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To the fast ones.


Enchanter 4


Chapter 1

A delightful sun warmed the flagstones and the back of my neck while I lounged under the lone oak that guarded the first-year yard.

We were enjoying some well-deserved R&R after the Aquana Games, and life couldn’t be much better. Thessa lay half-atop me, head in my lap, tail curved like a question mark over the grass. Lazy sprawled on her stomach nearby, drawing idle circles in the dirt with her fingertip. Khla leaned against the trunk, arms folded, fresh scratches among the older ones on her knuckles from sparring class. Even if she was a healer, she loved a little fight every now and then.

“Tell me again why Bestiary quizzes need the full latinate names,” Lazy drawled. “It’s a stupid big old crab, not... whatever Professor Gammicka calls it.”

“Carcinus lavae,” Khla supplied without looking up.

Lazy stuck out her tongue. “See? Nobody outside a chalk-dust dungeon cares.”

Thessa toyed with a cherry pastry she’d filched from breakfast. “Just burn the quiz next time and call it research into pyromancy.” A crumb fell on her chest; she popped it between full lips, licking sugar from a tooth while she watched my eyes track the motion. She grinned in triumph when my cheeks heated.

I cleared my throat. “Gammicka doesn’t strike me as the type who appreciates pyromancy.”

Suddenly, a steady hum cut across the academy grounds.

Our eyes were drawn up, and heads popped up across the lawn—elf, harpy, minotaur, everything in skirts and jackets. Even Khla pushed off the oak.

Across the sky, a flying barge drifted down through the morning haze. Gilded struts caught the sun, making the hull glow like poured honey. Along the bow shone the five-pointed star and ouroboros of the Magocracy.

“Oh,” Khla muttered, hand drifting to the small of her back where a war hammer would ride if rules allowed. “State brass.”

Lazy’s ears flattened. “Pretty toy for politicians…”

I nodded slowly. The arrival felt a little… ominous. Things had been too smooth of late, and an arrival of some kind of Magocracy inspection was unlikely to bode well for anyone at Krysfelt.

The barge slowed over the landing field beyond the dorms, arcane thrusters whining. With a final hiss, it touched down. Dust billowed, coats flapped, and a small crowd of students fled the grit, curiosity losing from a desire not to have to run an extra laundry.

“I don’t like the looks of this at all,” Thessa muttered.

“What do you think is going on?” Lazy asked.

“Politics,” Khla said with a sneer.

“Let’s watch and see,” I said, motioning for calm.

When the dust had settled, a ramp unfolded from the barge. Out strode a tall elf in an officer’s coat the color of old bruises. Half his face bore burn scars that caught the light in uneven ridges. Two Mage-Knights followed: featureless cowls, purple-sheen plate, halberds at a stiff angle. The officer never checked his stride—straight for the central stair that led into the administration wing.

Thessa sat bolt upright, pastry forgotten. “Why do important types always walk like they own the air?”

“Because they do,” I said as my pulse ticked higher. “Krysfelt has a degree of autonomy, but it’s officially part of the Magocracy. And I doubt they’d come in big and impressive like that if the issue itself wasn’t big and impressive.”

Students whispered in clumps. A few teachers on veranda duty leaned over the rail for a better look, notes clutched halfway through grading.

As we sat there, our easy, relaxed feeling fading, Bellsie barreled toward us from the herb garden, Willow drifting behind, trying to match her friend’s speed without tangling her vine-hair.

“Taxes, calling it now,” Bellsie squeaked, breathy excitement wobbling her bust line in ways that drew in the eye. “Every spring the Magocracy hounds my uncle’s potions stand for late fees; maybe they’re here to bleed the Academy too. Scandalous, right?” She waved her hands excitedly. Goblin girls loved a little ruckus.

Willow’s leaf-locks shaded deeper green. “O-or maybe… maybe it’s about the Aquana Games results?” she whispered, voice catching on every other word. “There were artifacts, r-right?”

Thessa’s horns tipped toward Willow. “We brought back some glitter, sure, but enough to send armored lapdogs?”

Bellsie shrugged. “Who knows? But if they fine us for sloppy uniforms, I vote we hold a fundraiser with kissing booths. I’ll manage the goblin booth.” She tapped her ample lips. “Premium rates.”

Thessa purred in approval; Khla rolled her eyes.

We tracked the officer’s progress across the courtyard. Every stride threw authority like a net—cadets parted ahead of him, hushed. He vanished under the high arch of the administration door, cloak snapping shut behind. The Mage-Knights flanked the entrance, as silent as statues.

The hum of excited conversation and conjecture around us rose. I caught snatches:

“—audit of Kay’s grimoire collection—”

“—maybe it has something to do with the Seventeenth House—”

“—I heard they seize contraband familiars—”

Thessa’s tail wrapped my leg. “You look stiff all of a sudden, Wade. Something ping your danger sense?”

“I don’t know yet.” I forced a slow breath. “But when people in purple plate land unannounced, life usually gets complicated.”

Lazy bounced to her feet, brushed grass from her skirt, then fell back to a crouch in the same motion. “Should we snoop?”

Khla gave a curt shake. “We have class in twenty minutes. Kay flays truants.”

“That’s true,” I admitted, though my attention stayed on the towering doors the officer had entered. “And we might learn more from waiting and listening. Word spreads fast here.”

Bellsie leaned over, conspiratorial. “If you hear anything juicy, feed me first. My gossip ledger is hungry.” She patted an actual notebook marked with heart stickers, then sauntered off, hips swaying like she did it for sport.

Willow lingered. “I h-hope it’s nothing bad,” she whispered, fingers twisting the hem of her sleeve. “The campus feels… nice lately.” Her cheeks browned, leaves fluttering. “You… you four helped that.”

Thessa’s fierce smile softened. “We like it calm too, sweet sapling. If trouble starts, we’ll toast it.”

Willow’s leaves turned lighter, almost lime, and she slipped away toward the greenhouse path.

Lazy flopped back onto the grass in a boneless sprawl. “So. Officer Scaryface barges in, Mage-Knights stand guard, rumors explode. Place your bets.”

“Inspection of cursed objects,” Thessa wagered. “Magocracy adores stamping paperwork on cursed stuff.”

“I say taxes,” Lazy countered.

Khla considered, thumb brushing back an unruly black lock. “Could be nothing more than ceremonial nonsense.”

I adjusted the collar of my jacket. Sunlight no longer felt warm; my relaxed vibe was broken. “Whatever the reason, we’ll find out. And then we’ll figure out if it matters.”

Across the yard, the Mage-Knights hadn’t moved an inch. Armor gleamed; faces stayed hidden in shadow. An occasional student tried to peek, but one flick of a halberd’s blade pointed them down the steps again.

“Unfriendly bunch,” Lazy muttered.

Thessa tapped her finger against my knee. “Relax, love. If they poke around, smile and look innocent. You do wide-eyed orphan well.”

I snorted. “And you’ll do wide-eyed pyromaniac?”

“Exactly.” She licked sugar off her thumb, eyes sparking.

The academy bell tolled twice for the mid-morning block. Students scattered, worried glances thrown over shoulders at the silent guards.

Khla pushed away from the oak. “We have class. Move.”

I rose, brushed leaves from Thessa’s hair, pulled Lazy upright by her wrist when she pretended bonelessness. One last look at the landing field—the barge remained, gold fittings flashing in the light like promise or threat.

Beside me, Thessa whispered, “Feels like storm air before the flame catches.”

I didn’t disagree.


Chapter 2

The cafeteria buzzed in the low, constant way a beehive did. Forks clinked, trays slid, gossip flowed like a warm river. I set my tray on the corner table that Thessa had claimed by flaring a thumb-sized ember over the seats until no one dared contest her reservation.

Roast chicken, mashed roots, and a side of steamed greens filled my plate. Not fancy, but it beat oat porridge and an orange rind—the high bar set by orphanage cuisine that had once been home.

Thessa dropped beside me, tail curled tight around the back of her chair. One hand already pinched a drumstick. Khla sat across from us, posture straight, arms thick as tree limbs folded while she inspected the peas as if the color insulted her heritage. Lazy arrived last, tray wobbling atop one palm, ears twitching. She tipped the contents onto the table, then flopped beside Khla so hard the bench barked.

“I need a nap, then another nap,” she groaned, face pressed into her folded arms.

“You spend half the morning napping,” Thessa said between tearing strips of chicken with sharp teeth.

“Exactly. Only half. I’m exhausted.”

Khla rumbled a quiet laugh, rare gold. “Kitten stamina.”

I took a slow bite, leaned back, and let my eyes roam the hall. Students sat near the windows, a few professors farther down. Conversation kept circling to the officer who marched in earlier. No surprise there: Magocracy brass in full regalia tended to draw attention here like blood drew sharks.

My gaze snagged on a familiar wolf tail weaving through tables. Varga. She carried her tray high to avoid stray elbows, golden eyes tracking our corner. Ears stood up, but not aggressive—more alert. The last few days, ever since Rohuga died and her team got disqualified at the Aquana Games, she'd hovered on the fringe of our group, tail often tucked low, tone softer than the bark she once used when she bullied Lazy and tried to push us around.

It felt like she was making amends.

She reached the table and paused. “Seat free?”

Khla looked at me, not her. Lazy raised her head enough to notch a skeptical stare. Thessa blew on her drumstick, lips curling. The air thickened.

I patted the spot beside me. “Sure.” Honestly, it was pure curiosity. The wolf girl was cute—in a feral way—and she’d been really trying not to be a bitch.

Varga slid in, tail lying against the bench rather than swishing. Big step for a wolf. She set down roasted vegetables and rice, all cut into neat squares—either nerves or a quirk I hadn’t noticed.

“Afternoon,” she said. Her voice carried an edge even when polite, sand over slate.

Thessa answered first. “Afternoon.”

Lazy muttered, “Hi.”

Khla gave a wordless nod.

Varga’s ears twitched. She exhaled once. “All right, not throwing plates at me—that’s progress.”

Thessa cocked a brow. “Give us time.”

I nudged her knee under the table. She huffed but eased back.

I turned to Varga. “So. You hear anything about our visitor?”

“That’s why I came over.” She forked a piece of carrot square. “He’s with Reclamations.”

Lazy’s head snapped up. “Reclamations? Fancy term for repo men?”

“Pretty much,” Varga answered. “Only instead of wagons or goats, they haul away enchanted relics.”

Khla frowned. “He came for taxes?”

Varga shook her head. “Reclamations isn’t revenue. Different branch. They claim items the Magocracy says belong to the state—unregistered artifacts, dangerous stuff, anything that might tip a balance.”

Thessa leaned on her elbows, cleavage pressing into the table in a way that made Varga’s nose twitch. “They think Krysfelt is hiding a doomsday doodad?”

“Rumor says they never leave empty-handed,” Varga said, voice low. “If they show up, they already know what object they want. They bring the paperwork, bully and cajole, and they always get what they came for.”

“Lovely,” I muttered. My fork stabbed at greens without enthusiasm. “Any guess what they’re after?”

Varga’s eyes flicked to me, then away. “No proof. Students talk. Someone mentioned the Aquana haul. You know, the staff?” She shrugged. “Could be noise.”

I nodded. The staff we’d fought over. The staff I had recovered from the final dungeon while Rohuga lay dying and Salee betrayed her own team. As per Kay’s advice, I had held onto it, but it had given me no clues regarding its use—no updates on my character sheets when I wielded it. It remained a mystery.

As I pondered, Lazy swiped a roll off my plate, ripped it in half, and tossed part toward Thessa, who caught it in her teeth like a trick dog. “If they touch our stuff, I claw faces,” Lazy declared.

Thessa swallowed. “I’ll light the claws.”

Khla nodded once. “Don’t ask me to pick up the pieces.”

Varga watched the exchange, ears canted back in something close to wonder. “You lot run tight.” The words slipped out before she masked them with another shrug. “Good for you.”

Lazy narrowed her eyes. “So, why the sudden kindness, Wolfie?”

Varga met her gaze and didn’t flinch. “Because I acted like a complete jerk before Rohuga… before the Games. I… I was wrong.” Voice rough, but steady.

Lazy’s tail twitched, unreadable even to me.

Thessa licked a smear of butter from her thumb. “If you’re genuine, then fine. Prove it by sharing intel. Who told you Reclamations never leaves empty-handed?”

“Wild Dwarves in Ridgecarve. They deal gemstones to back-channel buyers. Reclamations raided their vault two years ago. Took every shard graded above Class-Two.”

Khla crossed her arms. “Any fight?”

“Dwarves tried,” Varga said. “One lost an arm to a disintegrate rune. After that, they wheeled out the cart.”

A chill slid down my spine. Images of that officer’s half-scarred face surfaced. Disintegrate. Library rumors from breakfast drifted back: someone said he once erased an entire archives hall. I pushed my tray away.

Lazy frowned at me. “Eat, Wade. You’ll faint during Gammicka’s quiz and I’ll have to listen to what crabs are in Latin alone.”

“I’m not hungry anymore.”

Lazy set her head on my shoulder, soft purr rolling. “We’ll protect our treasure hoard,” she said, meaning me and more than me.

Varga cleared her throat. “Look, I didn’t come to dump fear. I thought knowledge helped.”

“It does,” I answered and forced a smile. “Thanks.”

She blinked, cheeks coloring. “Yeah. Well. Keep alert.”

Thessa eyed her wolf tail. “And if you catch any new rumors, bring them.”

Khla’s deep voice rumbled again. “And stay ready to fight if it comes to that.”

Varga’s grin flashed fang. “Fighting is the easy part.”

Lazy snorted. “Not if you’re the one who gets disintegrated.”

The grin faded. Varga bowed her head for a moment, maybe remembering Rohuga. Then she squared her shoulders. “I’ll see you in class.” She rose, gathered her tray, and walked away with stiff dignity.

Thessa watched her go. “She’s trying.”

“Trying hard,” Lazy added, ears rotating with thought.

Khla picked up her fork. “Trust is earned in battle, not apology speeches.”

“True,” I said. “But if Reclamations really never leaves empty-handed, we may give her a chance sooner than later.”

Three sets of eyes turned toward me. No one spoke, yet we shared the same thought. Lunch noise washed over us, but our table fell quiet.
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Bestiary Studies ran too warm. The second-floor lecture hall held several braziers, and every brazier Professor Gammicka lit added another layer of forge heat. By the last period of the day, parchment smelled faintly of sweat and ink.

The dwarven woman stalked the front row, gray braid tucked tight, blue eyes sharp enough to shave granite. Her chalk snapped against the slate as she wrote CARCINUS LAVAE in block letters.

“Not this again!” Lazy moaned in a whisper.

“The crab of the molten trenches,” she barked. “Name, diet, and the two glands that let it survive magma. Wade? Glands?”

I straightened, trying to ignore Lazy mouthing ‘Run’. “Thermal null sacs and brim-bile reservoirs.”

Gammicka grunted approval. “Correct. Your textbook is right for once.” She pivoted, chalk already scratching the next question.

As she did so, the knob on the door twisted and Tara Wainwright—a fourth-year who served as teaching aide—stepped through. She walked with stiff shoulders. Gammicka cut the lecture mid-word.

“Business?”

Tara cleared her throat. “Headmistress Kay bids Wade Aurelius to her tower office at once.”

Seventy heads turned toward me. Even Gammicka raised a shaggy brow. I packed my notes, shut my pen, and stood. Thessa’s hand brushed my sleeve. Lazy’s ears flattened.

“Good luck,” Khla rumbled.

“Study your hands, class,” Gammicka snapped. “Mr. Aurelius, dismissed.”

Hallway air felt cool after the furnace room. Tara kept pace beside me, skirts swishing, her expression locked between duty and sympathy.

“What did Kay tell you?” I asked.

“Only that it’s urgent. The Magocracy officer is still on site.” She swallowed. “You know the gossip.”

“More than I want.” I offered a nod and let her peel off toward the senior wing.

I crossed the courtyard. The sky had traded morning blue for dull amber, and the gilded barge still rested on the landing field like a patient hawk. Two Mage-Knights stood guard. Their attention tracked me the whole walk.

Once I entered the administration building, I took the narrow spiral two steps at a time, boots scuffing stone. I took my time, thinking things over, but there wasn’t much I could do right now except hear whatever he had to say.

Outside her door, I paused, smoothed my jacket, and knocked.

“Enter.”

Kay sat behind a walnut desk that dwarfed the room. Sunset hit the window and painted her hair molten copper. A single dossier lay open before her, quill set aside. She didn’t greet me with her usual faint smile.

“Sit.”

I obeyed. The chair’s leather creaked, loud in the hush.

“Do you know why I called you?”

“The officer?”

“Correct.” She folded her hands. “His name is Vorlius Theran. He is a Magocracy Reclamation Officer First Class. He holds sweeping authority to acquire artifacts ‘for state security.’”

The words dropped like stones.

My stomach turned cold. “He wants the Obsidian Staff.”

“Yes.” Kay’s green eyes never wavered. “His mandate arrived sealed and signed by three members of the Magocracy council. They classify the staff as an unregistered Class-Four object.”

Class-Four. That level covered relics able to tilt battles.

“I can explain we only recovered it yesterday by Dungeon law,” I said. “Discoverer’s rights—”

“Won’t matter,” she cut in. “Theran will insist risk outweighs rights. Standard drill: polite inquiry, compulsory hand-over, then the artifact vanishes into a vault.”

I gripped the chair arms. “So, it’s gone.” Somehow, I struggled to accept that.

“Not yet.” Her tone softened a shade. “Tomorrow morning, I will hold a formal meeting. Until then, the staff remains your property.” She reached into the desk and slid a sealed scroll across the surface. “You will fetch it now and keep it on your person until the meeting. Do not store it. Do not lend it. Sleep with it if you must.”

I stared at the wax seal, the Krysfelt crest impressed deep. “Why? If they can’t lay hands on it tonight they’ll just take it tomorrow.”

“They may concede a study clause if they determine it’s too volatile to move.” She tapped the scroll. “But for that to happen, they must witness it in your direct possession, attuned, responsive to you alone. If you lock it in a chest, they’ll argue its ownership is… flexible.”

I blew out a breath. “Attunement. It never registered on my sheet.”

“Odd.” Kay’s gaze flicked to my pack. “Yet it chose you over others. That counts.” Her voice dropped almost to a whisper. “Wade, Theran never leaves empty-handed. We will present every legal barricade, but results hinge on you.”

Pressure settled on my ribs. “All I have to do is hold the staff.”

“Yes.” Pause. “And hold your composure. Reclamations officers provoke, waiting for any slip they can cite as non-compliance.”

I rubbed my temple. “Fine. I’ll fetch it.”

She rose, skirts hugging her curves, and planted both palms on the desk. “Listen to me.” Her eyes locked on mine with fierce clarity. “Do not let it out of your grasp. Not for one breath.”

The room hushed again. Only the wall clock ticked.

I stood, slid the scroll into my coat, and bowed. “Understood.”

“Good. Dismissed.”

Back in the corridor, my pulse hammered. Every torch felt brighter, every step louder. I pictured the staff resting in the dorm chest, black glass swallowing torchlight, heavy as a promise. Theran wanted it. Kay wanted me to keep it. Somewhere between those wants sat my freedom.

I headed down the spiral, mind already drafting excuses for leaving class early, pocket already weighing the seal that might decide everything tomorrow.


Chapter 3

I nudged our dorm-room door shut with my heel and let the hush settle. No Khla humming sword drills, no Lazy’s off-key singing, no Thessa teasing them both. Just my heartbeat and the faint tap of rain against the frame.

Time to follow Kay’s order.

I knelt at the foot of the bunk I shared with Khla, flipped the latch on my travel chest, and eased up the lid. Clothing and notebooks shifted, revealing the midnight rod wrapped in a scrap of sailcloth. Even covered, it pulsed with that slow green throb, as if the staff had its own lungs.

“Right, partner,” I muttered, lifting it free.

The wood held heat the way iron holds forge-fire—not painful, only intimate. Bronze coils lay cold at first, then warmed under my grip, answering a silent handshake. When I straightened, the pulse inside the shaft matched the cadence of my pulse with eerie precision.

I inspected my character sheet.

Wade Aurelius
Level 9 Enchanter

Attributes
Corpus: 4
Vita: 4
Mens: 61
Anima: 31

Stats
Weapon damage: (unarmed: 0) + (Corpus: 4) = 4
Defense: (Robe of Protection: 5) + (Corpus: 4) = 9
Spell power: (no focus: 0) + (Mens: 61) = 61
Spell resistance: (Robe of Protection: 5) + (Ring of Clarity: 20) + (Mens: 61) = 86
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 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 (Journeyman) [Take control of a single creature (but not bosses) for a short action, 9 mana]
Slot 4: Charm (Journeyman) [Win the allegiance of a single creature (but not bosses) for 1 minute, 14 mana]
Slot 5: Minor Illusion (Novice) [Create an illusion no greater than a human with sound and sight but not tactile elements for 1 minute, 10 mana]
Slot 6: Empty

I perused it carefully. No new item, nothing. The System treated the thing like a stick I’d picked up in the garden.

“You’re kidding me.”

I twirled the length, channeling a lazy thread of mana down the grain. Green motes sparked along the spiral bronze, then fizzled. No feedback. Nothing.

Whatever the staff was, it lived outside the System’s neat ledgers.

Boots slapped the hall. Before I could stash the window, the door burst open and Thessa stormed in, black hair flying, shirt half unbuttoned from a sprint.

“Rumor mill’s on fire.” She leaned against the jamb, breathing hard. “They say that stitched-up elf didn’t come for taxes. They say he came for you.”

I lowered the staff tip to the floor. “That would be accurate.”

Her eyes widened. “Talk, baby.”

So I did: Kay’s summons, Theran’s title, the meeting set for sunrise, her warning to keep the staff glued to my palm.

Thessa listened in stillness that was somehow louder than a shout. When I reached the end, she pushed off the jamb and stalked forward, tail lashing like a whip behind her.

“They’re stealing it.” She laid a hand on the shaft above mine. “Just like that? One puffed-up bureaucrat and a form in triplicate?”

“Class-Four decree overrides discoverer’s rights.” The words tasted foul, but they were law.

She tapped the bronze spiral, eyes flicking from the metal to my face. “Yet it called to you. Artifacts don’t bond with cowards in fancy coats. They bond with bloodlines, heroes, or lunatics.” A sharp grin. “You qualify on at least two counts.”

I snorted. “Thanks.”

“No sheet entry?” she asked.

“Nothing. It refuses bookkeeping.”

“How can that be?” she hummed as her fingers traced the emerald flecks. The pulse brightened under her touch, but the warmth funneled straight back to my hand, not hers. She felt it too; her brows lifted.

“Feels like it likes you.”

“It does… something,” I said. “Problem is, so does Theran. Kay thinks if I handle it during the hearing he might settle for a study clause instead of vanishing it into a vault. Best-case scenario, we lose only half access. Honestly, however, he doesn’t sound to me like the type who settles.”

She made an obscene gesture toward… well, something—perhaps where she expected Vorlius to be. “Or we keep it. We ditch campus tonight, hike to the Cascades, and dare him to chase us.”

“I’d hate risking our education. We have a serious chance at greatness with what Krysfelt Academy offers.”

Thessa closed her eyes, as if wrestling the impulse to torch every obstacle between me and safety. When she spoke again her tone dropped. “I don’t like rules that strip things from us.”

I set the staff on my knees and cupped her cheek. “I know.”

She looked down the length as though seeing centuries in the black grain. “Do you feel it?” she whispered. “It hums the same pitch as your heartbeat. Like… fate.” She pronounced the word as if it burned her tongue.

I did feel it. The rod’s breath synced with mine; each pulse steadied my nerves even while anxiety gnawed.

“I don’t want to hand it over either,” I admitted. “But refusing outright sets Theran loose. He already has the Council behind him. I lose that fight.”

“What about a hidden clause?” She paced, horns glinting in lamplight. “Claim you need a longer attunement cycle, say you’re conducting an ongoing resonance test—”

“He’ll call it stalling.”

She stopped in front of me, eyes glowing ember-red. “Then stall with teeth. Let him try to pry it from your grip.”

“And watch them sanction Krysfelt? That’s a lot of futures we’ll be jeopardizing.”

Thessa’s jaw worked. Anger, love, loyalty, all at war. Finally, she exhaled through her nose. “Fine. We do it legal, but we don’t make it easy. Tomorrow, you sit at that table, staff in hand, and you show them it answers only to Wade Aurelius.”

I raised the rod. The green glow spilled up my arm, faint but steady. “I don’t think it answers to anyone, but it is bound to me.”

Her gaze slid to the window still hovering over my shoulder. “You’re sure no entry popped up?”

“Nothing. Perhaps it’s level locked.”

She bit her lip. “Yeah, maybe it’s waiting for a worthier trigger than ‘grabbed staff.’ Some trial, some oath.”

“Probably. But Theran won’t care.” I shrugged. “All right. Plan for tonight: sleep with a stick, walk into Kay’s meeting at dawn, and pray Theran’s paperwork hates anomalies.”

“Correction.” Thessa stepped into my space, hips pressing my knees apart. “Sleep with me and the stick. If Vorlius kicks in the door at three a.m., he’ll find a pyromancer between him and his prize.”

I smiled. “Sounds fun.”

Still, I pictured Mage-Knights, politics, repercussions for Kay. The weight of the decision pressed on my spine.

“We’ll decide what we do after tomorrow’s hearing.” I set the staff against the wall, then pulled Thessa onto my lap. “But promise me you won’t roast anyone until my signal.”

She framed my face with warm palms. “Only if you promise not to give up the staff unless every other path dies.”

“Deal.”

Her lips brushed mine, slow and molten. When she pulled back, she rested her forehead on mine. “We protect what’s ours,” she whispered.

I held her tight, feeling the staff’s heartbeat on the edge of my senses, and wondered how long I could keep it beating in my hand before the Magocracy cut the pulse for good.
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Noise in the commons never dropped below cheerful chaos, but that night it rattled my nerves. I balanced a loaded tray—fried chicken, buttered corn, three apple fritters—while Thessa, Lazy, and Khla claimed the corner couch that looked toward every exit. Old habit for us now: keep sight lines clear, backs to a wall.

Thessa patted the space beside her, tail curling in invitation. “Sit, hero. Corn is best hot.”

I settled, staff resting across my lap, cloth cover still knotted at one end. Its inner pulse throbbed through the fabric, calm and steady despite the room’s buzz.

Lazy flopped opposite me with all the grace of a toppled pillow, ears flicking. She inhaled the chicken scent, eyes closing in delight. “I adore dead chicken. Fried, everything tastes twice as good.”

Khla stayed standing long enough to scan faces around us—orc habit—then lowered herself onto the end of the couch. Wood groaned. “Eat. Watch. Talk after mouths are full.”

I bit into a leg and let the salt and grease ground me. Around us, first-years had replaced post-Aquana exhaustion with a victory glow. They laughed louder, they waved at me now instead of staring, and not one soul whispered “boy” like it was a slur. Salee’s expulsion and Varga’s sudden politeness had scrubbed most of the poison out of the year.

Still, conversation kept circling the same subject.

“—heard he disintegrated a whole library when the curator stalled,” a harpy girl whispered, wings tucked tight.

“Never even raised his voice,” her centaur friend replied. “Signed the chalk outline afterward.”

I tore off another chunk of chicken. “Disintegrated a library? That story grew legs fast.”

Lazy propped her chin on her palm, yellow eyes wide. “Think of the overdue fines.”

Thessa barked a laugh, then stabbed a fritter with a claw. “Book dust everywhere. The horror.”

Khla shook her head. “All nonsense. Reclamations prefer intimidation over force. Fear costs less.”

Across the room, two Eye and Key scholars—sapphire lapels glinting—argued over a legal tome the thickness of my arm.

“The punitive surcharge escalates to triple market value after the third refusal,” one recited.

Her partner shook her head. “Only if the item rates Class-Two or less. Higher tier moves straight to seizure.”

“So the staff goes straight to seizure,” I murmured.

Khla handed me her emptied cup. “Fill this for me.”

I rose, grateful for the errand. On the walk to the drink station, students parted with nods and shy smiles. Weeks ago, they would have sneered, still echoing Varga’s claims that a boy didn’t belong. Funny what a tournament trophy could buy.

I returned with drinks for everyone—Thessa’s first, because demon princesses demand priority—then leaned back and tried to enjoy the normalcy. Didn’t last.

The commons door banged open and Trixie burst in like a sunbeam wearing boots. Her hair bounced, her bow was nowhere in sight, and her teal sweater hugged curves the school jacket never managed to catch.

“Heya, sparkle-babies!” she called when she saw us, waving both arms. Heads turned; conversation paused.

Teachers seldom stepped into student space after hours. Trixie either didn’t know that or considered it optional.

She skipped to our couch, plopped onto the arm beside Lazy, and stole a fritter from Thessa’s plate with a wink. “So! How’s the vibe?” She glanced around, lowered her voice to a stage whisper as she widened those blue lookers of hers. “Heard a rumor some grim and boring men with clipboards crashed the party.”

Thessa smirked. “Been killing the mood since lunch.”

Trixie bit into the fritter, cheeks dimpling. “Ugh, bureaucrats. They audit everything except fashion sense.” She flicked the covered staff with a pastel-painted nail, then glanced at me. “And they’ll poke every anomaly around you, cutie.”

My stomach tightened. “Define anomaly.”

She tipped an invisible hat toward Thessa. “Like, certain bonds in particular.”

Heat crawled up Thessa’s throat; her blush almost matched her eyes. “It’s a normal thing,” she muttered.

“Never said it wasn’t, sugar. Just saying they’ll pry.” Trixie’s playful tone slipped toward sober. “And it’s technically not allowed…”

Lazy straightened her pink cat hairpin before it slid behind her ear again. Trixie’s gaze landed on it and brightened. “By the way, Lay-Lay, adorable accessory. Love the color pop.”

Lazy preened, ears twitching. “Got it in Seattle. Off a fence.” She caught herself. “I mean, off a… vendor.”

Khla snorted into her cup. “Great save.”

Trixie slid off the couch, dusted nonexistent crumbs from her skirt. “All right, I’ve done my duty: morale boost delivered, ominous warning delivered, fashion compliment delivered.” She blew us a kiss. “If the clipboard crew asks, you’ve never seen me.”

She spun, skirt flaring, and bounced toward the exit. Halfway there, her head jerked up, eyes widening. She ducked aside as a chill drifted into the room.

Vorlius Theran did not walk so much as glide, coat tails slicing the air. His burn-scored cheek caught lamplight like molten glass. Two Mage-Knights ghosted fifteen paces behind, hands resting on hilts. Silence followed him in a rolling wave; conversation died table by table.

I held the staff harder.

He moved down the main aisle, gaze flicking across faces as though documenting potential infractions. A trio of giggling students stilled under that gaze, spines stiffening. At the far end, he paused to inspect a display of club notices, one gloved finger tapping the parchment as if scoring errors.

Not once did he glance my way, yet my lungs tightened as though he squeezed them from across the hall.

Lazy’s tail wrapped my calf. “Cold,” she whispered.

Thessa shifted, hand hovering above her pocket lighter. “Let him try something.”

Khla’s shoulders bunched, ready to rise between us and any threat.

Vorlius turned, satisfied—or bored—and swept back toward the doors. The Mage-Knights pivoted in unison. The room exhaled as he exited.

I found I’d been holding my breath.

Someone at the far side tried to restart chatter, failed, then managed a shaky joke. Laughter rose, brittle as spun sugar, but life seeped back into the commons.

Thessa leaned into me, her voice low enough for only our couch. “Tomorrow can’t come soon enough.”

“Tomorrow, things could get worse,” I said.


Chapter 4

Dawn painted the upper windows of the staff building a sour yellow when I stepped inside. The Obsidian Staff rode against my palm, its heartbeat and mine pacing each other on the walk down the silent corridor. A single lantern burned outside the conference room; its flame threw jittering gold across the plaque that read simply, HEARING IN SESSION—NO ADMITTANCE.

Borsj was there. The grumpy imp opened the door for me, then backed off, muttering something about coffee and headaches. I didn’t have ears for his banter today.

Inside, a horseshoe table dominated the chamber. Kay had claimed the curve at the head; Vorlius Theran occupied the point opposite her. Two Magocracy clerks in dove-gray robes hovered near Vorlius with armloads of parchment. Two Mage-Knights stood against the wall, halberds grounded, faces lost in shadowed hoods.

Honestly, even under stress, Kay’s outfit was the first thing I saw: a midnight skirt that hugged her hips, a matching jacket strained by a blouse two buttons looser than academy protocol. Her red hair coiled in a severe bun, but the curve of her mouth softened when her eyes found me.

“Mr. Aurelius,” she said, her voice clipped yet warm at the edges. “Take a seat, if you please.”

I obeyed, the wooden chair scraping stone. The staff never left my right hand. Vorlius watched every motion, his ruined cheek catching lamplight like hammered tin.

Silence settled. The only sound was the scratch of a quill as one clerk noted the exact time.

Vorlius lifted a slim ledger, its spine cracking. “For the record, Reclamation Office thirty-one, regional branch Cascadia, session convened to review unregistered Artifact currently in possession of one—” he made a show of checking his papers “—Wade Aurelius, first-year student.” His voice was pure ice. He did not bother with greetings. “Produce the object.”

Kay raised one manicured finger. “Formality, Officer Theran. The academy recognizes Mr. Aurelius as a temporary custodian under discoverer’s privilege. He will comply under protest.”

Vorlius didn’t blink. “Protest noted. The object.”

I looked at Kay. She dipped her chin, and I rose, advanced the four paces to the table, and laid the Obsidian Staff across the velvet blotter in front of us. The wood throbbed once, green veins flaring, then stilled as if it, too, studied the room.

Vorlius didn’t reach straight away, but I could see the beast of greed squirming in his cold stare. He prowled the table’s edge, gloved hands clasped behind his back. Finally, he stopped, leaned, and hovered a palm an inch above the shaft. The emerald flecks brightened, then faded as though unimpressed. He frowned. The scars around his mouth tugged, more irritation than pain.

“Artifact seems to respond.” He flicked a glance at the clerk. “Add that.”

The clerk scribbled.

Kay’s voice slid into the space. “The staff demonstrates a resonance with Mr. Aurelius alone. We have witnessed it on several occasions.”

Vorlius straightened. “Irrelevant. We classify risk before ownership.” He pulled a crystal rod from his coat pocket, tapped a sigil on its base, and swept it over the artifact. No flare, no hum. The crystal remained dull. He tried again, jaw tightening. Nothing.

“Identification failed,” he snapped. “Therefore unknown origin, unknown function, probable threat. Under Magocracy statute thirty-two, segment six, this hearing recognizes the item as Class-Four until proven otherwise.”

Kay cleared her throat. “With respect, you cannot assign a risk tier on failure alone. That very statute allows a discoverer’s window for study.”

Vorlius’ gaze flicked to her, bored. “Clause thirteen allows immediate escalation if the object remains inscrutable after three sanctioned scans.” He lifted the rod, tapped three times. “One. Two. Three. Escalation confirmed.”

Kay folded her hands, her generous bust settling atop her papers. “You recite statutes well, Officer. Yet section nine of the same law extends a grace period should the finder dispute.”

Vorlius turned, his coat sweeping like a curtain. “Headmistress, answer one question: can you even name the artifact?”

Kay’s lashes lowered. “We have yet to determine its formal designation.”

“Then it remains unidentified. By legislative precedent, the Magocracy claims custodianship for secure containment.” He addressed the clerks. “Mark this artifact REQ-C4-478.”

The younger clerk swallowed, pen shaking as he wrote. It was obvious Vorlius ruled his subordinates through fear.

Kay leaned forward, jacket straining at the seam; I swear Vorlius’ eyes ticked there for half a breath before snapping back to the staff. “You still require the proper warrants,” she said. “Two, in fact, both with triplicate seals. Kyrrell versus Tidehold set that precedent, and I recall you citing it yourself in a Council brief last year.” Her lips curved, almost a smile. “Surely you brought the forms?”

Vorlius inhaled through his nose, a thin hiss. His gaze shifted to the clerks; they shuffled parchment, clearly empty-handed.

“Headmistress,” he bit out, “you are correct. The warrants shall be completed forthwith.”

“Excellent.” She checked her watch, emerald nail tapping the glass. “Our staff stands ready to verify authenticity—once the forms arrive.”

Vorlius dug gloved fingers into the edge of the velvet. “It shall take us no more than a day.” The daggers stared at the clerks, betrayed they would be nearly flayed for not preparing them, and then be made to work through the night to complete them.

Great guy.

“We shall set the transfer for tomorrow at midday,” Vorlius said. “Twelve hours after dawn gives ample time for paperwork and verification. Ordinance forty-seven-B allows such scheduling.”

Kay reclined, crossing one shapely leg. “Recorded. The academy will assemble at that hour. Until then, the staff remains in my student’s lawful care.” She opened a folder, produced a half-sheet, and slid it toward the clerks. “Notice of temporary custody, signed and ward-marked. I recommend you countersign.”

She’d done her homework.

The older clerk accepted it with a tremor. His quill scratched while Vorlius watched, his jaw flexing.

I stayed silent, palms sweaty against my thighs. The staff pulsed once, almost soothing, or maybe mirroring my pulse. Hard to tell.

Paperwork exchanged hands. Seals popped, wax hissed. The entire room smelled faintly of cinnamon—whatever reagent the clerks used to bind legal glyphs into vellum.

At last, Vorlius snapped his ledger shut. “Hand-over tomorrow at midday. Non-compliance will… expand my authority to deal with any such hurdles.” His eyes met mine—two blue blades. “Enjoy your final night as custodian, Mr. Aurelius. I shall see you at noon.”

I kept my voice even. “If the staff chooses to remain with me, that may complicate your schedule.”

One brow twitched. He said nothing.

Kay rose in one long motion; the cut of her skirt traced muscle in her thighs. “Session concluded. Officer Theran, my staff will escort you to guest quarters. Mr. Aurelius, retrieve your property.”

I stepped forward, fingers closing around black glass. Its warmth jumped, eager. I lifted it and returned to my chair while Vorlius gathered his entourage and strode out, Mage-Knights falling in behind with the soft clang of metal on stone.

The door clicked shut.

Kay exhaled, the first unguarded breath she’d shown. “Tension, but no deaths. I count that as a victory.”

I scratched my chin. “Well, he’s still sharpening his blades.”

Kay nodded once at me. “At any rate, you did well. Keep it closer than your own skin.”

I stood, the staff slanting across my back. “Until noon tomorrow?”

“Until we make him bleed ink.” She produced a tight smile that felt like forged steel. “Dismissed, Wade.”

I left the hearing with the artifact pulsing against my spine and a clock already ticking toward noon tomorrow.


Chapter 5

I lay on my back, sweat cooling on my chest while moonlight traced the rafters. Thessa dozed on my right, her breath sweet with the taste of earlier kisses; one of her horns pressed against my shoulder. Lazy sprawled across my stomach like a purring scarf, tail beating slow arcs. Khla, on a separate bunk, snored the soft rumble I’d come to like—thunder muffled by wool.

And I stared at the ceiling, wide awake.

The Obsidian Staff rested against the footlocker. Its dull glow pulsed—one heartbeat, pause, another. Each pulse echoed inside my ribs, tugging at nerves already worn raw by Vorlius’s threats.

Lazy’s ear twitched. “You’re buzzing.” Her voice floated up, soft, a cat half-dreaming. “Your chest is doing the drum thing.”

“Sorry.”

She lifted her head. Yellow eyes shone in the dark. “Still worried about Officer Scaryface?”

“About him, yes. About the staff, more. Kay wants me to treat it like a family heirloom, Vorlius wants to box it, and I don’t even know what it does.” I lowered my voice. “It calls to me, Lazy. Every second.”

Thessa rolled onto her side, hair cascading over the pillow. “Then answer.” Her red gaze cut through the gloom. “Feed it power, crack the riddle, wave evidence under Vorlius’s nose tomorrow.”

Khla’s bunk creaked. “Test it. Better now, before they can take it.”

I pushed upright, blankets sliding. “I don’t know what it does. What if we fry half the dorm?”

Khla dropped to the floor, bare feet thumping. “Combat yard is empty after curfew.”

Lazy hopped off me in one fluid motion. “Adventure!” She scrambled for shorts and a hoodie. “Let’s go before I fall back asleep.”

Thessa began with nothing but her school jacket—buttons left open—and gave me a grin that made it hard to focus. “Grab the stick, wizard.”

I chuckled and got dressed, slung the staff under my arm, and eased the door open. Hallway lights burned low; distant snores drifted from other rooms. We padded past them, Khla in the lead, the rest of us tiptoeing like burglars.

At the west stair Lazy paused, sniffed, then waved us on. “No patrol tonight. Melhee must still be grading essays.”

The yard lay silver under a half moon. Training dummies cast thin shadows over the packed earth. The four of us formed a loose circle in the center.

Khla folded her arms. “Do it. Try to channel mana into it.”

I planted the staff upright, wrapped both hands around bronze coils, and pushed a thin thread of mana through my palms. Inside my mind, the energy flowed strong, but at the point of contact—nothing. The rod stayed inert, as if insulated.

“Harder,” Thessa ordered.

I poured more. Mana bled away, unrewarded. I paused to catch my breath.

Thessa snapped her fingers, igniting a fist-sized fireball above her palm. Orange light washed her smile. “Maybe it likes external sources of elemental power.” She held the fire close to the staff. A green halo fluttered, thin as candle smoke, then vanished.

We traded hopeful looks.

I tried again, letting a longer stream flow into the shaft. No response. So we improvised. First, I cast Command at the staff; it ignored me. Next, Thessa lobbed a Fireball at it—hey, artifacts are indestructible. It hit, emerald veins blinked, dimmed, blinked again. Then, Lazy attempted to coax it with sweet words. Surprisingly, that did nothing…

Twenty minutes passed. Excitement drained away with my mana.

Khla rubbed her neck. “Either it’s picky or it’s amused.”

Thessa leaned on me, shoulder to shoulder. “I’d torch the whole academy if it promised a reaction.”

“We still need somewhere to sleep tonight,” I reminded her.

Lazy flopped onto a bench, chin on the backrest. “All that sneaking and nothing to show for it.” She gave the staff a scowl, ears flat, then brightened suddenly. “Since we’re up…”

I recognized the tone—that gleeful conspirator voice Lazy used before trouble. “What now?”

She hopped off the bench and tugged me two steps aside, tail flicking. “Remember the ring I… borrowed. The one that adds an ability slot?”

“The ring you stole,” Khla corrected.

“Borrowed!” Lazy chirped, one ear flopping. “Anyway, it belongs in the Vault. If Vorlius sniffs around and finds it missing, we’ll get cooked. Major infraction. We can’t give him the leverage! Tonight’s perfect for putting it back.”

“You’re right,” I agreed. “We can’t give him any more ammunition than he already has. He’s probably gonna use the bond against us as well.”

Thessa folded arms under her jacket, breasts pressing together in a way that nearly derailed my focus. “And how do we unlock the Vault, princess?”

“Silver key from Melhee’s office. Same key I used last time.”

Thessa laughed. “You’re terrible! Beyond redemption! You stole a key from Melhee’s office?!”

“BORROWED!” she mewled, flopping around helplessly.

Khla gave a low grunt. “So we add burglary to tonight’s résumé.”

I scrubbed a palm over my face. “Fine. We’re already in violation of curfew. What if the door’s locked?”

Lazy’s grin stretched ear to ear. “Been there. Done that.”

Thessa laughed softly. “So terrible.”

“Shush!” Lazy scoffed.

I looked at the others. Khla shrugged—muscle rolling. Thessa’s tail coiled with interest. “All right,” I said. “We put the ring back. Nobody gets caught. Then we sleep a whole hour before sunrise. But!” I raised a finger. “It’s just gonna be Lazy and me. When sneaking around, a large group does not help.”

Thessa gave a disappointed mewl; Khla looked happy with it, honestly.

Lazy clapped. “Best. Plan. Ever.” She bounced toward the dorm arch, whisper-singing some Seattle street rhyme about pocketing coins while the lawman yawns.

I followed, staff under one arm, wondering if tonight’s choices would make tomorrow harder—or save it.
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Moonlit glass lit the colonnade as Lazy and I slipped from shadow to shadow. My coat rustled; her tail swished in silent bursts of nervous energy.

“Door’s here,” she whispered, flicking an ear toward the staff building’s side entrance. No patrol, no lantern, only a draft that smelled of chalk dust and ink. I eased the handle. It gave.

Inside, the corridor stretched empty. Faculty portraits stared at us with offended eyebrows. Lazy mimed a bow to a particularly stern headmistress of the Krysfelt family from two decades past, then padded ahead on soft-soled shoes.

“Straight to Melhee’s,” I breathed. “No fooling around.”

“I know the route, boss,” she answered, voice purring with pride. Her hips rolled in that lazy sway that drove focus straight into the gutter when I forgot to blink. I looked away, concentrating on the job at hand.

We reached Melhee’s office. Brass nameplate, neat stack of return slips pinned beside it. The knob refused to budge, as expected.

Lazy withdrew her pink cat-shaped hairpin like a stage magician revealing a sword. “Minute, tops. I’ve done this before.”

I planted myself across the hall. Arms folded, staff cradled, ears open. Each tick of the clock down the corridor stabbed my spine. Somewhere outside an owl hooted. The tumblers inside Melhee’s lock chattered under Lazy’s improvised pick.

She worked with tongue poked between lips, nose scrunched. A soft click rang, but the door stayed closed.

“Well, I’ll be,” she muttered. “She changed the lock! It’s much harder!”

Footsteps. Male? Female? Boots, light tread, heading our way.

I snapped, “Hide.”

Lazy tried to yank the pin free, but it caught, and she had to leave it half-seated in the keyway. She dove behind a bust of the academy’s founder. I backed into a narrow alcove draped in velvet banners. My heart hammered.

The footsteps drew near, heels tapping in jaunty rhythm. Then the owner rounded the corner—a familiar elven figure in a baby-blue hoodie with the text “ELF HNTR”—a weird brand that she loved and that was popular among elves in the Magocracy’s capital, Los Angeles—pulled over a short plaid skirt.

