”

Thessa tapped her fingers against the table. “So what, we just… let them walk all over us until the Games?”

I shook my head. “No. We don’t take the bait. We don’t let them rattle us. We focus on our game.”

She stared at me for a long moment, then sighed. “Fine.”

I nudged her plate. “Now eat something. You’ll need your strength.”

Lazy groaned but took a bite.

Thessa leaned back in her chair. “We’re still wiping those smug looks off their faces at some point, right?”

I grinned. “Oh, definitely.”

That seemed to lift the mood. “Alright,” I said. “Let’s finish our food. We have General Principles of Magic up next, and I have a feeling that the coming few classes might drop a hint every now and then that might be useful for our next challenge. After all, didn’t Gammicka brief us on the Monstrous Spiders before the Dungeon? That was very useful.”

The girls nodded. “Yeah, that’s true,” Lazy said.

“I have a feeling they might throw us a bone or two before this is all over.” I shot them a reassuring smile. “Come on, let’s go.”








Chapter 18




The walk from the dining hall to the training grounds wasn’t long, and it was nice to get out of the smell of food and the constant hum of conversation. The crisp afternoon air helped us shake off some of the tension from earlier. By the time we and the other students reached the target range, the mood had improved slightly, though the upcoming lesson was about to throw us straight back into the thick of training.

Kay was already there, standing with the usual cool composure that made her seem untouchable. She had her arms crossed over her chest, her sharp green eyes scanning the gathered students with the kind of intensity that could make even the most confident mage straighten their posture.

Unlike our usual classroom lectures, today’s lesson was being held entirely outside. Rows of wooden targets had been set up at varying distances, some standing still while others hovered slightly, enchanted to sway unpredictably. A rack of training staves stood nearby, lined up neatly.

Kay let the silence stretch for a few moments before speaking. “Magic is not simply about power,” she began, her voice sharp and authoritative. It easily carried across the field. “Control, precision, and understanding your spell’s nature are what separate a novice from a true caster. Today, we will focus on targeting.”

Her eyes moved across the students, briefly locking onto me before she continued. “There are two primary ways to direct a spell. The first — projectile targeting — relies on aim. This applies to offensive magic such as Firebolts, Ice Shards, and Magic Missiles. If you cannot aim correctly, your spell is worthless, regardless of how much power you pour into it.”

Thessa smirked. “So, in short, don’t miss.”

Kay’s gaze flicked to her, unimpressed. “Indeed. Trixie told me you miss quite often.”

Thessa immediately scowled as Kay put her in her place, and her tail bristled. The other students chuckled, but they quickly muffled it when Kay’s gaze cut toward them.

“You all do,” she said. “Which is why we’re here.”

Everyone fell silent, and Kay continued without reacting further. “The second type — visualization targeting — relies on direct mental focus. This is used in summoning, enchantment, healing, and various battlefield control spells. Rather than aiming, you designate a target in your mind and direct the spell accordingly. This method requires less precision in aiming but more concentration.”

She walked toward the training staves, picking one up before turning back to us. “Both targeting styles have their strengths and weaknesses. Projectile spells require awareness of movement, distance, and speed. Visualization spells require uninterrupted focus — something that can be difficult to maintain in a combat situation.” She turned her attention to me specifically. “For an Enchanter or a similar subtle-style mage, a lapse in concentration can mean losing control of an enemy. In battle, that is unacceptable.”

I nodded. “Understood.”

She seemed satisfied with that answer, then glanced toward the rest of the group. “For today, we will focus on projectile spells. Proper aim will be necessary for those of you who rely on direct damage.”

That was clearly directed at most of the other students.

She gestured toward the rack of staves. “Each of you will take a training staff. These allow you to cast Firebolt. You will practice casting low-damage Firebolt at the targets without expending Mana. Be careful with them; they are quite costly. The goal is precision — not just hitting the target but striking exactly where you intend to.”

The students moved toward the rack, collecting their staves. Thessa grabbed hers first, spinning it once in her hand before rolling her shoulders. “Alright. Time to set some things on fire.”

Lazy sighed, taking hers with much less enthusiasm, and Khla, ever composed, picked hers up with a quiet nod. The rest of the students followed suit, and I got in line as well. I took my own staff, weighing it in my hands. It was similar to the one I already owned — standard wood with light enchantments to ensure stability — but it was clearly designed for training, not actual combat. The spell expelled little Mana — which it absorbed from the staff — but it dealt very little damage.

Kay stepped aside, motioning toward the targets. “Begin.”

One by one, the students took their positions and started casting. Firebolts streaked through the air, some hitting their marks cleanly while others went wide. The swaying targets made it harder than it looked.

Thessa was doing well — her Firebolts were strong, fast, and mostly accurate, but every now and then, one would miss by just a little. She muttered curses under her breath each time, adjusting her grip and aiming again. But she was definitely a lot better than the other students.

As for Lazy… well. She wasn’t missing completely, but her accuracy was inconsistent. One shot was near-perfect, the next was off by several inches, and the one after that nearly clipped another student’s target instead of her own.

Khla, despite being more of a melee-capable healer, was surprisingly controlled. Her shots weren’t flashy, but they landed where she intended. I could tell it was because she let very little get to her. Control was vital in these cases.

I focused on my own shots, keeping my movements precise. Unlike the others, I wasn’t as reliant on Firebolt, but I understood that control was important for any spellcasting. Each time I fired, I made adjustments, feeling out the nuances of the staff’s weight and how the mana flowed through it.

Kay walked along the line of students, observing silently. She barely gave some students a glance before moving on, but when she reached us — Team Chimera — she lingered.

She watched Thessa for a while before saying, “Your output is strong, but your timing is off.”

Thessa frowned. “I am hitting the targets.”

“Not always,” Kay said simply. “You are casting before you fully adjust for movement. Your impatience and your temper weaken your control.”

Thessa’s ears flicked, but she gritted her teeth and nodded, turning back to focus.

Kay moved on to Lazy, watching her for a few moments before saying, “Lazy, you hesitate too often.”

Lazy’s tail twitched. “I don’t hesitate, I just—”

Kay raised a hand, stopping her. “You hesitate.”

Lazy exhaled, clearly trying not to argue.

“Your first instinct is often correct,” Kay continued, her tone unreadable. “But you second-guess yourself. That is why your aim is inconsistent.”

Lazy muttered something under her breath but gave a reluctant nod.

Kay studied Khla next, giving a small nod. “Satisfactory.”

Khla inclined her head slightly in acknowledgment.

Then Kay stopped in front of me. “Your control is acceptable. Your aim is steady. But you are adjusting too often.”

I frowned slightly. “Too often?”

“You overcorrect,” she said. “You analyze, shift, and fire, but by the time you do, the target has already moved. Act more on instinct.”

I exhaled, considering that. She wasn’t wrong. I was treating it too much like an equation, making small adjustments with each shot instead of trusting the natural rhythm of the spell.

I nodded. “I’ll work on it.”

Kay stepped back, folding her arms. “Continue.”

The training went on for the rest of the session, each of us refining our technique. And though she gave attention to all the students, it was obvious she was keeping a closer watch on us.

That meant something to me. Especially combined with the robe she gifted me. She was rooting for us.

By the time the lesson ended, my arms were sore, and my ears were ringing from the never-ending roar of the Firebolts. But my accuracy was much better than when we’d started. The others looked equally drained but also sharper, more confident in their casting.

Kay dismissed the class, and as we put away the training staves, I glanced at my team, and I could sense satisfaction in them as well. We were getting into shape.
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The classroom for Bestiary Studies felt different today. Maybe it was just me, but I could sense it in the air — the same air of expectation that had been hanging over the academy ever since the Aquana Games loomed on the horizon.

The classroom itself was lined with preserved specimens, glass jars filled with strange fluids containing even stranger creatures, and anatomical charts that detailed everything from goblin musculature to the venom sacs of various Dungeon-dwelling monsters. It was part classroom, part museum, and it always had a slightly eerie vibe.

We took our seats near the middle, the usual spot we’d claimed over the past few weeks. Lazy dropped into her chair with a sigh, tossing her book onto the desk with a thud. “If it’s about spiders again, I’m gonna lose it.”

Thessa snorted. “Fair point.”

Khla, as always, sat with perfect posture, her hands neatly folded on the desk. “Knowledge of the denizens of the Dungeon is a crucial subject. We should disregard our personal irritations.”

Lazy flicked her tail. “Irritations?” She shivered. “It’s not irritations, Khla. It’s trauma. I still see them crawling on the walls in my nightmares.”

I tuned out their banter for a moment, my focus shifting to Gammicka as she entered the room. The elder dwarven woman walked with the purposeful steps of someone who had spent a lifetime in dangerous places. She carried herself with an air of authority, and when she spoke, her voice was always firm, carrying just enough of a rough edge to remind you she wasn’t just an academic — she’d been in the field.

I was pretty sure that she had voted in favor of me when the time came for them to decide on my fate. She didn’t let it on openly, but I could sense that she liked me — in the same way a gruff veteran can like a young recruit, maybe because they recognize something of themselves in it, or maybe because they see the potential.

The classroom quieted as she stepped up to the front. She let her sharp blue eyes sweep over the students, lingering for a fraction of a second longer on those of us in Team Chimera.

After a brief pause, she spoke. “Redcaps.”

Thessa made a strangled noise, but one look from Gammicka shut her up.

“Foul little bastards,” the dwarf continued without missing a beat. “Worse than goblins. Meaner than kobolds. Smarter than they’ve got any right to be.” She turned toward the large slate board at the front of the room. With a flick of her fingers, glowing script and illustrations began appearing across the surface. “They inhabit ruins, abandoned castles, and similar-themed Dungeons — places once held by others, now lost to time.”

Lazy raised a hand lazily. “So… squatters?”

Gammicka snorted. “Squatters that’ll carve out your liver with a rusted knife and wear your blood like perfume.”

Lazy made a face. “You always have to make it so vivid.”

“It’s called effective teaching,” Gammicka said dryly. “If you remember nothing else from this class, remember this: Redcaps must soak their hats in blood to survive. It is not just for decoration. It is their source of vitality. Without fresh blood, they weaken. If they go too long without it, they die.”

The room was silent for a moment. Even the students who had been slouching in their chairs straightened slightly.

Khla was the first to respond. “That is a deeply grotesque biological dependence.”

Gammicka nodded. “Aye. And know that those caps are indestructible. Only when the Redcap itself is dead can the cap be destroyed.”

“No point targeting the caps, then,” I said.

She nodded. “Exactly.” Then, she tapped the board, shifting the diagrams to reveal three different sketches. “There are three primary types you’ll run into.”

The first sketch showed a wiry, hunched Redcap with beady, intelligent eyes and a curved dagger. Its grin was jagged and far too wide, like something out of a horror story.

“The Shady Redcap,” Gammicka said. “Fast. Sneaky. These ones are assassins. They don’t fight fair. They move in the shadows, strike vital spots, and disappear before you can react. If you’re ever in a Redcap-infested Dungeon and feel something brush past you and you don’t see anything? That’s one of these bastards getting into position.”

Thessa leaned forward slightly. “So… anti-mage units?”

Gammicka nodded approvingly. “That’s exactly what they are. They’ll target the weakest first. The distracted. The ones too busy slinging spells to notice a knife at their backs.”

I frowned, already seeing the problem. Our team was full of casters. We didn’t have a frontline fighter or tank. That meant if these things got close, we were in trouble.

Gammicka moved on to the second diagram, which depicted a bulkier Redcap with an unnaturally large mouth, its jaw split open far wider than should be possible.

“This,” she said, “is the Screecher.”

Lazy made a face. “I already don’t like it.”

“You shouldn’t,” Gammicka said. “These ones use sonic-based attacks. Their screams can deafen, disorient, and — if enough of them do it at once — cause structural damage.”

Thessa muttered, “That’s gonna suck.”

“It will,” Gammicka confirmed. “Casters rely on uninterrupted focus. Screechers exist to ruin that.”

I exchanged a glance with Lazy. That was going to be a major problem for both of us. Screechers could interrupt our spells from a distance, and we needed more focus and concentration than Khla, who was a healer, and Thessa, who flung fire. If a Screecher started wailing in the middle of a fight, we’d have a hard time.

“And then,” Gammicka said, turning to the last sketch, “we have the Shaman.”

The room tensed. Even those unfamiliar with Redcaps could tell by looking at the diagram that this one was trouble. It was taller than the others, its red cap adorned with trinkets. It clutched a gnarled staff, and its eyes glowed with a sickly, unnatural light.

“These ones,” Gammicka said, “are the worst of the lot.”

Khla studied the sketch. “They use magic?”

“Aye,” Gammicka said. “Blood Magic.”

A few students murmured at that. Even those who weren’t well-versed in magic knew that Blood Magic was never good news.

“They sacrifice their own health to empower their spells,” Gammicka explained. “And if that’s not enough? They take it from others. A wounded Shaman is a dangerous Shaman. The more damage they take, the more powerful they become — up to a point. But here’s the real problem: they can heal themselves.”

Khla’s fingers tightened on her desk. “How?”

Gammicka met her gaze. “By killing you.”

A cold silence settled over the room.

Thessa exhaled through her nose. “So, priority targets?”

Gammicka nodded. “If you see a Shaman, you take it down first. Do not let it sustain itself. Do not let it get momentum.”

I tapped my fingers against my desk, considering. Blood Magic meant self-sacrifice. That might make Shamans resistant to spells like Madness — they were already used to pain. Could mental magic even affect them?

As if reading my thoughts, Gammicka said, “They don’t fear pain. They don’t fear death. If you plan to manipulate their minds, understand this: they won’t care about suffering.”

Lazy made a noise of frustration. “Great. So they’re stubborn, too.”

Gammicka smirked. “Welcome to Dungeon crawling.”

I leaned forward. “Any weaknesses?”

“They have no resistances,” Gammicka said. “Magic or mundane weapons will do. But disruption is your best bet. They’re fast, but they’re not durable. Hit hard, hit fast, and don’t let them dictate the fight. Also, while pain doesn’t bother them, they still have minds that can be manipulated, fears that can be used against them.”

I nodded. That was exactly what I’d been hoping for. Our magic would be effective against them.

Gammicka crossed her arms. “You’ll want to remember this.” She let the words hang in the air for a moment before adding, “Something tells me you’ll need it.”

That confirmed it. The Games. Redcaps were in our future. I gave her a thankful nod, and perhaps it was a trick of the light, or maybe I imagined it, but I believe she nodded back at me.








Chapter 1 9




The transition from the dim, preserved stillness of Bestiary Studies to the open-air serenity of the academy gardens was a welcome one. The sharp scent of old parchment and specimen jars was replaced by fresh earth, damp grass, and the fragrances of the carefully tended flora.

Thessa groaned as we stepped into the garden hall, stretching her arms high above her head. “I swear, that class gets heavier every time.” She dropped onto a bench without ceremony, her sharply pointed tail flicking in irritation.

Lazy, ever dramatic, let out an exaggerated sigh before rolling theatrically onto the ground with her arms splayed. “Just leave me here. Let the flowers consume me. I will become one with nature.”

I chuckled, not minding the view as the flopping around disheveled her plaid skirt and shirt. We had spent several nights together since Thessa and I introduced Lazy into my little — well, harem, I guess… But I could never get enough of her perfect, soft curves.

Khla glanced down at her, unimpressed. “You’re exaggerating.”

“I don’t care,” Lazy mumbled dramatically into the grass. “Let me be mulch.”

I laughed, shaking my head as I took a seat next to Thessa. Despite the exhaustion, it was nice to be out here. The academy’s gardens were one of the quieter places on campus, a refuge from the constant tension of the competition. The trees and hedges were well-kept but not overly manicured, and several patches of flowers were arranged in a way that felt both natural and intentional. Small stone paths wound through them, leading to tucked-away alcoves and shaded benches.

And in the middle of it all was Willow.

The dryad girl was kneeling beside a small, potted tree on a raised stone platform, watering can in hand. The plant itself looked like a tiny bonsai, its leaves a soft, pale green with the faintest shimmer of mana running through its delicate branches.

She hadn’t noticed us at first, focused entirely on whatever she was doing. And I didn’t mind the view. Dressed in a skirt, stockings, and a button-down shirt, she had discarded her jacket in the heat. Seeing her like this, top buttons open to reveal cleavage that was most definitely soft as she bent over to care for the little tree, I wondered what her bark-colored skin felt like. It surely had to be soft — not rough — and there was a very unearthly beauty about her. 

The moment she turned her head and spotted us, she let out a startled squeak. Her hands jerked, and she nearly dropped the watering can. Some of the water sloshed over the edge, dripping onto the stone with a soft patter.

I lifted a hand in a casual wave. “Hey, Willow.”

She blinked rapidly, and her leaf-like hair rustled. “O-Oh! H-Hello, Wade…” Her gaze flickered to the others, and her posture stiffened slightly. “Um… everyone.”

Thessa gave a lazy wave from the bench. “Yo.”

Lazy, still lying on the ground, just lifted a hand weakly. “Hello from the afterlife, where I have gone after turning into nourishment for the flowers!”

“Okaaay?” Willow muttered softly.

Khla rolled her eyes and inclined her head. “Hello.”

Willow hesitated, clearly unsure of what to do. For a moment, she fidgeted with the handle of her watering can, then looked down at the potted tree as if she could disappear into it. Maybe she could — I imagined she had druidic magic.

I gestured toward it. “That’s a nice plant. Yours?”

Willow nodded quickly, her fingers brushing gently against one of the small branches. “Y-Yes. Um… it’s p-part of my mana-cycling exercises.”

I raised a brow. “Mana-cycling?”

She glanced at me, then at the tree again, as if debating whether to keep talking. Finally, she gave a small nod. “Dryads… we have a deep connection to plant life. It helps us regulate our magic. I-If we don’t cycle our mana properly, it can become unstable.”

I frowned slightly. “Unstable how?”

Willow’s fingers twitched. “I-It depends. Some dryads sicken, others become… erratic.” Her expression darkened slightly at that. “It’s… not pleasant.”

I nodded, filing that information away. “Makes sense. So you use this tree as a kind of conduit?”

She brightened slightly. “Y-Yes.” She traced a delicate finger along the tree’s trunk. “I guide my magic through it, let it cycle naturally, and in return, it helps keep my mana stable.”

Thessa leaned back, tilting her head toward Willow. “So… is that something all dryads have to do?”

Willow nodded. “Most of us. It’s hard to explain, but we can feel the l-life around us. It’s part of who we are.”

Lazy rolled onto her side, propping herself up on one elbow. “Huh. That’s kinda cool.”

Willow inclined her head slightly. “T-Thank you.”

I watched her for a moment, noting how carefully she handled the tiny tree. The way she spoke about it, the way she focused on its well-being — it was not just a tool for her. It was something she genuinely cared about.

After a pause, I decided to ask something else that had been on my mind. “So, are you in a sorority?”

Willow flinched. “No.”

That was a strong reaction. I leaned forward slightly. “Not interested?”

She bit her lip. “I-I… don’t really fit.”

Lazy sat up properly, brushing grass from her hair. “What do you mean?”

Willow shifted uncomfortably. “Eye and Key… they value prestige and control, not nature. Claw and Tooth… t-they’re too aggressive. And Bones and Brimstone…” She shuddered. “I don’t like them. It’s too much about death. I like life.” She shot the tree a tender look.

Thessa snorted. “Yeah, can’t blame you on any of those counts.”

Willow hesitated, then glanced around. She looked like she was debating something, but eventually, she leaned in slightly, lowering her voice. “T-The sororities… they don’t like you.”

I wasn’t surprised. “Yeah, we got that impression.”

She shook her head. “No, I mean… t-they’ll try to hinder you.”

I frowned. “Why?”

Willow’s fingers tightened around the edge of the stone platform. “Because you’re unaffiliated. You’re not one of them.”

Thessa furrowed her brow. “So what? We’re still from Krysfelt. Why would they sabotage their own school’s team?”

Willow’s expression grew troubled. She kept her voice low, almost whispering. “Because it would be worse for them if you won.”

That made me pause. “What do you mean?”

Willow glanced around again, as if making sure no one else was listening. “If a sorority team wins… it’s a v-victory for Krysfelt, but it’s also a victory for them. If you win…” She hesitated, then met my gaze. “It would mean unaffiliated students can s-succeed without them. They’d lose face and significance. Their sisters will never take them seriously and will mock them forever if they were the only team to be outdone by a non-affiliated team.”

The realization settled over me. While Kay had clearly explained that — to the academy — this whole thing was about prestige. To the participants, it was about reputation and influence. If Team Chimera, an unaffiliated team, managed to win, it would prove that the sororities weren’t necessary for success, and it would subject the members of Team Manticore to endless derision.

That was something they couldn’t allow.

Thessa exhaled sharply. “That’s some serious bullshit.”

Khla nodded. “But expected.”

Lazy groaned, flopping back down onto the grass. “Ugh. It’s not enough that we have to worry about other schools — we have to deal with this crap too?”

I looked back at Willow. “Thanks for the warning.”

She nodded quickly, looking relieved that she’d told us. “J-Just… be careful.” There was a warmth in her eyes as she watched me for a moment. Then, she swallowed and gestured at some random part of the garden. “I, uh, have… the trees, you k-know?”

I nodded and gave her a reassuring smile. “Of course. And thank you, Willow. We will watch our backs.”

She nodded and hurried off, before remembering her jacket at the last moment. She turned, nearly stumbled, picked it up with an awkward smile, and scampered off, but not before proving to me that dryad girls could blush.

I smiled as I watched her go. But in the back of my mind, I was already thinking about what this meant. The Games were already going to be tough, and while I’d received signals before from Trixie that the other team might try something, Willow’s warning made it concrete. We had to worry about sabotage from within our own academy.

We were going to have to be ready for that.








Chapter 20




A week passed in a blur of training, studying, and more training. Every day, we honed our spells at the target range under Kay’s sharp eye during General Principles of Magic, drilled our maneuvers and formations with Trixie, and dug into every bestiary lesson Gammicka had to offer. Yet, despite all the work, one thing was missing — Trixie hadn’t thrown us into another Dungeon yet.

At first, we thought she was just biding her time, letting us get sharper before tossing us into another nightmare scenario. But as the days stretched on, it became clear that she was waiting for something. Whether it was for us to improve on our own or for the academy to assign a specific trial, we didn’t know.

Either way, none of us were eager to ask her about it. Trixie was approachable, but at the same time kind of a wild one. But I trusted she had a plan in place for our training, and I believed she would come to us when she believed we were ready.

So, we focused on getting better. And today, during Meditation with Melhee, it finally paid off.

The meditation hall was a large, open space with smooth wooden floors and tall windows that let in the soft morning light. Low, comfortable cushions were arranged in neat rows, and the air smelled faintly of incense. The class was always held in silence, Melhee preferring to communicate through gestures or quiet conversation rather than raise her voice — at least, once the actual meditation had begun.

Today was no different. We sat in our usual spots, legs folded, hands resting on our knees, eyes closed as we focused inward.

For me, mana refinement was already becoming second nature. I had figured it out weeks ago, in the second lesson, so I wasn’t struggling with it anymore. Sure, I wasn’t extremely good at it — not like Melhee — but I was progressing nicely enough to have this class be an actually calming one.

But for Lazy, Thessa, and Khla, it had been an ongoing challenge. They understood the theory — breathing, visualizing the flow of mana, absorbing the essence, letting it cycle, reshape it into mana — but actually doing it? That was another matter.

But then—

A faint shimmer of golden light pulsed from Lazy’s form. It was subtle, barely noticeable, but I saw it. So did Melhee.

Lazy’s ears twitched, and a small, surprised sound escaped her throat. Her golden eyes snapped open, pupils dilated. “Did I—?”

Melhee placed a gentle hand on her shoulder and gave a slow nod.

Lazy’s tail fluffed up in excitement. “Oh my gods, FINALLY!” She nearly toppled over as she shifted in place, grinning wide. Melhee gestured for her to calm down as her antics were disrupting everyone’s meditation, but she had a smile on her face at the same time, knowing this was quite the achievement.

“Wade, did you see that?” she exclaimed. “I did it! I refined mana! Holy shit!”

I chuckled. “I saw. Great work!”

Thessa, who had been meditating beside her, peeked one eye open. “Wait, you actually pulled it off?”

Lazy puffed up her chest. “Hell yeah, I did! I’m a mana genius now.”

Melhee gave her a fond but silent look that clearly said, Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. “Come on,” she said. “You did very well. Now sit down and try it again. You’ll see it gets easier.”

Lazy nodded as she sat down, and soon, the whole class was getting back into it. Still, Lazy’s breakthrough seemed to trigger something.

Not long after, a faint, reddish glow flickered around Thessa, and her eyes widened. “Wait. No way—”

Melhee turned her attention to her next, nodding again.

Thessa’s tail flicked sharply. “Ohhh, this is good.” She stretched her fingers, clearly feeling the refined mana cycling through her body. “This is real good.”

Khla was next. She remained still for a moment longer before exhaling, and a soft white light pulsed around her form. Unlike the other two, she didn’t react outwardly, but I saw the way her fingers flexed slightly against her knee. A trace of a smile formed on her lips, and her eyes met mine. I gave her a nod, and she grinned broadly.

Melhee nodded once more, satisfied.

She stood, adjusting the sleeves of her robe before addressing the class in her usual quiet voice. “This will be useful to you in time,” she said. “Meditation allows for mana restoration while resting. At first, it will be a small amount, but with practice, it will grow.”

A few murmurs rippled through the students. There were different responses to our success — most students gave us nods, smiles, and the odd congratulations. But there were a few who scowled, glared, and whispered — most of those were sorority girls, although there were plenty of those who were not so hostile.

Lazy, still buzzing with excitement, asked, “So basically, we get free mana if we get good enough at this?”

Melhee’s lips curled into a faint smile. “In a sense. But meditation in the stress of a Dungeon is hard. Right here, in this comfortable space, well-guarded and surrounded by friends, it is much easier than in the dark, dripping hallways where monsters lurk and hunt you. But keep practicing here, and you will be ready when the time comes.”

