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To the fast ones.


Enchanter 6


A Magical Academy Slice of Life Adventure

Jack Bryce


Chapter 1



Krysfelt’s spires rose over Lombardy as we returned from our “eventful” trip to Los Angeles. The late sun lit the academy’s black slate roofs, and the gargoyles perched seemingly at random, leering down as we went up the switchback road. The main gate swung open for us, and we drove in.

As it turned out, there was quite the crowd waiting.

A buzz spread through the courtyard as students turned. A dozen pairs of heels paused on stone. Hands went up to mouths. A few waved. Girls giggled and offered me their best smiles.

I couldn’t help a little smile of my own.

The first time I walked in here, I got side-eye and smirks. Today I got nods from seniors and a crisp salute from a professor I barely knew. Rumors helped. The rest came from the legend of what we had done in LA.

Word spread quickly.

Lazy pointed at the dorms as if she’d never seen them before. “Home!” She flopped against my arm, nearly making me swerve. Her tail wrapped around my arm. Then she stretched with a little mewl and bounced up again. “Oh, Gods! I need like three naps and a hot bath and then another nap.”

Thessa placed her hands on my shoulders from behind. “We should install a fire pit in your room,” she said. “We could have a roast tonight to celebrate our return.”

“House policy says no indoor flames,” Khla said. She scanned the courtyard. The orc didn’t shrink from the attention, but she didn’t court it either. “We can grill outside.”

I parked Slab—I would return it later—right next to the beat-up van that Borsj drove. One by one, we got out, and the spectators were still gathered around.

Trixie planted herself in front of Slab with one hand on her hip, and she threw the other sky-high. Her jacket rode high enough to make a shy first-year girl trip over her own heels.

“Behold,” she said brightly. “The conquering cuddle pile returns! And we brought a lion!” she added, pointing at Seema with a big grin.

“I was sure she was going to say ‘we brought another pussy,’” Khla muttered under her breath.

“KHLA!” Trixie peeped, jazz-handing all over the place. “So mean! So green! I LOVE IT! We need to get you a sparkly dress to be mean in, girl!”

“Yeah, that would go great with my elfskin boots,” Khla growled back.

“Yay!” Trixie meeped.

Thessa rolled her eyes.

I smiled at Seema, perhaps a little apologetically. Her ears flicked at that, and she was a picture as she stood there—golden fur, white tufted ears, and a tail that swayed with slow control. Still, I could see she was uncomfortable, and not because of the antics.

No, she felt insecure coming here, to one of the most prestigious academies of the Magocracy, without even a Class.

Varga stayed on the fringe of us, between our group and the gawkers. Long black hair, ears up but her hood thrown back. Her jaw was tight, and her face carried her natural scowl. Still, she chose not to bare her teeth.

Progress.

A professor in velvet shot me a respectful nod as we crossed. “Scion,” she said, just loud enough to carry. Another followed. I kept my face neutral. Titles caused trouble, but there was no avoiding the respect some would want to pay to a descendant of the Bloodline of Taelath… of the Summoner King.

By now, Kay had emerged.

She waited at the top of the steps with a small escort of staff. Her dress fit close. The blue fabric was nearly black, and she wore it as tight as she did her soft and deliciously creamy skin. Her heels were thin and sharp. A thin witch hat sat at a bold tilt. She gave me the small smile she used in her official role, but there was a quick flash of something warmer in her eyes.

“Mr. Aurelius and company,” she said. “Welcome home.” Then she looked beyond me. “Ms. Longmane.”

“Headmistress,” Seema said. She spoke steadily.

Kay’s gaze swept over the courtyard. People quieted under her scrutiny. Then, she turned back to me. “Let us conduct the rest inside.”

We followed her through marble halls and heavy doors. The smell of polished wood and old paper was like coming home, and I was amused to notice I felt that way. Apparently, the academy had grown on me.

Kay’s office was as we’d left it. Her broad window looked out over the town below. Shelves of books lined the walls. A map of the area, including the area demarcated as the Cali AZ, hung under glass with red pins scattered across it. Her desk had an inkwell, a crystal pen, a leather folder, and no mess.

Kay closed the door behind her. She set her hat on a stand and ran a hand through her silky-smooth ginger locks before her piercing green gaze settled on me.

“As you have noticed, word has preceded you,” she began, “and through no fault of mine. You will notice a change in your treatment here.”

“Yeah, they were lined up!” Lazy hummed. “We’re heroes!”

“Let’s just say ‘well-known’ for now, hm?” Kay ventured with an amused grin.

“Looks that way,” I said.

Thessa leaned her cheek on my shoulder. Her tail tip traced idle patterns on my wrist. “If any woman here thinks respect gets her hand on you, I will cook her fingers until they curl like burned French fries.”

“Now there’s an image,” Khla said with a crooked grin.

“Yay, French fries!” Trixie hummed, clapping her hands, as the words apparently lifted her from a ditzy daydream, with no context.

“Thank you for that marvelous contribution, Ms. Fairweather,” Kay said dryly. “Let us focus.”

She looked at Seema. “Ms. Longmane, when we spoke in Los Angeles, I promised you shelter and a formal place here in exchange for your cooperation as a witness. I do not break my word.”

Kay slid the leather folder open. The paper inside carried the academy crest in blue wax. She read in a crisp, steady tone. “By authority of the Krysfelt Charter and in coordination with Magocracy civil code, I admit Seema Longmane as a Provisional Student under Special Auspices of the academy. This status affords the following: safe housing on campus; a faculty sponsor to enable Class assignment; exemption from external summons not countersigned by this office; defense under our wards; and access to coursework suited to your background with a path to full student status if you choose. This status remains in effect until this office dissolves it, either at your request, because of completion of the academy program, or if required by law, including the academy’s own statutes.”

She set the page down and looked up. “Do you accept?”

Seema straightened. Her tail lifted at the tip. “I do,” she said. “Thank you.”

“Excellent,” Kay went on. “Your sponsor will be me, and we will set a time for your Class awakening. You will be housed next to Wade and the others in the dormitory.”

Lazy clapped. “Roomie adjacent! We can be like corridor buddies. I can braid your hair. You can teach me how to roar.”

“I can teach you to roar,” Thessa said. “It starts in the belly.” She grinned. “Maybe I’ll make you roar later.”

Khla rolled her eyes, then glanced at Seema. “We will help you settle,” she said.

“Thank you,” Seema said to them. She looked at me last. The look carried warmth and something new… and eager.

We had been orphan and caretaker for years. That balance had shifted in LA. She knew it. I knew it.

Kay’s attention turned to me. “As for you, Wade. You carry a Staff that the Magocracy will not forget. Your bloodline makes you valuable and dangerous in equal measure. Consider your position before you act.”

“Yes, Headmistress,” I said. “We came back to study. I’m not the type to get all haughty because of a bloodline.”

Kay nodded. “Very well.” She laced her fingers on the desk. She met my eyes, then shifted her gaze to Trixie, who was humming a song that existed only in her head, her eyes wide and ditzy.

Kay sighed, although a smile lived at the corner of her mouth. “Let us discuss the situation that has arisen regarding Ms. Trixie Fairweather…”

Trixie snapped to attention, all mock-military. Her jacket framed her waist and hugged her chest tight enough that I got distracted before I yanked my eyes back to Kay. Trixie presented a sealed envelope with a dramatic bow.

“My definitive resignation as professor of Dungeon Lore,” she said with a bright, dangerous smile. “I have duly decorated the letter with sparkles. I have properly and in accordance with legislation dotted the i’s with hearts and have, in threefold, added cute drawings of kittens. I cite the grounds for my resignation within, also duly decorated with sparkles.” She wiggled her brows at me. “It’s a conflict of interest. Severe conflict.”

Kay took the envelope with a smile, broke the seal, and read the single page. “You dated this in glitter ink.”

“As required by law,” she said solemnly.

“I see,” Kay said. She took a deep breath. Kay dipped her crystal pen and signed the bottom. “Resignation accepted.” She set the letter aside. “I’m sorry to see you go, Trixie,” she added on a personal note. “But I do have something to offer you.”

Trixie clapped. “Oh, Kay! I never thought you would gift me your witch hat of all things!” She bounced over to where Kay had hung it, reaching out already. “Do you think I’d need to cut holes for my ears?”

“It’s not the hat,” Kay said swiftly.

“Oh,” Trixie hummed, pouting.

Kay slid the folder across the desk. “I want to offer you a job,” she said.

“As a senior accountant?”

“N… No?” Kay blinked. “That wouldn’t be your… well, your forte.”

I chuckled.

Trixie blinked. “Really?”

Kay cleared her throat. “No, I was thinking of a Special Consultant for Artifact-Bound Studies.”

“Sounds important!” Lazy chirped, clapping her hands.

“You mean redundant,” Khla growled.

“It’s a position I created twenty minutes ago,” Kay continued. “Your duties are: provide research and coaching to Mr. Aurelius’s cohort; deliver guest lectures on artifact-binding and field craft; maintain office hours by appointment; accompany the cohort as chaperone on non-graded activities with prior authorization; and observe classes only with the instructor’s consent. Your limits are non-negotiable. You will not grade any student work. Ever. As such, no conflict of interest. The terms and payment are the same as your previous position’s.” She nudged the crystal pen toward Trixie.

Trixie leaned over the document. Her hair fell around her face, and her eyes were bright. “Consultant. Artifact-Bound. I get a plaque?”

“You get a small nameplate,” Kay said. She opened another drawer and slid over a brass plate that bore “Special Consultant: Artifact-Bound Studies” and, beneath that, “Trixie Fairweather.”

I grinned. She knew Trixie well enough to understand that there would need to be shiny things to convince her.

“So pretty!” Trixie beamed. “I accept!” She snatched the pen, signed with a flourish, dotted the i’s in Trixie Fairweather with tiny hearts, and then picked up the nameplate and smiled.

Thessa propped her chin on my shoulder. “So our chaos queen is now a consultant. Great.”

“I will consult you on many things!” Trixie said. “Fashion, taste in music…” She wiggled her eyebrows. “How to suck a mean—”

“That’s quite enough for now, Ms. Fairweather,” Kay snapped.

Trixie mimed zipping her mouth. The zipper got stuck, and she muttered “ow” from the unzipped corner of her mouth.

Khla groaned and rolled her eyes.

Kay nodded once and turned her eyes to Seema. “Alright. As for your awakening, Ms. Longmane. Because you did not grow up under the System and because your exposure to magic has been sporadic, I will catalyze a proper awakening. I need the resonance chamber, a specialist array, and a day where I do not have to put out six fires. I will have those resources in a week. The fires, we’ll have to see.”

“A week,” Seema repeated. She sounded both eager and nervous.

“In the meantime,” Kay said, “you will attend classes. Bestiary Studies with Gammicka and Meditation with Melhee. Take notes. Ask questions. You will not enter live training until I have awakened you. Dungeon Lore will pause while I hire Ms. Fairweather’s replacement; that course begins in a week.”

Seema nodded quickly. “Yes. Thank you.” Her gaze moved over my girls, then settled on me again. Her cheeks warmed, and I wanted her settled and safe.

Kay wrote on a pad and tore off a slip for Seema. She handed it to her. “Report to the quartermaster for linens and basic supplies.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Seema said.

Kay looked at me next with sharp green eyes. Her red hair framed her pale face. “You,” she said to me, “have more eyes on you than ever. During my time in Los Angeles to help you with the trial, I learned that the Magocracy did not enjoy your visit to Los Angeles. Your bloodline draws curiosity and fear. Keep a low profile, please. You will attend classes, train, and support your cohort. Ms. Fairweather’s title allows her to be near you and coach you.”

“I understand,” I said. “We’re here to learn. We will avoid attention unless someone forces a fight.”

Truth is, I rarely avoid attention for long.

Kay’s mouth curved. “Thank you.” She stood. “One last thing before I release you to the very important work of eating and sleeping. Vorlius is dead because of you. He thought himself untouchable. You proved him wrong.” She smiled. “Very good work.”

We exchanged smiles.

“I am proud of you. All of you. You overcame a massive obstacle under pressure that would have broken more experienced teams. You have my admiration.” She gestured at the door. “Now go enjoy some rest. Get settled. Ms. Longmane, welcome to Krysfelt.”


Chapter 2



We got Seema moved in before dinner. Her room was adjacent to ours, and she shared it with another girl who wasn’t in right now. It was basic and clean. There was a bed, a desk, a wardrobe, and a big window.

Khla and Varga hauled the trunk Borsj had saved from LA without a grunt between them. Varga did a sweep first like we were clearing a den, then set the trunk down with careful hands.

Lazy flopped face-first onto Seema’s bed and sprawled out. “It’s perfect. It already smells like a new friend and soap.” She inhaled exaggeratedly. “I approve.”

“Off the bed, please,” Khla said, even as she started folding Seema’s spare shirts with strict precision.

Thessa stepped in behind me. Her hips swayed. She set a small basket on the desk. “This is your welcome packet,” she said. “Snacks, toiletries.”

Seema’s ears tipped toward her. “Thank you.”

“A girl can’t do without either,” Lazy hummed as she stared in fascination at the room’s other inhabitant’s polka-dot pajama onesie. “Can I steal these?” she asked no one in particular.

Trixie arrived late, of course, pushing the door open with her hip while balancing four mismatched throw pillows, a stack of color-coded notebooks, and a tiny potted fern. “Consultant’s duty number one is school supplies and a good mood,” she announced. “And this fern’s name is Sir Moss-a-lot.”

Khla groaned, then continued moving stuff around with Varga.

Seema stood by the window and watched us for a moment. Her tail curled against her calf. “I can help, you know?”

“Better sit,” I said, stepping next to her. “They want to do this. If you try to help, they’ll push you aside twice as hard.”

“We will accept thanks in the form of hard work in the coming weeks,” Khla said.

Trixie beamed. “And cupcakes.”

By the time we were done, the room looked good enough to live in. Her trunk, her small stack of books, Sir Moss-a-lot in a shaft of afternoon light—it was good.

“Welcome home,” I said.

She swallowed. “Yeah. Thanks.”

The next morning, our schedule started early and fast. The bell outside the dorm rang, and the first-years’ hall filled with heels clicking and a stream of gossip. We cut through the flow to the dining hall and grabbed our breakfast.

Lazy stole bacon from my plate with sleight of hand that would put a rogue to shame as I studied Seema. She ate slowly and quietly, still taking it all in. Khla claimed the chair beside her and sat wider than usual, tusks forward, a barrier against the staring at the new girl. Varga took the other side, ears up, throwing everyone who looked over the stink eye.

I smiled. It was nice to see them so protective of Seema.

Gammicka opened Bestiary Studies at nine sharp. The dwarf wore iron-gray hair in a tight bun and a simple skirt suit that looked sturdy. She tapped a stubby pointer on the slate. The word “Shadow Stalker” was written there, clearly.

“Shadow Stalkers,” she said in a gravelly voice. “Small cousins to dimensional wolves. They seem made of darkness, but don’t let that fool you; the shadows are like a thick layer of spongy armor. It can be pierced. Flames work well.” She looked at Thessa.

Thessa flashed a smile that dared her to say more. “Flames always work well.”

“Write,” Gammicka snapped, and the room scratched. “Key points: has a mind, so susceptible to mind-affecting spells. Elemental damage also works well. If you are thinking of hugging a pup, no matter how cute it looks, you deserve the bites.”

Trixie attended as a civilian with Kay and Gammicka’s permission to observe, sprawled in the last seat with a notebook full of doodles, some cute, others quite obscene.

Yeah, she had a dirty mind.

Seema took notes as if the words mattered a lot. She gripped her pen a little too tightly. Nerves. It would take some time.

Meditation with Melhee after lunch was different. We sat on mats in a wide studio with clean white walls. A row of windows looked out on the trees. The foxkin’s tail moved behind her as she walked between students. She spoke in a low, steady tone.

“You do not empty yourself,” she said. “Notice the strong feelings inside you and set them aside. Today we focus attention on breath and sensation. No magic. If your thoughts wander, notice it and return.”

She stopped by Seema and gently touched her shoulder. “Your ears pick up too much. That is useful in many situations, but it may be hard to turn off when meditating. Try to treat everything as background noise. Try to listen past it.”

Seema tried. I watched her without staring. Her lashes fluttered. Her fingers found the mat and pressed. She tried to track her thoughts and then flushed when she saw me watching.

Later, when Melhee dimmed the lights, Seema’s chest moved on a steady count. That was progress. She was honestly doing better at meditation than most who were just starting out, but she knew she needed to work hard to catch up with the rest of the first-years.

In the hall after class, Melhee drew me aside by the door. “She carries strain in her jaw,” she said. “A strong one, that girl. But not the type who asks for help, not even when she needs it.”

“I know,” I said. “We’re working on it.”

“Good,” Melhee said, and she gave a sly smile. “I know you can be trusted with it.”

“Thanks,” I said, smiling back. “It just needs some time.”

As Kay had warned us, Dungeon Lore did not run that week since Trixie was no longer available as a professor. Rumors said the new lecturer was already hired.

After classes, we reserved afternoons for drills. Khla took the lead in the drills and laid tape lines across the gym floor. “Formation drills!” she announced, and even though she wasn’t looking at Seema, it was plain that this was for Seema’s benefit.

Khla, with my help, ran through the “formation” we used when we fought together, and then we started drilling them. Seema did her best to keep up, and I was confident she would catch up.

When we took a break, Thessa brought water and leaned against my shoulder, her heat comfortable and familiar. “She’s a sweetheart,” she said softly. “She will rip her own heart out before she lets you down.”

I smiled. “Well, I wouldn’t ask her to do that,” I said with a wink.

“You don’t have to ask certain people to sacrifice,” Thessa said. Her tail wrapped my wrist. “They do it on instinct. You’re a leader, Wade.”

That evening, we spread out on the lounge couches. Trixie sprawled across the carpet with flashcards in three stacks labeled “Chew,” “Spit,” or “Run.” Lazy lay on her back with her head on my thigh and purred softly, a low sound. Khla discussed a spar we had seen today between two seniors with Varga. Seema sat in the corner nearest my chair with a notebook open and her pen still.

“Talk to me,” I said, low enough for only us to hear.

Her eyes flicked up. “About what?”

“Tell me how you are holding up.”

She looked at her hands. Her nails were long and neat, but she kept them tucked away, as if someone might judge her.

“You’re all so… skilled. You have Classes, history. You move in sync. I… I know you say I belong. But I don’t feel that way yet. I don’t like how much I need you.”

“You’ll grow,” I said. “We all started somewhere, and not everyone had as much aptitude for it as you do.”

Her throat worked. “Yeah, but I move too slowly in the drills.”

“Yes, you do,” I said. “Everyone does at first. The point is, we don’t need a hero. We need you. If you want a list of things you did today, I can give you one. You listened. You stayed in class. You let Khla correct you even when it bruised your pride. That’s a good first day.”

A small smile broke through.

The next few days passed in a blur of training and classes. Bestiary covered rust slimes and the difference between ooze and jelly, and Trixie had to be removed from class by Gammicka when she compared breast jiggle to ooze jiggle and got carried away.

Melhee walked us through a body scan meditation that made Seema yawn deeply. Still, she had a talent for meditation, and I could already see that the techniques Melhee was teaching her would help her quiet her busy mind in the weeks to come as we whipped her into shape.

Meanwhile, Seema’s anxiety mounted as the day of her class awakening drew nearer and nearer. It was understandable; I recalled my own nervousness back at the orphanage when I knew the time would come.

On the seventh night, we piled into the lounge with tea and enjoyed a night off. Trixie balanced her nameplate from Kay on her forehead and tried to walk across the room. It fell off twice. Lazy clapped both times and then tried it and got it to stick. Khla pretended not to watch and failed at pretending. Thessa curled against me while Varga stretched her legs under the table and grinned, feeling at ease with us.

I looked around our mess. The week had been loud and busy and full of little stumbles, but there was progress. In the morning, we’d take Seema into the resonance chamber for her awakening. Kay had told us to expect it after breakfast. It had been a chaotic first week, but I hoped things would be fine with Seema.

Truth was, I saw her potential, and I wanted her with us.


Chapter 3



The next day, Kay’s summons came just after breakfast by the mouth of Borsj. “Resonance chamber, where it’s always way too friggin’ cold. Ten minutes.”

The chamber was down two sets of stairs and through a door covered with almost as many wards as the Seventeenth House.

Cold air touched my skin as we stepped in. The room was round and clean, the stone pale, the floor carved with an array of rings inside rings, each line scored with inlaid silver. A low dais stood at the center. On it waited a crystal orb in a cradle of black metal and glass. Wires ran from it along the rings to standing sockets with velvet-lined brackets meant for fat mana crystals. It was very similar to the orb that had awakened my class, all the way back in Promise.

Kay already stood by the dais with a clipboard and a businesslike expression. Her dress hugged every line, the blue so deep it almost went black; her legs were long, in heels so high most people would stumble. She was wearing her witch hat.

“Close the door, please,” she said without looking at me. I did, and wards hummed to life along the frame.

Seema drew a breath I heard from three steps away. Her ears tipped forward. Her tail made a nervous S behind her calves.

Khla set a hand on her shoulder and squeezed. Varga took the other side with a nod that conveyed confidence. Thessa leaned against my arm. Lazy yawned and covered it with both hands, then straightened like she meant business too. Trixie had her hands in her jacket pockets and a bright, slightly absent grin.

Kay set the clipboard down on a metal stand. “Ms. Longmane. Wade. Ladies.” She gave us a short nod. “As you know, each and every person has the potential for a Class within them. Nearly all are awakened during a standard coming-of-age ceremony. However, some communities cannot afford it.”

Seema swallowed and nodded once. “Like mine.”

“Indeed,” Kay said. “Therefore, we catalyze the awakening. This array will push mana through you in a controlled dose. The orb is our focus. The System will see what you are, what you could be, and activate. It will hurt a little at this forced rate—especially at a more advanced age.”

“How much will it hurt?” Seema asked, quietly.

“Enough that you will think unkind thoughts about me,” Kay said. “It will feel like standing in heavy surf while a strong current pulls at you. You will not get truly hurt. I will not let you. But side effects include headache, muscle ache, and exhaustion. But I reiterate: there will be no permanent damage. Still, if it becomes too much to bear, tell me, and we will halt the ceremony.”

Seema’s mouth twitched. “I will.”

“Good,” Kay said. She gestured to us. “You may stay, but do not interfere.”

“Can I cheer?” Trixie asked.

“Internally,” Kay said. “Ms. Fairweather, if you throw glitter, I will make you clean the academy grounds with a toothbrush.”

Trixie nodded and tucked away a bag of glitter she’d been holding behind her back.

Kay lifted the lid on a small metal case and took out six mana crystals the size of apples, cut on a clean grid. She slid them into the sockets around the array. Their cores glowed full, rich with stored power. She adjusted dials on the cradle, and the room dimmed as the array pulled power from the hall.

“Take your shoes off,” Kay said to Seema. “Make sure your hands are dry.” She handed her a cloth and waited for Seema to wipe her palms. “When you touch the orb, do not break contact unless I tell you. If I say ‘focus,’ you will name three things that matter to you.”

Seema looked at me. Her eyes were bright and nervous. “Okay.”

I lifted my hands. “We’re here for you, Seema. You can do this.”

Khla and Varga stood straight by my side and nodded.

“Step in now,” Kay said.

Seema stepped onto the array, bare feet landing on silver rings. Her tail lifted to keep her balance. She put her hands over the orb. I stepped back to give her the center, taking a place where she could find me with a glance. The group formed a loose circle around us.

Kay placed her left hand on the orb’s base and her right over a hanging control bar. “Breathe,” she said. “Match my count. In. Out. In. Out.”

She matched the count.

Beside me, I could feel my girls tense. Thessa’s heat touched my arm. Varga’s breath went steady and slow. Khla drew a deep breath. Lazy tucked against my side and went still, alert despite her usual softness. Trixie watched with her hands pressed together, without her usual theatrics.

Kay began. The crystals lit one by one. The array powered up with a hum I felt in my teeth. Lines under Seema’s feet glowed in sequence, inner ring to outer. The glow pulsed outward in rings. The orb brightened, then dimmed, then brightened again as Kay fed the first pulse.

Seema’s fingers tightened. Her shoulders flexed. The first hit put a sheen on her skin. Her ears pinned and then lifted. Her breath hitched, then found the count again.

Kay spoke in a firm tone. “Good. Second feed.”

She rolled a dial a finger’s width. The hum ramped and the crystals shed thin streams of light into the wires. Seema jerked when the current hit, then set herself. Her tail flashed, then went still. She bit her lip and I saw the line of her jaw.

“Focus,” Kay said calmly. “Name them.”

Seema’s eyes snapped to mine. “My team,” she said. “My honor.”

“Three,” Kay said.

“My place at the academy,” Seema said, voice rough.

“Hold,” Kay said, and fed the third dose.

The room’s air thickened. The low frequency ran through my bones. The white in the orb turned gold, then blazed as mana poured. I set my palm over my heart and let Seema see my face, see all the pride I felt in her.

She leaned forward against the strain. Sweat ran down her throat. Thessa’s fingers slipped into mine and squeezed.

Seema’s breath broke on a small sound. “It hurts,” she said through her teeth.

“I know,” Kay said. “Ride it. You do not have to be good for me. You only have to be real. Let me know if you can’t bear it.”

Seema huffed out a laugh that sounded like a growl. “I can take it.”

The fourth feed made the silver lines go white. Light under Seema’s feet climbed her legs. The orb flared so brightly I narrowed my eyes. Kay fed the current a hair deeper, then flattened her hand over the orb and shifted the frequency. The hum dropped into a lower register. It became a throb.

Seema’s head went back. A low, fierce sound came from her chest. The array resonated with it.

“Almost,” Kay said. “Now.”

The orb flashed from gold to a clear, bright light. A faint vibration ran through the room. A line of text scrolled across the orb’s surface.

[Class assigned: Aegis Lancer]

I exhaled.

Of course she got the one that makes everyone else stronger. It was her.

Trixie let out a squeak and turned it into a silent clap. Lazy jumped once on her toes and covered her mouth. Khla said something in orcish that sounded respectful. Varga’s eyes went hot.

Kay took a deep breath and cut the feed of mana. The crystals faded from full glow to ashen dim in two heartbeats—totally spent; a catalyzed awakening was not cheap…

The hum faded, and the light in the orb settled to a soft, steady gold. The room smelled clean and damp. Seema’s hands dropped away from the orb and she sagged. I stepped in and caught her. She felt solid but she trembled.

“Easy,” I said. “You did it.”

Seema gave a short laugh and then pressed her forehead to my chest for a second before she pushed off and stood on her own. Her eyes went to the text still floating inside the orb. She read it again as if to make sure.

“Aegis Lancer,” she said.

I could tell she liked how it sounded.

She straightened. Her shoulders squared. Her tail rose in a tight arc, proud.

Kay exhaled and relaxed a little. She came to the edge of the dais, picked up another towel from a low table, and handed it to Seema. “Drink,” she said, and handed her a bottle.

Then she looked at the rest of us. “This is a Tannorian martial-support mage Class. Spear forms, close defense, line control. The ‘Aegis’ in the name refers to the magical element—protective auras that radiate from the bearer and bolster allies. You will not be a tank like a true martial class,” she said to Seema, “but you will make everyone better.”

“That’s hot,” Trixie purred.

“And practical,” Thessa added.

Khla nodded once. “I know of the class. Paladin-like auras. They stack with my blessings.”

Varga’s mouth tipped up. “She’s in the front with me,” she said to Seema. “We will rip anything apart that tries our line.”

Seema wiped her face and drank. She looked at Kay, unable to suppress a stupid grin. “Thank you.”

“Thank yourself,” Kay said. “You did most of the work. I merely flipped, admittedly expensive, switches.” She nudged the spent crystals in their sockets with one finger. “The resources we expended are worth it.” She shifted to address all of us. “Which brings us to what comes next.”

Trixie leaned forward, half a step from hugging, unsure how Kay would take it. “Fast-track, right?” she stage-whispered, bright eyes on Kay.

Kay rolled her eyes slightly and went to the clipboard. “Fast-track for Ms. Longmane indeed. Here is what that means. First, you get reserved time in the gym for spear drills. Varga will train with you.” She cut a look at Varga to make sure that was not a problem.

Varga gave a small nod.

“Second,” Kay continued, “you will have daily aura conditioning with me in short sessions. We will teach you how to pulse without exhausting yourself, how to time your aura under duress, and how to stop the urge to overextend. Third, Melhee will correct your form for body mechanics and breath. She is lethal at posture. Fourth, you will meet weekly with Gammicka on creature engagement at the tip of a spear. All of this in addition to your regular curriculum.”

Trixie lifted a hand. “And a consultant will supply snacks.”

Kay grunted. “Fine. Add snacks.” She set the board aside. “The academy will also cover baseline kit. You will acquire a proper spear today and a low-tier aura primer. Charge it to the fast-track budget. The quartermaster at the shop will have these items. After that, upgrades will depend on your performance, needs, and what this group convinces me they will not waste.”

Lazy perked. “We have shopping energy.”

Thessa’s tail slid along my wrist. “I like spending other people’s money.”

“You will also spend your own,” Kay said without missing a beat. “The rest of you have unfilled ability slots. Your Kredits exist for a reason.”

I looked over my girls. Thessa’s eyes flashed like a woman who wanted new fire. Lazy was already mentally pimping her abilities. Khla wore the thoughtful look she had when planning. Varga gave me the predator’s grin—she liked stuff to kill stuff with.

Seema held the towel and the bottle and tried to stand taller. She had just been through a painful procedure and still wanted to do her share. That moved me.

“Before we go,” I said to Kay, “what should Seema watch for today? Any side effects?”

“Headache for sure,” Kay said. “Shivers when you stand too fast. You may feel like your skin is humming. That is the System knitting and cataloging. You will sleep long tonight. Do not train aura alone before you see me.” She put a knuckle on the orb and it chimed faintly. “Your Class is a good fit for this team. Stay humble while you learn.”

Seema almost smiled. “Yes, Headmistress.”

Kay’s eyes softened as she looked Seema over. A warmer look flashed there, the one she sometimes gave me in private. Then she hid it and picked up her clipboard again. “Go to the shop,” she said. “Tell the quartermaster I signed off on fast-track gear. Do not let Ms. Fairweather talk you into color-coordinated tassels for your spear.”

“I would never,” Trixie said. “Okay, I would, but only tasteful ones.”

Something told me we were absolutely getting tassels.

“Out,” Kay said, finally letting herself grin.

I offered Seema my hand down from the dais. She took it. Her palm felt warm and faintly buzzing. She held my eyes for one beat longer than usual. That felt like a promise about our future.

“Shop,” I said. “We’ll get you kitted out. And Kay is right; we should spend some Kredits while we are there. I have empty slots, and so do a couple of us. There is no point walking around half-loaded.”

“Spending spree,” Lazy sang, doing jazz hands.

“Big yay!” Trixie hummed. “I’m coming with you!”

“I doubt there’d be much of interest for you,” Thessa said. “You’re what, level 31?”

“The tassels, silly!” Trixie said, skipping toward the door.

Varga headed after her. “Let’s move.”


Chapter 4



The academy shop was open and empty. The room was long with glass cases, rune-lit shelves, and a counter of old oak. The counter had been worn smooth by many students who spent money and Kredits too fast.

The quartermaster looked up when we filed in. He was a narrow man with a ledger and the patience of someone who had said “No, you can’t buy that with a coupon” all day, every day. His eyes flicked over us, paused on Trixie’s shiny new nameplate, then moved to Seema.

“Fast-track authorization for Ms. Longmane,” I said. “Kay authorized it. As for us, we will be spending Kredits.”

He nodded. “Authorization received,” he said. “Fast-track budget set aside for a spear and a primer. As for Kredits, Mr. Aurelius, you have a healthy balance. The rest of you as well.” His gaze took in my girls. “Try to leave me with inventory.”

Lazy leaned on the glass and fogged it, tail swishing. “We will take everything and also snacks.”

“Snacks are not a category,” the quartermaster said without missing a beat. He glanced at me. “Anything in particular you’re looking for?”

I had done my homework. The shop had an array of spells for all of the classes that frequented the academy, including Enchanters. Our last few battles had shown me that I needed direct damage, preferably from spells that bypassed immunity to mind-affecting abilities. There were two that met the requirements, and they would cost me all of my Kredits.

“I would like two skillbooks,” I said. “Power Word: Kill and Dark Whispers.”

Thessa’s tail wrapped my wrist. Khla’s brow went up.

The quartermaster tilted his head just enough to signal respect. “Those are held in the under-case,” he said. “They’re not restricted, but we advise caution.” He dipped to a lower drawer with a quiet click of locks and came up with two slim tomes—one bound in black, one bound in matte gray. Neither had any words on the covers, and both hummed faintly against my senses.

Trixie whistled under her breath, grin bright. “You are going straight to the fun shelf. I approve.” She leaned close. She looked excited. “Good addition for your other Power Words, too!”

I blinked at her. “My other Power Words?”

“Yeah,” she chirped. “You’re pretty well versed in them!” She began counting on her fingers. “Power Word: Cum, Power Word: Suck, Power Word: Fuck, so—”

“Trixie!” Thessa beeped.

I just broke out laughing at Trixie’s innocent grin. The quartermaster pretended he hadn’t heard it while the girls giggled.

When I recovered, I studied the tomes for a moment as the quartermaster laid them out.

Khla came up beside me. “Is the mana cost high?”

“Twenty-five,” I said. “And twenty for Dark Whispers.”

Khla’s mouth tightened. “Hmmm.”

“Effect is worth it, though.”

The quartermaster tapped both books on the counter. “Here are the standard warnings,” he recited. “Power Word: Kill kills lower-level targets with finality but affects higher-level targets with serious damage. Dark Whispers is area-of-effect. All hostiles who can hear you will feel it and take damage over time.”

“Got it,” I said.

“Please approve the purchase,” he said, pushing forward a slate.

A Kredit deduction glowed on the slate when I pressed my thumb. The books warmed under my hands. I opened the black one first.

[Ability acquired: Power Word: Kill]

The word struck hard inside my mind. Cold, clean, absolute. I felt where it would sit on my tongue and how it required a clear boundary and a cause.

Finally, a word to end all arguments.

The book turned to ash between my fingers, and the ash vanished before it hit the counter.

Next, I opened the gray tome.

[Ability acquired: Dark Whispers]

The knowledge entered my mind and spread before it settled. My chest buzzed, my throat prickled, and I knew exactly how loud to speak to affect a whole room with damaging fear. It was not pretty. It was effective.

The gray tome dissolved in a soft drift that winked out before it landed.

Curious to see the change, I pulled up my sheet in the air. The data populated cleanly. I read it, taking a second to feel each number sit where it should.

Wade Aurelius
Level 12 Enchanter

Attributes
Corpus: 4 + 15 (Orb of the Summoner King) = 19
Vita: 4 + 15 (Orb of the Summoner King) = 19
Mens: 91 + 15 (Orb of the Summoner King) = 106
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: 106) = 126
Spell resistance: (Robe of Protection: 5) + (Ring of Clarity: 20) + (Orb of the Summoner King: 20) + (Mens: 106) = 151
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 (Adept) [Take control of a single creature (but not bosses) for a short action, 8 mana]
Slot 4: Charm (Journeyman) [Win the allegiance of a single creature (but not bosses) for 1 minute, 14 mana]
Slot 5: Minor Illusion (Adept) [Create an illusion no greater than a human with sound and sight but not tactile elements for 1 minute, 8 mana]
Slot 6: Power Word: Kill (Novice) [Instantly kill a lower-level target or deal substantial damage to a higher-level target, 25 mana]
Slot 7: Dark Whispers (Novice) [Deal damage over time to all hostile targets that can hear Dark Whisper, 20 mana]

It was looking good. With a satisfied smile, I dismissed the sheet and turned to see what the girls were up to. By now, they had already fanned out, and I was curious to see what upgrades they would choose to spend their Kredits on.
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I found Thessa with her face close to a rune-lit display case. The light from the case reflected in her eyes.

“Well?” I said, meeting her smile with one of my own—no further words needed; she knew exactly what I was asking about.

“Two,” she said, tapping the glass. “Fire Shield and Flame Trap.”

The quartermaster nodded. “Both are in stock.” He unlocked the case and set two slim tomes on the counter. One glowed a soft orange through the leather; the other pulsed steadily.

He looked at Thessa. “Shop rule: do not light anything on fire inside the shop.”

Thessa smiled. “Boring rule, but okay.”

Lazy snorted, while Trixie nodded agreement. The quartermaster just sighed and pushed the slate across. “Please approve,” he said.

She pressed her thumb to the slate. Having paid, she opened the Fire Shield book first. Her lashes fluttered as she absorbed the magic, and the air warmed around her as her skin took on a faint glow. Then the tome dissolved. She opened Flame Trap next. That one sank in more strongly; she grinned, satisfied.

“Fire Shield wraps the target,” she said, looking pleased. “Gives the target immunity to fire and an aura that burns anything close. Friendly fire could be an issue.”

I pictured her casting Fire Shield on Varga and using it to deter enemies at close range.

Quite the picture.

Smiling, I turned my eyes to Lazy, who leaned over the counter and stretched out. Her crop top distracted me. “I want Charm,” she sang. “The real one that you have, too.”

“You already achieve the effect with your face,” I said.

She winked at me. “I like to stack bonuses.”

“She likes to stack a lot of things!” Trixie sang from somewhere in the shop; I couldn’t see her. Amazing how she seemed mentally absent half of the time but never missed a chance for a dirty joke.

The quartermaster unlocked another drawer and produced a book bound in velvet black with a single silver sigil stamped on it. “Charm. Win the allegiance of a single creature, not bosses, for one minute. Do not test it on me. The wards will punish you.”

“Mean wards.” Lazy pouted. She tapped the slate for him and opened the tome. Her pupils dilated and then narrowed to sharp points. A purr rumbled through her chest. She looked at me with mischief. “I’m so happy! Carry me?”

“I’m halfway to saying yes.”

“Maybe I’ll throw in a Charm!”

“Do not,” Khla said, deadpan. “We’ll get banished from the shop.”

“I was gonna be sneaky about it!” Lazy protested, but she laughed and spun off to let Khla step in.

Khla never dallied. She knew what she wanted and why. “Upgrade for Heal,” she told the quartermaster. “And upgrade for Shield. Both have been lacking in the previous encounters.”

The quartermaster nodded immediately. “We have both as improved augments. They install over your current invocations, but they do occupy a slot. Cost is high; payout is higher.” He laid out two books.

Khla paid, then she opened the Heal book first. The script within pulsed once and then sank into her with a soft white glow. She read Shield. Blue radiance flowed over her hands and then vanished under her skin.

She rolled her wrists and nodded. “Heal increases by a great margin. Shield holds more than twice the load. I can layer it faster.”

“That means Wade can carry me, and you can Shield me, while I Charm a bear,” Lazy said brightly.

Khla lifted a brow. “I’ll Shield your mouth.”

Lazy put a hand to her heart. “Promises.”

Chuckling, I turned to see Varga had already moved down a row of armor racks. Her hood was back and her hair was down. The quartermaster followed with a key ring.

“Trollhide set,” she said. “Light. Flexible. No sleeves.”

“Of course,” the quartermaster said without surprise. He pulled a dark green cuirass reinforced with layered hide plates and black stitching. The emblem tag hanging off the side read Trollhide Armor. He tapped the card. “Defense increase. Corpus increase. Modest, but reliable.”