Trixie.

She strolled, humming off-key, braid bouncing, entirely in a world of her own. I had to suppress a chuckle; she always made me smile just by being herself. I knew she was going to sail just by; Trixie was a bit of an airhead at times, and she wouldn’t notice if we’d drawn dicks on every painting and bust we came across.

And yet, she stopped dead when her gaze snagged on the pink cat pin jutting from Melhee’s lock. Hands flew to hips.

“Lazy,” she announced in a mild scold, “I know you’re here.”

Wow. That was a fast one plus one…

Lazy exhaled behind the bust. “Hi, Teach.”

“Out.”

Yeah, I wasn’t gonna let Lazy take the fall alone. I stepped from the alcove first, palms visible. Lazy followed, tail low in sheepish arcs.

“Well, well, well,” Trixie said, soap opera-exaggerated as she dramatically narrowed her eyes at us. She wore knee socks that hugged toned calves, and the ELF HNTR hoodie couldn’t hide the way her chest strained the fabric. Moonlight through the tall window gave her hair a pale halo.

So hot.

Still, the bowstring calluses at her fingers reminded me she could shoot holes through steel if she chose. She was likely over level 25.

“Explain.” One word, bright but firm.

Lazy drew a circle in the air with the pin. “Borrowed a ring a while back. From the Vault. Evening exercise is returning said ring.” She inhaled. “Old habits die—”

“Hard, I know,” Trixie finished, nodding. “Cute crime résumé, kitty. How about you?” Her blue gaze shifted to me.

“I talked her into making it right,” I said. “No profit motive, no mischief past that.”

“Except midnight trespass, breaking and entering, possible alarm triggers.” She quoted the list like a breakfast menu, then smiled. “Honestly, sounds like my freshman year.”

Lazy’s ears perked. “So… we’re not busted?”

“Busted is paperwork. I prefer solutions.” Trixie plucked the pin from the lock, tucked it behind Lazy’s cat ear with a little flourish, then glanced down the hallway left and right. “There’s no faculty out tonight beyond yours truly.” She struck a sexy pose, one heel lifted to her shapely butt, one hand giving a military salute. “Just the hottest, most fashionable, and youngest—in elven years, MARK YOU—professor at Krysfelt.”

“Is that like dog years?” Lazy said, eyes wide.

“Sweetie, hush,” she hummed. “Now, we can do better than hairpins.”

My brows inched up. “You’re offering to help?”

Trixie leaned toward me until the scent of peppermint lip balm flooded my senses. “Wadie-pooh—”

I arched a brow. “Wadie-pooh?”

“Wadie-pooh,” she confirmed. “I’m the teacher on duty for ‘student moral guidance.’ Guiding you to avoid future doom sounds like my job.” She straightened, hands clapping once, and she did a twirl. “Vault key sits in Kay’s strongbox, but that route’s a slog. Lucky, I carry the master copy on night rounds.” From somewhere inside the hoodie she flashed a silver key.

Lazy clapped her hands once, tail whirling. “You beautiful, crazy woman.”

Trixie giggled. “Ow, you’ll make me blush!” She spun on a heel. “Come on, you sneaky-sneaks. Vault’s this way.”

We fell in step behind her. Trixie walked light, every muscle alive with mischief. I could tell she lived for this stuff, and I wondered how she even was accepted as a professor. Well, probably because she was really good at dungeon crawling. As we moved, I kept one eye on the junctions, staff in hand in case Vorlius’s minions prowled after curfew.

Halfway along, Trixie slowed, glanced over her shoulder. “By the way, Wade, nice choice of black coat. Brings out the rebel.” Her gaze dipped to the staff. “And the walking stick? Chic. I bet Mister Burn-Face wants it just as an accessory, right?”

“I have no idea.”

“I bet,” she continued, my input irrelevant at this point. “I think that if you, like, paint it, it would look so much better? Pink and blue… It’s too black. Then again, black goes with anything, right?” She froze and waved her hands excitedly. “Ohmygod, it would be just perfect with this cute skirt I ordered last week!”

Lazy shot her a swoony look. “Can we please keep you?”

Trixie winked. “Check the lost-and-found after the end-of-year celebrations. I’m known to wind up there after a party.”

We reached a stairwell. She paused, hand on the rail, and turned serious for the first time that night. “Okay, jokes aside, the campus is tense. Mage-Knights think curfew is optional for them. If they chance upon us, let me do the talking. You two nod and shut up.”

Lazy’s ears twitched as she saluted. “Roger.”

I met Trixie’s eyes. “Thank you.”

She shrugged, cheerful note returning. “Thank me when it’s done.”
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The corridor below the library smelled of old stone and wards—like someone had bottled lightning and left it to age. Runes pulsed along the walls at ankle height, enough to tingle the arches of my feet through my shoes. Trixie skipped ahead as if the wards hummed her favorite tune, ponytail bouncing, hoodie sliding up to show a hint of perfect, creamy lower back every few steps.

Lazy padded between us, tail waving, eyes huge with thrill. She kept brushing the tips of her fingers together—thief body language for let-me-at-the-loot already. I wondered if I’d need to remind her we were actually reverse thieving here…

Trixie threw a grin over her shoulder. “Soooo, Wade-cake, you ever break into a sacred repository of forbidden goodies at two a.m. with two extremely gorgeous accomplices before?”

“She called me extremely gorgeous!” Lazy mewled happily.

I chuckled and shook my head. “Can’t say I have.” I shifted the staff under one arm. “Though the company improves the experience.”

Trixie halted at the massive door to the vault. She flourished the silver key, then fitted it. The wards flared, read the key’s intent and Trixie’s access level, and rolled aside like water parting around a prow. She stepped through, skirt swishing. “There we go, my steamy little hotties! No alarms, no fireballs, everybody still doing the sexy pout? Hair looking good? Back arched? Tits out? Let’s go!”

“Yay!” Lazy hummed, falling in behind her idol.

I chuckled and followed. We advanced. A second hatch waited ten paces on. Lazy bounced from toe to toe. “If I had to pick one thing I missed from street work, it’s bypassing ridiculous locks.” Her ears twitched. “And maybe the snacks I stole on the way out.”

Trixie handled the second seal with a twist of the key before she turned to us. “Okay, once it’s open, you two slide in fast; it locks on a thirty-second timer. No touching random relics, EVEN if they match your outfit and you really have to have them.”

The elf fitted the key, murmured a litany that sounded like half nursery rhyme, half legal code. Runes spiraled outward across the metal, fled the hinges, and the entire door glided into the wall with a hush of hidden gears.

The vault greeted us like a cathedral built for magpies. Shelves climbed four stories, each crammed with boxed wands, masked helms, jars of liquid moonlight, rings nestled in velvet wells. An octagonal glass case hovered at room center; inside, hundreds of skillbooks drifted weightless, pages fluttering like koi.

Lazy inhaled the smell—paper, ozone, polish—and then coughed. “Ew,” she said chirpily. Then, she trotted off to the right, tail swishing, homing in on the pedestal where she’d lifted the ring. I stayed near Trixie, letting my eyes climb the towering shelves while she locked the door behind us.

She clasped her hands at chin height, eyes sparkling. “Isn’t it dreamy? You could get lost for days in here and leave ten levels higher.”

“Provided you don’t trigger a ward.”

“Triggering them is half the fun,” she said, doing a little twirl.

Lazy called from an aisle. “Found the spot!” She held up a silver band with a smoky gem. The stone winked at me, faint as a dying ember, unhappy at being parted from her aura.

Trixie bounded over, inspected the vacant cradle of red velvet, then gave Lazy an approving nod. “Pop it home.”

Lazy slid the ring into place. The gem brightened, then faded to dormant. “There. No trace. Nobody saw nothin’.”

A relieved sigh escaped me. One less spear for Vorlius.

But then, as we turned, my attention drifted to a chain-bound folio lying half under a stack of padded cases. The tag read in crisp hand: STAVES OF MASTERY—TAELATH’S LINEAGE.

Something about it called out to me, as if my gaze was destined to be drawn to it. Chill prickled my scalp as I headed over and knelt, lifting the folio by the chain. “Trixie?”

She trotted back. “Finders keepers?” Her playful tone eased when she saw it. “Oh. A book! That’s… boring?”

Lazy padded over, curiosity pushing frustration aside. “What’s Taelath?”

Trixie flicked me a look. “Ugh. Elder golden dragon. Big deal in pre-Magocracy myth.” She rolled her eyes and waved her hands about like it was much ado about nothing. “All dead now!”

I eased open the cover. I immediately noticed several pages were sliced out with surgical precision, leaving jagged silk threads. Others remained, full of diagrams—dark staffs crowned by orbs, swirling glyphs, and a notation in red chalk: Binds by blood resonance ONLY. Legacy Trial required. See Orb Procedure, leaf 12.

Leaf twelve was gone.

Lazy hissed. “Who butchers history books?”

“Someone who doesn’t want rivals doing their homework,” I muttered.

Trixie traced the edge of one missing page. “Clean cuts. Razor charm, thin gauge. I’d peg an archivist or a bureaucrat with clearance.”

“Vorlius?” Lazy asked at once.

“He has clearance,” Trixie answered, voice going thoughtful. “So yes, he could stroll in, snip references, and walk out.”

I scanned a margin note still intact: Staves of Mastery and their methods of binding. “Bloodline resonance. Legacy Trial. Orb.” I tapped the phrase. “Sounds like it has something to do with staves that bind… like the Obsidian Staff.”

Trixie’s lips pursed. “Weird.” That was all she had to say. I could practically see her nod off.

Lazy’s tail stiffened. “That’s why pages are missing. They explained how you can prove a bond…”

We traded silent looks. The weight of the staff across my back grew heavier.

Trixie exhaled, turned a quick circle, then forced cheer into her voice. “Okay, mental note logged. But we shouldn’t linger. Patrol’s due in…” She checked an invisible watch. “Nine minutes? Give or take the time it takes Melhee to brew midnight tea.”

Lazy replaced the chain exactly as she’d found it. “Vault’s rearmed?”

“Soon as we close that door.” Trixie ushered us along, humming the same clashing melody she’d used on the wards. Her hips swayed, skirt hem brushing thigh highs in a rhythm most delightful.

“So, Wade-babe and Lazy-Laze, guess we’re all officially part of a conspiracy now.” She flashed a smile warm enough to melt runes. “How scandalous.”

“I’ll buy you a t-shirt: I burgled the vault and all I got was political headache.”

She giggled. “Extra small, cropped.”

We cleared the final hatch. The library basement swallowed us in shadowed hush.

Lazy stretched like a cat waking from sun-nap, then swayed between us. “Job done. Zero alarms. Ten out of ten.”

“Well done,” I agreed.

Trixie locked the outer door, slipped the key beneath her hoodie, and gave us both a theatrical bow. “Students successfully guided. My conscience sparkles.” She moved toward the side exit, motioning us to follow. At the threshold she faced us, her blue eyes sparking brightly. “Nighty-night, crime pals. Get sleep before the tribunal circus.” She blew a kiss, then winked. “Trust the universe, trust your heart, and never trust a man with half a face.”

With that, she slipped into the stairwell, humming.

Lazy sagged against me, purring. “Tell me that girl isn’t awesome.”

“She’s definitely something.” I glanced at the locked door behind us, mind racing over bloodline resonance, Legacy Trials, a missing orb, and a Magocracy officer who removed evidence before launching his grab. “Let’s get back before we push our luck.”

We crept up the corridor, footsteps soft on cold flagstones, and I held the staff tighter.


Chapter 6

I was still lying awake on my bunk an hour later.

Khla sprawled on her own mattress, one hand draped across her face; Lazy had curled on her side, tail curled around her bare thigh; Thessa occupied the impossibly small space beside me with the possessive ease of a cat stealing the warm spot.

The Obsidian Staff lay between the bedposts, tip within reach of my fingers.

My body should have collapsed straight into darkness, yet hot thoughts tumbled for a while. Apparently, I needed to process them. But as I milled over my worries—Vorlius, the folio, bloodlines, and many more things—my thoughts turned more incoherent, until I was half-dreaming.

Finally, exhaustion won. My gaze tracked the slow glow running up the staff’s bronze coil, and then I fell.

Fire greeted me in my dreams.

I ripped through ash-choked air, no longer a man but a scaled giant whose wings beat thunder. Molten rivers striped the ground, and the heat rolled along my hide like bathwater. Each wing stroke left a slipstream sparking with embers that drifted behind me in a widening ribbon.

I was a dragon. Fire incarnate.

Below, armies clashed—humans in flak armor wielding rifles, dwarves with rune hammers and plate mail that somehow managed to stop bullets, elf war-mages tossing star-silver bolts. They fought beast hordes, fought one another, fought the very ground as continents cracked. Plates of earth folded upward, forming impossible peaks while others sheared away and fell into smoking chasms. Castles slid, shattered, rose anew atop floating islands born in an eyeblink.

The Upheaval.

I knew the name as clearly as I knew my own. This was no later historian’s painting; it was the raw event. And the body I wore—three-story torso, claws carving contrails—accepted it as its birthright.

Fire incarnate.

I banked hard over a volcanic ridge. Lava fountains arced so high they traversed cloud layers before raining back as glowing hail. The noise felt personal, as if the planet roared inside my chest cavity, and I was part of it.

Red lightning stitched one horizon; on the other, a tidal wave of black glass froze mid-collapse, twisted by unknown power into a stepped pyramid. Troop banners of every color advanced, wilted, burned, and advanced again as the war over this newly created world churned, each seeking to secure a place for their own.

Voices caromed through the smoke. Some prayed, some cursed, some begged for buffs that never came. All that agony rolled together into a single shuddering chord that rattled my fangs. I knew then that I was not evil. This dragon that I had become—or that I always had been?—did not feast on chaos and death.

It wanted balance. I wanted balance.

I rose higher, bored through a boiling stratosphere, and burst into clearer sky, only to witness another miracle below: fragments of Earth and Tannoris knitting, ripping, then sealing again like muscle healing under divine hands. Each suture birthed new dungeon spires or ravines of freshwater spirals that caught crimson glare from lava seas beneath.

Through that chaos, one sound sliced clean—a whisper older than the conflagration itself, deep as bedrock and soft as breath against skin.

Blood answers blood.

The words wrapped my mind like a collar. I wrenched my gaze downward and spotted it: a black rod—tiny from this altitude—drifting on an updraft miles below. It pulsed emerald, calling me with need. Something inside me recognized the artifact as part of my marrow. I folded wings, dove, fire peeling from my flanks as I bathed in the glory of my dragonflight.

At the instant talons would have closed around the rod, the whisper jabbed again.

Blood answers blood.

Blackout.

I shot upright in bed, lungs dragging cold night air that tasted sweeter than wine. No lava, no shrieking sky, only our dorm’s faint oil lamp and the soft shift of blankets as three women slept.

My hand already clutched the staff; I had grabbed it in my sleep. Fresh glyphs glowed along its glassy surface—four curving claws, a spiral crest, a sinuous line that might have echoed a dragon’s tail. The marks pulsed once… twice… then drained of light, vanishing into seamless black.

I scraped a thumb where they had been. Smooth.

No System notification rolled across my vision. The world hadn’t updated; only I had.

Thessa exhaled beside me, fingers kneading unconsciously at my thigh through the sheet, and she gave a happy sigh as she realized I was still there. Even half-awake, she protected what she claimed.

Lazy’s ears flicked, but she didn’t wake, her gentle purr nothing more than air vibrating in her throat. Khla shifted on her cot, weight creaking wood, then settled again.

I let the silence stretch while my heartbeats slowed, counting the distance between who I was and the gold-scaled titan I had been moments earlier. The dream had not felt symbolic. It had felt historical. Memory? Ancestral echo? Or the staff forcing something straight into my skull?

Blood answers blood.

I pictured noon—courtroom chairs, clerks, Vorlius’s scar flaring under torchlight. He would not accept a bond he did not control. And the staff… I brushed the bronze coil; it felt warm, as always, almost like flesh rather than metal.

Give it over, and I lose the key to every answer. Keep it, and I put myself, the academy, maybe even the girls, in the crosshairs.

I groaned, tossed, and turned. I ran a hand through my hair, took a breath, then another. Dawn sat a few hours off, and I knew I wasn’t going to get any sleep.

So, I let my mind run free. Maybe, if I churned over it enough, I might come up with something. Anything.
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The next day, an early lunch sat heavy in my gut, turning into what felt like molten lead as we headed outside. In the yard, the stones already radiated heat even though class bells had not rung yet. I parked myself on the low rim of a fountain, staff across my knees, mist curling off the water behind me as the fountain rumbled.

Thessa settled to my right, skirt riding just high enough to tease the dark tops of her stockings. She fanned her tail while her horns glinted, eyes fixed on the staff as though it were a riddle she needed to break. Lazy gave a slow cat-stretch, dropped onto the grass, then flipped onto her back so the sun could toast her smooth belly. Khla came last, rolling her shoulders beneath a blouse one size too small for those boulder arms; she stood behind the bench, quiet guardian.

None of them spoke as their minds were in the same place as mine, and I decided to share what I saw in my dream—if it had been a dream.

I cleared my throat. “Last night, I think I had a kind of vision.”

Three pairs of eyes locked on.

“A dream? Or an actual vision?” Lazy asked, one ear twitching.

I chuckled. “Well, I can’t be really sure, but it was very lifelike. I was a dragon. I saw the Upheaval from the skies, and I heard a voice say, ‘Blood answers blood.’ Then I saw the staff and dove after it. That was the moment I woke, and as I did so, new glyphs glowed on the staff, then vanished.”

Thessa’s hand shot out; copper nails traced the black grain where the glyphs had shimmered. “They faded?”

“Yeah. Gone in seconds.”

Her jaw tightened. “That’s no dream. That’s the staff talking to you.”

“I figured.” I swallowed. “I don’t think I should give it up. But Vorlius won’t leave without it, and Kay can’t shield me forever.”

“Did you try actual blood?” Thessa asked.

I smiled. My thoughts had gone there too. “Yeah, I tried a drop in the staff. It didn’t do anything.”

She shrugged. “Worth a try. So what now?”

Lazy rolled upright, tail fluffed. “Let’s bail. Who needs college?”

Khla grunted. “We do. Getting in is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Getting out slows us by decades.”

“You’re such a studious bore!” Lazy shot back.

Khla just shrugged.

I raised a hand. “Girls… We’re not leaving Krysfelt. I just need to find a way to deal with Vorlius.”

Thessa’s laugh held no humor. “That man would dissect you to learn why it synced to your blood. You saw his eyes yesterday.”

“I saw them,” I said. “I’m still facing him.”

She leaned closer until I felt heat roll from her skin. “I’ll torch his soul if he harms you, Wade.”

Khla placed a broad palm on Thessa’s shoulder. “We all will.”

Thessa’s tail coiled and uncoiled like a fuse, but she dipped her head. “So, logic check: if we fight, campus breaks. If we comply, we lose the staff. Either way, we lose something.”

“Seems that’s the deal,” I said.

Lazy crawled forward and set her chin on my knee. “Maybe the Magocracy nerds can’t make it purr. Then Kay petitions to return it here for long-term study.” She looked up at me with those wide gold eyes. “You’d get supervised visits. Like joint custody after a messy divorce.”

I barked out a laugh that came out more like a cough. “Great image, thanks.”

We sat in silence while sunlight hammered us. No breeze, no bird chatter—just distant shouts and explosions from training students.

At last, Khla spoke. “Strength is not only fists.” She crossed her arms. “Sometimes holding still under weight proves strength too. Whatever you choose, we stand beside you.”

“Well, I’ll need to attend the meeting and hand it over. I can’t screw Kay over by not showing up.”

Thessa sighed, shoulders slumping. “I hate it, but you’re right.”

Lazy’s ears flattened. “I double-hate it, but I triple-hate Vorlius more. Let’s make him work for every form.”

I let out a breath I hadn’t known I was holding. “So we agree. I hand it over inside Kay’s office, with everyone watching, strictly by protocol. Honestly, I wonder if the staff itself will like it.”

Thessa slid an arm through mine, pressing soft curves against my bicep. “I have a feeling it might not.”

Before I could answer, a wheezy voice sliced through the courtyard. “Morning, delinquents.”

Borsj shuffled toward us, scarf looped thrice around his scrawny neck despite the heat. Sweat slicked every scale on his brow, but the old imp still tugged the wool tighter. He squinted at us through fogged lenses. “Headmistress requires Mister Aurelius at once for artifact transfer. Girls—” he flapped a clawed hand “—not invited.”

“Screw that,” Thessa said, rising to full height. She folded her arms under her breasts and stared him down. “I leave when Wade leaves.”

Lazy jumped to her feet, tail flicking like a metronome. “Me too. I’m moral support. And comic relief.”

Khla stepped forward, casting a shadow over the imp. “Try to stop us.”

Borsj let out a rattling sigh. “I do not get paid enough for herding cats.” He waved his clipboard in surrender. “Fine. But if Kay skins me, my infernal ghost will haunt you all.”

I clapped his thin shoulder. “You’re safe with us, old timer.”

“I am never safe,” he muttered, already turning. “Follow me.”

Our odd procession filed across the courtyard: an imp wrapped for winter, an orcess who scowled like she was going to war, a tiefling princess sparking with frustration, a catkin bouncing on the balls of her feet, and me, cradling a rod that pulsed rhythm into my palm. Girls heading to early classes gawked; one harpy nearly dropped her spellbook.

We reached the administration steps. Two Mage-Knight sentries shifted when they saw the staff, but Borsj brandished a rolled parchment. “Official summons,” he croaked. “Back up or Kay will feed you to her legal team. That’s worse than hell, and I can know.”

Helmets tilted in grudging acknowledgment, and halberds lifted. The guards stepped aside.

Inside, the floors swallowed our footfalls. Sunlight sliced through tall windows and set dust motes dancing. We mounted the stairs after Borsj until he stopped at the door and turned. “Beyond this threshold, the Headmistress runs the show. When she says leave, you’ll leave.”

Thessa gave the faintest nod. “Understood.”

I shifted the staff to my left hand and exhaled. The pulse inside the wood matched my heartbeat. No backing out now.

Borsj raised a claw to knock, then paused, round eyes jumping from me to the three women. He shook his head in resignation. “May the infernal furnaces grant me early retirement,” he grumbled, and rapped the door.

“Enter,” came Kay’s muffled voice.

Borsj turned the latch and pushed the door wide, gestured us into the threshold, then peeled off to lurk in the corridor. I felt the weight of three stares on my back—one blazing, one worried, one calm as granite.

With the staff pulsing in my palm, I stepped through the doorway into whatever waited inside.


Chapter 7

Kay’s office swallowed us in heavy walnut and green velvet. Bookcases lined every wall, every shelf exact. Morning light angled through the tall windows and caught dust like glitter. The headmistress sat behind her carved desk, posture perfect.

Vorlius Theran occupied the chair opposite her. He lounged, one leg crossed, gloved fingertips pressed together. Two Mage-Knights flanked him, halberds grounded, faces lost in the shadows of their hoods. The air inside felt a lot colder than the corridor.

Kay’s gaze pinned me first, then slid to the women at my shoulders. “Mr. Aurelius, welcome.” Her lips thinned a shade. “Miss Thessa, Miss Layzaia-Neena, Miss Khla… It appears my invitation reached a wider audience than intended.”

Thessa flashed a sharp smile that showed fangs. “We’re hard to shake, Headmistress.”

Lazy lifted a hand in a wiggle that might have been a wave.

Khla said nothing, but her size filled the doorway until she stepped aside and let it shut behind us.

Vorlius tapped one gloved finger on the arm of his chair. The burn scars along his jaw wrinkled. “We waste daylight, Headmistress. The staff, if you please.”

Kay ignored him. “Mr. Aurelius, stand to my right, please.”

I stepped up next to her, Obsidian Staff balanced in both hands. The slow green pulse throbbed through bronze coils and into my palms.

Kay folded her hands atop a neat stack of parchment. “Officer Theran, I ask you one final time: consider leaving the artifact here under academy oversight. Krysfelt is equipped for containment. Moving it so soon may court disaster.”

Vorlius turned his head as if the motion bored him. “Containment? You even failed to name the object, Headmistress. Your own scans yield nothing. The Magocracy is much better equipped to identify this potentially hazardous artifact.” He leaned forward, scarred cheek catching the light. “Besides, the Magocracy cannot allow an unknown Class-Four to lounge in a school dorm, of all places.”

“I can assign a senior research cohort within the hour,” Kay answered. Her tone stayed smooth, yet every word cut. “Weekly reports. Full access for Reclamation auditors.”

Vorlius gave a short laugh that never reached his eyes. “Generous, but unnecessary.” He raised two fingers.

The Mage-Knight on his left stepped forward and unrolled a length of black velvet on the floor. At a whispered trigger, a slab of glossy ebony rose from the cloth, hinges unfolding until a long reliquary stood open like a coffin waiting for a body. Purple runes crawled along the rim.

Lazy’s tail fluffed. “Ugly box,” she mumbled.

Khla’s stance shifted—weight on the balls of her feet.

Thessa’s nails grazed my elbow, silent warning.

Vorlius never looked away from me. “Mr. Aurelius, kindly surrender the artifact for secure transfer.” He extended his right hand, palm up, in a courtly gesture made obscene by the thin smile on his lips. “You will be issued a receipt.”

Kay spoke over him. “Officer, is that enclosure even proofed?”

Vorlius waved the question aside. “Magocracy engineering. Tested on greater artifacts, Headmistress. Far above anything your students toy with.” The acid dripped from every word.

Kay retained her composure. She was like steel in this kind of situation. Her emerald eyes narrowed. “If your box fractures from backlash, the fallout occurs on my campus.”

“I assure you, Headmistress, it’s quite safe,” he said, tone slightly mocking. He flicked his fingers, an impatient man calling for change at a market stall. “Come, boy. We both know stalling only hurts your standing.”

“Don’t call me boy,” I said. Perhaps not the smartest thing to say, but yeah… Fuck that guy.

“I beg your pardon,” he said, his composure dropping for a moment.

“He said don’t call him ‘boy’!” Thessa snapped. “Or the other half of your face might match the burned half, huh?”

Vorlius tilted his head. “Sounds like a threat, Familiar.”

Kay shot Thessa a glare sharp enough to peel paint. “Miss Thessa will restrain herself.” She met Thessa’s eyes until the tiefling backed off half a step, fire in her cheeks.

I cleared my throat. “Officer Theran, I intend to comply with lawful directives, but a little respect would go a long way.” He almost scoffed at that, but I continued, “Still, the artifact chose me. If separation proves unsafe—”

“It chooses no one.” Vorlius rose. Height alone granted him the gaze of a judge. “It responds to you now because of circumstances we do not quite understand. Once sealed, it will lie inert like any other tool. We will research it, and we will find out why it responded to you. Likely, it’s just an anomaly. Now, hand it over. Please.”

The Mage-Knight holding the ebony case lifted it waist-high and stepped toward me. Runes brightened on the staff, slick and hungry.

Thessa muttered, “Looks like the staff’s equivalent of snarling.”

I felt the same impression—tiny static pulses against my palms where bronze met flesh. The staff pulsed quicker, almost anxious.

Kay’s chair creaked as she stood. “Officer, we will document each second of the transfer. If any harmonic spike registers above Class-One, the academy retains custody.”

Vorlius did not give her a glance. “Your quibbling tires me. I have clarified my authority, and your academy has no such rights. As you well know.” He stepped even nearer, hand extended with surgical precision. “One last time. The staff.”

I held his stare. His eyes were winter glass. Behind him, the Mage-Knights gripped halberds harder, gauntlets rasping. Behind me, I felt three heartbeats: Thessa’s blaze, Lazy’s jitter, Khla’s iron.

I drew a long breath, stepped around Kay’s desk, and lowered the Obsidian Staff toward the rune-lined coffin the Mage-Knight held open. Purple sigils drifted over the ebony like fireflies trapped under glass.

The wood fought me.

Bronze coils grew hot, almost branding my palms. I forced my fingers to unclench and set the staff onto the padded trough.

A scarlet spark shot from the crystal core.

“Back!” Kay barked.

Too late. Red light flared, cracked through the runes, and a concussive wave punched outward. Chairs toppled. Kay’s quills flew like darts. I slammed into the wall, breath blasted from my lungs. Thessa, Lazy, and Khla scattered in a tangle of skirts and limbs. Vorlius staggered but kept his feet, cloak snapping around him. The Mage-Knight holding the box lost his grip; the ebony shell split along silver seams and rained shards across the rug.

The staff hung motionless in the air for half a heartbeat—then it snapped toward me as if yanked by an invisible chain.

A column of glyph-fire erupted from the core, arced across the space, and struck my chest. Symbols poured over my ribs, glowing brands that sank under skin to disappear, feather-light yet searing. I felt locks click inside my bones—physical, mental, something deeper. The rod thudded into my waiting grasp and went still.

Silence slammed down, broken only by Thessa’s hissed curse.

I straightened, feeling some kind of power pulse within. The staff pulsed once, satisfied, and cooled.

Vorlius found his voice first. “Seize him!”

Both Mage-Knights charged. Steel boots scraped the stone, halberds lowering.

Thessa sprang in front of me, fire blooming between her claws. “Touch him and the room melts.”

Lazy slid to my left, wand out, yellow eyes huge. Khla blocked my right, wide frame squared, ready to break polearms and bones with bare hands.

I gripped the staff and felt raw power ready to burst, but before anyone swung Kay’s voice cracked through the tension.

“Enough!”

The command froze the air. Even the Mage-Knights froze mid-stride.

Kay stepped around her desk, heels clicking like gavel strikes. “Officer Theran, academy sovereignty protects students from Magocracy force. You violate that, you trigger the treaty breach clause.”

Vorlius’s good cheek twitched. “Your student refuses surrender.”

Kay pointed at the shattered reliquary. “The artifact refused. Observe the evidence.” She lifted a shard; molten runes still fizzed along the edge. “Your container failed the instant contact broke attunement. That proves the staff bonded to Mr. Aurelius.”

Vorlius opened his mouth, closed it, then glared at me as if I’d stolen his birthright. “We will nullify that bond.”

“On what grounds?” Kay asked, tone ice-thin. “He risked no lives. You witnessed an involuntary resonance event. My faculty will require time to document it.”

Vorlius drew himself taller. “You know well that a Class Four artifact’s bond may be broken in case of a security risk! I will return with annulment rites.” He snapped at the nearest knight. “Notify the ritual team. Room, sigils, suppression chains—everything.”

The knight bowed, plate chiming, and strode out. The second followed, boots echoing down the corridor.

Vorlius pointed a gloved finger at Kay. “Delay me again and Krysfelt faces institutional consequences.”

Kay’s only reply was a cool smile, but it failed to reach her eyes. The threat here was real, and she knew it.

Vorlius spun on his heel and swept out, cloak swirling behind scorched armor fragments on the rug. The door slammed so hard dust jumped from rafters.

My knees loosened as the tension cut. I slid the staff into the crook of my arm and drew a ragged breath. Thessa pressed to my side, checking scorched fabric at my chest. Lazy patted my sleeve like she might soothe a twitchy alley cat; Khla kept watch on the door, jaw clenched.

Kay pushed hair from her face, green eyes slicing over me, over the ruined reliquary, then back to me. “Wade, report. In detail.”

I steadied my breath. “I don’t know exactly what happened. The staff—” I raised it an inch; faint emerald light slid through the bronze spiral “—latched on. Pulled hard. That’s all I felt.”

Kay’s brow pinched. “You gave no command?”

“Nothing.” I hesitated. “But I might have triggered it by accident. I had a dream last night. More than a dream.”

Kay nodded. “Give me every detail.”

I licked my lips. “I… flew. As a dragon. Huge, gold scales, wings like sailcloth. I watched the Upheaval happen from the sky—volcanoes, tearing earth, armies colliding. A voice said, ‘Blood answers blood.’ Then I saw the staff below, went for it, woke up, and glyphs lit across the shaft.” My thumb traced the blank section of glass. “They faded the moment I woke.”

Kay’s lashes lowered, mind racing behind her eyes. “Blood answers blood…” She narrowed her eyes at me. “Perhaps the staff is bound to your bloodline.”

“I didn’t know I had one.”

“Aurelius,” she said plainly. “You’re an orphan, Wade. You might certainly have a bloodline.”

Lazy tugged at my sleeve. “If the staff linked to your blood, is tearing it off even possible?”

Kay’s voice cut in, brisk. “Possible, yes. Safe, doubtful. Reclamation carries rites designed to break bonds. Most are blunt instruments—pain, psychic shear, mana drain.” She shifted her stance; the tight skirt rode higher up her thigh and I lost half a beat of focus. “They hurt the artifact, sometimes the bearer. Rarely both walk away whole.”

Thessa’s tail wrapped around my calf, possessive. “No one does that to my Wade.” She thought for a moment as Lazy and Khla glared at her. “Our Wade,” she corrected herself.

Kay’s gaze softened by a shade. “I need to examine Theran’s ritual scrolls the moment he files them. The Magocracy cannot endanger a student under treaty. If his rite risks your mind, we can file an injunction. If we’re dealing with a bloodline bond, even better—there might be age-old exceptions.”

Khla grunted. “Will he not just ignore those?”

“Only if he chooses open conflict with the academy,” Kay answered. Her hands stopped on the edge of the desk, knuckles pale. “He isn’t that reckless. He will try the lawful approach first.”

I exhaled. “So the plan is stall, review his nullification array, hope we find a loophole.”

“Correct.”

Lazy’s ears flattened, mood swinging from fear to outrage and back. “Loophole nice. Plan B?”

“Keep the staff,” Thessa said. “Kill Vorlius.”

Kay’s glance flicked toward the door. “Absolutely not. That would bring hell down on all of us. Besides, you are a bunch of freshmen. You cannot handle Vorlius and his Mage-Knights; they are level 20 at least.”

“Fair point,” Thessa conceded with reluctance.

Silence held for a long moment, broken only by a distant bell tolling. Each chime vibrated through my sternum; every tick reminded me that noon had turned into a fuse. Somewhere, classes continued, but we fell outside all of that now.

I faced Kay. “Worst-case. They break the bond. What happens to me?”

Kay weighed that before answering. “Depends the on depth of the bond. Surface-level objects cause temporary mana shock—fatigue. Strong relics can rip soul threads. That leads to coma. Occasionally worse.”

Lazy inhaled so sharp it whistled. “Define worse.”

“Heart stops. Mind blanks. But we don’t gamble on ‘worse,’” Kay said, eyes not leaving mine. “Which is why we tear apart everything Vorlius brings.” Kay drew herself upright. “We don’t panic. Wade, list every sensation since the flare. Headache, stomach, mana flow—anything.”

I closed my eyes, scanned inward. Mana pool felt full, steady. Pulse normal. No ringing in ears. “I feel… grounded. Like the staff balanced my inner gauge.”

Kay nodded, took notes with quick strokes. “No disorientation?”

“None.”

At that moment, a rap landed on the doorframe—three crisp knuckles. Everyone turned.

A Mage-Knight stood in the threshold, hood veiling the face, shoulders squared. A sealed envelope rested on his palm.

“Headmistress Krysfelt,” the knight said, voice brittle behind arcane distortion caused by his shadowed hood. “Officer Theran presents summons per statute forty-two delta.”

Kay took it and broke the seal. Red wax snapped. Her eyes flicked line by line. I watched a tiny nerve jump at her temple.

She closed it, set it on the desk, then met my gaze. “Here’s what it reads… Wade, you are ordered to present yourself—once more—at dawn in the ritual chamber for forcible unbinding. Attendance mandatory under Magocracy penalty.”

The knight spoke again, flat. “He will comply.”

Kay’s reply hit like a chisel. “He will attend. Compliance beyond presence hinges on my review of your rite.” She met the shadowed hood without flinching. “Deliver that statement to Officer Theran.”

The knight bowed the width of a fingernail, then retreated. The door shut with a soft click that still echoed in my gut.

I exhaled through my teeth. Dawn. Less than twenty hours.

Kay’s mouth twitched. She looked at me, voice dropping into something near gentle. “Rest. Eat. I’ll tear those nullification sigils apart tonight.”

I tightened my fingers on the staff, felt its pulse, mine, and the three women wrapped around me in sight or touch. “Dawn, then.”


Chapter 8

We left Kay’s office into a corridor that felt two sizes too small after that showdown. I kept the staff in a white-knuckle grip. Its pulse matched the throb in my wrist.

Thessa walked beside me so close her shoulder brushed my arm. Her tail cut the air behind her, jittery, fiery. “I should have roasted that stitched-up corpse. One flick of a flame lash and he’d rethink ‘forcible unbinding.’”

“Probably not smart to barbecue a Reclamation Officer inside the headmistress’s tower,” I said.

“Smart is boring,” she fired back. No need to respond to that; she just needed to rage for a bit.

Lazy skipped ahead two paces, then doubled back, then skipped again—pure cat kinetic static. “If he points one ritual knife at you, I’m spiking him with a Polymorph. Imagine him oinking through his next legal exposition!”

Khla’s long stride kept her slightly behind us. “Focus. Kay spoke truly: we need rest and clear heads.”

We pushed through the student wing, past startled first-years who flattened against lockers as the four of us stalked by like an honor guard hauling contraband. Nobody asked questions; nobody even tried to meet my eyes.

Inside our room Thessa slammed the door. Lazy locked it, then hopped onto the nearest bunk and knelt like a prophet addressing pews.

“Emergency council,” she announced, spreading her arms. Then, she thought for a moment, not really knowing what to say. “We, uh, we need details on the ritual.”

I eased onto my bunk, the staff across my knees. “Kay will dig into that tonight. For now, we prep contingencies.”

Thessa paced, bare feet silent on the rug. “Contingency A: kill people with fire?”

I chuckled. “I think that’ll be Contingency Z, Thessa. Violence is not gonna solve this. Kay said it right, the repercussions are much too great, and those Mage-Knights are way above our pay grade.”

“Fine. Contingency A: we swipe the staff and bolt.”

Lazy’s ears flattened. “I feel like we need more… diplomatic ways. How about we write to the Council?”

“They wouldn’t care,” Khla said. “They just want the artifact.”

“Or we lawyer up?” Lazy suggested.

“Kay’s got us covered on that front,” Thessa said. “I think we should consider giving him an illusory version of the staff.”

“With all his scrying doodads, he’ll know,” Lazy countered.

I watched them bounce ideas that I knew were useless, but they just needed something to do. Besides, they were ready to burn skies for me. That mattered more than an artifact. Meanwhile, the staff’s pulse felt steady against my palms; I felt an odd calm wash in.

Khla ended Thessa and Lazy’s volley with a flat palm. “First we read Kay’s report. Then we form plans. Panic wastes mana.”

Thessa huffed but sat beside me, thigh warm through my trousers. Lazy slid to the floor cross-legged, tail wrapped around her ankle. Khla claimed the single chair, posture erect.

“I’m not planning on giving the staff up,” I said. “But we go through the motions tomorrow unless Kay finds a loophole.”

“You saw what happened with that reliquary,” Thessa said, leaning close. “It welded itself to you harder than my tail ever hugs your waist. That bond isn’t leaving without tearing flesh.”

Lazy’s hand crept to my shin, squeezing. “We can’t let anyone try.”

A rap on the door cut what else she wanted to say. Three brisk knocks—no hesitation.

“Enter,” I called, and Lazy quickly flipped the lock.

Borsj waddled in, bundled in two coats despite the warmth. His glasses clouded almost at once. A stack of papers bulged under one short arm.

“Delivery,” he croaked. “One notice of ritual appointment—dawn—signed by Theran’s scribe. And… one additional notice because life must always worsen.”

He shoved the envelopes at me, then wrapped his scarf tighter. “By the by, Kay says eat something before you faint. I say find a warmer dimension.” He shuffled out, complaints fading away.

Lazy locked the door again. “What’s in the hate mail?”

I cracked the first seal. “Confirmation of tomorrow’s ‘unbinding procedure.’ Time, room, required attendance. Lovely.” I set it aside and opened the second.

The header screamed in red ink:

INQUIRY INTO UNAUTHORISED FAMILIAR BOND

Below, neat bureaucratic phrases outlined an official investigation into “non-standard familiar contracts initiated without Magocracy sanction, subject to clause fourteen-c, potential nullification, penalties including suspension of academy credits.”

I whistled. “Vorlius moves fast. He’s using our bond to pressure us.”

Thessa bristled, tail coiling tight. “Let him try. My father signed that pact. Let his fried elven butt argue with a demon prince.”

“He won’t,” I said, tapping the next paragraph. “And your father holds no sway in the Magocracy anyway. Vorlius is forcing an academy investigation, probably hoping it drags us through mud while he breaks the staff bond.”

Lazy’s yellow eyes narrowed. “But Kay still runs the place. She can appoint whoever.”

“She already did.” I flipped to the second page and read aloud, “Investigator: Professor Trixie Fairweather.”

Silence held for half a heartbeat. Then Thessa burst out laughing—rich, wicked, almost musical. “She picked the ditziest elf girl in the history of California to police intimacy contracts? That’s pure strategic brilliance!”

Lazy threw both hands up in joyous surrender. “Praise the saints! Trixie doesn’t even police her own skirt length.”

Khla allowed herself a small tusked grin. “I don’t believe that elf has abided by any other rule than the rule of cool.”

I let their reactions play out before adding the best part. “Kay’s note says academy sovereignty applies, so the inquiry sits entirely under campus authority. Vorlius can audit the final transcript, but he can’t dictate process.”

Thessa’s laughter softened into a low purr. She leaned in and nipped my earlobe, warm breath tingling skin. “We just have to survive a Trixie interview. Think we can handle her questions?”

Lazy fanned her face with both hands. “Depends. If she grills my fashion sense, I might faint—”

“—or pounce,” Thessa finished for her.

Khla snorted. “Focus, kittens.” She took the documents, studied the seals, and handed them back. “Vorlius is baiting us. He hopes we break one rule, hand him cause for removal.”

“Then we break zero rules,” I said. “We show up at dawn, let Kay stall the ritual with safety reviews, attend Trixie’s interview, and give Theran nothing he can twist.”

Thessa’s red eyes glowed. “And if he twists anyway?”

I squeezed the staff and felt it answer. “Then we find the next move. Kay’s already looking for bloodline precedent. We’re not beaten yet.”

Lazy rose onto her knees, pressed her forehead to mine. Her whiskers tickled. “We’ll outsmart him. Like street kids slipping cops. Only the cop has magic and stupid killer Mage-Knights, but still.”

Khla stretched—thick muscles rolling—then stood. “I’ll fetch us something to eat.” She paused at the door. “And keep noise down. Hall patrol hates demon moans.”

Thessa flashed her fangs. “No promises.”

Lazy rested her chin on my shoulder. “We’ll get through tomorrow. I can taste it.”

Thessa curled against my other side, tail draping both our laps. “And when we do, I want a feast. Meat, sweets, and maybe a wizard for dessert.”

I kissed her forehead and brushed Lazy’s ear at the same time. “Survive first. Feast later.”


Chapter 9

Borsj arrived early the next morning, scarf piled to his ears and breath fogging the dorm hall.

“Headmistress wants her prize chicken.” He jabbed a thumb over his shoulder. “Up. No entourage. Rules.”

Thessa bared fangs. “Screw the rules.”

“I agree,” Borsj wheezed, “but this time, it’s been made abundantly clear. The girls stay.”

I dressed fast. When I buckled my belt the girls hemmed me in. Lazy pressed her forehead to mine, tail winding my ankle. “Come back in one piece.”

“Don’t let them screw you over,” Thessa muttered.

Khla clasped my shoulder, grip firm. “Hold fast.”

I kissed each of them, quick and fierce, then followed Borsj into corridors washed in gray dawn. His wool coat crackled with every stride.

“I pray for a bed of hot coals,” he grumbled. “Warm, bright coals. Instead, I guide reckless lads to ritual circles.”

“What’s your cut?” I asked.

“Kay keeps me bathing in scalding espresso. Barely worth my frozen tail, but a bonded imp’s gotta make a living.”

He led me to a vaulted wing rarely used by students—rituals weren’t often used, but the academy had a chamber for one anyway. Sigils crawled across basalt slabs, faint glow moving like oil under glass. Two Mage-Knights guarded the entry and stepped aside at a nod from Borsj.

Inside, a wide chamber mirrored an arena without bleachers. Runes in silver ink traced an octagon across the floor. Iron sconces spit steady blue flame, and every wall carried reinforcement marks thick as a wrist.

Kay waited on the far side, jacket as tight as yesterday, red hair pinned up. Alis stood to her right, white braid draped over one shoulder, chin high. Vorlius dominated the center, cloak settled like a judge’s robe. Two clerks knelt near the circle, quills hanging from their belts, fingertips stained with sigil ink.

The staff warmed in my grip as all eyes locked on me.

Kay lifted a hand. “Thank you, Borsj. Dismissed.”

The imp saluted with some sarcasm, turned, and hustled for the corridor, seemingly eager to be out of the way.

I stepped to the chalk line. Kay’s voice softened a notch. “I inspected every glyph. And I corrected many of them.” She threw Vorlius a pointed look, who gave her a look that could kill with coldness. “It is safe for you, disruptive if the bond is shallow. Nothing lethal.”

Vorlius smiled with half a face. “We shall test those assurances now.” He waved at the clerks. “Activate the ring.”

They touched each of the eight points. Light flared up the lines—white, steady, functional. The hum in the floor raised the hairs on my arms.

“Enter, Mr. Aurelius,” Vorlius directed, tone polished marble. “And set the artifact on the plinth.”

A squat stone stand waited in the center. I looked to Kay; she offered a short nod. I crossed the ring. At the exact midpoint something tugged inside my ribs—like crossing a pressure wall—but I reached the stand, planted the staff upright, and stepped back.

Vorlius strolled to the southern vertex, pulled a thin rod of silver, and began tracing counter-sigils through the air. Green motes spilled from the Obsidian Staff, drifted to the ward lines, and sizzled out.

“Initial resonance captured,” the older clerk announced, copying figures onto vellum.