We exchanged a few looks before we settled back in. During the remainder of the class, several other students achieved their breakthrough as well, and Melhee commented that it was like clockwork every year — around this time, most would achieve their first mana cycling. A few would lag behind, and a few would have already achieved it, although Melhee added that being slower in meditation said nothing about one’s abilities as a spellcaster — it simply depended on how busy one’s mind was. Those with inner calm achieved it earlier, and that did not necessarily mean they were more talented spellcasters as well.

By the time the class ended, half of the students had achieved their breakthroughs, and the mood was ecstatic as we made our way to the next class.
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The morning had been going great so far. With Lazy, Thessa, and Khla having finally broken through in mana refinement, the mood was light as we made our way to Dungeon Lore. For once, we were feeling ahead of the curve instead of struggling to keep up.

That lasted right up until we reached the classroom door.

Alis was waiting.

She stood with her arms crossed, a picture of elegant impatience. Tall, pristine, not a single strand of her white hair out of place. Her silver eyes locked onto us the moment we arrived, as if she had been expecting us down to the second.

We slowed to a stop.

Thessa gave her a flat look. “Well, that’s never a good sign.”

Alis didn’t acknowledge the comment. Instead, she simply said, “Come with us.”

Lazy squinted at her. “Uh… why?”

Alis arched a brow, unimpressed. “Do you require further clarification?”

Lazy’s tail flicked. “I mean, it’d be nice.”

Alis didn’t move, didn’t so much as blink. “Things will become clear in time. Let us not waste time on meaningless banter.”

I made a calming gesture at the girls and nodded. “Alright. We’ll follow. Lead the way.”

Without another word, Alis turned on her heel and walked away, fully expecting us to follow.

We did.

The walk was silent. None of us were eager to start a conversation with her, and Alis wasn’t one to explain herself unless directly asked. I could feel the curiosity radiating off Lazy, the irritation simmering beneath Thessa’s skin, and the quiet calculation in Khla’s steps as her ever-busy mind was trying to figure out what all of this meant.

We weren’t heading toward any of our usual classrooms. Instead, Alis led us through the academy’s winding halls until we arrived at the sports building.

That was unexpected.

The place was empty, the usual student chatter absent. No one was practicing, no training sessions were in progress. Just us, Alis, and the large open space filled with sparring mats, weapon racks, and training dummies.

She finally stopped, turning to face us. “We will be providing you with additional training today.”

Thessa’s tail twitched. “Additional training?”

Alis gave her a blank look. “We do not repeat ourselves.”

Lazy groaned. “Is this gonna be another one of those ‘beat the lesson into us’ situations? Because I just started feeling good about today.”

Alis gave her the same unimpressed stare she gave most people. “You will meditate.”

Lazy made a strangled noise. “Again?”

Alis ignored her. “Gammicka has informed us that you have achieved the first step — not a moment too soon. But that is not enough. In a Dungeon, there is no quiet sanctuary in which to refine mana. If you cannot do so under duress, you are of no use to your team.”

That shut everyone up. We knew she was right, and I understood what she was getting at immediately. Like Melhee had said: in a controlled environment like the meditation hall, finding focus was easy. But in a Dungeon? Surrounded by monsters? In the middle of a fight?

Different story entirely.

The way Alis had delivered her message and the purpose of today left a little to be desired, but then again, why would she need to be polite and nice about it? She was going to teach us something, and I did not doubt her competence or her — somewhat reluctant — devotion to our purpose. By now, I had come to believe Trixie when she had said that Alis was professional enough to step over her dislike of me.

I sighed. “Alright. Let’s get to it.”

We moved toward the center of the room, settling into cross-legged positions on the polished floor. The wood was cool beneath me, grounding. I exhaled slowly, straightening my spine, letting my hands rest on my knees. My breathing slowed, steady and deliberate.

In. Hold. Out.

Mana wasn’t like air — it didn’t flow with the same natural rhythm — but refining it had similarities. You had to guide the essence of the world, ease it into motion, let it circulate through your body without forcing it. If you tried too hard, it resisted. If you let it move naturally, it responded. Once it did, you could draw it in and lead it through the unseen channels in your body to your core — the crucible that refined this essence into mana.

I let my awareness sink inward. Beneath the surface of my thoughts, I could feel the familiar hum of my magic, the quiet thrum of energy resting within me. I focused on drawing it out, refining it, cycling it properly—

Then, fire exploded past my shoulder.

I tensed instinctively, eyes snapping open as heat scorched the air near my arm. The firebolt struck the ground barely a foot away, leaving a small charred mark. My focus, needless to say, was completely ruined. So was that of the girls.

Alis stood at a distance, her fingers still glowing with residual flame. Expression unreadable.

Thessa’s eyes flashed open, tail lashing. “What the fuck?”

Another firebolt flared to life in Alis’s hand. She flicked it toward Lazy — close but not touching.

Lazy let out a startled yelp, her ears flattening against her skull. “Are you kidding me right now?”

Alis remained utterly calm. “If a simple spell startles you, your focus is inadequate.”

Another firebolt, this time near Khla.

She barely reacted — just a flicker of her brow — but I saw the slight shift in her shoulders. Even she wasn’t completely unshaken.

Alis watched her for a moment before speaking again. “You must be able to refine mana under stress. If you cannot, you will fail in a Dungeon.”

Thessa shot to her feet, hands clenched. “Oh, so we’re just supposed to sit here while you throw fire at us?”

Alis didn’t answer immediately. Instead, she flicked her fingers.

The next spell wasn’t a Firebolt.

A humanoid figure made of swirling wind materialized in front of us. A second later, it screamed, letting out a high-pitched, grating sound, loud enough to send a sharp spike of pain through my skull.

Thessa flinched, her fists tightening. “You—”

Alis tilted her head slightly. “Your temper will not serve you here. You must calm yourself and maintain your meditation.”

Thessa’s fingers twitched like she wanted to hurl a firebolt straight back at her. “I am calm.”

Alis’s silver eyes narrowed just slightly. “Lying to yourself is unwise.”

Thessa’s breathing was uneven now, her frustration bleeding through. Alis watched her, then turned her gaze to the rest of us. “This will continue until you succeed.”

At the flick of her wrist, another elemental appeared beside the first. I had a moment to realize that Alis had to be quite the powerful spellcaster indeed to just summon elementals like that. Then, another screech killed that train of thought.

Lazy groaned, covering her ears. “Oh, come on—”

Alis ignored her. She flicked another Firebolt just barely past Khla. Khla remained still, but I could see the tension in her jaw.

“Focus!” she demanded with her iron voice. “Stop complaining! Get to it!”

I exhaled through my nose, forcing myself to steady my breathing. I didn’t like this. But Alis wasn’t wrong.

In a real Dungeon, we wouldn’t get silence and peace. If we were going to refine mana in the middle of a dangerous place, we needed to learn to control ourselves, to shut out the chaos, to maintain focus even when the world was burning around us.

And right now, the world was certainly burning. I flinched as another Firebolt whizzed past, closed my eyes, took a slow breath, and focused.

The fire kept coming.

Searing bolts of flame whizzed past us, striking the floor with near-perfect precision — never hitting, but always too close for comfort. The elementals shrieked and howled, their inhuman cries drilling into our skulls as they roared around us. Wind lashed through the room as they spun and swirled unpredictably, while heavy footfalls shook the ground where larger summons moved unseen behind me.

And we were supposed to meditate through it.

I gritted my teeth, forcing my hands to remain steady on my knees. I could feel my team faltering around me. Lazy kept flinching, her ears pinned flat against her head. Thessa was barely containing her rage, her tail flicking sharply every time Alis sent another Firebolt near us. Even Khla had a slight crease in her brow. She seemed focused, but I sensed she was getting nothing done.

None of us were. But I wasn’t about to let Alis win. I closed my eyes. In. Hold. Out.

The noise was deafening. The heat of the Firebolts made my skin prickle. But that didn’t matter. None of it mattered.

Essence was there, lingering in the air — perhaps even more than normal due to the intense magical activity of Alis’s spellcasting. It was waiting beneath the surface, flowing just beneath the storm. I had done this before, refined it by pulling it in and cycling it through my core. The key was to ignore the chaos. To find my center despite it.

In. Hold. Out.

The fire didn’t stop. The elementals roared. The gymnasium seemed to tremble with every impact of their massive limbs. But somewhere beneath it all, I found it.

Essence.

Not just a fleeting sensation, but real, steady, ready to be refined in the crucible of my core.

I cycled it through me, pushing away the distractions, guiding the essence through my core, feeling the way it sharpened and settled within me. My control wasn’t perfect — very far from it — but it was there. I knew I could refine mana in this chaos. And if I could do it now, I could do it anywhere.

And just as I felt I was cutting into it, getting closer to the goal, Alis’s voice cut through the din. “Wade, stand.”

I exhaled sharply and opened my eyes.

The gymnasium had transformed.

Where before there had been only a few summons, now the space was packed with elementals of various shapes and sizes. Some towered near the ceiling, their hulking forms barely contained within the room. Others zipped and whirled through the air, their movements unpredictable and wild. The floor itself cracked beneath the weight of stone and earthen creatures stomping across it.

I swallowed. Just how powerful was Alis?

I turned to her. She met my gaze, completely unaffected by the chaos she had unleashed. “You will spar before you may continue your meditations. Like in the real Dungeon, you can be interrupted to fight at any time.”

I frowned. There was frustration within me, because I knew I was close to refining mana even under these conditions. I also knew that Alis had sensed it, and she had decided to interrupt me because of that.

I pushed the boiling sensation away. This was hard, frustrating, and that was the exact reason why Alis was doing it. “Spar with who?” I asked.

She flicked a hand. One of the larger elementals stepped forward — a hulking, lumbering form of rock and hardened clay. Its massive fists clenched, and deep within its faceless head, two glowing cracks of energy pulsed where eyes might be.

An earth elemental.

Alis’s voice was cold, clipped. “Do not hold back.”

Fine.

I flexed my fingers around my Staff of Fire, calling upon the full reserve of mana swirling within my core. I wondered if I could even defeat this thing, but I killed all such thoughts, focusing on the here and now as I pointed my staff toward the elemental.

“Command: Halt!”

The spell lashed out, striking its mind. Or… it should have. The creature didn’t even flinch.

Resisted.

I gritted my teeth and tried another spell. “Charm.”

Again, nothing.

Resisted. With the sound of a landslide, it began to lumber forward toward me, and for a moment I wondered what would remain of my face if this elemental punched me with its massive fists.

I clenched my jaw. “Blind Spot.”

The elemental kept moving forward, completely unfazed.

Resisted.

Damn it.

I barely had time to dodge as the earth elemental swung a massive arm toward me. I dove to the side, rolling across the floor as its fist slammed into the ground where I’d been sitting. The impact sent a tremor through the gym, shaking the wooden floor beneath my feet.

Alis watched, impassive. A flicker of uncertainty flashed through me — would she stop it if it struck true? What was the risk of injury or even death here?

Once again, I killed those doubts. I pushed up to my feet, breath steady. Alright, so finesse wasn’t going to work. That left one option.

I leveled my staff. “Enrage.”

The spell hit — but once again, the elemental shrugged it off.

Resisted.

Damn it all.

With no other options, I did the only thing I could do. Weave and shoot.

The elemental moved slower than I did, but each step it took was heavy and made the ground shake. It was relentless, forcing me to stay on the move. I darted around the gym, dodging swings, trying to put distance between us as I took shots with my staff.

“Firebolt!”

The first one hit its shoulder, leaving a scorched mark but doing little else.

“Firebolt!”

Another shot, another hit. More damage, but nothing major.

This wasn’t a fight I could win through brute force. But that wasn’t the point. The point, I realized, was driving me to exhaustion. Alis was out to break us.

An hour later, the running, dodging, and throwing Firebolts had left me completely drained. Sweat clung to my skin, my muscles ached, and my breathing was ragged. My mana reserves weren’t fully depleted, but they were close.

And the worst part? The earth elemental was still standing.

It had never slowed. Never faltered. It had just kept coming, shrugging off my spells like I was throwing pebbles at a mountain as it lumbered after me. A few times, I had accidentally gotten in range, and every swing of its massive stone fists had sent shockwaves through the floor. Luckily, it hadn’t hit me, and that convinced me that Alis was holding back — at least a little. Still, it was relentless in its pursuit, a perfect embodiment of Alis’s expectations — unyielding, merciless, impossible to escape.

I was already moving to dodge another attack when suddenly—

It stopped.

One moment, the elemental was surging forward, ready to crush me under its massive arms. The next, it was utterly still. The glow in its cracked stone eyes dimmed, and then, without ceremony, it disappeared.

All around me, the other elementals collapsed as well. The wind elementals dissolved into harmless gusts, their ear-splitting screams vanishing into silence. The fire elementals, which had been circling the gym like living embers, extinguished in an instant. The heavier summons — the ones that had been making the floor shudder — simply flickered out of existence, gone as swiftly as they had come.

The sudden absence of chaos was jarring.

I sucked in a breath, my body still tense, waiting for another attack. But there was nothing. Just the stillness of the now-empty gymnasium and the heavy thudding of my own heartbeat in my ears.

Across the room, Alis stood with the same unreadable expression she always wore, as if she hadn’t just spent the past hour watching me play a one-sided game of survival. She studied me for a long moment, then exhaled sharply through her nose.

“Pathetic.”

My fingers tightened around my staff.

I was exhausted, barely standing, and she dismissed all of it with a single word. The temptation to snap back at her was strong, but I swallowed it down. Arguing with Alis wouldn’t do anything. She didn’t care how tired I was. She didn’t care how much I had been pushed.

She only cared about results.

Behind me, the girls stirred, but there was no relief in their movements — only tension.

Lazy was the first to react, but instead of her usual exaggerated stretching or dramatic groaning, she just sat there, shoulders hunched, ears flat against her head as she carefully opened one eye. Her tail, normally flicking with amusement or excitement or even self-pity, was curled stiffly around her legs. She rubbed at her temples like she had the world’s worst headache.

Thessa cracked one eye open, her usual sharp smirk nowhere to be found. “Shit,” she muttered, her voice rough. “How long was that?”

Khla exhaled slowly, rolling her shoulders in a stiff, measured motion. “An hour.”

An hour.

An hour of being forced to sit still while fire exploded around them. An hour of screaming wind elementals clawing at their focus, of near-misses that seared the floor just inches away from bare skin. An hour of knowing that any break in concentration could mean getting scorched.

They were broken.

None of them had managed to refine mana. I could see it in the way their postures sagged, in the way their hands clenched and unclenched as if still trying to force their bodies to obey. They had been trying the entire time, and they had failed. They hadn’t come as close as I had either — otherwise, Alis would’ve disturbed them and made them spar.

Alis’s silver eyes swept over us with the cold detachment of someone evaluating broken tools. “You will return for more after today’s classes,” she simply stated.

Thessa groaned. “You’ve gotta be kidding me.”

Alis turned her gaze on her, and the shift in atmosphere was immediate. The air in the room seemed to grow heavier, colder. “We do not jest.” Her voice was razor-thin, controlled, but beneath it was something sharp. Dangerous. “You are disgracefully inadequate. If we are to ensure you do not perish in the first proper Dungeon, this will take time. A great deal of it.”

Thessa’s tail flicked sharply, and I could see the immediate spark of rebellion in her crimson eyes. She hated being spoken down to. Hated being told she wasn’t good enough. Her fingers twitched like she wanted to hurl a Firebolt straight at Alis’s icy face.

Instead, she exhaled sharply and muttered, “Fine.”

Alis let the silence stretch, watching her, daring her to push back further, but Thessa held her tongue. Satisfied, Alis finally turned away. “Do not be late.”

With that, she strode out of the gymnasium.

The moment the door shut behind her, Lazy groaned and flopped onto her back. “Oh my gods, that woman is going to kill us.”

Thessa ran a hand through her hair, scowling. “She’s trying. And she’s enjoying it.”

Khla exhaled slowly, rolling her shoulders. “Maybe. But she is not incorrect.”

Thessa shot her a look. “Excuse me?”

Khla met her gaze evenly. “We are weak.”

Thessa’s tail whipped around. “We are not weak.”

Khla tilted her head slightly. “Then why did we struggle?”

That shut Thessa up.

“I agree with Khla,” I said, “although I wouldn’t necessarily call us weak. I think we’re ahead of the curve when it comes to freshmen, but we need to be in order to succeed at the Aquana Games. We need this training, and we need to not let Alis’s cold demeanor affect us.”

Lazy groaned again, dragging her hands down her face. “Ugh. This is too deep for right now. Someone say something, so I can forget that we have to come back here later.”

I sighed. “We’ve got General Principles of Magic next, then Bestiary Studies. She expects us back after that.”

Lazy perked up. “So… food first?”

I nodded. “Food first.”

No one argued with that.

We dragged ourselves toward the dining hall, our bodies aching, our mana drained, and the reality of another brutal training session hanging over us.

But for now, we were going to eat.








Chapter 21




After a quick meal that did little to erase the exhaustion in our bodies, we made our way toward General Principles of Magic. Even though we were still feeling the effects of Alis’s training, we didn’t have the luxury of letting that slow us down. The academy wasn’t about to give us time to recover, and neither were our competitors.

The lecture hall was already filled with students when we arrived, the air buzzing with conversation. General Principles of Magic was a core subject, and during the first year at Krysfelt Academy, we would learn theory and practice that stood at the heart of spellcasting — at least, insofar as was known. The System had never explained itself, nor had it announced why it came to Earth during the Upheaval two-and-a-half centuries ago or why it had changed when the Anomalous Zones appeared fifty years after the Upheaval. The System had gone unexplained to the Tannorian races as well, so they could not educate us on the principles of it. And so, all that we knew was from our own study of the System.

The chatter died down when Kay entered and made her way to the front of the classroom, as composed and authoritative as ever. She wasted no time on pleasantries. The moment the last student quieted, she began.

“Magic,” she said, “is dictated by the System. And the System has rules.”

The room fell silent as all eyes turned toward her.

Kay gestured to the board behind her. With a flick of her hand, glowing text appeared in precise, elegant script.

Spell Power and Spell Resistance.

“These two,” she continued, “Spell Power and Spell Resistance, are the two defining factors of how much spellcasting interacts between two individuals. Spell Power determines the potency of one’s magic. Spell Resistance determines one’s ability to resist magic cast upon them.”

She let that sink in for a moment before continuing.

“Both of these values are derived from the Mens attribute.” Her sharp green eyes scanned the room. “Not Anima.”

A few murmurs rippled through the students. Some were clearly surprised by this, which meant they hadn’t been paying attention in previous classes or to their own character sheets.

Kay’s gaze lingered on them for a fraction of a second longer before moving on. “Anima dictates your maximum Mana and the rate at which you recover Mana. Despite strong rumors to the contrary, a strong spellcaster does not necessarily have a high Anima — a strong spellcaster has high Mens. Anima does not determine how strong your spells are.”

That distinction was something I already understood, but I saw Lazy tilt her head in thought. She had been throwing all her points into Mens since Trixie told her to, with much the same reasoning as Kay had, but she was eager to learn the theory behind it.

Kay raised a hand, and new text formed on the board beneath the previous words.

Spell Resistance vs. Spell Power
- If Spell Power is lower than Spell Resistance → The spell has no effect.
- If Spell Resistance is 50% or more of Spell Power → The spell has a diminished effect.
- To achieve full effect, Spell Power must be at least 2x the target’s Spell Resistance.

“This,” Kay said, gesturing toward the board, “is how the System determines the effectiveness of spells that can be resisted. Spells such as charms, illusions, curses, and mind-affecting magic will only take full effect if your Spell Power is greater than at least twice your opponent’s Spell Resistance.”

I tapped my fingers against my desk, absorbing the information. This meant that my spells like Command, Charm, and Enrage would fail completely against anyone with high Spell Resistance. That explained why the earth elemental had shrugged off all of my attempts to control it. Its Spell Resistance had clearly been too high for me to affect it.

I glanced at Lazy, who had the same troubled expression. She was an Enchanter too, and that meant Spell Power was vital for her as well.

Kay wasn’t finished. “However, if your Spell Power is simply higher than their Spell Resistance, that does not guarantee full effectiveness.” She tapped the board. “If an opponent’s Spell Resistance is at least 50% of your Spell Power, the effect will be diminished. Weakened. Lessened.”

Lazy muttered, “Well, that sucks.”

Kay flicked her gaze toward her but didn’t acknowledge the comment. “If you wish for your spell to take full effect, your Spell Power must be at least twice the target’s Spell Resistance. Otherwise, the effect will be negatively altered in some way — it can be shortened, less intense, or have an otherwise diminished effect. The greater the target’s Spell Resistance, the more diminished the effect until it reaches zero — ” She tapped the board where it read ‘Spell Power must be at least 2x the target’s Spell Resistance’ — “Until this point is reached and the spell has no effect at all.” She let her sharp green eyes drift over the assembled students. “For clarity’s sake and to drive home the importance of this point, I will now insult your intelligence with an example… If someone has 30 Spell Resistance, you will need at least 60 Spell Power for your spell to affect them at full strength. Otherwise, it would be weaker.”

There was a nervous shuffling as students exchanged looks, unsure whether a chuckle at this preposterously simple example was permitted. However, most decided against — Kay didn’t look like she was joking.

“This is why proper stat allocation is essential,” Kay continued. “It is not enough to simply cast a spell. It must be able to land. And that is only the case if you have sufficient Spell Power.”

She turned, and new text appeared beneath the previous explanation.

Damage-Dealing Spells
- Spell Resistance does not affect damage-dealing spells.
- Spell Power dictates the base damage of the spell.
- The target’s Defense is subtracted from the total damage dealt.
- Other factors, such as resistances, items, and environmental effects, may modify the final damage.

Kay turned back to us. “Unlike spells that can be resisted, most spells that deal damage — such as Firebolt, Chain Lightning, or Ice Spear — are calculated differently. Spell Resistance plays no part.”

Thessa sat up a little straighter at that. She was an offensive caster, and this was directly relevant to her.

Kay continued, “Instead, most damage-dealing spells are dictated by Spell Power. The higher your Spell Power, the higher your damage output. However, a target’s Defense is subtracted from the total damage dealt.”

She folded her arms. “And, as always, there are additional factors. Some creatures have natural resistances. Certain armors and accessories may provide protections. Environmental effects can strengthen or weaken your spells. The System calculates all of these in real time, but your responsibility as spellcasters is to understand how it works. However, there will always be slight deviations — we do not and cannot grasp every little detail that the System takes into account — from room temperature to humidity.”

Thessa leaned back, processing that. “So for me, I don’t have to care about Spell Resistance. Just Spell Power.”

Kay nodded slightly. “Correct.”

Lazy let out a dramatic sigh. “Great. That means I do have to care about it.”

“Then finally,” Kay continued. “Some spells are hybrid. There are damage-dealing spells that do take into account Spell Resistance — think of spells that are subtle in nature, like Mind Warp. As a rule of thumb, if a spell manifests in a way that is not directly visible or does not require you to hurl a projectile, chances are that Spell Resistance will affect it.”

“Would my Phantasm spell be like that?” Lazy asked.

Kay gave a nod. “Very good question, Lazy. Yes, that is exactly what it means. Phantasm is a subtle spell, not an overt one like Firebolt, but it does deal damage. In that specific case, the spell can be thwarted with high enough Spell Resistance.”

Lazy nodded, obviously pleased that she had asked a question that Kay had qualified as ‘very good’. I shot her a smile, and she winked back.

Kay swept her gaze over the class. “This is fundamental knowledge. If you do not grasp these concepts, you will fail in the field.”

Her words were as sharp as ever, but she wasn’t wrong.

Spell Resistance was going to be a problem for me. I needed to start increasing my Mens even more if I wanted my spells to be effective against stronger opponents. So far, I had put a lot of points in Anima as well. I couldn’t really blame myself for that; I had been forced to adapt in Hirfangr, and I needed the Mana to deal with the ogres. In the end, it had only been just enough. But now, my build needed to become Mens-focused.

Thessa and Lazy were also deep in thought. Lazy looked particularly intrigued, tail flicking as she considered what this meant for her illusions. Khla, meanwhile, seemed mostly unaffected. Healing spells weren’t resisted, so this information didn’t change much for her. However, she might gain other spells down the line, and I knew she was taking it all to heart.

Kay’s voice cut through the silence once more. “You will be tested on this. You will experience this firsthand.” Her gaze swept across the room, lingering slightly on me. “And if you do not understand it by then, you will pay a hefty price. If you remember anything from my classes, let it be this.”

With that clarified, she moved on to the next topic, which was more information on the variables that could influence damage. I listened intently, jotting down as much as I could, knowing this information would be vital for our participation in the Aquana Games.
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The transition from General Principles of Magic to Bestiary Studies was a quick one, but it didn’t give us much time to rest. I could see the way Lazy rubbed her temples as we made our way through the halls, and Thessa was still chewing over the lecture, her tail flicking slightly as she muttered something under her breath. Khla, as usual, remained composed, but I could tell she was processing everything just as carefully as the rest of us. All the information and Alis’s brutal training were already taking their toll.

Together with the other students, we settled into our usual seats in Gammicka’s classroom. Sure, we were tired, but if there was one class that demanded our full attention, it was this one. Bestiary Studies wasn’t dry theory — it was survival. Every lesson Gammicka gave was another piece of information that could mean the difference between life and death in a Dungeon.

The classroom, as always, was filled with preserved specimens and anatomical charts. Jars of strange fluids lined the walls, some containing creatures I didn’t recognize, lifeless eyes staring at us through the glass.

Gammicka herself stood at the front, arms crossed, her sharp blue eyes scanning the students as we settled in. Like Kay, she didn’t waste time with introductions or warm-ups — the welcoming days for the freshmen were over. She simply rapped a knuckle against the board, and glowing text appeared in blocky, utilitarian script.

Gargoyles.

Thessa let out a quiet hum of interest. Lazy, on the other hand, made a face before she shrugged. “Well, at least it’s not spiders…”

Gammicka ignored any comments from the students. “Gargoyles,” she began, “are creatures commonly found in ruins, ancient structures, and fortified locations. They are a type of elemental construct, typically bound to a location or specific duty. And they are a pain in the ass.”

That last part got a few chuckles, but she wasn’t joking.