Varga took it to the changing alcove and reemerged in moments, lacing the side ties tight. The armor fit snugly at her ribs and waist, fit her chest well, and left her arms bare. Her muscles looked harder. She looked satisfied.

She threw a few strikes at the air. “Good weight,” she said, then looked at me. “Try to hit me.”

“Tempting,” I said.

“Pay first,” Khla said.

Varga signed, then jerked her chin at a lower shelf. “And Shadow Flurry upgrade.”

The quartermaster slid out a lacquered black book. “Increases strike count and penetration. Less windup.”

Varga bought it. She cracked it open, and a shadowy energy slid into her quickly. The air around her hands shifted and her claws extended a fraction without her thinking about it.

“I like it,” she said in a low voice. “It will hurt more.”

Seema watched, tail tight, eyes moving between all of us as she tried to follow every step. The quartermaster noticed and set a neat case on the counter with a soft click.

“And for you, the fast-track kit,” he said. “As authorized.”

He opened the lid. Foam padding held a spear and a book. The spear was clean and simple—a long ash shaft, steel butt cap, and a diamond-shaped head with a bright finish. It could be dismantled into smaller pieces or collapsed to be worn more easily.

Honestly, it was kind of badass.

“Great when you want to travel!” Lazy commented.

“The case is not included,” the quartermaster commented.

The tag near the socket read Diamond Spear, and under it: Weapon Damage: 20.

He lifted it for Seema with care. “Length is adjustable. Balance is forward-friendly. Damage rating is twenty. It will last as you learn.”

Seema took it carefully. She gripped it in the right spot. Varga stepped in, close enough to correct without crowding.

“Hands two hand-spans apart,” Varga said. “Left forward. Shoulders low. Thrust with the hip first. Make space, then kill.”

Seema nodded. She slid her top hand and set her feet. She shifted her weight and aligned her stance. She looked coordinated and dangerous, but still new to it.

The quartermaster lifted the book next. “Aura of Vigor,” he said. “Introductory. Novice-grade. Increases all attributes by ten for you and your allies. It stacks with White Mage’s Bless.”

Khla let a rare smile touch her mouth. “That will be a beautiful stack.”

Seema grinned at her and opened the book. Gold text appeared, hovered above her chest, then merged into her. Her ears twitched and she shivered.

She looked at me. “I feel energized.”

“You’ll make us all feel energized with your vigor,” Trixie stage-whispered, somehow managing to make even this sound dirty. She then leaned over the counter and peered into the case. “Do you have spear tassels? In red? For flourish and morale?”

“No,” the quartermaster answered. “Even if I did, Headmistress Kay sent a note, and it says, and I quote: ‘no tassels.’”

Trixie gasped. “Kay is a tyrant.”

“She is correct,” Khla said dryly.

Trixie scoffed and pouted, then pocketed her glitter bag again. “Fine. We’ll do tasteful grip wraps. Homemade.”

The quartermaster cleared his throat. “Is there anything else? Perhaps a sturdy spear case that absolutely does not include tassels.”

“We will take the case,” I said before Trixie could invent new crimes.

Seema collapsed the spear and slid it into the case with careful hands. The new leather strap squeaked as she slung it; it clicked shut and hung well on her shoulder. We finished the last signatures and turned for the door with new equipment, new abilities, and new plans.

We felt satisfied and loaded, and we started talking schedules—Gammicka at nine, Melhee after lunch, and Seema in Kay’s resonance chamber at first light to test that new aura. We had a routine to follow.


Chapter 5



The next six weeks followed a strict schedule of training and classroom work.

We repeated the same cycle each day: morning drills, classes, lunch, training, study, then lights out. I adapted to it and found it steady. We rotated rooms and teachers, but the pattern held, and I liked it. I functioned well with a routine, and we had been adrift for a while, dealing with the fallout of my bloodline unveiling itself—from our stay in the Cali AZ to the confrontation in LA with Vorlius and his stooges.

Every day, Gammicka taught at nine o’clock. The dwarf entered Bestiary in skirt suits, carrying herself with an authoritative posture and pointing her short baton at the chalkboard. Her handwriting had deep, clean lines and compact letters—kind of like dwarven runes, come to think of it.

“Vine Crawlers,” she said one morning. She jabbed at a neat diagram. “They are plant-like creatures, and you will think they are plants until they actually attack.”

Thessa lifted her chin and gave an innocent smile. “Sir Moss-a-lot looks up to them, I bet.”

“Yay, Sir Moss-a-lot!” Trixie and Lazy cheered simultaneously.

“Quiet, please,” Gammicka sighed. “It attacks with thorny tendrils. Once the victim is dead, it will cover it with sap to help it digest.”

“Ew,” Trixie mewled.

We wrote. Seema filled a page every class and focused so hard that she leaned forward over her desk. She sat between Khla and Varga every session now. Khla leaned in and whispered quick corrections. Varga sat beside her and glared at the illustrations of the monsters as if she were holding herself back from attacking them.

Meanwhile, Lazy doodled hearts around the words “Pounce,” “Kill,” and “Maim” on her notes, while Trixie hummed the lyrics to some elven pop song.

The next week Gammicka rolled in a tray of preserved specimens in sealed jars. We revisited oozes with a lab day—slime, jelly, ooze—each labeled, each with something floating. She rapped a jar with her baton. The brown sludge inside rippled and formed a false mouth as if it were trying to talk. “Rust slimes. They dissolve your sword. They corrode your armor. Even if it’s magical. Use acid-resistant tools or lure it onto gravel, then finish with a controlled burn or cold. If you stab one, you’ll ruin the weapon.”

By week three, “Marsh Lurkers” were on the slate.

Past experience had taught us that creatures studied in Bestiary would often feature during upcoming trials, so we were all penning like crazy.

“These amphibians strike from the water,” Gammicka said. “First rule: never enter the water. They’ll drag you down and drown you. Still, normal damage and most spells affect them. Some are resistant to cold damage, and fire damage naturally won’t do much while they’re submerged.”

“Cheaters,” Thessa growled.

After lunch, Melhee moved us from basic attention exercises to deeper focus. The foxkin moved quietly through the meditation studio. She stayed calm and slightly amused. We sat on simple mats and looked out onto the trees behind the gym.

“Attention is something you can grow,” she said. “But you are impatient, all of you.” She gave me a smile. “Yes, even you.”

She taught a breath count that hit four on the inhale, four to hold, and six on a soft exhale. She taught a body scan that started at the crown and moved down to the soles. She corrected posture with direct, efficient touches. She tapped Lazy’s shoulders with a finger. “Drop them. You are preparing to sit still, not to jump.” She touched Seema’s jaw. “Unclench. Your teeth work too hard.” She set a palm between Khla’s shoulder blades and pushed. “Lengthen. Relax against the mat.”

Seema made steady progress. By the fourth week she could sit twenty minutes without twitching. Her tail settled; her ears softened. When Melhee set a small bell on the floor and waved a trickle of mana through the air, Seema practiced allowing sound to pass without focusing on it. She did great.

We did walking meditation outside one day in a drizzle. Melhee led us along the path under the library’s stone buttresses and around the thorny rose bushes that the groundskeeper protected carefully. “Heel, arch, ball, toes,” she said. “Name it in your head as you step. If you drift to thoughts of warmth and food, notice it, acknowledge it, and return.”

Lazy whispered, “Food.” Her stomach answered with a ridiculous gurgle. I bit back a laugh.

At the end of the week, the new teacher for Dungeon Lore arrived.

A vampire.

She brought the temperature of the lecture hall down ten degrees when she walked in for the first time. Tall and pale, wearing a smooth black dress, with white hair braided tight. Her eyes were red and unreadable. She set a leather folder on the lectern and wrote her name in careful, sharp letters without turning to face us.

“I am Professor Vallei,” she said.

A few whispers started. She waited. People went quiet.

“I teach you to stay alive,” she said, voice level, accent faintly unfamiliar. “I do not teach you to be brave or to seek fame.” She underlined the words Routine Hazards. “The ruins you explore were built by people who designed them to kill intruders. Learn to identify their traps.”

Her first classes were well structured. She started with basic triggers—pressure plates, trip lines, magical tethers, mana sinks. She drew cleanly and quickly. She wrote short bullet points and kept the diagrams clear. She marked sight lines and blocked areas for room clearance. She explained false safe zones and layouts that force bad positions. She spoke only when she had a precise point to make.

If someone offered a poor answer, she did not insult them. She just corrected them. She neither shamed nor praised anyone.

It was clinical. Cold.

Undead.

Trixie, who had previously run the class, watched one session from the last row. She had asked to observe, and Vallei allowed it with a brief nod.

She fell asleep after ten minutes.

I couldn’t help but laugh. How different two people could be, even if they were experts in the same field. And when it came to the subject matter, Vallei was knowledgeable, although Trixie had a better way of teaching—with more pep—and I suspected she would’ve been more knowledgeable had she gone through the effort of remembering all of her experiences.

We drilled outside class to match the theory. Kay kept Seema on her fast-track with ten-minute sessions of short aura pulses in the mornings in the resonance chamber. “On my mark,” Kay would say in a precise rhythm. Seema would breathe and release Aura of Vigor. A gold glow spread from her to us. It combined with Khla’s Bless and briefly increased our focus.

Gammicka also held a weekly session to walk Seema through creature engagement at the tip of a spear—angles, retreat routes, how to hold the line without overcommitting. It matched what Varga emphasized repeatedly in the gym.

In the afternoons, Varga ran Seema through spear form. “Hip, then hands,” Varga said. “Drive in. Twist on exit. Reset. Tight.”

They moved in sync. Varga liked being a teacher more than she admitted, and she had very solid knowledge of spear forms, even though that wasn’t her weapon of choice. Extended weapons training was often one of the advantages of a wolfkin upbringing.

Thessa tested Fire Shield on the practice field under Gammicka’s supervision while Vallei watched from the path. Flames wrapped Thessa from throat to ankle.

Lazy clapped and bounced. “She’s on fire! A sexy torch!”

Khla’s upgraded Shield layered over me as a test and produced a strong barrier. It felt better than before; it held longer and absorbed blows more effectively.

Lazy tried her new Charm during supervised sessions with conjured targets in the defense hall. She spoke softly as she cast the spell. One summoned hound froze, tilted its head, and trotted over to nuzzle her hand until the minute ended, then resumed attacking the training dummy.

She beamed and sprinted back to me. “I made a friend for forty-five seconds!”

“Sixty,” I said.

“Oh, burn!” Trixie hummed.

Lazy blinked. “Why ‘burn’?”

“Like, so much shorter than… forty-five?” Trixie muttered, voice trailing off. She blinked. “Noooo?”

“Maybe Wade should learn Power Word: Calculus and use it on the elf,” Khla muttered.

Lazy shrugged. “Yay!” she sang, shaking off the madness, and she jumped at me.

I only just managed to catch her.

When it was my time to train, I did not cast Dark Whispers often; the range rules were strict, and it was a bit of an unpleasant spell. I practiced the volume and tone it required. It was effective. I used Power Word: Kill on the practice range twice on a conjured target.

Insta-death, as advertised.

In the evenings, the dorm lounge became our common study area. Trixie sprawled on the carpet, sometimes with her nameplate balanced on her forehead if she got bored. We quizzed each other for Bestiary and Vallei’s hazard lists. Seema read definitions in a low voice while I stretched my legs on the couch and Thessa rested against me for warmth. Lazy stole my snacks. Khla edited our flashcards and corrected any mistakes. Varga ended up sparring with Seema more often than not.

And at night, we withdrew to our room. Since the adventure in Los Angeles, Varga had joined our circle, and the coming of a new girl changed the dynamics of our lovemaking. She was a little rougher, a little more demanding, but she had quite the submissive side.

It was pretty hot.

Whenever we retreated to our rooms, I saw something pass in Seema’s eyes, and I knew she was interested in that other aspect of our group that she was not a part of.

Or maybe not yet.

I had a feeling that it might change in time, but she needed to be more comfortable with herself and all the changes in her life first.

The days passed. We went to classes, worked out, and studied. There was no drama, no emergencies, and no one came to Kay’s door to pull us into a crisis. We showed up. We improved.

It lasted until the day a winged black shape sat on the library roof and watched us cross the quad.


Chapter 6



The crow waited for us on the library roof.

It perched on a gargoyle as we crossed the quad. A thin strip of sunset reflected on its beak. Students passed in blue jackets and white stockings, but it watched only us.

Varga stopped and put a hand on my arm. Her ears tilted forward. “It is the same one,” she said. She sounded harsh. “The bird from LA.”

Thessa’s tail went taut behind her, then moved again. Her skin felt hot even though she did not cast a spell. “I can burn it out of the air,” she said. “One bolt would bring it down.”

Trixie stepped to the side and raised a hand to shade her eyes. Her movement drew attention to her ample chest and hips. “Aww. Hi, little spy.” She smiled at it. “I’m still sure that if you destroy it, another will show up. Familiars are easy to replace.”

Khla crossed her arms and set her feet. “We report it to Kay,” she said. “She might have an idea of how to deal with it.”

Lazy moved closer to my side and looked up, pupils wide. “Do you think it likes bread?” she whispered. “We could try to distract it.”

Seema stood behind my shoulder with her spear case over one arm, the new leather strap across her chest. Her ears twitched toward the roof as her lion tail swished left to right. “I hate birds.”

“Oh-my-Gods, me too!” Lazy purred with palms pressed against her cheeks, her cat tail copying Seema’s movements.

“Yay! Fuck birds!” Trixie said with a happy twirl.

I chuckled and looked back up.

The bird cocked its head and focused on me. I remembered the same bird on the Los Angeles rooftop.

“You’re right, Khla,” I said. “We need to see Kay now.”

We crossed the quad, took the steps quickly, then made our way to her office. We walked fast. By now, we no longer needed to make appointments, and she called for us to enter after I knocked.

Kay’s office smelled like polished wood and lemon wax. Light came in through the window. It lit her desk and her legs. The blue fabric of her dress fit close, outlining lush curves, and her witch hat was tilted.

She looked at us with a steady gaze as we entered. “Anything you need?” she asked.

I shut the door. “The crow from Los Angeles is back,” I said. “It’s on the library roof. It watched us cross the quad.”

“It feels the same,” Varga said.

Thessa pointed toward the window and raised her hand. “Let me go back and shoot it out of the sky,” she said. “I will use a low-power bolt.”

“No,” Kay said. She leaned on the desk and crossed her arms, and I did my best to ignore the generous cleavage. “Shooting it will accomplish little,” she continued. “Familiars are cheap.”

“I would like to schedule time for an I-told-you-so dance,” Trixie said, striking a pose.

Thessa crossed her arms and pouted. “I-told-you-so striptease, in your case, no doubt,” she growled.

“Yay! Even better!”

Kay rolled her eyes, then directed her attention at me again. “If you remove it, the caster will send another. You might also alert the caster that we noticed.”

That matched what I expected.

“Reverse scry,” Trixie said with a nod. “Trace the connection from the familiar back to the caster.”

I looked at her. For all the ditziness, she sure had her moments. It was sometimes easy to forget that beneath all the California elf girl madness was a level 31 Arcane Archer who had survived more than most people even heard stories about.

“Exactly,” Kay said. She looked at me. “We have methods. The link between a familiar and its caster carries a signature. It weakens when the familiar is far, and it strengthens when it reports. If we can detect that signal and trace it, we can follow it to the source. It takes work, but it is possible. It is better than trying to kill each familiar as it appears.”

Lazy brightened. “Can we call the spell ‘Birdwatching’?”

“No,” three of us said at once.

“Professor Alis,” Kay said. “This is her job.”

“Yes!” Trixie hummed, throwing out her hands. “Boring job; boring people!”

Kay narrowed her eyes at her. “I will assign Alis. She is careful, and her tools are better than mine for this.” She opened a drawer, reached for a pen. “Until she says otherwise, do not try to trap it. Do not engage. Do not draw its attention.”

Trixie put a hand on her chest. “What? Me? You know me; I don’t care much for attention.”

Khla nearly choked on her laughter.

Kay’s expression softened briefly, and then she looked serious again. “At any rate, we will treat this as an intrusion and handle it on our terms.”

Varga bared a tooth. “Good.”

I nodded. “Thank you.”

Kay glanced at the big map under glass, then back to us. “Since you are here,” she said, “I will tell you something that your cohort will hear soon. Your final first-year examination is coming. The faculty calls it the Expeditionary Trial.”

Thessa straightened quickly, excited. “Expeditionary,” she repeated with enthusiasm. Her tail brushed my thigh and then curled around my leg.

Lazy clapped. “Camping!” She turned to Seema and held her arm. “Tents and snacks and cuddle piles, and I will bring soft blankets!”

Khla rolled her eyes, but she also looked eager for a real field test. “We should be ready for it,” she said. “We drilled enough.”

Kay nodded. “The formal announcement will come from the faculty,” she said. “You will get details then. Until then, keep your routines, tighten your equipment, and do not overthink it. Your drills will carry you.”

I nodded. Like Khla, I felt that we were ready.

“I’ll contact Alis,” Kay said. “More news about the trial will come your way through the regular channels.” With that, she glanced at the massive stack of paperwork on her desk.

We understood what that meant.

We thanked her, then filed out one by one and immediately began talking about the trial.
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We received the official announcement at the next morning assembly.

We first-years filled the hall. Most wore blue jackets and watched with expectation. Faculty lined the dais in a neat row. Gammicka stood with a rigid posture, Melhee kept her tail still and neat, Vallei wore black and stood very straight, and Kay wore a fitted blue dress.

“Two months from today, you will undertake the Expeditionary Trial,” Kay began. “You will receive a formal briefing close to the date. Use this time well. Train. Study. Do not coast.”

Students whispered. Some smiled briefly, and a few looked anxious.

On the way out, Thessa pressed against my side. Her body felt warm through my shirt. “Two months,” she breathed, eyes bright. “I want to melt something big.”

“Preferably not a classmate,” I said, steering her around a group of other first-years.

“We will see,” she said, playfully. She bumped me with her hip and smiled.

Two months is a long time, but the date would arrive quickly.

The following weeks were consistent work. We followed the schedule, attended classes, trained hard, studied, and improved.

Kay kept Seema on the fast track with short morning aura sessions in the resonance chamber. She trained timing and restraint. Kay stood by the orb with a clipboard and watched closely. “Now,” she would cue, and Seema would breathe and release a gold aura that reached us. Our mental clarity increased, our bodies felt energized, and our senses became more alert.

She was improving, activating her ability faster and faster and growing more comfortable with it every day.

Varga handled spear form. She drilled Seema in the gym until their steps landed together on the tape marks. With the work, Seema’s shoulders became more defined and her waist slimmed, making her even more of the athletic hottie I remembered her as.

We ran full-cohort drills every other afternoon. Formation placed Seema and Varga in front, Thessa and me a step behind, Lazy near the rear, and Khla covering the rear. We practiced until we could do it without thinking.

In the defense hall, a warden conjurer summoned targets in quick succession: shadowy wolves, a plated brute, and a swarm of blue birds with cutting wings. Khla’s upgraded Shield covered Seema’s front in blue-white. The barrier absorbed hits without failing.

During those trials, I cast Command, Charm, or Enrage as needed and kept Power Word: Kill in reserve. Dark Whispers sent damaging fear through the area; every hostile that could hear me took damage over time. Thessa layered Flame Trap cones and cast Fire Shield on Varga to let her advance into close combat without being harmed by fire. Lazy cast her new Charm with confident timing.

After a week, Seema received another upgrade: Kay had cleared a second primer from the fast-track budget that morning. She received a slim black book with neat silver lines: Aura of Dread. She opened it and absorbed the skill immediately.

We tested it the same day with the warden conjurer who gave us some summons to train on. A group of shamblers moved in with a hissing sound. Seema stepped to the front, slid her hands on her spear, planted, and released the aura. A field of fear spread from her. Half of the shamblers moved back; the rest hesitated long enough for Varga to cut down their front ranks.

“It repels lower grades,” Kay called from the balcony where she watched. “Do not overuse it. Use it to create space. Use it to recover. Then finish the enemies.”

Seema’s cheeks went hot with pride.

By then, she had already reached level two during the first block of training. By the sixth week, she reached level three. It happened while we ran Vallei’s hazard circuit. Vallei had laid out a path with trip-lines, deadfalls, and sightline traps. She watched from the top of the stairs with her arms folded, impassive. Seema timed her Aura of Dread pulses to disrupt the rush of summoned rats in a narrow hall and gave us time to cross a pressure plate safely. The System rewarded her. She looked at me with a broad grin she tried to hide, and I smiled back at her.

Classes supported the work. Gammicka drilled creature habits carefully and repeatedly. Melhee taught us to calm ourselves and begin mana regeneration within ten seconds. Soon, we’d be able to do so in combat.

We sat together at meals. Lazy stole food from my plate so often that Khla started ordering extra on purpose. Thessa heated her tea with a fingertip when she thought no one watched. Varga looked around for empty tables so she could sit with her back to a corner and a clear path to the exit.

Meanwhile, Seema learned to swat Lazy’s hand when she came in to steal food. She took to sitting next to me, thigh to thigh, warm and steady. Sometimes she rested the side of her head on my shoulder while we listened to Trixie describe a new “consultant-approved” snack she wanted the shop to stock.

Evenings in the lounge, I split time clearly. We did group study. We ran flashcards. We talked through Vallei’s trap plans. Afterward we cuddled, made out, and joked together. During all of this, Seema watched with increasing desire each week. She tucked under my arm a few times when we were tired and pressed her face to my neck when the changes in her life felt like too much. When she wanted more, she would say so. I waited.

All this time, we saw the crow on occasion, perhaps once per week. Alis’s work revealed nothing, which in itself revealed that the spellcaster behind it was probably relatively powerful.

On the last Friday before the two months ended, excitement among the first-years had risen greatly. During dinner, many students discussed the trial and tried to cover their nerves with jokes. We ate and talked, and some upperclassmen watched us while acting indifferent. Still, everyone loved the competition and excitement.

The bell in the corridor rang twice in quick succession as we stood to leave, and Borsj came stumbling in, face all cranky.

“Listen up!” he shouted, and that silenced everyone.

Well, almost everyone.

“He’s pretty loud for such a small guy!” Trixie beeped.

“Can it, knife-ears!” Borsj shouted.

“Yay, escalation!” Trixie said cheerfully as she reached for her bow. “Time to add Borsj-Kebab to the canteen menu!”

“Now, now,” I said, suppressing a chuckle as I placed my hand over hers. “I doubt that would go over well with Kay.”

“Awwww! Not even a quick Lightning Arrow to his little abyssal tooshie? I bet it’d look hilarious to see him jump when the shock takes hold.”

“No.”

She crossed her arms—which was very distracting—and pouted. “Psssh. He’s probably immune, anyway. Stupid imps.”

“All first-year students,” Borsj announced, ignoring Trixie. “Report to the recreational halls for your Expeditionary Trial briefing at once.”

We exchanged looks as chairs scraped. Thessa met my eyes and smiled with excitement. Lazy grabbed my hand and squeezed. Khla stood tall and rolled her shoulders as if she were preparing to fight, even without her armor. Varga bared her teeth in a pleased way. Seema’s fingers curled on her spear case strap. Her eyes were bright, and she looked ready.

“Let’s go,” I said, grinning ear to ear.


Chapter 7



The first-year recreation hall was loud before we entered. Girls filled the benches. Jackets were buttoned to the throat. Conversations stopped the second Kay stepped onto the low dais with the other faculty standing in a straight line beside her.

Kay wore a fitted red dress. She had left her witch hat in her office this time. Drawing all eyes, she placed her palms on the lectern and exhaled once before she spoke.

“First-years,” she said. “It’s time for your Expeditionary Trial briefing.”

People tensed with anticipation. Thessa’s tail brushed my hip and then curled around my wrist. Lazy slid into the seat against my thigh and tucked her feet up. Varga stood in the aisle with her ears forward, alert. Khla sat straight-backed beside Seema, whose flicking tail betrayed her nerves.

Kay pointed with her pen at a wall screen. It lit, and a green mass appeared, bounded by a neat white line.

A map.

“You will deploy to a designated region called the Glimmerwood Wilds,” Kay said. “It is a stretch of unaltered Tannoris brought here during the Upheaval. You will enter, you will navigate, and you will compete to recover a specific object from a known ruin within. Expect it will take more than a day, so you will be issued gear to camp. Once completed, all teams will return to their drop points. You will receive a sealed brief with your team’s target at the gate.”

Students whispered. I heard someone say “real Tannorian wilderness” in a hushed tone. While the Anomalous Zones were more dangerous than the Wilds, it was still plenty dangerous.

“This trial grades three things,” Kay went on. “The trial will grade survival, navigation, and team combat.” She stepped back and beckoned to Gammicka.

The dwarven professor stepped forward. She tapped the map and it zoomed in on a belt of darker green. “You will meet things that can detect you better than you can detect them,” she said in a dry tone. “Remain wary and remember the creatures we discussed in Bestiary classes. You will encounter shadow-hunters in the thickets, aquatic predators that attack from the water, and many other things. If you cannot name a creature, observe it from a distance. If a creature has a mouth, assume it will try to bite you.”

Gammicka moved aside, and Melhee walked up next with her tail held neatly still and a calm expression. “Your bodies will tell you many things out there,” she said. “Many of those signals will mislead you. Use the breath counts we practiced to reset. Do not overload your nerves with mana every time you perceive a potential threat. Use small amounts and be careful. This will take all day and may continue into the night. You cannot sprint for hours.”

I noted the nervous shuffling of the other students. It was easy to forget that none of them had done more than a supervised Dungeon run in a place with a low challenge rating. In that respect, my team and I were leagues ahead of the others—it was almost unfair.

Melhee stepped back along the line. Vallei took the lectern last. The room became quiet again.

“Your destination is documented,” she said in an even tone. “It is not safe. It contains hazards by design. Expect traps. Plan your routes. Assign someone to watch for anything irregular. Check the ceiling, not just the floor.”

Kay returned to the lectern and switched the screen back to the whole map. “Teams will deploy to separate drop-off points,” she said. “Five teams total. Each team is accompanied by a monitor, only to intervene when there is a risk of serious injury or death. Here are the teams.”

She scrolled the roster. Names appeared in a list. Girls whispered and bumped shoulders. It was the same training alliances that had formed since the beginning. For a moment, I had feared that our own team might be split up, but Kay did no such thing.

“Mr. Aurelius’s group is confirmed,” she said. “Wade, Thessa, Lazy, Khla, Varga, and Seema. Your monitor is Trixie Fairweather.”

Trixie raised both hands and posed, which drew stares from three first-years in the back row. “Coach Trix!” she chirped. Then her face went very serious. She looked at Kay. “And by coach,” she added, “I mean strictly monitor. I will not help. I will log, observe, and refuse to shoot things unless you are about to be soup.”

“Correct,” Kay said without looking at her, which told me she had been ready for that exact line. “Each team has a monitor. Monitors are there to track your location and to intervene only if catastrophe arrives. They will carry a beacon keyed to the academy. They will not fight for you, open doors for you, or carry your gear. If a monitor breaks this rule, I will remove her from the post.”

Trixie put a hand over her mouth with a dramatic gasp. “So strict.”

“You like her strict,” Khla said.

I hid a grin.

Questions came quickly. Kay pointed. A girl near the aisle blurted, “Are we allowed to contact the academy if we get lost?”

“Your monitor will make the calls,” Kay said. “You will not waste time with complaints about sore feet or hunger. You trained for both.”

Another hand went up. “What about… uh… other teams?” a redhead asked. “Can we… block them?”

“Do not sabotage other students,” Kay said. “You may move faster. You may make smarter choices. You will not ruin gear or lay traps for a cohort, and you will not fight. If you do, you fail. If multiple teams complete the objective at the same time, they all succeed. But that has never happened before.”

“What can we bring?” someone asked.

From the end of the dais, Melhee drummed her fingers once on the lectern and spoke louder. “Weight matters,” she said. “The academy will issue you a satchel at drop, but you decide what goes in your packs now. One blanket. One bedroll. Rations. Water. Potions within reason. Bring what you need to keep your body moving and your head clear. Do not bring nonessential items.”

“Rude,” Trixie whispered to Lazy. “I was going to pack heels.”

“Pack them in your mind,” Lazy said in a serious tone. “They can take our heels, but they can never take our mind-heels!”

“FOR OUR MIND-HEELS!” Trixie cried as a battle cry while she jumped up, swinging Lazy’s tail like it was a claymore. She blinked, then sat down again, while Lazy looked up at her full of admiration.

Kay took a deep breath. “Departure is tomorrow morning at first light,” she said. “You will report to the main courtyard tomorrow at zero six hundred. Wear academy field kit. We will handle transport to your drop points. Once you enter the Wilds, the only orders that matter are mine, your monitor’s, and those you give each other inside your team. Understood?”

The hall answered “yes” in unison. Students had waited two months for this trial, and it was audible in the nervous and excited affirmations.

Kay’s eyes swept us all and settled on me for one second too long to be an accident. She smiled a little. Then she straightened. “Dismissed,” she said. “Eat, pack, and rest. Be ready.”

Benches scraped against the floor. People moved and talked again in excited voices while members of the teams sought each other out. A few laughed too loudly; the room was energetic. Meanwhile, the faculty filed off the dais with clean efficiency.

We moved toward the doors with the crowd and entered the corridor. And as we headed for the dorm, I realized we were all just as excited and eager to enter the Glimmerwood Wilds as the rest of the first-years.
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We returned to our room still excited after the afternoon briefing. It was dark outside as I peered out the window. Lombardy below showed many warm lights.

We packed swiftly and placed our gear in a neat line along the wall. When we finished, Trixie lay on my bed and kicked her heels on the mattress. Her shiny nameplate was pinned above her left breast. The other girls sprawled around the room as well, and Seema had joined us.

I pulled out a big sketch pad and set it on the desk. “Let’s lock our formation,” I said. “We won’t have time to discuss it tomorrow.”

Lazy raised a hand without moving from the couch. “We should eat first,” she said, perfectly serious.

Khla hooked the back of Lazy’s collar and tugged her upright. “Formation, cat,” she said.

Lazy pouted.

Varga grinned at the exchange and leaned her shoulder against the window frame. The treetops formed an uneven outline against the sky. Her long black hair hung down her back, and she angled her ears forward while she watched me.

“Front line is Varga and Seema,” I said. I sketched two bold marks at the point of the wedge. “You two hold the front. If we meet something that hits from both sides, Seema can fall back to stand among the others.”

“To protect the glass cannons,” Trixie teased.

“You’re awfully loud for a monitor,” I said, throwing her a grin.

She winked and flopped back on the bed. I had to suppress a desire to join her there.

Seema tapped the sketch pad. “Understood,” she said. “Should I start with Vigor?”

“Exactly,” I said. “Aura of Vigor at first contact. Dread only when we are getting swarmed or we need space. Don’t break rank to pursue; make them come to you.”

Seema nodded. “I can do that.”

I drew myself and Thessa behind them. Thessa had already slid down the couch, pressed her thighs together, and pushed her chest forward. She gave me an eager smile.

“Thessa, your place is right here,” I said.

“At your side,” she agreed. “I will lay Flame Traps, and I will Fire Shield Varga or Seema if we need to advance.”

“Right,” I said. “But not when they’re standing close to each other or us. We will move as the second rank. I will use Dark Whispers against groups and save Power Word: Kill for when we need it. It’s mana-heavy. I will use illusions to distract enemies and try to Charm or Enrage them to create confusion.”

Lazy wiggled her fingers. “More Charm,” she said. “I will add to that effort.”

I nodded and drew her a step behind me. “Lazy is near the rear so you are not first contact. Use Charm and Madness to create chaos, Polymorph to slow them down, and Phantasm to kill.”

Lazy saluted and then immediately got distracted by the way the sparse light reflected off Trixie’s earrings as she flopped around on the bed.

“And Khla will take the rear position,” I finished. I added a firm dot at the tail. “Cast Shield and Heal as needed. Do not move ahead of the group. Stay behind unless the line is close to breaking.”

Khla’s tusks showed a little as she grinned. “Very well.”

“What about Trixie?” Lazy asked.

Trixie rolled to her stomach. She made a sound somewhere between a moan and a sigh as she lay there, chin on her hands, heels in the air. “As the monitor,” she said. “I can’t help you. Only when there is a threat of serious injury or death. So it’s boring Trixie mode: activate.”

“I was unaware there was a boring Trixie mode,” I said.

“It’s still, like, a very hot Trixie mode,” she retorted. “Glitters, high heels, hot kisses.” She made a smooching sound.

“Uhn, Gods,” Khla moaned.

“Hear that moan? That was Power Word: Cum I just used on Khla,” Trixie said with a grin.

“How about Power Word: Defenestrate?” Khla growled, pointing at the window.

“Green Mommy has been reading the thesaurus!” Trixie cooed. “That’s totally hot.”

“I’ll Green Mommy you, you pointy-eared—”

“Can we focus?” Thessa snapped.

I chuckled. “So, no help from Trixie,” I concluded.

She lifted a finger. “Not unless you’re almost dead. Oh, and I carry the beacon, which ruins my style. So ugly.”

I dragged the sketch pad closer to her. “Anything we need to know about the terrain?” I said. “I’m assuming you know it?”

She nodded, then sat up and became serious and focused. “Glimmerwood Wilds. It looks pretty. But it’s not friendly. You already heard the professors give the polite version. Here is the direct version. The weather is unpredictable and there are mana interferences.”

“What’s a mana interference?” I asked.

“Usually, like, a mana drain? But it can affect your spellcasting in other ways too. It’s hard to say where it comes from; sometimes, it’s a creature’s ability. Other times, it’s an area aura, like mana-draining fog.”

“And monsters?” I asked.

“Plenty of them. Gammicka mentioned some, like the Shadow Stalkers and Marsh Lurkers. Fire is effective on shadow creatures, but it is ineffective against targets that remain underwater. Assume any body of water contains a predator.”

Varga’s tail flicked once. “Sounds like home,” she said.

I looked around at all of them. We had fought together before and trusted each other. Seema was kind of new in the mix, but we had done the drills with her. You never knew how someone was in battle until you actually saw them in battle, but I had confidence in her abilities.

“We’re ready,” I said. “We will adjust the plan as needed during the mission, but it feels solid.”

Lazy scooted across the couch and hung off my arm. “Now food,” she whispered. “Real food. Greasy food.”

Thessa perked up. “Burgers,” she said.

Khla stood. She rolled her shoulders. “Meat sounds good.”

I stood and clapped once. “Alright. Let’s head into town for a meal. We’ll be back before lights-out.”

Cheers rose from the girls, and we grabbed our cloaks and money, checked the line of gear along the wall one more time, then stepped into the hallway together.

We took the stairs down through the quad, followed Krysfelt Road toward Lombardy’s main street, and walked to Burger Alchemy, a favorite of the students.
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Lombardy’s main drag glowed under a line of old street lamps when we reached town. Shop windows showed stacks of books, charms in velvet trays, and then the place we were after—Burger Alchemy. Neon fries in a beaker flickered over the door.

“Yay, science burgers,” Lazy whispered, trailing her fingers down the glass.

“Well, alchemy is just cooking with a few magical extra steps,” Thessa said. Her tail swished slowly behind her.

“Finally, some good meat,” Khla said. She already reached for the handle.

Inside, the air was warm and spicy. The grills sizzled. Many other students were here, sitting at the counter, and more than a few heads turned our way. A waitress with a short bob gave us a bright smile and pointed her pen at a corner booth. “I have a six-seater that fits seven if you like it cozy.”

“We love cozy!” Lazy beamed.

The waitress grinned. “It’s that one.”

“Yay,” Trixie said, hopping ahead. She bounced once in the aisle, grabbed the back of the booth, and wiggled into place beside Seema.

We slid in. I took the end with Thessa pressed tight to my side. Lazy pressed close on my other side. Khla sat at the far end; Varga slid in next to her. Seema was flanked by Trixie and Varga.

Menus arrived. The names made me grin—Smash Mage, Double Ogre, Volcano Stack, and a “Grimalkin Patty Melt” that made Lazy clap. Shakes came in glass jars with caramel on the inside.

“Volcano Stack,” Thessa said to me, eyes bright. “With extra lava sauce.”

The waitress whistled. “That one is hot.”

Thessa smiled. “I like it hot.”

“Meat,” Khla told the waitress. “Plain. Rare as you allow. Fries. Extra salt.”

“Double Ogre,” Varga said without blinking. “Rare. No onions.”

“Grimalkin Patty Melt,” Lazy sang, doing jazz hands that made Trixie sing along. “Extra cheese. Extra onions. Extra pickles. Also Wade’s fries. Just put them here in front of me, because we all know that’s where they’ll end up anyway.”

I chuckled and shook my head. “Trix?” I asked.

She peeked over her menu. “A Smash Mage?” She winked at me. “For a girl who likes to smash a mage.”

The waitress chuckled, jotted it down, and turned to Seema.

“Double patty. Swiss. Mushrooms.”

“Good choice,” the waitress said. “And you, sir?”

“Smash Mage,” I said. “With double fries—one for Lazy. And a vanilla shake.”

She scribbled, gave us a wink, and walked away quickly.

Trixie turned to Seema with a little tilt of her head. “First night-before-the-trial burger?” she asked. “Important ritual. You must honor the bun.”

Seema blinked, then laughed. “I will honor the bun.”

“She should practice opening wide,” Trixie added in a conspiratorial whisper. “The burgers here are very big.” Her eyes went to me for a beat and then back to Seema.

Seema’s ears flicked. A blush warmed her cheeks.

“You are obscene,” Khla growled.

“Obscenely fabulous!” Lazy corrected her, and Khla let it slide with a grunt.

The food arrived fast. The server set the plates on the table one after another: fries, burgers, and shakes. The burgers were tall enough to make Lazy utter a little meep of joy. The shakes came with whipped cream and a cherry, and Trixie clapped when she saw there were sprinkles.

We dug in. The Volcano Stack had sauce and toppings spilling out. Thessa took her first bite, closed her eyes, and made a low sound and smiled; the sauce was very spicy, just the way she liked it. She reached for my shake, sipped, then left a line of vanilla on her lip. I leaned closer to help her get rid of that with a kiss, and she tilted her head to invite it.

Lazy’s patty melt held more cheese than bread. She bit, made a small moan of joy, and then reached for my fries with two fingers, slowly. Khla tapped her hand with a fork.

“Own fries,” the orc said.

Lazy drew her hand back and gasped. “Rude! I was assuring quality.” Then she moved the same fingers in from the other side and stole three fries from Thessa.

“Unwise,” I said as the tiefling’s tail made a slow figure-eight.

“Sharing is caring,” Lazy argued. She popped the fries in her mouth, then beamed. “Perfect.”

Khla finished her burger in efficient bites. She wiped her mouth and drank water straight from the carafe.

Varga ate with quick, clean bites. She watched the room between chews—checking exits and movement. When she caught me watching her, she shrugged. “Habit,” she said. “I am relaxed. I can be relaxed and ready to kill.”

“I know,” I said. “Just checking in.”

Seema handled her burger like a pro. She used both hands, squared her shoulders, and took a serious bite. She chewed, swallowed, and made a pleased sound. She glanced at me. “This is better than any burger I’ve had in LA.”

Trixie dipped her fry in my ketchup and made a little spoon of it. She held it in front of Seema’s mouth. “Open.”