Alis crossed her arms. “We watch closely,” she told Vorlius. “Any surge beyond the documented range and we void your ritual.”

“Your vigilance is welcomed,” he replied without glancing at her, voice dripping with sarcasm. “Commencing nullification.”

He lowered the silver rod to the staff. Pale runes bled from the metal and seeped into the bronze spiral, pushing like frost into water. The pulse beneath my sternum jumped, then raced.

Kay’s heels clicked once. “No hit points or mana drained. Well within safety.”

“Mark five talans of nullification power!” one of the clerks called out.

Vorlius spoke a harsh word. The null pattern intensified, violet streaks threading the earlier frost. The staff answered—emerald veins blazing, heartbeat pounding through the floor. A ring of sparks danced around my boots.

The younger clerk swallowed. “Reading eight talans… ten… twelve.”

Kay’s quill scraped. “Officer, that is a bit too much. If it could be severed, it should’ve broken by now, don’t you think?”

“I have authority to go to twen…” He cut himself off, apparently not wanting to give away the upper limit. “Sustain channel!” he just shouted.

His clerk redoubled effort, hands shaking as she sketched sigils in the air.

The staff roared. No sound, only raw force flaring through color. The octagon lines fractured, silver ink lifting off the stone like dust in a gale. I felt the bond tighten—bone knitting tighter to wood. A dull pain rose, a headache, a sense of emptiness.

“He’s bleeding mana!” Alis said, her voice a tick louder than normal, which was excited as I’d ever seen her.

“Terminate!” Kay shouted.

“No! Thirty talans!” Vorlius called out.

“Thirty!” the clerk confirmed, sweating.

It hurt.

It hurt like hell. But I knew I wasn’t a victim here. Oh no. There was power here. It roiled within me. Defiant, ancient.

Awakening.

And it would not stand for this.

“Terminate!” Kay shouted. “You’re hurting him!”

Too late. A shockwave burst from the staff, shattered the ring completely, and hurled loose energy into every corner. Blue flames atop iron sconces guttered sideways. Vellum sheets whipped from one clerk’s hands, scorched and curling. The other clerk was launched across the room, slammed into a wall, and lay still, groaning. Vorlius just gave a wordless shriek, and Kay and Alis both ran for cover.

When the haze settled, I found myself on one knee in the center of the ruined octagon, staff somehow back in my palm, hot but not burning. Crackles of green lightning leapt along the bronze but died before touching skin.

Kay steadied herself on the desk, eyes wide. Alis caught her balance with inhuman grace, though her gaze darted to me in surprise.

Vorlius lowered his silver rod, lips white. The burn scars on his cheek flushed darker. His Mage-Knights raised halberds, half step forward, uncertain. The clerk who had been flung across the chamber half-rose, rubbing her head.

Around me, the circle lay in smoking fragments. No one bled, yet the ritual was wrecked beyond quick repair.

I stood, pulse hammering, and I couldn’t suppress a chuckle. “Bond nullification, my ass,” I said softly, but in the silence, it carried.
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Vorlius snapped back to his feet, silver rod still fizzing in his grip. “Sabotage,” he hissed at me. “You forced feedback into the lattice.” The scars over his cheek flushed raw.

I planted the staff on the stone. “I wouldn’t even know how. Your circle chewed on itself.”

“Lies.” He slashed a hand at the ruined runes. “A simple annulment rite—”

Kay stepped between us, heels crisp against the floor. “Simple? You ramped the draw to thirty talans without consent, and I honestly doubt you had the legal authority to do so. The backlash sits on your head, Officer Theran.”

Vorlius’s jaw clenched. He pointed past her, straight at me. “The boy remains a threat. If the artifact cannot be parted, then his illicit Familiar bond must be addressed now.”

My pulse jumped. My bond with Thessa. Of course, he’d swing there next. If he couldn’t have the artifact, he’d try to find some way to get me kicked from the academy, so he could take me into custody.

Kay folded her arms under the tight jacket. “The academy governs student bonds internally. I have already taken due action by appointing Professor Trixie Fairweather as temporary bond-auditor. That satisfies article nine of your own handbook.”

Vorlius barked a sharp laugh. “Fairweather? A sideshow archer with a disciplinary longer than any skirt that woman’s ever worn? You insult the Magocracy.”

“That appointment is final, and it stands regardless of your personal dislike for women who refuse to let their conservative elven kin dampen their spirits.” Her green stare never wavered, and the words were an interesting insight into the relationship between Kay and Trixie. While Kay regularly rolled her eyes at Trixie’s antics, it was obvious she respected a woman who had shaken off the yoke of her conservative kin and had gone her own way.

Alis glided to the desk, gathered the scattered parchments with fastidious care, and pressed them into a neat stack. “We are done here, Officer,” she said, and it surprised me how much power her voice held over Vorlius—perhaps some elven thing I did not understand?

Vorlius winced and turned to the Mage-Knights. “Withdraw. Ready the petition for Council escalation.” He jabbed a finger at me. “Until that ruling, the staff may not leave campus grounds. Violate that caveat, and you will learn what real enforcement looks like.”

“Duly noted,” Kay said. “And no need for threats, Officer.”

“Pah!” Vorlius spun on his heel, cloak flaring. The Mage-Knights flanked him out the shattered doorway, boots clanging in unison. A final slam rattled the sconces.

Silence rushed in, and we all basked in it for a moment. We had won ourselves some time—or rather, the staff had won us some time.

Kay looked at me, eyes narrowed. “What happened, Wade?”

I exhaled and shrugged. “I have no idea. I didn’t push mana through it. The staff just—protected itself.”

Kay eyed the green veins still pulsing along the wood. “Whether self-defense or sabotage, the result is the same: the bond between you and the artifact is much deeper than Theran accounted for. That will buy us time.” She softened—barely. “But Wade, that Familiar pact with Thessa…”

“It’s fated,” I answered. “It steadies both of us. We fight better, learn faster. You saw how we performed at the Aquana Games. Both of us stand fully behind it. I’m sorry it’s giving trouble, but this is what was meant to be.”

Alis surprised me by nodding. “Correct,” she simply said, although she didn’t venture to explain why she agreed with me.

Kay shot her a sideways look, ginger eyebrow perked. “Care to elaborate?”

“Familiar bonds carry elements of destiny,” she said. “They are set at birth, and fate often brings the fated ones together. While Familiars can bond with anyone, the bond is only accompanied by love if it is truly fated.”

“Right,” Kay muttered, eyebrow still perked. She then returned to me. “Regardless, a male student forming a private Familiar link against rules with a first-year tiefling puts the academy in a political vise, as you’re now seeing.”

“I accept that,” I said. “But I won’t dissolve it.”

“Dissolving it would cause severe backlash,” Alis added matter-of-factly, once again surprising me by taking my side.

Kay’s lips pressed tight, then relaxed. “Fine. We try to work the system.” She tapped the stacked paperwork. “Your next step: attend Trixie’s inquiry. Bring Thessa. Be candid. Let her document cooperation.”

I shifted the staff to my shoulder. “What outcome should I expect?”

“That depends on Professor Fairweather,” Kay said. A faint smile flickered—hard to read. “She owns full discretion under academy statute. Impress her.” She glanced at the ruined ink and the scorch marks. “And try to keep it clean.” She then looked at Alis. “We need to clean this mess,” she muttered.

Alis raised a brow. “We shall deliver the ritual debris to arcane forensics. In the meantime, Wade, locate your Familiar before Theran’s spies corner her for statements.”

“I’m on it.”

Kay caught my sleeve as I turned. “For the record, once this is all over and we come unharmed on the other side, there will be consequences for that bond and disregarding the rules.”

“I understand,” I said.

Her fingers lingered half a beat, warm through fabric, then released. With that, I headed for the door, head buzzing with the next fight on the docket: Trixie, paperwork, and whatever curveballs a jealous Magocracy officer could still pitch before sundown.


Chapter 10

I rapped twice on the cheerful pink sign that bore Trixie’s curvy handwriting: BOND-AUDIOLOGY—NO BORING PEOPLE ALLOWED.

There were hearts drawn around the elegant letters, and I exchanged a look with Thessa, who rolled her eyes.

“Get your cute butts in here!” Trixie chirped from the other side of the door.

Thessa pushed first, horns clearing the frame by a whisker. I followed, staff under my arm.

Trixie paced like a caged songbird. She wore tight mint shorts, a crop hoodie that was a size too small and hugged her curvy frame in ways that made the mind wander, and…

Goggles?

Brass rims, violet lenses, odd little turbines over each temple. They magnified her eyes until she looked part owl.

I laughed. There was no other response possible. “New fashion statement?”

She held the pose, hips cocked. “Aura optics, mister! They read, like, emotional frequency? Also, I look wicked adorable.” She twirled, goggles flashing. “And before you ask, yes, I can still see very well.” With those final words, she came over and slammed her voluptuous self into a desk she had apparently not seen. “Ow!” she hummed chirpily.

Thessa sniffed. “Is this an exam or a runway for gnome engineers?”

“Both.” Trixie pointed at a cushioned dais set under a lattice of hanging crystals. “Familiar first—Thessa. Wade, hands behind your back until I call you.”

Thessa strutted to the platform, tail in a triumphant S-curve. I leaned on the staff and watched violet beams from the ceiling stones sweep over her body. The crystals pulsed red-gold around her heart and throat, softer blue near her horns. Trixie tapped the side of her goggles, excitement bubbling like a shaken soda.

“Pulse steady, mana showing no storm spikes,” she dictated to the quill that hovered beside her clipboard. The quill scribbled everything in bubble letters, dotting the i’s with hearts. “Scimbles… Uhm… like twenty?” She stuck out her tongue as she focused. “Tally rate, seventy… no, seventy-three… I’m detecting twelve zyrons per ambulate inch.”

“You’re making all of this up, aren’t you?” I said.

“Ssh!” She fixed her eyes on Thessa again. “Baseline—two hundred-and-sixty smoochpoints.”

Thessa tossed her hair. “Is that good?”

“The cutest,” Trixie sang. “Very hot. A little too hot, maybe, if there is such a thing, which there isn’t. Swap.”

Thessa hopped down. Her hand brushed my back on the way by, nails grazing the shirt.

I climbed up. The platform hummed. Cold light skimmed my chest, head, then froze over the staff tucked under my elbow. Lines brightened fire-green. Trixie’s grin widened.

“Bond thread present,” she said. “Strengthy-strength—off the chart. No archereon signatures, no crystalline runoff. Congratulations, you two are disgustingly healthy.” She flipped the clipboard. “Meditation time!”

She guided us toward twin mats, and Thessa and I knelt on them. Trixie settled between us, knees folded, goggles still on. She guided us through slow inhales, measured exhales. My shoulders loosened, the tight knot from Vorlius unwinding bit by bit.

“Now,” she said, voice gone silky, “touch palms. Close eyes. Invite the link.”

I pressed my hand to Thessa’s. Heat rushed up my arm at once. I felt her hunger, her worry, her fierce pride.

Trixie hummed, pleased. “Emotional harmonic—perfect.” She poked my bicep. “You hold tension here. Let it drop.”

I obeyed. My eyes opened to find Trixie studying me through those huge lenses. Her mouth formed a little O. “Wade, your aura flirts back. Naughty.”

Thessa purred. “His aura can flirt with me all day.”

Trixie giggled. “Let’s test reactive crossover.” She wiggled two fingers. “Kiss.”

Thessa’s brows shot up. Mine likely did the same.

“For science!” Trixie insisted.

Thessa needed no second nudge. She cupped my cheeks and pressed in. The first contact tasted of the cinnamon gum she had been chewing. Her tail looped behind me, anchoring me. I felt the bond thread tighten, hot and sweet. The crystals overhead exploded in gold.

Trixie’s breath hitched; her quill scratched faster. “Aura surge… oh wow.” Her thighs squeezed together. She ripped the goggles off and fanned herself. “Okay, that’s plenty.”

Thessa ignored her and deepened the kiss. Heat rolled between us like furnace wind. My hand slid to her waist, fingers learning each curve through starched cotton.

“Stop, stop, stop!” Trixie laughed, but it sounded thin. “Any more, and I’ll need my own waiver.”

Thessa broke the kiss, lips glossy, eyes wicked. “Guess the bond just gets me carried away.”

Trixie smoothed her hoodie, cheeks rosy. “Uhm, like, understatement of the year? I’m filing the report as fully consensual, highly stable, emotionally beneficial, and sexy as heck.” She jotted a final note, then tossed the clipboard onto her desk. “First part of the audit complete.”

I rose, legs a little unsteady, the staff lightly tapping the mat when I moved. “Consequences?”

“None from me,” she said. “Vorlius can review the transcript and cry into a pillow. But we’ll have to do a few more… uhm… sessions.”

I was not very concerned for those…

“Thank you,” I said, sincere.

Trixie unzipped a side pocket on her hoodie, produced two foil-wrapped chocolates, and flipped them to us. “Reward for good patients. Now scoot before I do something unprofessional.”

Thessa’s grin turned downright sinful. “Too late, professor. Your pupils dilated when we kissed.”

Trixie squeaked with joy, clapped both hands over her cheeks. “Out!”

We obeyed, mostly because Thessa grabbed my wrist and marched me to the door. Trixie watched, pupils the size of moons, lower lip caught between her teeth.

In the hall the tiefling spun, pressed me against the cold stone, and claimed a fresh kiss. Sparks danced again. She tugged me three steps, kicked a side door open, and yanked me into an empty adjunct office.

“That got me all hot and bothered,” she whispered, eyes aflame.

The door clicked shut behind us—Trixie had definitely heard that. And honestly, that kind of turned me on.


Chapter 11

Thessa was all over me in a flash. I was not complaining. I wanted her any moment of the day, but Trixie’s exam, and seeing the cute elf—even when wearing stupid goggles—get so turned on by me kissing Thessa had gotten me all worked up. And I knew Thessa was the same way. She was always so hungry.

She pushed me to sit in the chair at a small table and straddled me, kissing me deeply and passionately as her tail curled around me and her breasts pressed into my chest. I groaned into the kiss, and she slipped her tongue inside. Our tongues battled for dominance, and I squeezed her supple ass as she ground into me.

She wore a skimpy thong under her plaid skirt, so I got two nice handfuls of tiefling ass, and she moaned as I squeezed those cheeks, then hitched the skirt up and slapped her ass hard, making her yelp and giggle.

“Oh, Wade,” she purred, “you’re so naughty. I love that about you.”

I smiled as I reached up and unbuttoned her blouse. She was wearing no bra. Her large, firm breasts spilled out, with her dark nipples already stiff with excitement. Her tail wrapped around my thigh as I bent my head to suck at her tits, and she moaned as I alternated, sucking one and then the other, my hands on her back holding her to me as she ground her pussy into my cock, which was straining at my pants.

I sat back, and she shimmied back a little, smiling, eyes gleaming with lust as she reached for my belt and unbuckled it, unbuttoned and unzipped and reached into my pants, pulling my cock out and stroking it, looking up at me with that sultry gaze, biting her lower lip. Her skirt was still hitched up, and my mouth watered at how her thong clung to her sweet pussy lips.

“Did that big-tit elf get you all hot and bothered?” she asked, teasing. “Despite the stupid goggles?”

I couldn’t help but chuckle at that. Of course, she had seen where my eyes had drifted to. “Not just the elf,” I said, kneading her delicious breasts. “A certain tiefling helped...”

She giggled as she stroked my cock. “Bad boy for looking at other girls like that! I might just have to punish you.”

“As if you mind,” I said, giving her ass another hard slap. “It was turning you on just as much... if not more.”

She yelped, then squeezed my cock, licking those plump lips of hers. I groaned. She giggled again and stood, sliding her panties down her legs and kicking them off. She was just wearing her heels, skirt, and stockings now as she turned her ass to me and bent over, reaching back to pull her skirt up. She had the finest, most gorgeous ass, two round, perfect spheres, and she spread her legs, giving me an excellent view of her pussy from behind, the folds glistening with her arousal. I licked my lips, wanting to taste her, wanting to push my tongue into her and make her shudder and moan.

She looked over her shoulder at me and grinned, her tail whipping back and forth as she wiggled her hips. “What are you waiting for?”

I chuckled and got up behind her, my hands sliding up her thighs, over her ass, grabbing her cheeks and squeezing them. She moaned and wiggled her hips more, and I slapped that big, delicious ass, making her yelp and giggle as she leaned forward on the small table, her ass up in the air for me.

“I want to make you beg first,” I told her, and she purred, arching her back, her breasts hanging beneath her, swaying with her movements.

“Baby, please... I want your lips on my pussy, I want you to tongue me until I come,” she said, her words breathy, needy.

“Naughty girl,” I said, sliding my hand up her ass, her tail whipping against it as I slid my fingers down her crack to rub at her wet pussy, my other hand squeezing her ass. “Such a naughty girl.”

“Your naughty girl,” she gasped as she shot me a challenging look over her shoulder, pushing back into my touch. “Please, Wade, kiss my pussy, please...”

I chuckled, enjoying her begging, and leaned forward, pressing my face against her gorgeous ass. I kissed her ass, then bit down on her cheek, making her moan. She was so delicious, and her skin was so soft. She wiggled her hips, wanting more, and I kissed my way down her butt cheek until I reached her wet pussy. I licked her as she stayed bent over the table, and she cried out in pleasure as my tongue slid along her slit.

“Oh Wade,” she cried, “yes, baby...”

I loved her cries, her begging, her moans, and I squeezed her cheeks, spreading them a bit as my tongue lapped at her. She was so delicious, I loved the taste of her. I slipped a finger inside her warm and wet pussy as I lapped at her, and she shuddered as I curled it to probe her sensitive G-spot.

“Wade!” she gasped. “Yes!”

I smiled into her, loving her reaction to what I was doing as I worked my finger inside her, rubbing her as I ate her out, and she began to buck her hips, grinding on my face as I tongued her.

“Oh gods,” she cried, “oh fuck, oh yes, yes, make me cum, Wade, make me cum!”

I kept going, eating her out, finger-fucking her, loving her taste, loving the sounds of her pleasure. I could feel her getting closer, and I kept at her until her thighs were trembling, her hips thrusting, her pussy clenching around my finger, her juices dripping down my chin.

“Ah, fuck!” Thessa cried out as she came, her juices soaking my tongue as I lapped them up, her entire body shuddering in orgasm.

I kept licking her, sucking on her clit, and she cried out as she rode the wave of that orgasm. When I pulled back and rose, I slapped her ass, making her yelp and giggle as she looked at me over her shoulder, her cheeks flushed, her eyes bright with her arousal and satisfaction, a grin on her face.

I grinned back at her, slapping my rock-hard cock on one of those pretty ass cheeks, making it jiggle. Her tail wrapped around my leg as it usually did when I was about to fuck her.

“Do it, baby,” she hummed, her red eyes ablaze with desire, as she swayed that big ass left to right. “Fuck me.”

I groaned and pushed into her from behind. She was so wet that it was easy, and she moaned as I slid into her tight warmth, her tail tightening around my leg as she gripped the edge of the table. I reached forward to grab hold of her horns and pulled her head back, making her moan as I slapped that ass, pulling out and thrusting into her again.

“Oh yes, take me, Wade, harder, harder,” Thessa cried as I slapped her ass again, thrusting harder into her, gripping her horn, my other hand on her ass.

“Naughty little tieflings need to be fucked,” I grunted, giving her what she wanted.

“Yes, yes, yes,” she moaned, “give it to me, baby, I need it so bad.”

I pulled on her horns, arching her back, and she gripped the table with both hands, pushing back into me as I thrust forward. Her tail tightened and whipped against me, and she was crying out in ecstasy as I fucked her. I slapped that big, delicious ass of hers again, the sound echoing in the room.

“Oh Wade, yes!” she cried. “Yes, yes, yes,” she chanted in time with my thrusts, and I could feel that she was getting closer to cumming again, her pussy clenching around me.

I was close too and sped up, fucking her faster, harder, pulling on her horns as I pounded into her. She pushed back into me, and I groaned, feeling the pressure build in my balls.

“Gods!” Thessa mewled, “oh yes, I’m gonna cum again, Wade, make me cum.”

I kept going, and then she cried out, her pussy clenching around me, and I followed her over the edge, shooting my load deep inside her as she came, her juices soaking my dick. She shuddered and spasmed, and I gripped her ass and her horn, pulling her into me as I thrust once more, emptying myself inside her.

Thessa fell forward onto the table, her breasts heaving as she tried to catch her breath, and I pulled out, watching my cum drip from her, which made my cock throb and leak some final cum onto one of those round ass cheeks. My mouth quirked with satisfaction at the sight of that.

She giggled, feeling my gaze on her, then looked over her shoulder at me, her lips in a cheeky grin as she swayed her ass for me.

“You’re amazing,” I said, still breathing hard.

“You are,” she purred, standing up and turning, draping her arms around my neck and kissing me deeply, her tail whipping back and forth slowly.

I grinned at her, slapping her ass again before my gaze drifted to the door to the office. “We’d, uh, better get out of here before whoever this office belongs to gets back.”

She giggled and nodded, quickly gathering up her discarded clothes as I tucked my cock back into my pants.

A few seconds later, we were out in the hallway, cheeks red, sweat-slicked and giggling as we quickly left the administration building.


Chapter 12

Thessa and I slipped back into our dorm room with hair still sweaty from the little office we had “borrowed.”

Lazy lay on her belly across the foot of Khla’s bed, kicking her heels in the air and batting a length of yarn she must have swiped from somewhere. Khla sat at the study desk, scowling at the world and yet smiling at Lazy’s antics at the same time—a unique orcish ability.

Khla’s nostrils flared. “You two were gone an hour.”

“Fifty-five minutes,” Thessa corrected, tail swishing with pride.

Lazy’s ears perked. “Was it naughty science, or just plain naughty?”

I chuckled. Perceptive of her. Perhaps she could smell it on us. “A little column A, a little column B,” I said, dropping the Obsidian Staff beside my trunk. Thessa draped herself across my back, hugging me like a heated blanket.

Khla looked at me. “So, did Trixie finish her inquisitional nonsense?”

I filled them in: the aura crystals, the kiss that had sent Trixie’s goggles foggy, the verdict so far—bond was good, no penalties.

Khla exhaled through her nose; relief for her came that quietly. Lazy rolled onto her back, hands clasped under her head. “So bondage is not a threat. Excellent. Next crisis?”

“Well,” I said, wagging my hand, “I’m pretty sure we won’t get off that easy. Vorlius will find something about the report, and I’m convinced we’re not out of the woods yet.” The girls nodded thoughtfully at that, and I followed up with a shrug. “For now, it’s on to research. I really want to dive into the books, see if there’s anything that can help us. There has to be some information about this staff somewhere.”

Lazy hopped upright, hairpin glinting. “Library trip! You know I love forbidden aisles.”

Khla stood, shoulders flexing. “We hunt facts, not gossip. Lead on, Enchanter.”

Thessa gave my butt a playful swat. “Clean clothes first, lover boy. Librarians frown on sweaty threads.”

I chuckled as I tugged on fresh trousers and a jacket. Thessa did the same. Rolling their eyes and knowing full well what we had gotten ourselves into, Lazy and Khla made their own preparations. Lazy stuffed her pockets with licorice sticks for emergency snacks, and Khla slung a satchel of blank parchment.

We marched across the quad. Students stared at the way Thessa’s horns caught the sunlight and at the black rod tapping my shoulder. The moment we stepped through the huge oak doors of the library, the hush swallowed us.

Rows upon rows of shelves climbed so high the top platform hid in shadows. I guided us straight to the magic‐law section. “We start with Reclamation case studies,” I said. “Might be we find a little trick in there.”

Lazy shook her head. “Folio mentioned blood resonance, not legislation. We need genealogy, dragon lore, maybe arcane metallurgy.”

Khla pointed to a pillar-thick catalog. “Split the work. Wade, take dragons. Lazy, artifact craft. Thessa, bloodline theory. I’ll chase legal cross-references.”

Thessa saluted with two fingers. “On it.”

We went to work. Nothing we hadn’t done before as Krysfelt had seen to our training in research. We had snacks, we had drinks, and we had purpose, so hours passed in that silent arena. It helped that I had had a little tumble with Thessa to prevent more bodily distraction. As we worked, scroll tubes rattled, ladders rolled, and pages turned. The staff leaned against a chair near me, never farther than arm’s reach.

I dug through Draconic Bloodlines—nothing on Taelath. Thessa wrestled a tome twice her size, scowling at a passage on fiend-mortal progeny. Lazy hung upside down from the second-tier railing at one point just to grab a dusty codex. Khla copied law excerpts in small, neat script.

By midafternoon we had a waist-high pile of useless paper. Lazy snapped her licorice stick in half. “All right, I concede. The people who cut out those pages knew where every other lead hid.”

Thessa slapped shut Noble Sanguine Threads, snorting embers. “I’ll cut something else if we walk out empty.”

I rubbed my temples. “We’re missing a cornerstone reference. The folio hinted at something called a ‘Legacy Trial’ connected to an orb. We need something about that.” I groaned in frustration. “Why don’t they have anything?”

“My brain is mush,” Lazy groaned, flopping across three chairs at once.

Khla perked up suddenly, and by the way she glanced at me, I knew I had to take a look.

Behind me, Professor Alis appeared at the end of the aisle, hair white as snowfall against her charcoal robes. She carried a thin leather satchel in one hand and a rolled parchment in the other.

Her silver eyes skimmed each of us, cool and clinical. “Mr. Aurelius. Miss Thessa. Miss Layzaia-Neena. Miss Khla.” Each name dropped with perfect enunciation. “We wondered when you would exhaust the public stacks.”

Thessa’s tail lashed. “Enjoy the show, Professor?”

Alis ignored the heat. “We came to deliver a resource.” She produced a battered bestiary, cracked spine bound in twine, and laid it on the reading table. Next she unrolled a brittle chart. “And a site map.”

Khla straightened. “What is this?”

Alis opened the bestiary. Marginal notes ringed crude sketches of dragon crests—claws, wings, sunbursts. She tapped one emblem: a coiled serpent about a sun, three talons extended. “Taelath brood insignia.”

My breath caught. Somehow, the significance of that symbol resonated deeply with me.

Thessa pressed a finger to the ink. “That’s it,” she whispered. Through the bond, she felt the same blaze of excitement.

Alis nodded fractionally, then smoothed the chart across the table. It showed the academy grounds and surrounding forest as they stood a century earlier. A route snaked to a shaded circle labeled SAPPHIRE GROTTO—Training Dungeon (Decommissioned).

Alis tapped the name. “Records state a research project into draconic lineage took place there long before the Academy repurposed it for combat drills, decommissioning it again later. We believe artifacts matched to Taelath blood were retrieved by the Magocracy, but there might be more on the subject of draconic lineages.”

Lazy’s eyes glittered. “Hidden loot cave. Yes, please.”

Alis withdrew a sealed letter with her signet. “We cannot grant you access ourselves; protocol prevents it. Yet Headmistress Kay remains open to controlled field study if presented with a formal proposal. A request for diagnostic exploration of the Obsidian Staff should suffice.”

Khla accepted the letter with reverence. “You recommend us?”

Alis’s tone held frost and crystal all at once. “We recommend facts above speculation. Your success benefits the academy’s standing and—” her gaze flicked to me for a second “—our own curiosity.”

“Why help us?” Thessa challenged, arms folding under her chest.

Alis met her flame-red eyes without flinching. “The Magocracy impedes knowledge. We dislike impediments. We dislike them quite a lot, in fact.” She closed the bestiary, sliding it to me. “Return that intact.”

I set a hand on the book. “Thank you, Professor. This could crack everything open.”

She inclined her head. “Fortune favors preparation. Draft your petition tonight.” She turned, robes whispering. “And please, tidy your work area. Librarians loathe chaos.”

With that, she glided away, leaving the four of us staring at the old chart like it glowed.

Lazy broke the hush first. “A dungeon run that might prove the staff belongs to you? Count me in.” She bounced on the balls of her feet, tail making figure eights.

Thessa licked her lips. “I smell dragonfire and destiny,” she said, voice low, eager. “We go.”

Khla rolled up the chart with military precision. “First we write a proposal. No sloppy grammar. Kay will shred anything less than perfect.”

I picked up the bestiary, the worn leather warm under my palm. The staff pulsed in response. “We’ll give her a proposal she can’t refuse.”

Thessa pressed against my side, whisper hot at my ear. “Another quest together. Try not to lose your shirt this time.”

Lazy hugged the rolled chart to her chest. “No promises. Shirts get in the way of loot.”

Khla rumbled a quiet chuckle and shouldered her satchel. “Back to the dorm. Ink and quills await.”

We filed out, arms full of new hope and dusty texts, ready to turn an abandoned grotto into the next step of our answer.


Chapter 13

After working through a significant part of the night, we assembled in Kay’s study right after breakfast. She had moved a meeting to see us first thing in the morning and had already been briefed by Alis. All of that showed me how much she wanted us to succeed.

She looked tired as she reviewed the document. I could tell she hadn’t had all that much sleep herself. Still, she was pretty as always, and her disheveled hair and slightly tired eyes even gave her a special kind of charm—the Sunday-morning-after-a-party charm.

Except it had been arcane studies and plotting against a Magocracy officer, but hey…

Finally, she motioned us closer while sealing a final document with her ring. “Your proposal for Sapphire Grotto is approved,” she said, green gaze rolling over us. “Reclamation fought it, but they can’t limit our research that much—Alis knew this. Still, Vorlius insists you bring a chaperone, so Professor Fairweather will supervise.” She handed Trixie a thick envelope. “Signed clearances, ward-codes. Use them.”

Trixie bounced on her toes, chest jiggling under a peach hoodie that displayed a glitter unicorn. “Field trip!” She tried for jazz-hands, almost back-handing one of Kay’s busts. Khla caught the wild arm before any marble shattered, but Trixie barely seemed to notice.

Kay rolled her eyes and went on. “Borsj drives. He will remain on site with the van. You five head in, collect proof concerning Taelath lineage, and return. No heroics. No unlogged trophies. And absolutely no voiding the oversight clause.”

Thessa’s tail flicked. “If Vorlius comes to stop us?”

“Refer him to me,” Kay said, cool as nitrogen. Then—barely audible—”And stay safe, Wade.” The comment made my pulse jump. She cleared her throat, frost mask snapping back on. “Dismissed.”

We found the old imp outside, stood beside the academy van, winter coat wrapped so tight the buttons screamed. “You again,” he croaked. “Load up, young nuisances.”

The van wheezed when Trixie threw the side door wide. Lazy hopped in first, tail swishing over the cracked vinyl bench. She patted the spot beside her. “Wade-seat right here!”

Thessa climbed after me, horns scraping the roof, then stretched one shapely leg right across my lap as she settled. Possession established. Khla folded into the last row; the lone bench still groaned beneath all that orc muscle.

Trixie claimed shotgun, feet on the dash before Borsj even started the engine. “Road mixtape?” she chirped.

“No,” the imp said. He revved, and the van lurched out of the gates, paint rattling.

The ride would last barely twenty minutes, but I supposed it was going to feel like it took a lot longer thanks to Trixie’s running commentary. Once we cleared the academy grounds and those of Lombardy, she began pointing out whatever she could see through the windows.

“Look, steam vents! Those are elemental spas for earthworms. Did you know that?”

Lazy swooned. “She’s so quirky.”

Thessa snorted. “She’s so loud.”

“Volume builds morale!” Trixie argued, twisting around; the motion made her neckline slip and tease a generous view. My eyes dipped. Thessa pinched my thigh—hard, then chuckled, shaking her head.

About twenty minutes later, we rolled through a set of tall iron pylons that marked the site as a Dungeon. A geyser burst beyond the fence, spraying neon-blue mist that hissed on basalt. The place looked abandoned, the pylons rusty.

Borsj braked beside a half-ruined service shack. “End of the line. I’ll guard the jalopy. Try not to die; paperwork triples if you do.”

We left the van and gathered at the Dungeon entrance—a stone arch that yawned into night-blue gloom. Sapphire crystals veined the cliff around it, pulsing in lazy rhythm, as if the grotto itself breathed. Jets of azure vapor shot from vents, bathing everything in watercolor light. The hiss mingled with distant trickling water, setting a natural baseline hum.

Trixie posed in the glow like a swimsuit model at a beach shoot, one hip cocked, pink “ELF HNTR” branded bow slung across her back. “Okay, dungeon rules. Stay within line-of-sight, shout target calls, and if something tries to charm you, smack yourself and think of taxes.”

Lazy giggled. “Thinking of taxes never fails to ruin my mood.”

Khla eyed the vents. “Steam that bright seems magical.”

Thessa rolled a fireball over her palm; blue light played over her dark nails. “I’ll cook anything that jumps out, okay Khla? Don’t worry.”

The orcess harrumphed.

I planted my staff, the green veins answering the grotto’s glow. “We go in, search for any knowledge related to draconic bloodlines, and leave. No extended farming.”

“That’s code for ‘no sidetracking for treasure,’ right?” Trixie asked.

“Yes.”

“Boo!” She stuck out her tongue but gave a sharp nod after. “Fine. Official objective: bloodline lore.”

Trixie nodded. “Let’s head in—”

I touched her elbow. “Not yet. I want Borsj’s wheels ready. If anything goes wrong inside, we sprint out and we drive.” I turned to the imp. “Engine idling, doors unlocked.”

“Ugh, we robbing a bank?” He flapped a dismissive hand. “Fine, I’ll keep the rust bucket purring.”

With that, I offered a nod, and the girls all fell in behind me as I eyed the entrance to the Dungeon. Proof of my blood might be found somewhere inside that glow…

I stepped up, and the low arch of stone swallowed us.

The grotto had a light of its own, created by its many crystal formations, and it pulsed against the Obsidian Staff in my hand, each glow answering the green veins inside the wood. Damp heat wrapped me as we walked in single file—me first, Thessa gliding at my shoulder, Lazy flicking her tail at every shimmer, Khla bringing a steady clink of ring mail, and Trixie last, humming off-key while her bow tipped from side to side.

After sixty paces the tunnel widened without warning. A chamber opened before us, big as a gymnasium, walls ribbed in faceted sapphire that shot reflections over the slick floor. In the middle, an opalescent insect rose from a pool—spindly legs, two meters tall, twin sickles folded under a glossy thorax.

“Water Mantis,” Trixie purred. “A minor boss!”

“Minor boss, my buns,” Thessa whispered. “That thing is chunky.”

“Not to mention disgusting,” Lazy complained.

The creature angled a wide head at the sound. Droplets ran down plated armor, steaming on the hot stone.

“Standard set-up,” I said. “Khla, Bless. Thessa, open with Firebolt and circle. Lazy hold a nasty spell for a window. Trixie—”

A bright bowstring twang answered me before I finished. A Fire Shot arced past my cheek and punched into the mantis’s shoulder. Liquid hissed where the arrow buried.

Thessa’s tail whipped. “Show-off!”

The mantis shrieked and lunged. Thessa’s Firewall met it head on, blocking its path. The creature reared with a shriek, multifaceted eyes shooting left and right to determine where to go before it burst through the wall, risking the flame to try a swath at me with both of its scythe-like appendages.

On instinct, I brought the staff up, and it blocked the left scythe with a ring of sparks; the right scythe slid past and carved a strip from my robe. Heat spilled through the tear, but no blood.

Khla’s voice boomed behind me. “Bless!”

Power flooded my limbs—stats up, pulse faster. I shoved the staff up under the jaw, drove the thing back a step.

As I did so, Thessa loosed a Firebolt that drilled the joint of one leg. Chitin popped, steam belched, and the mantis staggered back. I tried a Charm, but the creature resisted.

Behind me, Trixie cast Mark, and a glowing rune branded the creature’s chest; every hit would bite harder.

Then, the air rippled in a circle around us, as if trying to enclose us.

Even the Water Mantis seemed surprised at the anomaly. We all stared at it for a moment, but it was Trixie—of all of us, she had the most experience—who realized what it was.

“Portal!” she shouted, all business-liked. “Incoming!”

A moment later, five masked figures in gray robes dropped down from the rippling air, landing in a circle around us. No insignia or anything to recognize them by. Each lifted a short wand—black iron tipped with fish-hook prongs.

And they all targeted me…

“Shield!” Khla snapped. Light wrapped me in an amber bubble a breath before the assassins conjured and fired anti-magic nets with their wands. Electrified strands slapped Khla’s Shield and skidded off.

The Water Mantis seized the chance, scything me across the back, and I cried out in pain as it broke Khla’s shield, and I suffered 10 damage. I jumped forward even as I felt Khla’s spell heal me up again a moment before she recast Shield, protecting me once more.

I barked, “Trixie, Lazy, focus on the new guys!” Then I channeled Charm at the nearest attacker. “Protect me.” The robed man jerked, turned, and stabbed his mate in the ribs with his own wand. Screams echoed, and confusion ensued between those two.

“Wall of Fire!” Thessa shouted, and a curving sheet of flame cut the room, boxing half the saboteurs away from us and the Water Mantis on the other side. Heat washed over my face, strong enough to blister damp stone.

A rogue mage outside the wall raised his wand and fired a bolt of violet glass. Smart enough, he targeted the healer, and the bolt struck Khla hard in the chest. The orcess staggered, eyes wide, then another bolt clipped her thigh. She hit the floor on one knee, breath knocked out.

“Khla!” I hooked an arm under her shoulder, dragged her behind a crystal outcrop. Another net slapped the space we left, sizzling as it failed to find mana, and bolt slammed into the outcrop, sending sparks flying.

But the counterattack came. Lazy stood on a fallen shard, black hair flaring. “Phantasm!” Purple haze leapt from her wand and sank into a rogue’s cowl. He froze, clawing at his own face, shrieking soundlessly while blood trickled past the mask. He toppled, dead before he hit the ground, and disintegrated, leaving not a trace.

“Wow,” I muttered at the sight of the complete body disappearing.

At the same time, Thessa chucked her Fireball in the middle of the group of rogue mages. One staggered back under the fire damage, straight toward the Water Mantis.

Clicking its mandibles happily, the Water Mantis simply cut the rogue mage in two. Like the other, he disappeared on death as if the Water Mantis had fully disintegrated him.

Now there were three left. The one I Charmed still fought his buddy, giving us two true enemies on their feet, one of whom was in melee.

Now, Trixie was up. Her arrow split mid-flight—Multishot. Five smoking shafts slammed the rogues. One attacker spun away, cloak shredded. The other dropped his wand, blood pouring from a hole above the collarbone, yet he lived. The Charm spell was broken by the attack, and the rogue mages now saw they had lost the initiative.

One of them spoke a few words, and a portal rippled open. Thessa chucked another Fireball, and I tried an Enrage, but the rogue mage I had targeted resisted, and they were already into the portal. A moment later, the glow snapped shut.

“Cowards!” Thessa shouted.

“Focus!” I called out, still minding Khla. “Water Mantis is still here.”

The beast screeched and burst through the new Firewall, plating cracked, one leg dragging.

Khla groaned, tried to cast Heal on herself. But her Mana fizzled with the strain of her injuries, and she couldn’t channel it properly.

“Focus the mantis!” I called toward Lazy, Thessa, and Trixie. “Thessa, burn it!”

She planted her feet, hair lifting in a furnace draft. “Fireball!” A sphere brighter than sunlight roared from her hands, slammed into the mantis’s chest, bursting in a shock of flame. Cracks glowed white-hot along the shell.

Trixie drew wide, nocked an arrow, let fly. “Explosive Shot!” The war-head struck the fire-weakened plate and detonated. Mantis fluid splattered, hissing on stone.

The creature sagged, arms twitching, and it collapsed, shards of shell rolling across the floor.


Chapter 14

As the different parts of the Water Mantis stopped moving, I turned my attention to Khla. The orcess groaned and braced herself, breathing hard.

“You okay?” I asked.

She snorted. “Barely a scratch.” Even so, she pressed a palm to her own ribs. White light slid under her skin, knitting tissue and closing the burn on her thigh. This time, she made the spell work, and she flexed once, satisfied. “Healer intact.”

Lazy sprang onto a rock beside us, tail thumping. “Good, because I’m in no mood to piggyback you to the van.”

Khla ruffled Lazy’s hair between the cat ears—an orc’s version of affection—then studied the mantis carcass with satisfaction. Steam bled from cracked plates, filling the room with a stinking haze.

Trixie, half-hidden behind a crystal spine, drew a gleaming arrow and tapped the floor where the rogue mages had landed. “Not even a blood spatter from the killed ones.” She traced a circle. “They ported in, attacked, and popped out clean.”

Thessa narrowed her eyes at where the portal had been. “I vote we call those roaches Vorlius-brand. Bureaucrat sends assassins, especially the ones who disintegrate with all proof when they’re dead.”

Trixie lifted a brow. “Proof of that, Fire-Face?”

“Who else wants to capture Wade?” Thessa growled.

I rolled the stiff muscles in my shoulder, thinking. “The timing screams inside knowledge. We file it under Probable Vorlius for now.”

Lazy hopped down. “Makes sense. He strikes and claims the staff while Kay sorts paperwork.”

Trixie hooked her bow across her bust. “Maybe. I think we can all agree that we need to hurry, though; no point wasting time.” She twirled, looked to me. “Boss-man?”

I nodded. She had fallen into our rhythm with ease, accepting my leadership even though she was of a higher level than I was. Of course, it made sense; she had joined our team, and even though she was something of a chaperone, she was well enough versed in the art of Dungeon crawling that she knew not to interfere in team dynamics—dynamics she had helped us develop through her rigorous training.

I scanned the rest of the chamber. Broken shell glittered like mother-of-pearl in blue light. On the far wall, half-buried behind a jut of crystal, a corroded bronze sign leaned at an angle. One word still readable after a century of mineral spray: ARCHIVUM—arrow pointing deeper.

“Archivum.” I nudged the plaque with my boot. “Sounds promising.”

Khla brushed stone dust from her greaves. “Sounds like the place we’re looking for.” A rare smile tugged her tusks. “We finish the mission.”

Trixie grabbed the sign, shook crumbs loose, and posed with it like a prize catch. “Library, here we come!” She froze mid-flair, sniffed. “Ick. Smells like boiled shrimp. Wade, memo: next time bring lemon wedges.”

Lazy actually drooled. “Shrimp…”

Thessa flicked her ear. “Focus, kitten, or I’ll charbroil you a mantis leg.”

“Ew, no!”

While they bantered, I gave the floor another good look. One wand lay where a rogue mage had dropped—black iron, crystals humming dimly at each tip. No sigil of rank, no house crest, nothing that tied them to Magocracy corps.

Nothing I could see, at least.

I pocketed the wand. “Kay will want this.” Then I rose and wiped sweat off my brow. “Let’s pack up. Straight passage until we hit the Archivum sign again, then we check every side corridor.” I glanced at Khla. “You okay, Khla?”

Khla stretched her shoulders, rolled her neck. “More than ready.”

Thessa slid to my left flank, tail lashing slow circles around my calf. “Let’s move,” she purred.

Lazy bounced ahead, already tugging a glow-stone from her pouch. “Whoever teleports in next better bring snacks; I’m starving.”

Trixie tiptoed after her, humming a jaunty tune as if she was off to the fair or something, fingering her “ELF HNTR” branded bow.

I spared one last look at the mantis husk, then at the scorched circle where the ambushers had stood. I tapped the Obsidian Staff against my boot and led my team toward the tunnel marked Archivum.
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The tunnel pinched tight, moisture dripping from seams of dull quartz, before yawning into a squat chamber that smelled like spoiled parchment. Shelves sagged at odd angles, furred with gray mold. Half-crushed crates lay where training teams must have smashed them during drills; chipped sword marks gouged the walls, and splinters strewn about told old stories of blunt practice weapons and clumsy footwork.

I swept the sapphire lamp overhead. Blue light licked over warped ledgers, cracked jars, a toppled filing desk whose legs had rotted away. Steam from the outer vents hadn’t reached this deep, so the air sat cold and wet.

Lazy padded in first, ears swiveling. “Ooo, spooky library.” She drew a lazy circle through the dust on one shelf, then sniffed her fingertip and pulled a face. “Mildew, my mortal foe.”

Khla stepped past her and leaned a shoulder against a stone pillar that had split under some long-ago hit. “Damaged structure. Watch your footing.” She nudged a loose board into a pile and scanned the ceiling for hazards.

Trixie bounced to the nearest shelf and pulled a heroic pose, hands framing her beaming face. “Research montage, babies!” Then she sneezed as a puff of mold sprayed her cheeks. “Ugh, gross montage. I’m not touching any of this stuff!”

Thessa trailed a finger through a dried scorch line that traced the wall. “Looks like they staged mock skirmishes in here.” She grinned, red eyes bright. “Fireball practice, maybe?”

“Probably,” I said. “But before we daydream about pyrotechnics, we hunt paperwork.”

We split apart. Khla and Trixie took the left racks, Thessa moved to a toppled cabinet on the right, Lazy slid into the middle row, tail drifting like a lazy metronome. I picked the rear shelf where crates leaned in a drunken stack.

Most of the ledgers crumbled when touched. Ink had bled into a gray blur, leather binding nothing but black slime. I pried one apart anyway, pages tearing with a wet cough.

“Anything?” Lazy called.

“Rot,” I said. “And a family of silverfish.” My lamp caught a flash of brittle glass behind the binders: a scroll-tube the length of my forearm, carved from pale bone, sealed by a brass cap. A five-pointed star circled by an ouroboros sat in the wax.

“Found something,” I said. Thessa was at my side before I finished. Her tail hooked my calf.

“The Magocracy crest.” She sniffed the cap, nose wrinkling. “Age old.”

I eased the cap free. Dust motes spilled, but the parchment held. I unrolled it on a dry crate. Script in neat copperplate marched across the sheet, stamped with an octagonal seal.

Trixie wobbled over, wiping her nose. “Any drawings of cute kittens?”

“Not this time. It’s a surveyor’s log. Dated… eighty years ago,” I said, tracing the header. “Author: Arvion Merrill, Reclamation Surveyor, Third Class.”

Khla loomed behind us, torchlight gleaming on her tusks. “Read.”