She gestured to the board, and a series of illustrations appeared — depictions of gargoyles in various poses, some perched on ledges, others mid-attack. Their bodies were thick and heavy, resembling carved stone, with sharp, clawed hands and wickedly curved wings.

“Their most notable trait,” Gammicka continued, “is their durability. Physical attacks are highly ineffective due to their stone-like composition. A non-magical sword will do little more than chip at their surface. Even blunt weapons struggle unless used with overwhelming force. Magical weapons may achieve some effect, but they will not be fully effective unless they are of the most potent levels.”

“Well, everyone in here is a spellcaster,” a student commented, getting some nods and affirmative sounds from the others.

“Aye.” Gammicka flicked her fingers, and the illustrations shifted, showing cracks forming along a gargoyle’s body under sustained magical assault. “Of all Classes, spellcasters are best equipped to deal with them. Despite their resistance to physical attacks, they can be weakened by magic. Elemental spells — particularly those that apply consistent pressure — are the most effective means of bringing them down. Fire, ice, lightning. It does not matter what you use, so long as you do not let up.”

Thessa grinned. “Sounds like a job for me.”

Gammicka gave her a sharp nod. “Aye. Fire will work well enough, but keep in mind that sheer force isn’t enough. Sustained magical pressure will wear them down, not just a single burst.”

Lazy groaned and slumped against her desk. “Great. More things I can’t deal with.”

Gammicka snorted. “You’d rather fight spiders? I heard you didn’t like them.”

A few people in the class chuckled. By now, Lazy’s dislike of spiders was practically common knowledge.

Lazy shuddered. “I mean, no, but at least I knew how to handle them. What am I supposed to do against a rock monster? Yell at it?”

Thessa smirked. “I mean, that’s kind of what you do already.”

Lazy made a wounded noise. “Excuse me, my spells are very effective.”

Gammicka cut in before the bickering could continue. “Gargoyles rely on ambush tactics.” She tapped the board, and the images shifted again, showing gargoyles perched along ruined buildings. “They are patient. They do not stalk their prey. They wait.”

That got my full attention. “They pretend to be statues, right?” I asked.

Gammicka nodded. “Exactly. Many adventurers have walked through ruins, completely unaware that the decorative stonework around them was watching.”

A few students shifted uncomfortably in their seats.

Thessa’s grin widened. “Oh, that’s devious.”

“Worse,” Gammicka said. “The statues don’t necessarily depict the gargoyle’s true form. The System does not care for artistic consistency. Some resemble beasts, some depict humanoid figures, and others are outright grotesque. You cannot assume that simply because a statue does not look like a gargoyle, it is safe.”

I filed that away. That meant we couldn’t just go into a ruin and assume only the winged, monstrous statues were threats. Anything could be a gargoyle in disguise.

Gammicka let that point sink in before continuing. “Once they strike, they do not relent. Unlike some Dungeon creatures, gargoyles do not hesitate. They attack the moment they decide to move, and they do not stop until their enemy is dead.”

Lazy let out another groan. “This just keeps getting better.”

“And one final warning,” Gammicka said. “The smarter ones will feign destruction.”

That got everyone’s attention.

“What?” I asked.

“If a gargoyle is intelligent enough, it may shift into a broken form mid-battle and pretend to be defeated,” Gammicka said. “Then, when its opponents lower their guard, it will strike.”

A chill settled over the room. That was nasty.

Thessa exhaled sharply. “Yeah. I really wanna fight one now.”

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes at her excitement. But inwardly, I was already making plans.

If gargoyles showed up in our next Dungeon run, Thessa and I would have to handle them. We were the only ones capable of dealing sustained magical damage — I had the Staff of Firebolt, after all. Lazy’s spells wouldn’t do anything, and Khla’s melee attacks would be useless without enchantments.

I made a mental note to bring it up later.

For now, we listened as Gammicka moved on to discussing tactics for dealing with gargoyles, reinforcing that magic was the key.

Yet another thing we needed to be prepared for.








Chapter 22




After Bestiary Studies, we made our way back to the sports building where Alis was waiting. None of us were particularly eager, but after this morning’s disaster, we knew we didn’t have a choice. Alis wasn’t going to give up until we could function under stress, and she didn’t care how much we hated the process.

Lazy groaned as we walked. “I swear, if she makes me dodge earth elementals for an hour like she did Wade, I’m quitting school and becoming a farmer.”

Thessa scoffed. “You wouldn’t last a day farming.”

“I’d be a great farmer,” Lazy shot back. “I’d grow, like… wheat. Wheat stalks… plants? Wheat plants? Wheat trees?”

Khla glanced at her. “You know nothing about wheat.”

Lazy sighed dramatically. “This is what I get for dreaming.”

I let their banter play out, but my thoughts were already on the upcoming session. Alis wouldn’t repeat the same exercise twice in a row. She had already tested our ability to refine mana under duress. That meant today’s lesson was going to be something new.

That wasn’t exactly comforting.

When we arrived, Alis was already standing in the center of the gym, arms crossed, silver eyes sharp with barely veiled irritation. She looked us over as we filed in, her gaze like a silent accusation — as if she was disappointed we hadn’t miraculously improved over the last few hours.

“You are late.”

We weren’t, but I didn’t argue.

She exhaled sharply through her nose. “We wasted enough time this morning. We will move on.” She flicked a hand, and the door behind us swung shut.

Lazy tensed. “I feel trapped.”

“You are trapped,” Alis said flatly.

Lazy swallowed. “That’s… not reassuring.”

Alis ignored her. “You failed in refining mana under stress. That failure is noted, and it will be corrected. However, before we continue that training, we will focus on another glaring weakness.”

She snapped her fingers, and the air around her shimmered.

My mind wobbled.

It was like something invisible had reached into my skull and twisted my thoughts into knots. A sickly, pulsing sensation rolled through me, like my logic and instincts were being forced into alignment with something else. I staggered slightly, shaking my head, but the effect didn’t fade.

The others reacted differently.

Lazy blinked rapidly, looking around in confusion. She lifted her hands to her face, staring at them with wide eyes. “Why do I have… fingers?” Her voice was slow and weird, and her eyes were full of childlike surprise. “Wh-what are fingers for?” she muttered, rotating her hand in front of her eyes as if it was the first time she actually saw a hand.

Khla’s jaw tightened, her posture rigid.

Thessa, on the other hand, immediately bared her teeth. “What the fuck is this?”

Alis’s voice was calm, detached. “Enchantment magic.”

She flicked her fingers again, and the pressure in my mind shifted. I felt the urge to kneel, to submit. It wasn’t overwhelming, but it was there, like an idea someone had planted in my thoughts that kept growing, pushing, insisting.

I clenched my jaw. No.

Thessa did drop to her knees.

Her whole body jerked as if something had physically forced her down, her hands slamming onto the floor, her back arched in resistance. The second she realized what had happened, her tail flared out, her fingers curling into claws. “You bitch!”

Alis didn’t react. “Stand up then. Do something about it.”

Thessa couldn’t.

She struggled, her muscles twitching with effort, but whatever Alis had done to her wasn’t letting go. Her whole body shook with rage.

Khla, on the other hand, was standing. Her teeth were bared in silent defiance, her whole frame trembling with tension, but she was upright. Her sheer willpower was fighting against whatever hold Alis had on her.

I tried to focus on my own resistance, but my thoughts kept slipping. The compulsion wasn’t direct — it was subtle, nudging me toward compliance rather than forcing me outright. It had a soft hand, and I slowly became convinced that if I would comply, the training session with Alis would be so much nicer — she would be kind and gentle, and we would learn great things.

I knew that was nonsense, but the compulsion was winning ground.

Lazy, meanwhile, was completely gone. She was sitting on the floor, babbling about fingers. I would have helped her if my own brain wasn’t compromised.

Thessa snapped.

Flames erupted from her hands, swirling violently, uncontrolled. “Get this off of me!”

Alis didn’t so much as flinch. Instead, she simply said, “Dispel.”

The magic vanished.

Thessa collapsed onto all fours, panting, her hands still twitching as if the fire wanted to return. She stayed there for a moment before slamming a fist against the floor in frustration.

Khla exhaled slowly and straightened her posture. She had never dropped.

Lazy blinked rapidly. Her ears twitched. Her tail flicked. Then she groaned, rubbing her face. “Uuugh… What was that?”

Alis ignored her. She turned her gaze to the rest of us, impassive. “You are all vulnerable. Easily controlled. Easily manipulated.”

Thessa growled. “You humiliated me.”

Alis raised a brow. “Did we?”

Thessa’s eyes flashed. “You made me bow to you.”

Alis’s voice was flat. “You bowed because you were weak.”

Thessa lunged, fire flaring in her palm—

And Alis moved. “Dispel,” she said, and with a flick of her wrist, a surge of force struck Thessa mid-step. It didn’t hurt or harm her, but her flames vanished in an instant as the spell fizzled. Thessa’s hands clenched into fists, but she didn’t try again.

Alis didn’t even look winded. I once again had to wonder at her powers. “Control, control, control,” she said in a monotonous voice. “Especially you, tiefling.”

Thessa scowled but did not try another attack. I didn’t enjoy seeing her like this, but I knew this was a lesson that needed teaching, and I also knew that she wasn’t going to learn this from a soft mentor. As much as it sucked, we needed Alis for this — a drill sergeant to whip us into shape.

“If you cannot handle this kind of enchantment,” Alis said coolly, “most Dungeons will eat you alive, especially at later levels; especially at the Aquana Games. We need to lay this foundation now, while we still can.”

Alis folded her arms. “Mental resilience is essential. Spell Resistance is only part of it. If your Spell Power is too low to counter an opponent’s resistance, your spell will fail. But resisting a spell cast upon you is not so simple.”

She gestured toward us. “When Spell Resistance is insufficient, there is another factor at play. Effort.”

Khla tilted her head. “Effort?”

I, too, was surprised. “The System accounts for efforts in Spell Resistance?”

“Kay made it sound like a simple sum,” Thessa said, her voice still edged with frustration. “If Spell Power is higher than Spell Resistance, there will be an effect. If it is at least twice as high, the spell will have full effect.”

Alis nodded. “That is the core rule and how most things begin. But the System appears to use an internal probability system. If one’s mind is still intact after being affected by enchantment magic, they may still shake it off — if they have the will to do so, a chance may manifest.”

I frowned. “A chance? So… like a dice roll?”

Alis’s lips curled in distaste. “If the System truly functions in such a primitive manner.”

Lazy muttered, “So I could have resisted the thing you just did?”

“Yes.”

Lazy groaned.

Alis continued. “Even during a Madness spell such as the one I just cast on you, there will always be a trace of you in the back of your mind. You must fight.” She clenched a fist, her silver eyes taking on an aspect of steel. “Fight. Fight the influence of the other. Always fight. Give nothing away.” She exhaled sharply. “The System gives you chances, but if you are relying only on luck, you may as well quit now.”

I glanced at Khla. She had broken free fastest. Not through magic. Not through skill. Her Spell Resistance could not be that high. But she had combated the effect through sheer stubborn will.

That was impressive.

Alis straightened. “That is enough theory. Now, you will sit.”

We hesitated.

“Sit.”

We sat.

Alis raised a hand, and I already knew what was coming. Another storm of firebolts. Another onslaught of screaming elementals.

And I wasn’t wrong…

The firebolts came fast. The elementals screeched, stomped, and howled. The gym shook with the sheer volume of Alis’s summoned chaos. And I once again fought to keep my focus.

This time, I knew what to expect. The noise, the explosions, the constant feeling of impending death — it was all meant to break us. But I refused to let it. I forced my mind inward, drawing my awareness away from the raging storm and into the steady pulse of mana within me.

It wasn’t easy. Every instinct in my body screamed at me to move, to dodge, to react. But that was the trick — to not react. To let the chaos happen and still maintain control.

Little by little, I felt it. The threads of essence in the air, weaving through the noise, untouched by the fire and fury. I reached for them, refined them, cycled them through my core.

A flicker of success.

Then another.

Then — stability.

I was refining mana under stress. Finally.

Alis must have noticed, because her cold voice cut through the chaos. “Enough. Stand.”

I exhaled sharply, opening my eyes as I stood. Around me, the others were still struggling. Lazy’s ears were flattened against her skull, her face scrunched in deep concentration. Thessa’s tail flicked wildly as she gritted her teeth, fighting against her frustration. Khla was composed but had not yet managed to refine mana.

They weren’t ready yet. But I knew that they would be in time — just like me.

I moved my gaze to Alis, who gave me a look of faint acknowledgment — if that. “You will resist what comes next.”

Before I could ask what exactly she meant by that, she lifted a hand and made a summoning gesture. A pink, gelatinous mass oozed into existence on the floor before us. It was the size of a dog, its surface undulating in slow, hypnotic ripples. It was vaguely alive in the way slimes always were — mindless yet aware, pulsing with faint, unnatural sentience.

Lazy cracked one eye open. “That’s new.”

Thessa frowned. “It’s kinda… cute?”

I had no idea what it was.

Alis didn’t leave us in suspense. “Joy Slime,” she stated. “It feeds on joy, and it will instill joy directly into your mind. If you do not resist its effect, it will engulf you and consume you.”

Lazy immediately sat up. “Oh. Oh.”

Khla’s lips curled in faint disgust. “That is foul.”

“Silence, you three!” Alis snapped. “Return to your meditation.” She then looked at me. “You will let it strike you.”

I blinked. “What?”

Alis’s tone sharpened. “You will let it strike you. Worry not. We will prevent it from killing you, and its strike does no harm of its own. However, you must resist the effect that comes with the creature’s attack.”

My body tensed. Letting a monster attack me on purpose wasn’t exactly appealing, but I knew this was part of the lesson. We had just gone over resisting enchantments, and she was about to put that into practice. Apparently, this was a particular effect she wanted to see me resist. Part of training was leaving things in the care of the instructor.

I sighed. “Fine.”

The Joy Slime quivered, then extended a pseudopod toward me. The pink, translucent limb stretched unnaturally before it slapped against my arm.

I barely had time to react before bliss exploded through me.

My entire body felt light. A rush of pure, undiluted joy flooded my senses, washing away all tension, all thought. It curled around my mind like a soft, intoxicating haze, threatening to kill all of my faculties. 

I heard someone make a small sound. A gasp? A groan? Was that me?

Dimly, I heard Alis’s voice. Distant. Faint. “Resist.”

I couldn’t.

Why would I?

This was… perfect.

All the exhaustion, all the pain, all the stress of training, the weight of the Aquana Games — it all melted away in an instant. The warmth pulsed through me in waves, a deep joy that had an addicting quality.

I barely registered that I had swayed on my feet. That my grip on my staff had gone slack.

Somewhere in the haze, I heard Alis’s voice again. Sharper. “Resist.”

My mind latched onto the word. I tried to think, to pull myself free, but the fight was hard. Alis was saying something else, but I barely heard it, and it felt like seconds passed. Or minutes. Or eternity. My fingers curled, and my grip tightened. I fought the haze, fought the sensation.

And then, just like that, my thoughts lurched back into focus. It was like wading through molasses, but I pushed and pushed and pushed.

And then — snap.

The effect broke.

I staggered back, breathing hard, my heart hammering. My skin still tingled, and my legs felt like jelly, but I was free. The girls were still meditating, the Joy Slime was still waiting nearby, and Alis had narrowed her silver eyes at me.

I took a deep breath — like a man who just came up for air. Alis gave a barely perceptible nod. Then, with a flick of her wrist, she made a sharp gesture, and the Joy Slime trembled.

“Too slow. Try again.”

Before I could protest, the slime lunged.

Three hours later, Alis’s relentless training had left us completely drained.

The Joy Slime’s blissful effect had been unlike anything I’d ever fought against, and resisting it again and again had been nothing short of a mental war. Even now, my body still tingled faintly from the last encounter, as if traces of pleasure were still clinging to me. And that had only been one part of the training.

She hadn’t let up on the meditation under fire, either. Every time we regained even a fraction of composure, she bombarded us with more distractions — more firebolts, more screaming elementals, more magic meant to shatter our focus. Lazy had nearly given up at her in frustration by the end of it, while Thessa had been one more humiliation away from trying to kill Alis outright.

We had barely made it to dinner.

The dining hall was loud as usual, packed with students talking over their meals, but the moment we stepped inside, I felt it.

We were being watched.

Not subtly, either.

Several heads turned as we entered, whispers passing between students. Some looked away quickly, pretending they hadn’t been staring, while others — mostly those from the sororities — held their gazes longer, their expressions unreadable. Or, in some cases, very readable.

Salee sat with her sorority, her pale blue eyes flicking toward us briefly before she turned back to her conversation, lips curling into a smug little smile. Across the room, Varga was leaning back in her seat, arms crossed, golden eyes tracking us with cool, detached amusement. Her tail flicked once. Rohuga, seated beside her, didn’t even pretend to be subtle — her gray eyes narrowed slightly, lips pulling back into the ghost of a grin.

Landura, meanwhile, had her own table, lounging like a queen among her followers from Bones and Brimstone. She wasn’t looking at us, but I caught a few of her sorority members whispering in her ear while sneaking glances in our direction. Whatever they were saying made her smile — slow, indulgent, knowing. Only then she turned her head, giving me the lewdest of looks and licking her lips as she leaned forward and stared hungrily, giving me a look at her pale cleavage.

We sat down, pretending not to notice, but it was impossible to ignore the atmosphere.

Lazy let out a heavy sigh, practically collapsing onto the table. “Ugh. I hate their stupid staring and gossiping.”

Thessa stabbed a piece of meat with more force than necessary. “Someone should burn them all to a crisp.”

Lazy didn’t even lift her head. “Ugh. I can just feel they are up to something.”

Khla, sitting across from her, nodded. “Something is brewing, alright.”

I exhaled, tapping my fingers against my tray. “Remember Willow’s warning about them,” I said quietly. “To them, making sure we don’t win is more important than making sure Krysfelt does win.”

Thessa scowled, gripping her fork tighter. “That’s so damn stupid.”

I shrugged. “It’s about power. If Team Chimera wins, it proves that an unaffiliated team can succeed without the sororities. That weakens their influence over the student body and makes them lose face. They’d rather see Krysfelt lose than see us win.”

Thessa’s tail flicked aggressively. “I dare them to try something.”

I shot her a look. “We need to be patient.”

Her fingers flexed around her fork. “I don’t want to be patient.”

I leaned in slightly, lowering my voice. “Then be smart. They want us to snap. If we lash out first, they win.”

Thessa clenched her jaw, eyes burning, but she didn’t argue.

Lazy groaned again, rolling onto her side in her seat. “Ugh. This sucks. Can’t we just enjoy a meal without politics?”

I smirked. “What, and give up all this fun?”

She made a strangled noise. “Wade, I swear—”

A sudden burst of laughter from the Claw and Tooth table drew my attention. Varga and Rohuga were talking quietly, but whatever had been said had clearly amused them. I didn’t miss the way Varga’s ears twitched slightly, her tail flicking in what I knew was a pleased gesture.

Something was brewing, and we were at the center of it.








Chapter 23




I woke up sore but determined.

Every muscle in my body ached from Alis’s brutal training the day before. My mind still felt sluggish from resisting the Joy Slime’s enchantment over and over, and my mana reserves had been drained so thoroughly that I’d gone to sleep feeling hollow. But despite that, I pushed myself out of bed, rolled my shoulders, and forced my legs to carry me through the morning routine.

Alis’s training was working.

I could feel it in the way my mind registered my mana more easily, the way my focus locked in faster than before. I now sensed the essence around me, and I just knew it would be easier to slip into a meditative state to refine more mana.

Sure, the training wasn’t pleasant, and it sure as hell wasn’t fun, but she was forcing us to break through barriers we wouldn’t have on our own. Trixie had been right when she said that Alis was professional enough to train us to a high standard regardless of her dislike of us. And truth be told, having spent a few hours with her, I wondered if she would’ve treated her favorites any differently.

I doubted she even had favorites.

By the time I arrived at the meditation hall for Melhee’s class, the class was already half-full. At Melhee’s indication, we took our seats. Thessa sat cross-legged, her tail flicking lazily as she focused. Lazy was slouched slightly, arms resting on her knees, her ears perked just enough to show she wasn’t completely checked out. Khla, as usual, was a picture of quiet composure.

Melhee gave her usual silent nod, which meant we could begin meditation.

We did.

Breathing in, I focused.

Breathing out, I refined.

The results were immediate.

Where before, I had to fight for every sliver of refined mana; now the process felt smoother. The chaos of yesterday had forced me to find clarity under pressure, and in this peaceful environment, everything just clicked.

And I wasn’t the only one.

Thessa’s aura flared slightly — nothing wild, just a controlled pulse of refined mana flowing naturally through her. She didn’t struggle like before. Her tail twitched, but there was no frustration in it — just focus.

Lazy, who had been the slowest in refining mana under duress, was noticeably better as well. Her breathing was steady, and though her ears flicked every now and then, she wasn’t reacting as much to distractions. A soft glow flickered around her, barely perceptible, but there.

Melhee noticed. She gave a slow, approving nod. “Very good,” she said as she passed our group. “You are doing very well. Students, try to feel out Wade, Lazy, Thessa, and Khla. Try to sense their refinement and copy it.”

I wasn’t going to lie; that made me proud — a little reward for all the hard training. I could see the girls each with a smile on their lips as well as they meditated.

When the lesson ended, I stretched, rolling my shoulders. Thessa did the same, cracking her neck with a satisfied smirk. “Okay,” she admitted. “Maybe Alis’s insane training is doing something.”

Lazy nodded, a little less beat-down than yesterday. “I have to admit: it’s actually working.”

Khla hummed in agreement. “Painful, but effective.”

I exhaled. “Yeah. She’s making us better.”

Lazy flopped onto her back, staring at the ceiling. “I hate that she’s good at her job.”

Thessa grinned and gave her a playful poke. “You always find something to hate.”

I chuckled, shaking my head as we gathered our things and headed to Dungeon Lore.

The classroom for Dungeon Lore was packed as usual. It was one of the more unpredictable classes — sometimes it was dry history; other times, it was practical survival lessons. You never really knew what to expect until the lesson started.

Today, it seemed to be more of the former. Gammicka was going on about the history of early Dungeon exploration, detailing the first recorded Dungeon appearance in old Earth records and the effects of unstable System anomalies.

It was interesting in theory, but my thoughts were elsewhere.

I was still thinking about the sororities. About the way they had watched us at dinner. About the quiet conversations between Varga, Salee, and their teams.

Something was coming. I didn’t know what, but I could feel it.

Then the classroom door burst open.

All heads turned.

Trixie stood in the doorway, striking an overly dramatic pose.

“What’s uuuuup, nerds?” she said with a grin, flipping her golden hair over her shoulder. The entire room fell into stunned silence. Then, some laughed, some scowled, and some glared at her. But no matter what, everyone was paying attention to the blonde Californian elf — as always.

Me, I just grinned as she shot me a wink and sauntered into the classroom, bunching up her cute nose when she saw a goblin head in a jar. “Ew,” she casually hummed before strutting on. The bounce in her step made every good part of her bounce along, and I swear it physically hurt to see all that.

Gammicka blinked at her, obviously less charmed by the bubbly blonde elf than I was and clearly caught between being annoyed and confused. “Miss Trixie, we are in the middle of a lesson—”

“Like, I know, right?” Trixie interrupted, her blue eyes wide and disarming. “But I need to take my little Dungeon delver squad for some extra training!” She saluted and struck a pose. “Chimera squad! With me!”

The room buzzed. Whispers spread instantly, and all eyes turned to us.

Thessa arched a brow. “Right now?”

“Riiiiight now,” Trixie confirmed, tilting her head.

Lazy groaned under her breath. “Why do I feel like we’re about to suffer?”

Khla was already gathering her things. “Let’s go.”

Gammicka looked like she wanted to argue, but it was Trixie. No one argued with her. She wasn’t just a high-level Arcane Archer — she was one of the most experienced Dungeon crawlers at Krysfelt. If she had orders, they overruled a mere classroom lesson.

Even if those orders were presented in a ridiculous way.

I stood, grabbing my things as I felt every stare in the room pressing down on us. We had no idea what Trixie wanted, but whatever it was, it was about to shake things up.

And judging by the grin on her pretty, plump lips, it was going to be something intense…
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Trixie led us down the hallways at a brisk pace, humming a little tune to herself as if she weren’t dragging us into something potentially dangerous. Her blonde ponytail bounced with each step, and every so often, she spun around to grin at us like she was about to spring some grand surprise.

She was clearly enjoying herself.

Lazy trudged behind her, looking skeptical. “Are we actually getting trained, or is this one of her ‘fun’ ideas?”

Thessa sighed. “Both, probably. She knows how to combine those things.”

Khla didn’t comment. She was focused, her gaze sharp, already preparing herself for whatever was coming.

I just stayed quiet, watching. Trixie might have been a bit of an airhead, but she was still one of Krysfelt’s most seasoned Dungeon delvers. When it came to Dungeoneering, she definitely knew what she was doing. And if she was pulling us out of class for this, it had to be important.

Eventually, she led us into an empty lecture hall. The room was large, with rows of tiered seating and a massive blackboard at the front. The overhead lights cast a stark glow over the polished wood desks, and unlike most classrooms, there was an odd silence in the air.

And we weren’t alone.

Alis stood at the front of the room, arms crossed, her silver eyes sharp as ever. She looked over us as we entered, her expression unreadable, but something about her posture told me she wasn’t thrilled to see us again. Of course, she didn’t need to be.

Thessa groaned under her breath. “Great.”

Lazy sighed dramatically. “Oh no, it’s my mortal enemy. Training.”

Alis ignored them completely.

Trixie spun on her heel, clapping her hands together. “Alright, my little Dungeon delvers, have a seat!”

We hesitated for half a second before taking our seats in the front row. Alis remained where she was, still as a statue, while Trixie beamed down at us like a teacher about to introduce the class to their new pet project.

Then, she dropped the bomb.

“Sooooo,” she said, drawing out the word. “Next Dungeon ruuuun!” She excitedly waved her hands as she said those words, raising her voice an octave as she did a weird little wiggle. “Yay!”

We exchanged excited glances. We had been talking about it, and we felt this as a vote of confidence. We wouldn’t have been sent to a new Dungeon if our training hadn’t been going well.