Seema blinked. Then she opened and accepted the fry. Trixie watched her with bright eyes and then ate her own fry with a pleased look. “Training complete,” Trixie declared. “You can open wide.”

Seema rolled her eyes and laughed. The blush stayed, but she didn’t shrink from it. She nudged Trixie with her shoulder. “You’re a menace.”

“Thank you,” Trixie said, pleased. “We should put that on my plaque.”

We moved to lighter talk after that. Lazy told a very dramatic story about a neighborhood group of raccoonkin in Seattle who stole a pizza from a mob-affiliated pizzeria, acting out the wise guys’ response quite theatrically. Thessa followed with a story about a demon from her father’s realm called “Hacephalus” who accidentally summoned water elementals instead of fire elementals and was teasingly called “Hydrocephalus” until this very day.

Through it all, Seema relaxed a little at a time. Her tail went from a tight S to a loose curve. She left her hand close to mine on the table until our fingers brushed. I let them stay. She looked at me once, held my gaze, then looked down. She smiled to herself. I felt warm.

By the time the plates were empty and Trixie had finished her shake and then stolen the cherry from my glass with a brazen flick of her tongue, we felt relaxed and full. The waitress brought the check with a smile and a “Good luck tomorrow.” She knew many students would leave for the trial.

“We’ll bring you a trophy,” Trixie told her.

“No trophies, please,” the waitress said. “Some turn out to be alive or dangerous. Sometimes both. But I’ll take stories.”

“We always bring those,” I said.

We paid and stood. Outside, the air was cool, with a hint of wet trees coming up from the hillside. Before we turned up the hill, Trixie made a short detour into a bakery with its Open sign still glowing, reemerged with a tiny white box, and under a streetlamp wrote Emergency Cupcakes on the lid in a glitter pen she had apparently brought, Gods know why.

We headed back up Krysfelt Road in a loose cluster. Lazy walked backward for twenty paces to tell me her plan to hide snacks in my pack. Thessa hooked her arm through mine and leaned her weight into me so I had to match her stride. Varga walked along the curb with her hands in the pockets of her hoodie. Khla walked on the side closest to the street to shield us. Seema stayed near my shoulder. Trixie whistled off-key until Khla told her to choose a key or be quiet.

I felt warm inside, and I knew we were ready for what was to come.


Chapter 8



Morning arrived with a lot of noise, and we were right in the middle of it. The courtyard filled as students arrived. They wore field clothes and carried packs. Many of them looked tense.

I would be lying if I claimed I wasn’t excited myself.

The air was cold and stung my cheeks. I held my Staff of Mastery in one hand. The Orb of the Summoner King hung in a leather sling at my belt that I had made just for that purpose.

We took our place in the line of five teams. Thessa stood at my left. Her Ember-Touched Gloves fit tightly at her wrists, and a faint heat came through the leather when she flexed her fingers. Lazy bounced on her toes. Her wand was strapped to her thigh with a ribbon she and Trixie had declared ‘tactical.’ Khla wore her ring mail under her field jacket, and Varga was decked out in her new Trollhide Armor, sleeveless. She had pulled the laces tight, and that was just perfect. Beside her, Seema stood tall. She had set the Diamond Spear to a practical length. The butt rested on the ground, and the point angled slightly away.

Trixie stood with us last. She had her shiny nameplate pinned above her left breast. Her pink ELF HNTR longbow hung over her shoulder. Her hair was glossy, and she wore a bright smile that drew me in like a magnet—she always did.

The students quieted when the faculty stepped out. Kay led. She wore a blue dress that, despite being looser than her normal attire, failed to conceal her rich and generous curves. Her witch hat sat at an angle. Gammicka walked beside her in an iron-gray suit. Melhee’s tail stayed neat and still. Vallei walked smoothly in a black dress. Her red eyes moved over us in a careful inspection.

Kay placed both palms on a lectern and waited for everyone to focus. Then she spoke in a clear, even voice.

“First-years,” she said. “You have trained, studied, and sparred. You learned to hold formation, to read a room, to respect hazards, and to keep your body under control and your thoughts clear. This trial is the proof. Today you deploy to the Glimmerwood Wilds.”

Soft talking started in the lines, but Kay silenced it with a raised finger.

“The rules are simple,” Kay continued. She tapped a board behind her where a green outline of the Wilds appeared. “Each team will receive a sealed envelope at drop. Inside are your map and instructions. Your objective is inside that envelope. Open it only after you arrive. The first team to complete the assigned task receives an automatic bonus to their final grades and extra Kredits. The other teams will still be graded on completion. Failing today does not mean you will fail the year, so please do not take risks beyond what you deem acceptable.”

A ripple of excitement passed through the assembly. Some of the girls from other teams looked at me, and Thessa’s tail brushed my hip and then wrapped my wrist. She could be a little possessive like that.

Kay spoke up again, silencing all. “Monitors,” she said, “step forward.”

Five women stepped out. Trixie walked out with showy posture and a sashay of the hips that physically hurt me. The others were a serious human with a scar, a strong beastkin, a witch who looked short on sleep, and a senior elf with a hard expression.

An aide carried a small lockbox to the front. Kay took five sealed envelopes with the academy crest in wax and handed them out one by one. “Open these only at drop,” she said. “They will report if opened early. If you break this rule, your team fails.” She held the last one until the elf’s hand was still.

When Kay placed ours in Trixie’s hands, Trixie lifted it to her ear and shook it gently.

“Trixie,” Kay warned.

Trixie froze, then smiled. “I am reading the envelope vibes,” she said. “The vibes say ‘open me later.’”

“Correct,” Kay said.

Trixie returned to us and put the envelope into a hard case at her hip with exaggerated reverence. “Sacred,” she said. “I won’t even sniff it!”

Kay continued. “Your monitors will carry beacons keyed to the academy. They will log your route and intervene only to prevent loss of life or limb. Transportation has been taken care of.” She gestured at the row of five vehicles off to the side.

Borsj was there too, standing by the battered academy van, bundled like a tourist in Antarctica. The blue paint on the side flaked but still showed “Krysfelt Academy for Girls” in peeling letters. He wore a scarf, mittens, a coat big enough to hide a bookshelf, and a hat with ear flaps pulled down. He huffed, somehow fogging his glasses even though it wasn’t cold enough for that, and stomped a hoof against the cobbles.

“Look at him,” Trixie whispered in awe. “A cinnamon roll in a parka.”

“Spare me,” Borsj grumbled when he saw us look at him. “And stop ogling me. I’m old. It’s cold. I hate this stupid place.”

“It is lovely here,” Melhee said from behind him, smiling.

“You would say that, fox. You have fur.”

He waved a clipboard at me. “Aurelius. You and your harem circus are with me. Try not to shed in the van.” He squinted at Varga and Lazy. “That means you two.”

Lazy hissed in a playful way. Varga showed a canine. “We will shed whenever we feel like it,” she said.

“Do, and I’ll put you in the pound,” Borsj shot back, pushing his glasses up. “Line up. If I have to wait more than five minutes out in this cold, I’ll die and come back to haunt you.”

“I’d exorcise you,” Thessa said sweetly. “With fire.”

Kay raised her hand, and the courtyard went still. “You were chosen for this academy because you have the ability to do this work,” she said. “You have been pushed. You will be pushed again. Honor your training. Honor your teammates. And come home safe.”

She looked directly at me for half a second and then looked away. She adjusted her hat.

“Move out,” she said. “Your allotted packs are already in the vans.”

People started moving. Monitors walked to their vans, leading their teams.

We moved with them. Lazy bounced in place and hummed a pop song. Varga adjusted her gauntlets and sniffed the air again. Seema rolled her shoulders and held her spear so the head sat just above her height.

Trixie spun her bowstring once and raised her hand for roll call. “Monitor present,” she said. “Beacon secured. Envelope un-sniffed.”

“Thank the Gods,” Khla said.

We jogged the last few steps to Borsj’s van. He yanked the side door with a grunt. It squealed, then gave, and the smell of old vinyl and dust greeted us.

“Don’t scuff the upholstery with your horns,” he said to Thessa as we climbed in. “Don’t scratch the windows with your claws,” he told Varga and Seema. “Don’t make out where I can see it,” he told all of us, and he shuddered.

“We would never,” Trixie said with obvious insincerity.

Thessa took the front passenger seat and adjusted the vent. I sat behind Borsj on the middle bench. Trixie sat behind Thessa with her knees up. She kept the envelope in its hard case and fidgeted with it. It was obviously taking every ounce of her—admittedly limited—self-control to not open it.

Lazy lay on my lap. In the back row, Varga took the left window seat, Khla sat in the middle so she could watch both doors, and Seema took the right window seat with her spear case beside her knee.

Kay and the faculty watched from the steps. Borsj shut his door, muttered about the cold, and turned the key. The engine shook and stuttered, then started with a rough rattle. Lazy clapped.

“Go, Grandpa!” she said.

“Ugh. Call me that again and you’re walking,” Borsj said. He pushed the gearshift into place. He leaned out the window and pointed a mitten at me. “Keep your girls under control.”

I laughed. “That’s like asking you to not be so cold,” I said.

A corner of his mouth curled at that, and he gave a grumpy growl to hide it. With that, he revved the engine.
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We left the academy grounds and drove down the hill and away from Krysfelt’s spires. Soon enough, Lombardy receded behind us until we reached a two-way road that ran between farms and then entered the first stand of tall trees.

The engine produced a steady low sound. The heater pushed out barely warm air that smelled like stale fabric.

“This van’s engine feels weak,” Thessa said, holding her palms over the dash vent as if to warm it. “I could warm it with a fingertip.”

“No casting in my van,” Borsj snapped. He hunched forward so far that his scarf brushed the steering wheel. His hat flaps were down. His glasses fogged and cleared with every breath. “The wards react badly to you and to heat. They react badly to most things… just like me.”

I chuckled.

Trixie twisted in the front row and set her chin over the seatback. She looked at us without embarrassment. “I appreciate an imp with rules,” she said. “Even if his parka smells like mothballs.”

“Urghh,” Borsj grumbled, “this parka has seen me through more cold years than you have brain cells.”

Trixie blinked, then shrugged. “Probably.”

Lazy gasped. “So rude! And also… how old is it?”

Borsj stopped just long enough at a stop sign to glance at her. “It’s very old,” he said. “It was made in the Abyss. That is where I belong. Not here. In this fridge. With you crazy people.”

“Did your mommy knit it?” Trixie asked.

“Does it look like wool?” he snapped back.

“No, but maybe sheep in the Abyss shed synthetic fabric? I don’t know! Like, I’ve never been to one of the Hells!”

“Yet,” he growled.

“Ohhh! Ominous!” she purred, poking one of his horns. “I like it!”

Borsj made a sound halfway between a grunt and a sigh.

“You know, Borsj,” Lazy said, “I think you love us!” She scooted lower and put her chin on my knee as she blinked up at me, pupils wide. “He loves us, Wade. Secretly. Like a tsundere imp.”

“Gesundheit,” Borsj said, “and wear your damn seatbelt.”

Time passed as we drove. Khla dozed with her arms crossed and her head tipped back, always half aware anyway. Varga watched through the side window with that calm, predatory attention that never turned off; her ears tracked noises under the engine. Thessa’s tail snapped around, betraying her nerves. Trixie hummed a nonsense tune.

Seema looked out the window. She ran a finger along the strap of her spear case while she thought. As the woods grew denser, her ears tipped forward and her tail pressed tighter against her thigh.

We passed a ranger shack where a woman in a green jacket came out to greet us and checked Borsj’s ID, signed a form, and waved us through a yellow gate. The pavement turned into patched concrete, then into gravel that shook the van. Borsj cursed under his breath at every pothole.

“Do you have working shock absorbers?” Thessa asked. She bounced with every dip. Her chest bounced along, and that was great.

“We got ‘em,” Borsj said. “But they gave up.”

“Oh! Like you on the day you were born,” Trixie said, all sugar.

Borsj laughed. “Crashing this damn van and killing us all in a ball of fire is starting to sound like a friggin’ heck of a time.”

“Yay, death by fire!” Trixie hummed.

“You people need therapy,” he snorted and kept driving.

The trees grew closer to the road. The area looked older. Less light reached the road even though the clouds had not changed. We crossed a rusted metal bridge over a narrow river that was dark and quiet. Lazy pressed her face to the glass and fogged it. She drew a heart with her finger.

“So,” Thessa said. She flicked her eyes at the hard case buckled at Trixie’s hip. “No one will blame you if you drop the envelope into my lap. I would maybe open it a little. Accidentally.”

Trixie held the case tight against her chest and shook her head so hard her ponytail bounced. “Nope, nope, nope,” she sang. “It tattles. It tells Kay I was naughty. Then she will make me scrub the courtyard with a toothbrush. My nails are too pretty for that.”

Thessa smiled slowly. “I could reseal the wax.”

“It tattles, silly,” Trixie repeated, then stage-whispered, “I tried when I was a monitor for the first time at Krysfelt and got my whole team disqualified.”

“Ouch,” Lazy said.

Thessa sniffed and leaned back into me with a huff that still pressed all of her curves against my side on purpose. “I could have done it,” she moped. “Hypothetically.”

The van ate miles. A small town slid past with a gas station, a bar that had a carved bear over the door, and a billboard warning about ward boundaries ahead. After that came a long, straight push through state forest that gave way to a chain-link fence and a second gate with heavier charms bolted to the posts.

Here, Borsj slowed, showed the second guard his paperwork, and we were waved through. The air changed when we crossed. It felt thicker, like sound didn’t carry as well.

The road narrowed some more.

Seema stayed still. She watched the spaces between trees more than the trunks. However, her tail flopped around a lot.

I leaned toward her a little. “Are you okay?”

She nodded without looking away from the window. “Just taking it in,” she said. Her voice stayed even, but I heard the tightness under it. “It’s… different.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I can feel the strange energy.”

She glanced at me then, and her shoulders eased a fraction. “I’ll be fine,” she said. “I just prefer doing something.”

Varga’s ear tilted our way. “She’s fine,” she said. “She’ll be more fine when she can stab something.”

“Stabbing is my love language,” Trixie said.

“Yours is chaos,” Khla said. “Different C-word.”

“Cake is also a C-word,” Lazy offered. “We should have brought cake.”

“We did,” Trixie said, patting her pack. “Emergency cupcakes.”

Lazy’s whole face lit. “Marry me.”

“Get in line,” Trixie chirped, then threw me a shameless wink.

We hit a rough stretch and bounced hard enough to make the ceiling thump. Borsj cursed in his native language. He hunched deeper and kept both hands on the wheel.

Patches of haze hung in the low places now, thin and iridescent when the light caught them. Not real fog, not here, but kin to it. The trees deepened to a lower color that I had only seen in old Tannorian paintings—bark with a faint oily sheen, leaves that reflected the light differently.

The road cut left and rose. Borsj downshifted, and the van complained but obeyed. We crested a ridge where the trees fell away enough to give us a thin view.

Ahead, beyond the next hills, the forest was taller and a different shade, typical of Tannorian vegetation. The area looked very still.

Borsj spat out the window, adjusted his scarf, and raised his voice so we all heard him over the engine and the rattle.

“Ten more minutes until we hit the Glimmerwood Wilds,” he said. “Brace yourselves and get ready.”


Chapter 9



Borsj was right about the ten minutes. The road pinched down to two ruts and then flattened, and the world in front of us changed in one breath.

On the right, Eastern California stayed Eastern California—pines, ferns, and damp grass. On the left stood much taller trees with glossy bark. Their leaves showed unusual colors when light hit them at certain angles. I sensed a faint periodic vibration from the trunks rather than a sound. The boundary formed a clean line across the ground.

The Wilds.

Borsj braked hard. Thessa grabbed the dashboard. The van shook and then idled roughly. He turned off the engine and squinted over the wheel.

“End of the line,” he said. He opened his door and climbed out with a sour expression. “Alright, out. Don’t get killed.”

“Such motivation,” Trixie said as she scooted past. Her nameplate caught the light on her chest. She hopped down, boots on gravel, then spun once. Her ponytail bounced quickly.

We climbed out. The air felt heavier and cooler. Sound beyond the trees faded quickly. We could speak normally, but distant noise dropped off fast.

Lazy stretched and then slumped against the van. “We made it. I will now perish from anticipation. Bury me in snacks.”

“We’re not perishing,” Khla said, planting her hands on her hips. “Yet.”

Varga walked to the edge and stopped near the line between what felt like Tannoris and Earth. Her ears tilted forward. “Let’s try to be quiet.”

“Agreed,” I said.

Seema stood beside her with the Diamond Spear strapped across her back. Her tail curled and uncurled around her thigh. That was her only sign of nerves. She exhaled through her nose and set her shoulders.

Borsj kicked the side door open and pulled out a crate. He tossed a satchel to me and handed the rest around. “Issued gear,” he said. “Rations, water pouches, a purifier straw, a bug veil, a lantern, flint and steel, and extra socks. Tents, too.”

Lazy opened hers immediately. She held up the bug veil between two fingers. “Are we getting hats? Am I supposed to look adorable while I suffer?” She dug deeper. “What is this? A brick? Is this food? Did a prison donate?”

“They’re rations,” Borsj said. “They taste bland and are high in fiber. You’ll live. Like the bigshots said, this might take multiple days. It might not. That depends on how much running you do and how many mistakes you make.”

“Multiple days?” Lazy flopped backward on the van bench and put an arm over her forehead. “Oh no. My nails. My hair. My gentle soul.”

“Gentle soul?” Khla said, eyebrow raised.

“By catkin standards,” she muttered.

Borsj kept handing out satchels with no kindness and no ceremony. “The water out there can be contaminated,” he added. “Don’t drink it.”

Thessa slung her satchel and peered into the trees. “Alright. Sounds like a great place to be.”

Borsj pushed the empty crate back into the van and slammed the door. He pointed at Trixie’s beacon. “If you die, try to let Kay know. It’ll save me a return trip.”

“With my dying breath, I will report that we accidentally ended up in New York so she’ll make you drive there.”

“Ha-ha.” Borsj peered into the treeline and grimaced. “Alright. I’m parking up the road with the other drivers and praying nothing eats my tires. I’ll be at this spot when you decide you’re done not dying. If the van isn’t here when you crawl out, it means the Wilds won and I finally died. Be happy for me when I do, because it will spare me your inane banter on the way back.”

“Love you too,” Lazy called after him.

He climbed in, muttered in his native language, and started the engine. He drove off.

The area became quiet. A bird called behind us in the normal woods. The forest ahead was much quieter.

We shouldered our packs and checked our kits. I rolled my Staff of Mastery in my hand, feeling the Orb’s soft hum at my hip. Thessa flexed her fingers in the Ember-Touched gloves. Lazy tucked her wand into the ribbon on her thigh and adjusted the strap. Trixie clipped the beacon to her belt at her hip like a party favor she wanted everyone to see. Then, all of the girls gave me a little good-luck kiss, and we were ready.

“Formation for the first stretch?” Khla asked.

“Standard,” I said. “Varga and Seema in front. Thessa and I behind them. Lazy next. Khla watches our back. Trixie stays five steps off our right to maintain distance as a monitor.”

“I am so good at being quiet and observing,” Trixie said. “Watch this.” She made a big show of zipping her lips and throwing away the key, then whispered through the imaginary zipper. “I am monitoring.”

Chuckling, we formed up quickly. Seema stepped into place beside Varga and set her hands correctly on the spear shaft. She looked over her shoulder at me. The worry had lessened and turned into focus. She belonged there.

“Ready?” I asked.

Nods all around.

Moving tightly, we entered the Glimmerwood Wilds.
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When we crossed into the Glimmerwood, the air became denser. The cold felt different against my skin, and distant noise faded ever more quickly than it had at the edge. Our boots still crunched leaves and twigs, but the sound did not travel far.

“So much for having to be quiet,” Varga muttered.

I smiled, then focused on the job at hand.

We paused a few steps past the treeline to open the envelope, exactly as instructed at the drop. Trixie handed it over, seemingly happy to be rid of it.

We were all silent as I broke the wax.

Inside, we found a map and a small written note. We huddled together—although Varga and Khla kept watch—as I opened both and studied them. I glanced at the small card. “Objective. Proceed to the Ruined Spire of Lyra. Retrieve one ‘Sun Crystal’ from the central chamber. Return to the drop point with the crystal. Monitors will log compliance.”

Trixie leaned in and sniffed anyway. “It smells like work,” she whispered.

Thessa moved closer, and her body heat reached my arm. “A Sun Crystal, hm?” she said. She smiled. “I like that.”

“Maybe I can wear it as a necklace,” Lazy said. “I would glow like a goddess.”

“You already think you glow,” Khla said.

“I glow inside,” Lazy shot back, then tilted her head at the map. “Which way, captain?”

I unfolded the map fully for a second. The ink had been set by a steady hand. The drop point sat near the border line, marked by a neat square. A dashed route wound deeper. The Ruined Spire of Lyra appeared as a tall rune. The map showed a scale and a few notes that would help—old paths, wet ground near a bend in a stream, and a collapsed wall cross-hatched near the spire image.

I memorized the route, then matched the first stretch with what I saw. The forest was dense all around us. Trees rose high, with glossy bark that reflected light at odd angles. Thick vines hung in curves from branch to branch. A few showed faint ridged patterns that made me cautious.

“Alright,” I said. “Let’s put Varga in the lead.”

I studied the map with her, and then Varga took point. She moved with controlled steps, bare arms in her Trollhide Armor flexing as she brushed a vine aside with a magically extended claw and then let it swing back.

We fell in behind her. The quiet around us made me tense, knowing that we’d struggle to hear a threat in time. The ground felt springy in some patches and firm in others. At intervals, a low vibration came from the trunks; the sensation reached my teeth.

Thessa brushed my arm with her tail. “If something here comes for us, I will set it on fire,” she promised. The curve of her hips in her field pants drew my eyes even here.

“Fire will be our backup plan,” I said.

“You tease,” she muttered with a smile.

We cut left through a stretch where vines were thick. Lazy reached to tap one, then pulled her hand back and took my sleeve. “Those ridges had eyes,” she whispered. “I saw an eye shaped like a knot.”

Seema’s spear point slid a slow circle as she checked gaps. Her breathing stayed steady. “It’s… so quiet,” she said.

“So, let’s use our eyes more,” I said.

Varga led us right to the first hint of an old path. Flat stones embedded in the dirt showed carved edges under moss. A slender pillar lay cracked under a tree, half sunk, with an elven line chiseled into the face. The script used flowing curves I recognized as directionals.

Lazy leaned toward it, eyes wide. “It is very pretty,” she breathed. “Can I—”

“No rubbing the runes,” Khla said.

“Rude,” Lazy said, but she smiled and fell back into step.

“Map shows a stream to our right,” I said. “There is wet ground past it. We keep the water on our right and angle north-northeast on higher ground.”

“Water is to the right,” Varga said. “I can hear it.”

I heard nothing, but wolfkin had sharper ears—even here.

We passed under a crossbar of two fallen limbs. Trixie reached up and hooked her fingers over it, arched her back, and her shirt rose to show a strip of flat belly. She did a small pull-up, then dropped. “I still have it,” she said, pleased with herself.

Khla sighed.

“You can flex later,” I told Trixie.

“Oh, I will,” she hummed at me with a wink.

Seema choked on a laugh and then covered it with a cough.

Varga held up a fist. The signal meant stop. She crouched and touched a patch of disturbed leaf mold. Her nostrils flared. “Something came through,” she said. “Not fresh, but not old.”

“What kind?” I asked.

She tilted her head. “Four legs. Claws. Not our deer. Big enough to make trouble. It walked alone.”

“Direction?” Khla asked.

Varga pointed downslope. “It went that way,” she said. “We keep our course.”

We moved on.

After a while, we reached the stream Varga had heard. Through the trunks, I saw a low ribbon of black water under faint fungus light. Its surface was very smooth and still, broken only by clumps of leaves. A thin iridescent haze hung over the far bank. We kept a few trees between us and the water, paralleling it on firmer ground. A half-sunk marker on the far bank showed a carved arrow that matched the map’s bearing.

Trixie walked backward a few paces to look at the reflection of her nameplate in the black water. “I am cute in this light,” she said.

As we went on, the trees grew larger. The bark reflected light with an oily sheen. When I brushed a few vines, I felt a faint, regular vibration through them. The low vibration in the air came and went on a slow count, and the lack of distant sound made every breath noticeable.

I checked the map again and adjusted our angle slightly to stay on the dashed route. “We’re good,” I said. “Keep this heading.”

We moved past a stand where small white flowers sprouted from a rotted log. A green moth the size of my palm lifted when we passed and then settled again. The light shifted as branches thickened overhead, then opened again into a patch of clear light.

“Tell me about the Spire,” Lazy said as we walked, glancing at Trixie.

“Don’t look at me!” she said, almost laughing. “I barely remember the name of the place where I work.”

“You mean… Krysfelt Academy?” I asked.

“That’s the one!” she chirped happily, looking around at the strange trees like we were in some kind of terrarium.

“Lyra was an elven magistrate,” Seema said. “She had a tower made of white stone with gold inlays. Sun symbols ran around the crown. Stories say she collected crystals to bring daylight inside.”

That shut us all up for a moment.

“How do you know?” Lazy asked.

“I liked to read about Tannorian history back at the orphanage,” she said. “There was a section on the Spire of Lyra.”

“Gods, she knows trivia!” Trixie whispered. “So hot.”

“I read,” Seema said. “I like learning.”

“I prefer sleeping,” Lazy said.

Khla groaned.

“Eyes,” I reminded them, trying not to smile.

“Eyes on your butt,” Trixie said under her breath. “You packed it nicely today.”

Laughing, I tucked the map half-folded into my belt for easy checks and let Varga lead.
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We pushed through a dense tangle of vines where the ground went soft and the Glimmerwood’s quiet pressed in close. Varga raised her fist, and we stopped in formation. For a while, she stood like a statue, her ears upright and unmoving. She leaned toward the thicket and silently bared a tooth.

Then she pointed, and we all saw them.

Low shapes moved between the roots. They were Shadow Stalkers, just like Gammicka had discussed in class.

There were nine of them as they came out of the shade, each the size of a large panther. Their bodies shifted between shadow and solid as they moved. Their paws made no sound. Open jaws showed shadow-edged teeth. The lead beast lifted its head. Its eyes glowed red but looked muted by the strange light.

“Shadow Stalkers,” I said. “Hold formation. Thessa, prepare an area burst. Lazy, wait for my signal.”

The largest one moved straight at Varga, and another charged me. I stepped half a pace, planted the Staff of Mastery, and spoke the word. “Die.” Power Word: Kill left my tongue like a blade.

The charging beast hit the ground mid-leap, body unraveling from snout to tail into lifeless ash.

“Now,” I said.

Thessa stepped wide of my shoulder, swept both hands, and threw a fan of Firebolts past Varga’s ear. They exploded above the front line. Heat washed over us without burning. The Shadow Stalkers lost their shifting form and became solid. Claws scraped the ground as they hissed and bucked.

Lazy leaned around my shoulder, and her Charm hit one of the stalkers. It blinked, tilted its head, then turned and bit the neck of a packmate. The pack faltered for a moment, confusion seeded by fire and one of their own falling on their numbers.

“Bless, now,” I said.

Khla chanted. Pale gold light covered us. I felt stronger and more focused. Seema set her feet to hold the line beside Varga, and her boot slid on slick roots.

“Seema!” Khla thrust out her hand. A hard blue Shield formed around Seema’s shoulders and torso. A lunging stalker hit the barrier and bounced off with a sharp sound.

The alpha hit Varga and they bit and clawed at each other. She met it with a snarl and extended her magical claws. They ended up in a roll, and she raked her foe until real blood appeared. Then, she drove in with Shadow Flurry. Six fast strikes ripped the alpha’s ribs and shoulders. The beast howled and struck back, but the Trollhide armor absorbed the rake across her ribs.

Two more stalkers tried to flank Varga, one on each side.

It was Seema’s moment, and she knew it. Even though her breath shook, she squared her shoulders and made her choice. “Vigor!”

Aura of Vigor expanded from her in a gold glow and reached us. My balance improved. Varga’s next attack was faster. Seema lunged and met the one on her left. The Diamond Spear went in a hand’s width past the point. The stalker screamed and thrashed on the shaft as she impaled it.

“Drive through!” I shouted to Seema as I Enraged another for a moment, causing more confusion.

She planted her feet, pulled the spear free, and stabbed again underhand into the same creature’s throat. It went still and bled out black fluid. On the left, the charmed stalker leaped onto the packmate it had already mauled and tore until it collapsed, only to be attacked by the Enraged one.

The right side pressed. One stalker sprang for Varga’s back. I stepped in and stopped it with Command. “Thessa, burn the right!” I called out.

She lifted her hands, gathered heat, and sent a Fireball past my ear. It burst low across the group of three on the right. Fire covered their coats and forced them into a fully solid state. Their cries cut short in the strange air.

Varga took the opening. She moved inside the alpha’s reach, buried her claws in its throat, and ripped sideways. The creature’s head jerked, and its body collapsed and did not rise again.

She stood with a grin and blood on her hands. “Next,” she said.

The one I had commanded lunged at me. I pivoted and hit its temple with the staff, then cast Enrage on the stalker beside it. The spell landed. It lost control and attacked the nearest body, which was its packmate. The two tangled and bit each other.

Another stalker tried again to get through Seema’s guard. It struck at her thigh. Khla’s Shield held and the attack rebounded. Seema stepped forward and drove a thrust into its chest. The spear went deep. The stalker tried to shift shape but stayed solid because of Thessa’s fire. It choked on blood as Seema wrested her spear free.

From our left rear, another stalker approached quietly. Trixie called from our right, “One coming in from behind!” I turned, saw the shadow moving toward Lazy, and cast Command. “Down.” The command took effect. The creature hit the ground mid-lunge and lay flat for a moment.

Varga crossed the distance in two strides and tore its spine out with her blazing claws. It went limp.

Meanwhile, Lazy pointed her staff, and a Phantasm cut into another stalker’s mind. It screamed and collapsed even as Seema stabbed at it. She pulled free and stabbed again to finish it. On the right, two beasts tore at each other until both were badly wounded.

“Time to clean up!” Thessa said. She snapped two more Firebolts, one into each of the two still fighting. The blasts hit hard and burned. Both stalkers fell and stayed down.

The last stalker shook its head as the Charm ended. It looked from us to the bodies. It tore once at a corpse and then tried to retreat into the shadows.

“Die.”

Power Word: Kill killed it immediately. The creature dropped and turned into a dark stain on the ground. The mana drain was big, but damn… that spell made me feel powerful.

The area grew quiet. Seema kept her spear up for three breaths, then lowered it. Her chest rose and fell quickly. The blue Shield went away. The Vigor aura still tingled around us.

“You okay?” I asked her.

She swallowed, eyes bright, then smiled. “Level up,” she said. “Four.”

I grinned from ear to ear. “Congratulations!”

Trixie raised both hands. Her belt beacon blinked blue. “That went well,” she said. “Seema did great. Varga tore out the leader’s throat. Wade used Power Word: Kill twice.” She pointed at her nameplate. “I am monitoring and looking fabulous doing it.”

We checked the remains with my staff and Seema’s spear, looking for anything of value, but there was nothing. The stalkers left tar-like clumps and ash that stuck to the roots and produced a strong odor. Varga wiped her hands on a broad leaf and sniffed. “No trophies,” she said. “No edible meat, either.”

After healing Varga, Khla checked us for injuries. “No wounds,” she said.

“Form up again,” I said. We closed ranks, took a breath, and moved through the trees, leaving the remains behind.
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Dusk approached quickly in the Glimmerwood as we searched for a place to camp. The light didn’t fade so much as get swallowed. We kept moving until Varga lifted a fist and pointed with two fingers at a shallow bowl in the trees ahead.

“Here,” she said, scenting the air. “There are good sight lines. Only two approaches. That rock will work as a watch post.”

The place would work. An old slab lay half-buried at one edge with a line of broken carvings. Roots and fallen limbs formed a ring around the clearing that would slow a charge. The big rock she had pointed to offered a clear view down both approaches and enough height to make it very hard, if not impossible, depending on its size, for anything to climb without exposing itself.

“Alright,” I said. “We’ll take it.”

We made a quick perimeter. Varga and I walked it with slow steps to check for openings overhead and vines that might be more than just vines. All was clear.

When we returned, Khla dropped her pack and unrolled two tents while Thessa and Lazy cleared low branches, tossing them to the edge without making loud snaps. Seema shrugged her satchel off, stood still for a breath, and then knelt to unbuckle her spear case. She slid the Diamond Spear out and placed it within reach. Then she pulled a third rolled tent from her kit and set it with the rest of the gear.

“No fire tonight,” I said as we worked. “Light and smoke will travel unusually far here and will expose our position.”

Thessa looked annoyed. Her red eyes flicked to me, then past me at the trees. She pressed her lips together. “No fire,” she agreed. “I hate it, but I understand it.”

“We’ll eat cold rations,” Varga said. She sliced open two of Borsj’s brick packs and started dealing. The smell was bland and familiar—dense carbs, a little protein, a lot of salt. She added strips of dried meat from her bag without comment.

Thessa dug out a small tin from deep in her jacket. She cracked it open under her arm and shook a pinch of bright red powder onto everyone’s brick. “This is contraband flavor,” she whispered to me.

Trixie climbed onto the big rock and reached the top. She planted her boot, then sat with her legs crossed and her bow propped beside her. The beacon clipped to her belt flashed a tiny blue blink every few seconds. She watched the approaches with a serious expression that she rarely used.

“I’ll take watch while you eat,” she said. “Bring me some.”

We ate sitting on our packs. Lazy tucked her legs under her and nibbled a corner of the ration brick with the saddest eyes I had seen all week. “Trixie’s cupcakes would have been a mercy,” she moaned.

“They remain sealed until a crisis,” Trixie said, still watching. “I take my emergency protocols very seriously.”

“You do?” Khla rumbled, unbelieving.

“About cupcakes, yes.”

Thessa took a disciplined bite and made a face, then took another and sighed. Khla chewed, swallowed, and nodded once. “That is fine,” Khla said. “The spice helps.”

“You’re welcome,” Thessa replied. She licked her finger and looked at me, aware of the effect.

Seema finished half her brick and then set it aside. She pulled a cloth from her bag and started to clean her spear in small, methodical motions. She checked the seam where the head met the shaft. She worked black residue out from the socket and the grooves with the edge of the cloth. Her ears tipped forward, then back. She concentrated and kept her attention on the task.

I moved over and sat beside her, far enough not to crowd. I took a sip of water and offered her the canteen. “Here,” I said.

She accepted and drank after I prompted her. Her tail pressed tight against her calf. She swallowed again and handed it back.

“When a fight ends,” I said, “your body experiences a sort of hiccup. It throws adrenaline around with nowhere to send it. You might want to pace, or feel like you forgot something important. It’s normal.”

She kept her eyes on the spearhead while she listened. “I feel like I’m shaking inside,” she said. Her voice came low and steady on purpose.

“Try the technique Melhee taught,” I said. “Four in, four to hold, six out. While you do it, scan your body for things you can fix. Shoes. Straps. Where the spear sits. Those tasks tell your brain you’re still working. The shakes usually back off.”

She drew a breath and counted it. On the exhale, some of the tightness left her shoulders. She adjusted the binding on the leather grip and wiped one last line of shadow-blood off the spearhead with a careful swipe.

“You did everything right,” I added. “You let Varga take the alpha. You took the flank. You called Vigor at the right time. You killed them when you needed to. That’s a clean first fight with a new Class.”

“It felt messy,” she said. The cloth paused at the point. “When it moved, my body wanted to go three different ways at once.”

“That’s day one,” I said. “By day four, you pick one and trust it. By day ten, you won’t notice you’re choosing.”

She huffed a small laugh. Her ears tipped toward me. “You say that like I already made day ten,” she said.

“You did the hardest part today,” I said. “You didn’t freeze.”

Her fingers tightened on the shaft and then softened. “That was my fear,” she said. She looked up at me finally. In the low light, her eyes looked warm. “I was afraid of looking like I don’t belong out here. Making you carry me.”

“You don’t have to prove anything to me,” I said. “I know you belong. I didn’t bring you to be dead weight. I brought you because you make us better.”

She blushed. She looked down and busied herself with the last bit of oil on the cloth. “Thank you,” she said.

“Eat the other half,” I said to lighten it. “Glutton-fire over there will reach for it if you don’t.”

Thessa made an offended noise without looking at us. “I’m a lady,” she said. “I would ask first.”

Lazy moved closer to Seema after hearing about the leftover food. Seema gave her a slice, and Lazy beamed and purred into her bite.

Khla took a seat on the ground and rolled her shoulders. “We did well today,” she said, satisfied. “But we need a wake schedule.”

“Trixie has first,” I said, loud enough for everyone to hear. “She’s already on the rock. Then Lazy. Then me.” I glanced at Lazy. “Are you good for second?”

Lazy saluted with the half of her brick. “Yes, boss.”

“After me, Seema,” I went on, meeting her eyes. “You take the last watch before dawn with Khla as backup. Then we break camp.”

Seema nodded. “I can do that.”

Khla grunted. “If she doesn’t wake, I’ll throw her on your head.”

“Please don’t,” I said.

“Power Word: Snooze,” Trixie called from the rock, voice low. “Nothing in sight. Except one moth that resembles a leaf. Very cute. I named her Gwen. I’ll rouse Lazy in two hours.”

We finished ration bricks and dried meat. Everyone drank. We pitched the tents fast and quietly: low, gray shapes close to the rock and another a little back, tight to the roots.

I checked the map one more time by the fading light. We were on course. Our route to the Ruined Spire would take us past a bend in the stream and then through a thicker belt of growth. We would handle it in the morning.

Khla crawled into our tent first and took the left side. She stripped off her field jacket down to the ring mail and threw it neatly at the foot before she lay back with a controlled exhale. “No noise,” she warned, eyes already half-closed.

Thessa reached for me before I finished tying the flap halfway down. She cupped the back of my neck, pressed a kiss to my cheek, and then snagged my collar to pull me down into the tent with her. She used her tail to hook the flap shut behind us.

“You are warm,” she said in a pleased tone, crawling onto her bedroll and then tugging mine close to nest them. Her hands slid under my shirt and splayed on my stomach for a second. She shivered with delight. “No fire means I have to use you.”

“You can have me,” I said. “As a heater.”

Khla grunted. “Heat quietly,” she said.

“Ugh, fine,” Thessa whispered. She curled into my side anyway and pulled my arm over her waist. I settled into the narrow space between Thessa’s body and Khla’s solid weight and breathed out.

Outside, the Glimmerwood pressed close and weirdly calm. On the rock, Trixie’s silhouette sat still. Every few breaths, her ponytail moved. I pulled the blanket over us, tucked Thessa’s cold fingers under it and between mine, and let my eyes close.
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I woke up to Lazy’s fingers pressing my shoulder. She spoke close to my ear, and her breath was warm. “Wakey, boss,” she whispered. “My turn’s over.”

I opened one eye. Thessa slept pressed against my front with her legs around mine. Khla lay on my other side like a statue, face turned toward the tent flap.

Lazy crouched beside me with her hair hanging down. Her top had ridden up on one side, showing a strip of her stomach. I wanted to kiss that spot. Her tail moved slowly. I kissed her cheek instead.

“How’s it look?” I asked.