I scanned line items. “Twelve crates of aberrant pearls. Aegis helm—Class Two. Twin sear-gems from Furnace Rift.” My eyes locked on a mid-page entry. “Obsidian Rod of Mastery—binds only to heirs of Taelath; verification requires Legacy Trial.”

A shaky breath left me.

Thessa’s hand found my shoulder, claws pricking the cloth. “Rod,” she whispered. “Not staff?”

“Rod. Still obsidian. Still Taelath.” I tapped the sketch in the margin—a black rod capped by twin coils, near identical to the weapon I carried. “I’ll be damned if this isn’t my staff… It was here.”

Khla grunted approval. “Proof it belongs to your blood. We take this.”

Trixie bounced in place and clapped her hands. “Legacy Trial, that sounds epic! Probably involves puzzles, lava, and maybe a dragon!”

Lazy perched on a crate, tail flicking hard enough to knock down a stack of moldy scrolls. “If it only bonds to Taelath heirs, Vorlius can’t claim it without stacking fraud on top of theft. Kay will love that.”

“He’ll still dispute it if we don’t find out what this Legacy Trial is…” I lifted the tube. “The scroll itself is plenty, but we take the whole logbook.” The cover had cracked free, yet most of the interior remained intact. “Thessa, wrap these in cloth from the pack.”

She pulled a square of waxed linen from her pouch and knelt. She got to work on the book, wrapping it tenderly for safe transportation.

Khla sifted the nearest crate. “Anything else referencing bloodlines?”

Trixie spun a broken globe on one finger. “Nothing over here but fish bones and shattered perfume bottles. Someone had funky priorities.”

Lazy nosed a pile of labels. “Most crates show empty. Someone stripped this place bare before they left. They just didn’t think the log was important.” Her tail brushed the dust off a copper plaque, and engraved letters spelled STORAGE CELL IV. The number had been overwritten with a red Four by a careless hand.

I closed the bone tube and slipped it into my satchel beside the staff. “This was a depot. Training drills must have moved in after the real goods got hauled off.”

Thessa tied the bundle tight and rose, cheeks flushed with triumph. “We have our evidence. Can we get rid of Vorlius now?”

“Like I said, I doubt it’ll be enough. But it’s something. First, we walk out with it and bring it back to Kay.”
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A steady upslope had carried us halfway back to the surface when the passage narrowed. Then the crystalline light caught an ugly barricade thrown across the ramp.

Timbers, fist-sized stones, and mud were jammed together in a wedge taller than Khla. Whoever built it had worked fast but knew what they were doing; the pile locked itself against the walls and the ceiling. Fresh tool scars cut through the mud.

Thessa hissed. “Those masked weeds we fought must have done this.”

I nodded slowly. “Preparatory work. They probably expected to snag me swiftly and did this to keep the rest occupied… or maybe to cut off our only escape route.”

Trixie tipped her head, ponytail bouncing. “Ugh. Rude.”

Thessa poked a beam. “This is maybe an hour old.” She gave me a hopeful look. “Fireball?”

“Too risky,” I said. “We might achieve nothing but choke on the smoke.”

Thessa twirled a strand of hair around a horn. “So we dig?”

Khla stepped forward, flexing her arms. “Digging it is.” She pressed a hand to the obstruction, testing. “Logs hold the rock together. Pull wrong, we bring the whole thing down. Small bites.”

Sweat already prickled my back. “All right. Thessa, with me on the levers. Khla, keep an eye open for weaknesses in the construction. Trixie, Lazy, you two haul debris once it’s loose.”

Trixie sketched a salute far too flamboyant for a tunnel shaped like a coffin. “Aye-aye, Cap’n Handsome!”

Thessa’s tail thumped my calf much harder than friendly. I sent her a quick grin and grabbed a slab the size of a skateboard. She braced the other side. We heaved. Grit rained into my eyes, but the stone shifted free.

Lazy darted in, arms full of glow-stone light. She rolled the slab aside, cat ears twitching. “That’s one. Thirty hundred to go.”

Khla placed a broad palm between my shoulders. Warm white mana spread through my muscles, washing away the pinch. “Don’t strain early,” she said. “You pull something now, we crawl the rest of the way.”

I nodded thanks and pried at the next block. Thessa matched my rhythm, breath already hot with that fiery musk she never hid. As we worked, our shoulders brushed, robes sticking.

Behind us, Trixie whistled an off-key pop tune while trotting debris to an alcove. Lazy followed, loading rocks onto a growing pile and occasionally stopping to fan herself with her own tail.

“Why don’t we ever loot a dungeon that has air-conditioning?” she groused.

“Because then everyone would come here,” Trixie replied. “And we wouldn’t look special.”

She punctuated the last word by hip-checking a beam loose. It rolled, bounced off a crystal spur, and nearly clipped Khla’s knee. The orcess scowled.

“Watch your drop.”

“Oops. My bad.” Trixie flashed the guiltiest innocent smile I’d ever seen, then winked at me.

Thessa’s claws dug into the next boulder. “Keep flirting with Wade, and I drop this on your toes, Elf.”

Khla arched a brow. “Less talk, more clearing.” She lifted the beam that almost hit her as if it weighed nothing and set it with the rest.

Ten minutes in, my shirt clung, sweat stung my eyes, and the damp air smelled like wet dog and crushed pine. Rocks scraped, wood groaned, everyone puffed. Every few minutes Khla tapped one of us with a quick healing pulse—just enough to quell cramps.

Lazy broke into hacking coughs after a big dust cloud. Khla caught her wrist, sent a small surge, and the cough eased. “Drink.”

Lazy dug out her canteen and chugged, then rubbed her cheek against Khla’s elbow in thanks before skipping back to work.

Trixie hummed again. “Oh, like, we should form a union,” she hummed, dreaming off again. “How about… Dungeon Laborers Local Eight-Point-Star.”

“Focus,” Thessa barked.

Another slab slid. The pile had shrunk to knee level, but behind it the blockage tapered tight, packed with pebbles like mortar. The air inside that crevice was cool; that meant a gap somewhere.

I crouched, fingers probing. “There’s space on the other side. If we make a hole big enough to crawl through we can bypass the rest.”

“Crawl space? Tight quarters?” Trixie smirked. “Call me optimistic.”

Thessa flicked grit at her. “You’d get stuck on those way-too-big boobs.”

Trixie went cross-eyed as she looked down and pushed them both up. “Oh no! Are they too big!?”

Seeing her push those beautiful breasts together physically hurt me.

“I doubt Wade thinks so,” Lazy joked, seeing the look on my face.

Khla elbowed her. “Heads out of the gutter! Back up.” The orcess wedged her pick between two timbers, planted a boot, and levered. With a dry pop the timber snapped. We stepped and helped her yank it clear and more pebbles spilled.

Dust choked my lungs, but the hole gaped wide now, about the size of a garbage chute.

I shoved an arm in; a faint breeze tickled my wrist. “That leads to the upper tunnel. We widen another foot and we’re through.”

We attacked the sides, pulling fistfuls away. Lazy raked gravel like a terrier in her enthusiasm to get out. Trixie lugged the mess off.

After thirty minutes my forearms burned, but Khla’s steady taps kept the cramps below screaming. Thessa’s hair hung wet, horns beaded with sweat droplets that steamed. She smiled anyway—this was physical, almost violent, and she enjoyed it.

Finally Khla tested the gap, shoulders at an angle. She managed to squeeze halfway then reversed. “Clear. I go last. If it collapses, I push it off.”

I shook loose my fatigue, slung the satchel with the logbook across my chest, and laid flat. Gravel rasped my vest as I wriggled in. The air on the far side felt ten degrees cooler. My staff scraped the roof; I twisted, cursing softly, then popped out onto solid shale.

I knelt, checking footing. “Safe.”

Lazy’s face appeared between timbers, whiskers dusty gray. “Cannonball!” She dove, tail first, skidding on her butt until I caught her shoulders.

Trixie followed, hips wiggling. Halfway she yelped. “I’m stuck! Oh no, this is the end—tell my admirers I died fabulous!”

Her bust had wedged against two knots. Thessa sighed, planted both hands on Trixie’s rear, and shoved. Trixie popped through with a squeak and tumbled into my arms. Sweat and jasmine perfume filled my nose.

“You alright?” I asked.

She batted lashes. “Never better. Oooh, you’re comfy.”

Thessa growled. “Move.” She slid through next. “Remind me to torch those masked clowns on sight,” she muttered.

I set the elf aside—not without regret. Khla crouched in the gap, shouldering a bulge that slumped where her head had knocked a beam free.

“Ribs,” she muttered. Her self-heal lit, mending a fresh bruise, then she crawled the last stretch. The ramp behind her dropped a shower of dust but held.

We stood in a wider tunnel, the ceiling veined with glowing sapphire seams. A breeze carried the clean tang of surface vents.

Lazy leaned against me, purring like a chainsaw. “No more digging.”

Khla cracked her knuckles. “Good teamwork.”

Thessa wiped her brow, smearing ash streaks across her cheek. “Next time we pack blasting charges.”

“No next time,” I said. “Let’s get out of here.”


Chapter 15

Late afternoon washed over me in an orange glare the moment I ducked out of the service hatch. A hiss of wind pushed day-old sweat through my shirt; dust caked the lot of us until we looked sculpted from the grotto walls.

Borsj stood by the battered academy van, arms folded across a barrel chest.

He had not kept the engine running.

His bushy brows met when he spotted our condition. “You girls break the plumbing down there?”

Trixie cocked a hip, swept mud-flecked hair behind one pointed ear. “Field exfoliation. You ought to try it, big guy. Might improve your attitude, and you’d love the stink!”

He snorted and jerked a thumb at the van’s sliding door. “In. Don’t bleed on the upholstery. Kay made me scrub last week.”

I doubted there was a square inch of upholstery left that hadn’t been stained since the Reagan administration, but we filed in anyway. Khla tossed the surveyor’s book into my lap before squeezing onto the rear bench. The spine let out a tired groan—about how I felt.

Trixie claimed shotgun, twirling her braid like a lasso. Thessa followed me to the middle seat and nudged my thigh so our legs pressed the length of the bench. Lazy sprawled across the bench, tail flicking the dust off her boots. When Borsj cranked the engine, the van wheezed but caught, rocking us before he jerked onto the gravel track.

“Any luck?” he said without turning.

I patted the satchel that held both the logbook and the scroll tube. “We found what we needed.”

“Meaning?”

“Paperwork. The Magocracy’s own paperwork.” I opened the logbook to the marked page and passed it back to Lazy. “Read it.”

She lifted the book so her glowing eyes caught the print. In a falsetto that belonged on a puppet stage, she read, “Obsidian Rod of Mastery—binds only to heirs of Taelath; verification requires Legacy Trial.” She shut the cover with a snap and grinned. “Sounds like Wade’s royal stock.”

“Great,” Borsj muttered. “We need more people with an attitude. Never enough of those. At least you can get that pointy-eared prick to skedaddle.”

I shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not. Vorlius will want to see the Legacy Trial complete. And he will argue the log was forged or mis-cataloged—”

“He’ll argue the moon is a turnip if it helps him,” Trixie cut in, twisting around in her seat. Sunlight lit her pretty face. “Doesn’t matter. We hand Kay original pages and let her batter him with statute numbers until his ears catch fire.”

Khla rumbled agreement and a light chuckle at the phrasing.

Borsj’s voice rolled from the front. “You just watch yourselves. Reclamation boys are ruthless.” He spat out the window. “Vultures.”

“Agreed,” I muttered. “Vorlius won’t swallow a loss.”

“Let him choke on it then,” Thessa muttered. “We could always feed him to another water mantis.”

We all laughed at that, and the van rattled across a wooden bridge, boards clapping under the bald tires. Wind pushed cool air through broken vents along the roofline and lifted the stink of our clothes. I rested my head back, stared at brown insulation peeking through a tear in the lining.

“We’ll give Kay the book,” I said. “She’ll know how to spin it. Then maybe I get five minutes to shower before the Magocracy decides I’m national treasure material.”

Thessa’s fingers traced circles on the staff. “You already were to us.” She smirked, then nudged me so only I could hear, “Though a shower wouldn’t kill you.”

“I’ll hose him down from the garden tap,” Trixie offered. “Full service, free of charge.”

Borsj cleared his throat loud enough to set the dashboard ashtray rattling. “Save the flirting until you’re out of my van. I don’t want to know what you lot get up to in the dormitory. Gives me ulcers.”

“Pretty sure that’s the cafeteria stew,” Lazy called.

Khla’s tusked grin flashed white. “Both.”

We fell silent as the road straightened. Pine shadows strobed across the windshield. Ahead, through the windshield, I spotted the first rooftops of the academy poking above the trees, silhouetted against the sinking sun.
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Borsj rolled the van to a stop at the rear gate, killed the engine, and glared into the mirror. “Everybody out. I have stuff to do.”

I slid the door and dropped to gravel still warm from sunset. Khla jumped down after me. Lazy hopped out, tail sweeping dust. Thessa stretched and cracked her neck. Trixie vaulted the door frame and landed like a gymnast, then blew Borsj a kiss.

He groaned and rolled his eyes. “Spare me.”

“Thanks for the ride,” I said.

His leathery wings twitched under his coat. “Yeah, whatever.” He kicked the van into gear, muttering about retirement, and rattled off toward the garage.

The main quad lay quiet. A few Mage-Knights loitered by the dorm arch, cowls hiding their faces. The moment they spotted the staff in my hand, helms turned. I met no one’s gaze, walked straight past them, and motioned the girls to keep moving. No one spoke. Their enchanted armor glinted purple in the twilight, and they gripped their halberds, but they didn’t block our way.

Inside the administration hall lamps burned low. The marble floor carried our footfalls up the stairwell. Trixie hummed the victory fanfare from some old arcade shooter until Thessa swatted her shoulder.

“Subtle,” Thessa hissed.

“Positive vibes, Flame-horn,” Trixie answered.

Kay’s door stood half open. I knocked anyway.

“Enter,” Kay called.

I pushed in first. Kay and Alis stood over a map spread across the desk. Kay looked up, green eyes sharp, red hair pulled into a high twist. Alis folded her arms and tilted her pale head.

Trixie closed the door and leaned on it. Lazy padded to my flank. Khla stayed near the bookcase, arms crossed.

I placed the logbook on the blotter. “Evidence.”

Kay drew the lamp closer and opened the cover. Trixie slipped around the desk and pointed at the marked entry. Alis narrowed her eyes for a moment before she read aloud. “Obsidian Rod of Mastery—binds only to heirs of Taelath; verification requires Legacy Trial.” She tapped the line once, gaze shifting to me. “Illustration is similar to the Obsidian Staff… Interesting.”

Kay’s mouth curled at one corner. “Very.”

Kay flipped through several pages. She smelled the paper, then drummed red nails on the desk. “Seal wax is intact.” She closed the book. “At the very least this grants Mr. Aurelius a temporary personal-property claim until the blood issue is settled.” She looked straight at me. “Which gives us time.”

Lazy let out a soft trill. “So Vorlius has to back off?”

“Not yet,” Kay said. “He’ll argue authenticity, chain of custody, anything. It’s quite clear there’s a trial that needs to be completed.” She slid the logbook toward the corner. “Two rules from this moment. First, this book goes into my private safe.” She unlocked a wall panel, swung a steel door, and set the volume inside before anyone could blink. “Second, nobody breathes one syllable about it until I choose the arena.”

Khla nodded once. “Understood.”

Thessa flicked her tail. “Fine by me. I prefer fire to paperwork anyway.”

Trixie saluted a second time, but she already seemed a bit bored.

Kay locked the safe, then walked around the desk and faced me again. “Now a practical matter. The monthly heat peak starts tomorrow. That gives us a regulation clause to confine all male personnel—including Vorlius’s force—to their quarters. He knows it; he will gripe but must comply.”

Lazy turned red. “Yeah… I can feel it coming.”

Alis gave a terse nod. “We’ve circulated flyers and shall mix an extra batch of calming draught.”

Kay rested a hand on my staff, almost touching my fingers, then caught herself and stepped back. “That window lets us polish our argument and decide which magistrate receives it first. Until then stay alert, keep the staff on you, and avoid isolation.”

“Copy that,” I said. “What about classes?”

“Excused,” Kay said. “All five of you.”

Trixie beamed. “I’ll make them badges! Pink… and baby blue for Khla, and red for Thessa!”

Thessa rolled her eyes, but the corner of her mouth quirked.

Kay moved to her chair. “Anything else to report from Sapphire Grotto?”

“There was an attack,” I said. “Rogue mages.”

She glanced at Trixie, who nodded vehemently. “Yeah,” she agreed. “They ‘ported in and out, used anti-magic nets that looked a little last decade.”

“Magocracy goons?” Kay speculated.

“Reclamation goons,” I corrected.

She made a face. “We won’t be throwing any accusations around until we’re sure. But let’s not forget it happened.”

I nodded before I retrieved the wand from my pack. “One of them dropped this.”

She nodded and studied it for a moment. “Seems bland, but let’s see what the arcanists come up with when they take it apart. That is it?”

“No,” Trixie hummed. “Borsj confessed he’s in love with you. Couldn’t stop talking about you! Oh, and he got this cute tattoo of a unicorn on his butt! You should ask him about it.”

“Nice try.”

Kay rolled her eyes before she looked at me. “Alright, you’ve done well.” Her voice softened a fraction. “Go rest. We reconvene after breakfast.”

Alis lifted the map and replaced it in a tube. “We shall review reclamation law until then.”

“That’s so hot!” Trixie chirped on her way out, making Thessa and Lazy chuckle—even Khla smiled.

Alis remained an ice sculpture.

“Right,” I said. “Thanks.” With that, I led the girls out.

In the corridor Lazy bounced ahead, humming the same tune Trixie had mangled earlier. Thessa caught my hand. Khla fell in beside us, heavy stride matching mine.

I felt tired; my own weight dragged me down. We had been in this rollercoaster ever since Vorlius landed, and now I was ready to catch some sleep.

Provided the girls would let me…
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The dormitory lamps were already burning when the four of us crossed the quad. I kept the Obsidian Staff tucked beneath an arm like a quarter-inch plank; even in the mellow light, its glassy surface drew stares from every direction. Two second-years in fencing jackets slowed their stride, whispering behind hands.

Lazy drifted to my right, arms stretched over her head, tail swishing high. “Mmm. Nothing like fresh air after a day of stinky swamp juice and mantis guts.” She inhaled dramatically, then gagged. “Ugh—fox girl pheromones already.”

Thessa caught the scent a second later. Her red eyes gleamed. “That musk is going to blanket the halls by sunrise. Heat peaks always turn the place into a sweaty buffet.” She shot me a sidelong look, heated and possessive in the same breath. “Keep close, Wade.”

I chuckled and nodded. Most of the time, her jealousy was just very flattering.

We hit the main dorm stairs. Sheets of paper fluttered on every door—cream stock, crisp Gothic lettering. One drifted across my boot; I stooped, read aloud.

“Beastkin Heat Peak measures,” I said. “Calming draughts available at infirmary. Mandatory room confinement for all male visitors.” I let out a breath. “Guess that’s me.”

Lazy bounced in place, ears flicking. “Hold up, ‘visitors’? You’re a student.”

“A male student,” Thessa answered. “Technicality.”

A moment later, a squirrel-girl darted past, cheeks flushed, nose high. She clutched a blank form, the kind the healer signs before dosing anything stronger than a calming elixir. Behind her, a string of beastkin girls hurried down the stairwell, chatter hopping from giggles to sharp growls.

Lazy’s pupils spread until gold all but vanished. “I’m hungry.” She purred the word. “And not for stew.” Tail quickening, she pressed closer to me.

I steadied her by the shoulders. “You’re already feeling it?”

She nodded, face tilted up, voice a whisper. “Since coming here. Heat tugged my mana pool first. Like my blood fires twice as fast.” She shivered, then perked. “Infirmary trip time!”

Thessa curled an arm around Lazy’s waist, steering her down the corridor. “You’ll drink two vials and still crawl into his bed tonight and ride him until he needs medical attention! I know how you beastkin get! And tomorrow, you’ll be unstoppable!”

“Then I’ll drink more,” Lazy chirped.

Khla chuckled at that. Like Thessa, she wasn’t a beastkin—although some reckoned the orcs among the beast races—and the heat cycle wouldn’t bother her.

The hallway emptied into the south atrium, and the smell hit us—herb alcohol, sugar syrup, and the ripe sweetness of fur. A makeshift kiosk had sprouted against the wall. Three elf nurses passed chilled tincture bottles to a line of beastkin that stretched past the trophy case.

A horned hare girl at the counter fanned herself with the application form, thighs quivering under her skirt. Behind her, a red panda girl rubbed her own throat, panting hard. The staff’s reaction was clinical—a measured smile, a quick glyph above each vial, then on to the next. Production line.

Lazy nudged Khla. “Big green guard, spot my loot?” She flashed three fingers.

Khla grunted and folded her arms, clearing a rude bubble in the queue. Lazy slipped forward, her pickpocket’s grace resurfacing in full as she drifted between a pair of fennec twins and came up beside the cart. One smooth reach, two, three—the catkin came away with a pair of dark-glass vials tucked inside her jacket before anyone noticed. She skipped back, beaming.

“Insurance,” she sang, wagging the bottles.

Thessa clucked her tongue. “You could have asked. They’re free.”

“Asked? Where’s the fun in that?” Lazy tucked a vial into each boot. “Besides, I’d have to get in line and listen to their boring disclaimers! I’d die!”

“You’re starting to sound like Trixie.”

“You say it like it’s a bad thing!”

We peeled off toward the stairwell. With each flight we climbed, the air grew warmer and thicker with pheromone. Even the non-beastkin girls we passed walked faster, eyes shiny, pulse marks fluttering in throats. Arousal was in the air.

Finally, we reached the first-year corridor. Shoes cluttered the floor—girls already shedding uniform pieces as the rising heat slowed them. A mink girl giggled at nothing in particular, brushing a dorm mate’s hair with both hands, pupils wide as disks. They both looked at me like I was food when we passed them. The mink girl actually drooled.

I ushered the team past, aiming straight for our door. Thessa unlocked it. Lazy swung into the room first, landed on her bed, and hugged her pillow, tail beating the blankets. Khla set her satchel beside her trunk and rolled her shoulders, the crack loud.

I closed the door, thumbed the latch, locked it.

Outside, the muffle of slippers and squeals rolled past. Inside, four voices—my voices—quieted.

Lazy held up a vial. “To science.” She popped the cork and downed half. Her ears twitched. “Bleh—licorice.”

Outside, a pair of fox girls burst into laughter, then into a soft moan that crawled under the door frame. The air thickened another notch.

Damn, and it hadn’t even really begun yet…


Chapter 16

Morning light rolled across the dorm ceiling, pale and sharp. I dressed before the girls stirred, slung the Obsidian Staff across my back, and opened the window. From our third-floor perch, the courtyard looked wrong.

Mage-Knights ringed the walls in double rows—plate armor glazed with fresh anti-glare lacquer, halberds grounded at parade rest. Two stood at each gate, four more paced back and forth while scribes chalked blue sigils on the iron hinges. Someone had closed the outer portcullis—I had never seen them closed, not even at night.

A lump lodged behind my tongue.

Lazy wriggled under her blanket, ears twitching. “Why’s the bell so early?”

“No bell,” I said. “Company.”

She crawled across the mattress, nose pressed to the glass as she watched the Mage-Knights. “Whoa. Extra tin cans. Breakfast theatre.”

Thessa swung her legs out of bed and reached for my shirt instead of her own. She slipped it on, horns bumping the collar, before she peeked outside. “There’s A LOT more of them than there were yesterday.”

Khla laced her greaves with practiced jerks. “We find food first. Anything done on an empty belly is likely to fail.”

I thought the same. A growl from my gut backed her logic, so we filed into the hall.

Students clogged the stairwell in loose robes and half-buttoned jackets. Heat musk had thickened overnight; fox girls in line throbbed with it, and every inhale rattled my nerves. Two wolfkin sniffed the air, stared at me, and backed away at Thessa’s dirty looks.

In the dining hall, the normal clatter fell flat. Half the tables sat empty, conversation hushed. Where chatter should have floated, I heard the rhythmic stomp of armored boots outside every few seconds.

We took a corner table. Khla fetched a tray tower—eggs, seeded rolls the size of fists, a tureen of porridge thick enough to halt a siege. Lazy leaned over it, purring in the steam.

I speared a roll, ripped it open. “They locked every gate. I think I saw four new squads in the quad.”

Thessa shoveled eggs like coal into her furnace. “How many men?”

“Maybe fifty,” I answered.

Khla’s jaws worked a roll in two bites. “Almost an occupation force, especially considering their levels.”

Lazy swallowed a mouthful of porridge and chirped, “Kay will raise hell.”

“Kay can raise hell,” Thessa corrected through a mouthful. “The question is whether the Magocracy cares at this point.”

As we spoke, Trixie strode in, ponytail bouncing, quiver slung over her back. She ignored the line for food, spotted us, and made a beeline. She hit the table with both palms. “Okay, crisis update, sweetlings.”

I gestured at the empty seat. “Sit.”

She didn’t. “Vorlius hit Kay with a Council ultimatum at dawn. Hand you”—she tapped my forehead—“and that staff over within thirty-six hours, or he will have the Council pull Krysfelt Academy’s charter.”

Thessa’s fork bent in her grip. “That bastard plans to finish before the heat peak. He wants Wade gone while half the campus wrestles with their hormones.”

Khla’s eyes narrowed. “Why give any deadline at all? He has the numbers. He could just attack.”

I wondered something similar aloud. “Or, if he can close the academy, why not demand me now? What’s the deadline for?”

Trixie drew a deep breath, fingers sketching a wavy line in the air as if outlining invisible text. “Because of Clause Fourteen, Subsection B.” She yawned. “Gods, I almost died of boredom there for a moment. Anyway, when Kay’s great-grandmother or whatever signed the partial-sovereignty pact, she forced the council to promise a minimum notice window for any charter stuff. Thirty-six hours. No wiggle.”

I drummed the staff butt on the floor, earning a glare from three Mage-Knight observers posted inside the door. “So Vorlius plays nice until the clock runs out.”

“Exactly!” Trixie plopped onto the bench now, legs folded under her. She snagged Khla’s untouched roll, sniffed it, and crammed half in her cheek like a squirrel. “The moment the sand empties from the hourglass,” she muttered, chewing, “he can declare non-compliance and bring every wand in range to bear.”

Lazy tilted her head. “How fast is that? Seconds? Minutes?”

“Fast,” Trixie said through crumbs.

Thessa’s tail wound around my calf like a python. “Kay can still file an injunction.”

Trixie shook her head. “Only in Capital Court. Travel alone takes a day. No portal permissions for us right now.” She gulped, washed the bread down with my water, then tapped the hour mark on her wrist as if a watch existed there. “Tick-tock.”

Khla set elbows on the table, voice low. “How does charter revocation hurt the academy?”

“Magocracy yanks every license,” I answered. “No funding, no protection, no supply. The school becomes squatter territory.”

Thessa ran a claw down her horns and thumped the dented fork on the tray. “Which means Vorlius gets the staff. Not to mention Wade.”

Trixie added, “And the rest of us get court-martialed for harboring the ‘threat.’”

I tasted copper behind my teeth. “We need options.”

Lazy’s ears drooped. “I vote we sneak out again. Worked last time.”

Khla shook her head. “Gates sealed. Patrols triple.”

Trixie folded her arms on the table, breasts squishing like a pair of fluffy pillows. “Kay is already drafting eight different responses,” she said. “Alis burrowed into the law books. By lunch they’ll have paperwork ready.”

“Did Kay give you a message for us?” I asked.

“Yeah. ‘Stay visible. No side journeys. And no one—not even the cuddly cat—wanders alone.’ Her words, promise.” She twirled a lock of hair. “Also, she wants your staff measurements for a containment sleeve in case of forced transport—just in case.”

The way she’d said ‘staff measurements’ and ‘containment sleeve’ had been unfairly naughty, but I did my best to ignore it while Thessa barked a laugh. “Containment sleeve. They can try.”

I glanced at the Mage-Knights again, and Lazy followed my gaze. “Big brother’s watching.”

Khla finished her last roll, lifted the tureen, and drank porridge straight from the lip. When she thumped it down empty, she licked starch off one tusk. “Let them watch. Watching is not touching.”

Trixie polished off the stolen roll, then winked at me. “We need a plan for hour thirty-seven, Wader-tot.”

“Wader-tot?”

“Yeah, okay. Wade-a-rooni?”

“No.”

“Wizz… Wud… Woodies?”

I laughed. “You are terrible.”

Her eyes widened. “I know, right? Anyway, we should go see what Kay digs up. Then we—”

A sudden squeal broke my train of thought. A ferret girl, flush blazing under pale fur, collapsed into a seat two tables away and fanned herself with a menu. Her eyes fixed on me, glazed, and she bit her lip hard enough to leave tooth marks. The heat wave was on the rise. Tension rippled through the Beastkin clusters like static as the ferret girl’s pheromones caused a domino effect.

Lazy’s pupils widened. “Potion wearing thin. Might need the second one sooner than planned.”

Thessa draped an arm over Lazy’s shoulders and tugged her closer. “Stick with us. We’ll keep you sane.”

Trixie slapped the table. “Okay, break. You finish grub, grab extra draughts, then attend the noon briefing—Kay will hold it. After that, we barricade the student common to defend Wade against the beasties. Deal?”

Khla grunted assent. Lazy squeaked a yes. Thessa nodded and squeezed my hand.

I inhaled the aroma of bread, eggs, and beast girl musk. Thirty-five hours and change. I pushed my tray aside. “All right. Let’s move.”
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Kay called the meeting for noon.

Thessa and I reached the staff wing first; Lazy and Khla followed close, shielding the catkin between them from the worst of the hallway pheromones. Trixie bounced along at the rear, humming a pop melody that clashed with the tension in my gut.

Inside the conference room a polished oak table ran the length of the space. Kay waited at the head, red hair coiled like a flame behind her shoulders. Alis stood to her right, hands clasped behind her back, silver eyes flat as a pond at dawn. A crystal hourglass ticked off seconds beside a carafe of water—the only ornament on the desk.

Kay’s gaze touched each of us. “Close the door, please.”

Khla pushed it shut. The latch clicked louder than it should have.

Kay raised the surveyor’s book. “Our strongest card.” She held the spine as if it were a sword hilt. “I want every angle covered before Vorlius’s deadline. Wade, your view on the entry?” She held out the book.

I took the book from her, opened to the marked page, and read aloud. “Obsidian Rod of Mastery—binds only to heirs of Taelath; verification requires Legacy Trial.” I tapped the sketch. “That rod is a shorter version of my staff. The wording implies a bond linked to blood.”

Alis gave one short nod. “A powerful artifact, if so. It warrants Magocracy interest.”

Kay faced the table. “Indeed. We counter with two actions. One: a formal petition asserting Wade’s provisional ownership under artifact-heir stipulations. Two: visible pressure—keep eyes on Vorlius so he can’t fabricate an ‘incident’ before the clock runs out.”

Lazy raised a hand like a kid in class. “Can we add three? A snack clause?”

Thessa flicked Lazy’s ear. “Focus.”

Kay hid a smile. “Snacks fall outside legal scope, Miss Layzaia-Neena.”

Trixie slid into a seat, kicked her feet up, and stretched. “I vote paperwork duty for the pointy crowd and spy duty for yours truly. I, like, absolutely thrive on late-night skulking.”

Alis cleared her throat—not a cough, more a scalpel slicing the noise. “We shall draft the petition. Wade, you will need to sign and seal no later than sunrise.”

I nodded. “Gladly. I’d sign in blood if it sped things up.”

“Let’s hope ink suffices,” Kay said. She uncorked the water carafe and filled two glasses, handing one to me. “Hydrate. You still look drained from the grotto.”

I took a sip after giving her a thankful nod.

Kay tapped her pen against the hourglass. Sand shifted. “Timetable. Alis begins drafting as soon as we adjourn. She will need uninterrupted access to the law library.”

Alis inclined her head. “We shall finish by eighteen-hundred.”

Kay looked to Trixie. “Surveillance?”

Trixie saluted with two fingers. “Elf Scout reporting. I’ll camp outside his guest suite from dusk until dawn. Gonna bring knitting.”

Khla grunted approval. “I’ll come with her.”

“Yay!” Trixie hummed. “Orcs and elves reconciliate!” Her eyes widened. “I could paint your nails! Pink would look so cute.”

“If nails are painted pink, walls are painted red.”

Trixie flustered. “So cutely orcy-orcish!”

Khla glared at her, but Kay tapped the table to get everyone’s attention. “Thessa will need to stay with Wade. Until this ends, he doesn’t move unescorted.” She shifted that unreadable green stare to me. “No midnight strolls, no hidden lofts, no solo bathroom breaks if they’re on a different floor."

Heat rose to my face. Thessa beamed like she’d won a prize.

“In addition,” Kay continued, “you have another review of the whole bond situation scheduled with Trixie this afternoon, and you must attend. It’s what we communicated to Vorlius, and he will be keeping tabs. We cannot give him a single transgression. His team of vultures will come up with something to shorten the deadline if we do.”

“Understood,” I said.

Kay set her pen down. “While I prefer a peaceful solution, be aware: the Magocracy may accelerate events. If force arrives before the deadline I can file injunctions, but physical damage will already be done. We must avoid giving them pretext.”

Khla nodded. “Meaning Wade keeps low profile.”

“Exactly.” Kay folded her arms. “No heroics.”

Trixie pouted. “What about minor theatrics? Maybe interpretive dance?”

“Denied,” Kay said without hesitation.

Lazy’s tail swished. “What if Vorlius tries another teleport hit squad?”

“We fight back. Evidence piles up. Even the Council feels pressure under enough scrutiny.”

Alis shifted weight, robes whispering. “Something genealogical would enforce the claim.” She looked at me. “Is there any record on your ancestry?”

My thumb rubbed the staff. “All we have is the staff bond and my character sheet. The sheet isn’t public; only I can see it.”

Thessa lifted her chin. “My father may have read Wade’s heritage when he approved the Familiar pact. Demon Princes tend to be well informed.”

Kay arched a brow. “Asturos’s word is… complicated evidence. Still, we might notarize a statement if we can reach him.”

Lazy’s ears flattened. “Calling Hell to the witness stand. That’s new.”

Trixie snapped her fingers. “Could be fun, though. Demons throw wild parties.”

Khla raised a hand. “Back to focus.”

Kay clicked her pen, the sound crisp. “First priority: get a petition signed, sealed, stamped, and filed with the local Magocracy clerk before the window closes.” She glanced at Alis. “You’re comfortable handling that portion?”

Alis’s mouth turned up a fraction—might have been pride. “The petition shall be perfect. Not even Vorlius can object to the grammar.”

Kay shifted back to the rest of us. “Second priority: keep constant eyes on Reclamation personnel. If they reposition, I want notice within minutes. Crystal message, runner, shouting from a window—use whatever works. That’s Trixie and Khla.”

Trixie waggled her bow hand. “Team Elf-Orc ready for action.” She glanced at Khla. “Or do you prefer Orc-Elf?”

Khla grumbled something in Orcish.

Kay then turned to me. “Wade, you will meet with Alis at nineteen-hundred to sign. After that, sequester in your dorm until morning. The heat cycle is to be avoided. Agreed?”

“Agreed,” I said.

Thessa tightened her grip on my forearm. “We’ll barricade the door.”

Lazy brightened. “Slumber party!”

“Lazy,” Kay said. “It would be wise if you stay away from Wade during this time. Get plenty of the draughts, rest, and try to control yourself.”

“Not something I excel at,” she muttered softly.

“How surprising,” Khla muttered, pinching the bridge of her nose.

Kay stood, hands braced on the table. For a brief instant I noticed the faint tremble across her knuckles. The mask slipped only that long; then she was iron again. “If the Magocracy breaks timetable, I will challenge their action in Capital Court. Understand this: litigation helps the academy, not you. By the time robes start debating the legal detail, you will already be gone.”

Silence pressed on the room. The hourglass poured on.

She met my eyes. “Be careful.”

“I will.” The words came out steady, though my pulse climbed.

Kay straightened. “Meeting adjourned. Alis, with me. The rest of you—execute the plan.”

Chairs scraped. Trixie vaulted the table instead of walking around it, landing beside me with a wink. “Night shift starts at sunset. I’ll bring snacks because someone”—she pointed at Lazy—”needs them.”

Lazy’s tail curled as she shot Trixie a happy look. “Meaty snacks only, okay?”

Khla opened the door and waited for us to file out.


Chapter 17

I rapped once on Trixie’s office door, and the reply came immediately: “Come on in, lovebirds!”

I entered first; Thessa glided close behind. Trixie’s space looked even worse than last time. Scroll tubes lay in a nest of torn ribbon, half a longbow leaned against a humming mana battery, and a plush unicorn balanced upside-down on a bust of Kay. At the center sat the elf herself, perched on a swiveling stool in her weird goggles.

I shut the door. “Are we seriously doing another scan? Vorlius isn’t our biggest problem anymore.”

Trixie hopped off the stool, breasts bouncing under a cropped academy jacket that stopped just shy of her belly button. She pointed a stylus at me. “Yes, we are. Kay promised daily reviews, and I’m on the hook. If Mr. Reclamation checks the logbook and finds a blank page, he’ll squeal.”

Thessa folded her arms under plentiful curves. “You’d think he’d focus on the staff instead of our love life.”

“Mmm, he can multitask,” Trixie said. She kicked a pile of fletching out of the way and pulled two crystal rods from a satchel. “Places, please. Hands together.”

I let out a breath. “Alright. Let’s make it quick.”

Thessa slid her fingers through mine, warm and slim. The moment we linked, a hum traveled up my wrist; the familiar bond always greeted touch with a faint buzz.

Trixie rolled a battered rug aside, revealing a chalk ring. She motioned us into the circle, then screwed a dial on each rod. Thaumic script along the shafts lit pale turquoise.

“Goggles on, Trix!” she chirped to herself. The huge lenses framed her cheeks, giving her a doe-eyed look no academic should wear. “Baseline reading first. No spells or heavy breathing, please!”

Thessa’s tail swished across my calf. “Define heavy.”

“Save the fireworks for step two, Fire-Babe.” The elf tucked a strand of gold hair behind one pointed ear and raised both rods like tuning forks, sticking out her pink tongue. Static crackled. “Ah, lovely. Aura thaumic overlap at nineteen percent already and we haven’t even started the fun part.”

“Thaumic overlap?” I shifted my grip on Thessa’s hand. “Fun part?”

Trixie’s grin could have powered a streetlamp. “Practical alignment!” She set the rods on tripods and drew a low stool for herself. “Rule one: matched breathing. In through the nose five counts, out through the mouth seven counts. Together.”

Thessa made a show of filling her chest. Buttons strained across her white shirt. I copied the rhythm. Five in, seven out. On the third cycle the room thinned, edges of furniture blurring. The familiar link expanded, pressing gentle heat against my sternum. I was honestly more surprised by Trixie’s ‘research’ having an actual effect.

Trixie watched from behind her goggles, legs crossed, foot bouncing. “Good. Heartbeats next. Right palms on each other’s chests.”

Thessa wasted no time, dragging my hand straight to her soft bosom. Muscle jumped under satiny skin and lace. I set my palm lower than intended, felt her heart thud through voluptuous weight. She pressed slender fingers to my shirt; sparks chased along my ribs.

“Mn-hmm,” Trixie hummed. “Sync in three… two…” Her fingertip tapped air like a conductor.

Thessa’s pulse slowed until it matched mine. I counted the beats—steady, deliberate. The crystal rods flickered gold. Sweat pooled at my collar.

Trixie licked her lips. “Now the questions.” She flipped a card. “Describe the other’s mana flavor in one word.”

“Wildfire,” I said at once.

Thessa’s full lips curved. “Sexily powerful.”

“That’s two!” Trixie said, wagging a finger.

“Just sexy, then.”

“Okay!” the elf said, scribbling. Another card flipped. “When you’re apart, which part of your partner’s body invades the mind first?”

Thessa’s eyes burned straight at my belt. “His cock.” She spoke without shame.

“Sheesh!” Trixie hummed. “Okay, Wade?”

Heat rushed my face. “Her mouth,” I answered, voice rougher than planned.

Trixie’s ears twitched. Her quill slipped, dotting the page. “Spicy.” Next card. “In one sentence, confess a secret desire involving physical closeness.”

Thessa’s voice dropped to a purr. “I want him to… you know, try the backdoor.”

My breath caught, and Trixie swallowed hard, goggles fogging. “Wade?”

I met the elf’s wide blue eyes behind the glass. “I picture her riding my lap… and someone”—my gaze held Trixie’s—”watching.”

The quill snapped in her fingers. Ink bled over her notes.

Thessa’s tail wrapped my thigh, nails dimpling my shirt. “You wouldn’t keep it to watching long, would you, Trixie?”

Trixie tugged the goggles up to her brow, cheeks blazing pink. “Ugh, you guys have no respect for protocol!”

I felt blood pound behind my ears. A voice whispered caution—professor, student—but want clawed over rules.

Trixie cleared her throat, tried for authority. “All right. Final test. A short kiss to measure waveform fusion. Just a kiss.”

Thessa yanked me forward before the sentence ended. Her lips crashed against mine, hot, hungry, tasting of spiced tea. The bond blazed white. Rods flared so bright I saw spots through closed lids. She sucked my lower lip, moaned, pushed tongue against tongue. My hand slipped to her waist, and her silk skirt folded under my fingers.

Trixie gasped. Quills, cards, everything dropped as she steadied the stands. “Whoa—thirty-six percent resonance, no damping!” Her breath came shallow. The goggles slid back over her eyes as if they had lives of their own.

Thessa broke the kiss slowly, saliva glistening on her mouth. Her smile looked wicked and tender at once. She nipped my chin. “Need more data, professor?”

Trixie stood frozen. Then her palm pressed to her own chest, as if calming a rapid heartbeat. “Just… a closer read on Wade’s thoracic aura.” Her voice cracked.

“What is a thoracic—”

Trixie silenced me by stepping into the circle. All of a sudden, she was very close.

“We need this off,” she hummed, nodding at my shirt.

A moment later, her fingers—smooth, cool—curved under my collar and peeled the shirt open button by button. Thessa helped with a giggle, and the cotton fell away. Air kissed my bare skin.

Trixie’s lenses swung an inch from my sternum. “Gold lattice with red fractals… gorgeous.” She traced above my heart, not touching yet teasing heat from nerves.

Thessa reached, lifted a lock of Trixie’s hair, rolled it around a finger. “Your pulse is louder than ours, I think, Trixie.”

“That’s ‘cause I’m SUPER invested in accurate readings.”

Her knuckles brushed my chest. Gold and scarlet streamed across the rods, looping her in emerald spirals. Thunder hummed in my bones.

Thessa’s tail slipped higher between my legs, but her eyes stayed on Trixie. “You’re just making all of this up,” she said, wicked grin on her plump lips.

Trixie looked up at me through foggy glass. She looked so outrageous in those stupid goggles that it somehow circled back to cute. Or maybe that was just her scent in my nostrils and her breasts under my nose talking.

“How dare you dispute my arcane research?” she said.

Then, she covered my fingers with hers. Skin on skin. No gloves, no chalk. The touch rocked through both of us. Her knees buckled a hair; she bit her lip.

Thessa leaned closer, breasts pressing my arm. “Professor, the experiment needs a conclusion.”

That jolted Trixie. She stepped back, goggles coming off in a jerky motion. Blue eyes darted from me to Thessa, then to the logbook lying half open. “Protocol satisfied,” she blurted. “Waveform excellent, stability confirmed. Session adjourned!”

First time ever I’d seen her lose her cool. It made me chuckle.

The rods dimmed. The charge in the room thinned, but the smell of shared arousal clung to every breath. Trixie retrieved her quill with grace—already recovered—and scribbled my name, Thessa’s, a time stamp.

“There!” she purred proudly. “Another session complete.”

I buttoned my shirt, fingers a little clumsy. “Vorlius sees those notes?”

“Just the summary.” She avoided my eyes, blush reaching her ears. “Alignment holds, no corruption, bond safe. That’s all he’ll get.”

Thessa lifted one brow. “So, our… desires stay private?”

Trixie wagged a finger. “I’m not the tattling kind.” Her gaze lingered on my lips, dropped lower, then darted away. She pinched the goggles, hung them on a hook, and squared her shoulders. “Official work done. Unofficially… you two should, like, hydrate. You burned calories.”

Thessa laughed, throaty and dark, and I reached for the Obsidian Staff, propped against a crate of blunt training arrows. I slung it across my back. Not really sure what had happened here, but liking it anyway.

Trixie rubbed her wrists together, still flushed. “I’ll file the report. Stay out of Vorlius’s line of sight, okay?”

With Thessa giggling behind me, I stepped into the hallway with Thessa on my arm. “Alright,” I muttered. “Let’s hit the library some more.”

“You think you can focus?” Thessa crooned, giving my butt a squeeze.

I laughed and shook my head. “Maybe a quick stop at the dorm?”

She bit her lip. “That’s my Wade,” she purred, and she pulled me along.


Chapter 18

Kay called us the next day at dawn.

I slung the Obsidian Staff across my back, shoved my arms into a fresh jacket, and herded the girls through a corridor that smelled of fox musk. Kay’s private study waited on the top floor of the staff wing. Twin crystal wards shimmered across the doorframe. Borsj lounged outside with a steaming mug, eyes on everything. He checked that the staff rested on my shoulder, then swung the door for us.

Inside, Kay stood behind her mahogany desk in a fitted black dress that hugged every curve. Sunlight sneaked past heavy curtains and caught copper threads in her hair. Alis occupied the seat to Kay’s right, white robes crisp, silver gaze cool and unreadable. A cart groaned under books, scroll tubes, and a pile of aged vellum maps. Trixie was there as well, staring at the window like she was daydreaming.

Kay motioned us around the desk. “Strategy meeting. Time is short, so we begin at once.” Her voice held steel under silk. “Professor Alis?”