The room was silent for half a second before Thessa’s tail flicked upward in interest.

Lazy straightened in her seat, ears perking. “A Dungeon run?”

Khla gave a firm nod. “Our next trial has been approved, then?”

Alis answered without hesitation. “It has. You are ready.”

Thessa grinned, leaning forward. “Finally. It’s about time we got another Dungeon run.”

Lazy tilted her head, a smirk playing at her lips. “Yeah, I was starting to think they were scared to let us loose again.”

Khla arched a brow. “Or perhaps they wanted to ensure we were actually prepared.”

Trixie grinned at both. “Maybe just, like, a little bit of both, right?” She clapped her hands. “But Alis and I are very excited — especially Alis —” 

Alis groaned.

“— to tell you that your next Dungeon is Ruins of Blackthorn Keep!”

We exchanged glances again, and I could feel the excitement in the room building up even more. A ruined keep could mean many things — undead, goblins, kobolds, even a dragon. Ruins had come to Earth during the Upheaval, and they were notorious haunts of monsters.

I leaned forward slightly. “What’s the setup?”

Alis didn’t waste time. “Blackthorn Keep is a ruined castle. Collapsed walls, shadowed corridors, hidden passageways — structurally unstable and riddled with threats. You will enter through the main gate into a courtyard. From there, you will proceed into the keep itself. The structure is multi-leveled. If you intend to reach the highest point, expect significant resistance.”

Lazy groaned. “And what’s trying to kill us?”

Trixie grinned. “Redcaps!”

I exchanged a glance with the others. We had covered them recently in Bestiary Studies with Gammicka, so this was no coincidence. I suppressed a smile, thankful for Gammicka to adjust the curriculum to match the upcoming challenges.

“Shady Redcaps will be the primary threat,” Alis said.

Thessa muttered a curse. “Stealthy little bastards.”

Alis continued. “The ruins offer them ideal conditions. They will use the terrain to their advantage. Do not expect open confrontations. They will strike from the shadows, attack weak points, and disappear before you can counter. If you cannot detect them first, you will be at a disadvantage.”

Khla’s fingers tapped against the desk. “Any information on their numbers?”

Alis exhaled. “No precise count. Expect a clan. Possibly an entire warren.”

That was bad. Redcaps were already vicious, but in groups, they were worse.

Lazy groaned again. “Why couldn’t it be something simple? Like slimes? I like slimes.” Her golden eyes widened. “Maybe just lots of a Dungeon of funny slimes! All jiggly and hoppy!”

I gave her a dry look. “You still recovering from the Joy Slime?”

She made a face. “That was different.”

Alis cleared her throat, silencing the banter. “The Dungeon’s final challenge is unknown.”

I frowned. “No boss information?”

Trixie wiggled her fingers. “Not exactly! Buuuut…”

Alis took over. “Historically, Redcap Chiefs rule over their clans.”

Thessa leaned back, crossing her arms. “So, we should assume there’s one waiting for us at the top.”

“Correct,” Alis said. “If the keep holds one, it will be positioned on the uppermost level. It is also likely that any significant loot will be located there.”

Khla nodded. “So, our goal is to clear the Dungeon and take out the Chief.”

“Correct.”

I took in everything. Stealthy enemies, an unstable ruin, a likely boss at the top of the keep. This wasn’t going to be easy. But we had come a long way since the Nest of the Hollow Brood. We had bumbled about in that Dungeon, and we had needed Trixie’s intervention.

Now, we were stronger, more focused, and we had actual strategies and tactics. I agreed with their assessment; we were ready for another challenge like this.

Trixie clapped her hands again, her grin never fading. “Sooo, any questions?”

Lazy sighed. “Yeah. Can we maybe get some better gear for the run this time?”

Alis’s eyes narrowed slightly. “No.”

Trixie clapped her hands. “Yay, poverty!”

Lazy slumped over the desk. “Figures.”
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The moment Trixie and Alis finished the briefing, I turned to the others, my mind already piecing together a strategy.

“Alright,” I said, leaning forward and resting my elbows on the desk, “let’s talk strategy.”

Lazy groaned, slumping back in her seat like I’d just ruined her entire night. “Ugh, already? Can’t we wait until we’re actually in mortal danger first? Or at least until tomorrow?”

Thessa smirked, tail flicking as she stretched her arms behind her head. “That’s our usual approach. Didn’t work out that well last time, did it?”

Lazy waved a hand dismissively. “It’s called improvising.”

Khla was the voice of reason. “Planning now will improve our chances of survival. Improvisation without structure leads to failure.”

Lazy huffed, ears twitching. “You guys love ganging up on me.”

I smirked. “You like being ganged up on.”

“Oooooh,” Trixie purred, shooting Lazy a quite naughty look.

Lazy almost rolled into a ball, making a little eep sound as she blushed under the scrutiny of those blue eyes. I chuckled, and so did Thessa. Khla didn’t seem to understand what it was all about. Neither did Alis, for that matter — either that, or she didn’t care. That was fine by me; she wasn’t one I wanted to flirt with.

Faaar from it, in fact.

“Business first, fun later!” Trixie declared. “I think it’s good that you want to discuss strategy! Go on!”

I straightened in my seat. “Listen — this is important. The biggest issue we’re going to have in the Ruins of Blackthorn Keep is visibility.”

That got their attention. Even Lazy, despite her complaints, sat up a little.

Khla nodded. “Stealth-based opponents. They will attack from the shadows, use terrain to their advantage.”

“Exactly,” I said. “And that’s a problem for us because most of our spells rely on actually seeing our targets. My Enrage, Blind Spot, Command, and Charm? Useless if I don’t have a line of sight. Same with Lazy’s Madness, Phantasm, and Polymorph. If the Shady Redcaps stay hidden, we can’t use most of our abilities effectively.”

Thessa tilted her head, considering. “So, we need to flush them out.”

I nodded. “Or at the very least, limit where they can move. Force them into positions where we can see them.” I turned toward Thessa, meeting her gaze. “And that’s where you come in.”

Her crimson eyes gleamed, and her lips curled into a grin. “Oh?”

I smirked. “You have Wall of Fire.”

Thessa’s tail flicked upward. “I do have Wall of Fire. I like Wall of Fire. I like it a lot.”

I grinned and leaned forward slightly, tapping the desk. “It’s an area denial spell, but it can be used to flush out hidey guys as well. If we use it strategically, we can cut off their escape routes, block shadowed areas, and force them into the open. The moment they realize they can’t rely on hit-and-run tactics, they’ll have to reposition, and that’s when we strike.”

Thessa let out a quiet, pleased hum, like a cat about to pounce. “I love this plan.”

Lazy raised a hand lazily. “Okay, but one little question — won’t lighting a ruined, structurally unstable castle on fire be, y’know… bad?”

Thessa waved her off. “Only if we let it get out of control.”

I shot her a warning look. “And we’re not letting it get out of control.”

She made an exaggeratedly innocent face. “Of course not.”

Lazy squinted at her. “I feel like you want to watch the castle burn down.”

Thessa grinned. “I always want to watch things burn down. But I can also show restraint. Besides, it’s already a ruin.”

Khla, thankfully, kept things on track. “I will focus on keeping us healthy and preventing ambushes. If Redcaps attack from the shadows, they will not expect immediate counterpressure. I will be ready.”

I nodded. “Good. We’ll need that.”

Lazy exhaled, rolling her shoulders. “And this time, I will use my magic properly. I let myself get too rattled last time. But if we can spot them, I can make them miserable.” She grinned slightly. “I want to see what happens when a Redcap experiences my Madness spell.”

Thessa let out a low chuckle. “I like that idea.”

I smirked. “Then we’re all on the same page.”

Trixie clapped her hands together again, nearly bouncing on the balls of her feet. “Oh my gosh, I love seeing a team actually, like, plan things! So professional! So competent!”

Alis rolled her eyes, clearly unimpressed.

Trixie, unfazed as always, struck a dramatic pose and pointed toward the door. “Alright, my little Dungeon delvers, I love this energy! But for now —” She waggled her fingers in the air like she was casting some grand spell. “— rest up! You leave tomorrow!”

I nodded and stood, feeling the importance of our upcoming mission settling over me. The others followed, each of them showing their own brand of excitement — or, in Lazy’s case, begrudging acceptance.

Tomorrow, we’d be stepping into the Ruins of Blackthorn Keep. A Redcap-infested, crumbling castle filled with hidden dangers.

We had a plan. We had our training. And we were ready.








Chapter 24




The academy gates loomed ahead in the dim light of pre-dawn. Most of the academy was still asleep, and the air was cool but not freezing — just brisk enough to make you aware that the sun hadn’t quite joined us yet. Below the academy, Lombardy was still asleep as well, and the only sounds were the occasional distant clatter of academy staff preparing for the day and the rustling of leaves stirred by the breeze.

But we were wide awake. We had business to attend to. Today was the day of our second Dungeon crawl.

Borsj was already waiting for us, standing next to the battered transport van, his arms crossed over his heavily bundled-up form. The imp looked miserable, like he had been personally wronged by the very concept of mornings, especially nippy ones. He wore an oversized coat with a fur-lined hood, a scarf wrapped twice around his scrawny neck, and gloves so thick they made his already small hands look cartoonishly round.

The moment he saw us approaching, he let out a long-suffering sigh. “Bah. This is how I die. Freezin’ my tail off for the sake of your educations.” His tail, notably, was not visible — likely wrapped up inside his many layers.

“Good morning, Borsj,” I greeted, adjusting the strap on my pack.

He gave me a flat look through his thick glasses. “What’s good about it? It’s dark, it’s cold, and it involves you lot.”

Thessa grinned, stretching her arms behind her head. “You love us, admit it.”

“I loathe you,” Borsj shot back, tugging his coat tighter around himself. “And I loathe mornings even more.”

Lazy let out an exaggerated yawn, rubbing her eyes. “You know, for once, I actually agree with the little guy.”

Trixie, who had been bouncing on the balls of her feet, hands clasped together, let out a loud gasp. “Excuse me?! Mornings are, like, the best! Early Dungeon prep? Watching the sunrise? Fresh air? Adventure?” She struck a pose, tossing her ponytail over her shoulder. “Sign. Me. Up!” She punctuated each word with a dramatic shift in pose.

Borsj muttered something in Infernal, which I was fairly certain translated to something deeply unpleasant. Not that anything would ever faze Trixie.

Alis arrived a moment later, moving like a shadow through the early morning gloom. She didn’t say a word, just scanned each of us with those sharp silver eyes before giving a curt nod.

Typical.

Lazy turned to me, tilting her head slightly. “So, do we think Alis actually sleeps?” she whispered. “Or does she just, like, stand in a dark room somewhere, recharging her mana by absorbing the misery of others?”

Thessa smirked. “That tracks.”

Khla exhaled, looking unimpressed. “You mock her now, but she is mighty indeed. That is something to respect.”

Lazy rolled her eyes. “Ugh, I know. Doesn’t make her less terrifying. Quite the contrary, in fact.”

Alis, naturally, ignored the entire whispered exchange, although part of me told me she knew exactly what was being said. The level of her power had left me in awe, and I wondered how strong exactly Kay was — after all, she led Krysfelt Academy, and she was supposed to be the strongest of them all.

Trixie clapped her hands, rousing me from thought. “Alrighty, everyone in the van! Time to roll out!”

We climbed into the vehicle, shoving our gear into the storage compartments as Borsj hauled himself into the driver’s seat, still grumbling under his breath. The van’s engine rumbled to life, and we pulled away from the academy. Soon, the academy and the sleepy town of Lombardy faded behind us as the horizon started to lighten.

At first, no one spoke. There was a heaviness in the air — not exhaustion, but anticipation.

This was our first real Dungeon run since the Nest of the Hollow Brood. The last time we had gone in, we had barely scraped by. We had needed Trixie to intervene. This time, it would be even harder.

But still, we had trained for this. We were stronger. Smarter. More disciplined.

I glanced around at my team.

Thessa was staring out the window, uncharacteristically quiet, arms crossed. Her tail, normally in constant motion, was still. She was deep in contemplation. Lazy was fidgeting, opening and closing the clasp on her pack, ears twitching every time the van hit a bump in the road. Khla, at least, looked calm — her expression set, her posture composed — but I knew she was preparing just as much as the rest of us.

Then Lazy suddenly sighed, unzipped her bag, and started rummaging through it, muttering to herself as she checked her supplies for the umpteenth time — although there was little point to it now since we were already underway.

Thessa turned to watch, raising a dark eyebrow. “You nervous, or just weirdly thorough?”

“I’m making sure I have everything,” Lazy said defensively.

Khla leaned over slightly, inspecting the contents of Lazy’s pack. “Then why do you have a bottle of shampoo?”

“Shampoo?” I muttered, surprised. “You’re bringing shampoo to a Dungeon?”

Thessa broke out laughing.

Lazy blinked. “Yeah. Uh. In case we have to camp?”

Khla’s brow furrowed. “Shampoo. Into a Dungeon.”

Lazy shrugged, a little agitated. “Look, what if we get stuck there overnight? I’m not going to bed with gross hair. It gets all, like, sticky and oily and matted. I want to look good. What’s the point of being an Enchantress if you don’t look the part?”

Thessa nodded sagely. “That actually makes sense.”

Khla gave them both a look of sheer disbelief. “You are both ridiculous.”

Trixie giggled, twisting around in her seat to face us. “No! Oh my gosh, I love that you guys think ahead! Hygiene is so important!”

Borsj grumbled from the driver’s seat. “This is why you humans die in Dungeons. Thinking about soap instead of survival.”

Lazy huffed. “Uhm, I’m not human, thank you very much? And excuse me for wanting to look cute while fighting for my life.”

Khla sighed, rubbing her temples.

I chuckled, shaking my head. Watching them bicker actually helped settle my nerves. And it did the same for them, pushing out the endless milling in our heads about the challenge that lay ahead. We were still us. And that was a reminder we all needed going into this.
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Soon enough, the ruined castle loomed ahead. Its silhouette rose from the thick morning mist like the bones of some ancient beast. Crumbling walls stretched along the hilltop, jagged and broken, the remains of parapets standing as lonely sentinels against the gray sky. The keep itself was the tallest structure still standing, looming above the ruin like watchful eyes.

The sight of it sent a thrill down my spine. This was it. Our next battlefield.

The van rumbled to a stop on the overgrown path leading up the hill. Trixie was the first to hop out, stretching dramatically as if she had just finished a long and exhausting road trip. “Welp, here we are, my little Dungeon delvers!” She grinned, gesturing toward the ruins with both hands like a game show host presenting a grand prize. “The Ruins of Blackthorn Keep!”

Lazy groaned, rubbing her temples. “You make it sound like we’re going on vacation.”

“Could be just like a vacation, depending on how good you are,” Trixie shot back, winking.

Khla was already out of the van, adjusting her belt. “We will not fail,” she said, voice firm.

Thessa took a deep breath, exhaling through her nose as she stared up at the ruined keep. “This is gonna be fun.” Her tail flicked in anticipation.

I wasn’t sure ‘fun’ was the word I’d use. But I was certainly looking forward to it.

Alis stepped down from the van, her silver eyes sweeping over the ruins with practiced detachment. If she had any thoughts about the place, she didn’t voice them. Instead, she turned to us, arms crossed. “Don’t die.”

That was all she said before turning away.

Lazy blinked. “Wow. Inspirational.”

Trixie giggled. “That’s just how she shows affection.” She clapped her hands, stepping back toward the van. “Alrighty! You guys know the drill. I’ll be following along somewhere, but don’t expect me to bail you out unless you’re about to, like, totally die.”

I nodded. That was the deal. She’d been our safety net during the last Dungeon, stepping in when things had gone sideways. But this time, she was increasing the distance. She’d let us struggle longer before intervening — if she even did at all.

“Got it,” I said.

Thessa cracked her knuckles. “We won’t need help.”

“Love the confidence!” Trixie chirped. “Alright, go forth, my brave little adventurers!”

With that, she stepped back, making it clear that from this point on, we were on our own. She fiddled with her bow and arrows, preparing in the event she did need to intervene. It was amazing how quickly Trixie could go from ditzy, bubbly blonde to bad-ass, all-business adventuring mode. She was a wild ride.

Turning my thoughts away from Trixie, I fixed my gaze on the ruins. The main entrance — the gatehouse — was blocked by the rusted remains of a portcullis that had collapsed in on itself, a tangled mass of iron bars and rubble just visible through the mist. No getting through that.

Khla surveyed the blockage with a critical eye. “We climb. Look, there is a breach.”

She was right. A section of the outer wall had crumbled enough to leave a breach wide enough to squeeze through. It wasn’t a clean path, but it was our best option.

Lazy let out an exaggerated sigh. “Climbing. My favorite.”

Thessa rolled her eyes. “You literally have a tail. Use it for balance, kitty-cat.”

“Not how that works,” Lazy muttered, but she followed anyway.

We clambered up the uneven rubble, hands and feet finding purchase where we could. Khla went first, moving with the kind of ease that came from a lifetime among the orcs of Mount Hood. Her powerful orcish frame made the climb seem effortless. Thessa followed, her agility making up for the rough terrain. Lazy grumbled the entire way, but despite her complaints, she was light on her feet.

I pulled myself up last, scanning the ruins beyond as I crested the wall.

The moment all four of us were inside, the air shifted.

A System notification flashed before my eyes.

[Warning: Ruins of Blackthorn Keep Dungeon — Level 3 Recommended.]

That was our confirmation. We were officially inside. This was no longer just a ruin. It was a Dungeon. And we were about to find out exactly what was waiting for us.








Chapter 25




The moment we stepped into the courtyard of Blackthorn Keep, eerie laughter echoed through the ruins.

It wasn’t loud. It was soft, rasping — like something whispering right behind my ear. The sound came from nowhere and everywhere at once, slipping between the crumbling walls and broken stone like the wind itself carried it.

Then, before I could react—

Pain.

Something sharp slashed across my side.

I staggered back, barely catching a glimpse of a small, shadowy figure darting away into the darkness, its red cap vanishing into the ruins around us. Blood welled from a fresh cut along my ribs. The mist that still lay on the ruins didn’t help visibility either.

“Shit!” I cursed, pressing a hand to my side, feeling blood well from the cut.

Khla was already moving. She gripped my shoulder, her other hand pressing against the wound. “Heal.” A surge of white light pulsed from her palm, and the pain dulled instantly. The cut knitted together in seconds, and she stepped back without a word.

“Stealth attack,” Thessa growled, her tail flicking sharply. “Alright, let’s light things up. Wall of Fire!”

She slammed her hands together, and fire roared to life.

A blazing Wall of Fire erupted in a semicircle ahead of us, cutting off the Redcap’s escape. The flames illuminated the courtyard, casting flickering shadows against the ruined walls and revealing the Shady Redcap. It was a short creature of gray complexion, in size similar to a goblin, that walked on bent legs and had a hunched back. It had a long, pointed nose, tapering ears, and a wide mouth full of needle-sharp teeth. On its head was a red, pointy cap, and blood dripped from it down the sides of the Redcap’s pale face. It looked at us with beady black eyes full of hunger and hatred, but its eerie laughter was replaced by a sudden, angry screech as it found itself trapped.

At that moment, Lazy yelped as a dagger whizzed past her ear, embedding itself into a broken pillar behind her. She ducked instinctively, flattening her ears against her skull. “One more of them!” she hissed.

I spun toward the source of the attack, eyes scanning the dim ruins beyond the firelight. The first Shady Redcap was still trapped, shifting on its feet, searching for a way out — but the other remained hidden. Only for a moment did I catch the bobbing movements of its red cap before it melded into the shadows.

Fine. Let’s see how well it hid from its own.

I extended my staff toward the trapped Shady Redcap. “Charm!”

The spell lashed out, striking the creature’s mind. Its small body tensed, its red eyes flashing with a brief struggle — then its expression slackened. I could feel the bond snap into place.

A wicked grin spread across my face. “Hey, little guy. Your friends are out there, yeah? Find and kill them for me.”

The Shady Redcap gave a snarl of compliance and spun toward the darkness. With a manic, giddy shriek, it launched itself at the nearest shadow, dagger flashing.

The next sound that followed was a startled, pained yelp.

The second Shady Redcap stumbled out of its hiding spot, clutching its arm where the first had slashed it. It glared at its ‘ally’ in furious confusion.

Lazy didn’t waste a second. Her tail flicked, golden eyes narrowing as she whispered an incantation.

The air around the wounded Redcap shimmered. Its small, hunched body froze, its beady eyes going wide in sudden, overwhelming horror. Then, without warning, it screamed — a terrible, shrill, soul-wrenching sound that ended as abruptly as it started. Its body collapsed, limbs twitching once before going still.

Phantasm.

Whatever nightmare Lazy had shown it had been too much for its tiny brain to handle. It had died from sheer terror. Awesome.

“Way to go, Lazy!” I called out.

“Woohoo!” Thessa said, pumping her fist, and Khla gave a satisfied nod with a grin.

“Ha! That’s what you get,” Lazy muttered, dusting off her hands.

But we moved on as the last Redcap, the one my Charm had controlled, just realized its mistake as the spell’s effect ended. It turned, snarling, its small hands tightening around its dagger—

Thessa and I both raised our staffs at the same time.

“Firebolt!” we both called out.

Twin streaks of flame shot forward, slamming into the creature’s chest. It let out a short, strangled cry before crumpling into a smoking heap.

For a moment, the courtyard was silent except for the crackling flames of Thessa’s Wall of Fire, which she dispelled a moment later with a curt flick of her wrist.

Then, Lazy let out a breath. “Well. That went way better than last time.”

She wasn’t wrong.

The last time we had entered a Dungeon, we had fumbled, hesitated, and barely scraped through with our lives. But this time, we had reacted instantly. No one panicked. No one hesitated. Khla had healed me the second I was hit. Thessa had controlled the battlefield without missing a beat. Lazy had eliminated a target efficiently. And my spells had been used exactly when they were needed.

We had fought together.

There was still room for improvement, but for the first time, we weren’t just individuals fighting the same enemies. We were a team.

I let out a breath, rolling my shoulders as the adrenaline began to settle. The smell of scorched Redcap lingered in the air, but for once, I found my mind was pretty clear — it had been during the entire battle. Control and overview had made it so.

I turned to the others, letting a small grin tug at my lips. “That was damn good.”

Thessa smirked, flipping her staff over in her hand. “I mean, obviously.”

Lazy, still slightly crouched like she was expecting another attack, blinked. “I can’t actually believe we did it!”

I nodded. “Yeah. We were fast, we were efficient, and no one got seriously hurt. That’s exactly how we need to be fighting.”

Lazy’s ears perked slightly. “Huh. That… felt weirdly good.” She rubbed the back of her neck, then added with a cocky grin, “I mean, I knew I was awesome, but you guys did alright, too.”

I laughed and shook my head, and Thessa rolled her eyes, but there was no bite to it. “Uh-huh. Sure.”

Khla gave a satisfied nod, her broad shoulders relaxing slightly. “We fought with discipline. It was… exhilarating.”

I gestured at her. “And you, Khla — perfect timing with that heal. If you hadn’t patched me up immediately, I might’ve been slowed down just enough to take another hit.”

Khla inclined her head. “I have your back, Wade.”

Thessa leaned against her staff, the glow of the fire reflecting in her red eyes. “And my Wall of Fire worked exactly how we wanted. That was fun.”

Lazy sighed dramatically. “Ugh. It did help. Which is annoying, because now I have to agree with Wade’s whole ‘planning things’ idea.”

I smiled and gave her a playful nudge. “Glad to have you on board.” I looked over at the smoldering Redcaps, then back at my team. “Alright,” I said. “This was just the first fight. We handled it well. Let’s keep this up.”

Thessa cracked her knuckles, eyes gleaming with excitement. “Hell, yeah.”

Khla nodded once.

Lazy sighed but grinned. “Fine, fine. Let’s go ruin more Redcap lives.”

I chuckled, gripping my staff a little tighter as I turned toward the keep.
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With the courtyard clear, we made our way across the blasted and mossy flagstones to the ruined entrance of the keep.

The massive double doors stood slightly ajar, their heavy wood warped with age, iron reinforcements rusted and brittle. Dark gaps stretched between the old beams, and through them, faint flickering lights pulsed from within, like firelight dancing in an unseen breeze. The air around the entrance carried a stale, musty scent, laced with something faintly metallic.

Thessa took a step forward, a grin pulling at her lips. “Alright, let’s see what’s next.”

I reached out and caught her arm before she could move any closer.

She blinked at me, tail twitching. “What?”

I didn’t answer immediately. Instead, I raised a hand, signaling for silence.

The others froze, watching as I took a slow step forward, eyes locked on the entrance. I didn’t hear anything yet, but something about the way those lights flickered, the way the shadows shifted, put me on edge. If the Redcaps had been waiting to ambush us out here, there was a good chance more were inside. Or worse — something else was inside.

I turned slightly, tilting my head toward Lazy and gestured for her to move up. She had the best pair of ears of the four of us — by grace of her catkin nature — and I needed her to give the place a listen.

She caught on quickly, her ears perking as she stepped lightly beside me, careful not to make a sound. She crouched slightly, tail curling as she pressed herself near the doorway and closed her eyes, listening intently.

A few seconds passed.

Then she opened her eyes and leaned back slightly, whispering, “Rustling. Faint, but steady. Not like footsteps — more like… movement.”

Thessa frowned. “More Redcaps?”

Lazy’s ears flicked. “Maybe. Maybe something else.”

I exhaled slowly, scanning the doorway again before glancing at the others. “Then we assume the worst. Could be more Shady Redcaps waiting to jump us, but we can’t be sure that’s all that’s in there. So let’s keep our focus, stick to the plan, and be ready.”

Thessa’s grin didn’t fade, but her expression grew sharper. “Got it.”

Lazy rolled her shoulders. “Yeah, yeah. Focus. Got it.”

Khla simply nodded once, her grip adjusting on her staff.

I glanced between them, then gave a firm nod. “Alright. Formation as usual — Thessa, you’re with me up front. Lazy, behind us. Khla, you take the rear.”

Everyone shifted into position without argument.

I stepped forward, placing both hands against the rough, aged surface of the doors. The wood felt damp, like the cold had seeped into it for years, untouched by warmth. Taking a steady breath, I met my team’s eyes one last time.