She made a tiny face. “Pretty and wrong. There are little lights all through the trees. Like glow bugs, but not bugs.” She glanced at Thessa’s sleeping form, then pressed a smile to me. “Seema snores a little. It’s cute. Don’t tell her I said that. Your turn. I’m claiming your warm spot.”

I slid out from behind Thessa without waking her, which required a bit of acrobatics. I pulled on my field jacket and boots, checked the Orb in its sling, and picked up the Staff of Mastery. Lazy slid into the exact place my body had warmed and curled into it very quickly. She exhaled in a satisfied way and bit her lip when she saw me look.

“Go be brave,” she said, voice soft and smug. “I’ll keep your pillow company.”

I chuckled. “Anything else to report?” I whispered.

“On the pillow? It’s very sexy.”

I shook my head and kissed her again. She wiggled deeper and closed her eyes, tail tip flicking once against my wrist.

Outside the tent, the Glimmerwood had shed the last blush of evening. It carried a low vibrato under the skin that faded in and out on a lazy count. The air pressed cool on my face. Sound dropped off fast once it left the camp.

And the lights… Lazy was right.

Faint glows drifted among the branches like dandelion fluff that shone. A thin vein pulsed across the bark of a trunk to my right, climbing and fading. Patches of fungus lit up in slow rhythms under a fallen limb and then dimmed. A small eddy of luminous dust turned once over the ground and vanished. Everything pulsed just enough to pull at the eye. Every instinct I had said none of this was right.

“Probably weird even by Tannorian standards.”

Trixie had left her bedroll on the big rock and now slept curled in it near the top with her bow within reach. It didn’t look comfortable, but… well… Elves and their ways…

I tested the near edge of the rock with the toe of my boot and then stepped up, careful not to jostle her. From there, our clearing looked compact and quiet. Two tents sat under the roots, one with Varga’s gear placed in a precise row, one with Seema’s spear leaning within easy reach. The last tent held Thessa, Khla, and the cat currently stealing my pillow.

I drew in a breath and let it out slow. Mana pooled steady again in my chest after the fight—rest and Melhee’s drills did their job even when I wasn’t counting.

I let my eyes travel across the trees, slow. I watched for anything out of place, and there was a lot of it. The pulsing lights tried to distract, but I got used to them soon enough.

The past months walked through me while I watched. I remembered the orphanage at Promise and the awakening ceremony. Kay in her heels with that look in her green eyes when she wanted to praise me and hide it in the same breath. The first days at the academy and the girls. The Aquana Games—in my mind the event that had solidified our bonds in ways that could never be broken. Then, LA and Seema—the fight with Vorlius. And, of course, Varga finally joining the harem.

We were a stronger unit now than we had been even a month ago. Better shape. Cleaner timing. Real trust.

A thin thread of glow moved along a branch above me and broke my head out of that loop. I followed it up with my eyes and froze.

High in the branches, barely outlined by one of the drifting lights, a black bird sat with its body tucked and its head in profile. It watched our camp with one bright eye.

I recognized the shape. It had to be the same bird that had watched from the Los Angeles skyline and from the library roof.

Before I could target it with a spell, it squawked and flew off.

I clenched my jaw, then released it.

I stayed on the rock until my thighs started to complain from standing still. The little lights pulsed, and somewhere off to the left a branch shivered with something small jumping from one limb to another. In her tent, Seema murmured a sleepy sound—Lazy was right; it was cute—and then went quiet again.

This was my life now. My girls. Fighting things with me. A staff in my hand, strong women at my side, and responsibility that never felt heavy because I wanted it.

I took a breath and cleared my thoughts. I climbed down from the rock and started to walk the perimeter.


Chapter 11



By the time my watch came to an end, I made one more slow circle around the clearing, then walked quietly to the tent where Seema slept. Her spear rested against the flap where she could grab it without looking. I heard only her steady breathing. Varga’s bedroll on the far side was empty; she must have moved to our tent during the last rotation to share body heat. But Lazy was here now.

I crouched, pressed a hand against Seema’s shoulder through the canvas, and whispered her name. She woke immediately, took one quick breath, and then steadied it. I cracked the flap and put my mouth near her ear.

“Your turn,” I said. “Wake me if anything feels wrong.”

She nodded. In the faint glow of the moon, her eyes looked warm. She slid out, strapped on her satchel, lifted the spear, and moved quietly toward the watch point without speaking.

I let the flap fall, crossed the short gap between tents with careful steps on roots and loose grit, and ducked into mine.

I woke Khla up next; as planned, she was to take the backup post for Seema’s watch near the perimeter. Like the trooper she was, she got to it.

At some point, Lazy had scurried off to the other tent in search of more warmth, so that just left Thessa and Varga tangled under the blankets. The tent held their body heat and their scents. Thessa smelled like spice, a little wild, and Varga had this delicious aroma of the woods about her. My bag lay over Thessa like a second blanket. She had dragged it onto herself in her sleep and pinned it with both arms and a horn. I knelt to ease it away.

She let out a low moan and pulled harder, still half-asleep. “Cold,” she murmured. “Don’t steal, thief. Come warm me.”

“I need the bag,” I whispered, tugging again.

Her eyes opened to slits. In the dim light, her irises looked red. “Snuggle,” she said, voice husky. “Now.”

It was clear she would not give up the bag.

I gave in. I slid under my bag from the back, easing between her and the canvas. She lifted the edge with one hand and rolled into me like she had been waiting for the excuse all night. Heat took hold of me in a rush.

She was naked under there.

Soft skin, too hot for this forest, all over me. She made a pleased sound, threw a leg over mine, and pressed her chest to my ribs. On instinct, my hand came up to grab her full and delicious breast, and she gave a satisfied moan.

“Better,” she breathed in my ear. Her tail slid over my hip in a slow stroke that might as well have been a promise. She rolled her hips once, slow and deliberate, testing me. “Mmm. Much better.”

I felt my voice turn hoarse with desire as I played with one of her perfect tits. Meanwhile, that tail inched closer to my cock, pressing hard against my pants.

“And how’s this big boy doing?” she purred, placing a soft hand on my cock. She giggled and her red eyes widened when she felt I was already hard. “Hmmm… Is that just for me?”

My lips met hers, but she kissed me teasingly, pulling back and giggling. “My pussy is so wet for you, Wade…”

“Shhh,” I whispered. “Varga’s—”

“Awake,” came a dry whisper from the other side. “You two smell like trouble.”

Thessa’s mouth curved against my cheek. “You complaining or are you coming over to help me with this dick?” she teased. “I could use a hand… or two…”

She kept her eyes on me as she spoke, freeing my dick from my pants. With a grunt, I pushed my pelvis forward, and she gave a happy little squeal as she raised one leg, still lying on her side, letting my tip run along her slit.

Fuck, she was wet indeed.

Varga’s breath changed like a growl held back. She shifted on her bedroll, propped herself on an elbow, and stared at us with a hot, amused look. “You’re really starting this here?” she asked.

Thessa ground against me again with stubborn focus and answered for me with a small noise that carried more hunger than any word. I leaked precum at her touch, smearing it over her soft pussy lips, and she licked her lips and smiled. “I’m starting it and finishing it.”

“You’re impossible,” I said with a hoarse chuckle, and she kissed me—open and slow, tongue sweet, like she had all the time in the world.

She slid her hand to guide me where she wanted me, lifted her hips, and rolled on top of me, taking me in with a tightness that forced my eyes shut. She clasped the back of my neck and bit my lower lip gently to keep me quiet. Her legs wrapped me. Her heat wrapped me. She set a slow rhythm, riding tiny circles that drove me crazy while she kept her mouth on mine.

“Hmm,” she moaned. “That’s good…” Then she shot Varga a teasing look. “He’s already inside me, wolfgirl…”

Varga’s incredulous huff turned into something else toward the end. The bedroll rustled, and it took me a moment to realize she was undressing. Then as Thessa rocked her hips, taking my cock all the way in, Varga came in close and braced a palm on my shoulder. “Quiet,” she warned, but her voice had gone low.

I barely heard the words because her big tits were swaying in my face. With a lustful moan, I took one tasty nipple in my mouth and sucked on it, then slipped a hand between her strong thighs and began playing with her wet pussy lips.

“Uhhn,” she groaned. “That… hmm… yeah…”

Thessa made a muffled sound of agreement and pressed her lips against my throat as she ground herself on me. She held me deep, shivering. “Gods, I needed this,” she whispered. Her breath hit my skin hot. “I need you to cum in my pussy, Wade.”

I rocked up to meet her and kept my pace careful so the tent wouldn’t come down around us. I pulled roughly at her tail with my free hand, making her squeal with pleasure.

Varga grinned as she rose to her knees and pulled the blanket away, revealing Thessa’s naked body in the moonlight, gyrating, my cock slipping in and out of her wet pussy. Still grinning, she gave Thessa’s ass a wet slap that made the tiefling yelp.

“Well, would you look at that,” Varga growled as she squeezed Thessa’s ass, her free hand playing with her own wet pussy. “Such a naughty tiefling.”

Thessa giggled. She took my palm and bit it lightly, then pressed my fingers to her lips to keep herself quiet when I pushed closer and she trembled.

A warm hand slid down my stomach. Varga. Possessive and sure. She reached under where my cock met Thessa’s needy pussy, and her hands found my balls and gently played with them to the tune of skin slapping on skin. She knew just how to play me, and I felt my orgasm approach so rapidly it was hardly fair.

“Varga,” I hissed.

“Keep moving,” she whispered back, voice dark with pleasure. “Don’t stop.”

Thessa moaned as she leaned back, hands on my ankles to brace herself as she rode. The sight of her perfect, toned stomach and nice, round breasts bouncing did not help. “Cum in me, Wade… ahh… I’ve been such a good girl! Don’t I… ahhh… Don’t I deserve a little creampie?”

“She does, Wade,” Varga growled. “Cum in that tight pussy. She earned it.”

“Hmm,” Thessa moaned, reaching around to tease her tight little backdoor with a finger. I could feel her clamping down hard, and I knew I wasn’t going to last much longer… And neither was she…

“W-Wade! Ahhn… I’m cumming for you, baby… Ah… Fuck!”

She came undone suddenly and hard even as Varga made a pleased sound low in her throat. And as she spasmed and convulsed, I hit the point of no return and pulled Thessa down hard to take what I needed. I growled hard as I slammed her down, and my cock twitched as I spurted my thick cum into her delicious, perfect body.

“Gods, look at that!” Varga moaned, fingering her tight pussy as she watched me unload in Thessa.

I stayed inside Thessa while she continued to tremble, then eased her onto her back. She lay there moaning incoherently, thick cum leaking from her pussy, as Varga turned her hungry eyes to me. I was still hard, and she grabbed my cock and licked her lips as she felt how slick it was with cum and Thessa’s juices.

I grabbed her by a tit and an ass cheek, pulled her in, and kissed her hard to taste her pride.

She growled as I pushed her over on all fours and on top of Thessa. For a moment, I took delight in the sight of those two delicious pussies, one already leaking my cum, then I slapped Varga’s ass hard, making her snap at me over her shoulder with a bark, and pushed my cock in—no mercy.

“Yesss,” she hissed as I claimed her tight pussy, and I responded by grabbing her by the back of the neck and pushing her down hard on top of Thessa, their big tits squashing together.

Then I began fucking her hard from behind.

Varga bit her lip to stop a sound, delighted at the rough handling. Thessa arched under her and stroked her back with her nails. When Varga’s control frayed, I pulled back, shifted, and pushed my cock into Thessa instead. She let out a short, surprised gasp, then moaned with delight as I pumped a few times before I returned to Varga.

I grabbed her wolf tail and pulled it aside so I could watch her toned ass jiggle with every thrust, and I could see the pronounced muscles of her back tense as her pleasure drew nearer and nearer. I gave no quarter, pushing and pushing and slapping her ass.

“Cum for him, Varga,” Thessa whispered in Varga’s ear, running her nails across the wolfgirl’s back. “And let him fill you up.”

“Wade!” Varga gasped. “Don’t stop! Ahh… I’m… I’m… Aaaaaahhhnn!”

I groaned as her pussy tightened around my cock. With a hard pull of her tail, I intensified her pleasure, then rammed as deep as I could.

I came so hard, I nearly passed out.

“Yes!” Varga gasped. “Cum in me! Fill me up!”

I groaned as I kept thrusting, spurting rope after rope of cum inside that tight wolfgirl pussy. Meanwhile, Thessa squirmed with delight under Varga, watching me fill her up.

Finally, I nearly collapsed. My whole body throbbed, and I chuckled with delight as I collapsed. The two of them, tight pussies leaking my cum, made room for me so I could lie between them and they could snuggle me. It was a cool night, but we needed no blankets now.

For a long minute there were only our breaths. Finally, Thessa stirred.

“I win,” she whispered, her voice rough with pleasure.

Varga snorted, still panting. “I didn’t know it was a contest,” she said. She nuzzled under my jaw and took a long breath, as if she wanted to remember my scent. “But if it was, then I win.”

Thessa hooked a leg over me and tugged me closer. “I win,” she said.

“No,” Varga snapped, shooting her a look.

I laughed and veered up, then gave both of their delicious asses such a hard, wet smack that the sound carried even in this weird part of the world. “Sounds like we need a rematch,” I said. “Give me a second to hydrate and relieve myself, and then I’ll make you both see that I’m the winner.”

At that, the girls exchanged wicked looks; they liked the sound of that…


Chapter 12



I stepped out of the tent to meet the cold air. Despite it being night, there was enough light to see by; the moon shone brightly, and fungi in the trees gave off a dim glow.

But the light was hardly what pulled my interest.

Seema sat at the base of the watch rock on a blanket. Her hair had come loose from its tie. A few strands stuck to her cheek. Her shirt was open and disheveled, one full breast damn near spilling out; I could see the pink of her areola. Her tail curled tightly against her thigh and then flicked once when she heard my footsteps.

Her hand had been down the front of her pants.

Seema blushed when she saw me.

It took me a moment to understand. Then I realized she had heard us having sex. The sound had aroused her, and she had decided to… take care of it.

I decided not to mention it. Trixie would have teased her to death. Lazy might have as well. But I did not want to push her. Sure, I wanted her to join us in every part of our life, including sex, but I would let her decide the pace, because I believed she wanted the same thing.

So I went out and did my thing first, giving her a chance to tidy herself up. When I returned, I spoke quietly. “Hey.”

“Hey,” she said. Her eyes looked wide and shiny.

“Mind if I join you?”

She cleared her throat and shook her head, and I sat beside her on the blanket. We spoke quietly.

“How are you holding up?” I asked.

Seema took a breath and fondled the butt of the Diamond Spear on the ground. “I’m okay,” she said. “I’m reviewing the day. I’m still slower in drills than I should be, and during the fight with the stalkers, I hesitated about where to move. Everyone else acted immediately.”

“You did the right things,” I said.

Her ears tipped forward. “It felt messy.”

“It’s your first fight on a team.” I nudged her shoulder. “Don’t be so hard on yourself. Besides, you reached level four!”

She smiled and tried to hide it. “That part made me happy.”

“As it should,” I said. “You’ll get there. I am fully confident that you will.”

She looked at my face for a long moment. Her tail relaxed. “I think I needed to hear that.”

“Good,” I said.

She glanced toward our tent, then looked back at me and bit her lip. The blush deepened. “Can I ask something a little awkward?”

“You can ask anything.”

“You and the girls,” she said. Her eyes went to the tent again and then back to me. “What are they to you?”

I answered directly. “They’re my women,” I said. “We all chose this. We share, we talk, we protect each other. It’s open and honest. If it weren’t, it wouldn’t work.”

Seema let out a long breath. She looked down at her hands and traced a groove on the spear shaft with one nail. “All of you look happy,” she said in a softer voice. “It seems natural for you. I have never had that. I would like to be part of something like that someday.”

I smiled. “I think you know that it’s available to you, Seema,” I said.

Her ears went down and then up. She blushed down her neck. “You make that sound very easy,” she said. She tried to sound calm, but she didn’t quite manage it.

“Maybe it’s not. But I won’t make it complicated,” I said. “You need to make your own decisions.”

She smiled while looking down, looked up, and then looked down again. “I need a little time,” she said. “Many things are changing. My body still feels active from the awakening. Classes and training take a lot of attention. And then—” She stopped and swallowed. She blushed again.

I acted as if I did not notice. “Time is fine,” I said. “You don’t have to prove anything.”

We sat in silence for a short while, and it felt comfortable. Her shoulders relaxed fully. A thin line of light moved along a branch in the trees and then disappeared.

“Thank you,” Seema said in a sincere tone.

I stood and held out my hand to help her stand. She took it without hesitating. Her palm was warm and slightly unsteady. I leaned in and kissed her briefly on the cheek to show what I felt, and then I pulled back.

Her breath caught. “Good night, Wade.”

“Good night, Seema.”

I crossed the clearing and then entered our tent.

Thessa lay on her back with her hair spread across the blanket. A faint smile rested on her lips while she slept. Varga slept on her side with her back toward me and her tail resting over her thigh. Both of them were warm.

I guess I tired them out too much for round two…

I lay down between them. Thessa rolled against my chest at once, warm and satisfied. Varga pushed her hips back until my body touched her lower back. She guided my hand to her stomach and held it there, as if she had been waiting for me to return.

We would break camp at first light, for now, I settled. We lay together and breathed slowly. Outside the tent, dim lights moved among the trees, and the forest was quiet.
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Mornings in the Wilds did not resemble mornings I knew. The faint glowing strands that drifted in the branches at night dimmed gradually, and the overstory kept most of the light down among the trunks. Sound did not carry far beyond our clearing.

The whole thing reminded us we weren’t in Kansas anymore, so to speak, and we got to work efficiently. We ate and broke camp while Trixie stood guard, bow in hand.

When we were done, she hopped down from the rock and clapped once. “Reporting window!” she said brightly. “Kay will make me write lines if we miss it.”

“‘I will not weaponize cupcakes’?” Lazy asked in a flat tone.

Trixie gasped. “Blasphemy.” She activated the beacon, and I stepped in beside her. Everyone else came closer and listened.

The amulet flashed once. Professor Alis’s voice came through clearly and formally. “Monitor Fairweather, this is Alis. Status.”

Trixie angled the amulet toward me so it would capture my voice. “Transferring to team lead,” she said. “Because I’m a very good monitor.”

“This is Wade Aurelius,” I said. “Team is intact and mobile. Last night we engaged a pack of nine Shadow Stalkers at close range, but we took care of them.” I paused and added, “Personal note: the crow familiar reappeared high in the branches during my watch. It watched, then left.”

“Understood,” Alis said. “Regarding the familiar: I am still tracing. The signature is being masked through layered protections. It is well done and likely expensive. That suggests a master with deep training and resources. Continue to ignore the familiar for now. Do not attempt to trap it.”

“Copy,” I said.

“Anything else to report?”

“Nothing,” I said.

A pause. “Wade,” Alis added, voice clinical again, “be mindful of mana drains in that sector. Prior teams logged patches where regeneration lagged. If you feel your recovery slow, move. Don’t wait for it to return.”

“Noted,” I said.

“Good. Fairweather, keep your beacon steady,” Alis finished.

The beacon dimmed. Trixie slid it back into the beacon housing before clipping the beacon to her belt again.

“Professor says we are doing well,” Trixie said. “So, let’s get a move on.”

Khla shouldered her pack and gave me a nod. “Formation?”

“Standard,” I said. “Varga and Seema in front. Thessa and I behind. Lazy next. Khla on rear guard. Trixie five steps off, recording our progress.”

“Recording your butts,” Trixie said. “Bouncy butts.”

Khla rolled her eyes, and we were off. We were still on the first leg the map had marked: parallel the stream, reach its bend, then cut through a thicker belt toward the spire’s approach. Varga took point and lifted her chin toward the darker run of trees on our bearing. “Water to the right soon,” she said. “I smell damp.”

“Let’s keep the stream on the right,” I said. I compared the map to the trunks and old stone markers I could see.

With that, we moved out.
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By midday we reached the stream.

We had followed it on our right as planned. The small flow became wider as the ground dropped, and the trees opened to a channel where a river ran dark and fast between rocky banks. It was wide enough that a thrown line would not reach the other side, even if we had brought one. I estimated roughly thirty paces across and saw no obvious ford.

However, a single rope bridge hung from iron pins driven into the rock. Vines draped over the ropes and covered half the planks. The wood was soft in places, and some planks were missing.

Trixie tapped the beacon at her hip; a tiny blue light blinked. “Logged,” she said. “Noon ping sent. Alis says the trail is confirmed. Also, this obstacle is on the route notes. Many teams lose time here.”

“Kay didn’t list it in the briefing,” Khla said.

“Kay likes surprises,” Trixie said.

I stepped to the abutment stone and leaned over the edge. The river flowed quickly between rocks and would pull in anything that fell. On the far bank, the path climbed through trees. Crossing would be easy if we could trust the bridge, but I did not trust it.

“What are you thinking?” Thessa asked, eyeing the bridge like I did.

“I’m not sure,” I said. “We test the load first.”

Lazy pressed a palm to my back. “You are not walking that,” she said, keeping her voice tight. “It looks too dangerous.”

“Not if I can help it,” I agreed as I scanned the trees for a suitable test. A fat gray bird with a ridged beak perched on a dead limb up the canyon. It was some strange kind of Tannorian bird, and its body sat heavy and low on the branch, too heavy for agile flight. That would work as a first test.

I raised my hand and cast Charm. Mana slid out and took hold. The bird blinked and turned its head toward me, now eager to be helpful. I pointed at the first third of the span and patted the air twice. “Land there.” The spell would hold for a minute. That would do.

The bird launched with a rough flap that made leaves move. It angled down with its legs splayed, then landed on the nearest sound plank in a clumsy hop. The whole span shifted. Ropes rubbed against the iron pins with a dry scrape. A vine slid free and dropped. The bird hopped again, looking at me and waiting for another command.

“Go to the next,” I said. I pointed at a darker board that almost hid under a mat of moss.

It waddled and hopped. The board sagged. Wood fibers split with a dull snap, and the plank gave way. The bird dropped through and flailed back up with a fast burst of wings. The span twisted and struck the far ropes, then steadied, now missing a piece.

The bird hovered for a moment, then obeyed the spell and landed on the nearest edge. The next board bowed. Another crack sounded. I threw my hand up. “Off. Now.”

It clawed at the air, found its line, and flapped back to a branch, still under Charm and still eager to be a good bird. It blinked at me like it had done a great trick.

“Good job,” I told it. The spell ran out a second later, and it blinked again, offended.

I looked at the gap we had made and shook my head. “No one is walking that. Not even one at a time. Too many planks are rotten. If one of us goes through, the current will carry them away.”

Khla crossed her arms. “Agreed.”

Thessa exhaled and stepped back from the edge. Lazy tugged my sleeve again. “Thank you for not trying to be a daredevil.”

“I prefer to stay alive.”

Varga had walked a few steps to the right with her nose up. She tilted her head. “There,” she said, and she pointed down a sloped cut in the bank. “Smell that?”

I walked over with her. The bank dropped under a tangle of roots and rock. Behind a curtain of vines, a dark opening lay at the base of the slope.

A cave system.

The air that came out felt cold on my cheeks and smelled like wet stone and damp soil. Varga pushed vines aside with the back of her hand and angled her body so she could look without sticking her head in. The opening had been widened a long time ago; tool marks showed on the sides. Bare patches on the dirt floor suggested recent traffic. I saw boot scuffs and a smear of old ash on the left wall.

“Used passage,” Varga said. “Not just animals.”

Trixie leaned in from my shoulder, careful to keep her boots on dry rock. She didn’t draw her bow, but her posture became tighter. “Yes. That’s the old lower path. It is not official now, but the logs mention it. It runs under the river. Watch your head. And your ears.”

Khla looked at her. “You just helped. Bad monitor!”

“I whispered it in my heart,” Trixie said, and she smiled. “And I have such a big heart that it came out loud.”

Khla chuckled.

Seema studied the opening without a word. She gripped my forearm and squeezed. “Tight spaces,” she said. “But we can handle them!”

“Yeah, I think we can.” I checked the slope above us and the rock around the opening for anything set to fall. No traps in sight. I motioned for Varga to show me the scuffs again.

She crouched and put one hand near the scrape to show scale. “This was not hours ago,” she said. “But not a week either.”

“Could be from another team,” Khla said.

Lazy looked at the rope bridge one more time. Then she shuddered. “I vote cave. The bridge has rotten planks.”

“Cave,” I agreed. “We will take it slow. Usual formation.”

Khla adjusted her straps. “We should keep spacing tighter inside,” she said. “Leave enough room to swing. Keep it tight enough that nothing can slip between us.”

“Agreed,” I said, still peering at the dark entrance.

Seema slid the Diamond Spear out of its case and set the length. She rolled her shoulders, found her stance beside Varga, and gave me a quick look to confirm she was ready. Varga flexed her fingers and extended a hint of claw, then retracted it again. The Trollhide Armor gave a faint squeak at a seam, and she smiled and shifted her weight.

“We’ll need a little light,” Thessa said as she stepped to the opening and lifted her right hand.

A small flame bloomed in her palm, steady and hot. The light illuminated her face and picked out her cheekbones, her horns, and her mouth. I felt the heat on my skin even from a few paces away. She glanced at me and kept the flame tight and controlled, just strong enough to light the nearest stones with orange light.

“Ready to guide you underground,” she said.

We pushed the vines aside and stepped into the dark with Thessa’s controlled flame leading the way.


Chapter 13



Thessa’s flame warmed one side of my face; cold, damp air touched the other side. Behind us, the sound of the river faded. Inside, we could hear water dripping and our boots scraping on stone.

“Formation,” I said quietly.

Varga moved in front, low and alert, with her ears angled forward. Seema took position on her right with the Diamond Spear shortened for close quarters. I followed with Thessa at my left shoulder. She kept the flame high and small so it would not blind us. Lazy walked behind me without speaking. Khla watched the rear with the same steady focus as always. Trixie moved five steps behind.

The first stretch was a natural tunnel with a low ceiling and ridges along the sides. The floor was uneven and slick in places. Our sounds echoed. A drop fell ahead and hit the rock with a soft plip. Another drop hit my Staff of Mastery.

Farther in, the tunnel changed. The walls kept their curves, but the floor grew flatter. Thessa’s light showed places where tools had cut the rock. The marks were worn but still clear. Shallow terraces broke up slopes. Narrow ledges hugged inside bends, as if carts used them in the past.

“Someone widened this,” I said. “They used tools. It’s not that old.”

Khla touched a worn mark. “This is a passage, but it is not just something smugglers carved,” she said. “The cuts are even.”

We passed a rusted iron ring. It was set into the right wall. A broken bracket stuck out of the left wall. Ahead, a narrow point had been smoothed so a crate could pass around the corner. Thessa’s flame reflected off small mica flakes for a moment and then went out again.

“I’m so happy I didn’t wear my heels,” Trixie whispered.

“Quiet,” Khla said, without annoyance.

The ground sloped down and then leveled. Thessa kept the flame steady. The light covered a hard-edged circle around us. We crossed two old drainage cuts where water had carved shallow channels into the silt. The air grew colder. We smelled ammonia.

Varga raised her fist and we stopped. She looked back and lifted her nose toward the right. “Open space coming up,” she said. “Large.”

The tunnel widened step by step until the right wall disappeared and the ceiling rose beyond the reach of the light. Thessa’s flame reached upward and then showed nothing beyond the limit of our light. The floor broke into ridges and shallow channels formed by old water. We heard more drips, falling from high above into a shallow pool. The smell of bat droppings was strong.

“Guano,” Thessa said, wrinkling her nose.

“You mean bat shit?” Trixie hummed.

“Look up,” I said. “There.”

The light showed texture on the ceiling. It was not bare rock.

It was bats.

Bats and bats and more bats. The ceiling was covered with them. They huddled close together. They shifted when the light reached them. More movement followed. They were pretty huge.

“Glimmer Bats,” Trixie said. “Those are big.”

One dropped and passed through the edge of our light. Its wings pushed air into our faces. It was the size of a small dog and thick across the shoulders. The wing membranes sometimes reflected the flame with a dull sheen and then went dark again. Then many more let go at the same time.

“Uh-oh,” Lazy muttered.

“Let’s just keep moving,” I hissed. “I don’t want to wake these—”

At that moment, as if they had silently agreed that this was the right moment, a thick swarm of Glimmer Bats dropped from the ceiling and flew around us. We heard loud wing beats and high-pitched squeals. The smell grew stronger. They turned at the edge of the light, one after another, and then disappeared into the dark.

“Stay together,” I said. “We need to reach the far wall and get out of here.”

I pointed with my staff. Across the open floor, away from the river side, there was a low opening between two flowstone columns. Reaching it meant crossing open ground while the bats flew over and around us.

Varga moved toward it without hesitation. She stayed low and moved quickly. A wing from a bat passing overhead brushed her hair and she did not react. Seema moved with her. She held the spear diagonally across her body to protect her chest. She kept the point under control and did not wave it.

“Keep the flame tight,” I told Thessa. “If it is too bright, it might pull them closer.”

She reduced the flame to a small point so it would not spread light widely. The circle of light shrank but stayed steady.

Lazy pressed close to my back and stayed behind me. “I hate this,” she whispered. “Birds are worse, but this is close.”

“Do not let them bite you,” Khla said in a calm voice behind us. “They can carry disease.”

The swarm thickened as we moved, panic rippling through the dumb animals. Wings crossed the light again and again so the light flickered. One bat brushed my sleeve and left wet grit. Another passed between me and Thessa so close that the membrane touched my forearm. The noise was very loud, even when subdued by the Wilds.

“Monitor note,” Trixie said quickly and quietly. The beacon blinked on her hip. “This swarm is very large. If you start to die, I’m gonna help, but that might result in disqualification.”

“Do not help until there is no other option,” Khla said.

Trixie made a small kissing gesture and ducked under a bat that dropped lower.

We reached the middle of the cavern. The floor dipped into a shallow basin. Wet guano coated it. My boot slipped half a step and then caught on a rough spot. I adjusted and kept my eyes on the exit. The two flowstone columns formed a gap. If we could reach it, we could move through in a line.

A few bats were drawn closer by the flame and dared to streak in. Their wings moved air into our faces during each pass. I saw small teeth and faint reflections in their eyes. Their wings sometimes reflected the light.

“Left,” Varga said. She changed direction to avoid a loose cluster of rocks that would block our movement if we went into it. We followed her to the other side.

A bat hit Seema’s spear across her chest and bounced off. It flapped away. Seema grunted and kept moving. She did not thrust at it to make the situation worse. Good call; there was still a chance we were getting out of here without having to fight a whole swarm.

We aimed for the gap. Another large group of bats dropped. Wings kept crossing the light and blocking it. It was hard to see. Thessa reduced the flame again to keep her fingers from being struck, which narrowed the area we could see.

The sound grew louder still.

“This isn’t going all too well…” Lazy mewled.

“Let’s just keep at it,” I said. “So long as we’re not fighting, we might avoid getting the whole swarm on our backs.”

I looked back. Khla held one arm up to shield her eyes and kept her other hand free to cast if needed. Lazy moved under her elbow and made short, careful steps on the slick surface.

“We’re almost there,” I said. “Go straight.”

We climbed a small rise before the gap. That put the flowstone at our right shoulder. The gap was wide enough for us to pass through if we moved in a file.

“Go through,” Varga said. She entered the opening first and got out of the strongest air movement from the bats.

Seema followed and stood in the opening to cover our side. Another bat hit the spear across her forearms. She set her feet and absorbed it.

Thessa moved toward the gap. Her flame lit the edge and showed old tool marks under a thin mineral layer. An empty wall bracket was there. Water dripped from it to the floor. Beyond that, the passage narrowed and sloped upward. We could move through it if we fit, and it would let us control what came at us.

More bats turned directly over us.

One bat left the main group and changed its path. It flew low and fast under Thessa’s light and hit my chest. Hard.

I staggered back as the bat tried to latch on. Its claws tore my jacket.

“Get off,” I growled, and I slapped it off me with my Staff of Mastery and smashed it onto the stone floor. It squealed and went limp. Before it died, it let out a shriek that froze all the other sound for a moment.

“Uh-oh,” Trixie hummed.

A moment later, the entire swarm left the ceiling and attacked.

Wings filled the air in a dense flow. Bats moved in and out of the small flame Thessa held. The noise was loud and painful. They struck our faces, necks, and hands with quick passes.

“Stay tight!” I shouted. “Move! Now!”

I cast Command at a random bat. “Down.” One bat fell flat in midair and slid across the guano. I cast again, and another fell down. Once more. “Scatter.” One bat turned wide, confused. But there were just too many.

“Thessa! Fireball! Control the crowd!”

Thessa threw a Fireball at the left side. It exploded high and hot, burned a dozen, and made others pause for a moment. Another wave followed, and many of them continued through the heat. She clenched her jaw and cast again. The next burst hit a tight cluster and dropped them in burning pieces. The rest continued over us and made a lot of noise.

“Shield!” Khla said, and blue light wrapped around Seema’s shoulders and chest. A bat hit the barrier and bounced off.

“Keep moving!” I shouted, casting my Dark Whispers to lay down some area damage.

Meanwhile, Varga cut a path with her hands. Her claws were out. She tore wing membranes and knocked bodies aside. One bat hit her shoulder. She shook it off and stayed low. “Right side clear!” she shouted, and we moved in that direction.

Lazy charmed a bat that was turning toward Thessa. It blinked, rolled in the air, then turned and bit the neck of another bat. That was one success as several other bats joined in. She cast Charm again, repeating the effect, then used her wand as a baton to strike a bat that came too close to her face.

“Ew, ew, ew!” she whined.

Another Fireball exploded and created an opening in the swarm. About half of the bats in that group fell, smoking. The others spread their wings and kept coming.

Claws raked my forearm. I swung the staff and knocked the bat into the wall. More bats followed. A group hit us low and fast. They were not trying to kill us. They tried to cover and immobilize us. If we stopped moving, their bodies would pile on us and trap us.

“Hold the mouth!” I yelled. “Seema—”

“I’ve got it!” she yelled back.

Wings struck my cheeks. A mouth scraped my ear. Thessa fought to control her anger; she hated being surrounded. She threw her next fire high to avoid burning us. The effect spread too wide. The bats kept coming, and our spells weren’t doing enough to keep the swarm back.

Seema planted her feet, took a steady breath the way Melhee had taught her, and released her aura.

“Dread!”

A pulse extended from her. The cave echoed. The front rank of bats hit the pulse and lost control. They folded their wings and veered in different directions, colliding with other bats. Most of the swarm pulled back on instinct and let out a loud series of squeals.

“Good one!” I called out as the line thinned and an opening appeared.

“Go!” Varga said.

Thessa used the opening immediately. She threw a small, focused Fireball into the densest group that was trying to regroup. The blast traveled through the group in a narrow path. Several bats tore apart or burned and fell. The force pushed the next group back a few paces. Smoke irritated our eyes.

“Push!” I said, throwing more Dark Whispers.

We advanced in wedge formation. Varga took the point, with Seema half a step to Varga’s right. Seema planted the butt of the Diamond Spear and advanced. A bat dropped toward her face. She raised the shaft and struck it aside. Another came in low. She stabbed through the wing, pinned the bat to the floor, and pulled the spear free. Her aura continued to repel nearby bats and gave us short pauses.

I moved behind them and to the left with my staff raised. A bat flew directly toward my mouth. I struck it downward and kept moving. Khla stayed at my shoulder and cast another Shield to cover Thessa when two bats hit Thessa’s hips at once. The blue barrier held. Teeth scraped it and did not reach her.

Lazy cast Polymorph and turned one bat into a dove. The others attacked it almost instantly, spiraling to the ground as they devoured it, and I followed up with two Enrage spells to keep a few more fighting among themselves.

Trixie moved in our blind spot and said the directions we needed. “Right two steps. Gate!” She spoke clearly and evenly. She did not draw her bow or shoot. She gave directions, taking some license with her monitoring job description, and we eagerly followed them.

We reached the flowstone opening. Seema stood in the opening and swept the spear from side to side across it to block incoming bats. Varga went through and attacked any bat that entered the narrow space. I took the left edge and used the staff to knock bats away from our faces and throats and to keep the area clear in front of Thessa.

Thessa took a deep breath, increased the heat in her flame, and cast at the last group that was attacking our flank. One more tight Fireball exploded. The attack thinned and stopped.

We moved quickly through the opening. The tunnel walls narrowed, and the airflow from the bats’ wings decreased. The swarm tried to push into the opening and could not. Seema’s aura at the entrance repelled them. Thessa’s last blast kept them away. Several bats fell to the floor behind us and then flew away in confusion. I piled on Dark Whispers for good measure, and only a few dared to chase us down the tunnel. Varga swatted one out of the air without slowing. Khla cast a Shield over Lazy’s head. A bat scratched it and slid off.

“Keep moving!” I said. My lungs burned.

The tunnel angled upward. The sound of the river came back from beneath the rock. I kept my shoulder close to the wall and found myself counting steps. Sweat ran cold down my back.

We rounded a bend, and the darkness decreased. A narrow line of white light cut across the floor ahead.

Daylight.


Chapter 14



With the bats still shrieking behind us, we moved through a narrow gap and exited the cave.

I took a deep breath of cool air that smelled like wet bark and old leaves, then turned as Lazy and Khla filed out.

The Glimmer Bats did not follow us.

We heard the river moving under the rock behind us. The current sounded deep and fast. Trees stood close and tall, the leaves throwing shifting patches of shade on ground covered with thick roots and low plants.

“We’re across,” I said, checking the map and our heading. “We’re on the other bank and much closer to the Spire, it seems.”

Thessa exhaled and pinched her sleeve to shake off the guano. “If another bat touches me, I want to burn every one of them.”

“Please don’t try to wipe out a species,” I said. “Alis would make us fill out a lot of paperwork.”

Lazy leaned against me and slid down until she sat on a root. “I hate caves. Birds are worse, but bats are basically mice that fly.” She caught herself and looked up. “Stupid mice.”

Khla rolled her shoulders. “One minute to drink and breathe,” she said. “Then we move.”

“Let’s take two,” I said. “Try to get mana back to normal.”

We sat in a loose semicircle facing the trees. Trixie tucked stray hair behind her ear and stepped onto a low rock. She watched both directions with her bow across her knees. The beacon at her hip blinked. Varga sniffed the air, paced a few steps, then crouched to stretch her calves. Seema sat on a fallen limb with her spear across her thighs and wiped the point again with careful, steady motions.

I passed canteens. Thessa drank half of hers quickly. Lazy took a sip, then leaned across my lap and took Thessa’s canteen too. That earned her a sharp look and a quiet, amused growl.

“Watch the area,” Khla warned. She drank from her own canteen and then squeezed Seema’s forearm once. “You held the passage entrance well. Good work.”

Seema’s ears lifted. She smiled at the compliment. “Thank you,” she said. “The aura helps.”

“It helps a lot,” I said. “You used it at the right time.”

Trixie stood quickly. “The monitor is going to scout… but will follow the rules,” she said with a formal nod that did not look convincing.

Varga stood at once. “I’ll go with you.”

“Varga and I will be quick,” Trixie said. She was already moving. She gave me a thumbs-up. “I won’t shoot unless something is, like, chewing on my hair.”

I laughed and nodded. “I trust you.”

They moved into the trees. Varga kept low and quiet. Trixie took one light step, then moved quietly and efficiently.