Alis rose in one clean motion. She set the surveyor’s logbook on a brass stand, then unfurled two genealogical charts. Ink faded to walnut brown traced family branches back through centuries.

“This,” she said, fingertip on the logbook entry, “lists the Obsidian Staff.” She shifted to the charts. “Cross-references prove the artifact was formally registered as the Staff of Mastery.”

My knuckles whitened on the staff. “Registered where?”

“In the Royal Armory of New Springfield, two centuries ago.” Alis tapped a sigil—a coiled dragon over a sunburst. “Cited custodian: Taelath’s Brood. A Bloodline. There is an obscure reference of an Aurelius as well.”

Trixie sucked in a breath. “Oh! Aurelius as in Wade’s sheet surname?”

“Indeed.” Alis pointed at the second scroll. Gilded illumination framed three massive dragons of pure gold. “Taelath is listed as Aurelius’s ancestor. And Taelath was one of the first three Golden Dragons of Tannoris. By most Tannorian theologies, a deity.”

Lazy let out a long, shaky purr. “So, Wade’s a dragon prince. I totally called it.”

Heat flared in my ears. My mind was trying to come up with reasons why this would be incorrect, but there was nothing to argue. The System called me Aurelius, and therefore I was Aurelius. The System did not make mistakes.

I was a descendant of Taelath, the Golden Dragon. Descendant of a god.

Alis continued as if she had read my thoughts. “There is no possibility of error. Magocracy archivists filed nine failed attunement trials over eighty years when the staff spawned in dungeons. Catastrophic mana whipback each time. The staff remained inert until your contact. It is highly likely that it chose to spawn in the dungeon of the Bone Sovereign during the last Aquana Games, just to seek you out.”

Thessa pressed her palm to my chest. Pride blazed in her eyes. “Dragon blood suits you, my flame.”

Khla rumbled low approval. “So Vorlius can claim nothing.”

Kay studied the charts, then me. “This changes the board.” She pulled a red-wax stick from a drawer, lit it, and marked a branch on the parchment. “Proof that you embody the line disarms Vorlius’s ‘public security’ excuse. The artifact will simply belong to you legally. However, he will not accept our statements and research. He will state that, at the end of the day, anyone can claim their character sheet registers the name Aurelius. We need proof in writing.”

Alis placed a slimmer folio beside the charts. “I compiled every reference to Aurelius in the Coalition census, church rolls, and field commissions. The name vanished about the time the Summoner King did.” Her gaze sharpened. “There is no way to prove Wade’s lineage. It was not tracked during the turmoil of the War of Brothers.”

Khla folded her arms over her chest. “So, what do we do?”

Kay uncapped a fountain pen. “Regardless of evidence, we finalize the heir petition and attach what we’ve found. If the Council accepts, Vorlius must withdraw.” She turned to me. “Wade, you will need to swear oath on blood for speaking the truth regarding your character sheet’s listed surname.”

“Done,” I said.

Alis shuffled closer, long fingers dancing across parchment. “We should have no illusions: the Council is unlikely to accept the petition. The sworn word of an orphan will make little difference. Not will a stack of old scrolls.”

Were the words kind? No. Was she right? Yes. And I preferred straight-talking to pandering. The room fell into silence at Alis’s harsh truth. Outside, a bell tolled first hour. The sound carried through stone like a pulse. Shouting floated from lower halls—someone chanting dosage counts, a fox girl mewling somewhere.

Lazy’s nostrils flared at that sound, and she downed a draught in one gulp.

Tension twined tighter. Kay set her pen on the blotter. “Alis is right, of course, and Vorlius’s thirty-six hours expire at sunset. He will arrive either with forms to collect the staff or with troops.”

Alis added, “We must avoid any confrontation until the petition reaches regional arbitration.”

Kay turned her stare on me. “Hence why you stay in sight.”

Trixie tilted her head, cheery grin intact. “I can babysit if needed.”

Thessa snorted. “And who babysits you, fairy?”

“Hey! I self-regulate,” Trixie said, striking a pose.

No one believed that.

A fist rapped the door, sharp, official. Kay’s eyes narrowed. “Who is it?”

“A message from Reclamations,” a bored male voice answered.

Kay gave Trixie a nod, and the busty yet nimble elf vaulted the chair, jiggling in all the right places, spun the knob, and cracked the door wide as she saluted and smiled.

A clerk in grey robes stood on the other side with a raised eyebrow, not amused with the antics. He had a scroll carrier under one arm, Magocracy crest on his collar.

One of Vorlius’s clerks.

He avoided looking at the staff. “For Headmistress Krysfelt.” He held out a sealed packet of heavy vellum, crest stamped in red wax.

“‘Kay-thanks-bye!” Trixie chirped as she plucked it from his hand and shut the door in his face before he could add a word.

She turned, packet raised. Wax shone crimson. “Special but boring delivery!” she hummed, waving the thing around.

Trixie sashayed the packet across the desk, winking as though she had delivered candy.

Kay broke the wax with her thumbnail. Her green eyes tracked the tight script line by line. A muscle jumped in her jaw. Half-way down, she crushed the quill she still held; splinters and blue ink spattered her sleeve.

Damn… She did not lose her cool like that often…

“Dismissed,” she spat. “With approval of the Council, they’re invoking Magocracy vital security clauses. No hearing, no arbitration—everything void.”

Alis exhaled through her nose. “Effective.”

I gripped the Obsidian Staff. “So… our petition won’t make a difference?”

Kay’s gaze snapped up. “According to this, your claim ‘threatens the stability of the realm.’ They classify the staff as a strategic asset that needs to be seized. While such does not supersede a proved bloodline claim, it cuts us off and kills our chance to try to prove it.”

Trixie’s smile vanished. “Translation: they grab it.”

Lazy’s ears flattened. “Just like that?”

Kay closed the vellum with deliberate care, eyes still burning. “With Council approval, it’s possible. Vorlius won’t even need warrants. I expect he will walk in any second to—”

The door swung before she finished. Vorlius Theran filled the frame, cloak swirling, two Mage-Knights at his back. The hooded pairs’ armor shone like fresh ice, and so did their halberds.

Vorlius’s scorched cheek twitched. “Headmistress. I trust you reviewed Council Order 71-AA.” His gaze slid to me. “Mr. Aurelius, you are now under protective custody of the Magocracy. Surrender the artifact.”

Thessa stepped forward, tail lashing. “‘Custody’? You mean ‘arrest.’”

The Mage-Knight on the left shifted a boot half an inch—enough to draw Khla’s attention. The orcess’s shoulders rolled; her knuckles cracked like pistol shots.

Kay raised an arm, barring Vorlius’s entry. “You are on Krysfelt ground. The charter is still active until sunset. Remove yourself.”

Vorlius showed a brittle smile. “You read the order, woman. The Council waived that clause in light of the danger.” He extended a gloved hand toward me. “Staff and bearer. Now.”

Heat crawled up my spine. My thumb stroked the bronze spiral of the staff, feeling it answer with a faint throb.

Behind me Lazy gulped. “This is going bad,” she whispered.

Kay squared her stance. “Touch my student and the Council will study photographs of your teeth scattered across this parquet.”

“You dare defy the Council’s wishes!?” he blared, taking obvious joy in that.

The Mage-Knights raised halberds a finger-breadth; faint runes on the blades winked violet. Khla slid between me and them, her frame a living wall. Thessa summoned a spark that danced over her claws, ready to bloom into something far hotter.

Vorlius’s fingers pinched the bridge of his nose, as though our resistance bored him. “Enough of this. Restrain the boy.”

“Try,” Thessa hissed.

A shriek cut through the tension. High and needy. We all froze.

Outside, the corridor erupted in frantic footsteps and breathy moans. Scent—sweet, thick, unmistakable—poured through the doorway.

The heat wave had crested.

A fox tail flashed past the doorway, followed by Professor Melhee herself. The normally serene meditation teacher barreled into view, ears flat, pupils blown wide. She tackled the right-hand Mage-Knight, legs wrapping his waist while her fingers clawed for any seam in the armor.

“Shiny metal man!” she sang, kissing the shadowed hood. “Play with me!”

“Melhee!” Trixie chirped, doing a twirl. “I didn’t know you had it in you!”

The Knight staggered under the unexpected assault, halberd clanging against the wall. Melhee’s hips ground like a piston.

Vorlius recoiled. “Get that animal off my officer!”

“Heat cycle!” Kay shouted over the turmoil. “I told you to stay in your rooms! You are not allowed to harm beastkin during their heat cycle, Theran! They can’t help it, and you should’ve remained confined.”

“No!” he called out.

And before the other Knight could help, a rabbit girl barreled in and latched onto him, small hands fumbling with belt clasps. More paw-prints thudded up the stairs—a tide of pheromone-drunk beastkin hunting the only males in reach.

Kay used the instant of chaos. “Wade—move!”

I bolted that very same instance. Thessa was right behind me, and Khla backed us up, shoulder-checking a filing cabinet so it toppled, blocking half the room.

Vorlius cursed and kicked over a chair. “After him!”

“No!” Kay shouted. “This is an emergency situation! My authority supersedes the Council’s in this event! You must abide—”

“Rah!” Vorlius screeched. “No! You can’t! Clerks!”

A muffled cry from the hallway told us he was otherwise occupied. Another beastgirl—a raccoon—slid into the melee and latched onto Vorlius before he could do anything else. He fought her off, but two more bounded up the corridor.

“The spray!” he shrieked in panic. “The spray!”

I couldn’t suppress a chuckle. The spray—some really embarrassingly stinky stuff—would get the beast girls off of them. But not before I would be out of here.

I seized Lazy’s wrist and bolted into the hallway. I only just dodged a wide-eyed fox girl, then darted around the clerk struggling with his spray and beast girls at the same time, clawing at his robes.

We darted through the staff archives door. The moment it slammed, Thessa and Khla dragged a bookcase across the threshold. Wood scraped, leather tomes rained down, and a globe shattered under Khla’s boot.

Thessa pressed her palms to my chest. “Go. We’ll bottle them up.” She nodded at the door at the far end of the room.

“No way I leave you—”

“We’ll be fine,” she said, eyes blazing. “This is a skirmish, not the war.”

Khla bared tusks in a grin. “We’ll keep them busy.”

A fist hammered the opposite side of the jammed door. A Mage-Knight’s voice. “Open up!”

Lazy tugged harder. “No time!” She yanked me through the door, down the hallway, and toward a narrow servant stair. “I know a nook. No one goes there.”

I let her drag me. Steps spiraled down, lit by a single sconce every ten feet. Boots and lustful moans echoed above—no way to tell friend from foe in the din.


Chapter 19

Lazy and I ran like crazy. Second floor. First floor. Lazy paused at a plain oak door and twisted the handle. Locked.

“Great,” she hissed, tail whipping. “I thought—”

More boots hammered the main staircase. Male voices barked orders. Mage-Knights, zeroing in on us.

I planted the staff’s butt on the flagstone. “Plan B?”

Lazy’s eyes darted, then landed on another door. “Temporary plan B.” She pulled me toward it, ears flattening at the shout echoing around the corner.

Door number two—also locked.

Lazy’s pupils shrank. “Why is everything locked today?”

A fresh wave of heat musk rolled up the stairwell, thick enough to taste. Chaotic screams, lustful yips and yelps, and metal clanks mixed in a maddening concerto.

Lazy backed against me, tail curling around my thigh. “We need a bolt-hole—now.” She pulled a lock pick—really her pink hairpin—and attacked the oak door again. The tumblers rattled but held.

This would take too long… I checked the hallway left, then right. No open rooms, half the faculty had apparently pre-bolted their offices against exactly this kind of chaos.

Voices swelled behind us—beastgirl giggles chasing disciplined shouts. The pin slipped from Lazy’s sweaty fingers.

She bit her lip. “No go. We need another spot.”

I nodded and turned toward the nearest corridor, heart hammering. We sprinted deeper into the academy, the air behind us filled with lusty howls.

Boots rang off stone behind us—a knight who had shaken free of the fox-girl pile.

Lazy’s ears flattened. “Move, move, move!” she squealed.

I scanned both ends of the corridor. Only shuttered offices and a lone arrow slit met my eyes. “This is it. Ideas?”

“Jump him.”

“Yeah, it doesn’t seem like we have many alternatives…”

She hissed through her teeth. “Let’s get ready.”

Hard stomps closed in. I gathered my mana and got ready when another rhythm burst from the cross-hall—heels on tile, faster, lighter, frantic.

Trixie shot around the corner, blonde braid flapping behind her like a banner. Her jacket hung open, blue fabric clinging to curves that were one jiggle away from bursting a button. Pink flushed her cheeks all the way to the tips of pointed ears.

“Wader-tot! Kitty-cat! This way, pronto!”

She didn’t slow. I grabbed Lazy’s wrist and sprinted after her.

Trixie cut left, vaulted a tipped book cart, and took the back stairs three at a time. She still managed to throw commentary over her shoulder. “Music tower’s clear. No beast girls!”

Lazy puffed behind me, potion sweat rolling off her neck. “Less talkie, more hidie!”

We climbed three flights until the stair exited onto a narrow corridor that ended in a heavy oak door with a brass treble clef. Trixie snatched the handle, shoved it open, and waved us inside.

The music loft spread wide under a conical roof. Dust floated in shafts of afternoon sun. An upright piano squatted near the wall, flanked by sheet-littered stands and a harp big enough to shelter a family of dwarves.

Trixie slammed the door and dropped the bar. “Barricade time!”

Lazy and I set shoulders to the piano. My boots skidded on warped tiles, but together we inched the beast across the floor until its back touched the door frame. I grabbed three stands and jammed them through the piano’s side braces into the jamb like iron struts. The harp case leaned against everything, its velvet interior still smelling of rosin.

Thuds rattled the opposite side. A desperate female voice pleaded, “Please, just five minutes with him!” Metal greaves scraped tile—likely a knight in retreat.

Lazy wiped her brow with the back of her hand. Her pupils filled her irises until the yellow rim vanished. “That bar won’t hold if they really want in.”

“They’ll try other doors first,” Trixie said, breathing hard. “Beast girls in heat won’t have the patience to wear a door down. They’ll just mill about looking for someone else.”

She sagged against the instrument, chest heaving. The motion tugged her open jacket wider. Fine sweat glazed the cream curve between buttons.

Lazy’s eyes locked there. A low purr rolled out of her throat, and then she threw a desperate look at me, biting her lip and rubbing her thighs together as her eyes raided every part of my body. “Oh, Wade,” she moaned.

Trixie snapped her fingers. “Eyes up, kitty. Professional environment.”

Lazy’s purr deepened. “Nothing looks professional right now.” Her nose quivered. “Wade, your scent’s sweet. Like caramel.”

“I’ll say,” Trixie muttered as she fanned her face with one hand, then glanced at the two empty vials tucked in Lazy’s belt. “How many do you have left?”

“One.” She flicked the cork of the last bottle but didn’t raise it. “Not enough for a full peak.”

My pulse kicked. I stepped close, resting a palm on the small of her back. “We’ll ration it. Tiny sips. Space them out.”

Lazy pressed her forehead to my sternum. Her tail looped my thigh, claws kneading fabric. “I hate rationing.”

“It’s only a few hours,” I whispered.

Trixie leaned her hip on the harp, expression softening. “We’ll keep you busy, fuzzball. Distraction is half the recipe.”

Lazy lifted her head, golden eyes on blue. “Think you can distract me?”

The elf blinked. “I—uh—can, like, I can recite the entire rulebook on arcane bows?”

Lazy snorted. “As if you know that from heart!”

Trixie giggled. “Yeah, no, you’re right.”

A dull clang rang through the tower as someone kicked the stairwell door two flights down. More moans followed. The piano vibrated under the impact. None of us moved. After a minute the noise drifted away.

Trixie exhaled. “This loft is ours for now. Windows latch from inside, and the roof’s too steep for climbers.”

I checked each casement. Latches held. But inside, the air thickened once more. Lazy’s breathing sped. She pulled at her collar, eyes glazing. “Ooooh, I feel so… Hmmm…”

I guided her to a padded bench and sat. “Head on my lap. Try to slip into the meditation exercise.”

“Or try to think of zombies ripping out your entrails!” Trixie added with a chipper tone that did not match her suggestion.

“Ew,” Lazy moaned as she stretched out, curls of black hair spilling over my thigh. A deep purr vibrated against my legs.

Trixie knelt beside the bench and brushed Lazy’s bangs off her forehead. “Better?”

“No. Your fingers are cool,” Lazy whispered. She bit her lip as she eyed my crotch. “Wade… I really want to… you know…”

Color rushed back into Trixie’s cheeks. She glanced at me, and I couldn’t keep my eyes from that heaving chest. When I averted my gaze, I looked right at Lazy’s half-lidded, lustful eyes as she was raking my inner thigh with her nails.

Yeah, this was a lost cause…


Chapter 20

I realized that my stroking Lazy’s hair with her head in my lap probably wasn’t doing much to help against the heat cycle’s... hormonal influence.

But I was damned if I could stop. Lazy’s hair was soft, and she purred so cutely.

“Kitty,” Trixie said, her own cheeks flushed. “How is the meditation going?”

“Not so good,” Lazy mewled. “I feel... Ugh... Maybe we could... Look, is there... What can I think of?” She rubbed her thighs together, her graceful fingers absently playing with the hem of her skirt.

Trixie saw. She bit her lip. Her big breasts were straining against her shirt. “Uhmm... Stupid... goblins?”

Lazy whined and sat up, rubbing her thighs together. “It’s not helping...”

Her lips were so close to mine that I could taste her breath. She smelled like cinnamon and honey. Her eyes were so big, her lips so plump and wet. A tiny bead of sweat ran down her forehead, down her temple...

“Yucky squids?” Trixie suggested, her hazy eyes darting between me and Lazy. “Yucky... dogs?” Her eyes widened. “That’s it! You hate dogs right? Catkin? Dogs?” She moved her hands up and down, tilting her pretty head. “Stupid dogs? Stinky dogs?”

“Ugh!” Lazy moaned. She bit her lip, then looked at me. She blinked slowly, her big pupils dancing all over my face, over my lips, over my neck, my shirt. “Maybe if...”

Her tail curled up behind her, swishing from left to right. It brushed against my cheek. It was soft and warm and fluffy, and I wanted it to stroke me everywhere. Being near a beastgirl in heat didn’t do much against me getting aroused myself...

She was still looking at me. Her pupils were so dilated that I could almost see my reflection. She turned her head, and I felt her hot breath on my ear. Her whisper was so soft I barely heard. “Maybe if we kiss, just once, I’ll...”

Her breath smelled of honey, and of something spicy. “I’ll calm down,” she muttered. “I’ll...”

And then, she veered up, head shooting up from my lap, and kissed me.

Soft. Sweet. Spicy. Hot. Her tongue was soft, delicious... dexterous. It was hard not to surrender, and I felt her purr as she deepened the kiss. I grabbed her, pulling her toward me. My other hand was still tangled in her hair. I pulled her closer. Her lips, her tongue, her hair, her scent, her heat...

I felt her hands on me, stroking my back and my chest. I was getting harder and harder, and she started to straddle my waist. Her breasts felt amazing against my chest, her stomach so warm... and her thighs...

“Uhm, like, ok?” Trixie muttered.

I opened an eye to look at her. She had an arm across her chest, her big breasts heaving. Her mouth was parted, her cheeks flushed, her pupils dilated.

“Sorry,” Lazy moaned. She looked at the busty elven professor. “I think that kiss just made it worse. I thought it might bring a little...” She bit her lip. “Relief.”

Trixie’s mouth was dry, her lips trembling. “Relief,” she muttered.

She slowly uncrossed her arms, still kneeling beside the bench on which Lazy and I were kissing. She was trembling. I could see the outline of her hard nipples, the way her shirt was almost ready to burst open.

She was driving me crazy.

And so was Lazy. Her hands were everywhere. She was stroking me through my pants. “Wade...” she muttered. “Please... I need... I want you to...”

We kissed again, her tongue dancing with mine. She was straddling my waist, and I felt her grind her wet panties under her skirt against the bulge in my pants.

“Oh my,” Trixie hummed, seeing the horny, gyrating motions that Lazy was making. “I, uhm... wow.”

Lazy broke the kiss and let out a long mewl of need and arousal. “Please,” she pleaded. She was moving her hips up and down, grinding her pussy on me. “Please fuck me, Wade. You’re the only one who can do it right. Please... I need... I need you to cum in me... It’s the only way I can calm down.”

Trixie’s breath was coming quicker and quicker. She licked her lips. “Uhm... Maybe you should... I mean, I could, like, look the other way...”

“Please,” Lazy pleaded again, her voice dripping in need. She didn’t even seem to realize that Trixie was there with us anymore. “I need... I need you to fuck me... I need to feel your cock deep inside of me, please, please, please... I’ll be a good kitty if you give me your cum...”

Dammit...

“Gods,” Trixie mumbled. “Oh gods... That’s... like, way too hot words...” She gave me a pleading, hazy look. “Maybe... Maybe you should... help her?”

I nodded, my own mind clouded with lust.

Lazy’s fingers moved quickly over the buttons of my shirt. She pulled it open, her lips kissing their way from my mouth, over my chin, down to my neck, and then to my bare chest. Her tongue was so soft, her purr so cute... “I’m sorry,” she muttered. “I’m so sorry. I want to be a good kitty, but I need to taste you, feel you, please, please, please...”

She unfastened my belt, and I raised my hips to let her pull my pants and boxers down. I shivered, suddenly exposed, and I glanced at Trixie.

Her big blue lookers were fixed on my cock. Her lips parted, and I heard her breath hitch. Nipples strained at her shirt, and her hand slipped down, out of my view as she was still kneeling next to the bench.

“I need it,” Lazy mumbled. Without ceremony, she simply raised her skirt with one hand, the other still stroking me. She didn’t even take off her cute lace panties with a bow on the front. She just pulled them aside, revealing pussy lips glistening with her arousal.

I felt my cock twitch.

“Please, please, please cum in me,” she muttered, pressing my face to her big tits.

Enough was enough. With a possessive growl, I tore open the shirt, buttons flying everywhere, and she gave a delighted, excited squeal as I buried my face between those delicious firm tits. Then, I grabbed her hip with one hand, lined up my cock with her wet pussy with the other...

And I speared her.

Right in front of Trixie.

The busty professor gasped, her hand moving. I felt Lazy’s tight, wet pussy welcome me, and she immediately started riding me. Up and down, her walls squeezing me, milking me, grinding, her moans of pleasure and delight filling the air. She was bouncing, up and down, her eyes half-lidded, her mouth open in a silent scream of pleasure.

“Wade,” she moaned, her hands grabbing my shoulders. “Fuck me... Please fuck me, I need it, I need you...”

I was thrusting into her, and she was bucking against me. I slammed into her wet, welcoming pussy, and she pushed herself onto me, impaling herself on my cock. Our bodies slammed together in desperate, needy pleasure.

Trixie gave a soft yelp, and by the way her shoulders moved, I could tell she was doing something to herself down there, just out of my view. Her face was flushed, her lips wet, her pupils wide.

“Lazy...” I muttered. “I’m gonna...”

“Yes!” she screamed, eyes rolling back. “Cum inside me, fill me with your seed, please, please, please!”

I grabbed her hips and slammed her down on me. Her pussy clenched, and she suddenly came with a gasp, as if she hadn’t even felt it coming. Her body shivered, and she lost all control, twitching and trembling on top of me, turning into a puddle of delicious, cumming catgirl. I took over, using her hips to keep her slamming down on me, close to cumming myself,

Trixie made a strangled noise of desire as she saw me set the rhythm, her hand moving frantically.

“Please,” Lazy begged, her body shaking from her orgasm as she tried to keep riding me. “Please, please, please, cum in me...”

I grabbed her ass with one hand. With the other, I kept her in her in her place, bouncing on my dick. My eyes were on Trixie as I slammed Lazy down on me. The pretty elf’s shirt had gotten all disarranged, the enticing pink of an areola peeking over the edge, as she bit her plump lower lip, watching my cock slip in and out of the catgirl.

Then, she looked up, and we made eye contact as I slammed Lazy down on me and came with a grunt, spurting a thick rope of warm seed into her. Lazy squealed with pleasure and delight, her body shaking with another orgasm as she felt me filling her up, giving her what she so desperately needed.

“Oh gods,” Trixie muttered as she watched me cum inside Lazy, her hand a blur, her nipples now straining against her shirt.

I rode the high, feeling my body shivering from the intense pleasure as I kept firing ropes of cum into that delicious body. It felt so good to hold Lazy’s warm body against mine, to fill her needy pussy with my cum. She was moaning and gasping and twitching, her tail wrapping my thigh. Then I let her slam down, my hands holding her ass and keeping her on my lap.

She squirmed on me, biting her lip, trying to coax out every drop.

“More,” Lazy pleaded. “Oh gods, Wade, I’m so sorry, but it’s not enough, I need more, please, please, please...”

I gasped for air as she rose, my cock flopping out of her. “I need a moment,” I said with a chuckle. “I…”

“Let me help!” Trixie chirped.

The next moment was straight out a dream. With Lazy inching back on my lap after riding me, Trixie rose to her knees. Her wide blue eyes were on my cock for a moment, and she bit her lip. There was something there, some kind of barrier—after all, she was a professor—but her crazy side won.

And damn, was I ever happy about that.

She grabbed my cock, her hands so soft and delicious. Her eyes were on me for a moment. “You can’t tell Kay I sucked your cock, though!” she hummed. “She’d get, like, super pissed!”

Then, her lips wrapped around me.

Fuck... That was a talented mouth. Trixie’s mouth was wet, warm, and her tongue was a dexterous little thing that was driving me absolutely crazy as it lapped up Lazy’s juices and my cum still on my cock. I groaned, and Lazy cooed in delight, kissing my chest. She was holding me, her soft breasts against me, her nipples hard.

“Trixie,” I moaned.

The gorgeous elf winked at me as she kept sucking me off.

I peered over the edge of the bench, seeing that big elven ass up in the air, skirt hitched up to reveal a sporty thong with “ELF HNTR” written on the waistband, and I actually chuckled.

But I needed to taste that elven pussy. I needed to make her cum, and I needed to make Lazy cum again. Lazy was still purring, the horny beastgirl rubbing herself on my thigh like a needy pet, her big breasts rubbing against my chest as she licked and nibbled my neck and chin.

“Gods, you taste good,” Trixie hummed, her breath warm on my cock. “No wonder all of these girls are fucking you!”

“Get up here,” I growled as I grabbed her by the legs, and she gave a yelp of surprise as I heaved her up on the bench. “Sit on my face. I need to eat that pussy.”

“Oh, gods, yes!” she hummed as she rose and deftly swung a leg over so she could sit and my face and we could sixty-nine. “But definitely don’t tell Kay that!”

“I’ll be a good kitty and not say a thing,” Lazy giggled.

Trixie was gushing, the fabric of her thong soaked with her arousal as she straddled my face, her face dipping back down to feast on my cock, with Lazy leaning forward to play with my balls with one hand and gather the elf’s blonde locks back with the other so she could see how her new harem sister sucked me off.

But the moment I hooked a finger around the string of the thong and pulled it aside so I could get a good look at those puffy, swollen pink pussy lips, Trixie pulled off my cock to gasp, her juices running down my cheeks as she rocked her hips, rubbing that pretty pink elf pussy all over my face, begging me to lick her. Her moans were loud, and they vibrated through my body and down to my cock. She was clearly enjoying herself, and the way her body moved on top of mine...

I grabbed her plump rear firmly and pulled her to my mouth so I could finally taste her, and she let out another lustful sigh. She was delicious, and her moans of delight and pleasure while she kept sucking me off sent more waves of arousal coursing through me.

Lazy massaged my balls as Trixie sucked me off, her plump and firm ass resting on my face while I ate her out. Gods, I was going to fuck these two senseless until they were both satisfied, until their pussies were filled with cum and they had no need for relief anymore. I wanted to claim them, to make them mine...

I lapped at Trixie’s pussy. The elven professor squealed with delight and started rocking her hips. She was still sucking me off, her mouth tight around my cock. Gods… She was good at it. I could feel the pressure rising. Lazy was playing with my balls, and Trixie’s mouth was pure magic, and she kept pressing that delicious, curvy ass against my face, rubbing that pink pussy on me...

“Fuck!” I groaned.

I grabbed Trixie’s ass with both hands, and she squealed happily. Then, to my delight, she reached around and teased her rosy asshole with one of her slender fingers, wet with spit and juices. Never stopping sucking my dick, she lubed her tight little hole, then slipped her finger in and began fingering her asshole, opening herself up,

Fuck, the blonde Cali elf girl likes butt stuff, huh? Kinky...

That was certainly an avenue we could explore.

For now, I pulled Trixie’s pussy down as I thrust up with my hips, fucking her mouth while Lazy played with my balls. Trixie’s squeal of delight turned into a deep moan as she pressed herself down, and I started thrusting my tongue in and out of her.

“Hggmhmm—” she moaned around my cock, and then she came.

Her body shook and trembled from the sudden orgasm, and I felt her pussy gush with juices as she came, her moans muffled by my cock deep in her mouth as she kept sucking and slurping.

“That’s so hot!” Lazy hummed.

But Trixie was like a woman possessed now. Even though she was still trembling from her orgasm, she let my cock come out of her mouth with an audible pop, then shimmied forward onto my lap, until my whole world was big round elven ass, thong pulled to the side. She reached around and grabbed my hard cock, and my mind was set ablaze when she lined it up with that rosy little pucker of hers.

“Hey!” Lazy objected. “You can’t...”

“Just a little while,” Trixie moaned with a husky voice as she rose a little, my tip touching her asshole. “Just... fuck... Aaah...”

I growled as she lowered her round ass on me, my cock bending just a little under the pressure before the tip went into her ass.

And I was in heaven.

Her ass was tight, tight, and fucking tight. Trixie let out a long, drawn out moan of delight as she sank down, taking more and more of my cock in her asshole. Her asscheeks were so soft, and the string of her thong rubbed against my cock, and I could hear Lazy gasp.

“Is he... in your...”

“In my ass,” she sighed. Then, she began moving, and I watched how my cock slipped in an out of that ass, how it jiggled as it came down, how the fabric of her thong seemed to cleave her right buttcheek in two, how the muscles in the small of her back and her shoulders moved under a cascade of luscious blonde hair...

No way I was keeping this up long.

I felt the pressure build. Trixie’s voice was rising in pitch. Her movements were becoming erratic, and her ass was bouncing up and down, her plump cheeks slapping down on me.

“Wade,” she moaned, shooting me a dirty look over her shoulder. “Cum in my ass.”

Damn...

“HEY! NO!” Lazy squealed. “That’s my cum! That cum is... No!” She hopped down from the bench to stand next to us even as I grabbed Trixie’s hips, holding her in place as I slammed my cock into her, spearing her ass.

“No, no, no!” Lazy meeped. “Get off! He can’t cum in you!” She lightly slapped Trixie’s butt as she voiced her objections, but that only improved the jiggle situation and made me go to the edge faster.

“Yes!” Trixie squealed as she bounced her ass on my cock. “Oh! Naughty kitty! Slap my ass!”

“NO!” Lazy mewled, although she kept slapping. “It’s not hot slapping! It’s not supposed to be hot.”

“It’s so hot! Fuck! Spank me!”

“Noooo!” Lazy mewled, giving her big butt another half-assed slap.

“Fuck,” I groaned, “I’m gonna...”

“YESSSSSSS!” Trixie screamed. “Cum in my ass, Wade, cum in my fucking... aaaAAAAH!”

I slammed into her, her ass jiggling and bouncing, and then I came, flooding that tight little hole with a thick load of cum. Trixie’s voice rose a pitch as she felt me filling her, and she came as well, her whole body quivering and shuddering from the force of the orgasm. She didn’t move, but she didn’t need to. My cock was buried in her ass, and I kept cumming, filling her, emptying every last drop into that hot little elf hole.

“Gods,” she muttered, voice dripping in satisfaction as she swirled her hips on my lap. “I needed that...”

Lazy pouted as she stared at me. “You were supposed to cum in me!”

Trixie chuckled, then slowly inched up. I watched how her ass rose, my cock slipping out of her. A small trickle of cum dripped out of her rosy little asshole and down her tasty thighs, and she gave me a wink over her shoulder before she looked at Lazy. “I’m sorry, kitty,” she hummed. “We got lost in the moment.”

“Humph!” Lazy scoffed, crossing her arms. “I’m so telling Kay.”

Trixie chuckled, then licked her lips and shot me a look. “Awww, I bet he can, like, go one more time.”

Lazy’s gaze swiveled to me, hopeful.

I laughed as I rose on my elbows. My cock was limp right now, and I would need to clean up.

But damn, this was the stuff of dreams. I smiled at Lazy, then at Trixie—who was a lot kinkier than I had even dared hope.

Oh yes, I could go one more time.

Heck, maybe two.

“Just give me a minute,” I said, and the excited squeals and giggles that followed were almost as hot as the fucking itself...


Chapter 21

I groaned as sunlight stabbed between the warped shutters and painted the loft in dusty stripes. I woke face-up on a pile of marching-band blankets that smelled kind of rank. Lazy stretched along my right side, one bare leg thrown over mine, tail flicking once every few heartbeats before falling still again. Her ear twitched, then her breath smoothed back into that soft rumble that passed for a purr when she slept.

On the other side, Trixie lay half across my chest, golden braid draped like a sash.

It had really happened.

The jacket she had worn as improvised nightwear was bunched up under her ribs; every slow rise of her bust threatened the last button. She looked quiet, which for her was a rare sight.

The Obsidian Staff waited beside the window, upright, tip brushing a cracked ceiling beam. A faint pulse glimmered under the spiral bronze. Whatever dreams had chased me a moment ago slipped away while I watched it for a moment—the thing that started it all.

Noise drifted up the stairwell—tired groans, the scrape of stretchers, someone snapping instructions. The academy’s clean-up crews were busy shepherding beastkin girls back to their rooms; the heat cycle was over, and it had given me the cover I needed to escape Vorlius and his goons.

But the hunt would be on again today, I was sure of that.

I shifted an inch. Lazy’s claws flexed against my ribs. Trixie mumbled something and snuggled closer.

“No bells yet,” I whispered. “We have a minute.”

Lazy’s yellow eyes opened at once, focused, then narrowed with lazy delight. “Mornin’,” She tagged a kiss on my shoulder and yawned so wide her fangs flashed. “You know, you make a comfy pillow.”

I brushed hair from her brow. “So do you.”

“Hmm.” She nuzzled the hollow of my throat and closed her eyes again.

Trixie blinked next, blue irises huge in the low light. She stared at the button threatening to pop, frowned at it like the fabric had betrayed her, then noticed my stare. “Oh. Hey.” She gave me a sleepy grin. “That was very inappropriate,” she said with a smile in her eyes.

“Very,” I agreed.

“And SO much fun!” She stretched—every muscle, every curve—and sat upright. The button lost its battle and shot off, bounced once on the harp case, then vanished behind the piano.

Lazy laughed, a husky purr still in her tone. “Gravity claims another victim.”

“Battle damage,” Trixie declared. She raked fingers through her braid and glanced at the door. “Any angry knights pounding on us?”

“None yet,” I said. “They probably had to withdraw to their chambers at some point.”

Trixie blew out a breath. “Good. Kay will call the heat cycle contained by noon. But Vorlius won’t stay contained.”

Lazy rolled onto her back and stared at the rafters. “He has the Council in his pocket. He’s gonna get his way sooner or later.”

I scratched the stubble on my chin. “And I’m still on his list.”

“Truth!” Trixie tugged her jacket straight, exposing a tempting triangle of midriff. “Kay might throw every boring article of the boring charter at him, but he’ll steamroll it, and we’ll just end up bored to death. She just doesn't have the authority.”

Lazy propped on one elbow, tail swishing. “And we can’t out-legal the Magocracy.”

“And we don’t want to!” Trixie added, flopping around in an excessive display of anticipatory boredom at that prospect.

I tapped the staff with one finger. “That leaves flight. For now.”

Trixie’s eyes went soft. “It seems like that, yeah.”

“If you go, you’re not going alone,” Lazy said. “Me, Thessa, Khla—we’ll follow.”

Trixie raised a hand. “Same! You need an adult!”

“Adult,” I scoffed.

“Hey, I’m, like, hundreds of years old!”

“Yeah, maybe in dog years,” Lazy hummed.

“Don’t call me a dog!” Trixie said, then blinked as her eyes widened. “Or did you? And what if it IS dog years? I didn’t keep track!”

I chuckled and shook my head. “Can we keep on track?”

“Woof.”

I rolled my eyes. “We need to talk to Kay again, then collect the others. Whoever wants to come, can come. Anyone else can stay. No hard feelings. But I’m not sticking around here to get seized by Vorlius. I hate leaving, but the alternative is much worse.”

“Kay might try to stop us,” Lazy said, voice quieter.

“Kay values the academy first,” I replied. “If my exit protects her students, she’ll sign off on it. She just can’t stamp the travel pass.”

“Which makes this unsanctioned!” Trixie said it like it was the best thing.

Lazy whistled, impressed. “First time I leave a place without sneaking silverware.”

“We’ll work you back up to that,” Trixie assured her.

I swung my legs off the blankets. Clothes lay scattered across the floor; I pulled on trousers, buckled my belt, then shouldered the staff. It hummed—a low, comforting throb that crawled up my arm. “We step out quiet, find Thessa and Khla, then Kay.”

“Gotcha.” Trixie bounced to her feet and began getting more decent.

As she did so, Lazy tugged her shirt over her head, ears flattening as the fabric caught. She missed an armhole, spun in place, swore, slipped free, then smoothed it with faux dignity. “Ready.”

Trixie scooped the lost button, popped it between generous boobs, and grinned. “Souvenir.”

Grinning, I checked the door. The barricade stood firm, but the corridor beyond rested quiet now, only a distant clatter of mop buckets. I pulled the harp case aside with a grunt. Lazy helped push the piano an inch, enough to slip through.

Before I unbarred the door, Trixie touched my elbow. Her eyes, bright seconds ago, leveled into steel. “If knights spot us, I’ll try to distract them. You two break right and head for the office. I’ll meet you there.”

“Noted.”

“Also.” She leaned close, lips brushing my ear. “Last night was fun. Not a fling, Wade. Not for me, at least.”

I smiled, savoring that little moment. “Same here, Trixie.”

She stepped back, cleared her throat, then shot Lazy a wink. “And you, furball, one word: more cardio if you want to keep up.”

Lazy flopped. “Nuuuuuuuuu—”

“Alright, let’s go!” I said, interrupting her wallowing.

I released the bar. The hall yawned empty. A single potion bottle rolled in a slow circle on the stone tiles. I eased the door shut behind us, and we were on our way.
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The corridor outside the music tower still carried traces of musk, yet most beastkin had collapsed into post-peak exhaustion. Metal boots, not claws, worried me now.

Lazy padded ahead, tail flicking like a nervous metronome. Trixie followed her with a bow in hand, arrow nocked but lowered. I kept the Obsidian Staff across my back, cloak thrown over most of its length.

“South stair is open,” Lazy whispered. “Knights posted at the quad exit only.”

I nodded. “Straight shot to Kay’s wing, then.”

We rounded the balustrade. Two Mage-Knights drifted into view below, checking door latches. Purple-gloss plate caught torchlight. One lifted his veiled face at the faint clack of my boot heel. I held my breath.

Lazy’s arm flashed. A coin arced past the knights, pinged off a suit-of-armor display, and rattled away. Both heads turned. We slipped behind a tapestry before they looked back.

Trixie’s grin stretched wide. “Oooh, that’s so cool,” she whispered, and Lazy beamed with pride.

We waited for the metal tread to fade, then bolted down the next flight and cut through the empty etiquette classroom. A mountain of abandoned tea sets forced us into single file. We reached the staff corridor without alarms.

Kay’s door stood ajar, two crystal wards pulsing on its frame. No guards. I tapped twice and entered.

Kay and Alis occupied opposite ends of a cluttered conference table. Scrolls, stamped forms, and three different statute volumes lay in messy stacks. Neither glanced up until Kay finished a paragraph with an angry flourish.

Her green eyes locked on me. “You stayed alive. Good. Close the door.”

I silently shut it behind me after peeking down the hallway. Lazy went to Kay’s liquor cabinet and poured water; she offered a glass to each of us.

Kay pushed hair from her face and addressed me. She looked like she hadn’t slept at all. “We were lucky we got out of that… It might have turned violent.”

“I know,” I said. “I think this whole thing is getting out of hand. What happened to Vorlius and his goons yesterday?”

“They had to spray themselves down. They smelled like skunk.” She afforded herself a wry smile. “After that, they managed to withdraw to their chambers. But before they left, Vorlius made it clear that by nightfall he may annul our charter and seize the grounds if we are still, in their words, ‘harboring illegitimate holder of the staff.’”

Alis nodded. “The Magocracy tightens the vise.” She smoothed a crisp page. “We examined every countermeasure. All fail in face of the ‘Magocracy security’ card Vorlius has played. There is, however, a single escape clause.”

I braced for it. “Hand me over.”

“That ship has sailed,” Kay said. “However, if you are not enrolled, we won’t be ‘harboring’ you. We will receive an administrative fine for what happened last night, but that is it.”

Alis tapped the margin of a thick rulebook. “Expulsion,” she simply said.

Lazy’s ears flattened. “You want to kick him out?”

Kay lifted a palm. “Expulsion brands him permanently. He could never return without Council pardon.” Her gaze softened by a fraction. “A voluntary withdrawal counts as ‘no longer enrolled’ yet leaves a path for reinstatement once politics settle.”

Trixie leaned on the desk, braid sliding over one shoulder. “So, like, Wade signs a parchment saying ‘Adulting sabbatical, BRB,’ and Vorlius loses the excuse?”

“Not loses,” Alis corrected. “He may still seize Wade, but he may no longer destroy Krysfelt Academy in the process. At the same time, if Wade can prove his right of ownership, the whole thing will fall apart, and all Vorlius will have is an administrative fine against Krysfelt Academy.”

“Not something we’d enjoy,” Kay said, “but far better than the alternative. And we have some meat on our bones; we can pay if we need to.”

I absorbed that for a moment, but it aligned with what we were planning. “If withdrawing keeps Krysfelt free, I’ll do it,” I said. “Kay, draft whatever form you need.”

Lazy gripped my sleeve. “We leave, then.”

Kay’s pen hovered. “Your escort, your timing, your destination—your choice. Officially, the academy can offer no aid.” A thin smile crept to her lips. “Unofficially, you will find our supply stores are open to you.”

Alis made a short approving nod. “We shall prepare the withdrawal documents at once. Sign here, here, and on the final line.” She slid three vellum leaves across the table.

I signed. My name—Wade Aurelius—scratched bold under candlelight. The last stroke felt oddly final.

Trixie blew on the ink. “Guess I’m on sabbatical too. Can’t let my experimental subjects wander unsupervised.”

Kay narrowed her eyes at Trixie. For a moment, even the great, unshakeable and utterly uncaring Trixie wavered for a moment, and it felt like Kay could see what had happened between us.

“Under the circumstances,” Kay said, and the way she spoke the word ‘circumstances’ seemed to imply a lot, “I do agree it would be best if you took some leave. If you were to accompany Wade during that leave…” She shrugged. “Well, nothing I can do about that.”

“Well, we might be heading in the same direction for a bit,” Trixie said, shooting me a wink.

Lazy purred agreement and leaned into my shoulder. “Where he goes, I go.”

Kay gathered the pages, pressed them with a notary seal, then stacked them in a lacquer folder. “These will be filed immediately. As of now, you are no longer a student at Krysfelt.”

I met her eyes. “For the moment.”

“For the moment,” she agreed, a sly smile on her plump lips. She then set her pen down and folded her hands. “Thank you for offering the withdrawal, Wade. Few students would give up their place so the rest can stay safe.”

I nodded. “The academy matters to me. And so do you all.”

The smile she gave me was the softest I had seen her give yet. “Good.” She opened a small velvet case and slid a black bauble across the table. “Take this.”

I picked it up. It rested against my palm, cold and heavy for its size.

“Squeeze it at midnight and my desk crystal opens an audio link. One minute only, so prepare what you plan to say before you press. It’s quite costly, but it will help us prepare for when you return… After all, I’m assuming you’re going to go looking for your Legacy Trial.”

I grinned. “Correct. And understood.” I tucked the stone away.

Kay turned to Alis. “We will file a fresh petition built on the Taelath link. Even if the Council ignores it this week, it anchors the claim for the future.”

“We will prepare it tonight,” Alis replied, silver eyes calm.

“There is one more thing, though.” She looked at the door. “Come in, please,” she called out, obviously not at one of us.

The door cracked open again. A black-haired wolfkin slipped inside, nose twitching at the smell of fresh ink.

Varga…

She shut the door and kept her hands where everyone could see them. The look on her face was one of pure awkwardness, and I could tell right away that this wasn’t her idea.

Lazy bristled; her tail fluffed. Thessa’s pupils narrowed to slits of glowing red. Khla let out a growl. I felt tension rise like steam.

Kay lifted one manicured finger. “I asked Miss Varga to join this meeting.”

Thessa crossed her arms under her chest. “Why?”

“Tell them,” Kay said.

“Because I know the roads,” Varga said, voice small. Her ears pinned back for a heartbeat, then leveled. “Old lumber trails through the fir groves west of Lombardy. My family used them when we… moved goods. Patrollers don’t watch those branches.”

Lazy cocked her head. “Smuggler shortcuts?” Her background as a thief once again showed.

Varga’s tail gave a single wag. “Yes.”

Khla grunted. “What’s the catch?”

“No catch.” Varga’s jaw worked once. “I owe Wade. I owe all of you. Let me pay part of that debt.”

Thessa opened her mouth. Kay cut her off. “You need a guide who can keep you off the ward lines. Varga is the best candidate on-site. She has volunteered. You should be thankful.”

Varga shot me a sideways glance, unreadable behind gold eyes. “You’ll still have to move fast. Some trail markers rotted out years ago.”

Trixie hopped up and down, then struck a pose, one heel touching her butt, hand raised in a salute. “Road trip with a wolf! Yay! We’re all gonna be BEST FRIENDS.”