Then, with a firm push, I opened the doors.
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The doors groaned as they swung open, revealing the ruined entrance hall beyond.

The air inside was thick with the scent of rot and dust, the lingering decay of centuries left undisturbed. The hall was vast but cluttered, littered with the remains of long-broken furniture and shattered stone. Rotten banners hung in tatters from the ceiling, their sigils faded beyond recognition. The flickering lights we had seen from outside came from rusted sconces along the walls, filled with eerie, ever-burning flames that cast warped shadows across the debris-strewn floor.

I stepped forward cautiously, my grip tightening on my staff. Something felt wrong.

Then, from above—

A high-pitched screech tore through the air as a Redcap dropped from the rafters.

Unlike the ones outside, this one was bulky, and it had a stretched, almost too-wide mouth. I recognized it at once as a Screecher from the images Gammicka had shown us during Bestiary classes. Its red cap was even more saturated with fresh blood, and its black eyes gleamed with malice as it landed in a crouch. The moment its feet touched the ground, it opened its mouth—

And screamed.

The sound was awful. A piercing, ear-splitting wail that ripped through the air like a blade. It wasn’t just loud — it was wrong. It made my skull vibrate and my thoughts go fuzzy, a sound that didn’t belong in this world.

Thessa and Lazy both cried out, clutching their heads. Thessa staggered back, teeth clenched in pain, while Lazy dropped to one knee, cat ears flattened against her skull as she hissed in agony.

Khla and I held firmer, but even then, I could feel it gnawing at the edges of my mind. I clenched my jaw, forcing myself to stay focused.

Then, movement.

From the shadows, five more Redcaps emerged — Shady Redcaps, their daggers glinting as they slipped through the ruins like wraiths, shifting in and out of the shadows and visibility. They fanned out, surrounding us in a loose arc, ready to open their attacks.

“Shady Redcaps! Hold the line!” I barked, forcing my staff up. Reacting fast, I lashed out with my magic. “Enrage!”

My spell struck the rearmost Redcap. Its body jolted, its black eyes flaring with sudden, uncontrollable rage. It turned with a snarl and lunged — not at us, but at the Redcap beside it. The second Redcap yelped as its crazed ally slashed wildly at it, throwing off the entire formation and bringing confusion in the enemy ranks as the other Redcaps darted in and out of the shadows, confused.

Lazy gritted her teeth, forcing herself to focus despite the lingering pain of the Screecher’s sonic attack. “Oh, you bastards are gonna pay for that — Madness!”

A sickly, twisting shimmer of magic shot from her hands, striking another Redcap. It let out a choked gurgle, its small frame shuddering violently before it turned and started clawing at the walls, blabbering incoherently. Its dagger was forgotten as it scraped its fingers against the stone, seemingly lost in some horrible hallucination.

Khla moved immediately, stepping toward Lazy and pressing a hand to her shoulder. “Heal.”

A soft glow pulsed from her palm, and Lazy’s pained expression eased slightly.

Thessa, however, wasn’t waiting for healing. She was riding the pain, and she was pissed.

“You little shit—” she snarled, and with a flick of her wrist, a Firebolt streaked forward, slamming straight into the Screecher Redcap’s chest.

The creature let out a distorted wail before its scream abruptly cut off. Its body convulsed as fire engulfed it, and a second later, it crumpled into a smoking heap.

The moment its screeching stopped, the battlefield shifted.

The remaining Redcaps hesitated — just for a fraction of a second — but it was enough.

I lifted my staff again, voice sharp. “Charm!”

A third Redcap stiffened as my spell took hold. Its expression went slack for just a second before it spun on its former allies, knife at the ready.

Meanwhile, the Enraged Redcap had fully lost itself in bloodlust, hacking wildly at the one next to it. The other two Shady Redcaps nearby turned on the Enraged one, stabbing it over and over until its small body collapsed in a pool of its own blood. That left only four Redcaps, one of which was touched by Lazy’s Madness spell, and one of which was charmed by my magic.

Khla, without missing a beat, used the lull in the battle to move to Thessa next. “Heal.”

Another pulse of light, and Thessa straightened, her breathing steadying. She shot Khla a thankful look before she went looking for her next target, and she found it. With a flick of her fingers, she conjured another spell, her red eyes flashing with dark amusement. “Oh, I love this part. Wall of Fire!”

Flames erupted around one of the remaining Redcaps, cutting off its route to the shadows. The creature let out a panicked, high-pitched screech as it scrambled, trying to find a way out. But there was no way out. The fire consumed it in seconds, leaving behind nothing but charred remains. A moment later, the Charmed Redcap cut one of its allies to ribbons with its little dagger. Wounded itself, I saw the great benefit of this spell easily.

That left two Redcaps.

“Firebolt!”

My staff pulsed, and another streak of flame shot forward, striking the Charmed Redcap square in the chest. It let out a strangled gurgle before collapsing, smoke curling from its body.

One left, and it was just recovering from Lazy’s Madness spell. It hesitated as it emerged from its deep but temporary insanity, and its blade shook slightly as it realized it was alone.

I stepped forward, voice steady. “Command: Kneel.”

The Redcap’s body shuddered violently as my spell took hold. Its legs buckled, and it collapsed onto its knees, its arms trembling as if it was fighting the compulsion but unable to resist. Lazy and Thessa hung back, and I gave Khla a nod.

She walked forward. She didn’t hesitate, didn’t waste words.

Instead, she swung.

Her staff cracked against the Redcap’s skull with a sickening thud as she brained it, and it dropped like a stone. The vengeful grin on Khla’s lips showed me that she found that particularly pleasing. White Mage or no, she was still an orc.

Silence followed for a moment as we took stock of our surroundings and tried to ascertain nothing else was lurking in the shadows. Then, Lazy let out a long breath. “Holy shit. We did it.”

Thessa cracked her knuckles, still riding the high. “Damn right we did.”

Khla simply nodded in satisfaction, shifting her grip on her staff.

Then, Lazy’s eyes widened and her ears twitched. “Wait. Wait, wait, wait—”

Thessa grinned, practically vibrating with excitement. “LEVEL UP!” she shouted, fist-pumping the air.

Lazy and Khla let out excited squeals of their own, celebrating as they took in the notification confirming that they too had leveled up. They had done it; they had reached Level 3.

I let out a slow exhale, watching them. We’d come a long way from that first Dungeon. We still had room to grow. Still had plenty to improve. But this moment right here was a step on our way to greatness!
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With the immediate danger handled, I took a steadying breath and turned my focus to the girls. The battle had been quick, but it had still left us winded. Even though we were in better control of our abilities, even though we had fought like a team, that didn’t mean we could afford to relax just yet.

I straightened, gripping my Staff of Firebolt tightly as I scanned the shadows. The eerie glow of the wall sconces still flickered, casting strange shapes against the broken furniture and rotted banners. The entrance hall was momentarily silent except for our own breathing. Nothing moved.

For now, we were safe.

“Check your stats,” I told them. “I’ll keep watch.”

“Putting them all in Mens again like Kay recommended,” Thessa said.

Khla and Lazy both nodded, indicating they had the same plans. I gave a nod, approving of this course of action. We needed to up Spell Power, and our meditation allowed us to recuperate if necessary. Mana was important, but it had to take a back seat for now.

Lazy flopped onto a mostly intact chair, her tail curling around the leg as she pulled up her sheet. Thessa wiped a smear of soot from her cheek before doing the same, and Khla simply nodded, her eyes flickering briefly as she focused on her stats.

Then, after a few moments, Khla let out a quiet sound of acknowledgment. “I have gained a new ability slot.”

Lazy perked up. “Oh! Me too!”

Thessa grinned, and her tail flicked with satisfaction. “Same. Nice.”

I nodded. “You get one on every third level.”

Then I frowned.

Wait.

I turned to Lazy. “Hang on. You already had three ability slots. Polymorph, Madness, and Phantasm.”

Lazy stiffened slightly, her ears twitching. “Uh. Yeah?”

I narrowed my eyes. “But you only just got your third. You should have only had two before this.”

Lazy immediately looked away, ears flattening against her head. “Oh. Uh. You know. Just… lucky?”

Thessa squinted at her. “What?”

Khla arched a brow. “Luck does not grant additional ability slots. The System works the same for everyone in this respect.”

Lazy muttered something incomprehensible under her breath, staring very intently at the floor.

I crossed my arms. “Lazy.”

She groaned, rubbing at her face. “Ugh, fine!” She threw up her hands. “I might have… sort of… snuck into the academy vault before I left for Hirfangr.”

Silence.

Thessa blinked. “You what?”

Lazy gave a nervous laugh. “Okay, okay, so, like, listen — I knew I was going to Hirfangr, right? And, uh, I might have been a little worried about, you know, dying in a horrible ogre-infested Dungeon, so I figured, hey, maybe the academy has some cool stuff that could help me out.”

Khla stared at her. “You stole something.”

Lazy winced. “I borrowed something!”

Thessa leaned forward, resting her chin on her palm, her eyes gleaming with amusement. “And what exactly did you borrow?”

Lazy hesitated for half a second before mumbling, “… a ring.”

I sighed. “Lazy.”

She held up her hands. “It was just sitting there! And it wasn’t even, like, on display or anything! It was in some old dusty case that no one had touched in forever! I figured it wasn’t that important.”

Khla exhaled sharply through her nose. “And what does this ring do?”

Lazy huffed. “It, uh, it increases my ability slots by one.”

Thessa let out a low whistle. “Damn. That’s a hefty item.”

Lazy immediately pointed at her. “Right?! That’s what I thought! Like, why was it just sitting there? No one was using it!”

I pinched the bridge of my nose. “That’s not the point.”

I exhaled slowly, steadying my thoughts before responding. I knew where this came from. Lazy had grown up in Seattle, scraping by as a catkin urchin in a city that didn’t do favors for the weak. She’d had to steal to survive — pickpocketing, swiping food, ducking through alleyways to avoid patrols.

That kind of life shaped a person. It built a different set of morals, one dictated by necessity rather than choice. I didn’t blame her for that. But those days were over now. Needed to be over now. She wasn’t just looking out for herself anymore. She was part of something bigger — part of this team. And if we were going to rely on each other, there couldn’t be any justifications for cutting corners. Not anymore.

Lazy crossed her arms, ears flattening again. “Okay, okay, I get it. But I needed the help. And, look, I didn’t even use it when I was in Hirfangr. I barely knew how to cast spells back then! So technically, I didn’t get any unfair advantage or anything.”

I shook my head. “That’s not the issue, Lazy. You took something that didn’t belong to you. I get that you were scared — I do. But that doesn’t justify stealing.”

She scowled. “I was going to put it back!”

“Good,” I said firmly. “Because that’s the right thing to do.”

Lazy muttered something under her breath again, but she didn’t argue further.

Thessa, meanwhile, just smirked, clearly entertained by the whole exchange. “Well, guess that explains why you’ve been sitting on an extra ability slot this whole time.”

Khla remained silent, but I could tell she disapproved just as much as I did.

Lazy sighed dramatically, flopping back against the chair. “Ugh. Fine. I’ll return the stupid ring when we get back.”

I nodded. “Good.”

It wasn’t the worst crime in the world, but it still wasn’t something I could just brush off. Besides, there was a chance that she would be expelled if staff found out. And of course, Team Manticore would eat us alive if they knew we had stolen from the vault — that was just the kind of thing they needed to know. We had to be better than that. We had to be a team, trust each other, and trust that we could succeed the right way.

Lazy might have made a mistake, but at least now, she was going to fix it. And I was going to help her. I knew just the way to get it back in the vault — just the person who could help with that. After all, there was only one professor at Krysfelt who didn’t care for the rules at all — one professor who might actually chuckle at this whole story.

But that was not something we needed to deal with now. Right now, we had more immediate concerns.

I glanced around the ruined hall again, scanning the flickering shadows. “Alright,” I said to the girls, “if you’re all ready, let’s pick up the trail again. Still plenty of floors in this Dungeon.”

The girls nodded as they finished up and got ready. A minute later, we were on the move again.
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The deeper we ventured into the keep, the heavier the air seemed to grow. Dust hung thick in the dim light, swirling in slow, lazy patterns with every step we took. The eerie flames in the rusted sconces flickered and danced, casting long, distorted shadows along the cracked stone walls. The silence was unnerving, broken only by the faint creak of aged stone settling under its own weight.

I kept my grip tight on my staff as we pressed on. The entrance hall had been rough, but this Dungeon wasn’t done with us yet.

A crumbling stone staircase wound its way upward ahead, half-collapsed in some places but still climbable. The walls along the stairway were chipped and weathered, with faded carvings barely visible beneath centuries of wear. We moved cautiously, testing the integrity of the steps as we climbed.

At the top, we entered a long hallway lit by torchlight. Arched windows lined one side, overlooking the courtyard below. A cold breeze filtered in, carrying the scent of damp stone and distant smoke from Thessa’s earlier fire.

But my eyes weren’t on the windows. They were on the statue.

It stood at the end of the hallway, right where the stairway finished. It depicted a woman — tall, regal, draped in stone robes, her hands folded over a long, weathered sword. The craftsmanship was immaculate, the details sharp despite the erosion of time.

And that was the problem.

I remembered Gammicka’s lesson. Gargoyles don’t always look like monsters. The System didn’t care about artistic consistency. They could disguise themselves as anything.

The moment my boot scraped against the stone floor, I knew I was right.

The statue moved.

Before I could even get a warning out, its stone hands clenched into fists, its head tilting ever so slightly. Then, with impossible speed, it launched forward.

I barely had time to react before a solid, stone-laden punch slammed into my chest.

The impact was brutal. It felt like getting hit by a battering ram. I was lifted clean off my feet, my breath vanishing in an instant as I hurtled backward.

I crashed onto the hallway floor and skidded several feet before coming to a painful stop. The world tilted around me as pain lanced through my ribs.

-15 Hit Points.

Lazy shrieked. “Wade!”

I coughed, trying to force air back into my lungs as I struggled to push myself up. The Gargoyle was already advancing, its stone feet grinding against the floor with each lumbering step. It was slow, but it was coming.

Lazy, her ears flattened, flicked her fingers and cast, “Phantasm!”

The illusion shimmered in the air, taking shape — something horrifying, something meant to break its mind.

The Gargoyle didn’t even flinch. In her panic over seeing me take a punch like that, she’d forgotten that Gargoyles were immune to such effects.

“No effect?!” Lazy’s eyes widened in horror. “Shit, shit, shit—”

Khla was already at my side. “Stay still.” Her hands pressed against my shoulder, warmth flooding through my body as healing energy knitted together the bruised flesh. My breathing steadied as the pain ebbed.

I forced myself upright. “Thessa — Wall of Fire! Now!”

My voice brought calm to the panic edging at the girls’ minds. Thessa stood straighter and grinned viciously, throwing her hands forward. “Wall of Fire!” she called out.

A blazing ring of flames erupted around the Gargoyle, cutting off its movement. The stone creature hissed — a terrible, grating sound like shifting rock — as it recoiled from the heat. Its wings flexed, but the confined space of the hallway made flying impossible.

It was trapped.

“Hit it! We need sustained magic damage!” I shouted.

Thessa was already moving, making the arcane gestures. “Firebolt!”

I followed suit, aiming my staff at the silhouette of the Gargoyle visible through the flames. “Firebolt!”

Twin blasts of flame shot forward, slamming into the Gargoyle’s chest. Its stone form blackened under the relentless heat.

The creature screeched in fury, but it couldn’t escape. It thrashed, trying to lunge through the flames, but every attempt resulted in more burning, more chipping away at its stone frame, and it staggered back to the center of the circle under the onslaught of our magic. It couldn’t break through.

With a nod to Khla and Thessa, the two fell back into formation, watching our surroundings for any nasty surprises while Thessa and I focused on the Gargoyle. We threw another Firebolt. Another. And another.

The Gargoyle let out one last, deafening screech before its form cracked apart. Its stone body split along the seams, fissures glowing with residual heat, before finally crumbling into a pile of rubble. The sound of its collapse echoed through the hall, bouncing off the cracked stone walls before fading into silence.

We all stood there, panting, ready, eyes locked on the smoking remains. The Wall of Fire flickered hungrily for a few more moments before vanishing into embers, leaving only the broken, blackened husk of the creature behind.

But I didn’t lower my staff just yet.

Gammicka’s warning echoed in my mind. The smarter ones will feign destruction.

I tightened my grip. “Thessa, hold up.”

She blinked at me, her tail flicking. “What?”

I gestured toward the crumbling pile of stone. “Gargoyles can play dead. Remember what Gammicka taught us?”

Thessa’s expression sharpened as she looked at the remains, eyes narrowing. “Yeah. I really hate that.”

Khla studied the rubble with careful intensity, but after a moment, she gave a small nod. “The pieces are too clean. Too contained.”

I understood what she meant. If a true stone statue had shattered under our magic, the pieces would be scattered, uneven. But these… the way the jagged edges glowed faintly from our Firebolts, the way some of the larger chunks seemed too intact — it didn’t look fully natural.

Just in case.

“Hit it again,” I ordered.

Thessa grinned. “Oh, gladly.”

Together, we fired. “Firebolt!”

Two more streaks of flame lashed out, slamming into the remains. Stone cracked, and this time, there was movement — just the barest twitch, a shifting of one of the larger chunks as if something inside was trying to reform.

Not happening.

“Firebolt!” I fired again. Thessa followed without hesitation.

The impact sent shards flying, and this time, there was no mistake — the Gargoyle screeched, a weak, guttural noise that barely had strength behind it. A final, defiant death rattle. Then its form truly gave out, and its body slumped into nothing but scattered debris.

Now, and only now, did I let out a slow breath.

Thessa smirked. “I think I love fire even more now.” She blew me a playful kiss.

I let out a chuckle, rolling my shoulders. “Yeah. Fire definitely works.”

I glanced down the hallway ahead. It stretched further into the keep, disappearing into shadow. The air felt still now, no signs of movement. We had time. I turned back to the others. “Alright, let’s take a few minutes. We’ll meditate, refine mana while we can.”

Lazy let out an exaggerated sigh of relief. “Thank the gods.”

Khla nodded. “A wise choice.”

We set up near the wall, choosing a spot where we had decent cover. The broken stone left plenty of debris to use as cover, and the collapsed ceiling on one end of the hallway gave us a natural barrier. I volunteered to take first watch while the others meditated.

Thessa and Lazy sat down cross-legged, closing their eyes and focusing inward. Lazy twitched her ears slightly, trying to find the rhythm of essence again, while Thessa stilled, tail flicking now and then as she refined her mana reserves. Khla, ever disciplined, settled into a meditative pose with ease, her breath steady.

I kept my eyes on the hall, gripping my staff loosely. Every so often, I’d glance at the ruins of the Gargoyle, just to be sure.

After a while, I swapped out with Lazy, closing my eyes and drawing my focus inward.

The fight had drained a good chunk of my reserves, but it wasn’t only about getting back the mana — I needed to get my mind back in the right space. The battle had been fast, brutal, but we’d handled it. We’d kept control.

Now we needed to hang on to it.
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The stone steps spiraled upward, worn down by centuries of neglect. Each step we took echoed slightly in the still air. The deeper we pressed into the keep, the more it became apparent that this place wasn’t entirely abandoned. The fights had worn us out a little, but the thrill of battle still hummed through my veins, and I was certain we could take a few more.

At the top of the stairs, we reached what must have once been a balcony, though most of it had long since crumbled. Beyond the collapsed railing, the ruins of a hall sprawled ahead, open to the elements where sections of the walls had caved in. Massive, arching support beams stretched high above, some still intact, others fractured and hanging precariously. Stone pillars, now partially collapsed, stood as silent sentinels around the chamber, and the shattered remains of a long table rested at the center, barely distinguishable under layers of dust and debris.

But we didn’t get time to take in more details.

The moment we stepped forward, a piercing shriek split the air.

The sound was unbearable, like a jagged dagger shoved into my skull. My vision blurred, and my knees buckled as pain exploded in my head. It was different from the first Screecher’s attack — louder, sharper, filled with even more concentrated malice. I barely registered Lazy crying out beside me, gripping her ears, her tail lashing wildly.

I couldn’t move. Couldn’t think.

Then, chaos.

“Wade, above you!” Thessa’s voice barely cut through the ringing in my ears.

I couldn’t react — but Khla could.

“Shield!”

A shimmering barrier flared to life around me just in time.

Two Shady Redcaps dropped from the rafters, knives flashing downward, aiming straight for me. Their blades hit the barrier instead, sparking harmlessly off the magical force. The impact threw them slightly off balance, their snarling faces twisting in frustration as they scrambled back to their feet.

Thessa was already moving.

Her tail flicked once, and her fingers curled into a precise gesture. “Firebolt!”

A streak of flame lanced upward, slamming into the Screecher Redcap still clinging to the rafters. It let out a screech of pain, staggering slightly as the fire seared its grotesque form. As the Screecher was struck, the high-pitched ringing in my skull began to fade, but I wasn’t free yet.

Lazy, however, shook it off faster. “Oh, hell no,” she snapped, blinking rapidly before flicking her fingers toward one of the Redcaps that had landed near me.

“Polymorph!”

A shimmer of magic pulsed outward, wrapping around the creature.

The Redcap let out a strangled yelp — then promptly shrank. Its limbs thickened, its form shifted, its dagger clattered to the floor. And in its place sat…

“A capybara?” Thessa choked out, staring at the plump, confused rodent now sitting on the stone floor.

Lazy clutched her hands to her chest, eyes sparkling. “OH MY GODS! Look at him. He’s so cute.”

The capybara-Redcap made a small, oblivious noise and sniffed the air.

Thessa groaned. “I swear you don’t take anything seriously.”

“Excuse you, I take things very seriously,” Lazy said, pointing at her own face. “And this? This is seriously adorable.”

I had just enough clarity back to focus, shaking off the lingering effects of the Screecher’s wail. I forced myself up, eyes locking onto the other Shady Redcap that was still active.

Fine. Let’s even the odds.

“Charm.”

The Redcap stiffened as my spell took hold. A moment later, it turned, eyes locking onto the still-wounded Screecher Redcap.

I grinned. “Kill it.”

The Redcap snarled and lunged, sinking its blade into the Screecher’s side. The creature let out a final, strangled cry before collapsing, its twisted form twitching once before going still.

Thessa, meanwhile, was already casting again. “Wall of Fire!”

Flames erupted around both remaining Redcaps — the Charmed one and the Polymorphed capybara. The Charmed Redcap let out a startled shriek as the fire swallowed it whole. The capybara, blissfully unaware of its fate, simply made a soft wheek before being completely consumed by the blaze.

Lazy’s ears drooped. “Awww! I wanted to keep that one!”

Khla gave her a dry look. “You do remember that Polymorph is temporary?”

Lazy pouted. “Yeah, but for those few minutes, he could have been my bestest friend.”

Thessa rolled her eyes, but there was a smirk tugging at her lips. “You are unbelievable.”

The fire flickered out, leaving only charred remains. The throne room was finally silent.

We took a moment to collect ourselves, checking injuries and assessing our mana reserves. I wasn’t as bad off this time, thanks to Khla’s Shield, but I could feel the growing strain of back-to-back fights. Thessa had burned through a lot of magic. Lazy had used two of her bigger spells. Even Khla, as steady as ever, had cast multiple heals and defenses already.

I exhaled. “Alright. Short break. Patch up, meditate, and let’s recover what we can before we move forward.”

“Meditate again?” Thessa asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “We’re nearing the top of the keep. I have a feeling we’ll run into a boss soon, and we need our reserves full if we do. So let’s take a moment and make sure we’re good.”

The girls nodded, seeing the sense in that, and we settled in, taking positions where we could keep watch while the others meditated. The techniques Melhee had drilled into us made it easier to refine mana even in tense situations, and this was no exception.

After a short while, we were all recharged and ready to venture forth again.








Chapter 28




The stairs narrowed as we ascended, the walls pressing in slightly, making the air feel thick and heavy. The higher we climbed, the more I felt the weight of the keep pressing down on us. We were nearing the top — nearing the heart of whatever ruled this place.

At the peak of the stairwell, we came to a stop before a massive wooden door. It was old, the wood splintered and darkened with age, but what caught my attention were the claw marks. Deep gouges marred the surface, some fresh enough that I could still see the splinters hanging loose. The edges of the frame had similar markings, as if something had scraped against it repeatedly.

Thessa let out a low whistle. “Well, that’s not ominous at all.”

Lazy crossed her arms, ears twitching. “Whatever’s in there has definitely got some issues.”

Khla simply grunted, shifting her grip on her staff.

I exhaled slowly. “Alright. No point standing here overthinking it.”

I reached out, placed both hands against the old wood, and pushed.

The door groaned loudly as it swung open. The hinges were stiff with rust, and the sound echoed into the chamber beyond, announcing our presence before we could even step inside.

Then we saw him.

The Redcap Chief.

He was massive — easily twice the size of the others we’d faced, making him a head taller than me. His hunched frame was draped in a tattered crimson cloak that barely clung to his hunched shoulders. His skin was gray, mottled with deep scars, and his black eyes gleamed with cruel amusement from under a dripping red cap as he sat lazily atop a makeshift throne constructed from broken furniture, stone, and bones. Around his feet, discarded remains of past victims littered the ground, mingling with scattered weapons and other destroyed and discarded equipment.

In his gnarled hands, he gripped a jagged, oversized cleaver, its rusted edge still flecked with dried blood. He rested it casually against the armrest of his throne, one clawed hand tapping against the hilt as he observed us with predatory interest.

Beside him, three Redcaps stood at attention — two Shady Redcaps, smaller and wiry, shifting on their feet as their sharp-toothed grins curled wider in anticipation. The third was a Screecher, its elongated mouth pulled into something that almost resembled a sneer. It stood close to an old hearth with a cauldron.

The Chief let out a guttural, rasping laugh, his broad shoulders shaking as his grip tightened on the cleaver.

Then, without a word, he lifted the massive weapon and slammed it into the stone floor.

A dull boom echoed through the chamber as the impact activated some hidden magical mechanism.

Instantly, the torches along the walls flickered violently, their flames twisting unnaturally before dimming into a weak, flickering glow. The light in the room plunged, shadows stretching unnaturally across the walls, consuming the corners of the chamber in pitch blackness.