While they were gone, we used the short rest. Our breathing returned to normal, and our mana regenerated. After a while, Trixie returned first and raised her hand to signal that we should hurry. Her usual grin was gone. She looked focused and alert.

“Fresh tracks,” she said in a low voice. “You should see this.”

We followed her. Varga waited some distance out with one knee on the leaves. Her tail was level and her ears were forward. She pointed at the ground beside a thin line of crushed ivy.

I crouched. The print cut cleanly through the soft top layer. It showed a clear boot tread, not a paw. The stride was long. The weight was centered. I saw no marks from a tail.

“Humanoid,” Varga said. “Not a group. Certainly not five first-years who talk too much and don’t know how to step quietly. One person.” She sniffed and followed a second print three feet away. “Same person. Good pace. Not running.”

“Could be one of the monitors?” Lazy asked.

“Monitors don’t abandon their teams,” Khla said. “Kay would punish them.”

Trixie wiggled her fingers to ask to speak, then crouched next to Varga with careful movements. “These prints are very fresh,” she said. “Less than two hours. No drag marks. No unusual gait. No odd shapes.” She waved her hand, then mimed an explosion with her fingers. “No strange gear marks.”

“Toe angle is forward,” Varga said. “No splay. No pad marks. Humanoid or beastkin, likely. The boot rubber smells new. I also smell metal oil or grease.”

Thessa tapped her thumb against her jaw. “Not a student,” she said. “Unless she got separated and decided to walk alone.”

“Could be, but the prints don’t lack confidence. This is someone who knew where they were going and were moving with purpose.”

“Direction?” I asked.

Varga tracked three more prints past the next root line and pointed deeper into the trees. “That way. Toward the Spire.”

I pictured the map and compared it to our position, then nodded. “If the Spire is in that direction, this person either knows the route or it’s a coincidence. Either way, we are not alone.”

Seema placed her foot next to a print to measure it, then stepped back. She studied it. “The stride is almost as long as mine,” she said quietly. “Tall one.”

Khla put her hands on her hips and looked along the crushed ivy in the direction Varga indicated. “One person out here alone,” she said. “Not a monster. Not a student. Not a monitor.” She looked at me. “Then who is it?”

I studied the prints again.

“Good question,” I said. “But it’s one we can’t answer now.” I looked up. “We need to keep moving.”

Varga already angled toward the path we needed to take. “Wade’s right. Let’s move,” she said.

We reformed the formation and pushed on. The ground rose briefly through a stand of trees with exposed roots and then dropped. The air grew cooler and smelled sour and damp. The soil shifted under our boots. Leaves gave way to slick mats of low growth that flexed under our weight.

The forest opened into swampy terrain. Broad trunks stood farther apart. Dark water filled the spaces between them. Low islands of vegetation broke the surface. Reeds grew to my shoulder and ended in blue seed heads, and rounded mounds of moss dotted the ground.

“Low ground,” Varga said. She sniffed. “Wet.”

“Watch for Marsh Lurkers,” Khla said. “Gammicka warned us about those in marshy terrain.”

Lazy wrapped both hands around my arm and stared at the nearest pool. “I’m not scared,” she said. “But I am listening to my survival instincts, and they keep saying no.”

Seema lowered the Diamond Spear and tested the next patch of ground with the butt. The tip sank three inches and stopped. “This path holds,” she said. She reset her grip and stepped forward lightly. She did the same twice more. Her tail curved slowly against her thigh, but she kept her expression calm.

“Remember,” I said quietly, “use Vigor when we first make contact. Use Dread if we need space.”

She nodded. “You got it.”

“For this section,” I added, “do not step into open water. Test every step. If something looks deep, go around it.”

She nodded again. Varga glanced back and dipped her chin once.

Thessa lifted her hand. A small flame flickered above her palm, just large enough to show where the next hummock ended. The Ember-Touched Gloves gripped her wrists and kept the light stable. I felt the heat on my cheek. “Fire would dry this quickly,” she said.

“And set a lot of things on fire,” I said. “Save it for when something tries to pull us under.”

“I guess you’re right,” she said and smirked.

The terrain forced us into a tighter line. “Single file,” I said. “Match Varga’s steps.”

Varga stepped lightly over the firm spots and kept her weight on the balls of her feet. Seema matched her steps and used the spear as a staff when the moss flexed too much. I followed their rhythm and tested with my staff. Thessa walked close behind me and kept the flame steady. Lazy stayed within arm’s reach of my back. Khla brought up the rear. Trixie kept pace.

We reached the first true pool at a narrow point between two old roots as wide as tables. The pool stretched black and quiet and had reed tufts at the edges. Varga crouched and touched the surface with one claw tip. Ripples moved out. Nothing surfaced, but the pool could still hold something below.

“You still aren’t getting me to step in that,” Lazy whispered.

“We won’t,” I said. “We’ll go around.”

A line of tight hummocks ran left. The right side ended in a rotten mat that could collapse to knee depth. Varga chose the left. Seema probed the first pad, set her weight, and jumped. We followed. The hummocks swayed but held. Reed heads brushed my sleeves and left a fine powder on the fabric.

A fat insect buzzed past my ear and moved on. Thessa flicked it away with a small swipe of flame. “You’re welcome,” she said.

I chuckled, and she bumped my hip with hers and smiled.

As we went deeper, we slowed. The ground gave more. The water rose higher. The smell grew intense, similar to that of crushed vegetation. We had to work harder for each step.

“Form check,” Khla said from the rear. “We are spreading out.”

She was right. The terrain tended to spread us out. The footing grabbed our ankles and distracted us. I closed the space until I could touch Thessa’s shoulder without stretching. Lazy stayed within reach of my back. Seema glanced at me, moved a pace closer to Varga, and held that gap.

“Doing okay?” I asked Seema.

She gave a quick smile and focused on her next step. “Varga makes it look easy.”

“It is easy,” Varga said without turning. After a pause, she added, “If you’re used to it.”

Trixie avoided water deep enough to touch her ankles. She balanced along a half-submerged log with her arms spread. She slipped once, waved her arms to regain balance, bowed toward me, and kept going. “Monitor grace,” she said.

“I saw that,” Khla said.

“You saw nothing,” Trixie said, and then she grinned.

Lazy tapped my shoulder. “Wade. Mud is on my boot,” she hissed. “Mud is touching my boot with mud. Mud.”

“That is what boots are for,” I said.

“I hate it,” she whispered, then looked up at me with big eyes. “Carry me?”

“No,” I laughed.

She made a meeping, mewl-like sound and pouted.

“Less whining,” Khla said. “More stepping.”

We reached a strip where the moss mats thinned and a film of water rose over them. Cold water seeped into my boots. “Move through here quickly,” I said. “Do not stop.”

We moved without pausing and kept our weight centered. The water never rose above our ankles, and we managed to stay clear of the darker channels between mats. We heard occasional gurgles and pops under the water. Gas pushed to the surface and broke the film. Once, bubbles made small spots that drifted apart.

“Disgusting,” Trixie chirped. “Like fish farting.”

“Ew,” Lazy peeped.

We saw the prints again at two wet edges where a heel had pressed near a root and picked up a crescent of dark gum. I kept thinking about them. Either we followed someone who knew this path, or we followed someone with a map headed to the same place.

“They are saving time somehow,” I said. “They either started earlier than we did or they’re better at this.”

“Either way,” I said, “we stay on our route. If we catch them, we catch them. If not, we still recover the crystal.”

We kept moving. Every few minutes, I stopped us to rest and refocus. My mana recovery remained normal. According to the map, we should soon reach higher ground.

The light changed shade and then returned to normal. I could not tell if a cloud moved or if the leaves changed the light. A long-bodied insect moved straight down the middle of a pool without breaking the surface. Something slid under the mats to our right, slow and steady, and then kept going. We gave it space.

After about an hour, I focused only on immediate tasks. I watched each step. I watched for roots that could catch a heel. I made myself ignore distractions.

Then Varga’s ear flicked. “Hear that?”

I listened. The marsh made small noises. Farther out, something tapped three times, paused, and then tapped twice. I did not recognize a pattern, but it was unusual.

“Eyes peeled,” I said. “But keep going.”

We did. The ground sank another inch and then another. Mud climbed our calves and felt cold. Khla moved steadily. She kept her jaw set and controlled each step. Lazy muttered that she hated the smell. Thessa kept her flame small and tight and did not cast more than that. Trixie looked eager and restless.

We were deep in the marsh now, and we had to work for each step forward.
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The marsh was beginning to wear us down. Of us all, Varga was the best at navigating it. She moved easily from hummock to hummock. Seema matched her steps as the next best, using the Diamond Spear as a staff to shift some of her weight whenever her boot began to sink.

Thessa kept up well enough, and so did Khla and I. As for Lazy and Trixie—well, this was not where they excelled.

Lazy held my forearm as we navigated to another stretch of wet land. “If I lose a boot to slime, I will cry,” she whispered.

“We’ll give it a proper ceremony,” I said.

“It died the way it lived. On my foot. In glory,” she said.

Trixie just meeped, “Ew, ew, ew,” like a broken record. I was unsure whether she even remembered what she was doing here; every part of her seemed occupied by actively hating these surroundings.

I started to say “tighten line,” but something changed.

The air shifted.

One moment, the space between the reed heads held only damp light. The next, white fog slid across the water in a thin sheet and then thickened quickly. It rose until I could only see Varga from the waist up. Colors showed faintly at the edges, a slight iridescence.

I pointed. “Hold.”

Trixie jolted upright, having snapped out of her disgust for this place. “Wade’s right,” she said, clear and firm. There was no hesitation and no playfulness in her tone. She planted her boots on a root and held out her other hand with the palm down. “No one move.”

Everyone stopped moving.

The fog spread around us. It covered pools and hummocks and pressed against our legs. It felt dense. I took a breath and tasted copper and wet stone. I smelled some kind of sour plant odor.

Trixie did not look at me. She faced the fog with familiarity. “Weaver’s Mist,” she said. “We are inside it.”

Varga did not turn, but her ears tilted back. “Is it dangerous?”

“Very dangerous,” Trixie answered. “It drains mana. The more you cast, the more it takes. It also disrupts your sense of direction. You may think you are walking straight, but you will not be.” She tapped her temple. “It interferes with that.”

Lazy pressed closer to my side. “Weaver like sewing? Or spider? Because one is cute and the other is an eight-legged terror.”

“Neither,” Trixie said. “No idea why they call it that.” She pointed between us with two fingers. “We move slowly. We stay linked. Do not cast unless Wade orders it. If you cast fire or shields here, the mana cost will be much higher.”

Thessa’s flame sputtered once. She frowned and closed her hand until the flame was a pinprick. “My fire feels off,” she said, surprised and angry. “It feels obstructed.”

I felt it too. The Orb’s hum at my hip dipped and rose. My mana reserve, usually steady, thinned at the edges. Alis had warned us to move if regeneration lagged. But this was not a delay; it was a drain.

“Form up,” I said as I pulled a spare tent guy line from my pack and looped it through my belt. The fog clung to my fingers as I worked. “We’ll keep our hands on this line so we won’t lose each other.”

Khla tied in behind me. Lazy tied on and slid her fingers up my sleeve until she held my wrist under the line. Her tail wrapped my thigh for a moment. Varga and Seema tied in at the front. Thessa hooked into the line next, then Trixie, who could not stop herself from making a lewd joke about getting tied up.

The fog thickened ahead. The reeds became gray poles. The space between Varga’s shoulders and the next hummock became opaque. Droplets collected on Trixie’s lashes. She wiped them away and set her jaw.

Thessa tightened her grip on my arm. “I hate this,” she said quietly. “It makes fire harder to use.”

“I know,” I said. “But we’ll get through.”

Then a cold sensation spread over my forearms, similar to contact with ice water. My mana reserve decreased with a sudden spike. Thessa swore under her breath. Khla swayed and then steadied, her jaw tight.

“Feel that?” Seema said, her voice small.

“Now we’re truly in the Weaver Mist,” Trixie said. No smile. “It’s feeding.”


Chapter 15



The mana drain of the Weaver’s Mist increased with every step we took, and my mana reserve decreased with every breath.

Khla grunted behind me, not in pain, just irritated. “This is bad,” she said. “I can still cast, I think, but it feels slow and heavy.”

“Same,” Thessa muttered. “I hate this cloud.”

“Well, let’s keep moving then. The sooner we’re out, the better.”

We moved. The wet rope pressed against my belt. The fog pressed close and made our legs damp and heavy. Every reed turned into a gray pole at arm’s length and vanished past that. My staff found solid ground with one step, and on the next step my foot sank to the ankle.

We aimed straight, or what I thought was straight. Ten careful paces later, Varga raised her fist. She pushed aside a mat of wet moss and exposed three claw marks she had made earlier.

“That’s our mark,” she said in a flat tone.

We had already been here.

I stared until the marks went clear in the colorless light. The Mist had forced us into a loop.

“Okay,” I said. “We try again.”

We picked a new bearing, fifty paces left. Thessa hooked two fingers in my sleeve and stayed tight. Seema matched Varga step for step and tapped the ground ahead of her with the Diamond Spear. Lazy pressed her tail to my thigh and kept it there to steady herself.

We walked ten paces and hit the same root from the opposite side.

Trixie was all business now. That was rare. She put a hand to her brow and looked into the gray. “Weaver’s Mist makes people walk in circles,” she said. “We’re at risk of looping until the mist fades, and that can take days, if not weeks.”

Varga nodded and sniffed the air. “There is something else close,” she muttered. “Fresh water… not so brackish.”

I nodded. “That means it’s flowing. We need to find it,” I said. “A brook can’t loop. If we can follow it out, we’re clear.”

We followed the direction of the scent for some time, led on by Varga. She moved fast, then paused and sniffed the air, then changed her bearing and marched on. Finally, she pointed to our right. “There,” she said.

At first, I saw only gray water and grit. Then I caught it: a narrow flow no wider than my thumb slid along a seam between mats. It was slow, but it moved in one direction, and it kept that direction when a drop hit it. I plucked a blue seed head from a reed, dropped it in, and watched it drift along the seam. It kept a steady heading.

“The brook,” I said, relief in my voice. “Small one. We take it upstream.”

Thessa flashed me a quick smile. “Good thinking.”

“And good tracking, Varga,” I said. “We stay on one bank! Let’s go.”

We turned with the brook and started a slow push. Movement got worse for a while. The narrow run cut through softer mats. The bank dissolved under our boots. Twice Varga caught Seema by the strap when the ground gave way under her; she said nothing, set Seema on firmer ground, and kept going. Lazy complained about mud on her boot again, and Khla patted her arm. That calmed her down faster than a lecture.

After ten minutes, we hit a fork. The main seam veered left. A thin trickle went right into thicker fog. The flow on the left tugged more strongly. We took the left.

Ahead, the trickle cut across a low shoulder and moved toward a break in the reeds. The mist looked denser above that gap, which did not match what I expected, but I trusted the water more than my eyes. We needed to follow it.

So, we went through.

It wasn’t the easiest part of the journey, but the guy line kept us all connected. And it was like the mist was trying to keep us away from the brook. Every five minutes, we’d find that we strayed and had to make our way back. But we didn’t give up; we just kept going.

And then, finally, something changed.

It was the sound first. The pressure on our hearing eased. Leaves made a normal sound when they brushed my sleeve. The fog thinned to a light layer, then broke into pieces between the reed heads. The trickle opened into a clearer run of water, narrow but steady, threading between mats and over slick roots. On the far side, the ground lifted into firmer pads and woven roots with reed stubble and damp leaves.

Smiling, we stopped for a moment and unhooked from the line.

Khla stood still and closed her eyes for a count. “Mana recovery is returning,” she said. “Slow. Better.”

Thessa opened her hand and called up her flame again. Color returned to her cheeks. “There,” she said in a pleased tone. “Fire responds again.”

“Regeneration is active again as well,” I said. I was still lower than I liked, but my mana began to regenerate slowly. “We won’t rest long, but take a moment.”

Seema rolled her shoulder and took a long, controlled breath. “That was unpleasant,” she said, then smiled at me. “Thank you for the water idea.”

“Varga’s the one who found it,” I told her with a grin. “Thank her.”

“Thank me by giving me something to kill,” Varga said as she flexed her hands. Her claws extended and retracted once. “I hate fog,” she added.

I tightened my pack straps and glanced upstream. The brook climbed between reed clumps and spongy mats toward higher, firmer hummocks.

“Alright, we continue upstream,” I said.

We moved, cleared the last thin patches of fog, and kept the brook close as we followed it uphill onto flexing mats and between reed clumps.
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With our mana still nearly fully drained, we moved out of the last thin patches of the mist and followed the brook upstream. Ahead, the ground opened into a dark, still pool surrounded by reed clumps. Varga raised a hand and pointed at a higher hummock to our right. “Deep pool,” she said.

Before we could shift toward the higher ground, Lazy gave a sudden yelp.

The water bulged in three spots, and three creatures surfaced. They had wide frog-like mouths, slick mottled skin, and eyes set far apart. Two more swells rose behind us near the brook. They were moving to surround us.

Great… and hardly any mana…

“Disgusting!” Lazy meeped as one grabbed her ankle.

“Lurkers!” I said. “Get on the hummock. Form a tight circle. Seema, wait on aura. Conserve it.”

Seema pulled Lazy free with a hard yank. We scrambled up onto the hummock, our heels sinking into soft moss, as the first lurker lunged and struck at Thessa’s calf.

Another one reached an arm onto the pad and hooked Lazy’s boot again.

They were fast as lightning. No time to cast a spell, and I just smashed its forearm with my staff, then butted the tip into its mouth, making it stagger before it could pull a panicking Lazy under.

Seema stepped in and drove the Diamond Spear down at the lurker’s wrist, and the point struck home. The water churned around the wound as dark blood spread, and the lurker squealed and withdrew its wounded arm. Lazy shot Seema a thankful look as I dragged her into the circle.

Meanwhile, Varga intercepted a second lurker’s rush with her claws and cut across its snout repeatedly until it recoiled.

But another came up behind her fast, its disgusting face full of glee as it rose to drag her down.

“OOPS! I’M FALLING! TOTALLY NOT INTERVENING!” Trixie yelled, then shoved the end of her longbow sideways into that lurker’s eye and gouged it out. The beast shrieked and aborted its maneuver to contemplate the loss of an eye.

Meanwhile, two lurkers hit the front together and tried to push water over the pad.

“Thessa!” I called out.

Thessa used the small amount of mana she had left. She brought her hands together, turned her hips, and cast a tight Fireball at low height. It exploded across both creatures. Steam hit our faces. Their skin blistered and they fell back into the pool. That gave us a few seconds.

But Thessa staggered and swore. Her face went pale. “That’s all I’ve got,” she said.

Even as she spoke, one lurker climbed onto the left side and slid its belly onto the hummock. I swiveled and braced the staff across its throat as it snapped.

It snarled at me, and a wave of breath that smelled like old fish hit me.

Varga stepped over my leg and slashed its shoulder until it lost leverage, then kicked it hard in the ribs and knocked it back into the pool. At the rear edge, another grabbed the rim with both hands and heaved. Trixie pushed her bow shaft down and used it as a lever on the knuckles until they slipped. “Oh no! I’m so clumsy!” she shouted.

Another lurker grabbed Khla’s calf from the rear water and tried to pull her backward. But the orcess was fierce. She planted her feet and held her position. Her muscles tightened under her ring mail. Then, she delivered a kick that would send anything running away whimpering, and the lurker did just that, slipping back into the pool.

“Keep it up!” I called out as I smacked another on the snout. “They’ll go look for easier things to bully soon enough!”

One of the burned lurkers recovered and lunged at Seema’s weapon arm. She slid her top hand, used the haft to pry the jaws apart, and then drove the point up under the lip with a hard thrust. It screamed, thrashed, and slid away.

Another snapped at my knee. I stepped into it and smashed my staff into the eye ridge until the bone there gave way with a sickening snap, then pushed its head back under the water with the butt of my staff. Thessa stayed behind me, kept her stance, and got ready to kick anything that reached the pad.

Varga moved to meet the next lurker, which was trying to slither past and get to Lazy. She dropped low, cut the tendon at the inside of the elbow, and drove her knee into its belly. It gagged and slipped back, leaving a smear of dark fluid on her thigh.

“Stay behind me,” she called out to Lazy.

The surface became still for one second. Then the water behind Seema rose sharply as the largest lurker burst out. It was about twice the mass of the others. Its open mouth extended along most of its body.

Trixie saw it first. “Behind!” she shouted.

She was already moving, but it had the advantage. Seema began to turn with her spear half-raised. She wouldn’t be fast enough.

I called on the last little bit of mana I had.

I pointed at it. “Die!”

The spell took effect immediately. The large creature froze in midair. Its eyes went blank. It fell into the mud at Seema’s heels and did not move.

The impact disturbed the pool. Two wounded lurkers backed away quickly and left lines of dark blood on the surface. The others lowered themselves and kept only their eyes above the water. Varga made one more cut that opened a shoulder as one turned.

“Hold. They’re backing off,” I said. I held my staff level and kept my voice calm.

The remaining lurkers hesitated for a moment, saw our resolve, then withdrew yammering and blubbering into the deeper channel. The surface smoothed, and only faint ripples showed their path.

We kept our formation for ten seconds. We listened for the brook under our breathing. We did not see new bulges in the water. Nothing tried to pull us under.

“Status,” I said, and I loosened my grip on the staff.

Khla checked each of us quickly. Lazy had shallow scratches. My boot leather showed a bite line. Varga had welts forming on her thigh. Seema’s forearm was red where she had forced a jaw open. “I can clean and wrap,” Khla said in an even tone. “No Heals yet.”

I nodded. “The drain is still too hard here to effectively meditate. Let’s be quick and get out of here.”

We handled it fast. Khla rinsed the worst cuts with clean water, applied a thin layer of salve, and wrapped the bandages firmly. Thessa wiped grit from her cheeks and flexed her hands. She was angry that she had no mana left, but she kept her focus.

Meanwhile, Trixie nudged the large corpse with her bow and grimaced. “That was the biggest yuck of the southern and northern hemispheres,” she said, then thought for a moment. “And the eastern and western hemispheres?” she added, getting confused. “Of all… four hemispheres? Are there four hemi… halves?”

Khla sighed.

“I like your hemispheres, Wade,” Lazy hummed, looking at my butt.

I chuckled, feeling the tension ease. “Right! Chaos and madness later,” I said. “For now, let’s move before those things come back with their buddies.”


Chapter 16



We pushed another stretch along the brook until the ground became firmer and the smell of stagnant water faded. Trees stood closer again. The light stayed a steady green-gray. We could finally walk without having to fight the mud.

“Thank the Gods,” Lazy said. She lifted her leg and looked at a smear of mud on her boot. “If this mud ruins the leather, I will be very angry. I’m blaming this stupid place.”

“Do that,” Khla said, keeping a straight face. “Complain to the first forest ranger you see.”

Varga sniffed and raised her chin. “The ground is stable now,” she said. “I smell dry stone ahead.”

We climbed a low rise of roots, and then we saw it through the trees.

The Spire of Lyra.

A tall shaft of pale stone rose above the trunks. Cracks ran down several faces, and thick vines covered much of it. Long, narrow windows stood open. Near the top, a ring of gold inlay caught a faint reflection. Moss covered parts of it. The very top had collapsed into a broken ring.

Thessa leaned against my arm. “It’s huge,” she said with an eager smile. “Are we going up there?”

“Objective first,” I said. “Then we can look around if there’s time to spare.”

Lazy pressed close to my side. “I hope there’s no bats…”

Seema’s tail curled and uncurled against her thigh. She rested the Diamond Spear on her shoulder and watched the approach. She looked focused and intent on doing well.

We followed what had once been a formal approach and was now an overgrown track. Short pillars lay on their sides. A cracked slab showed a shallow sunburst carving dark with lichen. We moved a little farther and reached an obstacle.

A collapsed section of ancient wall blocked the path. It stood about ten feet high and was much too wide to jump. Blocks the size of chests had fallen at bad angles and settled into brambles. The far side dropped into thorns and a stony ditch. We could climb it with effort and risk injuries, or we could find another way.

I raised a hand. “Hold here,” I said. “We’ll scout for a way around.”

Trixie bounced on the balls of her feet. Her nameplate glinted above her jacket pocket. “Pick me,” she said. “I like moving over old structures.”

“You’re the monitor,” Khla said. “Are you allowed to do that?”

“I’m allowed to walk and observe,” Trixie answered, batting her lashes at no one in particular. “And I observe that walking and scouting are similar enough.”

I nodded. “Alright, come on, Trixie. We’ll be quick. The rest of you, meditate and recover as much mana as you can.”

Trixie and I moved to the right along the base of the wall. It was made of pale stone pitted and slick with growth. Every third block showed a carved line that might once have been part of a figure, or it might be erosion.

I tapped the ground with my staff before each step. Roots and old stone. No trip wires. No pressure plates. Trixie stepped where I stepped. Her movements were light and precise. Her bow hung across her back, but my eyes were drawn in by the generous bounce of her chest.

“You’re staring,” she whispered.

“I’m paying attention,” I said.

“Fair,” she replied.

We stepped through a curtain of vines and found a low buttress running out from the main wall. It had broken and slumped into a ramp of offset blocks. It was possible to climb, but it was exposed and would be noisy. The right side fell away into thorns and a drop with no visible bottom.

I pointed left. “We need an entrance route, not a climbing route. Let’s try to go around.”

She nodded and stayed close, then glanced over. “She’s good,” Trixie said. “Seema.”

“I know,” I said.

“And she’s ready,” Trixie said. “Her aura timing is consistent when she acts without overthinking. She reads the group well.”

“But?” I said.

“She hesitates when she is afraid,” Trixie said. She pushed aside a branch with two fingers and waved me through first. “You saw it with the stalkers. Her body knew what to do. She paused half a second anyway.”

I pictured Seema’s face after she leveled. “We can coach that out.”

“Give her small, clear jobs,” Trixie said. “Make her call her own triggers. Put her at the front in safe moments so she learns to trust her choices. Make sure she knows the success belongs to her.”

“She’ll get it,” I said. “She cleared the passage in the cave so we could move; her Aura of Dread bought us time.”

“Yeah, and she knows it,” Trixie said. “She smiled. She looks at you like she trusts you completely.”

“I noticed,” I said. “I’m not pushing her.”

“Good,” Trixie said, softer. “Give her space. She will decide on her own.”

“And you?” I asked.

“I already am a badass,” she said.

“You like yourself a lot,” I said with a chuckle.

“Have you met me?” She offered a radiant smile. “I’m a ten.”

I held back a laugh and kept moving. Only Trixie could get away with a comment like that.

We reached a place where the wall had fallen outward and spilled blocks into a tangle of young trees. The fall had left a rough barrier on top that would offer a good overview. I traced a faint line of deer tracks through the leaf mold. They went under a natural arch where two blocks had landed against each other.

She followed my eyes down the line of the collapse and then tapped my shoulder. “Look,” she said, lowering her voice. “Old maintenance footpath. Right there.”

I saw it after she spoke. A faint groove behind the fall where workers once walked the base to inspect stones. The groove tucked under a leaning pillar, then bent behind vine-choked rubble. It was narrow. We could move one at a time and stay out of sight from the top. A fig tree had pushed roots into the joints and created a low tunnel where its trunk bent the stone. Deer and wild pigs had used it. I saw no fresh humanoid prints.

“Good find,” I said.

We checked for traps first but found none. When we decided it was clear, I eased a vine aside with my staff and checked above for deadfalls. I saw nothing set to drop. The path bent twice, removed the line of sight to the wall top, and ended in a narrow run of flat stone behind the fallen blocks.

She touched my shoulder with hers. “This works,” she said. “We can move the others behind the rubble, come out near the old road, and avoid the view from above.”

“Good,” I said.

We had a path.
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When Trixie and I returned, we meditated as well. There was still some limiting effect active, because we couldn’t restore more than half our mana stores. Still, it was better than nothing.

After we finished up, we brought the others to the narrow run Trixie and I had found. Up close, the groove behind the fallen blocks was a narrow service path behind the collapse: tight, shaded, and choked with vines.

“Single file,” I said. “Hands on stone. Watch the overhead.”

Varga slipped in first and moved efficiently through the narrow space, clearly used to ruins. Seema followed with the spear collapsed and cased tightly across her back. I went next with Thessa at my shoulder. Lazy pressed close to me. Khla brought up the rear. Trixie walked quietly five paces off to keep her monitor distance and still give me a smug look for finding the path.

We moved under a bent fig trunk where roots had burrowed into seams. The groove curved until the top of the wall was no longer visible. It ended at a small run of flat stone clogged with young trees. Beyond that, a last tumble of blocks made a low ridge.

“Over this and we’re in,” I said.

Varga took it first. She went up in three quick steps, found three stable footholds, and reached down without a word. Seema passed her spear up, then her pack. I planted my staff, got Thessa’s warm hand on my wrist, and pushed her up so she did not scuff her knees. Lazy followed. Khla climbed without a grunt and hauled two bags at once with no visible effort.

We dropped down the far side into what had once been the Spire’s outer court. The pale tower rose across a broken sweep of flagstones. Gold inlay still clung in lines that outlined a sun around the base. A ragged arch led inside. Vines hung over the doorway.

“Looks like bats,” Lazy whispered.

I smiled and led her along. Inside, the tower looked like it had once been a grand building. The floor showed a heavily worn mosaic: sunbursts in white and gold cut by time. Stairs ran along the inner wall in a spiral, with several sections collapsed. Patches of light fell through gaps higher up. The air held dust.

“Central chamber is up one tier and in the center,” Trixie said. “There should be a large room with a pedestal.”

“There are stairs over there,” I said.

We took the inside path along the wall rather than the exposed center to the stairs. The sun-marked doorway opened into the chamber on the map. It was round and high, with a domed top cracked near the crown. Light cut down in a single shaft and fell on a pedestal of white stone at the exact center. Golden rays ran across its sides.

The top was empty.

My stomach tightened.

No one spoke, but we all saw it. At my gesture, we spread out to the perimeter. I approached the pedestal. A clean circle lay in the dust where something had sat. Three specks of dark grease dotted the rim. I leaned in. The oil smelled like weapon maintenance.

“Watch for a trap,” Khla said.

“Agreed,” I said. I tested the pedestal with the staff. There was no hum. There was no click. There was no spark. I circled it. I stayed just outside any obvious runes. Nothing triggered.

Varga was already crouched on the floor near the arch where we had come in. She ran a finger through the dust and raised it to her nose. “Prints,” she said. “Fresh. Looks like the same boot as the track at the riverbank.” She tilted her head.

Seema stood beside her and studied the floor with a tight jaw. “Same print?”

“Give me a minute,” Varga said. She moved to the pedestal base and traced a smudge.

Lazy edged up on my other side and stared at the empty space. “So rude,” she whispered. “Stealing our shiny.”

Thessa’s tail coiled around my thigh. She made a slow, annoyed sound in her throat. “Whoever did this is going to regret it.”

Trixie stood beside the doorway with an unusually serious expression. “Yeah, that’s not supposed to happen.”

Khla folded her arms. “Some idiot beat us by an hour.”

Varga shook her head. “It’s the same person. He took the crystal.”

“We need to pursue him now,” I said.

Thessa looked eager. “Good. I’m in the mood to burn someone.”

Lazy eyed the doorway Varga had indicated. “Do you think this is one of the other teams being sneaky? Like a weird prank?”

“Doesn’t fit,” I said. “Monitors wouldn’t allow it.”

Trixie touched her beacon again. “Monitor log: team found central pedestal empty. Evidence indicates a single intruder removed the crystal recently. Team lead intends pursuit.” She cut me a look. “Right?”

I grinned and nodded. “Let’s go,” I said.


Chapter 17



We left the empty pedestal behind, went through the inner hall, and took the main stairs back down. Varga led the descent. She lifted her nose and tilted her ears forward. In the outer court she paused, took a slow breath, and pointed between two leaning pillars.

“This way,” she said. “They cut right after the arch.”

Trixie clicked her heels together and made a face. “I hate being a bored shadow following some guy… or girl,” she said. “I’m a very glittery candle by nature.”

“Consider yourself a glittery candle no one is allowed to light,” Khla said.

Trixie sighed.

We filed into the trees and kept our spacing tight. The tower disappeared from view quickly behind the trees. Branches above dense undergrowth created sharp patches of light and shadow. Varga moved carefully and slowly. She scanned the ground and the air. Seema held the Diamond Spear at a low carry beside her thigh and matched Varga’s pace. She watched the area steadily.

“Tell me when you want Vigor,” Seema said.

“You’ll call it,” I answered. “It’s your aura. When we make contact, you trigger on your read.”

She nodded and stood a little straighter.

We left the court and entered tight rows of trees where roots had lifted the ground into slick ridges. Varga crouched under a bough without slowing. She put her palm on a scuff no wider than a thumb. “Same print. He cut through here,” she said.

“I vote we catch him soon,” Thessa muttered. She ducked under a branch and gave me a brief, warm look. Then she focused again.

I checked the map often and watched Varga’s movements. The thief did not wander. He took a direct route that avoided thick brush. Twice we found where he had put a foot on the same rock Varga chose. Seema watched the ground and the spaces between trunks.

We moved faster when the ground opened. I set a steady pace that was not a sprint. We needed to maintain concentration for hours. Khla watched our spacing and grunted whenever Lazy drifted too close to a thorn patch.

“Ow,” Lazy whispered. She held up her sleeve with a snag. “This forest hates fashion.”

“Be quiet,” Khla said with a half-hidden smile.

Trixie moved through the trees at our right with her bow slung and her ponytail tight. She looked ready to sprint ahead, but she held position. She touched the beacon and spoke under her breath. “Monitor log: team is in pursuit of unauthorized party. No enemy contact. Spirits are high. Butts are bouncing.”

I almost laughed.

The ground rose and fell gradually. We climbed a loose ridge, dropped into a shallow hollow, then rose again. After about an hour, we were still moving quietly. Varga finally stopped where a line of saplings had bent under the weight. She took a thin branch between her forefinger and thumb and breathed over the break.

“The break is fresh,” she said. “They cracked it not long ago.”

“How long?” Thessa asked.

“Within the last few hours,” Varga said. “Possibly two or fewer.” She sniffed to the left. “Water. Close.”

We reached a small stream after about fifty paces. It ran dark under clear flow, about three meters wide. Stones lay in a crooked row. Ferns crowded the banks and hid the edges.

Varga crouched at the near bank and blew out through her nose. She stood again, walked three paces upstream, then stopped under a broken branch that hung lower than it should. She pulled it down with one finger. The break showed fresh wood and moisture.

“Fresh,” she said. She pointed at the water. “He stepped there,” she added. “And he avoided the deeper stones and used the wider ones. One shifted when he put weight on it.” She put her boot on a flat cobble with a new tilt. “See?”

“Direction?” I asked.

“Across,” she said. “He climbed the far bank, then cut up that low shoulder. The scent is light, but it goes that way.”

“I observe we cross on the stones,” Trixie said.

“No more wet boots,” Lazy agreed.

I nodded. “Varga, go first. Pick the best path. Seema follows and keeps her spear up. Thessa stays with me. Lazy, take my hand. Khla watches until we’re over, then crosses last.”

Khla grunted agreement. “Trixie, you step where I step.”

“Yes, Green Mommy,” Trixie said in a sing-song.

Khla growled at her but was too preoccupied to fully bite.

Varga took the first stone with a flat-footed step and made no splash. She tested the next with her toe, shifted, then moved. Seema mirrored her and kept the spear across her body, point forward and slightly up, hands set. I followed. Thessa crossed behind me with smooth balance. Lazy put her palm in mine and squeezed.

“Don’t let go,” she said. “If you fall in, you fall in with me.”

“I won’t fall,” I said, giving her a kiss. “Take the next stone. Step. Good.”

She stepped fast and let out a small sound when a stone tipped. I tightened my grip and steadied her. She pressed her lips together and moved on.

Varga reached the far bank and eased onto a flat. She turned and offered Seema a hand. Seema did not need it, but she gave Varga a brief squeeze anyway and stepped up. We all crossed in that order. Khla came last. She put weight on the stone that had tipped under Lazy and kept it steady. She stepped up without a splash and rolled her shoulders as if it had been easy.

Trixie hopped the last two stones in one smooth motion and landed on the far bank. She spread her hands and looked at us like she expected applause. Lazy clapped once, very softly.

“Don’t encourage her,” Khla said.

“I love when you pretend to hate my joy,” Trixie said.

Varga tilted her nose toward the slope ahead. “He went up there,” she said.

“Good,” I said. “Let’s go.”

We climbed the far bank and continued after the thief.

[image: ]

We moved uphill onto exposed stone where the soil thinned and long bands of gray rock broke through. The air was drier here. Small gusts moved between the boulders and pulled at our sleeves. Sound still faded quickly, but our boots struck rock more often, and the scraping would be audible to anyone nearby.

Varga stopped on a slanted slab and pointed. “Break site,” she said.

I moved up and saw that someone had stopped here and had not concealed it.

On the sheltered side of a low shoulder of stone, a small pocket of leaf grit and pale dust held clear marks. The boot prints were well-defined here. One pointed in at an angle with the heel pressed deep and the toe light. Another stood next to it, closer than a walking stride. A knee had pressed into the dust. A smooth patch showed where a pack had rested against the rock.

There was litter.

Three crumpled wrappers lay in the shadow. They were foil and plastic. Someone had pressed them together, and they looked folded in a hurry and then stomped on. They were soft gel tubes with teeth marks near the cap and a dark smear on the nozzle.

Thessa lifted the tube carefully. “Gel,” she said. “It smells metallic. He leaves trash.”

Varga bent to smell the foil. Her ears stayed forward. “Less than an hour ago.”

Lazy crouched next to me and turned one wrapper with a claw tip. “Snack crimes,” she hissed. “This is his shame.”

Khla studied the prints. “He did not rest long. Just a quick bite.”

Seema looked from the marks to the line out of the stop. Her tail curled once and settled. “Direction?”

“Straight ahead,” Varga said. She tapped a faint scrape where grit had dragged over the stone. “His heel scraped here. He pushed out of the crouch and moved.”

I looked up the slope. The hills rose in long, flat ledges. The path Varga indicated ran clearly through them. He was not trying to hide. He had taken a fast route.

“This is good for us,” I said.

Thessa frowned. “Because he is careless?”

“Yes, and because he’s close,” I said. “He stopped to eat and then moved. If we keep moving, we’ll catch him. We bring the crystal back and get the bonus. The other teams may get on the trail too, but if we reach him first, this stays simple.”

Lazy’s ears lifted, and she bumped my arm. “Extra Kredits,” she said. “Yay!”

Khla made a short sound. “Buy discipline.”

“Rude,” Lazy whispered, then smiled. “But accurate.”

“Varga, take point,” I said. “If the trail becomes unclear, use scent first.”

Varga grinned. “I know. I can follow him from these recent food traces.”

Past the break site, the prints became easier to follow. The pale stone held darker dust in the heels. Each push off the toes left a faint crescent. On a longer step across a flat, rubber left a smear. It showed the length of his foot and that he had increased his pace.

“He is moving faster,” Varga said quietly. “He knows we are behind him.”

“Good,” I said. “We give him a reason to keep looking back.”

I checked our spacing and Trixie’s position to our right. “Increase speed,” I said. “Protect your ankles. Place your feet lightly.”