Kay massaged the bridge of her nose. “Varga leads. Trixie covers the rear. Thessa and Khla hold flanks. Lazy stays by Wade. If you’re seen by Mage-Knights, you scatter and regroup beyond the rocks east of the old mill. Fight them, and things will be worse for you. You will face severe consequences even if you prove the staff belongs to Wade.”

Lazy raised a hand. “Uh, how do we know how to prove that?”

She sighed. “I don’t know. If anything, I have an odd feeling it may come to you in one way or another. Just as the staff has. There is a touch of destiny here, Wade. I felt it back in Oregon when I first saw you.” She smiled thinly. “The town was not named Promise for nothing.”

I nodded. There was something encouraging in that. And I had to admit I had felt it myself too—the hand of fate. I looked up at her and gave a confident nod. “We’ll find something.”

“You will,” she said. “Survive, Wade.”

I met her gaze. “Yes, Headmistress.”

Her mouth quirked as if the title amused her. “Headmistress… Not anymore, I suppose,” she said. “But hopefully only for a little while…”


Chapter 22

Shortly after the meeting with Kay and Alis, we slipped out the postern gate. A low fog hugged the grass, muffling the clang of the bolts Borsj slammed home behind us. My boots hit the dirt road, and every step away from Krysfelt cut a fresh thread between me and the new home I’d come to cherish.

I found myself hoping I’d be back soon.

Varga padded ahead, hood up, tail still. “Stay in the grass,” she murmured. “It hides tracks better than the dirt.”

She moved with the wary confidence of a born poacher. Lazy caught my elbow and whispered loud enough for everyone to hear. “Look at Miss Howlywolf in charge. Smuggler chic.”

Varga’s ears twitched, but she kept walking. “We all need to make a living. Smuggling was what we did.”

Lazy shot her a grin. “Hey, no judgment. I lifted wallets in Seattle. Bet my rap sheet tops yours.”

“Doubtful,” Varga deadpanned without turning.

Thessa snorted, horns gleaming wet in the half-light. “Competing criminal résumés? Focus, felons.”

Trixie marched alongside me, bow across her back, humming a pop tune. Every third line of the song, she hit a pose, then remembered we were trying to avoid attention and lowered her arms again. She seemed oblivious to everything around her, but I knew by now she had senses sharper than her arrows. It was just the casual carelessness that comes from a lot of experience.

Khla took the rear. No complaints, no questions—just a slow grind of patience while the rest of us yapped. Her gaze swept flanks and treetops, a living bulwark.

The first mile passed in silence except for Lazy’s soft purr and Varga’s occasional sniff at the wind. Pines closed overhead, and the road dipped until daylight shrank to a ribbon.

Varga halted. “We should take a break here.”

We fanned out under the branches. I leaned on the Obsidian Staff while Lazy produced jerky pilfered from the Krysfelt Academy larder. Trixie accepted a strip, bit off a chunk, and chewed with comical relish. “Yay, dead animals!” she chirped around a mouthful.

She was the only one of us who seemed to have at least some good cheer. After a short break, we moved on, and the fog burned off, revealing a gray sky and a road that narrowed to a pair of wagon grooves half buried in fern. When Varga raised a fist, we froze. The faint clap of shod hooves drifted through the trees—steady, practiced, too tight for farmers.

Varga’s tail dropped low. “Let’s get off the road.”

I agreed with the sentiment. She darted right and vanished down a gully hidden by bramble. I followed, trying not to slice my coat on thorns thicker than thumbs. Lazy hissed every time a vine caught her tail. Khla simply snapped canes with her forearm, leaving a wake wide enough for Thessa.

We crouched among berry thickets while forms appeared on the trail. Plate shimmered violet in the weak light.

Vorlius’s Mage-Knights… Mounted.

A patrol of six. One rider paused, helm tilting our way. I held my breath until he nudged his horse on.

Only when the hoofbeats faded did Varga rise. “Trail’s blown. We cut cross-country until the next fork.”

Lazy flicked a leaf off her ear. “Cross-country in this? My poor delicate body.”

Thessa smirked. “You’ll live. Maybe lose a dram of fluff. Improvement.”

Lazy answered with a soft hiss but gripped my hand just the same.

We slogged north, thorn rash stinging our calves. Noon found us at a creek, water brown with tannin. A pine trunk spanned the flow—rotten in the middle but wide enough. Varga crossed first in a low crouch, weight spread. I followed, staff for balance. Lazy took a wobbling step and yelped when the bark crumbled under her boot.

I steadied her hips. “Focus on the far bank.”

“I’m focusing on the drop, thanks,” she muttered, but she made it all the same.

Thessa minced across barefoot; the tiefling’s balance mocked physics. Khla ignored the log entirely, waded through thigh-deep water, then shook off like a dog, spraying everyone. Trixie squealed, half laughing, half scolding, after she had gracefully crossed the log in a single run.

The lumber road reappeared an hour later—two sun-bleached ruts ribboning north under leaning firs. We climbed out of the brush, and every muscle in my back begged for a chair.

Lazy flopped onto a stump, tongue lolling. “Next time we steal a cart.”

“We’d need a road free of knights,” Varga replied.

Trixie produced a spyglass from somewhere inside her jacket and swept the ridge. “Uh-oh.”

I followed her line of sight. Twelve Mage-Knights threaded the crest, moving in pairs, helms scanning fringes. A scribe rode behind them, marking positions on a slate as he cast the occasional spell. They hadn’t spotted us yet, but they seemed to be on the trail regardless.

Trixie blinked. “Oh, they have tracking spells! Smart.”

“Relentless,” Khla corrected.

Varga’s nostrils flared. “We won’t outrun mounted spellswords on open ground, especially not if they have tracking magic. We need brush—thicker than thorn lanes.”

Trixie rocked on her heels. “Brush won’t shake a scryer. Only one trick left, babes!” She thumbed west.

I didn’t need to ask. The breeze carried faint ozone and that faint wrongness every report named but never clarified.

Khla grunted. “The Anomalous Zone.”

Trixie nodded, braid bobbing. “Cali AZ! Hottest AZ in the west!” She struck a sexy pose that made me smile regardless of the pickle we were in. “Anyway,” she continued, “the boundary stones sit, like, three miles west. Mage-Knights won’t cross.”

“Why not?” I asked, eyebrow perked.

“Insurance and hazard pay,” Trixie said with a shrug. “They need to file extra forms or they’re not insured and they don’t get their pay. And if I remember right—and I likely don’t, because it’s BORING—they need special approval too!”

I grinned. “Use their own bureaucracy against them. That’s pretty nice.”

Varga dragged her fingers through her black hair. “Ugh, the Anomalous Zone. I knew this run would get ugly, but that ugly?”

I glanced at the ridge. The knights were on our trail—no denying that. The staff pulsed warm against my palm, urging movement.

“Vote,” I said. “Stay on safe ground and gamble on speed, or step over the line and hope the Zone is merciful.”

Khla shrugged her pack higher. “Danger in front, danger behind. I prefer the danger that doesn’t wear fancy plate.”

Thessa smirked. “Fire burns the same on either side. I’m in.”

Lazy gave a nervous purr. “I’m allergic to authority figures. We go into the AZ.”

Varga studied me, golden eyes unreadable. “It doesn’t matter to me. You lead. I follow.”

Trixie did the jazz hands. “Cali AZ Field trip!”

I set my boot toward the western treeline. “Then we reach those boundary stones before dark. After that…” I exhaled. “We play it by ear.”

The six of us turned west, where the air grew still and sour. Tainted and strange.

The Anomalous Zone awaited.


Chapter 23

Varga guided us across the boundary stones without a word. One step the pines stood straight and ordinary, the next the trunks twisted into spirals, and weepy blue resin seeped from split bark. The air tasted like rust and sugar at once. I tightened the strap of the Obsidian Staff as I looked around.

There had been much talk during my life about the Anomalous Zones, both at the orphanage and at Krysfelt. Places of mystery, of fear, and of wonder, linked to the mysteries that the System held for us.

I had not expected I would be moving into one so soon…

“Welcome to the Cali AZ,” Trixie said. She spread her arms as though unveiling a stage. “Tour schedule: no tour, try not to die.”

Lazy sniffed a mushroom wider than her head, glowing mauve under its own spores. “Pretty lights. Probably poisonous.” She batted a cap with one hand; it let out a wet pop and splattered silver ooze. Her ears flattened. “Yep. Poison.”

Khla used the toe of her boot to prod a vine that wriggled away like a centipede. “Madness,” she muttered.

Besides, Thessa trailed a finger through a haze of floating motes, red eyes shining. “Fire likes the essence in the air here. Makes it dance.” She sounded far too cheerful about that.

We advanced single file. Roots bulged through cracked dirt, forcing high steps. Between trunks I spotted a deer, except the deer had two heads. It bolted when Trixie whistled at it.

“The AZs showed up right after the Summoner King went poof,” she reminded us. “Big coincidence, yeah? System updated, continents shuffled, laws went wacky. No one ever proved a link, but everybody thinks it.”

“Everybody who bothers with books,” Khla said.

Trixie twirled one blonde braid. “Or tavern gossip. Which are kinda the same if you ask me.”

Khla raised a dark eyebrow at her.

As they talked, I studied the staff. It pulsed quicker than outside, as if the emerald inlays enjoyed the raw mana loose in the air. Good for the staff, bad for subtlety.

“How far to those lumber roads you mentioned?” I asked Varga.

“Hour west, maybe,” she answered. Her nose worked nonstop, tail held low. “But roads inside the AZ don’t sit still. Could be shorter, could be longer.”

Lazy hopped sideways when a patch of moss shifted as she passed and puffed out a sparkling cloud of spores of some kind. “Great.”

We pressed on. Melted stone columns jutted here and there, older than the Coalition. Bioluminescent worms crawled over them, spelling out gibberish runes that faded seconds later. The sight set my nerves humming. I glanced behind us every dozen paces.

As we moved, Varga’s ears snapped suddenly forward. “Quiet.” She crouched, one palm to the soil. “Heavy footfalls. Behind.”

I listened. A low snort rumbled through the warped brush, then another. Something shifted. Khla stood ready to jump into action. Thessa moved her hands into a position ready to make the gestures of her spells.

“Distance?” I asked.

“Close,” Varga said. “Stalking.” She pointed toward a patch of thorny undergrowth. Shimmering spores drifted above it in puffs, each burst timed with the snort.

Trixie drew a second arrow and nocked. “We keep walking. Predators in Zones like to push until prey panics. Just keep moving, keep formation, and keep calm. It wants us to spread out.”

I motioned ahead. “Agreed. Let’s stick together and move.”

We quickened the pace. The snorts stayed with us, never closer, never farther. Every so often something cracked a branch to our left or right, forcing eyes to swing.

“Could be a boar,” Khla muttered.

“Boars don’t track for sport,” Thessa replied. “They just charge when they feel threatened.”

“Maybe a boar-bear-spider hybrid?” Trixie offered. “I met one in Nevada. Cute… until it wasn’t.”

Lazy shuddered hard enough her tail rattled leaves. “I didn’t need that mental picture.”

Minutes crawled by. My internal clock said we’d walked forty, maybe fifty. The ground began to rise, turning from loam to clinker. Charcoal trees leaned over a slope where slag pooled like frozen waves. Bioluminescent bugs crawled over the trunks, their bright colors contrasting with the charred black.

I spotted dark stone jutting from a crest ahead. Not rock but brick. Broken ramparts, blackened and crooked like fangs against the sickly sky.

“Shelter,” I said, pointing.

Varga nodded once. “Defensible. And high ground.”

A fresh snort thundered, louder, ending on a rattle that raised hairs on my neck. Whatever trailed us understood the ramparts too.

Khla planted her boots. “Run or fight?”

“Run now, but together. We fight if forced,” I answered. “Move.”

We jogged. Every breath scraped my throat with metal dust. Mushrooms burst underfoot, spraying neon tang. Trixie loosed a warning shot into the brush; the arrow exploded in blue flame that lit a bulk out of view—gray hide, tusks like saplings, six legs churning sludge. Only a flash, but enough.

“Yep, boar-bear-something,” she reported.

The creature bellowed. Trees shook. It crashed after us, snapped trunks like matchsticks.

Thessa spun mid-stride, hurling a fireball. The blaze hit the thing’s flank. Flesh blistered, but not as much as it should from her Fireball spell. The beast only roared louder, frustrated and angry now.

“Fire resistant!” she shouted.

“Just keep moving!” I called out. We had the advantage on the terrain leading up to the structure. No doubt the creature was fast if it could accelerate to top speed, but there were too many warped trees and strange debris-like boulders here for it to weave through. That gave us slower but more nimble humans the advantage.

For now.

The hill steepened. Broken flagstones poked through ash. Ramparts now clear: high walls split in two places, inner yard hidden by fallen parapets. A ragged gate frame waited thirty yards up.

“Inside those walls!” I barked.

Lazy dashed ahead. Varga kept pace with me, breaths short, eyes on the gate. Trixie lagged by three paces, turning to plant arrows with practiced speed. Each shaft burst with crackling sparks but the monster shrugged them off.

Khla slowed, ready to cast Shield. “Get through. I’ll push last.”

“No hero plays,” I called.

“Not heroics. Just timing.” She squared her stance.

The slope funneled us into rubble-strewn ground. I hurdled a fallen lintel, landed beside a blackened stair. Lazy and Thessa spilled over next. Varga leapt the stone and rolled, up in an instant.

The monster broke cover. It dwarfed any boar I knew, hide plated, saliva dripping luminous teal. Six legs gave it awful speed. It barreled toward Khla with the momentum of a runaway train.

Khla roared, set her feet, and cast Shield on herself. Gold magic sparked around her. The impact shook the yard, but Khla held, boots skidding inches. She jammed her shoulder, redirected the beast enough that it scraped a pillar and lost footing.

“Move!” she barked.

She sprang back, clearing the gate. Trixie dove through behind her, an arrow flashing over her shoulder to distract the enormous snout. I seized Khla’s wrist, yanked her further inside. A tusk as long as a spearhead hissed past my hip.

“All inside!” I shouted while the beast tried to roll to its six feet again.
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The shattered gate bought us only seconds. I planted myself mid-courtyard, blackened walls funneling every stomp of the charging monster straight at me.

“Form up!” I shouted.

Thessa dashed left and raised both palms. Twin jets of white-hot fire licked across cracked stone as she cast Firewall, knitting into a curved barrier. The six-legged boar hit the first lick of flame and squealed as orange tongues forced it to veer toward the narrow gap Varga guarded.

Varga, our new melee addition to the team…

“Lazy, now!” I called.

Lazy’s eyes went slitted-yellow; a chill swept the yard. “Phantasm.” Violet motes swarmed the boar’s brow. It jerked as if jagged hooks tugged inside its skull, hide blistering where the spell dug in. Not fatal, but it staggered.

“Come at me!” Varga dropped low, claws out.

Khla’s deep voice rolled. “Shield.” Gold light flared around the wolfkin.

I watched tusks line up on Varga’s torso—too clean a charge. “Command—HALT!” Mana bled from me, words cracking like a whip. The beast froze, all six hooves rooted an instant, moments before it could strike Varga.

Varga didn’t waste it. “Shadow Flurry!” She lunged, black streaks tearing hide, blood spraying across charred flagstones as she tore up the boar.

But it wasn’t done yet. It reared back, bunched muscle for another charge—

—and Trixie loosed a single pink-fletched shaft. “Multishot!”

Mid-air the arrow burst into ten. Each new shaft curved, homing. Eight punched into the boar’s ribs, two in his eyes. Flesh and bristle ripped away like wet paper. The monster crashed on its side, legs twitching once… twice… still.

Hot damn…

Experience rushed in, and I received a notification that I had leveled up. Immediately after, Lazy whooped, while Thessa’s grin glowed hotter than her firewall. Khla gave a satisfied grunt. Even Varga allowed her tail a proud flick. Trixie twirled her bow like a baton, smiling broadly at how she had taken out the boar.

“I think it’s safe to say we all leveled,” I said with a smile as I took in the reactions all around me.

The girls all beamed with pride, except Trixie. She grinned. “Level thirty-one, babies,” she announced, blowing an invisible kiss. “These things barely tickle my XP bar.”

“Wow!” Lazy squealed. “Thirty-one! That Multishot was so awesome!”

While they talked, I opened my sheet, pumped every new point into Mens like I’d done before, and watched a single line shift as Minor Illusion advanced to Journeyman, making Mana cost drop from 10 to 9.

I inspected the sheet.

Wade Aurelius
Level 10 Enchanter

Attributes
Corpus: 4
Vita: 4
Mens: 71
Anima: 31

Stats
Weapon damage: (unarmed: 0) + (Corpus: 4) = 4
Defense: (Robe of Protection: 5) + (Corpus: 4) = 9
Spell power: (no focus: 0) + (Mens: 71) = 71
Spell resistance: (Robe of Protection: 5) + (Ring of Clarity: 20) + (Mens: 71) = 96
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 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 (Journeyman) [Take control of a single creature (but not bosses) for a short action, 9 mana]
Slot 4: Charm (Journeyman) [Win the allegiance of a single creature (but not bosses) for 1 minute, 14 mana]
Slot 5: Minor Illusion (Journeyman) [Create an illusion no greater than a human with sound and sight but not tactile elements for 1 minute, 9 mana]
Slot 6: Empty

It was all looking pretty good. I dismissed the pane and wiped ash off my robe. Around me, the girls were talking. Lazy, Thessa, and Khla had all hit level 8, while Varga had hit level 7. Everyone chucked their points in Mens, except Varga. Since she was a spellsword class with a focus on melee, she had hit points to mind.

By the time we finished up, evening crept over the ruined yard, pale stars smeared by Zone haze. We dragged splintered benches into the entry hall, wedged them under archways, and stacked fallen lintels across gaps. Khla and Varga heaved a cracked door flat, and we salvaged it for wood then got to work lighting it; soon a squat fire licked inside a ring of broken tile.

Lazy curled by the flames, head on my thigh, purr already fading into sleep. Thessa sat at my other side, horns catching orange light while she watched embers like jewels. Khla polished a dent in her ring mail, then stretched out, arms crossed, eyelids heavy. Varga paced one round of the hall, sniffing, finally settling at the doorway with claws resting on knees.

Trixie slung her bow, skipped to the perimeter, and perched on a toppled pillar. “First watch. If anything big shows up, I’ll holler at you!”

“Try not to sing,” Khla rumbled, half asleep.

“No promises.” The elf winked.

Exhaustion burrowed through me the moment I lay back. Broken stone, ash smell, distant Zone howls—it didn’t matter. I closed my eyes and the world blinked out while Trixie’s hum floated above the crackle of the fire.


Chapter 24

Lazy’s soft kiss tickled me awake. “Time to get up, baby. Dawn tripped over the wall. My watch is done.”

I pried open gummy eyes. Fog coiled through the shattered gate like wet smoke, swallowing half the courtyard. Cold gnawed my toes even inside boots.

The others sat by last night’s ashes, trading jerky like poker chips. Trixie waved, braid already perfect. Khla squatted beside her, splitting a strip with a knife. Thessa nestled in her cloak, horn tips barely poking free. Varga prowled the perimeter, nose in the air.

I stretched an ache from my shoulders. “Status?”

“Nothing bigger than glow-moths,” Lazy said, tail giving a lazy flick. “But you said my name in your sleep, and it was very cute!”

“Jealous,” Thessa called, voice husky from sleep.

I chuckled and joined the circle and tore a bite off Khla’s offering. Salted meat, a little grit—the breakfast of wanderers.

The staff leaned against my knee. As I surveyed the ruins around us, that tug inside my chest—that whisper that first spoke when my character sheet showed me my real surname—tightened again.

This ruin mattered. I felt it.

“We should map this place,” I said, finishing the strip. “Know the exits. Maybe find a clue why the Zone kept it and what it was for.”

Lazy perked. “Dungeon crawl part two?”

“Survey,” I corrected. “Low noise. But there might just be something here. It feels… significant.”

Trixie hopped to her feet. “Room-to-room? Yesss. I call dibs on food.”

“You’d eat food from here?” Thessa said, eyebrows shooting up.

“All things come from the calling dibs, dear Thessa,” Trixie lectured in a fake British accent, “once dibs have been called upon in a just, correct, and righteous manner, the individual may proceed to the exploitation of said dibs.”

Khla rolled her eyes. “Great, a sentence without the word ‘like.’”

“Hey! I, like, barely say ‘like.’”

I shook my head. “We start with the keep.”

Varga strode over, gold eyes bright under her black hair. “I’ll track scents. If something nests inside, we learn the easy way.”

I nodded. “Good idea. Come on, let’s move out.” I grabbed the staff, shrugged my pack, and walked toward the charred stair. The girls fell in behind me.

Ahead, the keep’s door hung crooked, black metal hinges fused by heat long gone.

I nudged it with the staff; flakes of slag dropped away, exposing a hall wider than the quad at Krysfelt. Moon-pale tapestries drooped along both sides—no colors left, only mildew ghosts. I brushed one, and the weave disintegrated, leaving my fingertips gray.

“It’s been a long time,” I said softly.

Lazy sneezed, ears flattening. “Dust always wins.”

Halfway in, I spotted faded paint on plaster—a coiled serpent about a sun, three talons extended. At the sight of it, my heart thrummed faster. Even though I had seen it only shortly, pointed out by Alis in Kay’s office, I remembered every detail of it and how significant it had felt.

“The sign of Taelath’s brood,” I muttered. “Of my bloodline.”

The six of us watched it for a moment. Even Trixie was silent. It was as if the history of Earth and Tannoris intertwined stared back at us, mute and unable to reveal its mysteries, but there. I knew there was something here, a pull.

“Come on,” I said, almost startled by how loud my voice was.

We pushed through a side arch where daylight slanted through a broken shutter. Dust motes drifted in that narrow beam, sparkling off piles of warped crates.

Khla crouched, pried one lid with a grunt. Inside lay spearheads, iron turned orange with rust. She lifted one: barbed, heavy, stamped with neat letters.

“‘Destination: New Springfield,’” she read.

“That’s where most stories claim the Summoner King is from,” I said.

Khla nodded and set it down, opened another crate. Same stamp. Under the second layer, a leather-bound ledger rested in a smear of mold. She handed it over.

I cracked pages stuck together by age. Columns of orders, dates, units. At the bottom of each: Paymaster—Coalition of Men and Elves.

Thessa whistled low. “War of Brothers era.”

I nodded. “Two hundred years ago.”

Trixie rocked on her heels. “Which lines up with the first weird-zones popping up. Cali AZ probably gobbled this fort when the world glitched.”

Varga pawed through straw packing. “Gear for a campaign that never shipped out. Must have been chaos when the Zone wall swept in.” She sniffed one spearhead. “Iron smells wrong now.”

Lazy pinged the flat of a head with a claw. The metal rang dull, then cracked along a rot vein. “Well, nobody’s stabbing anything with these.”

Khla closed the crate. “But the paper matters. Proof this fort served the Coalition. History Kay will drool over.”

Trixie hugged herself, excited. “And if the Coalition kept an outpost here, maybe they stored other goodies—maps, scrolls, name tags saying ‘Hi, I’m related to Aurelius.’”

A warm thrill rippled down my spine. Destiny again, louder.

I slid the ledger into my pack. “We catalogue everything we can before noon. After that, we plan the next leg.”

Thessa nodded, eyes bright. “Then what are we waiting for? Let’s see what secrets these stones still clutch.”

We left the crates and pressed deeper, shadows swallowing us while the staff beat faster against my palm.
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I found the solar on the third floor—a long chamber with cracked windows that once poured light onto polished tables. Dust now dulled every surface, but one door at the far end still promised secrets. It had swollen in the frame until the hinges groaned.

I shoved a shoulder into it. Nothing.

Khla tried next. The jamb shivered under her weight but kept its grip. “Old oak,” she grunted. “Warped solid.”

Thessa wagged a finger. “Burn it?”

“Inside a tinder-dry fort?” I asked.

She pouted. “Fine.”

Lazy slunk forward, tail swishing. “Let the master burglar work.” She slipped her pink hairpin into the lock and twisted. A moment later, the pin snapped. “Stupid antique.”

“I could’ve told you that,” Khla hummed, “it’s jammed, not locked.”

“It’s jammed, not locked,” Lazy mimicked in a singsong voice.

“Watch it, cat,” Khla growled, and Lazy shut up right away.

Across the room, Varga’s nose twitched. Her ears pricked toward a tumble of vines that had crawled in through a broken shutter. She stepped over rubble, brushed leaves aside, and froze. “There’s a breeze here.”

Trixie skipped to her side. “Secret tunnel vibes?” She wiggled excitedly.

Varga knelt, claws scraping mortar until she exposed a narrow alcove. A bronze lever hid there, green with age.

“Good catch,” I said.

She ducked her head, embarrassed. “Wolf noses have uses.”

I tugged the lever. Gears rattled somewhere inside the wall. The jammed door sighed and swung open an inch.

Khla wedged her fingers in the gap, hauled it wide, and we filed into a compact study that smelled of rot and wet parchment.

Shelves sagged under scrolls gone to mush. Mold roosted in every corner. Only one bundle survived: an oilskin folio tied with red thread, perched on a mahogany desk that still stood level.

I sliced the thread with my knife. “Moment of truth.” And it felt like that, too.

Inside lay thin sheets, ink browned but legible. I laid them flat while everyone crowded close.

“Some Reflections,” the heading read. What followed was written from the first person in a flowing and orderly hand. Troop placements, griffin patrol logs, treaty meetings with dwarf thanes. As we read on, our excitement grew—it was clear the person who had written these reflections on strategy, supply, and the management of the Coalition was none other than the Summoner King. Between them, a paragraph penned in darker ink:

“When at last I embrace the higher flame, I shall take the hidden name Aurelius that it may bind my line to the bright coil, and me and my loved ones will ascend.”

The room went still.

Thessa’s tail lashed once. “Ascend? As in, godhood?”

“Or… like, Dragonhood?” Trixie hummed. “Maybe? Maybe not?”

Khla folded thick arms. “So the Summoner King vanished by choice. He ascended.” She glanced at me. “And he took a new name. Your name.”

I traced the ink with one finger. “It’s really true,” I said.

I felt like I had known all along that it was. Ever since the first revelation of my surname, I knew something more was going on. And as the pieces of the puzzle slowly gathered, I had known we’d end up here.

And yet, it was a little overwhelming.

Varga’s ears flattened in thought. “Still doesn’t prove your bloodline,” she said.

A little straightforward, but not wrong. And I could handle straightforward.

I nodded. “Yeah,” I agreed.

Thessa leaned over my shoulder, breath warm on my ear. “Grab every page. We might get to shove it down Vorlius’s throat later.”

Trixie giggled. “With sprinkles on top.”

Khla rummaged through side drawers, lifting ledgers that crumbled in her hands. “Nothing else usable.”

“Well, let’s keep searching,” I said. “Who knows what else we can find here?”
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I rolled the folio and slipped it into my satchel. The moment I straightened, Varga’s ears tilted toward the wall where the bundle had rested.

“What?” I asked.

She brushed dust with the back of one claw. “The boards dip right here. Weight shift.”

The shelf looked solid—no wobble, no gap—but the subtle recess was there once she pointed it out: a finger-width sag no carpenter would leave on purpose.

Khla jammed her shoulder against the frame. Wood groaned. No movement.

“All together,” I said.

Khla and I pressed from one side, Varga from the other. Lazy wedged a pry bar she looted downstairs. On the third push, the shelf slid two inches and stopped, revealing the edge of a thin cedar panel.

Thessa’s tail lashed with impatience. “Out of the way.” She laid a palm flat. Orange heat rippled along her fingers; the panel dried, warped, and snapped inward.

Beyond waited a metal lockbox bigger than a bread loaf, wedged tight between studs. The clasp was brown with rust, hinges little more than flakes.

Trixie clapped. “Ooh, secret treasure!”

“Could be booby trapped,” Varga warned. She sniffed. “No alchemic bite. Smells only of iron and mold.”

Lazy wriggled next to me. “Let the kitty try?” She held up the broken hairpin and grinned.

“Go ahead,” I said. “But careful.”

She stroked the latch once, hissed when rust flaked on her nail, then gave it a firm tug. The clasp crumbled, and the lid lifted with a dry rasp.

Inside lay bundles of parchment tied with faded yellow ribbon. A wax seal—stylized triple claw—crumbled under my thumb.

“Wildclaw crest,” Lazy whispered. “My family crest.”

Varga’s ears perked high. “Wildclaw. That’s my clan name.” She wagged her tail. “I never saw that seal, though.”

Lazy shot her a look. “It’s a coincidence,” she snapped.

Khla arranged a broken chair for a table. We spread the top bundle open. Ink bleached to brown but was still legible.

“To my dear Leigh,” I read, voice low and heart raging. “Fort renovations progress. David grows restless. Ulain spoke again last night—wisdom that chills my marrow.”

Thessa rubbed her arms, fire-touched eyes full of interest. “‘Ulain…’ Seer?”

I nodded, scanning on. “‘He traces David’s golden line back to Taelath, birthed from the tears of the forgotten goddess Melhuanna shed when she beheld Ustru’s ruin upon Tannoris. Proof is needed. The dwarves remain stubborn. They refuse to help unless David’s draconic bloodline is proven beyond doubt.’”

A murmur passed the circle. I kept reading.

“‘To that end, I would ask you, Leigh: venture west toward the crystal springs. The shrine to Melhuanna there guards an heirloom bound by blood. It was hidden there shortly after the Upheaval, and Ulain believes it will help in proving the bloodline. Bring it. With that relic, David may silence every doubter.’”

My hand trembled as I moved to the next sheet.

“Leigh’s reply?” Lazy asked.

“No, still Yeska,” I answered. “‘I will refine the location. Expect my next letter within the fortnight.’”

Varga paged forward. The ribboned stacks stuck together; she eased them apart.

The final note was shorter—only a half page.

“‘Leigh, abandon the errand,’” I read aloud. “‘Chaos brews in New Springfield, and Gladdenfield Outpost is under threat. Return at once. David calls all his wives home. Shrines and dwarves can wait until we’ve dealt with this.’”

The date in the corner landed only days before every record of the Summoner King went dark. We all saw it, and silence filled the study. Dust floated in the dim light while six brains processed the find.

Trixie broke first. “Crystal springs—west of here. We need to find those!”

Khla grunted approval. “This sounds exactly like what we need.”

Thessa shot a look at Lazy. “Your clanmate wrote these. Any clue what relic they mean?”

Lazy shrugged, eyes wide. “I… I don’t know. My family kept many enchanted heirlooms. But they were mainly fertility charms—”

Trixie giggled. “Fertility charms, spicy.”

“Focus,” Khla rumbled.

Lazy flicked her tail back and forth. “I never knew any fancy relics. You know, my branch of the clan slept in alleys. Any dragon relic would be in a pawn shop.”

Thessa nodded with a chuckle. “I guess so.”

I stacked the letters by date. “Girls, we have a direction—west, crystal springs.” I looked around. “Now, let’s see if we can’t pinpoint this a little better.”


Chapter 25

After a full day of going through every nook and cranny of the old fort, we reconvened in the solar. We cleared a flat patch on the flag-stoned floor, then dragged in two cracked benches for a work table. As we worked, the sun squatted behind the jagged wall, washing the room in copper light. Thessa lit a lantern so we could read without squinting.

I laid out the pre-Zone map we had found rolled in a scroll tube. It was the best and only useful find since the documents, and it would give us a lay of the land pre-AZ. The parchment smelled of old wax and pepper mildew, but the ink still showed roads, creeks, and the neat blue wash a cartographer once used for springs.

Lazy sat cross-legged, tail curled around her ankle, and ran a fingertip along one river. “Water, water, water… where are the sparkly bits?”

“Here.” Trixie leaned over my shoulder, her braid brushing my cheek. She tapped a spot marked ‘brine springs’ in tiny letters. “That label screams shrine vibes. And brine is a crystal of sorts, right?”

I nodded slowly. “I guess.”

Varga set the folio of letters beside the map. “Yeska wrote ‘crystal springs.’ That label matches.” Her ears twitched while she sniffed the parchment as if scent could confirm it.

Khla folded her arms across her broad chest, brow furrowed. “How far?”

I lined up a broken drafting ruler that was still tucked inside the tube. “Scale’s one inch per league. The springs are over here, and we’re here.” I measured. “About three leagues—fifteen kilometers—almost due west.”

Thessa’s tail flicked. “Through warped pines, salt swamps, and whatever lives there and wants to chew on us.”

“Better than waiting for knights.” Varga’s tone carried no doubt. Her tail was low but steady.

Lazy pointed at another blue mark north of the springs. “Any chance this is also crystalline?”

Trixie squinted. “Blue Ridge Reservoir. Probably just a flooded quarry. Rocks, not crystals.”

Khla grunted. “And south?”

I scanned the lower half of the sheet. “Only marsh symbols. No other water features.”

Thessa snapped her fingers. “So the brine springs are our only bet. We go west.”

“No rushing off yet.” I rubbed my eyes. “The light’s almost gone, and crawling in a nighttime Anomalous Zone dark is suicide.” I glanced at Trixie. “Right?”

“Yes!” she hummed, as if that was great.

“So, we bunker here again tonight, and we leave at first light.”

Khla nodded once. “That works.”

Lazy rose on her knees and stretched, back arched, shirt riding high enough to flash the smooth curve of her waist. “Another sleepover with sexy company. I approve.”

Thessa leaned in, her own shirt gaping to show her enticing cleavage while the small flame danced in her red eyes. “Behave, kitten. We need rest.”

Lazy pouted, then brightened. “Cuddle pile is still on the menu, right?”

“Later,” I promised. I started rolling the map when Trixie’s finger stopped me.

“Let me trace it.” She unslung a charcoal stick from her quiver and whipped out a blank sheet from her belt pouch. With quick strokes, she copied the coastline and important notes. The charcoal smudged her knuckles; she blew a playful kiss of dust my way when she finished. “Backup never hurts.”

Varga tucked the original into her pack. “Letters too. If rain hits, I’ll keep the oilskin wrapped.”

Khla walked the perimeter, checked door bars, and returned. “North stair is still clear. West breach is still blocked with fallen timber. Only entry remains the gate we fought in.”

“Good choke point.” I put Khla and Varga on second watch, Lazy and Thessa on third. Trixie volunteered for dawn. No surprise there; she claimed continuous sleep was better for her skin.

With the rota set, we rolled out blankets. The girls gathered what kindling remained, coaxing a new fire in the same spot as last night. Orange light licked over curvy silhouettes—Lazy’s slim hips swaying as she stacked wood, Thessa’s full breasts pressing her tunic while she blew on embers, Trixie’s backside bouncing when she added a beam almost half her height. Even Varga, reserved as she was, moved with a lupine grace that drew my eye.

I stepped outside the chamber for my shift. The courtyard looked silver beneath a swollen moon. I took position on a chunk of fallen masonry near the gate, staff across my knees.

Footsteps scuffed behind me. Khla handed over a cold strip of jerky. “Eat. We skipped dinner again.”

“Thanks.” I tore off a strip. “You good with third watch?”

She shrugged, tusks catching moonlight. “I function on little sleep.”

“I mean with Varga,” I clarified.

“Oh.” She shrugged. “She has done well by us. It seems she has learned.”

I nodded. “I feel the same way.”

“Hm,” she rumbled, but the twinkle in her dark eyes told me she knew more was going on. But she said nothing, instead tapping the staff. “That thing pulses louder since we found the letters. You feel it?”

“Like it can’t wait to reach the springs.”

“Then we’ll get you there.” She grinned and returned to the glow inside.

I settled in for my watch. At the edge of my vision, mushrooms blinked blue along the yard walls, pulsing in lazy rhythm. For a moment, I wondered if being in an Anomalous Zone for so long was detrimental to health. Then again, we could do very little about it.

I turned away, and a breeze carried metal-sweet air through arrow slits. Somewhere beyond the keep, a distant roar cut across the night, followed by insect chatter that rose and fell like a warped choir.

Behind me, Lazy giggled at something Thessa muttered; Trixie answered with an exaggerated gasp that made the pair laugh harder. Varga’s low voice told them to hush. The soft sound of blankets shifting followed. I looked over my shoulder, saw them bundled together, curves pressed for warmth, and felt a flush that had nothing to do with the chill.

Soon enough, the girls drifted off, and it was just me, standing watch.
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As the night deepened, moonlight washed the ruined yard in dull silver. I walked a slow circuit at the foot of the keep, the Obsidian Staff balanced across my shoulders, wrists hooked over it. Emerald flecks within the bronze spirals beat in time with my pulse—steady, patient. It was as if the staff itself knew something would soon happen.

A faint scrape came from the doorway. I pivoted, spells at the ready, but relaxed when horns and tail emerged.

Thessa padded toward me barefoot, cloak around her curves, the hem dusted white. She met my eyes, then tugged the wool tighter across her chest and sat beside the fallen lintel I used as a stool.

“Cold out here,” she said, voice low so the others wouldn’t stir.

“Warmer than Oregon winters.” I offered half a smile.

She made a little sound of agreement, leaned her shoulder against my knee, and looked up at the ragged rim of wall that ringed the place. For a minute we just listened to the zone—distant clicks, an echoing croak, wind dragging grit across stone.

“So.” She rolled the word like tasting it. “You and Lazy hid in the music loft during the heat cycle, huh?”

I inhaled. No dodging. “Yes. Trixie led us up there.”

Her eyebrow climbed, playful rather than sharp. “Hiding only?”

“Started that way,” I answered. I set the staff down, tip tapping the brick. “We barricaded the door, waited for the worst of the heat rush to pass.” I smiled at her. “But it didn’t pass. Lazy got caught up in it. So did Trixie, and so did I.” I chuckled.

She licked her lips and grinned. “Sounds like I missed something… “She folded her hands in her lap, her tail flexing once behind her. “Details, my love. I don’t bite. Much.”

“Lazy and I were already half wired from the chase. Trixie tried to pretend she was ignoring us, but you know her. She’s pure spark. One kiss turned into three, clothes hit the floor, she joined in. All three of us went the whole way.”

Thessa’s eyes burned red in the gloom, but no jealousy—more heat than anger. “Trixie finally jumped the fence, huh?”

“Yeah.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “I wanted to tell you earlier, but knights, ruins, giant boar—”

She snorted. “World never stops for pillow talk.” Her tail curled over my boot. “Wade, the bond we forged never meant you chain yourself to me alone. You know that.”

“I do, but I also know how hard you can glare.”

She laughed, sudden and bright, then slapped my thigh. “That glare is for enemies, not sisters. And Trixie was always orbiting us. Lazy saw it. Even Khla saw it.”

I chuckled. “It’s true.”

“I’m happy with it.” She nudged me with a horn. “In fact I’m curious how that bendy elf rides, and now we can finally try one thing to get her to shut up, hm? Woman with a mouth full can’t talk.”

I chuckled. “You haven’t seen all of Trixie yet then.”

She grinned. “Another night you’ll show me, mm?”

Heat crawled up my ears. “Deal.”

We fell quiet again. A moth with neon wings drifted past, brushed a shard of wall, and drifted on.

Thessa leaned into me; I draped an arm over her shoulder. Her body was lush and hot, always a few degrees warmer thanks to the fire coursing in her veins. She breathed against my collar.

“We won’t let jealousy split us,” she said at last, echoing my own fear. “Vorlius is enough trouble.”

“I don’t think any of the girls are very jealous. Lazy adores Trixie, and Khla finds her secretly entertaining. She’d never admit that, but she does.”

She tipped her head back so her horns pressed my arm. “If anything, Trixie on our team lifts our odds. That arrow trick was insane.”

“Level thirty-one helps.”

“Sure, rub it in.” She smirked. “We’ll catch up. We have a ways to go, but we will!”

I kissed her forehead between the horns. She squeezed my waist once, slid upright, and brushed dust from her cloak.

“Your turn to brood alone,” she said, tail flicking my calf on the way past. “I want an hour of sleep before I have to listen to Lazy complain through our watch.”

I grinned and shot her a wink. “Thanks for checking on me.”

She paused at the doorway, warmth outlining her curves against the inner firelight. “Always. I love you.”

“And I love you.”

Then she slipped back to join the other girls.

I lifted the staff again, placed it across my shoulders, and resumed my slow walk under the indifferent moon, steadier than before, although my mind did no less churning.
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Khla strode out to meet me an hour after Thessa went to sleep. Her form filled the shattered doorway, and the moon called out a gleam in her left tusk. I caught a grin tugging at one corner of her wide mouth.

It wasn’t her watch yet, so I knew something was up.

“Your turn?” I asked, lowering the staff from my shoulders.

She shook her head. “Not yet.” She settled beside me on the fallen lintel. Stone dust puffed under her weight. She stretched one thick arm, rolled her neck, and watched the fungi pulse blue against the walls.

“You seem awfully chipper,” I said.

“Boar blood still singing to me.” She jerked a thumb at the dark yard. “It was a good fight.”

I chuckled. “It was. Thanks for catching that charge.”

“Hmph.” She tipped her head toward the keep. “Thessa talked to you, right? About Trixie?”

I chuckled. “Yeah.” I glanced at her. “How do you feel about it?”

Khla grinned. “Lazy claims you ‘wore out’ the elf.”

“I doubt Trixie can be worn out.”

“Agreed.”

“So, how do you feel about it, Khla?”

Khla snorted, not bothered at all. “Orc clans aren’t squeamish. Bonds grow, warriors join circles. Often, they revolve around the male.” She shrugged. “It is the way it is. But keep the unit stable. That matters.”

“I agree.” I turned the staff, watched the emeralds in the bronze spiral glow. “Thessa gave her blessing. She was amused and looking forward to more.”

Khla chuffed. “Tieflings guard what they love with claws first, but when the claws retract, they love hard. You knew that going in.”

“I did.” I glanced at her profile—square jaw, proud tusks, eyes much softer than her reputation. “You okay with Trixie threading herself into our bonds?”

She rolled a shoulder. “Elf shoots straight. Saw that arrow trick? She is worth the space in camp.” Her gaze cut to me. “I care about two things: that she keeps you alive and that she doesn’t fracture our balance. If she can do both, I’ll sharpen her arrows myself.”

“And all the bubbliness?”

Khla laughed, a deep rumble that shook dust from the stone. “Let her talk. If I grow tired of it, I’ll make sure I don’t hear.”

I laughed at that. “Thanks. I’m happy we had this talk. I was worried it might rattle the group.”

“Only if you hide it.” She studied the ruined gate. “You spoke true, that counts. Truth cements trust.”

I nodded. “Well, I plan to keep being open.”

“Good.” She looked back at the keep, where flickers of orange leaked through an arrow slit. “Elf snores?”

“Like a kitten,” I answered. “She seems so oblivious to everything that goes around her.”

Her grin returned. “You’ll learn soon: she sees everything. You don’t become level thirty-one stumbling through life. She seems careless because she can afford to be. There are not many people in the Magocracy who top her level—Kay, some of the highest officers, and warrior. Mind you, she is much more powerful than you’d expect. She is an asset.”

I laughed quietly. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

We fell into an easy silence. A gust rattled charred branches outside the wall; faint chitin clicks answered from somewhere in the pines. Khla reached into her belt pouch, produced a strip of dried fruit, and handed it over.

I bit in, tasted sour plum. “Didn’t know we had these.”

“Took some with me.” She chewed her own strip, eyes half-lidded in contentment. “You humans pickle everything. Smart.”

“Orcs don’t?”

“Smoke. Cure. Dry. Less sugar, more salt. This”—she lifted the fruit—“is a nice change.”

“Glad you like it.” I finished the strip, brushed off my fingers. “How’s Varga? You two were digging through that armory longer than the rest of us.”

Khla shrugged. “She talks too much. But claws strong, back steady. She’ll pull her weight.”

“Still hate her?”

She shrugged. “Hate is effort. I save my effort for the real foes. Give her a task, she tries hard. I’ll see where that leads.”

“I’m glad,” I said. “I’d hate to babysit a feud.”

“Wouldn’t ask you to.” She set her massive hands on her knees. “And if it was a true feud, I’d have killed her the moment we left the academy’s jurisdiction. But I’ll keep an eye on her. You already carry enough. Vorlius, staff, bloodline mess.” She flicked a tusk. “Let me shoulder some load.”

“You already do.” I reached out, rested my palm on her forearm. The muscle under her skin felt like knotted cable. “You keep me standing.”

She looked at my hand, then at my face. For a breath, the moon highlighted a faint blush under her green skin. “Careful, human,” she rumbled. “Talk like that and I’ll need you to put some pups in me.”

I laughed. “Pups? We haven’t got a house, let alone a nursery.”

“Psh. Nursery.” She raised a brow. “Orcs adapt.”

“Let me survive Vorlius first. Then we’ll discuss family expansion.” I caught myself, realizing the word meant a lot—I hadn’t given it much thought. I coughed. “I mean… You know what I mean.”

Khla’s shoulders shook with quiet mirth. “Fair.”

She rose and stretched, joints popping. “You’ve done two hours. Sleep. Trixie wakes at dawn; I’ll wake Varga in a bit.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah. Rest.”

I stood, rolled my neck, and passed the staff to my left hand. “Thanks.” I hesitated. “Khla?”

She faced me square. “Yes?”

I stepped in, gave her a slow kiss. Her lips were firm but warm; she answered with a soft growl, hand cradling the back of my head without crushing. We separated an inch.

“Thanks for the talk,” I said. “You always put things into perspective.”

She flashed a grin that showed both tusks. “Make the elf earn it, though.”

“With training exercises?”

“Or wrestling,” she suggested. “I’ll referee.”

I laughed, squeezed her butt, and headed for the keep entrance. Behind me, Khla mounted the lintel, staff-sized spear of moonlight across her lap. The blue fungi glowed at her back, painting her in strange halos.

The warmth of our small fire waited, along with one tiefling, one beastkin, one elf, and a wolf who might yet become more. Khla’s quiet acceptance settled something tight in my chest. Stability mattered more than labels—that was her creed in this.

I could work with that.