A chill ran down my spine as the room turned darker.

In the dim glow that remained — a faint glow coming in through a few arrow slits — I saw the Redcap Chief charge.

One second, he was lounging on his crude throne, watching us with predatory amusement. The next, he was lunging forward, his massive cleaver swinging in a wide, brutal arc.

I barely had time to react.

I threw myself to the side, hitting the stone floor in a rough roll as the blade cleaved through the air where I’d just been. The sheer force of it sent a rush of wind past my face, and I felt the power behind that swing. If that had hit me, I wouldn’t just be injured — I’d be dead.

“Wall of Fire!” Thessa’s voice rang out.

Flames erupted between the Chief and his minions, cutting off his reinforcements. The fire cast long, flickering shadows against the stone walls, giving us some light to work by and turning the throne room into a chaotic swirl of orange flames. It also lit the wood in the hearth, starting a fire under the cauldron. The two Shady Redcaps snarled as the fire separated them from their leader, darting back and forth in agitation, looking for a way through. The Screecher flinched, its grotesque mouth twisting in frustration as it decided to try to regroup rather than attack.

Perfect. That was the opening I needed.

I pointed my staff at the Screecher and called out, “Command: Stay silent and still.”

Magic lashed out, snapping around the creature’s mind. It let out a strangled sound — half a gurgle, half a wheeze — before its limbs locked in place. Its long, grotesque mouth trembled, its body twitching as it tried to resist, but the spell held firm. It stood frozen, unable to scream, unable to attack.

One less problem to deal with. For now.

Khla was already moving, her staff raised. “Shield!”

A shimmering barrier flared around Lazy just in time. The Chief had barely paused after missing me — his gaze had locked onto her instead, sensing a caster mid-spell. He lunged toward her, cleaver raised—

Lazy, eyes narrowed, flicked her fingers. “Phantasm!”

The air shimmered as the spell struck the Chief. His body jerked. For a brief moment, his jagged-toothed grin faltered. His eyes went wide, unfocused. His breath hitched, and his massive body froze—

But only for a second.

Then, rather than being overcome by fear, the Redcap Chief snarled.

His entire frame trembled — not with terror, but with unfiltered, blind fury. His claws dug into his own skull, as if trying to rip the hallucination out of his mind. His muscles flexed, his breathing turning ragged. And then, with a guttural, bloodthirsty roar, he turned his rage outward.

Enraged, he attacked even harder.

He swung his cleaver at Lazy, but Khla’s shield flared, stopping the blow with a burst of magical force. The impact sent out a shockwave of pressure, knocking dust loose from the crumbling ceiling. Lazy stumbled back, ears flattened against her skull, cursing under her breath.

“He’s too strong!” she hissed.

“We can do it!” I shot back, raising my staff. “Keep hitting him — don’t let up!”

Thessa and I unleashed a round of Firebolts, slamming into his massive frame. The magic burned across his cloak and singed his gray skin, but if he felt the damage, he didn’t show it. He powered through the pain, his movements becoming wilder, more erratic.

And all the while, his minions were pushing through the fire, trying to get to us.

The two Shady Redcaps hissed and yelped as they shoved forward, their small bodies catching alight as they forced their way past the Wall of Fire. Their black eyes gleamed with murderous glee even as their flesh sizzled. The Screecher, now free from my Command, joined them. They decided not to care about pain. They only cared about blood and coming to the aid of their chief.

The first one lunged—

And the Redcap Chief turned on it instantly.

Before any of us could react, the Chief’s cleaver lashed out, decapitating the first Shady Redcap in a single swing.

The second one barely had time to realize what was happening before the Chief grabbed it by the throat, lifting it effortlessly off the ground. The Redcap struggled, kicking wildly, but the Chief didn’t hesitate. His massive hands twisted, and with a sickening crack, the second Shady Redcap went limp as the Chief simply tore its head off. The Screecher, finally, had time to whimper before the cleaver came down and opened it up from breastbone to hip, entrails and blood leaking out.

We all froze.

“What the hell?!” Lazy gasped.

The Redcap Chief grinned. He tossed the corpse at his own feet like garbage, his jagged teeth gleaming in the firelight. Then, slowly, deliberately, he turned his gaze back to us.

The Redcap Chief’s grin widened as he saw the confusion in our expressions. Then, he reached up and grabbed the edge of his cap, and we watched in horrified fascination as he dipped it into the blood of his own slain minions.

The effect was immediate.

The moment the blood soaked into the fabric, a violent pulse of dark energy rippled through his body. His muscles bulged, his limbs stretched, and his entire frame expanded. Bones cracked and popped as he doubled in size, growing until he towered more than twice my height. His cloak barely clung to his massive shoulders now, and spikes erupted from his elbows and spine, jagged and uneven, dripping with fresh blood.

Then, he threw his head back and let out a bloodcurdling roar.

The sheer force of it sent dust cascading from the ceiling, and the remaining sconces flickered as if cowering from his fury. The air thickened with raw malice, pressing down on us like a physical weight.

And then he moved.

He was fast, charging like thunder, and before I could react, he was already on me. His cleaver blurred through the air, swinging faster than before — faster than something that size had any right to move.

“Shield!” Khla’s voice rang out.

A shimmering barrier snapped into place around me just in time as the cleaver came down.

The blow was like thunder. Khla’s Shield shattered on impact, the force of the blow punching through Khla’s magic, and though it absorbed most of the damage, the raw power behind the strike still tore through my defenses. The cleaver’s impact sent me hurtling backward, my ribs exploding with pain as I slammed into the far wall.
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The world swam. The rough stone bit into my back as I struggled to push myself up, vision blurring from the sheer force of the hit.

“Wade!” Lazy’s voice was frantic.

Thessa reacted instantly. “Firebolt!”

Her spell struck true, slamming into the Chief’s broad chest—

And did almost nothing.

The flames licked across his skin, but his massive, mutated body barely even registered the attack. He laughed, his jagged teeth glinting in the firelight. Blood of his own minions dripped down his face, and his cap was swollen with it. He had a lot of it soaked into the cap, and he was extremely powerful as a result.

Lazy gritted her teeth. “Phantasm!”

The illusion flickered to life, but it had no effect. The Chief’s Spell Resistance was too high now, or it had become immune. Who knew. But Lazy wasn’t fazed; even though panic crept into her voice, she cast another spell. “Polymorph!”

Nothing again.

The Chief wasn’t just stronger — he was resistant to nearly everything now.

“He’s too strong,” Thessa growled, stepping back. “We need a different plan!”

Khla was already at my side, pressing a hand to my chest. “Heal.”

Warmth flooded through me as my wounds began to knit back together, my breathing steadier, but my mind was racing. We couldn’t brute-force our way through this. He was shrugging off magic, tearing through shields, and moving faster than before.

Then my gaze snapped to his cap.

The blood-soaked cap.

Something clicked. My eyes shifted to the hearth with the cauldron over the simmering fire. The cap was indestructible — Gammicka had told us as much. But that didn’t mean…

As the Chief went after Thessa, who nimbly led it on a chase, I turned sharply to Lazy. “Your pack — give it to me.”

She blinked. “What?”

“Just give it to me.”

Confused, she fumbled with the straps and threw it toward me. I caught it as Thessa fired another volley of Firebolts, keeping the Chief distracted as I dug through the bag’s contents.

And there it was.

The bottle of shampoo.

I clenched my fingers around it and turned to the girls. “Fall back to the stairs!” I shouted.

“What?” Thessa snapped from across the room. “No—”

“Trust me,” I said, urgency in my voice. “Just retreat and wait for my signal.”

Khla hesitated, her tusked mouth pressing into a thin line. “Wade—”

“Trust me.” I took a steadying breath, then tightened my grip on my staff.

“Alright, you overgrown bastard,” I muttered.

And then I fired a Firebolt directly at the chief, drawing his full attention away from Thessa and the other girls. As the Chief turned to face me, the women shared uncertain glances, but they followed my order. With one last wary look at me, the girls slowly backed toward the door and the stairs, watching for my cue.

The Redcap Chief turned his gleaming black eyes on me, bellowed a laugh, and charged.

The girls had retreated to the stairs, just as I had ordered, but I could still feel their eyes on me from the shadows of the ruined corridor. They trusted me, and I had to make this work.

I tightened my grip on my staff and sprang to the side just as the Chief’s massive cleaver came crashing down. The force of the swing cracked the stone floor, sending shards flying. Even though I dodged in time, I felt the power behind it — the air rippled from the sheer weight of the attack. One hit, and I’d be a stain on the floor.

I had to move fast.

Here’s hoping this works…

I thrust my staff forward. Blind Spot!

Magic pulsed around me. The Redcap Chief snarled and turned his head wildly, sniffing the air, his black eyes flickering with confusion. He had been locked onto me, but now he had nothing to track. His gaze swept the chamber, searching, but I was no longer there — at least, not to him.

It worked.

I exhaled sharply, keeping my steps light as I circled toward the cauldron in the hearth. It was empty, its fire still burning low beneath it. I reached into my coat and pulled out the Hallowed Horn, gripping it tightly before lifting it toward the cauldron.

I had held on to the Hallowed Horn — the artifact I had recovered from Hirfangr. Salee had sent Lazy into Hirfangr to retrieve it and prove that she was suitable material for the Eye and Key Society, but Lazy had decided against membership. Krysfelt Academy had shown no interest in the item, and since there was no rule I had to give it away, I had simply kept it.

It wasn’t exactly an artifact of world-shattering power, but hey — potable water at your beck and call, and an unlimited supply of it too, that’s still pretty damn good. It solved a lot of problems related to survival, and it weighed less than a canteen, so I’d figured it was just a great quality of life item.

Besides, I’d developed a bit of a bond with it after using it to waterboard Thrakash the Twice-Born to death with it…

Now, I intended to use it again.

Water poured from its spout, pure and shimmering, filling the metal pot with a steady flow. Steam rose almost instantly as the heat from the fire and the cauldron itself warmed it.

The Redcap didn’t notice.

I moved quickly, keeping my steps light. As the water began to simmer, I dug into my pocket, pulling out Lazy’s bottle of shampoo.

I hesitated for half a second. If this wasn’t going to work, I was going to look like an idiot. Then again, I’d also be dead, so I wouldn’t care that much.

With a shrug, I popped the cap and squeezed.

A thick, fragrant glob of liquid soap oozed into the cauldron, swirling in the rising heat. Almost immediately, the scent of flowers and citrus met my nose. It was bizarre, completely out of place in this rotten, bloodstained throne room — but it was exactly what I needed.

Time for step two…

The Redcap Chief growled, still turning, still searching. Its nose wrinkled as it caught the scent of shampoo, but it didn’t seem to connect the dots, being more focused on finding the pesky hidden human.

I crouched low, circling behind him. His mutated body was massive, his skin like thickened stone, but I could see where his spikes jutted from his back — uneven, rough, but placed at just the right distance.

Like spokes on a ladder.

I took a breath.

Then, I moved.

I leapt up, grabbing onto one of the jagged spikes for leverage, scrambling up his hunched back before he could react. The moment my weight landed on him, he roared, twisting violently and reaching around, but I held tight, anchoring my feet against his massive back, ducking as a gripping claw swept close.

And then, with one swift motion, I snatched the cap from his head.

The moment my fingers closed around the soaked fabric, the Redcap screamed — a monstrous, primal wail of rage and terror. He knew I knew his weakness.

I barely had time to think. I activated Blind Spot again and vanished from his sight before he could claw me apart. Then, moving fast, I threw the cap straight into the cauldron.

It hit the boiling, soapy water with a wet plop. By now, bubbles were overflowing from the cauldron, threatening to extinguish the flames. But that was fine — the water was hot and enough for the purpose of washing that cap, the roiling bubbles helping rinse the foul fabric.

The reaction was instant.

The Redcap Chief howled, his massive body seizing up as if something had ripped the power from him. His limbs convulsed, his massive form shrinking before my eyes. The spikes along his back retracted, his grotesquely elongated muscles withering away. His crimson cloak sagged, no longer stretched over his massive shoulders. He stumbled back, his cleaver slipping from his grasp and clattering to the floor when it became too heavy for the Redcap Chief’s shrinking claws.

His strength, his growth, his power — it had all been tied to the blood soaking that hat. And now?

It was just another scrap of cloth, swirling in soapy water.

A grin spread across my face.

“NOW!” I bellowed.

Immediately, and the girls charged back in. They skidded to a stop, their eyes widening in disbelief as they took in what was left of the once-mighty Redcap Chief.

He was tiny — even a little smaller than the others we’d fought before. He’d become little more than a shriveled, scrawny husk of what he had been. His limbs were frail, his gray skin pale and sunken, his breathing ragged. He looked pathetic, and fear was in his eyes when he saw us.

Thessa blinked. Then she grinned.

“Well,” she said. “This just got easy.”

The Redcap Chief turned toward us, his black eyes wide with something I hadn’t seen in them before — panic.

“Firebolt!”

Thessa’s spell slammed into him point-blank.

The Firebolt struck the Redcap Chief’s frail, shriveled body with a burst of heat and light, his ragged cloak igniting instantly. He let out a final, strangled shriek, his clawed hands reaching toward us in desperate fury—

And then, in a flash of searing flames, he was gone.

His body disintegrated, burning away into nothing but drifting embers and curling wisps of ash. The last echoes of his scream faded into the dark corners of the throne room, leaving behind only silence.

Then—

A familiar ping sounded in my ears.

[Level Up: You have reached Level 7.]

At the same time, the girls let out a chorus of excited gasps.

“Level 4!” Lazy yelped.

“Same!” Thessa grinned.

Khla gave a small, satisfied nod. “More power for us!”

I exhaled, standing straighter as the rush of the level-up washed over me.

We’d done it. The Redcap Chief was dead, and we had cleared our first Dungeon together — without Trixie helping us out.








Chapter 29




The throne room still smelled like burned Redcap.

For a moment, none of us spoke, catching our breath and letting the reality of our victory settle in. The throne room, once the Redcap Chief’s domain of terror and violence, was eerily quiet. The torches along the walls flickered weakly, their dim light barely illuminating the stone chamber.

Then Lazy burst out laughing.

“Oh. My. Gods. You did it again,” she wheezed, doubling over. “You used that Hallowed Horn and a bottle of shampoo to kill another boss. Wade, you have a problem.”

Thessa snorted, crossing her arms with an amused smirk. “She’s not wrong. That’s two now. You’ve got a weird way of dealing with bosses, baby.”

Khla tilted her head. “It was effective and creative. My clan would approve.”

I shook my head, suppressing a chuckle. “It wasn’t exactly the plan, but I saw the opening and decided to go for it.”

Lazy waggled a finger at me. “Mmmhmm. Sure. But still, this is becoming a pattern.”

“Whatever works,” I said, brushing off the teasing. “But it wasn’t just me. You all did great. You trusted me when I asked you to retreat, even though I know none of you wanted to. You adapted, held back your own impulses, and kept to the strategy.” I gave them a firm nod. “That’s the difference between a bunch of reckless adventurers and a real team. You did great.”

Thessa flicked her tail, a pleased glint in her crimson eyes as she looked at me and her companions. “Damn right. We all did great.”

Lazy leaned back on her heels, ears perking up as she grinned. “You know, we’re getting good at this.”

Khla exhaled, rolling her shoulders. “Stronger. Smarter. Faster.”

I nodded. “Speaking of — let’s apply those level-ups before we do anything else.”

They all agreed, and we each opened our character sheets. I focused on my own sheet, scanning the numbers and options. Kay had been clear: for now, Spell Power mattered above all else, so I allocated all ten points in Mens. I also noticed that Enrage had reached Journeyman level, which meant its Mana cost was reduced to 9.

Not bad. A small change, but every bit of efficiency helped. I pulled up my sheet, reviewing the stats with satisfaction:

Wade Aurelius
Level 7 Enchanter

Attributes
Corpus: 4
Vita: 4
Mens: 41
Anima: 31

Stats
Weapon Damage: (unarmed: 0 + Corpus: 4) = 4
Defense: (Robe of Protection: 5 + Corpus: 4) = 9
Spell Power: (Staff of Firebolt: 5 + Mens: 41) = 46
Spell Resistance: (Robe of Protection: 5 + Mens: 41) = 46
Hit Points: (Ring of Health: 10 + Vita x 5: 20) = 30
Mana: (no gear: 0 + Anima x 5: 155) = 155

Abilities
Slot 1: Enrage (Journeyman) [Cause one target to attack the nearest creature for 1 minute. 9 mana]
Slot 2: Blind Spot (Journeyman) [Turn invisible for one target for 1 minute or until you attack the target, 9 mana]
Slot 3: Command (Novice) [Take control of a single creature (but not bosses) for a short action. 10 mana]
Slot 4: Charm (Novice) [Win the allegiance of a single creature (but not bosses) for 1 minute, 15 mana]

That was all looking good. Spell Power was nice and high. As I finished, I glanced up at the girls. “You all set?”

Thessa stretched. “Yep. Mens all the way, as planned.”

Lazy flicked her fingers, checking her interface one last time before closing it. “Same here.”

Khla nodded. “Done.”

With that taken care of, we turned our attention to the spoils. Thessa was the first to dive into them, kicking aside broken bones and shattered pieces of armor as she rummaged through the pile with barely contained excitement.

“Alright, what do we got here?” she muttered, her tail flicking eagerly as she dug through rusted weapons and ancient trinkets. Then she let out a triumphant noise. “Oho, hello there.”

She turned to us, holding up a pair of black leather gloves, lined with faintly glowing red runes along the fingers and knuckles. As she slipped them on, the glow pulsed slightly, responding to her touch.

“These,” she announced, flexing her fingers, “are Ember-Touched Gloves. They boost overall Spell Power by 5, but especially fire spells. They get +10 Spell Power! Which means—”

“—you’re gonna be even more obnoxious about fire now,” Lazy finished, sighing dramatically.

Thessa grinned, wiggling her rune-etched fingers. “Damn right I am. My Firebolts are gonna hit like a beast.”

Lazy rolled her eyes but turned her attention to the treasure pile, sifting through it with as much enthusiasm. “Ugh, please tell me there’s something for me in here…” She moved a few rusted pieces of plate armor aside, then suddenly gasped. “Oooooooh.”

We all looked over as she held up a delicate silver choker, a thin black gemstone set in the center. She traced her fingers over the gem, and I saw a faint shimmer of magic pulse beneath her fingertips. She focused on the item, identifying it, before she turned to us, her golden eyes wide.

“This,” she said dramatically, “is the Choker of the Shifting Mind. Pretty name, amazing effect. Increases general Spell Power by 5 like Thessa’s gloves, but doubles the effect for mind-affecting spells — like, oh, I don’t know…” She shot me a smug look. “My spells.”

I nodded in approval. “That’ll make your Phantasm and Madness a lot stronger.”

“Exactly.” She fastened it around her neck, adjusting it slightly before flipping her hair. “Not to mention, it looks great on me.”

Khla, ever patient, waited until Lazy was done gushing before stepping forward. She didn’t dig through the pile as much as she studied it, methodically shifting objects aside until she found something worth taking. After a moment, she knelt and pulled a piece of armor from beneath a pile of old weapons.

It was a worn, dark gray ring mail vest, layered with reinforced plates that still held some luster despite its age. She ran her fingers over the metal, eyes sharp with recognition.

“This is well-made and magical,” she murmured. “It will serve me well.” She focused on the item to identify it. “It enhances Defense by 15 and Spell Resistance by 10.”

I whistled. “That’s a serious boost!”

Khla nodded. “Yes. That will allow me to endure more punishment while I protect you all.”

Lazy gave her a look. “You make it sound like we hide behind you!”

Khla smirked. “You do, don’t you.”

We all chuckled, and Lazy had no retort for that.

That left just one more item.

I scanned the pile, pushing aside rusted daggers and shattered bones until I spotted something small and unassuming — an unpolished blue stone set in a simple silver band. The magic radiating from it was faint but steady.

I picked it up and focused on it, turning it between my fingers as the System confirmed its properties. The moment I slid it onto my hand, a subtle clarity settled over my thoughts, like a small mental fog had lifted.

“Ring of Mental Clarity,” I said aloud. “It boosts Spell Resistance by 20. Not flashy, but very useful.” And I meant it. I wasn’t in the mood for any more Joy Slime nonsense. With this ring, I’d resist such effects more easily.

Thessa gave an approving nod. “Can’t go wrong with more resistances.”

Lazy shrugged. “Eh, I prefer making sure things don’t hit me in the first place.”

“Which you fail at constantly,” Thessa shot back.

Lazy scowled. “Oh, shut up.”

I smirked, rolling my shoulders as I took in the scene. We had won. Not just the fight, but the entire Dungeon. We were stronger than when we had walked in, and now, we had the loot to prove it.

With that, we took a final moment to breathe, standing among the scattered remains of the Chief’s reign.

“Alright,” I said, tightening my grip on my staff. “We’re done here. I think it’s high time we head back and share the news of our victory with Trixie and Alis.”

The girls all cheered at that, and I grinned, giving them a little moment. After that, we focused again and fell into formation. Even if we were on our way back, it was still a Dungeon, and there might still be some danger lurking. With confident steps, we made our way to the doors.
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The moment we stepped out of the ruined keep, daylight hit us like a blessing. The thick mist of the morning had mostly burned away, and the sky was painted with soft golds and pale blues. The air smelled fresher out here — cleaner. After spending so long inside that dark, bloodstained ruin, the contrast was almost overwhelming.

For a second, none of us moved. We just stood there, taking in the open air, breathing free, the stretch of ruined walls and overgrown stones before us. The Redcap Chief was dead. The Dungeon was cleared. We’d done it.

Then Thessa let out a long exhale, rolling her shoulders. “Gods, that was fun.”

Lazy groaned dramatically. “Fun? You call getting screamed at, stabbed at, and nearly crushed to death fun?”

Thessa grinned. “Yeah.”

Lazy muttered something under her breath about insane pyromaniacs, but I caught the small smile tugging at the corner of her mouth.

We started forward, moving through the broken courtyard. Even though we were all exhausted, our steps were easier now, and we wore smiles. The tension that had hung over us inside the keep was gone. We had won. And we were walking out stronger than before.

Waiting for us near the outer wall was Trixie. She leaned against a pile of rubble, arms crossed, looking entirely too amused as we approached. Her bright blue eyes swept over us, taking in our bruised and soot-covered forms. She let out a low whistle.

“Well, well,” she said, grinning. “Look who actually made it out alive.”

Thessa smirked. “Please. You really doubted us?”

Trixie’s grin widened. “Nah.”

Alis stood a few feet away, her silver eyes cool and unreadable as ever. She didn’t greet us, didn’t acknowledge our victory with anything more than a slow glance up and down our battered forms.

Behind them, parked near the broken gate, was Borsj. The old imp was bundled up in his oversized coat, scarf wrapped so tightly around his neck that only his scowling red face was visible. He threw up his hands the moment he saw us. “Finally!” he grumbled. “I was startin’ to think you kids got yourselves eaten or somethin’.” He yanked his coat tighter. “Damn cold out here. Took way too long.”

Lazy stretched, groaning as she worked out the stiffness in her limbs. “You think that took long? You try fighting through that damn place.”

Borsj snorted. “Not my job. My job is getting your sorry hides back to the academy.” He gestured toward the van. “So how about you hurry it up before I turn into a Borsj-sicle?”

Trixie clapped her hands, stepping forward. “Like, before we go, I have to say, I am so proud right now. Look at you guys! Freshly leveled, still in one piece — well, mostly.” She winked at me. “And best of all? Level 4!”

Lazy perked up immediately. “You know we all hit level 4?”

Trixie grinned. “Damn right.” She gave a cute little wink. “I can see such things, you know! It’s very good!”

Khla nodded. “It feels like a solid step forward.”

“And it is,” Trixie confirmed, shooting Khla a warm smile. Funny, how she didn’t seem to be affected at all by the whole orc-elf thing. Trixie was just her bubbly self to everyone.

I exhaled, letting the weight of it settle in. We had fought hard for this. We had earned it.

Trixie’s smirk widened. “And you know what that means.” She stretched her arms wide, as if revealing something grand. “At level 4, you officially qualify for the Aquana Games!”

Lazy let out a triumphant laugh. “Yes!”

Thessa’s tail flicked in satisfaction. “Oh, I like the sound of that.”

Khla simply nodded, but I knew her well enough by now to see that light of competitive eagerness and fierce pride burn in her eyes as she straightened herself.

Alis finally spoke. “It was adequate.”

Lazy let out an exaggerated gasp. “Oh wow. That was almost a compliment.”

Alis didn’t react. She just turned and started walking toward the van — her signal that it was time to get the hell out of here.

Trixie giggled. “Trust me,” she whispered conspiratorially at us. “That was her way of saying ‘good job.’”

Thessa smirked. “Noted.”

Borsj let out another long-suffering sigh. “Great. We all had a wonderful time. Everyone’s super happy. Now get in the damn van before I leave all you talky people out here.”

“Yeah, yeah, we’re coming,” I said with a chuckle.

We climbed into the van, feeling the exhaustion settle into our limbs now that the adrenaline was fading. Thessa flopped into the backseat with a satisfied groan, stretching her arms behind her head. Lazy curled up beside her, tail flicking lazily as she leaned against the window. Khla settled in with her usual composure, her gaze already distant, as if she were reflecting on the battles we had just fought.

I slid into my seat, feeling the tension of the Dungeon finally lifting. We’d done it. We had conquered the Ruins of Blackthorn Keep. And now, we were officially on board for the Aquana Games.








Chapter 30




The van rumbled down the road, leaving the Ruins of Blackthorn Keep behind us. The monsters there would respawn in time under the watchful eyes of the Magocracy’s forces, no doubt allowing another group of would-be adventurers to try it out in the future.

But to us, the Ruins of Blackthorn Keep no longer posed a challenge. I would never forget the place, though — our first successful and independent run as a team…

The ride back to Krysfelt felt a lot lighter than it had coming in — not just because we were relieved, but because we had come out of that Dungeon better than when we had entered it. The air inside the van was warm, filled with the quiet hum of the tires against the road and the occasional bump that made Lazy mewl as she adjusted her seat. Alis said nothing, and Borsj muttered as the van rumbled along, but Trixie shot us a few looks that were unmistakably of pride.