Khla rolled her shoulder and set her stance. Thessa smiled in anticipation. Lazy bounced once and then steadied herself. Seema adjusted her grip on the spear and focused on Varga’s movements. Varga leaned forward and began a quiet jog that did not scrape the rock.

We moved faster and took the ridge in a clean line. The track ahead became clearer and provided the information we needed.
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Ahead, the trail narrowed into a dense patch of briars and waist-high ferns that scraped my jacket. We had pushed hard out of the break site and over the rocky ridges when Varga raised her fist and her ears pointed forward; we stopped. Ahead, three hummocks shivered at once and thorned tendrils lifted and curled slowly.

Vine Crawlers. The thief had torn through here and disturbed the plant-like beings. Luckily, Gammicka had briefed us on them.

“Ambush,” Varga said quietly. “Three.”

“Hold,” I said. I took two steps left to clear space for Thessa and gave Seema the front beside Varga. Lazy moved behind me. Khla took the rear with both hands open, ready to cast.

“Bless,” Khla said. A pale gold light covered us. I felt stronger and more focused. The crawlers reacted to her voice. Their tendrils lashed toward the sound and cut leaves.

I stepped forward and opened with Dark Whispers. The spell spread through the plants. The vibration shook their stems. The plants pulled back, then twitched as the magic damaged them. The stalks shook and the fronds browned at the edges.

Meanwhile, Thessa dropped to a knee and traced a quick circle with her Ember-Touched glove. “Flame Trap,” she said. She sounded eager. She stepped back and pointed. “Make it step right there.”

One crawler pulled itself forward, dragging brambles with it. Dark Whispers affected it, but it still decided it could win. The other two were right behind it.

Seema was up.

She shifted a half step to draw it in, keeping the spear steady. The crawler lunged into the marked spot.

Flames erupted from the ground with a bang as Flame Trap detonated, and fire ran up the crawler’s main stem. It twisted and made a harsh, dry sound as it burned. As it lagged, a fresh, unburned one came up beside it, leaves withering from my Dark Whispers.

Then, Seema planted her feet and released Aura of Vigor. The effect spread from her. My hands felt lighter on the staff, my breathing eased, and I could concentrate better. It combined perfectly with Khla’s Bless, and we were seriously buffed right now.

Varga chose that moment to attack. Buffed by Bless and Aura of Vigor, she executed a relentless upgraded Shadow Flurry. She struck six times in rapid succession and shredded the nearest crawler’s central stem into small black fragments. Three thorn lashes reached for her waist; she cut them away and stepped through, her claws leaving dark marks.

“One down,” she said.

A fresh crawler spread three tendrils with hook-shaped barbs and drove straight at Seema’s chest. Khla’s upgraded Shield formed a blue shield around Seema. The lashes hit it and slid off, leaving brief sparks. Seema held her ground and blocked the next strike with the shaft of the Diamond Spear.

“I’ve got it,” Lazy said. She lifted her wand. “Obey me.”

Her Charm spell hit the crawler’s main stem. The plant paused, then turned its tendrils toward its burning buddy.

“Attack the burning one,” Lazy said.

The charmed crawler whipped into the burning one and wrapped the burning fronds and tightened them. Both plants twisted together while Dark Whispers continued to damage them.

“Push,” I said, and moved left to limit its movement. Thessa fired a quick Firebolt into the tangled mass. The bolt hit the burning crawler’s core and blasted it apart into a spray of burning fragments.

The blast threw the remaining crawler off balance. The Charm still held, but its target was gone. It searched with its tendrils.

“I’ll finish it,” I said. “Before the spell ends.”

Power Word: Kill ended it, and the area became quiet again. Trixie made a small, playful wave with her fingers. “That was efficient,” she whispered. “I have no notes to share, except on fashion.”

“We’ll hear those later,” I said with a grin.

We took a moment to meditate—we were almost back to normal levels—while Khla checked us for injuries. Varga had a vine scratch on her thigh that had already clotted. Seema had a red line on her forearm. No serious wounds.

We wrapped up and moved out. We had a thief to catch.


Chapter 18



We left the scorched Vine Crawlers behind and pushed hard through the tight brush ahead. Varga interpreted the tracks and other signs easily. There were fresh scuffs on bark. Blades of grass were bent, and grit had been dragged across pale stone by a boot heel. The thief knew that we were close and tried to keep his distance without sprinting.

“Just ahead,” Varga said. She inhaled and pointed ahead.

We reached a low rise beyond which the ground descended. A narrow ravine crossed our route. It was about fifteen feet deep. Bushes grew out of both walls. A thin flow of water moved along the bottom over smooth stone. It was possible to jump across, but only with effort. And it might widen farther ahead, forcing us to backtrack to cross again.

Varga crouched and checked the nearest edge. “The thief moved along the left rim,” she said. “He crossed here somehow.”

The far side had a narrow path between small, twisted trees. The near rim ran through loose stones with sage and thorn. The ravine narrowed to a very tight spot and then widened again. If he stayed close to the left rim all the way to that tight spot, he could cut right and pass the narrowest part before we arrived.

Then she shook her head. “No, he wants us to believe he crossed. He didn’t.” She thought again, her eyes flicking to the other side. “No… No, I’m not sure.”

I looked at the terrain and decided. “We split. Varga, take Seema on this side rim and move quietly. Stay near the edge above the narrow section. If he turns, cut him off and call for us.”

Varga grinned. “Copy.”

Seema tightened her strap and checked the Diamond Spear. She looked at me. I nodded. Her tail moved once against her thigh. “I’m on you,” she told Varga.

I pointed to the right rim. “The rest with me.”

Lazy frowned at the gap. “We’re jumping now?”

“Yes,” I said. “Stay close.” I nodded at Varga. “You two go.”

Varga nodded and started running. She moved along the rim with quiet, quick steps. Seema matched her. I took the other side with Thessa at my shoulder. Khla kept Lazy close with one hand on Lazy’s strap.

We reached the gap. It was about six feet wide with loose stone at the edge.

I pointed at the narrowest point to the left. “Use that.”

Thessa smiled. She jumped first and landed in a low crouch, then stood. I crossed, then turned and caught Lazy as she launched herself. Khla came last, pushed off hard, and crossed without trouble.

Easy peasy.

“Let’s go,” I said.

We moved again and kept pace along opposite rims. The ravine narrowed ahead. The brush thinned and ended at bare rock. I heard a scrape ahead.

Close now.

I raised an arm to slow our line and pointed to my eyes and then forward, signaling for everyone to look ahead. The brush opened into a straight run above the narrowest section. Across the gap, I saw Varga and Seema in profile. They moved low and fast. Varga raised her fist and cut left behind a square boulder, out of sight of the run ahead. Seema moved with her into the shadow.

We moved on, silent but still swift.

Then I saw him.

A cloaked figure ran along the rim two ridges up. He moved like a trained runner in uneven terrain. No wasted steps. He checked over his shoulder once. The hood hid his face. A bright band flashed from a charm on his wrist as he made a gesture.

A spell.

The wind strengthened. Dust lifted off the path and spun. A long, twisting shape formed out of the gust with a high whine that pressed on my ears.

“Air elemental!” I warned the others.

“Great, a summoner,” Lazy whined.

The air elemental appeared above us and expanded quickly. It became a funnel-shaped vortex, clear at the center and white at the edges from grit and shredded leaves. It dropped toward us to lift us and throw us against the rocks.

“Down!” I yelled.

Thessa crouched. Lazy hugged the dirt with a squeak. Khla set her feet and prepared to block if needed.

I stood and drew on my mana, then pointed at the elemental and spoke. “Die.”

Power Word: Kill struck the core and worked immediately. The funnel collapsed. The rushing sound stopped. Dust fell at once. The elemental dispersed and the air went still.

Ahead, the cloaked figure glanced back at the sudden end of his spell, but he did not slow. He ran toward a notch where the left rim dipped to meet a game trail.

I did not stop to celebrate. I took point, and we ran along the right rim. We passed brush and stones and reached a place where both rims stepped down. The ravine widened. The narrow section was behind us as the ground rose. My group and Varga’s group ran parallel again beyond that point.

Ahead, the thief saw that the left rim path ended at a stack of fallen blocks and a dense patch of thorn. He had to choose between trying to climb or jumping right to Varga and Seema’s side.

He chose right and jumped.

“We got him,” I whispered.

He jumped across and ran into a shallow clearing, and Varga and Seema jumped out to block his path. I raised my hand and pointed. He skidded to a stop.

Meanwhile, I crossed the gap with one jump, Thessa and Lazy right behind me, and Khla closed the ranks.

The cloaked figure realized his mistake and froze, hands raised.

“Got you,” I said.

He faced us in the small strip of open ground and lowered his hood. His skin was pale, and his jaw was sharply defined. His mouth looked smooth, and two fangs rested against his lower lip.

Vampire.

His eyes reflected light strongly as they darted around. He was lean and looked fast, and he stood with his weight on the balls of his feet, ready to sprint should we give him an opening.

Thessa stepped to my side. “Time to burn,” she hissed at him.

Lazy showed her teeth. “More freaking vampires?”

Khla widened her stance. She set her shoulders and feet and watched his hands for any sign of a spell or attack. Varga angled her ears forward. She extended her magical claws without sound. Seema set her feet and lowered the Diamond Spear into the guard she had practiced many times. She adjusted her grip by an inch.

I moved two steps forward to put myself directly in front of him and raised my staff into a ready position. “You’re done,” I said. “Drop the Sun Crystal.”

He looked from my staff to my face, then along our line to Thessa. He noted the Ember-Touched gloves. He took in Khla’s steady posture. He checked Varga’s claws and Seema’s reach. He gave a small, cold smile.

“Academy brats,” he said in an accent that sounded oddly old. “And the favorite.” He looked back at me. “Aurelius.”

Thessa tensed beside me. Her tail curled around my leg. “Say his name like that again,” she said, eyes bright, “and you’ll be a pile of cinders with a smug face.”

He ignored that and pointed with his chin at my staff. “You dispelled my air elemental,” he said. “Nice Power Word.”

“You are interfering with a Krysfelt examination,” I said. “You disrupted a trial and stole an item that belongs to the academy.” I lifted the staff slightly. “Return it.”

He glanced at the pouch on his belt but did not touch it. He looked back at me and drew a breath. But he did not speak.

Trixie slid into her five-pace distance with her bow still on her shoulder. “Monitor log,” she said in a whisper that managed to still sound like a stage whisper. “Unauthorized vampire makes sass. Team is cute. Butts continue to bounce.”

Then she moaned dramatically, tossed her head, and produced two glittery pom-poms from… somewhere. “And I can’t help,” she whined, shaking the pom-poms once with a little wrist shimmy, “but I brought pom-poms!”

Lazy gasped. “You brought props? You angel.”

“They are for support,” Trixie said, fully offended. She turned her head toward me without looking away from the vampire. “Wade, do you want the routine that spells W-I-N or the one that spells N-O-M-E-R-C-Y?”

The vampire watched the exchange, then smiled slightly again. “Fools,” he simply said.

“Return the crystal,” I said. “Or we’ll take it back.”

His eyes narrowed. He did not look angry; he looked as if he was measuring us. “You sound very sure,” he said. “How much mana do you have left, Wade Aurelius?”

“Enough.”

He gave a short laugh. “Confident, hm?” Then he waved his hand faster than my eyes could track. There was a bright flash, and we all staggered back, only for a moment.

But that was enough for him. He bolted, pushed past Seema, and ran.

[image: ]

“After him!” I shouted. “Try to catch him alive!”

Varga sprinted immediately, holding her tail straight and lowering her shoulders. She followed his path while the rest of us ran after her. Seema, in particular, seemed very pissed off at him for having shouldered past her.

The vampire moved quickly with short, efficient steps over roots and stone. He maintained efficient footing.

“Left!” Varga called, and she veered through a narrow gap between two old trunks.

Seema matched her stride with a growl, the Diamond Spear held along her forearm at an angle. I ran in the center with Thessa at my hip. Lazy stayed just behind me, moving fast and keeping her balance. Khla guarded the rear and watched both sides. Trixie was still waving her pom-poms as she ran.

The vampire turned sharply around a fallen trunk and flicked his hand. He scattered pebbles across the ground.

“Stones!” Varga snapped.

The first pebble emitted a high-pitched tone when it settled. A bright rune lit up on its surface. Varga jumped, and the rock behind her exploded. The blast created a hole about the width of my palm in the dirt and sprayed grit onto our legs.

Khla raised her hand without a word. Khla’s Shield formed over Varga’s back and absorbed the grit and heat. The barrier dimmed but remained intact.

More stones followed. The vampire did not look back while he threw them, relying on the radius and the confusion. Another pebble whined. Seema grabbed my sleeve and pulled me sideways as it detonated. The pressure hit my ear. Thessa hissed, then checked herself and ran closer to me.

“Spread two paces!” I called out. “Do not cluster!”

We widened our spacing without slowing. The blasts forced us to shorten our steps briefly and adjust, but the gaps kept us from taking more than one hit at a time. Khla cast another Shield over the front when two pebbles triggered together. The barrier showed thin cracks of light and then closed again.

“Little bombs,” Lazy panted. “I hate him.”

“He will run out,” Varga said through her teeth.

He threw another pebble between two roots. Thessa jumped over the root with a clean, high step and landed balanced. The rock sounded as I cleared it. Khla’s Shield absorbed the blast at my back, and the barrier rippled.

We pushed through a line of shrubs into a narrow corridor between rocks. The vampire turned right toward a slot between boulders that led down to a slope. If he reached it, he would have two clear paths: one down and one along the ridge.

I did not want him to escape, but I preferred to capture him without killing him. Something was up here, and I needed to know what.

“Angle in to push him toward the center,” I said. “Varga, press left. Seema, move outward. Do not pass him. No kill spells,” I added to Thessa. “We take him alive.”

“I really want to set him on fire,” she growled, but she held.

I pointed the staff at the notch and cast Minor Illusion across the gap. I created an illusion of a wall about two people wide: cracked stone, moss, and a fresh line of bright ward sigils down its face.

The vampire glanced at the wall. He slowed a fraction. The false wall worked; he accepted the illusion as real. He turned sharply left toward brush and a second gap that cut along the ridge.

I cast another illusion there: a tangle of thorns and a fallen trunk with fake depth and another row of wards. He could have spotted the illusion with close inspection, but he did not have the time.

“Corral him,” I said. “Keep the paths blocked.”

We drove him into a shallow run that widened ahead. Varga moved to block the left. Seema moved to block the right and kept the spear steady. The vampire tossed two more pebbles without looking. One detonated early in the brush. The other landed in front of Seema and began to whine.

“Shield!” Khla barked.

Blue light covered Seema’s chest in time for the blast. She slid back half a step and kept her eyes forward. The barrier flashed and then cleared.

“Thank you,” she said between breaths.

The vampire reached a gap between two young oaks, cursed under his breath, and threw several pebbles across our path to slow the center of our line. Three pebbles chattered as they settled. We split around them automatically. One detonated late and heated the bottom of my coat. Another shattered a root and threw splinters at Lazy; she shrieked, then made a rude sign at the vampire’s back and kept running.

He tried to cut under a low limb. Varga anticipated it and accelerated. She sprinted and gained a half step on the left edge. He checked again and turned back toward the open area I had set up.

I cast a third illusion ahead of that open area. I kept it simple: a new break in the ground, a dark crevasse too wide to clear with a jump.

He reached the point where he could see all of it and saw only obstacles: the warded wall at the stone slot, the warded thorns on the ridge, and the apparent drop in the only straight path. Varga and Seema closed the side paths with their bodies. He could force one path and risk a blade, or he could try to sprint and jump the gap, or he could stop and fight.

He planted his feet and stopped quickly. His cloak swung outward. He slid two feet in leaf grit and stopped in the entrance of a small clearing, ringed by brush and low stone.

He turned to face us.

Varga slowed and moved carefully to the left side of the opening with her claws out and a grin on her face. Seema mirrored her on the right with the spear forward and a stable stance. Thessa pulled up at my shoulder, flushed and eager. Lazy panted hard and raised her wand, eyes bright. Khla took two firm steps and lifted one hand to cast Shield the moment he tried something. Trixie bounced in, raised a pom-pom once, did a “yay,” then held herself still.

“We have him surrounded,” I said quietly. I raised the staff and stood in the center of our formation. “Keep your hands where we can see them.”

The vampire looked quickly at the illusory drop, at the illusory wards, and then back at me. He smiled while his eyes remained flat.

“Cute tricks,” he said. He rolled his shoulders. He looked ready to move. “I know a few too.” The vampire smiled with confidence and snapped both hands wide. Heat pressed against my face.

A moment later, two fire elementals formed from spinning cores of flame and took on humanoid shapes with long, flexible arms of fire that could strike like whips. Then, the ground shook under our boots as chunks of stone drew together into an earth elemental roughly as tall as Khla and twice as wide. The elementals charged in a group to protect the vampire.

“Khla, Bless! Seema, Vigor! Front! Keep them back,” I ordered. I raised my staff.

Trixie shook both pom-poms and squeaked, “W for Wade!”

The first fire elemental charged forward. The heat stung my face. Khla’s Bless covered us in pale gold light. Seema’s Aura of Vigor followed a moment later. I felt more focused and lighter on my feet.

I stepped forward and cast Dark Whispers in a low voice so it would affect every hostile target that could hear me. The fire elementals dimmed briefly. The earth elemental hesitated. The vampire winced in pain as the spell affected him.

Thessa made a quiet sound of anticipation and kept her hands ready. Heat gathered around her fingers.

The earth elemental charged straight at us at high speed. Varga met it with a grin, claws out. She slipped inside a two-handed strike, raked her claws across a weak seam in its body, then rolled away as a stone fist hit the ground and opened a hole where she had been standing. On our right, both fire elementals advanced, and the heat made it hard to breathe.

The fire elemental on the left tried to move past Seema on the side. “Not today,” Seema said through her teeth. She pulsed a short Aura of Dread the way Kay had trained her. Brief and controlled. Gold light pushed out from her, and both fire elementals fell back.

Lazy used the time and distance Seema had created. She raised her wand, eyes bright, and cast Charm. The nearest fire elemental’s core flared, and it turned toward the other fire elemental and struck it. Flame smashed into the other elemental and threw sparks across the ground.

“Good girl,” I said to Lazy.

“Yay!” she hummed, happy with the praise.

Thessa kept her power tight and fired a Firebolt past Varga’s shoulder into the earth elemental’s hip seam. The heat hit my face. The bolt melted a layer of stone and it ran downward, but the elemental still stood. It drew back both arms for a two-handed strike that would seriously injure Varga.

“Mine,” I said and cast Charm on it. It ceased its attack, and it turned toward me as the spell took effect.

“Turn,” I commanded. I pointed it into the fight between the two fire elementals. It lumbered across in front of Varga, took a strike from it, then rammed the uncharmed elemental. The ground shook.

“Thanks, Wade,” Varga said, then moved ahead to keep the vampire contained.

“On the vampire,” I called.

The vampire moved behind his elementals with his attention on me, and he traced small control signs with his hands.

Then, the elementals collided in the middle, and the one we did not control staggered back. Varga darted through the opening, fast and precise, and Seema stepped in behind her with the spear ready to stab anything that tried to chase.

I moved with them to maintain focus on the vampire. For a moment, the path cleared and I saw his chest rising quickly. Sweat showed on his upper lip. Dark Whispers disrupted his concentration. He lifted his hands anyway, his fingers unsteady, and pulled power from the ground with visible effort.

Just as I wanted to throw a Power Word: Kill at him—even if it wouldn’t kill a high-level summoner, it would still damage him—the vampire snarled a magical word that hurt my ears.

Immediately, water rose from the dirt in a spiraling column and formed a large humanoid shape. Water flowed over its shoulders. Two mounds of stone rose behind it and formed into two additional earth elementals with long, heavy arms. The vampire staggered from the effort of his spell and caught himself on one knee. He looked pale and strained.

The temperature in the clearing dropped, and steam rose where the water elemental cooled the scorched roots. The water elemental lifted its arms, and the ground turned slick at once. A knee-deep surge rolled through the clearing, soaked our legs, and turned dust into gray sludge. Steam rose and droplets hit our faces, and we could see only a few yards.

I had to admit that was a nice trick.

The earth elemental I had charmed stood in place and blocked part of the flow, but water went around its legs and made every step unstable. Two newly summoned earth elementals advanced with wide swings at shoulder height, and the two fire elementals produced intense heat that boiled the edges of the flood as they fought.

“Lazy!” I called out. “Send your fire elemental after the water elemental.”

“You got it!”

The one under Lazy’s Charm advanced and lashed fire at the water elemental’s shoulder. I recast Dark Whispers, affecting the whole brawl of elementals at the center as well as the vampire.

An earth elemental brought its fist down toward Varga’s head, but Khla cast Shield. Light covered Varga from shoulder to hip a heartbeat before impact. The blow struck the Shield, the light flared, and fragments of stone flew. Varga slid back one step on the mud, bared her teeth in a grin, and slashed across a loosened seam.

But mists were rising, and chaos risked spreading. We needed to do something to contain the vampire.

“Trap the exits,” I called out to Thessa.

“On it!”

“Lazy, watch her back! The rest focus on the vampire!”

Thessa walked through the steam, drew a quick circle with her Ember-Touched glove, and pressed a sigil into the slurry.

Flame Trap glowed dull red under the water. She set a second one two strides farther back, then moved behind my shoulder. Then, she slapped an extra one near the elementals’ melee.

“Bring them over it!” she called.

I grinned and had my charmed earth elemental push the nearest earth elemental half a step forward. It stepped onto the first rune. The detonation under its foot blasted shards outward and sprayed boiling water across its torso. It stumbled into the second rune. The second blast opened a wide crack across its chest.

“Nice!” I called out.

I stepped forward through the heat and steam and pointed at the staggered stone brute. “Die.” Power Word: Kill struck the weakened core directly. The crack spread across its chest, and the construct collapsed and broke apart. Pieces fell into the water and splashed us. The pressure on us eased.

“One down,” I said, and I looked at the next threat.

To our right, the uncharmed fire elemental moved through the steam to flank us. “Vigor now,” I told Seema. She took a steady breath, and her gold Aura of Vigor spread through us.

My body felt lighter and my focus improved as Seema charged. She slipped on the mud, caught herself, and drove the Diamond Spear straight into the elemental’s core as it lunged. With Vigor and Bless active, the thrust had enough force. The core flickered and then went out. Dark smoke rose, and the water hissed as the fire elemental collapsed into embers that were quickly extinguished.

Meanwhile, the water elemental gathered more water and released another surge that reached our knees, which forced me into a low crouch. Visibility dropped to a few meters as steam rose.

With a command from me, my charmed earth elemental moved into the surge and braced to resist it, while Lazy’s charmed fire elemental struck the water elemental’s shoulder and produced more steam.

I hadn’t seen the vampire ever since the water elemental had appeared, and I was almost happy to hear him cast some kind of spell. That meant he was still here.

Thessa pointed through the haze and set another Flame Trap in the mud under the next earth elemental’s path. “Here, pretty boy,” she said, then fired a tight Firebolt at its shin. It stepped two paces forward and onto the rune. It trembled as the explosion rocked its foundation.

Varga darted in to stop it from moving past the trap and took a full forearm strike.

“Shield!” Khla called. Light wrapped Varga again as the hit landed. The glow flexed, held, and deflected stone fragments.

Varga slid, reset her stance, and cut three fast rakes into the same hip seam while the brute planted its foot on Thessa’s rune. Cracks spread up its thigh. For a moment, it held, but then it exploded into stone fragments.

The water elemental advanced now, and it swept both arms and struck the front of our formation, trying to push us back. It knocked down Lazy’s charmed fire elemental and nearly extinguished it.

“Hold the front!” I commanded my charmed earth elemental, and it exchanged blows with the water elemental, keeping it occupied while Thessa moved to my right and knelt.

“Varga, Seema, we need to kill that water elemental,” I said.

Both girls nodded, and Varga slipped to the left and tore at the lip where the water sheet met earth, which broke its shape.

It turned in the grapple trying to get to Varga, and Seema stepped in at the right moment, set her heels in the muck, and drove the spear through the midsection. The spear met less resistance than before, and the elemental sagged as the strike damaged its core, and Thessa flung a Firebolt straight at it. A column of steam rose where it struck, and the water elemental lost shape and collapsed into pools.

As the steam thinned, we could see the vampire again.

He stood beyond the melee, his cloak wet at the hem and tension around his eyes. Dark Whispers still affected his concentration. At my gesture, the charmed earth elemental turned to face him, as did Lazy’s fire elemental, and the two of them advanced.

The vampire snarled and made a tight dismissal sigil. Both elementals ended immediately—they were still summoned through his mana, after all. The earth elemental fell into loose grit. The fire elemental faded into warm air.

With that, the vampire turned and ran for a gap between two oaks.

I cast Minor Illusion two steps in front of him and placed a massive armored sentinel there with a two-handed blade.

He fell for it again, recoiled, broke his stride, then cut sideways.

Varga moved on the left. Seema moved on the right. They closed the gap with squared shoulders and ready weapons. I advanced with my staff raised.

Thessa moved behind me. Heat still radiated from her gloves. Lazy moved at my side with her wand raised. Khla guarded our rear with her hands open and ready to cast Shields.

For a moment, the vampire hesitated, realizing there was no place for him to run.

He chose to fight. A narrow frost bolt left his palm and flew at Varga’s face. A thin black energy line ran inside the bolt.

“Shield!” Khla called out, and the black energy and frost glanced away and broke.

Seema surged with a clean step forward, and Aura of Vigor spread through us and added to Bless. My limbs felt lighter. My focus sharpened. Varga feinted high and then slashed low. The vampire blocked with a ward, but it hissed when her claws touched it. At the same time, Seema drove a short probing jab with the Diamond Spear and forced him back half a step.

He tried to make space with a shock wave from both hands. Cold struck our knees and made it hard to breathe.

Khla could only protect one of us, so she chose Seema, who was the lowest level. The wave hit the shield barrier and stopped, but the rest of us took the damage. It was manageable, but we couldn’t take too many of these shockwaves; we needed to take him down.

But I still wanted to question him.

Varga grimaced as she pressed in with Shadow Flurry and cut six times in one second. Ribbons of his cloak flew, and his warding glowed sickly as it absorbed part of the damage. He thrust a necrotic palm toward her ribs at close range.

Varga rolled her shoulder and took it on her Trollhide Armor, grinning like a maniac. Seema slid the shaft across his wrists and knocked his hands aside, then hit his thigh with the spear butt. The pressure wore him down, and his footwork became sloppy.

“Create an opening,” I said as I blasted him with more Dark Whispers.

Seema released a short, controlled Aura of Dread in front of his face. He hesitated for a fraction of a second, and Varga made use of it. She raked her claws across his chest. He stumbled back with a growl and right into Thessa’s line of fire.

She smiled and threw a tight Firebolt that slammed into his shoulder. The blast pushed him forward. His cloak smoked. Singed hair showed at his temples. He hissed and showed his fangs.

I thrust my staff out and spoke in a firm tone. “Surrender.”

For a moment, he lowered his hands and dipped his head as if he accepted the order.

Then he shifted his weight to attack—a final attempt to break out. He chose to break through Seema, understanding that she was the lowest-leveled among us. A black conjured dagger appeared in his palm; it looked lethal, and he went for her throat, just as she had lowered her defenses for a moment.

One thing to do.

“Die!” I said as I pointed and cast Power Word: Kill. The spell struck his core and killed him at once—he was of a high enough level to normally resist the lethal effect, but he was so low on hit points that the damage was enough to finish him.

He froze in mid-lunge with wide eyes. The black dagger’s aura faded, and he collapsed in the muddy water. His cloak crumpled around him.

Shit.

“Well, no more questioning!” Trixie deadpanned from behind the lines.

A chuckle escaped me, just as a system prompt appeared in my vision.

I had leveled up.

“Level up,” Seema muttered, still staring at the corpse of the man who had tried to kill her. “Two, in fact…”

The other girls chimed in as well; everyone had leveled up. If killing him had pushed us all over the threshold, that meant the vampire—whoever he was—had been of a high level.

“Great news!” I said. “Let’s all apply the levels real quick. We can trust Trixie to stand guard.”

She threw a pose and saluted.

Grinning, I called up my interface and assigned my new points straight into Mens and felt my mind widen at the edges, bright and clean.

I opened my new sheet to confirm the changes.

Wade Aurelius
Level 13 Enchanter

Attributes
Corpus: 4 + 15 (Orb of the Summoner King) = 19
Vita: 4 + 15 (Orb of the Summoner King) = 19
Mens: 101 + 15 (Orb of the Summoner King) = 116
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: 116) = 136
Spell resistance: (Robe of Protection: 5) + (Ring of Clarity: 20) + (Orb of the Summoner King: 20) + (Mens: 116) = 161
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 (Adept) [Take control of a single creature (but not bosses) for a short action, 8 mana]
Slot 4: Charm (Adept) [Win the allegiance of a single creature (but not bosses) for 1 minute, 13 mana]
Slot 5: Minor Illusion (Adept) [Create an illusion no greater than a human with sound and sight but not tactile elements for 1 minute, 8 mana]
Slot 6: Power Word: Kill (Journeyman) [Instantly kill a lower-level target or deal substantial damage to a higher-level target, 24 mana]
Slot 7: Dark Whispers (Novice) [Deal damage over time to all hostile targets that can hear Dark Whisper, 20 mana]

I closed the display and looked on as the girls applied their level-ups. Thessa, Khla, and Lazy had all hit Level 10. Varga had reached Level 9. Seema had a double increase to Levels 5 and 6.

We didn’t have a lot of time for celebrations. The vampire still lay there on his stomach. A glint showed at the edge of his cloak’s fold beyond his arm. It was yellow-white and warm. It did not look like metal.

The Sun Crystal…


Chapter 19



Seema took a step toward the glint and looked excited. “We did it,” she said quickly, a little out of breath. “I’ll grab it.”

“Stop,” I said.

She froze with her boot in the muddy water. Her ears lowered. “What is it?”

I pointed with my staff. A faint distortion hung around the crystal. A second, separate shimmer spread through the mud around it. Engraved metal teeth protruded from the silt in a ring.

“Do you see that area outside the crystal’s light?” I said. “It’s a magically conjured snare. He had a final surprise in store for us.”

Seema’s tail pressed to her thigh. She stepped back half a pace and bit her lip. “Sorry. I got excited.”

“Being excited is fine,” I said. “Just gotta stay sharp.” I looked at the corpse and then at the ring. “He threw explosive pebbles while he ran. He liked traps. Nobody go near it yet.”

“It’s a fire trap,” Varga said.

Thessa came to my side with damp hair from the steam and flushed cheeks. Her Ember-Touched gloves still emitted heat. “Let me handle this,” she said, eyes wide. “I’ll put up fire protection.”

Khla raised a hand and scanned the area. “We should all step back first.”

“Agreed,” I said. “Everyone move to cover and kneel. Use Shields only if debris or an attack comes toward us.”

We spread out. Varga took cover beside a low, wet rock and watched both approaches. Lazy hugged my arm and scowled at the ring. Trixie was already behind a tree.

Thessa stepped forward and drew a breath. “Fire Shield.”

Flame wrapped her body from boots to jaw in a tight layer. It burned cleanly and produced a steady, low sound. The light showed the sweat on her smooth stomach from the fight, almost like candlelight. I looked at her for a moment and then returned my attention to the trap.

Thessa moved in slow, confident steps until the crystal was three paces in front of her. The heat from her shield warmed the air around her.

“Is everyone ready?” she asked.

“Do it,” I said. “Try to keep it controlled.”

Thessa raised her right hand and formed a tight, bright point of heat. She held it until the air visibly distorted. Then she flicked her wrist. “Firebolt.”

The bolt hit the snare ring in the center.

A flash and a loud series of small explosions happened at the same time. The carved metal components detonated in multiple bursts. A pressure wave struck the mud. Heat moved across Thessa’s shield and dispersed.

I covered my face for a moment. Grit struck my robe. Khla cast Shield between me and a small fragment that skittered across the ground. The sound echoed briefly among the trees.

The bright light faded. Smoke rose. A fist-sized crater smoked where the trap had been. Blackened fragments lay in a ring.

In the center, undamaged, the Sun Crystal lay half exposed on the mud. Its light illuminated the wet mud with a steady glow.

Thessa exhaled and dismissed Fire Shield. The air cooled. She shook out her fingers and looked over her shoulder at me with a proud expression. “This is why you do not grab items on the ground during an exam.”

“Nice pop,” Varga said. “Efficient.”

I crouched beside the Sun Crystal and reached out for it. It was warm but not hot. Its light cast a yellow color on the mud on my fingers.

“I have it,” I said.

Trixie’s beacon blinked blue at a steady rate. She angled it toward us. “Monitor log: objective secured by team lead. Visual confirmation of the Sun Crystal.”

Khla opened her pack. I wrapped the crystal in the cloth, then wrapped it again, and slid it into the center of her pack between spare linen and the bug veil so it was cushioned.

Seema exhaled and gave a small, embarrassed smile. “I learned from this,” she said. Her tail touched her calf.

I touched the back of her hand low, so only she felt it. “You’re fine. Be happy when we succeed,” I said. Then I raised my voice. “Let’s check the vampire for anything else of value.”

We approached the body carefully. The cloak had hidden linings and a reinforced collar. It looked expensive, but not magical.

“Roll him,” I said.

Khla grabbed the cloak by the shoulder and turned the body with a firm pull. The vampire rolled onto his back. His eyes stared past me. He wore a narrow belt with two pouches. They were empty now, but that was where he had kept his traps.

We found nothing of value on him other than the Sun Crystal, nor did we find any indication of why he had interfered with the exam or tried to obtain the crystal.

Disappointing.

I stood and tightened my pack straps. “A shame we didn’t get to question him,” I said, “but we did well. Let’s get ready to head back to the extraction point. And let’s stay alert.”

“Hold up,” Varga said.

I blinked. “What is it?”

“Our vamp… He came through here earlier.”

“You mean before we chased him?” Thessa asked.

“Exactly,” Varga said, moving left and stooping over something. “He was backtracking. I think he was trying to go somewhere when we were chasing him, not just running to escape from us.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Can we follow the trail?”

She grinned. “I think we can.”

I looked at the other girls. “What do you say—is it worth a little detour to see where he was trying to run off to?”

“Are leaves green?” Lazy hummed.

“Not necessarily,” Khla muttered, staring at a few weird purple leaf-like things growing from a nearby fungus, “but I agree with the sentiment.”

I grinned. “Let’s go.”

We looked once more at the smoking ring and the body. Then we turned toward the route back through the trees.
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We left the corpse and followed the vampire’s tracks.

With the Sun Crystal wrapped and secured in the middle of Khla’s pack, we prioritized speed. Varga took point. She raised her nose to scent the air and scanned the ground. She read faint grit smears and other small traces. The prints were not clear in many places; on roots and stone the boot left only a faint gray sheen. When the marks faded, Varga used scent to recover the route. She moved efficiently.

The trees grew closer together as we moved. The trunks were thicker and older. Vines stretched from branch to branch; some had pale patches under the bark that hid small barbs. Old stones appeared here and there: low markers half-buried in soil and a wall fragment with a carved sun line filled with moss. It was quiet. We could speak at close range, but sound still faded quickly.

Lazy bumped my arm as we moved. “Bonus Kredits when we get back, baby,” she sang. Then she whispered, “And a bath. I can smell the marsh living in my boot.”

The trail led deeper into the forest before it angled, and the trees showed few signs of recent travel. We passed a ring of old elven stones with only a quarter above ground; reed grass had grown over the remainder. A fallen trunk had an old saw cut, and the tree had grown around it and covered the mark over time. I noted wide gouges in the roots where our thief had scraped them as he passed quickly earlier.

After a while without talking, Seema glanced over at me. “Wade,” she said softly. “Do you think he was connected to Caine Marlow? From the House in Los Angeles.”

That was a good point, and I had considered it. House Marlow probably had a bone to pick with us after we raided one of their manors and killed Caine, a high-ranking vampire, to free Seema.

Great. More enemies.

“I’ve been thinking about that,” I said. “It could be true. The ring parts and the rune techniques do not look like student work. House Marlow has the resources… and a grudge.”

Seema’s ears tilted, and she set her jaw. “I don’t get how they think. It was their own fault.”

“Vampires aren’t known for being very reflective,” Thessa said. “But if House Marlow pokes us, I’ll light the whole family tree on fire.”

I chuckled. “Well, maybe it’s them. Maybe it’s a freelancer. We record it, we return the crystal, and we report to Kay and Alis. They can handle the politics.”

Varga made a short sound and lifted her hand. “Heads up,” she said. “Four small predators ahead, left side. Light steps. They’re keyed up.”

We eased forward. I heard small paws moving over leaves, teeth clicking, and a short breath when they detected us.

“Thorn-stoats,” Varga said when they came into view. Lean bodies low to the ground, dark fur, backs bristled with bony spines that flexed when they turned. They were dangerous if you were careless, but a prepared group could handle them. They were agitated because all kinds of things were invading their territory.

“I’ve got this,” I said. “Don’t waste casts.”

The four stoats spread out, two to the left and two to the right, attempting to surround us. The first one hissed and darted at my knees.

I spoke the words of Dark Whispers in a low voice. The spell reached them through the brush. They stiffened. Their ears flattened. They shuddered. The first one slid and struggled for footing. The second tried to turn, hit a root, and fell. The last two took two more steps and then collapsed, breathing hard.

We kept moving without slowing. I watched them for a few seconds and scanned the trees. I did not see any larger predators nearby. The stoats stopped moving.

Lazy wrinkled her nose. “I know they’re bitey, but I feel bad. They look as if ferrets had a terrible makeover.”

“They would bite off your leg,” Khla said.

“True,” Lazy sighed. “Good night, stabby noodles.”

We continued on the trail. The trees grew closer again and older. The ground rose and fell in gentle ridges. We crossed a shallow swale with black silt that would swallow boots if we stepped heavily. Colorful shelf fungus grew on a cut stump in stacked layers. A small snake coiled on a vine looked at us and flicked its tongue, then withdrew its head after Varga looked at it.

We crossed an old path paved with large pale tiles. Half of them had sunk or tilted. A sun symbol lay broken in four parts under thick, twisted roots. I tapped the edge of one slab with my staff. The sound faded quickly, as usual in this forest.

Our group followed Varga up a low rise that turned into a longer one. There, the trees thickened and then thinned on the slope. A storm years ago had broken many branches, and the undergrowth was sparse for a stretch. We could see farther for the first time in a while.

“Look,” Varga said.

Beyond the next ridge, where the trees dipped, we saw tall, broken walls and damaged towers made of pale stone with dark veins. Vines hung in heavy sheets from one leaning face. The roofs were gone, and the remaining walls formed a jagged line against the gray light. The central keep was half collapsed.

An old Tannorian castle ruin loomed above the trees.

“So, that’s where he was holing up,” I muttered. “Come on, let’s have a look. But stay wary.”


Chapter 20



We followed the vampire’s trail off the ridge until it reached the ruin. The outside slope was unstable scree, and fresh Weaver’s Mist collected in the low cut below. Varga tested the air with short breaths, kept her ears forward, and shook her head.

“Safer through the stone,” she said.

I nodded, and we dropped off the ridge and moved through a stand of young trees. Old walls rose ahead with heavy sheets of vines, and roots had pushed stones out of alignment. The place had been grand once. Now the stones were misaligned and eroded, the wall itself breached in many places.