Chapter 26

Booted toes prodded my ribs. “Up and at ’em, sleepy-bear.”

Trixie loomed overhead, braid swinging, bow already slung. From below, she was quite the delicious view—a view I could get used to waking up to… Past her shoulder, the sky held that dull violet tint the Zone called dawn. She had last watch; none of us had heard a thing.

I rubbed grit from my eyes. “Everyone alive?”

“All parts present!” she chirped. “Cat, devil-girl, big green, wolfy—roll call complete.”

Lazy wrestled out of her blanket heap, hair a black halo. “I was having a dream about roasted boar.”

Khla snorted while she kicked dust over the firepit. Varga checked arrow slits one more time, nose twitching for fresh scents. Thessa yawned, the sound halfway to a growl.

Breakfast took five minutes: jerky, one shared canteen, a strip of dried plum each. Then we stomped the ash flat, shouldered packs, and filed through the gap we’d cleared in the gate. The six-legged carcass we’d dragged outside already swarmed with glowing mites and weird bugs—nice reminder to keep moving.

The Zone greeted us with spires of twisted cedar and veils of blue spores floating like fog. Mushrooms the height of men dotted the path west, caps pulsing soft gold. We stayed tight, Khla up front, Varga scouting ten paces ahead, Trixie beside me humming something that might have been yesterday’s pop hit slowed to funeral tempo.

After a quarter hour, I eased forward until we walked side by side. She shot me a sun-bright grin.

“How’s it going, Wade-cake?”

“Fine, troublemaker.” I let the staff rest on my shoulder. “How did you sleep? Not stiff after a night without a bed?”

She gave her butt a playful shake. “I manage. I’m bendy, baby.”

I chuckled. “I know.” A transparent lizard darted across the track, scales flashing and revealing strange innards. Once it vanished, I dropped my voice. “I wanted to check in about… the loft.”

Her eyes went wide, then she bounced on her toes. “Oh! The very sweaty loft and the sticky, sticky business that went on there?”

Heat crawled up my neck. “That one. We didn’t get a chance to talk in all the chaos. How do you feel about it?”

Trixie clasped her hands behind her back, breasts pressing the leather vest in a way that made focusing tricky. “How do I feel? Happy. Sore in the best spots. And super down for repeats.”

The bluntness hit like sunshine. I laughed. “Glad to hear it.”

She tipped her head. “You worried it was a fling?”

“I just wanted to be sure you knew the situation with the girls. And they with you.”

“Oh, Wade, please.” She waved one hand. “I, like, adore every little item on that cuddle pile. Tiefling’s spicy, kitty’s cute, orc’s scary but in an adorable way.” She bumped my hip. “I’d love to be part of it. Long term.”

Her cheer lifted a weight I hadn’t noticed. We stepped over a log shot through with crystal veins. The log hissed—apparently alive—so we quickened the pace until the noise faded.

“One snag though.” She pinched thumb and forefinger an inch apart. “Academy handbook says ‘no intimate relations with students.’ Big no-no. Very frowny-face. Trixie did baaaad.”

My heart dipped. “Right. I forgot.”

“Luckily,”—she puffed her cheeks, then blew out—”I was quitting anyway.”

That stopped me in my tracks. “Quitting? Thought you loved teaching.”

“Ugh, like, I love the students. I love the chaos. I love seeing Kay all worked up whenever I don’t follow her rules… But the truth is, I’ve had itchy feet for months.” She spun an arrow between her fingers. “Kay offered the post till I found my next thrill. This?”—she pointed at the warped forest—”is so much more my speed.”

A grin tugged at my mouth. “So, you’re hitting the road?”

“Yup. Gonna take a leave note, leave a muffin on my desk, poof.” She swung around in a slow circle. Sunlight—or whatever passed for it here—caught the curve of her thighs. “Adventure calls.”

“With us?”

She stopped, planted her fists on shapely hips. “What else? You and the sexy posse combine the best things! Energy! Fun! Banter! Rule-flouting! You’re not boring like most adventuring parties, and yet I can still teach you something. It’s the best of both worlds!”

I held her gaze. “We could run dungeons together. Share loot. Split danger.”

She cackled. “Exactly. You’re level ten, I’m thirty-one. It’ll be adorable!” She clapped her hands and did a little twirl without breaking stride. “Oh, and, like, I can fuck your brains out in between! Isn’t that awesome?”

I felt heat spread to my cheeks. She said it so casually. It was really her talent—no shame. I chuckled as the heat subsided. “It is.”

Ahead, Varga whistled the signal for fresh spoor, ending the conversation for now. We tightened formation, hands on hilts, but nothing pounced. When the tension eased, Trixie nudged me again.

“Anyway, Wade, bottom line? Yes, I’m in. Yes, I want more of you. Yes, I want group snuggles. No, I don’t care about old rules.” She winked. “Never did… as you probably noticed.”

I flashed her a smile. “Yeah, I noticed. I just didn’t want things awkward.”

“Awkward is me forgetting to wear clothes. Sex with people you love isn’t awkward.”

Thessa called from the rear, voice dripping tease. “You two done flirting? This place is starting to smell!”

Trixie put both hands to her mouth. “Sorry, devil-girl! Wade keeps asking about my feelings. So. Many. Feelings!”

I laughed and shook my head. Thessa rolled her eyes, but a smile tugged her lips.

Lazy pranced forward. “Feelings lead to kisses!”

Trixie scooped the catkin under one arm and planted a loud smack on her cheek. “Like that.”

Lazy squealed, hugging her back. “Approved!”

Khla cleared her throat—one deep rumble. “Keep this up and I’m joining sides with the next six-legged boar that comes charging through the undergrowth.”

Laughing, we resumed our way west.

[image: AOIcon]

The keep’s black silhouette shrank behind warped pines as we walked on. Salt glazed every trunk; a fingernail against the bark shaved off clear flakes that caught the sun like glass. The ground looked whole, yet every few minutes a deep shudder rippled under our boots.

The first time it had happened, I took it for just a weird AZ thing. The second time, I was getting worried.

Now, I was sure something was up.

We all froze as the ground rippled again.

“Alright,” I said. “Something is up. This can’t be right.”

Lazy pressed close to me and lifted one feline ear. “Honestly, it feels like a big burrowing thing. Maybe a worm?”

“Or worse,” Khla said. She scanned the dirt.

Trixie pointed left where a ridge of dark shale broke through the loam. “That spine is, like, solid rock. Things down below hate chewing stone. We swing up, ride it until it peels off.”

Thessa eyed her. “You finally giving sound tactical advice instead of jokes?”

“I can multitask, lava-cakes.” The elf struck a pose, arrow nocked, then giggled and shouldered the bow again.

Varga trotted ahead, nose low. Her tail held steady—no fear showing—but the ears twitched with each tremor. She shot a glance back at me. “Earth shakes, feet move. Come on!”

We followed her. Climbing the shale felt like walking on broken plates. Every step sent chips rattling downslope. The ridge carried us above the worst of the salt forest. Fungi spores blinked far below, and the air was a little fresher up here. It was a relief, truthfully.

Lazy flopped down on a flat slab once we stopped for a breath. “Ugh, my feet are killing me.”

“They’re feet,” Thessa said, “they can’t kill you.” But she did hand Lazy a water skin anyway.

I checked the map copy. “Bathhouse ruin should pop into view before noon if we keep this line.”

Trixie leaned over my shoulder, her braid brushing my cheek. “If we reach it around lunch, I vote picnic.”

Khla grunt-laughed. “Picnic? In the AZ?”

“Hey, gotta make the best of it,” I said. Trixie blew me a kiss for covering her nonsense.

We marched on. The salt pines gave way to reeds so tall they rattled at shoulder height. The smell changed—iron, sulfur, and something like burnt eggs. Lazy gagged, tail puffing.

“Rotten geyser fields,” Varga warned. “Stay on stone patches or your boots melt.”

Thessa flicked a spark from her fingertip and watched it dance above the reed tops. “One errant flame and this whole marsh gaslights.”

“No fireballs,” I told her.

“Again?” She pouted. “Spoilsport.”

But as we proceeded, the ground quivered again. Khla planted both feet, ready, but the tremor rolled past. A geyser burped fifty yards off, spewing green mist.

“Ugly neighborhood,” Lazy said.

Trixie bounced once on the balls of her feet. “Wait till you see the neighbors.” She drew an arrow. “Movement, eight o’clock.”

Something dark scuttled through reeds, then vanished. After a long pause Varga’s ears flattened and then lifted. “Gone. Probably finding smaller prey.”

Khla’s shoulders eased a notch. “But that was not the burrowing thing…”

I nodded. “Looks like we haven’t lost it. But we can’t remain on the shale forever. Let’s move on and try to stick to the rocks.”

We moved on, more cautiously, trying to stick to ground that wasn’t dirt or mud. By noon the reeds parted and a low ridge dropped away into what once must have been a pleasure resort. Below, marble columns lay sideways like toppled chess pieces. Fragments of mosaic—blue dolphins, wine cups, a laughing sun—winked through pond scum. A grand stairwell descended into shadow, choked with vines that shivered though no wind touched them.

Trixie checked her sketch, nodded. “We’re on target. Bathhouse approach.”

Salt freckles sparkled across every surface. The mineral stink here hit the back of my throat.

“Clear a ring,” I said. “Make sure it’s safe.”

We fanned out. Thessa scorched away any twitching vine ends. Varga kicked aside rubble, nose wrinkling but alert. When nothing lunged, we regrouped on a slab of intact mosaic.

I sat down, and Lazy dropped beside me, head in my lap before I finished sitting. Her tail flopped once, then lay still.

Thessa sat on my other side, hips brushing mine. “Wake me when you killed us some lunch.”

I slid my pack off and unwrapped hardtack and jerky. “It’s jerky. It’s already dead.”

“Then you can wake me!” she chirped.

Khla downed a swallow from the canteen and gazed over the ridgeline we would have to descend. The drop showed in flashes where shrubs thinned—a steep run of shale and clay. No steps, no handrails left. Far below, steam drifted off a cluster of white pools hidden among brine marsh.

“That’s our Crystal Springs,” she said.

Varga crouched near the edge and loosened a small stone. It slid, gathered speed, then vanished with a splash. “Loose scree most of the way. One bad foot-plant and you ride it down face first.”

Trixie finished chewing and wiped her mouth with the back of her glove. “We could rope up and go zigzag, but shrubs mask holes. Better to move carefully. Light ones in front.”

Thessa cracked one eye. “Light weight equals me and Varga.”

“Uhm, rude?” Trixie chirped, although she hardly seemed bothered.

“You have really big tits, Trixie,” Thessa said.

“I do!” she hummed with a twirl. A big non-sequitur, as if she had already forgotten what she and Thessa had been talking about.

“I’ll go,” Varga said as her tail rose a notch. “I pick scent trails quicker.”

Khla frowned. “Not until we finish planning a way down. Here, from high ground, we can plot the best route down.”

“Good idea,” I said. “Trixie, you and Lazy stand watch. The rest of us are gonna see what we can see…”

[image: ]

An hour later, we were just about ready to start the descent when the ridge quivered under my boots while we checked buckles and bowstrings for the climb. Heat shimmer hung over the broken bathhouse, reeds hissing in the sulfur wind.

Then came a roar that ripped that hiss in half.

“Contact—north!” Trixie called out, her voice all business now. “Croc-spawn!”

We whirled and faced the threat.

Pale shapes burst through the reeds in a wave. They were like saggy crocodiles on two legs, hides hanging like old parchment, jaws splitting past the hinge. Mold covered their bodies, bioluminescent in places.

Forty yards, closing fast.

“Form up!” I shouted.

Thessa slammed her palms together and drove her hands down. A curving barricade of fire roared to life ten yards out, banking the rush. Orange glare painted fangs and boiled pus where scales met flame.

Most rebounded, screeching, but three vaulted the lip, claws scrabbling through the blaze regardless of the boiling blisters Thessa’s flames caused. They landed inside our ring—ready to attack.

“Mine!” Varga sprang with a snarl, claws out.

Khla barked, “Shield!” Gold radiance sheathed the wolfkin a breath before the melee was joined. Claws slashed and drew blood, and when a croc-spawn countered, the blow threw Varga back, but the barrier held; claws screeched off the shell of Khla’s Shield.

I jabbed the Obsidian Staff forward. “Enrage!” Mana tore from me, red threads lashing the leftmost spawn. Its slit pupils glazed; it pivoted and sank teeth into the nearest of its own kind. Blood splattered the ancient mosaic as the creature shrieked and fought back.

Trixie already had a shaft in flight. “Lightning Shot!” Crackling blue bit into the spawn’s neck. The creature convulsed, bile spraying, then collapsed smoking. Two left inside of the ring, one which was Enraged.

Lazy flicked her wand, eyes narrow. “Phantasm.” Violet nightmares slid over the third monster’s skull—the one defending against its own. It howled, raking its own snout until gore hit sandstone, then received a pummel for good measure from its brother, but it was still standing.

Meanwhile, the firewall hissed ahead—croc-spawn bodies piling, thrashing, trying to claw around the edges. Thessa widened her stance and chucked a Fireball at those still lingering behind the wall. Shrieks and cries and the smell of burning abominations filled the space.

Inside the ring Varga spun low. “Shadow Flurry!” Talons blurred, carving lines through the Enrage-drunk croc. It shrieked and turned on her, but I saw the opening. “Command—kneel!”

It dropped, limbs folding with puppet obedience. Varga’s next slash cleft it from collarbone to flank. She finished in a crouch, chest heaving, shadow claws dripping ichor.

The lone croc still alive inside the ring shook free of Phantasm, roared, and lunged past Varga toward Lazy. But Trixie pivoted, drew, loosed. “Rapid Shot!” Her hands moved in a blur, faster than the eye could register, and five arrows hammered the spawn’s torso in a heartbeat. It staggered.

Lazy’s eyes burned yellow. “Polymorph!” Flesh warped; the monster shrank into a squealing rat, tail still smoking where Thessa’s heat kissed it. Khla booted the rodent through the firewall—one quick squeal, then flame silenced it.

Badass.

That left the mass beyond the wall.

“Fall back!” I barked. “Varga and Khla front!” We shifted clockwise, so that Varga and Khla could meet any comers, while still keeping the blaze between us and the mob. The spawn hammered the curtain, hides blistering, but none breached again.

“Keep it up!” I lifted the staff high. “Minor Illusion!” A phantom me, arms spread, appeared behind the firewall, taunting with outstretched throat. The spawn closest to the edge lunged at the fake opening.

“Mark!” Trixie’s call rang sharp. A red glyph stamped one distracted croc. Everyone’s next strike would hit harder. She followed with Explosive Shot; the arrow buried in the glyph and detonated, ripping the croc apart. Acid and bone showered its packmates.

Then, the firewall guttered, leaving charred ground and smoking corpses—and four survivors ready to leap in.

Varga’s chest expanded as she growled, and color flushed her cheeks. She lunged past Khla, claws carving arcs of black-glimmering shadow. One croc fell in three strokes, but not before it pierced Khla’s Shield and landed a blow on Varga—not that she even seemed to notice.

Khla lifted her palm over Varga’s gashed thigh. “Heal.” Light knitted torn muscle even while battle raged inches away, and the two readied to face the next one.

But Lazy stepped forward and hissed, “Madness.” Swirling motes latched onto another spawn. It spun, biting empty air, then plowed into a comrade. They collapsed together in a thrashing knot, and Thessa finished them off with a Fireball.

I hit one with Charm. “Protect her!” I nodded at Thessa.

The creature whirled, putting its bulk between her and danger, slashing at the remaining pair without mercy. Trixie lined up a Fire Shot; the flaming head punched through both targets, and all three toppled in a steaming heap.

Silence dropped, broken only by reeds rattling and Thessa’s ragged breathing.

I surveyed the wreckage—lots of croc bodies beyond the scorch line, several inside, none moving. The heat stank of burned carrion.

Khla crouched by Varga again, palm glowing. A gash on the wolfkin’s shoulder closed to a red line. Varga hissed but didn’t pull away.

“Thanks, green-skin,” she muttered.

Khla answered with a curt nod. “You held your weight.”

Their eyes met—mutual respect, raw and new.

Lazy pumped both fists. “Croc-kabobs for breakfast!”

“Ew,” Trixie hummed casually as she polished a stain from her pink, ‘ELF HNTR’ branded bow. “Anyway, that awesome scene of carnage and destruction, my glitter muffins, is why we are the sexiest killers in Cali AZ.” She winked, then bent to retrieve arrows from the nearest corpse.

Thessa wiped soot from her brow, chest still heaving. “I’m dry on mana until we rest.”

“We rest after we get off this exposed shelf,” I said. I checked the ridge: no fresh movement. “Everyone drink. Re-pack. Five minutes, then we need to get moving.”

The group moved with purpose—water skins passed, weapons cleaned. Varga shouldered her pack last, eyes still on Khla. The orc adjusted her mail with a grunt that might have been approval. Mutual respect was growing between those two, and I had to admit, Varga was a formidable warrior.

Below us the shale descent waited, steep and treacherous, white steam curling up from the hidden springs. One fight won, another challenge lining up.

“Alright,” I said, voice steady again. “Let’s find our footholds.”

We stepped to the brink, looking down at the slope we would tackle. It seemed no less dangerous than the croc-spawn…


Chapter 27

Loose shale gave way under my boot and rattled down the slope. I shifted my weight and kept moving, one small step at a time. Below me, Varga’s dark hair and wolf ears bobbed while she tested each foothold, claws digging in where the scree slid. Behind me, I heard Thessa hiss and curse as a pebble bounced off her shin.

“Careful, fire-girl,” Varga called without looking back.

“Bite me,” Thessa shot down at her.

“Ladies, focus,” I said. My voice carried farther than I liked, so I lowered it. “One slip and we all ski to the bottom.”

Trixie giggled somewhere above my head. “That sounds like fun, honestly.”

“Elf, hush,” Khla growled from the rear. Her heavy steps sent mini-avalanches skittering past Lazy, who clung to the ridge like a wide-eyed kitten.

The air grew hotter the lower we dropped. Puffs of brine steam curled from vents, smelling of sour eggs and rust. My throat scratched with every breath. At last, the angle eased. We stepped off loose rock and onto a firm shelf—a dish of cracked white clay maybe two hundred yards wide.

I waved the others forward. “Regroup here.”

They fanned out, boots crunching dry crust. To the east, arches half-buried in mud jutted like broken ribs. Marble benches lay crooked, their legs swallowed by slurry. Any sound we made echoed off low walls, then died in the steam drifting from vents across the clay.

Lazy sniffed. “Smells like the cafeteria’s egg salad.”

Thessa stuck out her tongue. “Your sense of smell is broken.”

“Ladies,” Khla warned again, but softer this time—her own nose wrinkled at the stink.

I pointed toward the far side of the basin. “Only one building still whole. That dome. Entrance is that archway, right where the saltwater laps.”

The archway rose out of the brine like a shrine to an earlier age: flawless white marble, half-submerged to the lintel. Tears carved down the cheeks of an elven goddess at its crown. The craftsmanship drew the eye, but what really hooked me was the tug in my chest, the same pull I felt when danger or destiny lined up. The orb was somewhere past that door. I didn’t need a compass to know it.

Trixie dropped into a crouch, peering down a fissure that vented steam. “These cracks go deep. Water table must be right under the clay.”

“And if it collapses?” Varga asked.

“You swim.” The elf grinned over her shoulder. “Try to keep your tail dry.”

Varga’s tail gave one offended swish before she trotted ahead, nostrils flaring. “Footprints in the sludge,” she said. “Not fresh, but something passed here after the last rain.”

Khla bent to look, scowl deepening. “Pad width?”

“Bigger than hyena, smaller than bear,” Varga answered. “Two claws forward, one back. Nothing I know.”

“Great,” Thessa said. “More surprises.”

I checked the party. Sweat sheened Varga’s neck. Lazy flicked her tail fast, picking clay off her boots with one finger. Thessa rolled her shoulders and glanced about her warily. Trixie played with her bowstring, blue eyes wide, maybe excited, maybe worried. Khla watched the rim of the basin like a guard on wall duty.

“Form a tight line. Same order as on the ridge,” I said. “We continue with the same care—let’s not get lazy.”

“Oh, let’s get Lazy,” Trixie purred, and Lazy mewled an objection.

“Focus,” Khla muttered again.

“If something breaks cover,” I continued, “weapons up, no spells that ignite the whole swamp. Clear?”

Thessa muttered, “One little wildfire …”

“Will kill us all,” I said. “Mind the fire.”

She gave a reluctant nod, and we set out. Our steps cracked dry clay that split into curling whorls around our boots. Mud sucked at the cracks where steam coating turned to watery slime. At one point, my heel punched through into a cavity. I wrenched free and held the group back until I tested the next two feet. Solid—just barely.

Lazy hummed a tune, voice quavering. “I swear the mud’s breathing.”

“Keep talking, and we’ll find out if it bites,” Varga snapped, though her ears pinned low—she felt it too.

The arches loomed nearer. On the left, a toppled column formed a bridge over a pool of brine. Orange crystals crusted its base. Trixie paused to chip one with her dagger.

“Souvenir?” I asked.

“Need samples! Science!” She slipped the shard into a pouch and scampered after us.

Halfway across the basin, we found a marble bench listing sideways, one leg gone. Khla gestured, and we paused to sip water. Steam drifted over us; beads clung to Lazy’s dark lashes.

“Feels like a sauna,” she whined.

“Less complaining, more drinking,” Khla said, handing the canteen down the line.

Thessa eyed the archway, then leaned close to my ear. “I can taste power from here. These worshipers of Melhuanna sure loved their magic.”

I nodded. “I can feel it too. Not the safest place,” I said. “We get in, we get what we need, we get out.”

Trixie bounced on her toes. “Ooh, I just can’t wait! Secret bloodline trial, here we come.”

We closed the last fifty yards in tense silence. Clay thinned to a mat of fine silt that squished with each step. Varga’s tail lashed as she led us, every hackle up. She smelled whatever lingered in that dark water.

The archway towered above us at last. Tears carved down the elven goddess’s cheeks caught salt crystals that glittered. Beyond the threshold, the corridor was black, flooded to ankle depth. Ripples spread as bubbles rose lazily and burst with soft pops.

I turned. “Positions. We brea—”

A dull boom rolled through the clay under our feet. Everyone froze. Another boom, farther off—maybe behind the ridge we’d descended.

“Burrower again,” Varga breathed.

“I thought we lost it,” Lazy whispered.

Khla stepped back from the waterline. “Sounded deeper, bigger. Might not be the same beast.”

Trixie nocked an arrow, eyes on the slope we’d climbed. “Whatever it is, if it slides down that shale, we’ll be fighting knee-deep in mud. Not the best…”

The air trembled with a third impact, closer. Clay near the ridge cracked and lifted as if something massive pressed upward then settled again.

Thessa glanced at me. “We hold ground?”

“We can’t outrun it in this slop,” I said. “Circle up by the arch. If it shows, we fire from cover.”

Khla frowned at the narrow platform of marble inside the arch. “Cover’s thin.”

“It’s what we have,” I replied.

We shuffled into a half-moon, backs to the carved stone. Steam thickened, stinging my eyes. The Obsidian Staff pulsed in my grip, eager, as if it welcomed another brawl.

Another boom—crack—closer, right behind the fallen column. Mud geysered. A shape stirred beneath, but didn’t break through. Instead, the tremor rolled on, circling the basin under the clay, probing.

“It’s searching,” Varga whispered, nostrils flaring.

Lazy whimpered. “Tell it we’re not home.”

Silence stretched as we waited. Steam drifted. A bubble popped in the corridor water, echoing like a drumbeat.

Then, the pool ahead rippled.

A second later, the whole sheet of water bulged outward as if punched from below. Gray coils shot up—some sort of appendages thick as oaks, plated in barnacle armor, slime dripping in ropes. The nearest arm hit the clay hard enough to crater it and swept for my legs.

I dove right, and the tentacle slapped the spot where I’d stood and cracked stone like chalk. Another whipped over my head, spraying brine that stank of rot.

Thessa reacted first. “Stay away from Wade, you bastard!” She thrust both hands out; two quickly cast Firebolts slammed into the meat of one limb. Blisters popped; skin split. The arm recoiled with a hiss.

Three more appendages exploded from the pool, searching, lashing in every direction.

Khla flung an arm toward Thessa. “Bless!” Gold light rolled over us, strength flooding our muscles. She reached for her Shield spell, but another arm swatted her backward before she finished.

I planted the staff and threw mana into shape. “Minor Illusion!” A perfect copy of me popped up on the far side of the basin, waving arms and yelling crude insults. Two tentacles twisted toward the fake, leaving a gap by the arch.

“Cut the joints!” Varga barked and charged. Shadow claw blades snapped from her gloves. She slid under a sweeping tip, sprang, and raked the softer hide where barnacle plates met flesh. Black blood splattered where she struck true.

Trixie’s bow sang. “Rapid Shot!” Five arrows punched the same limb Varga’s claws had opened. Chunks of cartilage blew free; the limb shuddered and flopped, half-useless.

A thicker arm burst up behind Lazy. She squeaked, ears flat, and jabbed her wand. “Phantasm!” The tentacle paused, confused, then kept coming. Lazy yelped, hopped back, and tried again. “Polymorph!” Energy fizzed, but the spell slid off the hide like water off wax.

“Not working!” she cried.

“Then move!” Khla roared, throwing herself between Lazy and the strike. “Shield!” A golden shell wrapped her just in time. The impact rang like a gong and shoved the orcess three feet, boots carving trenches, but she held.

Another burst—Thessa lobbed a Fireball point-blank. Orange glare lit the courtyard. The blast opened a smoking hole through one tentacle, severing half its length. The stump writhed and slapped the water, raising clouds of steam.

From the pool center, a trumpet of pain echoed, low, alien. Every arm shivered.

Trixie tagged a fresh limb. “Mark!” A red glyph flared. Varga saw it and pounced, Shadow Flurry turning her into a blur. Tendons parted. The limb sagged, no longer able to curl.

The creature changed tactics.

All remaining arms withdrew at once, then shot out in a ring, slamming the ground to throw sludge over us. I lost sight of Thessa in the spray. One arm looped around my left ankle, jerked me forward. Pain flared as barnacles dug into my skin.

“Wade!” Thessa’s voice, raw and furious.

I rolled, forced my head clear. “Command—release!” Mana ripped away. The tentacle spasmed, grip loosening enough for me to yank free, boot leather in tatters.

Lazy shrieked—a second arm had caught her wrist, lifting her off the ground. Varga sprang and hacked at the joint, buying a moment. Trixie sprinted closer, drew, loosed—Lightning Shot—blue arcs crawled over the limb. It convulsed, dropped Lazy, and whipped back underwater.

Fresh arms rose, each wider than the last.

Thessa stepped forward, eyes phosphorescent. “Wall of Fire!” A semicircle of flame erupted at the water’s edge, cutting the pool off from us. The nearest arm punched through the curtain; flesh charred, but the limb kept coming.

“Stubborn!” she spat.

“Enrage!” I yelled. The spell latched onto that burned arm—turn it on your own body, I thought. The arm curled, slammed into a neighboring limb with full force, barnacles sawing hide. Both recoiled, then knotted together, crushing plates and tearing membranes.

The trumpet sounded again, shorter, panicked. Every tentacle snapped upright, quivered, then plunged into the depths with a roar of displaced water. Ripples spread, sucking foam and ash into a whirlpool that gurgled, then stilled.

Silence. Only steam hissed off the molten ring Thessa’s flames left on the surface.

I stayed crouched, staff ready, eyes on the mirror-flat pool. Ten heartbeats. Twenty. Nothing.

Khla exhaled, dismissed her Shield with a flex of fingers. Lazy rubbed her bruised wrist, ears drooped. Black ichor dribbled off Varga’s claws while she scanned for movement.

Trixie lowered her bow last. “Well, that was gross.”

I rose and wiped slime from my robe. “Everyone okay?”

“Alive,” Thessa said, smolder still rolling off her gloves.

“Fine,” Khla grunted.

Lazy lifted her hand—skin red but unbroken. “Ow.”

“A few cuts,” Varga admitted, tail twitching, “but I’ll walk.”

Trixie flashed a thumbs-up. Somehow, she had managed not to even get dirty.

“Good. Eyes on the water while we move.” I backed toward the arch, letting the group form around me. No ripple followed.

The statue’s tears glistened brighter now, reflecting firelight. I stepped under the lintel. Cool darkness swallowed me. A narrow corridor stretched ahead, ankle-deep water lapping at white stone.

Wet footfalls behind told me the girls entered one by one.

I gripped the staff, heart hammering, and pushed forward into the gloom.


Chapter 28

The corridor spat us out into a circular vault that looked cut from pearl. Curved walls bore a mural of a golden dragon coiled tight around a blazing sun, claws sharp and ready, eyes alive with molten promise. The paint pulsed every few seconds as though heart-blood powered it.

Front and center, on a waist-high block of white stone, rested a clear orb the size of a fist. Gold veins threaded its core in lazy spirals. Ten feet behind it stood a taller crystal column—same glassy make, same gold strands—but the pillar’s top had been sheared flat, as if waiting for a crown. Nothing else cluttered the room. No rubble, no fallen stones, no enemies. Yet the air vibrated against my teeth.

Lazy sidled up so close her tail brushed my calf. “Pretty.” Her ears flattened a moment later. “Almost too pretty.”

Thessa’s claws dug into her own palms. “I feel something. Someone primed this place for a show.”

Trixie prowled the wall, fingers tracing the dragon’s tail. “Puzzle room vibe, Wade-cake.” She flicked her wrist. A faint pulse ran along the mural and died. “Could be pressure plates, mana triggers, who knows.”

Khla stayed at the doorway, hammer-sized fists ready. “Whatever it is, it wants us to come.”

Varga sniffed, nostrils twitching. “No predators, I think. But that doesn’t make me trust it.” Her tail swished once, twice, never settling.

I felt the pull harder than any of them. The orb tugged at something behind my ribs, clean and sweet, a note held just for me. Destiny lay for the taking.

I forced my gaze away and searched for trip wires, runes, anything. The polished floor showed nothing but faint scuffs—maybe made by boots long gone. I crouched and pressed a palm to the marble; a hum crept up my arm like a cat stropping claws. No heat, no cold, just that rhythm matching my heartbeat.

“What do you make of it?” I asked Trixie, the most experienced one among us. “Trap?”

She bit her lip, actually serious for once. “Orb equals ritual. The letters from the ruined outpost were clear about it. You lift that thing, you might start whatever Legacy Trial we’ve been looking for. I can’t tell you how it will end.”

Thessa stepped forward, fire building behind her eyes. “Then we vote to leave it. Wade shouldn’t risk himself.”

The tug grew sharper. The mural’s dragon might as well have whispered my name. “I can’t leave it, Thessa,” I said. “Answers sit in that orb—answers we’ve all been looking for.”

Khla’s brow ridged. “That may be so, but your life sits in you. Don’t forget.”

I met her stare. “If this proves the bloodline, it protects us all from Vorlius, and it will be a gateway to something more. It’s destiny, Khla. You know it.”

Silence rippled through the vault. Even Trixie stopped breathing for a beat. They all agreed; they knew this was the truth, the only way forward. Still, they didn’t like it.

I drew a slow breath. “Everyone keep back.”

Lazy grabbed my sleeve with both hands. “Wade, let one of us try.”

“It’s sweet to offer, but it won’t speak to you,” I answered. “I feel that in my bones.” I cupped her cheek, pressed a kiss to her hair, then peeled free.

Thessa crossed her arms under her curves. “I’m five steps behind you. First hint of trouble and I drag you out by the ankles.”

“Fair.” I smiled despite the tension, then faced the pedestal.

Each footfall echoed like mallet hits. The humming wrapped my skull, turning louder the closer I got. I counted thirty paces, stopped two feet from the orb, and ran a last check: no glyphs, no thorns in the marble. The column behind flickered once, gold veins flaring then settling.

“Anything?” I called.

Trixie shook her head, arrow half-drawn. “World’s waiting on you, cupcake.”

I swallowed, lifted both hands, and eased forward. Heat crawled along my palms before I touched it.

Fingers met glass. Warm. Alive.

The dragon mural brightened. Gold threads inside the orb whipped into a whirlpool.

“Wade!” Thessa shouted.

Then, the floor vanished.

A ring of sapphire light burst under my boots, dropped away, and gravity yanked me through. Wind punched my lungs empty. For one instant I heard everyone yelling—Lazy’s shrill cry, Khla’s oath, Varga’s snarl, Trixie’s “Go get ’em, tiger!”—then the portal snapped shut with a pop and their voices cut off.

I plummeted barely two body lengths before stone slammed my soles. My knees buckled, something dampened the impact, perhaps a ward of some kind. I straightened inside a round antechamber lit by torches set in iron sconces. Orange fire danced but gave no smoke. The air tasted of salt and old incense.

One door waited opposite me: bronze bands across oak, the weeping goddess stamped at its center, tears picked out in mother-of-pearl. No handles, only a push plate.

Alone. No white magic from Khla, no bow twang from Trixie, no tail rustle from Lazy, no sea of fire from Thessa.

I smiled. Just like Hirfangr.

I drew breath slow, feeling the orb’s warmth still pulsing in my fingertips. But it wasn’t here now. I had a feeling it was still in the chamber, waiting for me.

Waiting to see if I could complete this Legacy Trial…

“Alright, Summoner King,” I muttered. “Show me what you want from me.”

I planted my palm on the goddess’s tears and shoved.
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Stone treads spiraled twice, then spat me into a broad square chamber. Brass braziers burned along the walls, their light flat and steady—no draft, no exit besides the stair behind and a bronze door ahead.

Three suits of plate stood guard before that door. Empty helms, hollow greaves, pole-axes planted like flags. They seemed more than decoration, and I knew magic might be in play here.

“Typical,” I muttered to myself. These would attack the moment I made my way to the door. “Might as well beat them to it.”

I edged one stride inside and lifted the Obsidian Staff. Mana coiled within me as I prepared. “Enrage.” Magic burst from my palm, shot across the gap… and died against blank helms. No mind, no rage.

Bad start.

I kept moving, staff leveled. The armors didn’t budge. Were they keyed to motion or intent? Time to test.

“Command—stand aside.” My magic wrapped the middle suit. The helm twitched, axe butt tapped the marble, and it shuffled left half a pace. Success. Constructs could follow direct orders.

Next spell. “Charm.” My spell slid over the same target, soaking into the breastplate. Mana tugged at me, but the bond latched. I now owned one iron sentinel.

I waited. The other two stayed statues and hadn’t attacked me yet, so I risked a slow circle, scanning the floor. No wires, no pits. Just a clean checkerboard of pale and dark blocks.

I shrugged and decided to risk it.

I crossed the room and reached the bronze slab of a door that blocked the far wall. But there was no latch or handle. I braced both hands and shoved. Solid as bedrock. With a frown, I called the Charmed suit of armor forward to help me. Still, nothing moved.

Fine. Different approach. I stepped back and studied the room again. Three wide stone disks interrupted the checkerboard tiles—one behind each suit. I saw it now: pressure plates. The pattern couldn’t be chance.

I grinned to myself. Should’ve looked a little bit longer.

I exhaled. “Okay, big guy—center plate.” The Charmed armor clanked onto its disk. Bronze gears inside the far wall clicked, then fell silent.

So weight mattered, and all three pads had to be loaded. Simple.

I spoke louder. “You two—front.” Magic flared as I cast Command twice more. Mana dipped, but both armors obeyed, clomping onto their marks.

Metal groaned inside the bronze door. A heavy bar slid clear with a grinding scrape. The gap lasted only while the three heaps of steel stayed put, and the first one was already turning back to its starting point—I could only maintain one Charm.

I sprinted, boots ringing, and slipped through. The instant I cleared the threshold, gears slammed and the door thundered shut, sealing the suits outside.

And myself inside…

The corridor beyond ran straight and narrow, torchlit like the stair. No enemies. Just still air that smelled faintly of warm brass.

I leaned against cool stone and let the staff tip into the crook of my elbow. I had plenty of mana left, but there was no point going into a potential next challenge anything but fully charged.

Time to refuel.

I slid down to a crouch, closed my eyes, and pulled breath deep into my gut. I pictured the earth far above, roots bleeding essence into a slow river. I drew that current into myself, feeding the core inside, where I refined it into mana using the techniques Melhee had so painstakingly taught us. Heat blossomed, changed, settled into the clarity of fresh mana.

One more inhale, one more exhale, and I rose, set the staff to quarter in my grip, and walked on—ready for whatever would be the next lesson.


Chapter 29

I padded along the corridor, staff balanced across my palms, boots splashing in thin water that reached ankle-high. The air held salt and iron, nothing else. Ahead, torchlight glowed wider than the passage should allow—that told me a chamber waited. Growls and snarls echoed my way, betraying the chamber wouldn’t be empty.

I slowed, breath steady, and edged forward until the walls fell away. An oval room spread before me, floor sunk two feet below the corridor’s threshold. Six iron posts rose in a wide ring, chains snaking from them to collars locked around the necks of crocodile-spawn half my height.

They were chained tight…

These croc-spawn were smaller cousins of the brutes outside: lean bodies, rawhide skin stretched over whipcord muscle, yellow eyes tracking in tight arcs. Each held a pudgy club grown of bone and scale.

A stone door rested on the far wall. No handle, no hinge.

I counted the spawn again—six. Chains looked solid, but a glow pulsed through the links, hinting at spellwork. One wrong move and the shackles might trigger, and taking down six of these on my own might be tricky.

Mana thrummed under my ribs, ready for direction, and I tried to cast Charm on one, but there was a barrier in place.

“Figures,” I muttered. No taking them out from the corridor.

Step in, Wade. Quick and clean.

I dropped from the corridor lip onto the sunken floor.

All six collars flared red. Metal screamed. Chains shattered like brittle glass. The spawn shrieked and bounded forward in a messy wedge.

I snapped the staff out, voice sharp. “Charm!” Power left me in a rush—fourteen mana gone. The nearest reptile froze mid-lunge, pupils dilating, a silver sheen skating across them. It lowered its club and stared at me with dumb loyalty.

“Guard me,” I barked.

The charmed spawn turned, club raised against any who dared cross its new master.

Five left. They closed fast.

“Enrage.” Nine more mana slid away. A green-scaled brute to my right jerked, muscles knotting. Without pause, it whirled and smashed its club into the flank of the next creature. Bone cracked, black ichor spraying across the sand-dusted floor, and the creature responded in kind, so those two tangled each other up in a melee.

Perfect.

I swung left. “Command—halt!” Another blast of will lashed out. The target, mottled clay-brown, locked in place mid-run, eyes wide, club dangling.

That still left two unbound bodies roaring my way, talons scraping stone, jaws gaping. The one under my Charm spell hopped in and began a fight with one of them—just one coming after me.

No time for flair. I sprinted toward the door past the unoccupied croc-spawn. Claws raked my robe’s hem but missed skin. A hiss behind warned me that the clay-brown monster had broken Command quicker than I hoped. Both hunters pounded after me.

“Blind Spot!” Nine mana bled away as I flicked a glare over my shoulder. The nearer reptile blinked, pupils whitening. It veered to the right, head whipping side to side—eyes insisted I no longer existed.

One left, still focused.

I hit the last spell in my kit. “Minor Illusion.” Ten mana. A wall of incandescent lava fountained up between us, heatless but convincing: red flow, sparking cinders, rolling smoke.

The spawn skidded, claws carving furrows. It shrieked, recoiled from the phantom molten river, then darted sideways only to fall upon the enraged one who had just killed its kin, although it was heavily wounded itself. They tangled, fell, and began fighting.

My boots hit the short stair before the doorway. I planted one hand on the stone and shoved with everything left in my legs, for a moment ignoring the pandemonium behind me.

The slab groaned and pivoted inward on unseen hinges. I rolled through.

As my shoulders cleared, Charm ended. The creature blinked, realized betrayal, and howled. It and the croc-spawn it had been fighting turned toward me with howls of fury. Too late. The door swung back under its weight and slammed, sealing the chamber with its croc-spawn with a dull boom.

Roars, wet thuds, and bone crunches echoed behind the barrier as enraged and confused crocs tore into anything in reach—including each other.

I leaned on the cold wall, catching breath. But I was fine. No gashes, no bite marks.

One more trial down—and I was sure these were just that: trials…

I straightened, then sat down and took some time to meditate. When I had recovered my mana, I advanced into the next corridor.
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The stair spat me into a cave that was cut in two by a circular shaft that plunged twenty yards down, its walls slick with some kind of black resin. A pair of rope-thin bridges crossed the gap: one angled left, the other right, each no wider than my shoulders. Candles guttered on iron spikes along the rim, painting the drop in nervous orange.

Across the pit, a granite platform waited. A low dais rose at its center, crowned by a grated elevator mechanism with a single lever. Four crocodile-spawn prowled that far side, yellow eyes bright against green-gray hide. No chains this time. Clubs hung at their sides, ribs heaving in ugly rhythm. They were gigantic compared to the previous ones and much stronger. I doubted this fight would go as well as the last one.

I glanced at the circular pit again. I was pretty sure that if the drop wouldn’t kill me, something nasty lived below to finish the job…

“Lovely,” I muttered.

Bridges were the only way across. And they were narrow. Only one abreast could cross. I had a clean plan for this one… it wasn’t that hard.

I drew breath, tightened my robe’s sash, and bolted onto the first bridge.

Planks groaned underfoot. I kept my weight low, arms out for balance, sandals slapping wood. Halfway across the span the spawn noticed me—four throaty bellows answered my charge. All four sprinted for the bridgehead, claws clacking on stone.

With the croc-spawn twenty feet onto the bridge—and just a few feet between them and me—I targeted the front one, jaws open and eyes burning with desire to take a bite out of me. “Command—halt!”

Mana ripped free, and the leading brute froze mid-stride.

Momentum did the rest.

The second croc plowed into its back. A wet smack rang out. The third bumped the second; the fourth smashed into the pile. Clubs flailed, jaws snapped, but the jam held.

Perfect choke.

“Enrage!” Red light stabbed into the first croc—the one I’d frozen. Its pupils shrank to pinpoints. It whirled and buried its teeth in the neck of the spawn behind it. Wood shuddered under their weight as the two began fighting, with the two behind shrieking and already looking for other ways to get to me.

“One more.” I fixed on the rear monster. “Charm.” Fourteen mana poured out. Silver glaze slid across its eyes. Fury drained away, replaced by eager devotion.

“Fight for me,” I called out.

The charmed spawn shrieked and swung its club into the only foe within reach—the third creature in line. That one screeched, bit back at its own ally, helped by the enraged leader still shredding anything in front of its snout. But these guys were solid walls of hit points, and they would remain fighting like that for a long time.

So it was time to bail.

I pivoted, dashed back onto the second bridge—the free one. I risked a glance as I passed them by on the other bridge. The four reptiles still hacked at one another, locked in a murderous knot, barely taking damage. They were absolute brutes.

I shoved focus back to the path. Five yards left. Three. One. Stone rushed up to meet my feet, and I was across.

I sprinted for the dais. Cold brass teeth grated under my boots as I mounted the lift’s metal grate. A single lever jutted from an iron box, surface worn smooth by ancient hands.

I grabbed, hauled down.

The click echoed, and the elevator began to bear me down.


Chapter 30

The elevator halted with a tooth-rattling clang. Ahead, torchlight spilled over a round pit maybe fifty yards across. Half-crumbled columns ringed the bowl, throwing broken shadows. I gripped the Obsidian Staff a little tighter when I saw the creature at the center.

Sand hissed under its great shape. It was a hulking crocodilian ogre—easily twelve feet tall at the hump. When it saw me, it shuffled forward. Thick tusks jutted from the lower jaw. Manacles still circled its wrists, the snapped chains dragging grooves behind. On either side skittered two smaller crocodile-spawn, shoulders barely reaching its knee, prodding it with rusted tridents like circus trainers.

Its handlers…

“Of course,” I muttered. “An ogre…”

It seemed like an arena. But there were no banners, and there was no crowd. It was just me and the monsters. Time to get to work.

The nearer handler saw me first, raised its trident with a hiss. I jabbed the staff and pushed mana out, shaping it into my spell. “Charm!” Fourteen mana ripped away, and a silver glaze poured over the spawn’s pupils. Its snarling mouth slackened.

“Grab him!” I barked.

The charmed spawn obeyed in a heartbeat. It dove low, both arms locking around the ogre’s right ankle. Scaled fingers dug between chain links, but the croc-ogre seemed unfazed, dragging the croc-spawn along as if it wasn’t even there.

The second handler snarled at me.

“Enrage.” Nine mana. Crimson haze swallowed its eyes, and it spun on the ogre instead, ramming the trident into the huge creature’s thigh.

The ogre bellowed, and its reptilian tail, like a felled tree, whipped out.

I tried to duck, but I was too slow. The thing had range, and I had not counted on that. The impact smashed my ribs and hurled me across the sand. Air fled my lungs, and pain flared bright through me. Ten hit points vanished just like that. Thank the ring, I still had twenty left.

I rolled, coughing, and spotted my staff half-buried nearby. I grabbed it, forced myself upright.

The ogre didn’t chase me; the handlers drew all of its rage. My charmed spawn clung to the ankle like a leech, the enraged one stabbed again and again, opening black rivulets. For a second, it looked like the thing was actually going down, and I afforded myself a grin.

But then, the giant bellowed and drove a fist down. One crunch, two—handlers turned to red pulp under raw power.

Damn…

So much for disposable allies.

I got to my feet, ready for a deadly dance, but the croc-ogre didn’t attack. Instead, it roared in a mixture of pain and rage, black blood oozing from its wounds. I dared hope it was dying for a moment, but no…

Oh no…

Torn muscle knitted as the ogre writhed in fury and pain. Bony spikes punched through the ogre’s shoulders and spine, each growth oozing green ichor. It grew half a head taller, eyes burning furnace-orange as plating and horns covered its already hulking body.

“Well, that’s cheating.”