“So,” Thessa said, stretching her arms above her head as she gave us a little insight into what she was thinking, “considering the casualties and damage, we technically just committed mass arson.”

Lazy snorted. “Are you proud of that?”

Thessa smirked. “Absolutely.”

Lazy rolled her eyes, but the grin on her face made it clear she wasn’t actually upset. “You would be. Meanwhile, I’m still mourning my poor capybara.”

Khla, sitting near the back, let out a low sigh but didn’t comment. She had warned Lazy that Polymorph wasn’t permanent, but fluff is fluff. I laughed and shook my head.

Trixie twisted around in her seat, propping her chin on the headrest as she beamed at us, her wide blue eyes glowing. “I gotta say, that was a huge improvement from your first run. Like, night and day.”

I raised a brow. “That bad the first time?”

Trixie grinned. “Oh, honey. I had to step in before you all got eaten.”

Thessa groaned. “Ugh, we know. We were there.”

Trixie giggled. “Well, yeah, but look at you now! You, like, actually worked together! You planned, you adapted, and — most importantly — you survived! No extra credit for style, though.”

Lazy perked up, her golden eyes glinting with mischief. “Oh, oh, oh! Yes, we should get extra credit. You didn’t yet hear how Wade got rid of the boss.”

“It was spectacular,” Thessa agreed, and Khla gave an assenting grunt as well.

Trixie blinked, then leaned in, clearly intrigued. “Ooooh. Do tell.”

Thessa grinned. “Okay, so get this — he sees the Chief dipping his cap in blood, right? Figures out that’s what’s juicing him up.”

Khla nodded. “And then, instead of a normal approach…”

Lazy threw up her hands. “He pulls out my shampoo, dumps it in a cauldron, and washes the damn cap.”

Trixie’s jaw dropped. “No. You’re lying.”

“I wish I was lying,” Lazy said, dramatically placing a hand on her chest. “Because I wish I came up with it myself! But no. That’s exactly what happened.”

Thessa chuckled. “One second, we’re getting wrecked. The next, he’s dunking the hat in bubble bath, and poof — tiny, weak Redcap Chief. Took just one Firebolt.”

Trixie’s face lit up with absolute delight. “Well, extra credit for style for Wade then,” she concluded as she shot me a cheeky wink. “Using soap to kill a boss has got to be a first.”

Lazy snickered. “Right? I’m telling you, this man is addicted to crazy genius plans.”

I shrugged. “Hey, it worked, didn’t it?”

“Like a charm,” Lazy said. “I can’t wait to see what you come up with for the next boss.”

Thessa nodded enthusiastically. “Oooh. I want to be there for that.”

I grinned. “Maybe to keep you on your feet, I’ll kill that one in a conventional way.”

Khla let out a quiet chuckle. It was low, barely noticeable, but we all heard it.

Lazy blinked, whipping her head around. “Wait. Did you just laugh?”

Khla gave her a sidelong glance, amusement flickering in her crimson eyes. “No.”

Thessa gasped dramatically. “You totally did!”

Khla simply closed her eyes and leaned back. “I am merely satisfied.”

I watched her, noting the rare, relaxed expression on her face. Khla was always serious, always focused. But right now, she looked at peace. Our successful Dungeon run must have assuaged some of her own doubts, and I could tell she believed in us as a team now — just like I did.

Trixie, still smiling, clapped her hands together. “Alright, celebration time’s over, my little Dungeon delvers! Because while you did amazing today, the Aquana Games are gonna be on a whole different level.”

Lazy groaned. “Oh, come on. Can’t we enjoy this for five seconds before you throw the next nightmare at us?”

Trixie giggled. “Nope!” She straightened up, her tone shifting to something more serious. “Listen. What you guys faced in Blackthorn Keep? That was controlled. A Dungeon’s dangerous, sure, but it’s just you versus the monsters. The Games?” She shook her head. “That’s when things get messy.”

I frowned. “Because we’ll be facing other teams.”

“Exactly.” Trixie nodded. “And they aren’t just mindless monsters. They’re smart, they’re tactical, and some of them really don’t play fair.”

Khla opened her eyes. “Then we will simply be smarter.”

Trixie grinned. “That’s the spirit!”

I stole a glance at Lazy. She wasn’t saying much, but I could see the tension in her shoulders had eased. There was something in her posture — a kind of relief that wasn’t there before. This whole time, she’d been carrying something, something unspoken. Doubt. Pressure. Maybe even fear.

But now? She belonged here.

She’d proven it.

Borsj groaned loudly from the front. “Ugh. If I have to listen to any more of you younglings giddy over fightin’ for your lives, I’m gonna hurl.” He gave us a pointed glance in the rear-view mirror. “And I hurl fire, by the way.”

“Oh, neat trick!” Thessa purred.

Lazy rolled her eyes. “Oh, relax, Borsj. You act like you don’t love us.”

“I don’t.”

Thessa grinned. “Ohhh, he totally does.”

Borsj made a disgusted noise and tightened his scarf. “I hate this job.”

We laughed, and the van rolled on.

The winding road eventually leveled out, and soon, we saw the first rooftops of Lombardy in the distance. The small town at the foot of Krysfelt Academy’s hill came into view, its sleepy homes and Main Street just starting to stir with the signs of early morning.

And as we rolled toward it, I realized it had begun to feel like coming home.
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The van rumbled to a stop in front of Krysfelt Academy’s towering gothic gates. The building loomed over us as always, its spires piercing the morning sky, but this time, coming back felt different.

We had left as students. Now, we were a team. Team Chimera. With the girls all at level 4 and myself at level 7, we stuck out head and shoulders over the other freshmen. We were on par with Team Manticore — we were a match.

Still, that didn’t mean things would get easy. Even if we were a match with Team Manticore, they were of a more traditional composition. Rohuga and Varga were both Wildclaws, giving Team Manticore a very strong melee presence — something that we utterly lacked. Salee was a Storm Mage, which gave her great area denial spells and some good damage dealing capabilities as well, while Landura was a Necromancer, which gave her minions and some good damage spells as well.

Team Manticore’s main flaw was that they did not have a dedicated healer, but Wildclaws could restore some of their own health, and a Necromancer often had siphoning spells that allowed them to drain health from others — something her innate vampire abilities gave her as well. Khla was a dedicated healer, but Thessa and I, our two frontliners, could not go toe-to-toe with Varga and Rohuga, while Salee likely outgunned Lazy.

We’d need a strategy, but there was no point dwelling on that too much for now. I let out a slow breath, feeling the tension of the night finally start to settle. 

A moment later, the van’s engine rumbled to a stop, and for a moment, none of us moved. The adrenaline of the Dungeon had long since faded, replaced by exhaustion and the dull ache of battle-worn muscles.

With a groan, Lazy was the first to push open the van door, stretching her arms over her head. “Finally,” she sighed. “I swear, if I had to sit in that van for another minute, I was gonna die.”

Thessa smirked as she hopped out after her. “Really? After everything we just fought, a van is what almost kills you?”

“Yes,” Lazy said flatly.

Khla climbed out next, rolling her shoulders and shaking her head at the other girls’ banter. I slid out last, stretching out the stiffness in my legs. As I did so, I spotted a figure was already waiting for us at the entrance.

Willow.

The dryad girl stood near the academy’s grand doors, her small frame still and composed, hands neatly folded in front of her on her skirt. Her large green eyes flicked up toward us, then quickly darted down again, like she wasn’t sure whether or not she should be making eye contact.

Trixie noticed her first and beamed. “Willow! Aw, were you waiting for us? So cute!” She skipped over, clasping her hands behind her back, leaning forward on her tiptoes and bringing her pretty face very close to Willow’s, who fidgeted nervously. “Did you miss me?”

Willow shifted her weight from foot to foot. “P-P-Professor Krysfelt…” she began, her stuttering multiplied by the bubbly elf’s presence. “S-She w-w-wants to see Wade and t-the girls.”

I frowned. “Now?”

Willow gave a small nod, her leaves shifting slightly as if rustling in an unseen breeze. “I-Im…immediately.”

Lazy groaned and let her head drop back dramatically. “Oh, come on. We just got back. Can’t we at least shower first?”

Willow winced at Lazy’s outburst, but shook her head. “N-No. She is… e-expecting you… n-now.”

“Boss’s orders!” Trixie chirped as she struck a saluting pose, winking at Willow.

Thessa sighed. “Kay really doesn’t believe in breaks, does she?”

Willow hesitated, then said softly, “S-She believes in… e-efficiency.”

Khla simply nodded, already moving toward the academy doors. “Then we go.”

Borsj groaned loudly from the driver’s seat, where he had been listening in with increasing irritation. “You’re welcome, by the way,” he grunted. “For the ride and all.” He shook his head and mimicked a voice much higher in pitch. “Why thank you, Borsj, for driving us all the way to another shithole Dungeon in this cold!”

Trixie gave him a cheery wave. “Thank you, Borsj!” she purred cheerfully, not catching or completely ignoring his sarcasm — I expected the latter.

Borsj let out a horrified scoff. “Meh.”

Alis, who had stepped out of the van last, simply watched the exchange in silence. Her silver eyes flicked toward Willow, then toward us. “You shouldn’t keep Kay waiting.”

Right.

I turned back to Willow, who was still standing stiffly, looking as if she wanted to shrink into the stone walls behind her. “Got it. Thanks, Willow.”

She dipped her head quickly. “O-Okay…”

Without further hesitation, we started toward the academy doors. With a few quiet grumbles — mostly from Lazy — we headed toward the administrative building. We reached the wing where Kay’s office awaited. I stepped forward and knocked on the door. A moment later, Kay bade us to enter.

We found the headmistress behind her desk, her presence commanding even in stillness.

She was the kind of woman who didn’t need to raise her voice to be heard. Her long red hair framed her face in loose waves, vivid against her pale skin, and her green eyes locked onto us the moment we stepped in. As always, she wore that form-fitting black dress that left absolutely nothing to the imagination, the fabric clinging to every luscious and ample curve. The pointed hat atop her head only added to the aura of a true witch.

I did not let myself get distracted by her perfect look. Well, maybe for half a second.

Kay didn’t speak right away. She simply let her gaze sweep over us, taking in the soot-streaked clothes, the lingering exhaustion in our postures, and the undeniable air of triumph that clung to us.

Finally, she spoke.

“You succeeded.”

Her tone was calm, neutral. She wasn’t impressed. But she was acknowledging it.

Thessa smirked. “Was there ever any doubt?”

Kay’s lips twitched at the corner. “Oh, there was plenty. Faculty-wide, I might add.”

Lazy placed a hand over her heart. “Wow. Rude.”

Kay arched a perfectly groomed brow but didn’t bother responding. Instead, she sat back in her chair, crossing one leg over the other as she studied us. “The Aquana Games will be grueling,” she said, voice even. “And more dangerous than anything you have faced so far.”

We nodded, expecting a lecture about preparing, about discipline — about how one good Dungeon run didn’t make us invincible.

But then Kay did something unexpected.

She tilted her head slightly and continued, “That being said… It is also important to celebrate victories.”

I blinked. “Wait. What?”

Thessa straightened. “Is she actually saying what I think she’s saying?”

Kay didn’t react to our surprise. She simply waved a hand, dismissive but firm. “I know Trixie and Alis want to continue the drills, and they shall, but I have told them to hold back for the remainder of the day, which you are free to spend in Lombardy.”

Lazy practically choked. “We what?”

Kay’s expression remained impassive. “Eat. Drink — within reason.” Her green eyes glinted slightly. “Enjoy yourselves. Spend the night there, and we will see you again in the morning.”

There was a moment of stunned silence.

Then—

Thessa let out an actual cheer. “HELL YES!”

Lazy grabbed my arm. “We have to go out. We have to go out.”

Even Khla gave an excited grin. Orcs were known as stoic warriors, but they could also party like crazy when the time was there.

Kay exhaled slowly, as if already regretting everything, but she didn’t back down. “The academy will cover your expenses for the night.”

Thessa gasped dramatically. “You’re paying? Oh, I love you.”

Kay’s expression didn’t change, but I swore I saw her eyelid twitch. “You will be expected in class first thing tomorrow morning,” she said coolly.

“Okay,” Lazy said, grinning ear to ear. “But don’t worry. We’ll be very responsible.”

Kay didn’t dignify that with a response.

I exhaled, shaking my head with a small smile. This was unexpected but far from unwelcome. “Alright,” I said. “We’re officially off duty for the night. Let’s not waste it.” I shot Kay a nod. “Thank you, Kay.”

“Headmistress Krysfelt,” she corrected me. And then, with a wave of her slender hand, she dismissed us and returned to her papers.

Once outside her office, the girls cheered again, and for the first time since we’d entered Krysfelt Academy, we weren’t planning for a battle, a Dungeon run, or getting ready for early classes the next day.

Tonight, we were just going out.








Chapter 31




The mood in the dormitory was lighter than it had been in many days. No looming Dungeon runs, no grueling training schedules, no lectures waiting to drill technique and discipline into our skulls. Just a night to enjoy ourselves. A rare and unexpected gift.

Lazy flopped onto her bed with an exaggerated sigh, stretching out like a cat in a sunbeam. “We actually get a night off,” she murmured, golden eyes half-lidded in satisfaction. “I almost don’t believe it.”

I smiled and admired her lithe figure as she stretched. There was something about a catgirl stretching on a bed that just made my blood run a little faster every time I saw it. I was looking forward to spending a night in the town with them.

Thessa, already rifling through her wardrobe, shot her a look. “Then you better start believing, kitty-cat, because we’re dressing up.”

Lazy cracked one eye open. “Dressing up?” Then she sat up and nodded. “Dressing up,” she echoed, her golden eyes wide. She began fluttering her hands excitedly. “Dressing up!”

Thessa turned dramatically, hands on her hips as she swayed her ample booty, her tail snapping behind her. “Dressing up,” she sang, doing a little dance that made her ample assets bounce. “Dressing up!”

“Dressing uuuhuuuhuuuup!” Lazy sang as she joined the dance, her singing voice about as appealing as the yowling of a cat in heat, an interesting contrast to how enticingly her delicious body squirmed in her kind-of-weird-but-hot impromptu dance.

“Yikes,” I growled, enjoying the sights but the sounds not so much.

Khla, seated on her bed with her arms crossed, let out a short breath. “It’s just dinner.”

Thessa gasped in mock horror. “Khla, no. NO!”

“NO!” Lazy echoed, flopping onto the bed dramatically and remaining there.

“No!” Thessa continued. “It’s not just dinner. It’s our first real celebration as a team! And we are not walking into Lombardy looking like we just crawled out of a Dungeon.”

Lazy smirked. “Even though we did just crawl out of a Dungeon.”

“That’s not the point.” Thessa flung open another drawer. “We are not showing up in uniform like a bunch of nerds or in stupid hiking-slash-adventuring clothes like a bunch of weird old people.”

I blinked. “Nothing wrong with hiking,” I said. “Or old people.”

“Shush!” Thessa said, bringing a slender finger to her plump lips. “Do you want us to look hot or not?”

“Point taken,” I conceded. I leaned against the wall, watching as Thessa dove into her collection of clothes with the same intensity she put into spellcasting. It was kind of impressive.

A moment later, she emerged triumphantly with an outfit in hand. “Yes,” she purred, holding it up for us to see.

It was a tight, low-cut top that left little to the imagination and a short skirt that was touching the acceptable minimum length before it became actually scanty. I imagined she would look quite hot in it, though.

She turned to me, pressing the outfit against herself. “Wade, be honest. Does this scream ‘confident fire mage,’ or does it scream ‘I might get arrested’?”

I kept my expression neutral. “That’s not an outfit. That’s bait. We might not even get out of the dormitory with you wearing that.”

Thessa’s smirk widened. “So… good?”

I laughed. “Yes, it’s good.”

She turned to Khla next. “What about you, oh stoic orcess of Mount Hood? Do you approve?”

Khla didn’t even glance up. “Those are ribbons, not clothes.”

Thessa put a hand to her chest, mock-offended. “Ouch. That hurt my feelings.”

Khla sighed. “It is dinner. Not a courting ritual.”

Thessa clicked her tongue. “See, this is why you’re single.”

Khla shot her a glare.

Thessa grinned. “Alright, fine. But don’t blame me when I have all the fun and you’re just sitting there sipping water and looking like a nun in Sunday school.”

Lazy, watching the exchange, suddenly perked up. “What should I wear?”

Thessa gestured broadly to the pile of discarded clothes on her bed. “Something amazing! Did you not hear my rousing speech about the importance of looking amazing?”

Lazy tapped her chin, thoughtful. Then she slid off her bed and started rummaging through her own things. After a minute, she pulled out a sleek black dress. It was simple, elegant, form-fitting, and actually reasonably modest.

She turned to me, golden eyes bright. “Okay. This is fancy enough, right?”

I looked her over. The dress would accentuate her lithe frame, hugging her just enough without being excessive. She would look good. I gave her a nod. “Yeah. That’s a great look for you.”

Lazy’s tail flicked happily. “Yay!”

Thessa groaned. “Why does she get the genuine compliment and I get the lewd remarks?”

I smirked. “Because you want the lewd remarks.”

Thessa waggled her brows. “Hmmm. Damn right I do.”

Khla let out a quiet snort and shook her head. “Foolishness.”

Thessa shot her a look. “Oh, come on. Just try something a little fun. You don’t have to show skin. What about some nice boots? Or a cool jacket? Something that doesn’t scream ‘I am here to fight and nothing else.’”

Khla didn’t respond right away. Her gaze drifted toward her belongings, as if considering. Finally, she let out a quiet sigh. “Fine. But no skirts. It’s bad enough that I have to wear them to the classes.”

“You look good in skirts,” Lazy muttered. “You got thighs to pop a watermelon.”

“Or a kitty-cat’s head,” Khla growled.

“Ooooh,” Thessa purred. “That sounds hot.”

“NOT what I meant,” Khla growled, glaring at Thessa.

I laughed and shook my head. “This is going to be more dangerous than a Dungeon run,” I said.

Thessa clapped her hands together. “And twice as much fun! Alright girls, let’s get dressed! Wade, you have to get out of here for a sec! Our outfits are going to be a surprise.”

Grinning, I grabbed some clothes and made my way to the door. I was more than willing to give them the space if it meant going to town with three hot women. “I’ll get dressed in the bathroom,” I said. “You girls take your time.”
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I stood by the door to our dorm room, adjusting the cuffs of my jacket. I had gone with something simple but sharp — dark slacks, a fitted black shirt, and a jacket that was just formal enough to pass in a nice restaurant but relaxed enough for a casual night out. It felt strange not wearing my usual robes, but it was a nice change.

And considering how much effort the girls had been putting into their outfits, it was only fair I tried a little, too.

The door creaked open, and Lazy stepped out first, twirling on her heels. “Okay, Wade. Be honest.” She spread her arms, letting the fabric of her sleek black dress swirl around her as she gave me a playful grin. “Do I look fancy enough?”

I took her in properly now that she was fully dressed. The form-fitting dress accentuated her lean, feline grace without being too tight. It had a subtle slit along the side which offered an enticing view of her sleek flank and luscious thigh. There was also a small hole in the back that gave her tail the freedom to flick back and forth without interference. She looked elegant, yet still very much her — not stiff or overly formal, just effortlessly charming.

“You look great,” I said with a grin.

Lazy’s ears perked, her tail flicking with obvious satisfaction. “Nice.”

Thessa followed her out, adjusting the straps of her top as she stepped into view. She had gone with the outfit she had shown me earlier — a tight, low-cut top that left little to the imagination, paired with a skirt that skimmed the line of acceptable length. Her thigh-high stockings made the whole look even more eye-catching. She looked like a bombshell — just what she wanted.

She caught me looking and smirked. “Well? Worth the effort?”

I chuckled. “I think half of Lombardy’s going to break their necks staring at you.”

Thessa tossed her hair dramatically. “Then I did dress appropriately.”

I laughed and gave her soft side a poke that made her yelp and shoot me a playful grin.

Then Khla stepped out.

And I had to pause.

She hadn’t said much about her outfit earlier, just that she wasn’t wearing a skirt. But the dress she had chosen clung to her in a way that made me realize just how built she was. Orcish strength aside, she had the kind of curves that could stop traffic. The dress wasn’t overly revealing, but it was designed to show off her powerful frame — hugging her toned waist and rock-hard abs, emphasizing the swell of her hips, and drawing just enough attention to her broad, sculpted shoulders.

I let out a slow breath. “Damn.”

Khla arched a brow. “Problem?”

“No,” I said quickly, still admiring the way the fabric highlighted the lines of her physique. “You just look really good.”

Her lips twitched slightly, like she was trying to suppress a smile. “Hmph. I’ll take that as a compliment.”

Lazy clapped her hands together. “Alright! We all look amazing, so let’s go already!”

I grinned. “Actually, I was thinking we should walk.”

Thessa tilted her head. “Walk? To Lombardy?”

“It’s a nice night,” I pointed out. “We’ve been cooped up in that van for hours. Might as well stretch our legs.”

Lazy nodded. “Yeah, okay. I like that.”

Thessa glanced down at her heels, then sighed dramatically. “Fine. But I need different shoes.”

Lazy looked down at hers, then made the same face. “Oh, me too. Give us two minutes.”

The two of them turned back toward the room, Thessa mumbling about how style and practicality were eternal enemies.

Khla watched them go before glancing at me. “You really think they’ll be ready in two minutes?”

I smirked. “Not a chance.”

We leaned against the wall, waiting for the inevitable, while our anticipation for the night ahead grew.








Chapter 32




The night air was cool and refreshing as we made our way down the winding road to Lombardy. The stars were sharp in the sky, and the gentle breeze carried the faint scent of pine and distant woodsmoke from chimneys in the town below. It was the kind of night that made everything feel a little easier — like the world wasn’t constantly pressing down on our shoulders with training, rivalries, and looming competition.

Tonight, we weren’t students grinding for the next level. We weren’t rivals fighting for prestige. We were just us. And we were going to have a good time.

Lazy walked ahead, humming softly to herself, swaying with the natural grace of a catkin, her tail flicking lazily behind her. Thessa had linked her arm with mine at some point, her body warm against my side as she walked with an easy, confident stride. Khla kept her usual, measured pace just behind us, her expression calm and unreadable — but there was something about the way she walked that felt more relaxed than usual.

I reflected that we had made much progress and that I was closer to the taciturn orcess than I ever would have expected to be going into this adventure at Krysfelt Academy. We had not spoken about what had happened at the sauna that night after the Nest of the Hollow Brood, about how she had touched herself while I pleased and made love to my girls.

She had found it arousing and enticing — that much was sure — but I wasn’t entirely sure if she wanted in, if she wanted to be a part of it.

Thessa and Lazy would embrace her. They encouraged it; they had revealed as much during the little event in the sauna. For Lazy’s kind, the catkin, multiple spouses were not that uncommon. Thessa, as a tiefling, didn’t care about anything ever being unconventional in any way. Jealousy was a thing for her, but she seemed to accept Khla as she had — ultimately — accepted Lazy.

As for Khla herself — well, we had never talked about it, but I knew orc chiefs had multiple women… dozens, sometimes. It was a patriarchal society, and Khla would be used to it. As a warrior herself and not a camp wife, she would be more selective about her mate, but she gave me the impression that she was interested.

Perhaps tonight would tell…

Lombardy was quiet when we arrived, its cobblestone streets lit by warm streetlights, the town winding gently at the foot of Krysfelt Academy’s hill. The buildings were cozy, with wooden facades and dark shingled roofs, the kind of place where the pace of life felt slower, steadier.

Thessa turned to me, her crimson eyes gleaming. “Alright, baby, where are we eating?”

I scanned the street and spotted a hotel restaurant tucked into the corner of Main Street, its windows glowing with soft amber light. It had the kind of atmosphere that promised comfort — dark wood, warm lamps, and a quiet buzz of conversation drifting from inside. It was also a hotel, and we were spending the night here.

“There,” I said, nodding toward it. “Looks like a good spot.”

Lazy perked up. “Do they have steak?”

“We’ll find out,” I said.

We made our way inside, greeted by the scent of roasted meat and fresh bread. The place was cozy, its seating arranged with a mix of private booths and open tables near a fireplace. A hostess — an older woman with short, graying hair and a warm smile — greeted us and led us to a round booth near the center of the room.

The moment I sat down, the tension from weeks of training, from endless lessons and looming expectations, seemed to ease.

Lazy stretched luxuriously. “Okay. This was a great idea.”

Thessa smirked. “Aren’t you glad we dressed up now?”

Lazy flicked her tail. “Oh, totally. Gotta look good when I’m stuffing my face.”

And stuff her face she did.

The moment our food arrived, Lazy dove in with no hesitation, her appetite on full display. She ate like someone who had just spent a week surviving on rations. Every bite was met with a satisfied hum, her golden eyes half-lidded in pure bliss.

Thessa, on the other hand, ate just as quickly, but somehow retained a level of poise that made it look like she was meant to be devouring food like a starving beast. I had no idea how she managed to keep it looking graceful — some sort of unique skill to tieflings descended from Asturos, the demon prince of gluttony, like she was.

She caught me watching and smirked, licking a bit of sauce from her finger with exaggerated slowness. “Like what you see?”

I shook my head with a chuckle. “I’m mostly impressed you haven’t choked yet,” I joked.

Thessa grinned. “I’m good with my mouth.”

Lazy choked on her drink, coughing violently, but I just broke out laughing. Khla, who had been silently cutting into her meal with careful precision, actually chuckled under her breath.

Lazy, still recovering, whipped her head toward Khla. “Did you just laugh again?” Her voice was a little raspy from choking on her drink.

Khla exhaled slowly, shaking her head. “You’re imagining things.”

Thessa waggled her eyebrows. “Ohhh, I knew there was a fun person inside you somewhere.” She leaned forward, her ample cleavage on display. “But I wonder… Just exactly how much fun can we have with Khla?”

Khla arched a brow. “Keep pushing, and you’ll find out what orcs call fun.”

Thessa winked. “You flirting with me, orc princess?”

Khla’s expression remained stoic, but there was the faintest twitch of amusement at the corner of her mouth.