Varga raised her head and slowed at the base of a slumped arch. She set two fingers into a shallow scrape and smelled it. “He came straight through here,” she said. She pointed under the arch. “He used this ruin regularly.”

I raised my hand. “Let’s have a good look before we try going in.”

We crouched behind brush. I let my eyes adjust and studied the entrance carefully and methodically, as I would on an exam. The dead vampire had been a summoner and a trap user. He would not leave a valuable item here without protection.

I saw the signs. Fine grooves in mortar that did not match weathering. Soot marks where no torch had burned. A smear of clear resin across a step that would carry flame quickly. Shallow runes cut into stones and masked with dirt. Some were earth sigils. Others were tied to air. A thin copper wire ran through a slot and into the wall.

“Yes,” I said. “He trapped the entrance with elemental runes for all four elements.” I pointed to each one. “Earth under that loose rock. An air plate over the arch triggered by a pressure change. A water zigzag on the right pillar. A fire glyph under that resin stripe. He layered the triggers so one would set off the next.”

Lazy peered over my shoulder and grimaced. “I hate clever jerks.”

Khla nodded once. “We go around the entire front.”

Thessa brushed my elbow. Heat still radiated from her skin. “I can pop the ones we can’t avoid with Firebolt,” she said.

“Good,” I said. “But only when I call for it. We don’t know if he chained them.”

We moved left and stayed close to a fallen buttress where blocks had spilled out. Varga tested the first foothold with her toe and kept her steps very light so she did not disturb the dust. I kept the Staff of Mastery low and pointed out the next bad spots.

“See the small ridge in the dust?” I asked quietly.

Seema studied it, then nodded. “Air plate. The groove runs to the arch.”

“Good. Let’s go around and avoid this.”

We took the longer route. The collapsed outer wall provided cover and a narrow raised path. The vampire had trapped the obvious walkway, not the maintenance run behind the rubble. We moved single file. We kept one hand on the stone and kept our eyes up.

Thessa pointed to a flat shard that reflected a little light. “That one?”

“Yes,” I said. “There is a fire rune under resin. Disable it.” I motioned everyone back and raised my hand.

Thessa leaned out, aimed tightly at the shard, and flicked her wrist. “Firebolt.”

The bolt hit with a sharp crack. The resin ignited and burned in a thin ribbon that ran along the groove and then went out on bare rock. A stone panel above the arch shifted and released a short burst of flame. It would have struck a person in the chest and face if we had walked through it.

Lazy blew on her fingers as if she had cast the spell. “That’s hot.”

Khla set her palm on Lazy’s shoulder to keep her from walking into another hazard. “Stay in line,” she said.

Varga moved over the next set of blocks with efficient, quiet steps. “Here,” she said. She pointed to a seam where two stones met. Moss hid a thin strip of copper. “Wire. It runs under the stone.”

I lowered my staff and traced the line to the far side. The wire disappeared into a crack under a carved sunburst at knee height. “Air and earth combination,” I said. “If this trips, rubble will fall. We will take the higher route. Thessa, leave it. I do not want to bring the wall down.”

We skirted the wire and dropped into a shadowed side court. Vines brushed our sleeves and left a tacky residue. An old statue lay on its face with half a wing broken off.

We crossed the court and faced a narrow stair with broken edges. Runes sat in the risers, half hidden by moss. Each had a different cut. Water glyphs. The slick sheen above the top step explained the intent. A cold burst would have frozen our legs at knee height and turned the next section into an easy area for attackers to target us.

“Thessa,” I said, “disable the top two water runes.”

She drew a slow breath. She set two tight Firebolts into the risers with quick flicks. The glyphs flashed white, dulled, and cracked. Thin sheets of ice formed at the top and then fell and broke.

“Path clear,” she said.

“Varga, your call,” I said. “Do we step?”

She took one calm breath and studied the shapes. “Yes,” she said. “The path through the middle is clear. We go one at a time. I go first.”

“Alright,” I said.

Varga took the stairs in three steady steps and waved us on. Seema and I followed with Thessa at my side. Lazy stayed close to my back and muttered that the stairs hurt her thighs and that she appreciated our training. Khla came last.

Past the stairs, the vampire had set more work. Triggers were positioned throughout the passage. A slab had hairline scratches that would activate an air plate. A stone gutter held silvery grit designed to convert water into fog. An alcove hid an earth rune behind a prayer tile. He had placed many traps here.

We took another long bend to avoid a cluster of overlapping plates near a low arch. I saw a straight line in mortar that was too fine for a mason’s tool. It ran to a hole the size of my thumb. “Sightline trigger,” I said. “When you look at the aperture, the sensor activates.”

“I have a solution,” Thessa said. She tilted her head and set a Firebolt into the hole. Something inside produced a high, continuous tone and then released compressed air and sand. The arch expelled sand across at waist height. It would have removed skin. Now the pressure dropped to a weak stream.

We passed the sanded area one at a time. The sand stuck to my robe and to Lazy’s cheek. She wiped it away then gave me a look that said she expected a bath later.

We reached a second courtyard inside the first. A tower stump leaned with an open throat to the sky. The vampire had passed here as well. Varga tracked his steps over brick and root as if she had placed them herself. “He went right here a couple of times,” she said. “Then left through that gap. Then inside.”

The gap was an opening in a broken wall. Vines hid the edges, but beyond it, the inner yard opened. The main keep rose straight ahead through a stand of dark ferns. Its walls were more intact. The arched door into the keep lay open under a cracked keystone, and the lintel carried a wide sun mark darkened by age. The ground between us and that door showed fewer signs of tampering. The vampire had concentrated on the perimeter and left fewer traps inside. He relied on the perimeter traps to deter intruders.

We moved in a crouch along the last section of wall. I still tested for wires and plates, but I found only two small water runes, and Thessa burned them away with tiny bolts. Nothing else waited at the threshold.

Varga paused at the door and tested the air again. “Looks like a temporary headquarters,” she said. “He used this often. His scent is stronger deeper inside.”

“Good,” I said. “Let’s head in. But carefully...”


Chapter 21



After clearing the inner yard, we walked under the cracked arch into the keep’s main hall. We moved carefully after the series of perimeter traps we had just avoided. Pale stone blocks lay at angles where the roof had fallen. Bits of gold inlay still traced sun symbols across the cracked tiles. Light fell from a large hole high above and illuminated floating dust.

The hall was very quiet.

Varga raised her chin and sniffed. “His scent is much stronger here,” she said. She turned toward the center and placed two fingers on a scuff. “He’s been here for a few days, at least.”

Seema studied the floor slowly and patiently, without letting her eyes dart. She was more careful after nearly falling for the vampire’s trap. She crouched by a seam in the stone near what used to be a dais.

“There,” she said, tapping a hairline that didn’t match the other joints. “The dust is thin here.”

Khla joined her, hands on her hips. “Good eye.”

Seema tried not to smile and then did. Her ears tipped forward.

I went down on one knee beside them and ran my hand along the seam Seema had noticed. One corner moved slightly. I tapped it with my staff and listened. The tone was dull, then hollow under the corner Seema had marked. Fresh grit showed where someone had lifted it recently.

“I’m willing to bet there’s something under here,” I said.

“A secret treasure place!” Trixie hummed. “That’s so cool!”

Lazy clapped her hands happily as I studied the tile, then I beckoned Varga closer. “What do you think?” I asked her.

“I don’t think it’s trapped,” she said. She brushed grit away with two fingers. “He lifted it often. Would’ve been a real burden to deactivate a trap every time.”

“Shields up, just in case,” I said.

Khla cast a Shield over me. Cool light settled, and I wedged the staff’s ferrule under the loose corner and lifted it a tiny amount. I eased the slab up with my other hand, moved it slowly, and slid it aside one inch at a time until we exposed a shallow recess.

A folded cloth sat inside. It was old linen. No traps.

I breathed out, picked it up by the corner, and unrolled it over my palm.

Heat touched my skin at once. The crystal inside gave off a warm, steady gold light that illuminated the recess and Seema’s cheek. The facets pulsed at regular intervals from the base to the tip.

Thessa exhaled with excitement. “Another Sun Crystal?”

I shook my head and chuckled. “No… I think this is the real Sun Crystal.”

I looked from it to Khla. “Unwrap the other.”

She set her pack down and opened the middle section where we had tucked the earlier find. She unwrapped it and held our first item next to the one in my palm.

Next to the new one, the old one looked wrong. It gave off light, but it was flat. It produced no heat and no pulsing effect. A faint illusion remained around its edges.

Lazy scrunched her nose. “That is a knockoff. Boo.” She peered at the real crystal, eyes bright. “Hello, shiny.”

Trixie tipped her head. “Now why the hell would he do that?”

“I have no idea,” I said. I tucked the fake back into its cloth. “We keep the fake for Alis to study; maybe we’ll know more about it. The real one goes in Khla’s pack.”

Khla wrapped the crystal in linen carefully and put the pack on her shoulders. She cinched the straps.

“So, we’re finally done?” Lazy sighed. “I want a bath. And food that didn’t live in a swamp five minutes ago.” She threw out her hands. “Ugh! Imagine if we’d never followed the trail and just come back with the fake. So much work for nothing.”

Thessa nodded. “Still… Why would a vampire go through all this trouble?”

“Let’s think for a moment,” I said. “We were working on the assumption that he was fleeing back to his hideout after stealing the Sun Crystal, right?”

“Right,” the girls agreed at the same time.

“But he was carrying the fake when we caught him.” I looked at Varga. “Is there a chance we read the tracks wrong? Maybe the ones we followed were from earlier, when he had stolen the crystal.”

She shrugged. “Could be. It would have had to have been today, though. They were from today.”

I nodded. “Then here’s my theory,” I said. “He retrieved the Sun Crystal earlier today, then came back here to make the fake, or maybe he had it stashed here. We actually caught him heading back to put the fake in the spire, so we would find that one and return to the academy with it.”

Silence followed as the girls considered that.

“Aren’t there easier ways to smuggle an item into the academy?” Seema asked.

“Maybe,” I agreed, then looked at Trixie. “But where would the Sun Crystal go once retrieved?”

“Into the Vault,” she replied. “Until we’d need it again for another trial. It’s kind of a recurring thing… like skinny jeans.”

“And it wouldn’t be as easy to smuggle an item into the Vault, now, would it?” I asked.

She shook her head. “Totally.”

We all contemplated that for a moment.

“Thieves,” Lazy said, and she could know. Her life prior to joining the academy had involved lots of them.

“Vampire thieves,” Seema added. “The worst kind.”

I rose and nodded. “I think that’s the best working theory we have.” I nodded at Seema. “Good find.”

Seema’s shoulders lowered and she smiled. The praise clearly mattered to her. “Thank you,” she said. She looked at me, lion ears up.

Varga grunted. “We should get out of here,” she said. “Maybe he has buddies.”

“Agreed,” I said. I studied the recess one last time, then slid the slab back into place so the hall looked undisturbed. “Varga, lead us on the route that avoids the worst traps.”

I shouldered my staff and looked at my women. They were tired and muddy, but I still thought they looked beautiful. Every one of them was ready to move.

“Let’s go,” I said, nodding at Varga.

We turned toward the way out, retraced our safe approach through the inner yard and rubble, and left the vampire’s hideout.
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We left the keep in a straight line and retraced Varga’s safe route through the ruin, stepping where we had before and skirting the runes she and I had marked. Outside the wall, the air was fresher.

I took out the map and traced the inked lines with my thumb. “We arc north,” I said. “We stay on the high ridges and avoid the marsh and the mist. We’ll move slowly and steadily.”

Khla nodded. “That works.”

I looked at Seema. “We’ll rotate who carries the crystal. You can carry it for this stretch.”

Her ears lifted. “Me?”

“You’ll do fine,” I said, knowing she needed the trust. “If there’s trouble, activate your auras when you judge the moment is right.”

Khla shrugged out of the pack she had carried from the keep and handed it over. Seema slid the straps on and tightened them, then checked the wrap inside without exposing the crystal. She handled it carefully. She felt its warmth through the cloth.

We moved. Varga took point with her head up and ears forward. Seema behind her with the pack. I stayed behind her with Thessa at my side. Lazy walked close behind me. Khla watched the rear. Trixie came behind us, and I could see she was growing tired of having to stay out of things.

With any luck, it would soon be over.

We left the ruin and reached the ridgeline I had picked on the map. The ground was firm, and the marsh was to our right. It was a detour we couldn’t have afforded coming in but that we had the time for now.

We kept a steady pace, and I watched the map and Varga’s shoulders, reflecting on the expedition as we moved.

We had pushed through a bat swarm, crossed a swamp with mana-draining mists. We had fought a trained summoner vampire and his elementals…

And we had done well. It had been Seema’s baptism by fire, and she had made hardly any mistakes. She was a match for the rest of the team, and I was confident that she would come to believe this herself too in due time.

Overall, our performance had improved compared to when we left the van.

“Let’s keep it tight,” Khla said from the back.

We closed the gaps that naturally appear during long walks, then crossed a saddle and dropped onto a narrow path where the ground was soft from old leaf mold. Varga raised her hand. She crouched by a root and sniffed.

“There’s something ahead,” she said. “It’s to the right of the trail.”

A lizard with a glossy stripe down its back froze on a trunk and watched us with a lidless eye. Its mouth was full of tiny teeth. Its throat expanded and contracted rapidly as it watched us.

Trixie bounced on her feet. “I want him,” she whispered. “I will name him Mr. Bug-Eye.”

“Yes!” Lazy agreed. “I can charm him and have him spy ahead for us.”

Khla rolled her eyes, but she obviously allowed it.

I chuckled, letting the girls have their fun. “Go for it,” I said.

Lazy lifted her wand and tilted her head. She cast Charm. The skink blinked, perked up, and bobbed at her as if it recognized us as friendly.

“Hi, intern,” she cooed. “Run the path. Fast-fast. Come back if you hear something upsetting.”

It ran ahead very quickly, tail straight, toes tapping.

“Byeee, Mr. Bug-Eye,” Trixie hummed. “Don’t get eaten!”

We followed at a distance. It crossed a mat of vine and a patch of leaves that hid a plate. A line of thorn whips dropped and swung once, missing the little skink.

“Let’s avoid that particular shrubbery,” Trixie muttered.

“Noted,” I said, and Varga navigated us around the patch.

The skink continued for about twenty paces and paused at a hollow log. It sniffed the air, then ran on.

“Ten more seconds,” she said.

“Call him back,” I said.

She clicked her tongue. The skink sprinted back, stopped at her boot, and stood on its hind legs for a moment as if it wanted a reward.

“You did amazing,” she told it. “Now go eat a million bugs!”

When the spell ended, the skink stood still, then ran up a trunk quickly. Its scales reflected light for a moment.

Trixie pressed a hand to her chest. “Farewell, Mr. Bug-Eye,” Trixie said. “Never to be forgotten.”

“I’ll write you letters!” Lazy called after him.

“It can’t read,” Khla growled.

“So prejudiced,” Trixie replied.

We kept moving as the ridge bent east. We stayed on the high ground and moved through straight trunks where the light was dim and green. As usual here, distant sound faded quickly. Even quiet speech sounded noticeable, so we saved our breath.

Thessa still whispered to me. “When we get back, I’m going to roast a whole chicken and eat it while I soak. Then I’m going to eat some more.”

Lazy fanned her face. “Lewd.”

“Hungry,” Thessa said.

“You two can plan whatever you’ll be eating,” Khla said. “Quietly.”

Finally, dusk was on rapid approach. We did as we had the previous night and made a simple camp in a place that would evade notice but would still allow our watch to have a good overview. We made no fire and rose early.

We walked through most of the morning and early afternoon until Varga slowed and pointed. Far ahead, between two trunks, the trees thinned and stood straighter. The color beyond changed. The border of the Wilds formed a sharp line. On the far side, typical Earth trees such as pines and alders grew, and sound carried farther. We heard a faint wind beyond the border.

“There’s our way out,” Varga said.

We tightened the formation and walked the last stretch in single file. I relaxed my shoulders. Thessa exhaled and squeezed my wrist. Lazy took my hand and swung it once. Trixie gave a grin and met my eyes.

“Well done,” I said, and I did not hide the pride in my voice. “Let’s get out of these Wilds.”


Chapter 22



Borsj waited at the edge of the Wilds with the battered academy van. By now, he wore three scarves and a knit hat with ear flaps pulled down over his glasses. He stomped his boots repeatedly to keep warm.

“About time,” he grumbled the second we crossed the line. “I’ve nearly frozen into a very handsome statue.”

“If only!” Trixie mused. “Look, the team has the objective! Time to move.”

Borsj grunted. “Fine. Congratulations. Put your packs in. No slime on the seats. If anything explodes in my van, you’d better make sure you explode with it.”

We loaded quickly. At the bumper, Seema slid the pack with the crystal off her shoulders and handed it to me. I passed it to Khla, who set it under the bench in the center and placed her boots to either side of it.

Khla sat at the end so she could watch the aisle and the door. Varga slid in first and took a window seat. Seema climbed in carefully and passed me her spear case. Trixie hurried to the front and took the passenger seat with obvious enthusiasm.

Borsj looked sideways at Trixie, then at the rest of us. “Nobody bleed. Nobody set anything on fire.”

Thessa held up both hands innocently. “I am a picture of restraint.”

“You are a picture of poor decisions,” Borsj said as he twisted the key.

“But she is a picture!” Trixie said lovingly, framing Thessa with her fingers.

The engine misfired twice and emitted a little smoke. Borsj slammed the cracked dash like it owed him money. “Come on, you stinking piece… Bring me home and save me from the endless chatter.”

Then it finally caught.

“Your prayer worked!” Trixie said.

“Yeah,” Borsj scoffed. “A prayer. We do a lot of those in the Abyss.” He looked at us in the mirror. “Put on your seatbelts.”

We fastened our belts, and Borsj pulled the van onto the two-way road, and we drove away from the Wilds.

We had a long stretch of road ahead to unwind.

I passed canteens and handed out the last of our food. I gave jerky to Khla first. She broke off a piece and gave half to Seema. I handed Varga a pouch of nuts, Lazy the last chocolate—which Trixie pounced on—and Thessa the last dried fruit.

Thessa watched me lean back, then stretched her legs until her boot touched my shin. She shifted, unzipped her jacket an inch, and let out a small breath. “When we get back, I want a bath and a slab of beef the size of the steering wheel,” she said.

“In that order?” I asked.

She considered it. “Food, bath, then you.”

Borsj made a gagging sound. “No mating talk in the van.”

Lazy cupped her hands and spoke toward the front, “We had an earlier… warm-up.”

“No,” Borsj snapped. “Stop talking.”

Lazy meeped happily.

Seema went quiet after we sat down. She braced her pack between her knees and leaned her head against the window. Her tail pressed against her thigh. Her eyes softened. She was trying to relax after the fights.

I squeezed her knee. “Drink some water first,” I said.

She did, then handed the canteen back and gave me a small smile. “I’m tired.”

“That’s normal. Take a nap,” I said.

She smiled and closed her eyes, seeming a lot more relaxed than she had been on the way in.

Lazy blew a strand of hair off her face. “You know, I’m sorry about Mr. Bug-Eye. I really wanted to keep him.”

“We are not adopting wildlife,” Khla said.

“Then can I adopt Borsj?” Lazy said as she leaned forward. “Borsj, do you want to live in a little cage? We can put a small bed in it. You can complain all day long.”

“I don’t see how that’s any different from my life right now,” he growled.

Varga snorted. Khla hid a smile. I rested my head against the panel behind me, watched Seema breathe steadily, and watched the scenery pass while the van moved.

We reached a long straight stretch. Pines passed quickly outside. The van made a constant low sound. Borsj turned the heater to full, then complained that it didn’t do anything, even though the rest of us were down to shirts and tank tops.

Finally, Lombardy appeared. We could see the roofs, the lights, and the long hill toward the academy.

Borsj slowed to a very low speed at the gate, showed the academy plate, then took the last turn too tightly. Trixie squeaked and held a pom-pom against her chest. The van climbed the hill, reached the top, then pulled into the academy courtyard.
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Once we got out of the van, I led the girls across the courtyard and into the administrative building. By now, the mud had dried on our boots. We were still dirty from the expedition, but we needed to check in with Kay first.

Khla carried the pack with the crystal in the center slot. Trixie walked next to me with an energetic step, happy to be back and to have her official monitoring job over.

Kay had her door open before I knocked. She saw us and waved us in. She wore a tight black dress that propelled my mind into outer space for a moment before I recovered.

“Ah, you’re back!” she said, and her smile was a long way from the expression she had worn when she first took me to the academy, thinking I’d be trouble.

Maybe she was starting to like the trouble…

“We are,” I confirmed. “And all in one piece.”

She smiled. “So,” she said. “Come in. Tell me.”

“Well, we have the Sun Crystal,” I said as I set my staff against the wall and nodded to Khla.

Khla unslung the pack and brought it to the desk. She opened the center slot, unwrapped the linen from the glowing crystal, and kept both hands steady. Warm light illuminated the desktop and the side of Kay’s face.

Kay looked closely. She took a ward-stone from a drawer and set it beside the crystal. The stone flashed white three times and then glowed yellow. She gave a small smile.

“Good. That makes you the first team in,” she said. “You have earned the bonus grade and extra Kredits. They will post to your accounts before morning.” She looked at me. “Well done, Wade. And the rest of you too—Thessa, Lazy, Khla. And I’m glad to see you’ve handled yourself well, Seema.”

“Thank you, Headmistress,” she said.

She gestured to the chairs. “Sit. Tell me everything. I received Trixie’s pings, but they don’t tell the whole story.”

Trixie beamed. “Fabulous as they were…”

We sat. Thessa took the chair to my right and sat with a relaxed, confident posture. Lazy sat down and bumped her knee on the desk, then acted like nothing happened. Varga leaned forward with her elbows on her thighs and focused on Kay. Seema sat straight with her hands on her knees and watched carefully.

I described the route in order, from the rope bridge to the cave and the Glimmer Bats and every encounter along the way. I made sure to give the girls the credit they were due, especially Seema, and they chimed in every now and then when they had something to add.

Then we came to the tracks. “Trixie and Varga found fresh humanoid prints. One person. Not a student or a monitor. But we stayed on the objective and followed the map toward the Spire. There was Weaver’s Mist, and the mana drain gave us a disadvantage when we had to deal with Marsh Lurkers. We fought them mostly in close quarters, but we managed to overcome them.”

Kay nodded. “Good.”

“After that, we reached the Spire,” I said. “The pedestal was empty, but we saw signs of disturbance. The same boot prints we tracked at the river. We pursued the thief. We encountered vine crawlers on his path but dispatched them. Then we finally managed to cut him off at a ravine. It turned out he was a vampire and a summoner, too.”

Kay’s eyes narrowed. “A vampire interfered with an official assessment and stole the objective?” She shook her head. “Keep going.”

“He summoned elementals,” I said. “We turned those against each other and tried to take the vampire alive. He pretended to surrender and then rushed Seema with a conjured dagger. I had no choice but to kill him. And we found this near the body.” I placed the fake crystal on her desk.

Her brow arched. “I see. A fake. And a good one, too. It would have fooled me if the real one didn’t lie beside it…”

I nodded. “We were fooled. But we decided to then pick up on his inbound trail, which led us to an old ruin. Inside, we found the real Sun Crystal under a lifted floor slab.”

She arched a ginger brow. “So, the other one…”

“A decoy,” I said, then looked at the girls. “Our theory is that they wanted to smuggle it into the Vault.”

She nodded slowly. “That’s where it would have ended up had we fallen for it.” She sat back. “This is strange. I have no idea why a vampire would want such a thing.”

“Thieves,” Lazy suggested.

“Or House Marlow somehow trying to get back at us for killing Caine,” Seema added.

“Could be,” she mused. Then she smiled and sat back. “At any rate, you handled a major problem. You kept discipline and brought back the objective. You protected a new member and followed the rules. Well done.”

I smiled. “Thank you.”

“But the ambush matters. Someone from outside the academy used a monitored trial to target you, get something into the Vault, or both.” She looked at each of the women, then back at me. “That’s an attack.”

Thessa tightened her hand on my forearm. “The vampire said Wade’s name like he knew it,” she said.

“I expected that,” Kay said. “We now have two issues. One is the thief. The other is the familiar that continues to watch you.” She tapped the desk twice. “Professor Alis has an update on the crow. She has been tracing the signature through several layers of protection all week.” She rose. “She will be here in a moment to discuss her findings.”
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Alis arrived without a knock.

The door swung in on silent hinges, and she entered with confidence and without hesitation. Her silver eyes were sharp, and she was as impeccable as always; her white hair was braided neatly. She gave Kay a brief nod, then looked at each of us in turn with a clinical, assessing gaze.

Kay smiled. “Professor.”

Trixie wiggled a few fingers at her, which Alis ignored.

“Wade,” Kay said, “can you please update Alis?”

I gave the short version of what we had just discussed, then showed her both the real Sun Crystal and the fake one. Alis glanced briefly at the real one without interest, then focused on the decoy.

“Interesting,” she mused. “We’ll need to study it to find out its purpose… It might be an anchor for teleportation, so we shall ward that off right away.”

I nodded. “Professor, about the familiar. Kay told me you had a line on it. Can you share your progress? Any guess what it is?”

Alis folded her hands behind her back. “We do not guess,” she said, disdain in her voice.

Alis was a genius, but she was hard to deal with. The fact that she used the plural to refer to herself didn’t help. Luckily, I took no offense. I knew valuable people often had their quirks.

“Instead, we measure,” she continued. “And we have tracked the bird since your first encounter in Los Angeles. It is not a simple sending. The controller combined three layers of masking: obfuscation, relay splitting, and a phase tint on the return tether. Someone spent money and time.”

“House Marlow?” Varga asked, low.

“Possibly,” Alis said. “The work is precise, not ostentatious. The goal is surveillance, not display.”

Thessa’s tail tightened around my calf. “Just tell us who,” she said.

Alis ignored Thessa’s tone. “Our first pass followed your Los Angeles sighting. The masks redirected the trace into four decoys spread between older tie points. One went dead under the Pacific. One pinged a warded yacht. One resolved to a Tannoris relay that no longer exists on this plane. The last resolved to a general node near Turin. All false leads. That is the point of relay splitting.”

Lazy raised a finger. “So you did science again and… more science?”

Alis looked past her. “We’re not in the habit of explaining each line of work to first-years,” she said. “But since Kay asked for a briefing, you will listen and spare me your banter.”

Lazy slid lower in her chair and mouthed, “So rude.”

Thessa smirked.

Alis continued. “We waited for the Glimmerwood exposure. The Wilds distort energy in a consistent way. When a familiar enters that boundary with a masked tether, it leaves a trace that can be read from outside by someone who knows the propagation pattern for this sector. We used the academy’s resonance chamber and your monitor’s beacon pings as reference points.”

Trixie perked up. “That’s my beacon. She said my beacon. I helped.”

Alis gave a brief nod. “We took three windows. One when you entered the Wilds. One at your night watch, Wade, when the bird perched. One when you made your mandatory report to us the next morning. We built a correction across the three, inverted the relay logic, and rejected the decoys. Today’s final pass used those reference points to isolate the true endpoint. The familiar is not independent. It accepts a gate at set intervals and uses a channel rather than a raw tether. That made isolation harder.”

Khla nodded once. “Layered protection.”

“Yes,” Alis said in a flat tone. “We made three focused attempts after we had the correction. The first found a ward ring at a university trash heap in Vienna. The second hit a private house with a shopfront in Hamburg and returned a countermeasure strong enough to injure an apprentice severely. The third required two arrays and assistance from a librarian who specializes in old court records.”

Kay leaned forward slightly. “And?”

Alis looked at me and then at Kay and gave a thin, controlled smile. “We have the controller’s seat,” she said. “The trace terminates at Avalon Castle.”
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After Alis’s revelation, there was a brief silence. We all knew what it meant.

“Avalon Castle,” I said. “So, somebody’s watching us from the Magocrats’ home.”

Alis inclined her head. “Correct. Avalon is their seat of power. If a familiar of their making watched you, this was not a casual effort.” Her silver eyes settled on me. “Your confirmed bloodline drew attention. Your actions in Los Angeles made them treat you as an official matter. They want to see what you are organizing and how quickly you are improving.”

Thessa tightened her hand on my forearm. “If they want a show, I can provide. Specifically, fireworks.”

Kay gave her a warning look and then focused on me. Her tone was firm. “It would be foolish to fight them. The Magocrats are powerful.”

Trixie folded one leg over the other and kicked her heel. “They must feel intimidated by the big bad bloodline.”

Lazy chuckled. “Bunch of old coots in robes.”

Varga’s ears angled forward. “Avalon doesn’t send a familiar for fun,” she said. “They are watching for a reason.”

I nodded. “And the Magocrats certainly have the means for more covert scrying. If we noticed, it’s because they wanted us to notice.”

Kay smiled and inclined her head. “Very astute, Wade. There is a point to this, and we must find out what it is.”

“They will likely continue,” Alis said. “I will keep the reverse scry running at a slow interval.” She pointed at the fake crystal on Kay’s desk. “And that should go into a null ward box. I’ll study it.”

Kay nodded once. “Done.”

Seema sat a little straighter. Her tail pressed to her thigh. “So, the Magocrats… Is… is this about Vorlius? Do they want to get back at us for killing one of their officials.”

I looked at Seema. “Could be, but it would have to be a very personal grudge. After all, Vorlius was exposed as corrupt during the trial. Even if we hadn’t killed him, the Magocracy would’ve had to punish him severely.” Then I looked back to Kay and Alis. “Still, they can’t do much on academy grounds. Thank you for the protection. As far as I’m concerned, this doesn’t change much. We’ll stick to our schedule while we try to find out more.”

Kay’s eyes warmed. “Good. That is the correct response. Train, study, and keep your heads clear.”

I glanced at Alis. “If the bird appears again?”

“It likely will,” she said. “It’s not forbidden to have familiars flying around, so there isn’t much we can do.”

“Translation,” Lazy said. “No midnight rooftop hunts.”

Kay steepled her fingers. “Correct. No escalation. And we’ll be monitoring for that. You won’t out-sneak our wards, Lazy.”

Lazy sighed. “A girl can dream.”

Kay nodded. “Now, we change focus. The trial and the debrief are complete. Your exams are coming up: Bestiary, Meditation, and Dungeon Lore. You have had a long field course. Return to classroom study next week.”

“Boo,” Thessa said without anger.

Lazy groaned in an exaggerated way.

“We study,” Khla replied, which settled that.

Kay stood. That signaled the end of the meeting. “You will receive a significant bonus on your exam grades due to retrieving the Sun Crystal. I am confident you will complete them. Well done in the Wilds. You handled a theft, you fought at a level above your year, and you recovered the objective. Go eat, sleep, and shower. Next week, we return to the normal schedule.”

“Such as it ever is,” Trixie said as she got to her feet.

I rose and shouldered my staff. “We’ll be ready,” I said. “If Avalon wants to watch a grind, we’ll give them a grind. They can watch us get stronger and sharper.”

She nodded, and I motioned to the others. We filed out into the hall, and the door clicked shut behind us. We felt the long day in our bodies. We looked forward to food, hot water, and a bed. We headed for the dorm to rest.


Chapter 23



After a long nap and hot showers—Kay had cleared us to eat, sleep, and then get back to work—we dragged ourselves back to our dorm common room with clean hair and heavy eyelids. Late afternoon light slanted through the windows. The long couch and scattered chairs waited, empty.

Thessa dropped into the corner of the couch and stretched out, jacket open, horns framed by loose black hair. Lazy flopped onto a beanbag with a dramatic groan, her tail poking through a rip in the fabric. Khla settled into the too-small armchair, somehow making it fit her broad shoulders. Varga perched forward on a dining chair, hands on her knees, ears alert. Trixie claimed the ottoman, crossing her legs and fussing with her jacket like she was on stage. Seema sat straight near the low table, lion ears tilted forward in full listening mode.

I pulled the whiteboard off the wall and set it on a chair. “We have six weeks,” I said. “Three exam blocks: Bestiary Studies, Meditation, and Dungeon Lore. We keep our approach clean and simple; we get high marks.”

Lazy raised a hand without lifting her head. “I support ‘simple,’” she said. “So long as it’s not boring.”

“If we keep it straightforward, we get high marks,” I said. “Mornings: conditioning and spell control. Afternoons: lectures and labs. Evenings: ninety-minute study blocks. We rotate who teaches a short segment each night—teaching helps you remember.”

Trixie lifted both hands like a conductor. “I call dibs on theme music.”

Khla gave her a flat, warning look.

Trixie lowered her hands and pouted. “Fine. Subtle background theme music.”

“We’ll use recall instead of re-reading,” I went on. “Close your notes, answer out loud, fast pace. Mistakes are expected. I’ll correct; nobody gets chewed out.”

Thessa smirked sideways at me. “I only roast meat,” she said.

“Noted,” I said. I drew a grid on the board. “Weeks one and two: Bestiary. Week three: Meditation. Week four: Dungeon Lore. Week five: mixed drills and practice tests. Week six: polish plus a rest day before each written exam.”

Varga nodded once. “Clear.”

“Roles,” I said, tapping the board. “For Bestiary, we’ll use the flash cards to study the creatures and their weaknesses.” I tossed a stack of flash cards onto the table. “We’re starting tonight with Bestiary. Gammicka loves weaknesses and exceptions. Think in patterns. If a question can mislead you, she will make sure it does.”

Lazy groaned into her hands. “She hates joy.”

“She hates lazy answers,” Khla said calmly.

Trixie stage-whispered, “Rude, Green Mommy.”

Khla’s ear twitched, but she let it go.

I held up the first card. “Shadow Stalkers. That should be easy.”

Thessa’s eyes lit. “Break intangibility with strong heat,” she said. “Force them solid, kill the alpha first so the pack scatters. They like to flank, stay low.”

“Good. Add: they track by vibration. Illusions don’t work well. Sound attracts them.” I flipped to the next card. “Swamp Trolls.”

“Fire damage,” Lazy said, ears forward now. “Lots and lots of fire damage.”

I placed the card on the table. “Name a classic gotcha.”

“‘Do trolls regenerate if set on fire?’” Lazy said. “Answer: depends. Not all trolls. Cave trolls shrug off fire; swamp trolls hate it. You have to name which.”

“Yes. Give class and subtype. ‘Troll’ alone is a half-answer to her.”

I grinned and nodded, then moved to the next one. I kept the pace brisk for twenty minutes, cards flipping, answers snapping back. I corrected where needed, moved on quickly when they were solid. Every time Trixie nailed an answer, she shook tiny pom-poms she’d produced from nowhere—until Khla calmly took them and shoved them behind her chair without comment.

When I moved to elementals, Thessa looked genuinely happy. “Fire resists fire—big surprise,” she said. “Stone is weak to shatter effects and strikes at seams. Water loses cohesion if we disrupt the flow and add heat; we can boil it, push it, or cut its core. Air has a core we can target; binding and containment work better than random blasting.”

“Right,” I said with a grin.

Thessa leaned into my shoulder and murmured, “You’re enjoying this.”

“I enjoy you learning faster,” I said.

Lazy propped her chin on her hands. “Quiz me harder, Daddy,” she purred exaggeratedly.

We all laughed at that before we got back into it, and I already knew we were going to do well.
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Two weeks into the study push, our dorm became Melhee’s second classroom. We moved our rugs to the walls, and we set cushions in a circle on the floor. I brewed Melhee’s favorite fox-oolong and set the pot on a tray.

The girls came in barefoot and wearing loose clothes, hair down, ready to meditate. When they settled, my brain did a quick detour anyway—Thessa’s tank top hugged firm breasts that bounced freely, nipples poking at the fabric; Lazy’s shorts were a scandal; Varga’s runner thighs had my full attention; and Khla filled her chair like a goddess of muscle. Meanwhile, Trixie managed to look both wholesome and up to no good, and Seema sat very straight with her lion ears forward and a faint flush on her cheeks.

We started with Melhee’s foundation. I ran them through the count. “In for four. Hold. Out for six. One beat empty.” Everyone matched the rhythm. I watched shoulders and ribcages rather than faces so I could tell when someone lost focus. The room quieted until the only sounds were breathing and a small click from the kettle.

“We begin with Fox Breath to settle. Then we move to Mirror Mind,” I said. “No internal chatter. Notice the thought, name it, and then let it go.”

Lazy cracked one eye. “What if the thought is about pastries?”

“Tag it pastry and let it go,” I said.

“Cruel,” she whispered, then closed her eye again.

We moved to Melhee’s second block, the Four Gates. “Place your focus between brow and crown,” I said, and tapped above my nose. “Second gate is at the sternum. Third is at the gut. Fourth is at the base of the spine. Work one gate at a time. No rush.”

Thessa breathed slowly and kept her expression neutral while she controlled heat. Khla’s breathing stayed steady. Varga slowed her breathing until it was very light. Lazy had trouble with the empty beat at first, then matched it when I snapped a quiet count. Seema’s first three cycles were stiff. On the fourth, her shoulders lowered and her tail relaxed against her thigh.

“Good,” I said. “Hold it for ten. When a thought comes, name it, dismiss it, and return.”

We held the drill for a while; then I broke the silence. “Shield up,” I told Khla. “Breathe while the shield strains.”

She cast Shield on herself with a whisper. The light of the spell wrapped her shoulders. She kept her breathing pace unchanged.

“Good,” I said. Then I had the others cast spells while they meditated as well—Thessa maintained a flame; Lazy repeatedly cast Polymorph on a mosquito—although I had to stop her when she turned it into a panda bear—and so on.

After a while, we broke for food, and I brought out bowls and a tray from the kitchen. Rice, chicken, greens, a little sauce, sliced fruit. Nothing fancy. Enough calories. Varga ate everything without complaint. Khla ate with discipline and speed. Trixie dipped fruit in tea and hummed. Seema finished her bowl, then went for seconds.

When we were done, we put the dishes aside and returned to practice. I ran them through the Ladder, a Melhee drill. “Visualize six steps,” I said. “Each step unlocks a breath. Step one is breath only. Two is a body scan. Three is a check for clenching in the jaw and gut. Four is silence. Five is the shape of your favorite spell.”

I went up the ladder with them and paused on five so everyone could hold their spell without casting.

“Now, six,” I said. “A word that suits you. Say yours out loud.”

“Burn,” Thessa said.

“Guard,” Khla said.

“Speed,” Varga said.

“Mine,” Lazy said, and wiggled a brow.

“Steady,” Seema said, more quietly but certain.

“Sparkles,” Trixie purred.

“Of course,” I muttered.

We kept up the meditation exercises until it was time to switch to Dungeon Lore. I spread our notes from Vallei’s classes across the low table. Three folded sheets covered ruin layouts and field notation: flow charts, small sketches of old Tannorian floor plans, neat arrows showing how rooms connected.

By now, the dorm looked lived-in but not chaotic. Cushions from our meditation circle were stacked along the wall. The whiteboard still showed our notes on movement, damage, and control. Thessa dropped into the corner of the couch, hair damp from her shower, black tank under an open jacket. Lazy lounged in shorts and the hoodie she’d stolen from me earlier. Varga leaned forward in her favorite black hoodie, ears up. Khla sat upright, leg crossed, hands neatly folded. Trixie claimed the ottoman, skirt tight across her hips, hair in a high ponytail, eyes bright with daydreams. Seema sat near me, ears forward, ready for the next topic.