A low rumble shook the floor. Cracks split the arena surface, tracing perfect rings. Stone plates slid apart to reveal ankle-deep waterways, brackish channels that spiraled like a maze. Sealed culvert gates once fed those channels, but they were dead now. Old water wheel towers with iron maintenance ladders, half corroded, rose from the slots.

But my eyes were in the trenches.

Movement in the brackish water. Dozens of yellow eyes broke the dark. Smaller croc-spawn—scores of them—looking very hungrily at me.

Great.

The ogre roared, tusks flaring, and stomped toward me, spikes dripping with ooze and filth, swinging the chains its handlers had used as weapons.

Here we go…

The ogre barreled at me, chains whipping, tusks wide enough to bite a horse in two. I threw myself left. Hot air scraped my cheek as claws chopped empty air. I hit the rim of a sluice, ankle-deep in foul water, while a dozen lesser crocs snapped at the illusion of a second Wade I threw among them.

The pack shredded at false me, squalling when they found out there was no meat to eat, but it bought the seconds I needed. I sprinted for the rust-stained water-wheel half buried in the wall. I expected a mechanism here, and it probably had something to do with the rusty culvert gates all around the arena. Maybe it could work to my advantage…

With the ogre roaring behind, I reached the wheel.

Its blades hung frozen, intake clogged by silt and rust. A thin sluice gate above the trough still dripped. That was my lever. If I could start it there…

Time for an old friend…

I yanked the Hallowed Horn from my belt, braced it in both hands, and rammed the mouth into the narrow gap. Pure, clear water gushed, forcing the gate wider. The horn locked in place, flooding the flume in a foaming rush.

That awakened the system.

The wheel groaned. Dead cogs barked awake somewhere inside the wall. One tooth caught, then another, until I could hear a whole stack of gears jerking and beginning to turn with a grinding rumble that vibrated through the arena floor.

All along the ring, rusted culvert doors creaked open. Sheets of water poured out and crossed the sand in racing fans, churning everything into heavy, sucking mud. The lesser crocs shrieked as the ground swallowed their legs. Just in time, too, as my illusion washed apart and stopped distracting them.

I scrambled up the iron ladder welded to the wheel frame, boots slipping on slime, until I perched on a catwalk six yards above the arena. From up here I saw the ogre bog down, each stomp sinking past its ankles. It hauled, foot rose, mud sucked, time slowed. Good.

But the roar of new water stirred worse things. Grates in the lowest sluice rattled open, driven by some hidden mechanism, and spat out a carpet of grotesque insects: beetles with blade legs, bloated roaches, things like spiders fused with scarabs, all writhing around a centipede the size of a cow. Meat fused to its back formed a half-grown troll torso, arms dangling, its jaw yanked wide in a silent permanent shout. It lifted twin feelers, tasting the air like a warlord appraising a field.

I was happy Lazy didn’t have to see this.

Still, potential allies…

I locked eyes on that swollen head and poured mana. “Charm!”

Silver light lashed across the gap, latching onto whatever mind guided that hybrid horror. Fourteen mana left my pool. The centipede shuddered, troll eyes rolled white, then fixed on me with the obedience of a hound.

“Get the giant!” I shouted, voice raw.

The centipede gave a chirr, spun, and charged the ogre. All the smaller bugs chased after their champion, mandibles clacking. The advantage of a hive mind—they followed their leader without question.

The writhing mass of filth hit the mud in waves, swarming the ogre’s lower legs. Shells cracked under each heavy step of the giant, but a river of new bodies replaced the crushed ones. Blade limbs slashed at tendon, pincers latched onto chain links and pulled.

The croc-spawn loyal to the ogre poured from the sluices in answer, splashing through shin-high filth to guard their monster. Some got bogged down and trampled, but many more made it and joined the melee. They tore insects in arm-loads, tossing twitching chunks aside, while they received poisonous stings or had their limbs sheared away.

The ogre bellowed when the centipede’s fangs sank into its ankle. Black ichor sprayed, mixing with sludge. It yanked one foot free, tried to pivot, slipped, and planted a fist to steady itself, chains ringing as it splattered three bugs, two of which sunk poisonous stingers into that fist.

I allowed myself a grin. If this wasn’t crowd control, I didn’t know what was…

I clung to the catwalk and watched the croc-ogre as it battled, insects gnawing at it. But even as I watched, it changed. Chain links crawled up its arms as if magnetized, knitting to scales, fusing into dull iron bands that stretched into seven-foot lash-blades.

Another transformation. I—

Suddenly, one of the blades stretched out, and it suddenly glared at me. It flexed, the new edges rang, and then it whipped both arms in crossing arcs.

I darted back. Too slow.

Metal kissed my flesh.

Pain flared white. A slice opened the outside of my right thigh, deep and long. Numbers flashed: –15 HP. Only five remained, and even through the pain, the realization that without my Ring of Health I would have been dead hit hard.

I groaned as I gripped my thigh in pain, warm blood streaming down in rivulets, and I lost footing.

Luckily, that saved me. As I staggered back, the next swing clipped the railing and tore it free. The platform destabilized, and I fell with it. Wood, metal, and Wade slammed into the churning brown water.

Shock robbed me of breath. My staff almost slipped, but I kept hold and rolled under the catwalk for cover as more debris rained.

Every muscle screamed, and I already saw unblinking yellow eyes as croc-spawn darted toward me underwater as I came up out of the waist-high water. I pushed the pain aside and whispered, “Minor Illusion.”

Ten mana drained. A copy of me splashed twenty feet to the left, clutching its thigh and bobbing like wounded prey. The croc-spawn and the ogre zeroed on it at once, chains buzzing through humid air.

I had a moment to scold myself. I had gotten too cocky, feeling like a puppet master, and that had made me slip. Without Khla to heal me and cover up my blunders, I could afford no more mistakes.

Two croc-spawn slogged close, jaws snapping, and I raised a shaky hand. “Enrage.”

They turned inward on each other with joyful violence, clubs rising and falling, screeching loud enough to draw more packmates.

With all the foes distracted, I crawled behind a half-submerged column. Mud sucked at my boots as I moved, and blood still poured; no time to bandage.

The ogre charged the fake Wade, whip-blades carving wake lines in the brown swell. The illusion winked when a blade bisected it, and confusion stalled the monster for half a heartbeat. In that breath, the hive reached it.

The troll-centipede I had Charmed earlier reared to full height, troll torso bent over like a rider on a horse. Its mandibles sank into the ogre’s calf. Beetles and roaches flooded the gap, hacking with limb-saws, spraying acid and poison.

Charm wore off then—one minute was up. I didn’t know if it would remain hostile to the ogre—maybe they were mortal enemies anyway. But I was not going to risk it switching to me.

“Charm!” The spell wrapped the centipede again. The troll head lolled, then grinned at the smell of fresh orders.

“Attack,” I commanded.

It obeyed. Mandibles dug under plated hide, severing tendons with sickening crunches. The ogre howled and stumbled.

Not enough. This thing had hitpoints for days. I dredged the mana and lashed out. “Enrage!” Another croc-spawn picked up the effect and flung itself at its master’s knee, gnawing like a rabid dog.

The monster’s foot slid in the sludge. One leg buckled. It still swung, blades whistling, shredding its own minions, shredding bugs, chasing the hint of the invisible caster it had lost. But each step drew it nearer to my hiding pillar, splattering dead bugs and chitin and ooze and blood. It was disgusting, and if it got one lucky sweep I would be paste.

I pressed the staff forward, feeling my mana deplete now, growing more painful. “Command—kneel!”

The order slammed into the ogre while it raised a blade. For a split second, compulsion overrode fury. Both knees hit the mire with an earthquake splash.

That brought its throat down to centipede level.

The insect lunged and latched. Jaw met jugular. Ichor fountained black and steaming. The ogre jerked, blades flailed, but strength bled out fast.

But it still had some.

With a furious roar of pain, hate, and fleeing life, the croc-ogre impaled the centipede with both blades, driving them deep into the troll-like upper body. The centipede screeched, spitting venom and acid that bit deep into the ogre’s body, melting skin and tendon.

Then, the croc-ogre gurgled, slumped, and toppled face-first, shaking the arena like a dropped boulder. The centipede went with it.

Croc-spawn froze mid-brawl, heads tilting in dull shock. The insects stopped, hive mind evaporated.

A notice informed me I had leveled up.

Yeah, no surprise there.

But I had no time for the details. Even as the enemies seemed to regain their composure and now focus on me, a rumble shook the far wall as a sapphire ellipse formed in mid-air—the same portal that had dumped me here.

I limped hard, thigh leaving a red ribbon in the water. The bugs started clicking uneasily, and freed croc-spawn turned hungry eyes my way—a few were already moving. I splashed faster, teeth clenched against fire in the wound.

Five strides. Three. I dived.

Cold light swallowed me.


Chapter 31

Blue light coughed me out into the mural chamber. I hit cool marble on hands and knees, soaked to the thighs and still bleeding. Torches guttered, then steadied. The pedestal waited three paces off, orb gleaming.

More important than orb or mural were the five shapes tearing toward me.

Thessa reached me first, horns low, eyes blazing. She hauled me upright and crushed her mouth to mine. Lazy barreled in right after, squeaking my name and pelting my cheeks with kitten kisses. Trixie wrapped both arms around my back and peppered the crown of my head. Khla’s broad hand landed on my shoulder; Varga hung at the fringe, tail lashing, gold eyes shining relief.

“Hold still,” Khla rumbled.

Warm mercy surged from her palm into the gash on my thigh. Golden threads stitched skin, muscle, pride—everything. Pain fled so fast it made me sway. She gripped my hip until I steadied.

“Better?” she asked.

“Whole,” I said, and kissed her lips, which she answered with a passion wholly unlike her stoic nature.

Lazy stepped back, tail batting Thessa’s leg in her excitement. “You stink!” she squealed happily, as if it was the best thing. “I’m so happy you’re back! We were so worried!”

Thessa sniffed. “He smells like mud and blood. It’s weirdly hot.”

Trixie fanned herself. “Oh my gosh, he fought so hard he’s steaming.”

Varga cleared her throat. “What happened?”

I drew breath, still dizzy from the heal. “Trials—a puzzle with suits of armor, croc-spawn tied to poles, guarded bridges, then a giant croc-ogre in an arena. I made friends with a bug… troll centaur thing, jammed a water wheel, had them all kill each other, and dove through a portal. That cut was a gift from the croc-ogre.”

Trixie’s brows bounced. “You charmed an insect troll centaur? So proud!”

Khla grunted approval. Lazy clapped. Thessa bit her lip, plainly trying to decide whether to scold me for almost dying or drag me behind a pillar. Varga nodded once—pure soldier. Still, I could see something else going on in her gaze.

My gaze drifted to the orb. The gold inside twirled faster, beckoning. I felt that pull again, stronger than before.

“Girls.” I pointed. “That’s the prize.”

They parted like curtains to let me claim my reward. I strode to the pedestal, set the Obsidian Staff against it, and closed both hands around the orb.

Warmth bled into every pore—homey, ready, mine. A quick check of my sheet—still to be updated with the new level—revealed I had hit the absolute jackpot. The Orb, aptly named the Orb of the Summoner King, gave +15 to all attributes and +20 to all stats. That meant hitpoints and mana would both increase to more than 100.

“Damn,” I muttered.

And I didn’t need to walk around holding it. It was bound to me. So long as it was close, in my backpack for instance, it would confer the benefits. But what was more, it could only bind to one of Taelath’s bloodline.

And it had bound to me.

Anyone touching the orb could see that now. The text flared in front of you, and it indicated that it was linked to the Staff of Mastery—the Obsidian Staff—similarly bound to me.

The Legacy Trial was complete…

I showed the girls, explained it to them. Even Trixie, who had surely seen a magical artifact or two in her days, had wide eyes as she listened.

“One of the most powerful things I ever heard of,” she muttered.

“And it’s bound to you?” Khla asked.

“Fully,” I breathed. “Sheet says it demands Taelath blood—and it just verified me.”

Lazy squealed, bounce-pounced, and threw both arms around my neck. “Ha! Take that, clipboard man.”

Khla flashed a grin. “Vorlius will choke on parchment.”

Trixie spun, braid whipping. “So, we wave that shiny ball in his face and he legally cannot take the Staff anymore?”

“Exactly,” I said, dizzy with relief and the stat surge thumping through veins. “Anyone who touches the orb sees it. Look.”

One by one, they all touched the orb. One by one, they saw. The orb and its partner artifact, the Staff of Mastery, would only bind with one of Taelath’s bloodline, and they had both bound to me—Wade Aurelius.

“Done and done,” Thessa said with a satisfied nod.

Varga crossed arms, tail sweeping. “Magocracy precedent says bound artifacts are untouchable. Even Vorlius can’t override that.”

Thessa purred low. “Delicious.”

I tucked the orb into my inside pocket; it shrank to chicken-egg size the moment cloth touched it, nestling against my ribs. Handy.

“New toy loves you already,” Lazy said.

Trixie rocked on her heels. “Okay, victory dance later. I scouted while everybody fretted. Good news: there’s an old cottage tucked in the cliff, super intact. No mold, no croc drool, even a half-working stove.”

Khla lifted a brow. “Defensible?”

“One door, two arrow slits, firm stone. I’d date it.” She shrugged, then giggled. “We should totally sleep there. I’m tired and my feet hurt.”

Lazy pawed my sleeve. “I vote for bed, food, smooches.”

“I vote for the full tale of the croc-ogre fight,” Thessa countered, sliding an arm round my waist. “In detail. But in that house.”

“Seconded,” Varga said. She motioned toward the arch. “Let’s move before the smell returns.”

We gathered gear. Khla handed out canteens; I slung the staff over my shoulder, enjoying how light it felt now. +15 Strength made a greater difference than I’d guessed. Thessa noticed that flash of cocky smile and pushed her hip into mine, horns brushing my shoulder.

“Stronger already?” she teased.

“Ten percent more able to carry you to bed,” I murmured.

“His abs have gotten even hotter!” Trixie hummed, making jazz hands.

We filed through the archway into the brine dusk. Steam slicked my cheeks, yet every breath felt clean—stat buffs, maybe. Varga took point, nose twitching. Khla covered our rear. Thessa stuck to my right, Lazy to my left, Trixie hovered ahead so she could talk and walk backward at once. Somehow, she made it look easy despite the wild growths here.

“House is up that rocky stair,” the elf chirped. “And wait till you see the view; we’ve got, like, a sunset over neon mushroom forest happening.”

“Beds?” Lazy asked.

“Cots.” Trixie waggled her brows. “Or one big floor. I’m flexible.”

The rest of us laughed at that, splashing through lukewarm puddles toward the promise of four solid walls, an intact roof, and a night with true rest.
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The door of the cottage groaned once before it surrendered. We crowded into a single-room cottage hewn from the cliff. Shelves, a warped table, and two cot frames waited under a low-beam roof. Dry air smelled of old cedar rather than rot—a luxury given the swamp outside.

Lazy bounded straight to the lone window, tail flick-flicking while she soaked up the pink glow of bioluminescent mushrooms beyond the ledge. Khla braced the door with a timber fallen from the rafters. Trixie spun in a slow circle, arms wide as if greeting a stage crowd.

“Cozy! Floor needs some coverings, but other than that, this could be home for a night,” she announced.

Varga’s ear twitched. “Better than where I used to sleep when I ran the routes,” she grunted. She dumped her pack near the door.

“Food first,” Thessa said. She drew the travel bag from my shoulder and spread rations on the table: jerky, hardtack, apples, half a round of hard goat cheese, and plenty of water. The other girls gathered around, with Khla contributing some dried fruit as well.

I leaned the Obsidian Staff against the wall, slipped the orb from my jacket, and set it on a folded cloak. The gold spirals inside settled at once, as though content to rest.

Khla passed thick slices of cheese, hardtack, and jerky. “Eat.” That one word carried the command of a war captain. We obeyed. Salt and smoke hit my tongue, sharper than anything served at Krysfelt but better for it.

Lazy practically purred around a mouthful. Her yellow eyes met mine, lids half-drooped. “All that slogging through the swamp made me hungry.”

“You’re always hungry,” Thessa said, dabbing grease from her full lips with the back of a finger. Heat smoldered behind the tease, yet fondness balanced it.

I raised a hand. “Before we start the banter, let me lock in the level. Won’t take long.”

Trixie hopped in place. “Oh! Stat sheet time is the best time!”

I sat cross-legged on the floor. The System prompt glimmered before my inner sight, offering ten fresh attribute points. The decision was easy; raw brainpower amplified every spell. And with the orb, none of the other stats should really be a concern anymore.

Mens, all ten.

The numbers rolled up, then settled. I read the final sheet aloud for everyone, voice slow so they could follow.

Wade Aurelius
Level 11 Enchanter

Attributes
Corpus: 4 + 15 (Orb of the Summoner King) = 19
Vita: 4 + 15 (Orb of the Summoner King) = 19
Mens: 81 + 15 (Orb of the Summoner King) = 96
Anima: 31 + 15 (Orb of the Summoner King) = 46

Stats
Weapon damage: (unarmed: 0) + (Orb of the Summoner King: 20) + (Corpus: 19) = 39
Defense: (Robe of Protection: 5) + (Orb of the Summoner King: 20) + (Corpus: 19) = 44
Spell power: (Orb of the Summoner King: 20) + (Mens: 96) = 116
Spell resistance: (Robe of Protection: 5) + (Ring of Clarity: 20) + (Orb of the Summoner King: 20) + (Mens: 96) = 141
Hit points: (Ring of Health: 10) + (Orb of the Summoner King: 20) + (Vita x 5: 95) = 125
Mana: (Orb of the Summoner King: 20) + (Anima x 5: 230) = 250

Abilities
Slot 1: Enrage (Journeyman) [Cause one target to attack 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 (Journeyman) [Take control of a single creature (but not bosses) for a short action, 9 mana]
Slot 4: Charm (Journeyman) [Win the allegiance of a single creature (but not bosses) for 1 minute, 14 mana]
Slot 5: Minor Illusion (Journeyman) [Create an illusion no greater than a human with sound and sight but not tactile elements for 1 minute, 9 mana]
Slot 6: Empty

Khla whistled, low and impressed, as I conveyed the gains. “One hundred twenty-five hit points. Takes a siege bolt to drop you now.”

“And two-fifty mana!” Lazy chirped. She dragged her tail across my lap, affectionate as any housecat angling for cream.

“And that Spell resistance,” Varga said. “With a buffer like that, any enemy will need strong nullifiers. Vorlius could manage, perhaps, but he’d have a hard time.”

“I think it’s good to prepare for that,” Trixie said. “He’d be, like, an idiot to put up a fight… But well, you know how high elves get when they don’t get their way.”

Thessa leaned closer. Her cleavage brushed my arm, deliberate. “So our next step is swagger back across the border, flash the orb, and watch him choke on his own sneer?”

“He’ll smile in public,” I answered, “then petition the Council for a loophole. I doubt he forgets easily.”

Trixie snapped her fingers. “That’s the bit! High Council loves heirs of ancient dragons. Half will grovel, half will plot. Either way, you’re on the board now, sweet-cheeks.”

Lazy blinked. “So more people will want to bed him or kill him?”

“Forty-sixty,” Trixie guessed cheerily. “I’m firmly in the forty, though, and that’s what matters.”

I chuckled.

Khla crossed her arms. “We guard him from both.”

“Bed part too?” Trixie teased.

Khla’s tusks flashed in a dangerous grin. “A little competition never hurts, elf.”

Trixie gave a theatrical swoon that set certain parts of her chest bouncing. I swear my heart skipped a beat right there.

Varga cleared her throat. She rubbed the back of her neck, ears flicking. She obviously wasn’t part of this, but something told me she was interested, alright.

I smiled at her. “By the way, thanks for helping us,” I said. “You did well, and you came through.”

The other girls nodded at that and hummed agreement. I could tell there was still some animosity with Lazy, and a bit more with Thessa. Khla seemed to respect the wolf girl more, and Trixie gave a ditzy hum, apparently oblivious to any undertones of competition or jealousy.

“Welcome,” Varga replied. A single word, weighty as a millstone.

I placed a hand on her forearm. Warm muscle tensed, then eased. “Seriously, we owe you one.”

Her tail twitched once. “We’re already square. Khla tried to save Rohuga. That’s more than Salee ever did.” She shot Khla a look, and the orcess returned a barely perceptible nod.

Silence hovered. Lazy broke it by dragging the cheese plate around for seconds. Tentative laughter followed; appetite steadied nerves better than tonic.

Trixie perched on a cot frame, legs swinging. “Bloodline perks aside, what changes for you inside? Feel different?”

“I feel…” I searched for the right word. “My mana is… louder. Thoughts line up like soldiers.” I tapped my temple. “It’s crisp.”

Thessa stroked my hair. “And ego?”

“Still my size. Maybe.”

“Nothing else grew, right?” Trixie asked, eyes wide.

I laughed and shook my head. “Maybe some muscles. But other than that, no.”

Lazy wrapped both arms around my neck from behind. “Good. The most important muscle is already a perfect fit.” She giggled when Thessa pinched her tail for the innuendo.

Khla finished the last slice of apple. “Serious now. Tomorrow we chart a route back. Tonight we rest.”

Varga rose. “I will take outside watch first. My ears catch distant steps.”

Trixie hopped up. “I’ll walk a lap with you, wolf-bae. Two sets of eyes.”

Varga opened her mouth to refuse, then shrugged. “Quiet, though.”

“Like butterfly farts.” Trixie winked at me, plucked her pink “ELF HNTR” bow, and followed Varga through the doorway.

Khla barred it halfway. “One passes, one returns. Standard.”

The door thumped into place. Sudden stillness filled the cottage. Lazy slid to the floor, head in my lap. “I call next to Wade. Need pillow.”

Thessa settled on my other side, draping a leg over mine—possessive, as always. Khla took the wall opposite, methodically working oil into her battered armor. Outside, the wind carried distant howls from warped woods. Inside, warmth thickened.

I stroked Lazy’s hair while Thessa’s tail curled around my wrist. Tomorrow could bring politics and patrols and more monsters. Tonight we had four walls, fresh stats, and the hard-won orb resting safe at my side.

I leaned back, let the beam press into my shoulders, and listened to the girls trade banter.

Quite the day.
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Trixie came back about fifteen minutes later, just as we were finishing our dinner. She swept in, eyes bright and cheeks flushed. “Okay, okay. We are super safe. We have a wolfy scout on the job. You can all sleep easy.”

“Noted,” Khla said. She was still working on her armor. Her muscles bulged a little as she did, and it was a very good view. Thessa had curled up in my lap and had fallen asleep.

Trixie giggled, then leaned forward, her breasts straining against her tight shirt. “You should have seen the wolf girl, she was so serious. She is like a guard dog out there! We should totally keep her.”

I grinned at her, amused. “I think she feels like she might be impeding a little by hanging around,” I suggested.

“Yeah,” Lazy agreed. “That’s probably why she took first watch.”

“You people talk too much,” Thessa complained lazily, still half asleep.

“You usually do most of it,” Khla commented with a snort. She looked at me, then Trixie. “But I agree with Wade. I think Varga is still unsure what her place is. She is very much the outsider here.”

“I don’t know,” Lazy said, looking thoughtful and a little guilty. “I think she could have become an official part of our group.”

“Psh!” Khla scoffed. “We just had the elf join.”

“Elves are better than wolf people,” Trixie said. “They have longer ears for nibbling. I’ve never nibbled on a wolfy ear. I bet it’s furry. You get hair in your mouth. Big ew.”

“Whether or not ears are for nibbling is not what makes a people great,” Khla growled.

“Yes, it does,” Lazy protested.

“No,” Khla said, eyebrow raised. “It does not.”

“Then what?” Trixie hummed with a shrug that made her bounce in all the right places.

“Combat prowess,” Khla answered.

“YAWN!” Trixie squealed with a show pirouette that displayed her perfect rump in her hotpants. “HIT ME, ORCY-ORC,” she growled, frowning and mimicking having two tusks with her forefingers. “ORCY-ORC, SHE LIKE BANG-BANG.”

“Oh, she likes ‘bang-bang’ alright,” Thessa muttered from her half-sleeping spot in my lap.

Trixie’s eyes widened, and she gave the most delighted squeal at that. “Yay! Thessa! That’s so naughty! I love it.”

“Know what? I’m going to use your skin to make my next pair of boots,” Khla growled at Trixie.

“Orcs like bang-bang, and they have fashion sense?!” Trixie said. “Where do I sign up!? I’m gonna keep them as pets. I’m gonna breed ‘em! Trixie’s Orc Ranch!”

“More likely, they’ll breed you,” Khla growled.

Trixie frowned. “Massive ew,” she said casually.

Khla rose, discarding her armor, as she fixed Trixie with a glare. “What’s so bad about being bred by orcs?”

“Now there’s a sentence never spoken before in the history of Earth and Tannoris combined,” I deadpanned.

“I just like being bred by Wade,” Trixie said casually.

Lazy spurted out a mouthful of the water she’d been drinking at that, Thessa snorted in my lap, and Khla chuckled and shook her head.

“Fine,” the orcess muttered. “Can’t argue on that count.” She thought for a moment. “How did we even get into this argument?”

“Uh... We were talking about Varga,” I said with a slight shake of my head.

“No, we were talking about who is better!” Trixie interrupted, finger raised. “Orcs or elves?”

I blinked. “That wasn’t...”

“Shhh, Wade!” Trixie whispered, and she somehow managed to still be loud. “That’s what every question in the world boils down to. Orcs or elves?”

“I...”

“There isn’t even any discussion,” Khla snapped. “What can elves do? They’re not better at anything!”

“Magic?” Lazy suggested.

“Pah!” Khla scoffed. “They have more training facilities, but they are not innately more talented.”

“Being arrogant?” Thessa muttered.

“I think orcs are pretty good at that, too,” I said, winning a black-eyed glare from Khla.

“I’ll tell you one thing us elves are much, much better at than orcs,” Trixie said with a naughty light in her eyes. Then, she brought up a fist and bobbed it in front of her mouth, pushing her tongue against the inside of her cheek, the universal symbol for sucking dick.

“Ha!” Khla growled, crossing her arms in front of her chest, “maybe the men, yes.”

I doubled over laughing at that, and Lazy fell back on her heap of blankets, giggling. Thessa snorted as well, and Trixie took it well enough, grinning along before she narrowed her eyes at Khla once the laughter died down and wagging a finger.

“Alright, Missy,” she said. “Now... it’s on!”

With a quick dash, she pounced at me. She went so fast that Thessa let out a squeal and rolled out of the way a moment before I was hit by about 125 pounds of elven hotness. As usual, it was no holds barred, full and shameless Trixie madness, and I was on my back, her eager fingers tugging at my pants before I even knew it.

“Trixie,” I groaned, and I looked at Khla and the other girls for help, but they were laughing too hard to be of any use. Trixie pulled my cock out of my pants with a triumphant squeal, and then her lips wrapped around the head.

“Fuck,” I groaned, as the sudden warmth and wetness enveloped my cock.

From 0 to 100 in less than a second... That was Trixie. She sucked with wild abandon, and then she suddenly let go and turned to look at Khla. The orcess had given a snort and scoff of disapproval, and was now watching Trixie with a frown. I could see her nostrils flaring.

“What?” The elven archer asked. A wire of spit still connected the tip of my cock to those perfect, soft lips. Frustration edged at me for her stopping.

“Your technique is sloppy,” the orc woman said with a grunt.

I glanced at her, but I was not sure whether she was being honest or just trying to play it cool. Trixie seemed to be taking her seriously, because she pursed her lips in annoyance. “It’s supposed to be sloppy, silly! It’s a blowjob!”

Thess and Lazy giggled, but Khla was focused on the head of my slick cock. “You are too sloppy,” she said, giving a dismissive shrug. “That’s not going to let you take the prize.”

“Oh, is that so, Green Missy?” Trixie shot back.

Khla gave a quick nod. “It’s not hard, but you need to know the technique.”

“Fine,” Trixie said. “Then show me, oh mighty orcy-orc, if you think you can do better.”

Khla grinned, and she got on her knees next to Trixie. She looked at me. Her eyes were dark, deep pools of desire. “I’m gonna show you how to deepthroat him.”

“I can deepthroat,” Trixie grumbled, arms crossed, but she still watched with wide-eyed fascination. So did Lazy and Thessa, edging closer with big eyes.

“It’s a whole different thing,” Khla said, and then she looked down at my cock. With a grin, she pushed Trixie’s face back and grabbed the base of my cock. “See, the trick is to hold the base of the shaft, like this, to control it.”

She looked at my cock, licking her lips and then leaning forward. Her mouth closed around the head and her tongue swirled over it as she sunk further and further down. Her tongue dragged over the underside of my cock, and then the head touched the opening of her throat, and she sunk down all the way. Her lips met my pelvis.

She didn’t even have to come back up. She could breathe through her nose.

Damn...

The pleasure was intense, and then it only got more intense when she started moving up and down. She did it slowly, with her tongue lapping over the underside of my cock and her throat muscles contracting around the head.

“Fuuuck,” I groaned out, and I reached out a hand to grab at her hair. But she pulled back before I could, her tongue flicking the slit of my cock, and then grinned at Trixie, then stopped.

“Will you stop stopping!” I growled.

The girls giggled, with Lazy and Thessa coming closer still to get a good look at the action. Khla grinned at me, and then she turned to Trixie.

“See, the trick is to control the base of the cock. Helps with aiming it, too, and you can guide yourself down. I know it’s a little hard to get the head down your throat at first, so don’t worry if you need a little practice, but you’ll get the hang of it soon. Just don’t force it. Let the head pop in, and then swallow around it a little. And always remember to breathe, or you’re gonna choke and start gagging. You don’t want to embarrass yourself.”

Trixie nodded, paying attention to Khla like an eager pupil, and then she licked her lips. “I bet I can do that so much better than you!”

Khla shrugged. “Practice makes perfect, elf. Once more!” Then she leaned forward again and took me in her mouth. She sunk down almost to the base and then, without stopping, came back up and bobbed her head. Her hand was firmly wrapped around the base of my cock, and she stroked it as she moved. After a few moments, she stopped and pulled back, letting my cock slap wetly against her cheeks as she looked up at me with those blazing eyes before glancing at Trixie. “Now you.”

By now, Trixie’s cheeks were red. Lazy and Thessa seemed to be getting a little bothered as well, watching the action. But Trixie didn’t hesitate. She pushed her hair behind her ears, then leaned in and took me in her mouth. Her tongue swirled around the head, and then she sucked, sinking further. She gagged a bit, but she kept going. Soon, her lips were wrapped around the base of my cock.

“Oh damn,” I groaned, looking down and holding her hair. “Don’t stop!”

Trixie bobbed up and down, then took me out for a moment—but thankfully kept stroking me—to grin at Khla, her chin and mouth glistening with spit. Then she leaned down and took me into her mouth again. She sucked me down to the root and her throat constricted around the head.

“She’s good at this,” Thessa murmured, her hand drifting to the waistband of her shorts.

Lazy nodded. Her eyes were wide and excited, and I knew she was imagining herself in the position of the other girls, getting to suck me. “She is.” She licked her lips and seemed eager to get her turn.

But Trixie was not done showing off... She kept bobbing her head up and down, making wet slurping sounds, and then she took me out of her mouth and stroked me with a grin at Khla. “See? Told you I’d learn the trick. And I can get him off. Just watch.”

Khla scoffed. “It’s good work... for an amateur.”

Trixie’s eyes narrowed, and then she grinned and looked down at my cock. “Well,” she hummed, “if I’m such an amateur, I’m gonna need some help.” Still stroking me, she looked over her shoulder. “Come on, Thessa, help a poor elf out!”

The tiefling didn’t hesitate. With a wicked grin, she joined Trixie, and then the two women were taking turns sucking my cock, one of them slurping and licking and bobbing on it while the other played with my balls. I could feel my pleasure rising and rising, and I groaned and reached down to grab a handful of Trixie’s hair with one hand and one of Thessa’s horns with the other.

“Oh, that looks very good,” Lazy purred. She had undone her belt and the zipper of her shorts, and she was now slowly caressing one of her full breasts.

Khla scoffed. “This is cheating.”

“Cheating?” Trixie giggled, her lips popping off my cock, her hand around its base. “This is called a team effort.”

Thessa grinned and gave my cock a kiss. “What are you going to do about it, orc?”

Khla scoffed, and then she butted in and took my cock in her mouth, pushing Trixie and Thessa aside, who grunted and then giggled. I sat on my back on the floor, and Khla grabbed the base of my cock and started to deepthroat me. The other girls, however, did not relent. Trixie and Thessa came to either side of Khla, and they started to lick my shaft, taking turns to suck on my cock. Khla didn’t seem to mind, and she just focused on her own cocksucking.

And it felt great.

I felt my orgasm nearing, and my balls were already tight and aching. I groaned as I watched Khla deepthroating me, her big lips wrapped around my cock, her tongue dragging over the underside of it, her hand pumping the base, and Trixie and Thessa on either side of her, their breasts pressed together as they shared my dick, plump asses up, sucking and slurping and licking. Behind them, Lazy was biting her bottom lip, deft hand at work under the soft fabric of her lace panties.

What a life...

“I’m going to cum,” I groaned out.

Khla didn’t hesitate. She pulled back a bit and continued bobbing her head, and I felt myself hit the back of her throat. Trixie and Thessa, on either side, licked and sucked, and their hands reached to play with my balls. They were eager, as eager as I was.

My orgasm hit. I groaned and grabbed the top of Khla’s head, pushed her down, her lips to my pelvis, and my cock started pulsing and shooting cum. She let me empty myself into her mouth, her tongue eagerly lashing at it, and Trixie and Thessa hummed their admiration.

Khla swallowed, and then she pulled back. “There,” she said. “That’s how you do it.”

Trixie grinned. “Oh, yeah. Well, you did okay. But there’s one thing elves do better,” Trixie insisted.

“Better?” Khla scoffed. “What would that be.”

She licked her lips, then turned around, showing me that delicious ass I had claimed earlier with Lazy watching. “We take it up the butt much better.”

Even Thessa turned red, let alone Khla. Lazy giggled, having already seen me fuck Trixie’s ass. As for me, well, that talk just made me stiffen again. The idea of fucking the elf’s nice round ass... Damn...

Khla’s eyes went wide, and her nostrils flared, but the idea visibly excited her. “Hmph!” she scoffed. “Show us, then.”

With a smile, Trixie turned and got up to her knees, dainty feet folded under her ass. She wiggled her hips and then tugged her hotpants down, her panties going along with it.

She was wearing a butt plug with a heart-shaped end.

“Wow...” Thessa muttered.

“So cute!” Lazy purred.

“You’ve worn that... all day?” Khla muttered.

Trixie licked the tip of her finger, pushed it down on one of her plump cheeks, and made a hissing sound as if her ass was fire—which it was, honestly. “I told you, Green Mommy,” she purred, “elves are better at butt stuff!”

When I saw that perfect elven ass with its plug, I could no longer contain myself. With a grunt, I came up behind her, and she gave a yelp and a giggle as she stuck out her ass. I grabbed the plug by its heart-shaped end and slowly, gently, teasingly pulled it out. It slipped out of her lubed-up hole, and she was nice and open and ready for me.

She moaned and licked her lips, while the other girls watched with wide eyes, Thessa licking her lips and Lazy tugging down her pants. Khla’s mouth was parted open, and I saw a flash of her tongue. She was breathing a little harder than usual, too. Slowly, her fingers drifted down.

I put the plug aside, then gave Trixie’s ass a slap, making it jiggle and her moan, and I grabbed my cock and pressed its head against that tight little rosebud. She was nice and open, but still, I had to push in order to get the tip in. Once that popped in, however, I had to hold myself back from shoving the entire length right up to her ass. Her ass was so warm, and her tight hole squeezed around my shaft as I slowly slid it inside. Trixie moaned, her head hanging, hair falling to cover her face.

The other girls watched in fascination as I wrapped my hand around her from behind and felt up those heavy but firm tits. She squealed happily, pushing her ass out to take me deeper.

Khla licked her full lips, and she pushed down her shorts to reveal her wet pussy.

Trixie squirmed with delight, watching the orcess as her fingers dipped down. “Hmm,” she hummed as I pushed deeper into her ass, “somebody likes watching the champions of butt-fucking at work.”

“Shut up,” Khla groaned as she began teasing her swollen clit.

“I think it’s hot,” Lazy purred as she sat there with her legs wide, pleasing herself under her lacy panties.

“Very,” Thessa agreed as she came up beside me and began kissing my neck, guiding my hand down to the waistband of her shorts and letting me slip in. My fingers probed her wet and warm pussy, and she began grinding on them even as I pushed deeper into Trixie’s ass.

The elven archer mewed in pleasure at being so full. I wasn’t even all the way in yet. I pulled out a bit and pushed back in, and she moaned louder. My cock was still wet with the spit and cum of the girls, and that was helping me sink into her tight ass, pushing deeper, and I felt her clench and relax her muscles, letting me fuck her ass. I held her wide hips, and I started pounding her, harder and faster, my balls slapping her slit and her tits bouncing as I groped them. Under the force of a powerful push, she tipped forward with a yelp, and she braced her hands on the ground as I continued fucking her ass doggy style.

“Gods, that’s so hot,” Lazy purred.

Thessa was grinding on my fingers, her own hands roaming over my body, playing with my chest and balls, and Khla and Lazy were both playing with themselves, watching us with wide eyes. Khla especially seemed to be turned on beyond belief. Already, her powerful thigh muscles were clenching as she bit her lip, orgasm close.

“You love it,” Trixie mewled in between thrusts deep in her ass. “Green Mommy loves watching it!”

“Stop... uuhhnn... calling me... Green... ahhhnn… Mom—Oh, Gods!” She shuddered. “Fuck!”

Her powerful thigh muscles clamped hard as her orgasm hit, and she squeezed her eyes shut, letting out a long groan and a shudder of pleasure. Trixie laughed, and I grinned as I continued fucking her ass, Thessa grinding on my fingers. Khla’s orgasm peaked, and her cries of pleasure and the wet slapping of me pounding Trixie’s round ass was enough to drive the other girls over the edge too. Lazy mewled as she began shaking, and Thessa actually bit down pretty hard on my shoulder as I fingered her to completion, her juices running down my wrist.

I continued fucking Trixie’s tight ass, and she pushed her ass out, her plump cheeks bouncing. I grabbed her hair and pulled, and her head went back, her breasts jutting out and her face a mix of pleasure and a bit of pain, and that was enough to push the elf over edge. Her asshole clamped down on my cock, and I had a moment to be amazed at that—a woman who could cum from getting her ass fucked.

She had to be one of the most sensual...

Then, my thought was lost as I slammed into that ass and drove myself over the edge. With a roar, I pulled hard at her hair, and Trixie squealed with delight at the rough handling, and I spurted a thick rope of cum deep into her asshole. The other girls watched, humming admirations and breathing heavily as I emptied myself into that tight hole, pumping her ass full of warm seed even as she shuddered under the force of her own orgasm.

When I finally stopped, Trixie was a panting mess, and I was pretty spent, and Khla was looking at me with hungry eyes. Lazy and Thessa lay sprawled on the floor.

“Hmmm,” Trixie purred, then shot a look at Khla. “See? That’s what elves do best!”

Khla was panting, but she managed to give a scoff. “Hmph.”

For now, she had no better reply than that. Exhausted, I pulled out and sat back. Thessa and Lazy were done, and Trixie sprawled next to me, a very satisfied grin on her lips. Khla sat on her knees, eyes closed as she tried to catch her breath, and Lazy crawled towards me with a small smile on her lips, needing to cuddle.

Pretty soon, we were a heap of sweaty bodies on the floor, and it was silent until I spoke.

“You think Varga heard?” I mused aloud.

We all broke out laughing at that. It was impossible that she hadn’t. And honestly, I didn’t care. Maybe it was a taste of things to come for her, because things certainly seemed to be heading in that direction.

But that was for later. For now, I cuddled with the four crazy women I already had, slowly letting sleep encroach.


Chapter 33

Sunlight slashed through the narrow window and across my blanket. Just as it made me open my eyes, Varga’s quiet knock followed.

“Dawn,” she announced as she opened the door. Her voice stayed low so the others wouldn’t bolt upright.

I sat up, rubbed sleep grit from my eyelids, and took stock. No alarms through the night—good. My thigh twinged where that chain-whip kissed me, but Khla’s Heal had closed the cut cleanly. The Orb still rested on the cloak, warm and steady.

Next to me, Khla lay on her back, stark naked as I’d left her. Her hands were folded over her stomach, face calm, and she had kicked away her blanket at some point during the night. Even asleep and naked, she looked ready to punch a storm. Lazy was wedged in between her and me, covering us both partially, half blanket, half cat, purring softly into the orc’s ribs. Thessa slept on my other side, horns buried in her rolled cloak, tail curled protectively around my ankles. The sight tugged a grin out of me—my women could bicker all day, yet every night they turned into the most tangled cuddle pile on the coast.

Trixie was already up. She sat on one of the cots. One leg dangled, toes wiggling as she was doing some work on her bowstring. She wore more smile than clothing—no surprise. At the door, Varga leaned against the post, silhouette sharp and watchful, ears flicking at each faint drip outside.

I rose and padded over. “You sat through the whole night?”

“Trixie took a few hours in the middle of the night too,” she hummed. “So did Khla. We decided to let you sleep, figured you needed it.” She flashed an appropriately wolfish grin. “Especially after the ‘evening activities.’”

I grinned and nodded. “Thanks. Anything move?”

“Only weird AZ critters,” she answered. “Otherwise, it’s been quiet.”

“Let’s start breakfast.”

She nodded, and we crept to the clay stove Trixie had coaxed to life last night, letting the girls nap for a bit longer. Coals still glowed. A few scraps of dry fungus from outside woke fresh heat. Dried jerky went on a flat stone. The greasy aroma rolled through the cottage, doing the job of any alarm bell.

Lazy’s nose twitched first. She peeled one eye, sniffed, and rolled off Khla so fast she landed face-first on the floorboards. The thud didn’t faze her; she sprang upright, hair a storm cloud, tail flicking. “Food!”

“G’morning to you too,” I said.

She flopped onto the bench at the table, chin on the surface, yellow eyes begging. “Cuddle later, meat now.”

Thessa propped on an elbow. Black hair spilled over shoulder and horn, eyes still half-lidded. “Traitorous cat. Leaving warm bed for pork.”

Lazy pointed at her with total seriousness. “Protein equals mana… I think?”

Thessa barked a laugh and stretched, the hem of her tunic climbing. “Fair.” She gave my back a long look. “Morning, handsome.”

Khla sat up next, silent as she got dressed while scanning every corner. Standard orc awakening: locate exits, count allies, prepare for day. She accepted a sizzling strip from me without a word, blew on it, and ate.

Trixie bounced off her cot the instant the sizzle reached her ears. She tripped on her own quiver and somehow recovered from what looked to me to be a guaranteed fall—and that in a graceful way that made it look like it was all intentional. I mainly enjoyed all the bouncing that happened as a result. “Oops, good morning!”

Trixie skipped to the stove and snagged two pieces for herself before anyone protested.

“What time is it?” Thessa asked between bites.

“Early,” I answered. “Sky looked gray-pink. We have an hour before we should be on our way.”

“Plenty for cleanup.” Khla wiped grease off her chin, then started rolling her blanket with soldier precision.

Lazy patted the bench next to her. “Wade, sit. Eat.”

I obediently took the spot. The wood moaned but held. Lazy tore my portion in half, popped one into my mouth, the other into hers, and chewed with theatrical delight.

Thessa eyed the display, lifted a brow. “Feeding him like a hatchling?”

“He fought croco-ogre yesterday!” Lazy replied. “He needs pampering. I’m very good at pampering.”

“You mean you’re good at being pampered,” Thessa muttered.

Khla tossed her rolled bedding at Thessa. “Tiefling, you pack the food pouch. Cat, dishes. Elf, blankets.” She paused, then nodded toward Varga. “Wolf, door duty.”

Trixie saluted with a theatrical pose. “Aye-aye, Green Mommy!”

“Do not call me that.”

I stood, wiping crumbs, and fetched my staff from the corner. One last look around—nothing worth leaving behind: no bedrolls unclaimed, no tools forgotten.

Lazy admired me for a moment. “Wade, you look so… regal,” she purred. She traced the bronze spiral of the staff. “You know, staff matches orb, orb matches bloodline—maybe we need new outfits too?”

“Fashion talk later,” Varga muttered. She sniffed at the doorway, checking wind, then reached for the latch.

Trixie hopped behind her, arrow notched despite the morning cheer. “Let’s kick the day’s butt!”

Varga’s ears lifted. “Path looks clear. Steam’s thin.” She stepped outside.

We filed after her. The ledge still glimmered with salt crystals; warped reeds bowed under their own weight. In the distance, clouds of neon gnats drifted like living confetti. The air reeked of minerals, but after yesterday, my nose hardly noticed. Still, I’d be happy to get out of the AZ.

I gathered the girls in a half-circle while Varga kept watch downhill.

“Quick debrief,” I started. “Goal one: leave the springs. Goal two: retrace to the ridge before midday. After that, we pick our way back to Krysfelt Academy.”

“I bet Kay will be so amazed to see us back this soon!” Lazy hummed, doing a little hop as she clapped her hands.

“We’ll make the ridge,” Khla said. “If cat focuses.”

Lazy flashed a peace sign and grinned.

Trixie swung her bow over one shoulder, then struck a heroic pose. “Let destiny’s darlings depart the swamp!”

Thessa pinched the bridge of her nose. “I swear Kay hired you for comic relief.”

“Sugar hooves, Kay hired me because I can put ten lightning arrows through a flea at two hundred paces before you get a chance to say, ‘Green Mommy likes watching butt stuff’,” Trixie chirped.

“I swear,” Khla groaned.

I laughed and shook my head. “Right, let’s move.” I looked at each of them in turn. Khla’s steady strength, Thessa’s fierce devotion, Lazy’s boundless affection, Trixie’s cheerful madness, Varga’s newfound loyalty. They saved me as surely as any artifact. Pride rose inside me so fierce it almost ached.

“Let’s go home,” I said.

And we moved.
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