I leaned back, watching them with a small smile. They bickered, teased, and bantered, but there was something real forming between us now. We were closer than ever, just the way we needed to be for this to work.

Family was too soon a word. But we were definitely something heading in that direction.

The plates were eventually emptied, Lazy looking entirely too pleased with herself as she leaned back in her seat, patting her smooth tummy.

Thessa let out a content sigh. “Damn. That hit the spot.”

“Don’t know how you can eat like that and stay so small,” Khla growled.

“I work out a lot,” Lazy lied.

“On your back with Wade, maybe,” Thessa purred, licking her lips lasciviously. 

Lazy’s eyes widened, and she covered her mouth. “Why! Thessa!”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” she said, voice silky smooth. “On hands and knees, too.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle, and Khla grumbled another laugh as well while Lazy turned red as a beet. For once, she had no retort.

I glanced toward the far side of the restaurant, where plush armchairs and comfortable couches were arranged around a low-lit lounge area. A few patrons sat there, sipping drinks, talking quietly. It looked comfortable.

I nodded toward it. “What do you say we grab a few drinks and move over there?”

Lazy perked up immediately, her blush fading. “Drinks? Yes.”

Thessa grinned. “Oh, yes.”

Khla gave a small nod of approval. “Agreed.”

I smirked. “Alright, let’s do it.”

We rose from the table and made our way to a comfy corner with couches and plenty of space for us to lounge and let our food settle.

The hotel restaurant had done a damn good job making the lounge feel inviting. The couches were deep and comfortable, and the warm glow from the wall sconces gave everything a soft, intimate feel. It was the kind of place that made it easy to relax, and we happily surrendered to it.

It helped that we’d had a great meal. Our stomachs were full, our bodies finally unwinding from the long day, and now, with drinks in hand, the atmosphere between us had shifted into something even warmer.

Lazy had curled up against my shoulder, her drink in one hand as she hummed contentedly. Thessa, ever the bold one, had practically draped herself across my other side, her head resting on my shoulder, fingers idly tracing patterns on my arm. She smelled faintly of perfume, warm and inviting, like cinnamon and something smoky.

Khla sat across from us, more composed as always, but even she looked… settled. She wasn’t sitting at attention like usual, her posture more at ease, her legs crossed as she nursed her drink with slow, deliberate sips. It was rare to see her relaxed, but tonight, she seemed to allow herself that luxury.

I took a slow sip of my whiskey, letting the warmth settle in my chest, and smirked at the way the girls had practically surrounded me. “You three seem comfortable.”

Thessa chuckled against my shoulder. “What? Can’t a girl enjoy a little downtime with her man?”

Lazy made a small, pleased noise. “Mmhmm. I like this.” She nuzzled into me, her ears twitching as she shifted, making herself even more comfortable.

Khla sighed, shaking her head slightly. “You act as if you do not already cling to him regularly.”

Thessa grinned and stretched, her fingers running lazily over my sleeve. “Yeah, but this is reserved clinging.”

Lazy tilted her head after she gave me a little bunt, her cat ears tickling my neck. “How’s it different?”

Thessa gave her a smug look. “Because when we do it back at the dorm, we’re usually wearing less, and it usually escalates.”

I barely contained my laughter as Lazy coughed and waved a hand at Thessa, her face rapidly turning red. “Oh my gods, don’t just say that!”

“What?” Thessa said with a playful shrug that made her bosom bounce. “I figure Khla already knows what goes on in the dorm. I mean, she’s there, right?”

Khla, who had been watching this with her usual impassive expression, simply took another sip of her drink. “I have made a few assumptions.”

Thessa blinked, then her grin widened. “Oh? Oh?” She leaned forward, eyes gleaming with interest. “Khla, sweetheart, are you saying you know about the games we play?” Her voice was very teasing, and I could see she was on a collision course; she wanted to see if she could get a rise out of Khla — one way or another.

And perhaps it was time for that.

Khla didn’t respond right away, just lifted her glass and took a slow, measured sip before speaking. “If this is about the three of you having sex, you do not need to dance around it with innuendo.” She placed her glass down and met Thessa’s gaze evenly. “I have heard it often enough.”

A beat of silence.

Then—

Thessa howled with laughter. She nearly slid off the couch, one hand clutching her stomach as she gasped for breath. “Oh, fuck me — Khla, you absolute legend—”

Lazy, on the other hand, had gone stiff as a board, her ears flattening as a mortified whimper escaped her lips. “Wait — wait — WHAT?!”

Khla exhaled and sat back, crossing her arms. “You heard me, kitty-cat.”

Lazy buried her face in my shoulder, her tail fluffed up in what I could only assume was pure embarrassment. “Oh gods, oh gods, oh gods—”

Thessa, still wheezing from laughter, wiped a tear from her eye and grinned at Khla. “Oh, no, no, no. You have to elaborate now. What exactly have you heard?”

Khla’s expression remained unreadable, but there was the faintest, faintest twitch at the corner of her lips. She knew exactly what she was doing.

Lazy groaned into my shoulder. “We are never talking about this again.”

Thessa grinned like a devil. “Oh, we so are.” She hopped up on the couch on her knees. “In fact, we are not going to stop talking about this until Khla has revealed every. Little. Detail!”

Lazy was beet red by now, looking furtively at the other patrons. “Nooooo!” she moaned.

Khla shot us a grin, then shook her head. “I won’t embarrass the kitty-cat any more than necessary. Suffice to say, I know more than enough.”

Laughing, I settled back and let some normalcy flow back into our conversation. Soon enough, we settled into an easy flow of banter and talk, looking back on our experiences at the Ruins of Blackthorn Keep and, before that, the Nest of the Hollow Brood. There was more than enough to discuss, but that flirty undertone remained, almost haunting as the heat rose and rose, and I wondered where this night would go.








Chapter 33




We were at the bar until last call, and it was way past midnight by the time the gray-haired lady who ran the hotel restaurant came up to announce that she was closing down.

“Already?” Thessa said — the tiefling seemed to be able to party endlessly.

“Already,” the lady confirmed with a smile.

I blinked. I had forgotten to book a room at the start of the evening. By now, most of the other patrons had gone to bed, and I felt a sudden flare of panic — did she still have any rooms left?

“Uh,” I said. “I don’t suppose you have a room for four?”

The lady thought for a moment. “Oh, you wanted to stay.” She rubbed a hand over her chin. “Uhm, would have helped if you told me a little earlier.”

“I know,” I muttered. “Kinda forgot.”

“Well, there’s one room left,” she said, then took account of us all. “It’s a room for a couple, though… not for four people. It just has one bed. It’s a big bed, but…”

“Cozy!” Thessa purred.

“Are there any other places in town?” I asked, trying to salvage the situation.

“No, I doubt it,” she said. “I’m usually open the latest. The others will have closed up by now. I mean, you can try and go there, but…”

“But it’s cold out!” Thessa objected, flopping back on the couch. “I am NOT in the mood for more walking in the cold.”

“Can’t we stay here?” Lazy said, looking up at me from my side with those beautiful golden eyes of hers. “We’re used to cuddling up at night, anyway…”

I blinked. “Yeah, but…” I glanced at Khla.

But the orcess merely shrugged. “It is a bit… tight. But it’s doable. I can take the floor if necessary.”

“No,” I said firmly. “I’ll take the floor.”

“Nobody is going to take the stupid floor!” Thessa mewled, her tail whipping about. “What are you, prudes? Come. On. We share a dorm. We can share a bed. Sheesh!”

Lazy’s ears flicked back and forth. “I guess I don’t mind…”

“Great!” The lady clapped her hands together. “That settles it! Now, I gotta close shop.”

Thessa shot up and grabbed my arm. “Come on. I’m tired.” She dragged me after her, giving me no chance to protest, and Khla and Lazy followed along, with Lazy clinging to my other arm.

Halfway up the stairs, I glanced at Khla. “You really comfortable with sharing a bed for the night?” I asked. I wasn’t one to object to stuff like this, but I had also been taught to make sure everyone was truly comfortable, and not saying stuff under peer pressure.

Khla nodded. “It’s fine.”

“See, it’s fine,” Thessa echoed.

I lightly shrugged one shoulder and smiled. Hey, I wasn’t gonna complain. Besides, Khla had already seen much of us — and we of her. I still vividly and fondly recalled the little thing in the sauna, when Khla had masturbated while I fucked Thessa and Lazy. Thessa and Lazy had seen it too, but nobody had said anything about it.

Not yet, at least.

We reached the door, and the lady opened it for us. She showed us the room, a quaint, small bedroom with a large king-size bed and not much else.

“Oh, this is cute,” Lazy cooed. “I’m gonna sleep so well tonight!”

“It is!” Thessa agreed.

Khla and I entered next. There was barely enough room for all of us to stand together, but there was a small bathroom. As we entered, the lady bid us goodnight and left.

Thessa immediately jumped on the bed. She grinned and spread her arms, tail flicking from side to side. “Oh, yes. This is comfy.” She rolled over and propped her head up on her arms, kicking her feet up behind her as she looked over at us. The move gave me a perfect view up her skirt, showing a red lacy thong that hugged her plump pussy lips.

“What are we waiting for?” she purred. “Let’s get cozy.”

Lazy laughed, stepping toward the bed and reaching for her dress. With one smooth motion, she pulled it over her head, revealing a pair of panties, striped blue and white with a bow on them, but no bra, her perky tits bouncing as she tossed the dress to the side. “It’s not like it’s anything new to us,” she said, a coy smile playing across her lips. She crawled onto the bed, her slender form moving with a feline grace as she settled beside Thessa, her tail swishing lazily. “Besides, we’ve seen each other naked before plenty of times.”

I chuckled, amused and aroused at the same time. “True.” I unbuttoned my shirt, letting it slide off my shoulders as I kicked off my shoes.

“Yes,” Thessa said with a smirk, her eyes roaming over my body before she glanced at Khla. “Remember the sauna?” The way she said it, little teasing lights burning in her eyes, told Khla that she knew all about her touching herself while I fucked my girls.

Khla’s eyes narrowed. “Of course,” she simply said.

I watched the two of them, feeling a familiar heat building inside me. Thessa had a talent for stirring things up, and it seemed she was working her magic on Khla now. And I wasn’t going to stop her from doing that.

I didn’t think that Khla was going to stop her, either. I could see the way her body tensed, the subtle shift in her breathing. There was no doubt that she was affected by Thessa’s words, even if she tried to hide it. I couldn’t wait to see how this played out…

Thessa licked her lips, her gaze flicking between Khla’s face and the bulge in my pants, a knowing gleam in her eyes. She then hopped to her knees, tail swishing behind her, and grabbed her top and pulled it off, her large breasts bouncing as they came free. She tossed the garment away, her black hair cascading down her back.

This time, Khla wasn’t going to be outdone. With a narrowing of her black eyes, she pulled off the dress that had hugged her muscular but curvy form all night and revealed a simple black bra and matching panties. Then she reached back to unclasp the bra, pulling it down slowly, and revealing her firm breasts. She tossed the bra to the side, and her eyes flicked over to me.

There was something crazy hot about the way the little light in the room played on her green skin, and the sight of Khla in her panties made me rock-hard.

Meanwhile, Thessa giggled, and she squirmed out of her skirt, leaving her in nothing but her thong and stockings. “Well, Khla,” she said with a teasing drawl. “I…”

“Shut up,” Khla growled, stepping forward.

Before anyone could react, she placed a hand on my chest and gave me a push. Seeing where this was going, I grinned and let myself fall back onto the bed between Lazy and Thessa.

“You want me to mate with your man? To become one of his mates, like you are?” Khla said to Thessa and Lazy, who were both blinking with wide eyes, a little surprised at Khla taking control of this situation, before she looked back at me. There was appreciation in her dark eyes. “I accept.”

“Oh,” Thessa muttered, flabbergasted.

I licked my lips as Khla sank to her knees before me, her dark eyes burning with a passionate fire. Thessa and Lazy, still a little overcome by the situation, sat on knees on the bed, blinking, as Khla leaned forward and nuzzled her face against my bulge.

“Fuck…” I breathed.

I felt her hot breath through the fabric of my pants, the warmth of her touch sending a jolt of arousal straight to my core. Her hands reached for my belt, undoing it with swift, practiced motions, her dark gaze never leaving mine. She tugged my pants down, letting my erection spring free, and she grabbed it without ceremony, giving it a squeeze.

Her touch was a lot softer and more gentle than what I had expected, and I found myself pushing my pelvis forward, into her hands.

“It’s a beautiful cock,” she said, licking her lips. Then, she grinned up at me and flicked one of her tusks. “But orcs aren’t made for sucking cock. Perhaps…”

She reached out fast, and Thessa yelped as Khla grabbed her by one of her horns and pulled her over. “Thessa has a fine mouth on her,” Khla said with a grin. “And she always seems too eager to show off.”

“Oh gods,” Thessa gasped as Khla pushed her down. She had time to mutter, “Fuck, this is hot,” before Khla simply pressed her face down against my rock-hard cock, handling her by the horns.

The horny little vixen opened her mouth and began sucking at once, even as Khla’s hand kept pumping my cock.

I groaned and let my head hang back. Thessa was right: this was hot. Beside me, Lazy giggled and leaned over, her breasts pressing into my shoulder.

Khla, meanwhile, was grinning. “She’s a good girl,” she said. “Aren’t you, Thessa?” With that, she pulled Thessa off my cock by her horn and made her look at me.

She looked up, panting. Her face was red, and her crimson eyes were wide. A string of drool connected my tip to her plump lips. “Y-yes… I…HMMMH—” she gasped as Khla pushed her mouth onto my cock again.

“Less talk, more sucking,” Khla rumbled.

“That’s so hot,” Lazy muttered, on her knees beside me, arms around my neck as she watched Khla handle Thessa by her horns, directing the speed at which she sucked me off.

I glanced at her, seeing the way she bit her lip, her golden eyes sparkling as she watched. Her slender frame trembled against mine; her perky breasts pressed against my arm. She was enjoying this, I realized, her breath quickening, her cheeks flushed.

Khla, meanwhile, was in full control. Her dark eyes were alight with a fierce passion, her grip on Thessa’s horns firm and commanding. She directed Thessa’s movements, controlling the pace of her eager mouth, and Thessa was loving it.

I could see the way Thessa’s eyes fluttered closed as she surrendered to Khla’s control, her plump lips stretching around my cock as she bobbed her head up and down. She moaned around my cock, the vibrations sending shivers of pleasure through me.

“Fuck,” I groaned, feeling the pressure building inside me. “Khla…”

She met my gaze, a wicked grin playing on her lips. “I’m just getting started,” she purred, and with a firm tug, she pulled Thessa off my cock, her hair tousled and her face flushed. Thessa gasped, her chest heaving as she tried to catch her breath.

Then, she placed her hand on my chest again and pushed me all the way back. I let her, sinking back into the soft bedding with a grin.

Khla rose and wriggled out of those panties, revealing her wet and tight pussy. I knew what was coming, and shit, was I looking forward to it. She stepped onto the bed, and her thick thighs and plump pussy lips became my entire world as she moved to sit on my face, her hands still on Thessa’s horns.

As Khla lowered herself on my face, Lazy gave a purr of lust, her fingers slipping between her own ivory thighs, the other hand idly toying with her nipples as she began rubbing her own pussy.

My lips found Khla’s, and I eagerly explored her folds. I could drown between these thighs, and I let my tongue run up and down her wet slit. She let out a deep, rumbling moan as my tongue delved into her, exploring her slick heat.

“Ahh,” she growled, her voice a husky purr. “That’s it… Hmm… make me ready…” She kept setting the rhythm for Thessa, making the tiefling gag on my cock by pushing her down by her horns. “And you, make him ready for me, Thessa,” she said. “I want him to mate with me — to cum in me.”

Fuck…

 Lazy mewled her appreciation of the sight, one of her soft hands moving to play with my balls even as she kept pleasuring herself.

“Fuck,” I groaned into Khla’s delicious folds, my cock twitching in Thessa’s eager mouth. She looked up at me with those big, crimson eyes, her tail flicking behind her as she took my cock deeper, her plump lips sliding along my length.

Khla let out another moan, her hips rolling against my face, urging me deeper. I obliged, my tongue flicking against her clit, teasing her, tasting her arousal. She was already so wet, so ready for me. But I knew she wanted more. She wanted to be teased and edged, her pleasure building until it was a raging inferno inside her, until she could take no more.

Thessa was bobbing her head up and down my length, her plump lips wrapped tightly around my girth, her tongue swirling around the tip, and it wasn’t long before I felt my own climax building. My groans were muffled by Khla’s pussy, her juices coating my face as I worked her with my tongue.

I could see that Khla was close, too. Her thighs quivered around my head, her body tensing as she ground against my face. Her breath came in short, sharp gasps, her breasts heaving as she neared her peak.

“Now!” she gasped, suddenly pulling Thessa off me. My cock came out of her mouth with a pop, and the tiefling gave a yelp before Khla rose from my face. “Fuck me,” Khla moaned, her voice husky. “Mate with me. Make me yours, Wade.”

I was more than happy to comply. I rose to a sitting position and grabbed Khla by her hips, pulling her onto my lap, my cock pressing against her entrance. She was so wet and ready for me that I slid in easily, her tight heat enveloping my length. We both moaned, lost in the pleasure of our connection.

Khla’s eyes met mine, burning with desire and passion, and I kissed her fiercely, claiming her mouth as I claimed her body. She returned the kiss with equal intensity, her tusks scraping against my lips, her tongue dancing with mine. The kiss of the orc woman was a little painful, but all the better and more passionate because of it.

We moved together in perfect harmony, our bodies locked in a passionate embrace. Thessa and Lazy watched, their eyes wide with lust and fascination. Thessa’s hands roamed over her body, teasing her hard nipples, while Lazy’s tail flicked back and forth as she rubbed her clit.

“That looks beautiful,” Lazy moaned, leaning over and pressing her breasts into my arm. She looked at Khla’s ass, watching as I plunged in and out of the orc’s tight hole, and she licked her lips.

“Mmh, it does,” Thessa breathed. “Gods, you two are so hot together…” Her free hand slipped into her thong, her fingers moving in quick, urgent circles.

I could feel Khla’s body tensing, her muscles clenching around me as she neared her climax. I thrust into her, matching her rhythm, driving her higher and higher. Her hands gripped my shoulders, her nails digging into my skin, her dark eyes locked onto mine.

“Yes!” she cried out as she rode me, her voice raw and primal. “Yes, Wade! Claim me!”

“I’m close,” I breathed, feeling the pressure building in my loins, the need to release growing with each thrust. “Khla, I…”

She leaned in, nipping my earlobe. “Do it,” she growled. “Fill me. Breed me.”

Her words, so raw and primal, sent a surge of lust through me. I buried myself deep inside her, my hips snapping forward one final time, and I exploded. My cock throbbed, pulsing deep inside her, filling her with my seed. Khla threw her head back, her powerful body shuddering as she came too, her walls clenching around me, milking every last drop.

I slammed her down on my cock with force, again and again, making sure I filled her pussy with all I could give. I was faintly aware of Lazy and Thessa cumming beside us as they pleasured themselves, turning this whole hotel room into a chamber of lust and pleasure. It was hot beyond measure, and I loved every moment of it.

And then, finally, we collapsed into a heap on the bed, panting and spent. Khla lay beside me, her green skin flushed, her eyes glazed with pleasure. She looked at me with something akin to awe, as if she still struggled to believe that this had finally happened. I felt the same way.

Thessa and Lazy, having reached their own climax, were curled up on either side of us, their bodies pressed against ours. We lay there, tangled in each other’s arms, basking in the afterglow of our shared pleasure.

“Damn,” Thessa finally broke the silence, her voice husky. “That was hot.” She leaned over me, planting a soft kiss on my lips before turning to Khla, a wicked grin on her face. “You know, you’re a lot less reserved than I thought you would be, Khla.”

Lazy chuckled at that, stretching languidly. “Hmmm… She got you good!” She giggled, her tail flicking playfully. She moved closer, her golden eyes glittering with mischief. “But hey, I’m not complaining. It was nice to watch you two go at it like rabbits.”

I couldn’t help but laugh, the sound echoing in the quiet room.

Khla just grinned. “Next time I need you to shut up, Thessa, I will know exactly where to put your mouth.”

“Now you’re just giving me an extra reason to blab my mouth off,” Thessa retorted.

We all laughed at that, and I could feel the energy for this night was far from spent. Knowing we’d soon face off against the others in the Aquana Games, I intended to make the most of tonight and solidify our bonds as best I could.

I would have to set an alarm to make sure we actually got out of bed in time for classes…








Chapter 34




Morning came way too soon.

I groaned as the sharp light tortured me awake, and I found myself lying in the middle of a tangle of limbs — Thessa’s soft and voluptuous curves, Lazy’s more lithe and athletic shape, and Khla’s strong and muscular frame.

It had really happened.

And it had happened all night long.

Despite the tired feeling and the headache, I had to grin. When I’d first met Khla at the Chemult train station, combative and dominant, I would not have expected that things between us would end this way. Of course, neither could I have expected the same about Thessa and Lazy, but they were at least a little more likely candidates.

But Khla turned out to be flesh and blood, after all.

And hot damn, it was good flesh.

The girls groaned and moaned as I stirred under them. I had set an alarm last night using the last of my strength, knowing that Kay would rip us all a new one if we were late for class, and I had somehow stirred awake before it had gone off. My body slowly pulled itself from the depths of sleep, my senses coming back one by one.

For a long moment, I didn’t move.

I just took it in and lay there for a while. My mind played over last night’s events — the dinner, the teasing, the unfortunate-but-fortunate situation with the room, and how Khla had stirred restlessly beside us until she finally submitted and gave in to the desire that she confessed had plagued her for a while now.

God, it had been hot.

It felt right too. We were a team — Team Chimera — and the bonds forged and reinforced last night in a passionate heat that could have smelted iron would serve us in the days to come. It had two sides, of course; with my girls feeling so close to me, I would want to protect them even more and risked even more going into a Dungeon; at the same time, with our bond so mighty and our love deep, we would give everything for each other.

The Aquana Games would tell whether it would be to our advantage or not, but I suspected that it would, provided that we could temper ourselves and stick to the plans.

At any rate, the upcoming nights in the dorm would be a lot more interesting.

A moment later, the alarm shattered the quiet, rousing me from thought.

Beside me, Thessa groaned immediately, her grip on my arm tightening. “Noooo,” she muttered, burying her face into my shoulder, her cat ears twitching as her tail fluffed up. “Kill it.”

Lazy made a pitiful whining noise and nuzzled closer. “Too early.”

Khla, the only responsible one in the room, sat up with the kind of effortless composure that only she could manage. “We can’t be late,” she just said.

Thessa cracked one eye open and gave her a flat look. “No, Khla. What we need is five more minutes of ignoring reality.”

Khla’s lips pressed together in clear disapproval, but she didn’t argue. Instead, she stood, stretched, and began gathering her things. But as she rose, her beautiful and full frame contrasting with the light shining through the curtains, she shot me a look that was full of the kind of fire only an orcess could know. “And you, my mate?” she said.

I chuckled. “I’m coming,” I said.

“You already came more than enough,” Thessa groaned, capable of her dirty jokes even when lack of sleep wracked her, and I chuckled at that. So did Khla.

Beside me, Lazy moaned and peeked up at me, still half-asleep. “Carry me?”

I chuckled. “Not a chance.”

She groaned dramatically, flopping onto her stomach. “Betrayal.”

Thessa finally peeled herself off me, sitting up and rubbing her eyes. “Alright, fine. We’re up.” She looked around the room and smirked. “So, do we acknowledge how cozy we all were last night, or nah?”

Khla paused in the middle of gathering her things. “We do not speak of cozy,” she growled the word as if she wanted to kill it. “There was mating. It was good. We will do more of it.”

I laughed and shook my head. “I think this is about as positive as Khla is going to get. C’mon. We have breakfast waiting for us back at Krysfelt.”

That was enough to get Lazy moving. She sat up instantly, ears perking. “Oh. Food. Okay, fine. I’m in.”

We got dressed, gathered our things, and made our way downstairs.

By the time we arrived back at Krysfelt Academy, the sun was fully up, and the campus was buzzing with energy. But it wasn’t the usual morning bustle; this was something different.

Everywhere we looked, students were gathered in tight circles, leaning in, talking in hushed but excited voices. The energy in the air was electric, crackling with anticipation.

It didn’t take long to figure out why.

The announcement had gone out last night: The time for the Aquana Games had been decided. Every year, through a complex series of rituals involving the elven water spirit Aquana and the elven goddess Hantara, the exact date for the Aquana Games was set.

And now, the date was known. In five days, the opening ceremony would begin.

Five days.

Needless to say, our relaxed moods went straight out the window. The tension was back as we waded through the packed dining hall, and many eyes were on us — not all of them friendly.

Lazy noticed immediately. She nudged my side, ears flicking as she glanced around. “You feel that?”

Thessa grinned, her edge back with a vengeance. “Oh yeah. Everyone’s talking.”

Khla studied the room before nodding. “Not just about the Games. About us.”

She was right.

I caught the glances thrown in our direction — some curious, some skeptical. Whispers drifted from nearby tables. I couldn’t catch all of them, but I didn’t need to.

Team Chimera.

Krysfelt’s underdogs.

The ones who came out of nothing and took down Blackthorn Keep.

Some of the students looked impressed. Others? Doubtful. And then there were the ones who just looked annoyed.

My gaze flicked across the room, landing on one table in particular.

Team Manticore.

Varga and Salee were both watching us.

Varga sat back in her seat, her arms crossed over her chest. Her expression was unreadable, but her eyes were sharp, watching, calculating. Her black wolf ears were folded back, and she seemed ready to pounce.

Salee, on the other hand, wasn’t even trying to hide her irritation. The Storm Mage’s lips were pressed into a thin line, her sharp features taut with something close to disdain.

Thessa smirked, clearly aware of the stares. “Aww. They’re mad.”

Lazy grinned, taking a bite of her breakfast. “Good.”

I met Varga’s gaze evenly, holding it for just a second longer than necessary before turning back to my food.

Let them look. We were looking straight back.

And soon, we were gonna do a lot more than just look…
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