I tapped Vallei’s first page with my marker. “Dungeon Lore, midterm review. Professor Vallei’s outline: map the structure of a ruin, identify the major layout types tied to each area, and list two sane ways to move through them. Today we practice until she would… acknowledge our existence.”

“High praise,” Lazy said. “I’ll try not to cry.”

Thessa smirked. “She likes us.”

“She respects punctuality, neat handwriting, and nothing else,” Khla said.

“I’m sure she respects results, too,” I said.

Varga gave one small nod; that was how Vallei operated.

I sketched a simple plan on the whiteboard: outer ring, service path, side court, main hall, stair run, inner keep. “We’ll use the Glimmerwood keep as our example. First, perimeter. What told us the main path to the vampire’s ruin was wrong just by layout?”

“Line of approach,” Varga said immediately. “Too straight to the front door, no cover. Maintenance ledges on the side walls. A drainage channel that didn’t line up with the main gate.”

“Good,” I said. “So, we took the side route instead of acting like a parade. Next: corridors. How do you spot a hallway that was built to funnel you instead of serve you?”

“Symmetry that’s too clean,” Thessa said, tracing Vallei’s notes. “A ceiling that gets lower right before a choke point. You mark it, then choose a better line.”

“Excellent,” I said. “Stairs?”

“Listen before you step,” Seema said. “Sound changes where there’s open space and potential surprises below.”

“Great,” I said. “Now, navigation theory. You hit a collapsed wall. Tell me the logic that gets you through and the kind of wording Vallei wants.”

Seema raised her hand. “Cover and control first. Make sure you can fall back if it’s an ambush.”

“Right,” I agreed.

“As for crossing, going around might result in new encounters and dangers, loss of time, and might not even be possible. Prioritize mapping the rest of the dungeon. If you find no way around, solve with silent magic. If that’s not possible, look for a mundane solution.”

I gave her a small smile. “Perfect. Clean, direct.”

I moved us to quick drills. “I give you a situation; you write a route and two layout calls, then explain it to your partner in thirty seconds.”

Thessa groaned at the writing part but sat forward with her pen ready. Lazy flopped half over the table and kicked her feet behind her. Khla held her pen like it could misbehave. Trixie was already someplace else, decorating the top of her page with hearts—we were lucky she didn’t have to take the exams. Seema pressed her lips together, eager to perform.

“Situation,” I said. “Inner yard, broken walls and overgrowth. Two obvious doors. One shadowed stairwell going down. Fog sits low in the far corner.” I set a timer. Pens scratched. I walked the table, tapping any sentence that tried to turn into a paragraph until it shrank.

“Go.”

Varga pointed at Lazy. “We take the shadowed stairs,” she said, flat and fast. “Fog in a corner means potential surprises. Doors frame us and give long sightlines. Stairs give cover and a choke point we set. Seema and I lead the descent. Thessa and Khla hold the rear.”

“I’ll hold your rear,” Lazy purred, making Khla groan, and then she slid her page over. “I had the same!”

“Except for the tiny cats drawn in the margin,” I said. “But great work.”

Thessa went next with Seema. “We study the stair shape before we commit,” she said. “Unnatural fog marks the area we avoid. We favor higher landings when we can. We don’t touch anything shiny or central without a second layout read. If we hear movement, you pulse Dread so we can fall back in order. Four lines. Pure efficiency.”

Seema repeated it back cleanly. Her tail flicked once with pride that she had largely the same ideas.

We ran two more rounds until we had it all in our minds.


Chapter 24



We spent the last week before the exams turning our dorm into a mildly cursed library.

The big table vanished under notes and quills. I taped my study grid to the wall over the hearth like a war map. Someone—Trixie—had drawn a cartoon of Gammicka in the corner, glaring over tiny spectacles. The couches filled with books, half-drunk tea, and one very judgmental fox-shaped kitchen timer.

“Mock Exam One,” I said. “Bestiary. Thirty minutes. No notes. No dramatics.”

Trixie immediately put on dramatics in the form of a paper crown she’d folded from scrap. “I shall permit this examination to proceed,” she intoned, and hit the timer.

I handed out exams I’d built from Gammicka’s lectures: mirror serpents, hush spiders, bone wyverns, moss-lions, viper swarms, the usual arguments about venom versus poison, plus a section on “Creatures People Underestimate Right Before They Die.”

Pens started scratching. Thessa frowned in concentration and silently mimed casting patterns as she wrote. Varga hunched over her paper like it was trying to run away, letters small and precise. Lazy wrote the words “blow it up” three times in a row before she felt me staring and very slowly crossed them out. Khla sat with her spine straight and her sheet lined with marching bullet points. Trixie, who was playing along for shits and giggles, chewed the end of her quill, then underlined something three times because she enjoyed the word’s ‘aesthetics.’ Seema’s ears flicked every time she remembered a detail; she wrote steadily, never speeding, never stalling.

“Time,” I said when the fox timer dinged.

They stretched, shook out hands, raided the fruit bowl. I graded on the couch with a red pen and zero mercy.

“Review.” I tapped the first packet. “Mirror serpents. Short answer: their reflections are not real, but you won’t know until you attack them. Varga, you forgot to mention the sound they make before they strike.”

She nodded once.

“Hush spiders.” I flicked Thessa’s page. “Quote: ‘set the whole ceiling on fire.’”

“It would work,” she muttered.

“And might cause a collapse. Gammicka will not give points for ‘technically effective but suicidal arson.’ Give me the actual answer.”

She sighed. “Fine. Identify the anchor web and destroy it, and don’t shout because they track by sound.”

“Much better.” I turned to Seema. “You nailed moss-lions, but you mixed up venom and poison on the swamp eels.”

“Venom is injected. Poison is ingested or touched,” she corrected at once. “Swamp eels: venom, because they bite.”

“Exactly,” I said, and drew a small check mark. “Your behavior patterns section is excellent. Keep them that clean, and Gammicka will frown only once when checking your answers.”

Trixie gasped. “High praise.”

Mock Exam Two came after that: Meditation Theory. I used Melhee’s outline but shuffled the order. No one trusts a predictable test.

“Fifteen minutes,” I said. “Name a technique, give the structure in one sentence, and a combat use in another. Two lines per. If you write more, I cross them out and ignore them.”

“Yay, paper violence,” Trixie whispered.

“Fox Breath, Mirror Mind, Gate work, Ladder variations, Focus Words, stress scans,” I said. “Begin.”

This time, the room was quieter. Everyone already knew the shapes; they just had to pin them down in exam language. Lazy started strong and then tried to write a small romance novel about Gate Three before I gently tapped her shoulder. Khla’s answers were so compact they looked like spells about to go off. Varga made tiny arrows in the side column: “jaw loose, shoulders down, pulse steady.” Thessa’s use-cases all involved going from calm to “murder-bolt” in one breath. Seema wrote “Steady” for her Focus Word.

They all did well enough, and so we moved on to Mock Exam Three: Dungeon Lore, Vallei’s domain.

“Rules,” I said. “Five lines max per answer. If you write a metaphor, Vallei would appear behind you and erase your name from the roll.”

“She would,” Khla murmured.

I drew three layouts on the board: a broken aqueduct over a chasm, a spiral library with moving shelves, and a well shaft laced with glyph anchors—all from class examples.

“Map the structure, name the hazard families, give two sane routes that don’t get you killed. State who goes first and who watches the rear. Begin.”

Thessa groaned at the writing but leaned over her page anyway. Lazy stared at the aqueduct sketch and started to write “dwarf toss but with people.” Then, she crossed it out and tried again. Varga attacked the problem like she was already on the bridge. Khla wrote simple marching orders that could probably move an army. Trixie drew a bridge made of interlacing kittens and then, to her credit, wrote a flawless route on the lines below. Seema’s tail twitched as she thought.

We swapped pages for partner recaps. Thirty seconds each, no reading from the sheet.

“Spiral library,” Varga told Lazy. “Outer ring first, eyes up, and move inward. Mark exits each quarter-turn. We take Wade center, Khla rear. I lead. If there’s trouble, we backtrack through exits we scouted.”

“I had the same,” Lazy said, and wiggled her fingers. “Plus a note that we don’t touch the creepy whispering books.”

We ran through all three scenarios, trimming any sentence that tried to grow an adverb. By the end, everyone could give a clean, boring route description in under half a minute.

Vallei would approve. Probably. In her own silent, terrifying way.

After that, the nights blurred into a rhythm.

Mornings: conditioning and spell control until our legs and channels shook.

Afternoons: official classes, where professors pretended not to know we were all quietly panicking.

Evenings: I dropped a fresh stack of practice sheets on the table; a collective groan went up; we did them anyway.

I built more tests from lecture notes and our own adventures, plus a handful of questions copied from an old exam booklet Gammicka had carelessly left on a shelf that was exactly Lazy-height.

“Not cheating,” Trixie said as she helped me transcribe in tiny, neat letters. “Recycling.”

“Thorough preparation,” I agreed.

When it came time to grade, I went through them with the same red pen and the same ruthless rules. And even though I didn’t partake in the exams, drafting them had me go through the materials again and again and again, until I was sure my brain held every little detail we had discussed this past year.

The night before exams, I gave them the full thing: ninety minutes, all three subjects, start to finish. No one complained out loud. That, in itself, was progress.

I set the fox timer, made a fresh pot of tea, and sat on the arm of the couch with Trixie while everyone else hunched over their packets.

The room sounded like rain made of ink. Every so often, someone paused, breathed Melhee-slow, and kept going.

When the final bell chimed, they dropped their pens like weapons at the end of a battle.

“Stretch,” I said. “Eat something. If you stare over my shoulder while I grade, I’ll start lying about your scores.”

The girls migrated to the table and demolished sliced fruit, crackers, and whatever else we had left from a week of siege living. I settled in with the red pen one last time.

It didn’t take long. Most of the marks were small and smugly satisfying: a missing term here, an extra word crossed out there.

“Alright,” I said at last.

They drifted back, forming an untidy semicircle around the table.

“Everyone is past the pass line with lots of room to spare,” I said. “Thessa, you’re top in Dungeon Lore. Your routes are clean and actually mention exits now.”

She bumped my shoulder with a small burst of heat. “Growth,” she said.

“Khla, you’re top in Meditation. Your technique notes could be used as teaching copy.”

She inclined her head, pleased.

“Varga, you edged everyone out on Bestiary. Your behavior notes are brutal and correct.”

Her ears went high. She looked like someone had just complimented her weapon maintenance.

“Lazy,” I went on. “You wrote within the line limits on every question. I am shocked. Also proud. Your answers are sharp when you keep them small.”

She flopped sideways, cheek on my thigh, and looked up at me upside down. “Strict teacher. Clear rules. Praise. You are hitting every button, Wade. I am so turned on!”

“Please stop describing your buttons out loud,” Seema said faintly.

“Trixie,” I said. “You are both infallible and unbearable.”

She beamed. “Sounds like a compliment to me.”

“And Seema.” I looked at her last. “You nailed creature behavior patterns and triage. Your Dungeon Lore is careful and accurate.”

She straightened, shoulders back, tail tip flicking once. “Thank you,” she said. Her smile hit me right in the chest.

“Pack your kits for tomorrow,” I said. “One pen, one spare. After that, we eat and we sleep.”

“Just sleep?” Trixie purred, shooting me that naughty look.

“Do we ever ‘just sleep’?” I said with a grin.

“That’s my Wade,” she hummed.

Thessa curled into my side and kissed me once like she was stamping a seal of approval on the night. Varga stretched until her joints popped and looked quietly satisfied. Khla collected dishes with the same care she used on armor. Lazy dragged Trixie into the kitchen and put on some tinny old pop song, hips swaying as they danced badly but enthusiastically around the sink. Seema checked her pen twice, then looked up at me with a steady, calm smile.

I crossed to the whiteboard, flipped it to a clean side, and wrote tomorrow’s plan in big block letters:

EXAMS.
STAY CALM.
TRUST THE PREP.

I underlined the last line once.

In the morning, the academy would test what we’d built.

We’d be ready.


Chapter 25



The exams started on a gray Monday, and Bestiary came first. The lecture hall was waiting for us, row after row of little wooden desks, and everyone was a bit high-strung. Weeks of studying were about to condense into ink and cramped fingers.

Gammicka sat behind her high desk with her arms folded, eyes like drill bits tracking the room. She didn’t say anything; she just rang the little brass bell once. Packets moved down the rows. Pages rustled. Pens hit paper.

The first page was a simple warm-up: ten silhouettes in gray ink, all blurred at the edges. Identify and classify, the instructions read. There were dusk borers with their hooked forelimbs, river-bright eels, a sand-colored ridgeback drake, and something that had to be a frost-glass hare, half invisible against the snow it was drawn on. A few mean twists, but nothing unfair.

Section Two dug deeper. Shadow fauna and sensory profiles. We had to list three ways to track a Veilmaw without relying on sight; explain how a pack of gutter wights coordinated when separated; diagram the hearing range of an ember jackal and mark where human voices fell on that curve. I could feel all the hours with our flash cards lining up behind my hand as it moved.

Section Three was all scenarios. You and a three-person team are escorting non-combatants through a collapsed tunnel when a Glass Mantic prowls into view. Its reflections split across seven surfaces. Describe a safe retreat pattern and a method to force singular targeting. Another: A Nestmother Skitter has taken over an old bell tower. Draft a three-step approach plan that minimizes collateral damage and egg loss. A nasty one involved a plague of whisper moths in an enclosed temple, with two different contagion vectors hidden in the fine print.

I knew it all by now. Every time I looked up, the girls were in their own bubbles, faces set, pens moving in steady lines. Calm, in control. We had done the prep work, and now we could trust it.

By the time the bell rang again, my hand ached from all the writing. But the last scenario—Distinguish between a common mire stalk and a royal fen hydra using only tracks, breath, and ambient sound—was finished to the margin.

Meditation Theory came Tuesday. Melhee had set cushions in a circle and opened the windows so cold air could creep across the floor. The room smelled like ink and foxleaf.

The packet was thinner, but trickier. At the top of the first page: For each technique below, give its structure in one clean sentence and a combat application in another. Fox Breath. Mirror Mind. Four Gates. Ladder. Focus Words. Nothing we hadn’t drilled. But the answers had to be precise.

I kept my answers tight and saw that the girls did the same. Some of the other students seemed to be a little more panicky, but we remained in control.

So far, so good.

Dungeon Lore closed the run on Wednesday. The exam room was quieter than the others, sharper at the edges. Vallei stood very still at the front, white and unreadable, while the packets made their way down the rows.

The first page was all maps. Tiny inked layouts of corridors, chambers, pits, and shafts. For each of the following, name the likely dungeon family and label three primary hazard types. There was a hanging vault full of bridges and chains, a broken aqueduct with three levels of spillway, a spiral archive drawn in tight coils with little squares for stacks.

The next section shifted to routes. Mark a sensible path from entry to objective that does not trap the team. Provide at least two alternatives per layout. I lost myself in it, diagramming flows, marking exits, and writing notes in the margins: smoke draft here, suggests hidden shaft; avoid low corridor that funnels sound; use loop for fallback. For the spiral archive problem, I gave one route that cleared the outer ring and set fallback points at every second landing, and another that took a staggered approach to the center with a dedicated anchor posted at each major junction.

Further in, the scenarios got more specific, and nastier. Your team must cross a chamber of shifting plates and intermittent gravity wells—the Pulse Floor. Detail team roles, safe test methods, and a recovery plan if one member is flung to an upper tier. Another question described a Sunken Bell Vault, half submerged, bells grown through with fungus that screamed when struck. I had to sort out which hazards were magical, which were structural, and how not to drown, deafen, or poison everyone while retrieving a relic locked in the center.

Varga finished early and sat like a coiled spring, eyes scanning her work again but not changing a thing. Lazy shook her hand out and smiled at me without quite lifting her head. Seema weighed every line before she wrote it, neat strokes marching across the page in an even tempo.

When it was done, tension flowed out of me. We went to the room and slept for twelve hours straight.

Well… not just sleeping…
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The staff posted the results on the board by the dining hall on Thursday afternoon. A knot of first-years crowded the list, buzzing.

“Make a hole,” Varga said, and people actually moved. We slipped through to the front.

Our names sat near the top bracket again and again. Bestiary: high marks all the way down. Meditation Theory: the same tidy numbers. Dungeon Lore: another neat line in the right column. The list looked like our study sessions had been turned into ink. Even Seema’s scores sat right alongside the rest of ours, which was very impressive considering she’d missed part of the year.

She pressed her lips together, trying to look calm. Her ears betrayed her and went very high.

“Look at you,” Lazy said, bumping her hip. “Miss High Scores.”

Seema laughed once, short and bright. “Well, we studied for it,” she said.

As it turned out, nearly all students had made it. There were a few who hadn’t, and they weren’t necessarily slackers. No one at Krysfelt was. Likely, there were extenuating circumstances, but those were none of my business.

Just as we were letting the unreal sense wash over us that we had finished our first year, Borsj came to get us and told us Kay had asked to see us. We went straight to her office when she called us, and she had the door already open.

“Come in,” she said, smiling. “Sit.”

We sat. I tried to pay attention and not stare at the line of her dress, which was unusually high today. She set a crystal ledger on the desk, glanced down, then looked back at us.

“Congratulations,” she said. “Your trial bonus was not needed, it seems. Your written work stands on its own. Gammicka, Melhee, and Vallei sent notes. All positive.” Then she lifted her eyes to me. “Wade, your scores and the way you wrote your routes tell me you’re ready for higher-pressure work. We’ll talk about advanced modules after break.”

I nodded, unable to hide a smile. “We’ll be ready.”

Kay’s mouth twitched, and she looked at the girls one by one. “You all passed well above the median. As a unit, you’re in the top bracket. No weak link, no one being dragged behind.” Her gaze flicked to Seema and stayed there a moment. “No one.”

Seema’s fingers tightened on her knees. “So… we’re not here because we broke something?” she asked.

Jokes. That’s a good sign.

Kay chuckled. “If you’d broken something, Borsj would not have been that calm,” Kay said dryly. “No, this is where I get to be pleased with you. Let me have that moment.”

I laughed and nodded. “You earned it, too.”

Lazy leaned forward. “Are we allowed to be smug?” she asked. “Academically. Just for tonight.”

Kay pretended to think about it. “You may be quietly insufferable in private,” she said. “In public, you are gracious, composed, and mysteriously competent. Understood?”

Khla nodded once. “Understood.”

Her smile reached her eyes. “Good. Rest tonight. Tomorrow, we celebrate. For now? Be proud of yourselves.”

“Celebration?” Lazy chirped.

She smiled. “Yes, a celebration. We are always a little more lax with the rules after the exams.” She grinned and gave a dismissive wave. “Go on! Have fun!”

A moment later we stood out in the hall, and the air felt sharper and bigger, like the building had expanded around us. The day’s noise slid back in—footsteps, laughter, the clatter from the dining hall—but under it all was a new, solid thing: the sense that we weren’t just surviving this place anymore. We belonged here.

We left her office and went straight to our dorm before anyone could catch us in a hallway trap and drag us into more conversation.

Trixie popped open a cabinet and produced contraband: two cold bottles of sparkling apple cider and a sleeve of sugar cookies. “For my scholars,” she said, and winked.

We piled into the common room. Thessa straddled my lap sideways and took the first cookie without asking. Lazy poured the fake champagne, handed me a cup, and kept one hand on my shoulder while she hummed something off-key. Varga clinked cups with Khla and actually smiled. Seema took her seat close, tail wrapped around her calf, cheeks pink.

I raised my cup. “First-year exams done,” I said. “High marks.”

“High marks,” Khla echoed.

“Fire,” Thessa purred.

“Sparkles!” Trixie shouted, and she popped the bottle with a bang like she’d just conquered a small country.

We drank, we ate sugar, and we let the grind go for one night.


Chapter 26



The next day, banners hung in the main hall in academy colors. Sun runes glowed along the balcony rail where the upperclassmen leaned and watched. Rows of first-years filled the floor. Faculty lined the stage: Kay at the center, Melhee calm with her tail wrapped around her ankles, Gammicka standing straight, Vallei in a dark suit with a formal, firm expression. Alis stood off to one side with a neutral face.

We took the front row. The girls had dressed carefully. Thessa wore a black dress that hugged every curve and ended just above her knees; her horns looked wicked, and her lips were red enough to start trouble. Lazy wore a short, pleated skirt and the academy blazer unbuttoned; she showed a lot of leg and wore a confident smile. Khla wore the formal uniform without a single wrinkle, her broad shoulders framed by neat seams and a silver pin at the collar; she looked completely comfortable in formal clothes. Varga wore a fitted black dress and a dark ribbon around her throat; her ears were forward and she looked alert. Seema wore a white blouse tucked into a blue skirt, and the simple outfit suited her very well; her lion tail curled once at her calf and then settled. Trixie had on a tailored jacket over a short pencil skirt and stockings that made me want to eat her alive. For reasons known only to the higher powers, she wore a small backpack shaped like an angry kawaii orc, complete with popping veins on its forehead. She crossed her legs and gave me a gleam that promised mischief later.

Kay stepped forward. The room became quiet. She began at once.

“First-years,” she said. “You left the comfort of your classrooms. You entered the Glimmerwood Wilds, which are indifferent to schedules and emotions. You returned with lessons earned through hard work in difficult conditions. Then you sat for exams that tested both knowledge and practical understanding. You passed.”

Many students exhaled and relaxed. Thessa slid her hand over mine and squeezed once.

Kay continued. “We ran five teams this year. You navigated Weaver’s Mist. You faced swamp predators. You made decisions under stress. One group reached the Ruined Spire first, pursued an external thief who interfered with a monitored assessment, and brought the objective back regardless of these outside interferences.” She looked at us with a pleased expression. “Wade Aurelius’s team.”

Lazy took a sharp, excited breath. Varga smiled slightly. Seema kept her back straight, and her ears tilted up in the way they did when she was happy.

Kay lifted a stack of vellum. “We will present certificates and minor awards by team. Your monitors and support staff will join me on stage.”

Trixie straightened at “support staff,” then tried to hide the small pom-pom tucked inside her jacket sleeve. Khla saw it and pinched her thigh. Trixie hissed and placed both hands on her knees and tried to look serious.

Team by team, they took the stairs. Bellsie’s group went first on our left. She threw me a grin as she passed. Two other teams followed, and their faces showed pride and relief. When my name came, I rose. The girls stood with me, and we climbed the steps together.

Under the stage lights, Kay’s red hair looked brighter. She had a neat stack of envelopes, a bundle of silver pins shaped like a small eight-pointed sun, and a tray of black leather bands with small ward studs along the edge. “These are for attendance and completion,” she said under her breath as we lined up. “Wade, you take the bundle.”

She faced the hall again. “Wade Aurelius’s team. Thessa. Lazy. Khla. Varga. Seema. Special Consultant Beatrix Fairweather, monitor.” Trixie stood straighter at hearing her full name.

I stepped forward, shook Kay’s hand, and accepted the packet and a small wooden case. Her grip was strong. “Well led,” she said softly. “Keep your head clear.”

“Yes, Headmistress,” I said.

She pinned the sun to my lapel. The other faculty stepped in. Melhee pinned Thessa’s and whispered something that made Thessa’s eyes warm. Gammicka nodded once at Varga as she placed the pin; Varga stood taller. Vallei pinned Khla’s without speaking, then gave a brief nod. Alis pinned Lazy’s band on her and spoke in a dry tone. “Next time keep the answers shorter.” Lazy smiled in a way that managed to say ‘no.’

Kay handed me six certificates embossed with our names and the crest. “Accept on behalf of your group,” she said. “And this.” She presented the little case. Inside lay a thin token the size of a coin with the academy seal. “It is shop credit for the campus store. It is a small award, but you earned it.”

I nodded. “Thank you.” I stacked everything in my arms and stepped back while she called the next team.

Trixie stood nearby with a proud tilt to her chin. She was about to unsling the small backpack shaped like a kawaii orc that she was wearing, but Kay gave her a look. “Trixie.”

“Yeeeeees?” Trixie asked, too bright.

“No pom-poms in my hall.”

Trixie pouted and stopped unslinging her ridiculous backpack.

We crossed the stage and paused at the stairs for the photo crystal. The rune flashed. Lazy kissed her fingers and touched them to my cheek for the last shot to tease me. The crowd cheered anyway. We took our seats with the awards in our hands.

I passed the certificates down the line. “Thank you,” I said to all of them. “You girls made it happen.”

We went back to our seats and sat beaming with pride until the last team collected their packets, and Kay returned to the center.

“Congratulations,” she said. “Your first year is complete. You learned that safety is a myth, but you can be ready for anything with preparation and a team that understands you.” She let the room settle, then added, “Our staff and upperclassmen are here because we enjoy this part more than we usually say.”

Light laughter moved through the hall.

She lifted her palm. “With that, I declare the first-year ceremony concluded. Food and music await you in the recreational halls. Do not break anything until at least the second song.”

Applause filled the hall. Borsj leaned against the far wall with his arms folded and gave us a grudging nod like he would allow us joy, which for him counted as approval. Melhee smiled at us as she stepped off the stage. Gammicka left the stage immediately and quietly. Vallei nodded once to our row and turned toward the door.

We stood. The upperclassmen pounded the balcony rail. Trixie grabbed my hand, eyes bright. “Party time,” she said.

The doors opened to the side halls. Music came in, along with the smell of roasted meat and spice. Students walked that way in small groups, and the new pins reflected the light. I slid my arm around Thessa’s waist and looked down the row at my girls. They were happy and ready to eat.

I put the token case into my pocket and guided us toward the music and the food as the celebration began.

[image: ]

Following the stream of students leaving the ceremony, I found that the recreational halls already felt like a party. Long tables held trays of roast chicken, dumplings, noodles, and fruit set under heat lamps. Two kegs of spiced cider stood behind a line of cups, and a punch bowl was pink with slices of citrus floating in it. Crystals hung along the rafters and changed brightness in time with the music. A student band on a low stage played through a mage amp, and the bass vibrated through the floor.

My girls looked like sin in uniforms and black dresses and a lot of legs. They were absolutely the finest here, and I was proud to call them mine.

Well, all except one.

My eyes fell on Seema, just as hers fell on me. Something sparked between us—something charged, and I felt a strange flutter in my stomach.

Thessa slid her arm around my waist and looked eager to be close. Lazy bumped my hip and grinned. Khla took a plate and immediately sorted forks and napkins into neat stacks. Varga looked over the room quickly and squared her shoulders as if preparing to stand guard. Seema stayed close to us, held her tail near her calf, and looked around with wide eyes.

“Eat first,” I said. “Then play.”

We went to the tables and filled plates. Thessa loaded two plates quickly and carefully. Lazy stole a dumpling off my fork and let out a loud, satisfied sound. Khla handed Seema a cup of punch and gave her a short nod. Varga leaned in and said, “Shoulders down. You look like you’re about to sprint,” in a calm tone.

“I don’t know where to look,” Seema admitted, cheeks warm.

“Look at us,” I said. “Everything else is noise.”

She smiled and relaxed a little.

Before I finished half my first plate, Bellsie crashed into me like a curvy green comet. She wore a cropped blazer over a strappy dress. She hugged my neck and kissed my cheek, leaving a lipstick mark.

“There’s my favorite trouble magnet,” she said. “Congratulations on being the first finishers, you glorious cheaters.”

“Cheaters, pah!” Lazy hummed.

“Hard work and good prep,” I said.

“Ugh, boring answer,” she said, then raised her eyebrows. “We barely left our drop point. We set up a very comfortable camp and stayed near it. But I made up for it during the written exams. Top score on our team in Bestiary. Gammicka actually said the word ‘adequate’ to me.” She struck a showy pose.

“High praise,” Khla said.

“And I already started having fun,” Bellsie added. “Two dances, three drinks, and one very admiring first-year girl who now thinks goblins are a religious experience.”

We all laughed, and the band switched to faster music. Thessa straightened with excitement. “Let’s dance,” she said and pointed at the floor.

Lazy’s ears went up. “Yes. Yes.” She pushed her plate into Khla’s hands and grabbed Thessa’s hand. “You and me. Let’s be reckless.”

“I am not a choice,” Thessa said in a mock-offended tone, then dragged Lazy into the crowd.

They reached the center of the floor and drew attention. Thessa rolled her hips and smiled at me over her shoulder. Lazy spun under her arm and flicked her tail. Students moved aside to make space and watched them dance.

“Show-offs,” Varga said and smiled. She stood next to Seema and kept an eye on the area.

Trixie appeared at my elbow with two small pom-poms and an innocent smile. “Kay said no pom-poms in the hall,” she chirped, then shook them once. “This is the recreational hall, not the ceremony hall,” she added.

I flicked her ponytail. “Eat, menace.”

She snatched a cookie and saluted me with it, then trotted off to lead a conga line that had no business happening and still somehow worked. Other students joined her.

A pair of second-years stopped us to ask about the Glimmerwood. I gave them a brief summary and let Varga explain how to track a route without triggering dangers. Khla added, “Shield early, not late,” and “Keep formation even when you are bored,” and the two girls listened carefully. Seema said, “Don’t grab shiny things off the ground,” then blushed when they laughed and thanked her.

When the song changed, Varga looked at Seema. “Walk with me?”

Seema nodded. They made a slow lap beside the dance floor. Varga pointed out classmates she recognized and described how they usually behaved while dancing: who sought attention, who often bumped into others, and who danced like they were ready to fight. Seema listened. Her shoulders stayed loose, and her tail moved a little.

Khla handed Seema a dumpling when they came back. “Food helps you stay steady,” she said.

Seema ate it and smiled at her. “You’re very kind when you pretend not to be.”

Khla grunted, pleased.

The music slowed and the lights dimmed. Thessa returned with Lazy. Both of them were flushed and breathed fast. Thessa grabbed my tie and pulled me toward the floor. “My turn,” she said. I let her place my hands and set the pace. Lazy leaned over my back for a second and purred into my shoulder, then pulled Trixie by the wrist through the crowd.

We swayed while the singer reduced the volume. Thessa rested her head against me and moved slowly and smoothly. “We did well,” she said in a low voice.

“You did,” I said.

“We did,” she insisted and squeezed me.

Over her shoulder, I saw Seema at the edge, laughing at something Varga said. Khla stood beside them, calm and steady, watching others dance. Bellsie danced with a human girl who looked excited. Trixie led the conga line past us, and Lazy clapped along with big motions.

The crowd grew denser. Students cheered when the band increased the tempo again. Someone started a chant near the cider. I could smell sweat, perfume, and sweet drinks. Many people laughed. I let Thessa spin away and pulled her back in. The bass hit, the lights flashed, and the party became very loud and active around us.


Chapter 27



The band played loudly, lights blinked, and the room smelled like spices and sugar. I let Thessa spin out of my arms. She laughed with flushed cheeks, grabbed Lazy’s hand, and pulled her back into the crowd for another song. Varga stayed at our table and kept watch. Khla stacked plates and arranged them because organizing them calmed her. Seema stood between them with a cup of cider. Her tail hung loosely, and her eyes were bright.

Kay walked past with a glass of a dark drink. I stepped out to meet her.

“Headmistress,” I said. “Thank you for today.”

“Well, you earned it,” she said. She looked at my group. “How are you thinking about next term?”

“Vallei’s Advanced Dungeon Systems,” I said. “Melhee’s control lab if she’ll have me. Maybe a leadership elective if the academy offers one.”

Kay smiled slightly. “Good choices. You’ll get the second-year grid next week. I recommend Vallei’s traps module and Gammicka’s field taxonomy if you want harder fieldwork later.” She tilted her glass slightly. “And yes, leadership exists. Limited slots.”

I nodded. “One more thing. Quietly. Any change on our watchers?”

“Alis has a trace running at a low interval. There has been no direct move from Avalon.” Her voice stayed even. “Do not react to them. Train, rest, attend class. I will handle the politics.”

“Understood.”

Melhee arrived with two hot cups of tea on a tray. She handed me one. “You kept breath through chaos,” she said. “Good. If you want the control lab, show up on time and ready to be corrected.”

“I live to be corrected,” I said.

“Perfect,” she replied in a flat tone and walked away with her tray.

Vallei walked up quietly, wearing a fitted coat with her hair pinned up. “Take Traps and Countermeasures,” she said without greeting. “You will dislike the homework. You will be glad later when a wall stays up.”

“Sold,” I said.

Gammicka walked up next with a plate of meat. She tried not to show she was enjoying the party. “Second-year field taxonomy,” she said. “Classification under stress. Bring proper boots. Stop writing essays. Use bullet points and facts.”

“Yes, Professor.”

After what should be considered praise from these professors, I returned to our table. Trixie had Seema laughing. She pretended to demonstrate a spear drill with a breadstick.

“And then,” Trixie said, smiling, “you go poke, poke, poke, and your aura goes whoosh, and everyone gets sparkly abs. Seema, you’re a golden cheat code.”

Seema laughed and leaned on Varga’s shoulder. “Trixie, there were no sparkly abs.”

“Speak for yourself,” Lazy said as she flopped into my lap, hair damp from dancing. “I was incredible.”

Khla gave Seema a small smile. “You did well,” she said. “You held your position while others attacked. That wins fights.”

Seema’s tail curled, and she looked pleased. “I won’t be the weak link next year.”

“You’re not now,” I said. She met my eyes, and that soft, warm look told me exactly where the night should end. Later, I’d make it clear how proud I was of her. There was no need to rush. She was ready.

I stood and lifted my cup. “Hey. Eyes up.”

They turned toward me. Thessa stood close at my side, Lazy put an arm across my shoulders, Varga leaned on the table, Khla straightened, Seema touched her cup to mine, and Trixie hummed with a bright California elf girl smile.

“To the team,” I said. “To being the first to finish.”

“First in,” Thessa said.

“First in,” the others said, and we touched cups. Cider splashed onto my knuckles. Thessa gave me a brief kiss on the jaw.

We ate more food. We danced again. Trixie started another murderous conga line, then got distracted by cupcakes. Seema loosened more with every joke, laughing easily, trading small nudges with Varga and answering Khla’s deadpan with one of her own. Watching her fold into the group felt right.

The band played slower music. Faculty began to leave. The keg was empty. The hall emptied until only a few small groups remained. They talked and laughed.

I looked at my women. Thessa looked at me with desire. Lazy batted her eyelashes in an exaggerated way. Varga’s ears stood upright. Khla looked content and ready to help if needed. Seema met my eyes again with pink cheeks, and her tail moved slowly.

“Let’s head back,” I said. “We can continue in private.”

“Yes,” Thessa said at once.

“Absolutely yes,” Lazy agreed.
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We filed into the dorm and closed the door, and it banged shut. We hung our jackets on the hooks and pushed our shoes under the bench. Trixie reached behind the tea tins and pulled out the last bottle of sparkling apple. Lazy held up a paper bag she had taken from the rec hall. Grease spots on the bag showed it held pastries. We sat on the couch and chairs and let our bodies rest.

I poured. “To a ridiculous year,” I said. “Trials, exams, thieves, and crows.”

Thessa touched her cup to mine. She looked proud and intense. “And burning things.”

Khla gave a small smile. “Strong work.”

Varga lifted her cup toward Seema. “You’re with us.”

Lazy rested her cheek on Seema’s shoulder. “Our Aegis Lancer.”

I turned to her. “They’re right,” I just said.

Seema’s ears went up. She tried to hide her smile and failed.

We split the pastries and talked about the exams, sharing what we thought had been hard and what had been easy. The room was warm and quiet after the loud hall. We felt safe.

Suddenly, Lazy nudged Trixie and stage-whispered loud enough for a parade. “Do we tell him?”

Trixie gasped like she had forgotten her own birthday. “Yes! Surprise protocol.” She bounced up, which did good things to her chest and butt, dug in a drawer, and produced squat candles.

Lazy snatched a lighter and clicked it with a grin. Little flames bloomed across the low table, soft and gold.

Varga watched with a knowing look. Thessa stretched on the couch and draped her arm over my shoulders, content, heat rolling off her.

“What’s going on here?” I said, a smile on my face.

“A surprise!” Lazy purred. “For you!”

“You’re not the only one who’s allowed to thank people and arrange surprises, you know,” Thessa said.

I blinked, feeling some pleasant curiosity. But before I could guess, Seema sat closer and turned toward me until our knees were almost touching. The light showed the golden tones in her hair and the white tuft at her ear. She took a breath and looked directly at me.

“Before the surprise,” she said, her cheeks pink, “I want to say something.”

I smiled. “Sure,” I said.

“You rescued me in Los Angeles when I thought I was finished,” she said. “You had my back in the Wilds. You keep solving problems when I do not yet know what to do.” Her tone evened. “You gave me a place to sleep without fear. You gave me a team. You let me decide my pace and never pushed me when I wasn’t ready.” Her fingers curled on her knee. “You saved my life. In more than one way.”

The words touched me; I saw the full extent of what I’d meant for her. I had not just saved her from Marlow Caine, but I had saved her from her life of drudgery and grind.

I set my cup down. “I’d do it again,” I said. “But thank yourself, too, Seema. You did the work. You earned this. You belong with us.”

Her eyes softened. “I want to,” she said. “All the way.”

Lazy giggled and fanned the candle smoke like it was perfume.

Trixie clapped both hands over her mouth and whispered, “Surprise engaged.”

I glanced at her. “What is the surprise?”

“This,” Seema said.

Before I could respond, her soft, warm hands were on my cheeks, and her beautiful face was close. She clearly showed what she wanted, but she left the last inch to me, her eyes wide and vulnerable.

I didn’t need to think it over. I met her lips and kissed them.


Chapter 28



I lost myself in Seema’s kiss. Her mouth was warm and soft, sure. At the edge, our kiss brimmed with deep desire.

As we tasted each other, she leaned in with a small, brave sound that went straight through me, and I cupped her face and kissed her like I had wanted to since Los Angeles. She trembled once, then kissed me back harder. The candlelight cast a golden color on her cheeks.

“Good,” Thessa breathed, close to my ear. “Take your time with her.”

Lazy pressed against my shoulder from the other side and bumped her nose to Seema’s temple. “Our brave lioness. Let him make you melt.”

Khla set her palm on my back and leaned in, silent as she watched us.

Varga stood behind Seema and slid her fingers through Seema’s hair with rare gentleness. “Look at that,” she hummed, a soft growl.

I slid one hand to Seema’s buttons, held it there for a moment to savor the moment. Then, I undid her blouse button by button, kissing her between each one until I reached the last.

Trixie fanned herself with both hands as I did so. “Oh-my-Gods, this is, like, the sweetest dessert course. Seema, you are ridiculously cute.”

Seema grinned as I slid the blouse off her shoulders and took in the way she breathed under candlelight.

Her heaving breasts were beautiful—firm and more than a handful—and the soft stomach underneath was slender and toned, although not as defined as Khla’s. She was a beautiful woman in her prime, and I appreciated each moment of her.

The rest of her clothes followed. Her skirt. Her stockings. Her last traces of clothes. I set every piece aside like they mattered, and they did. She sat there in nothing but gold and soft and mine, back straight with excitement, a slightly naughty grin on her lips.

I finally had her naked. Thick, powerful thighs, a nice round ass, and a delightful hourglass figure—she was perfect. And I had often dreamed of this since the orphanage, and for a moment I lost myself in those thoughts.

Seema flushed and gave a tiny laugh as she focused on me. “Wade? You there?”

I grinned and nodded. “I’ve wanted this for a while.”

Then, as the other women looked on admiringly, I eased her down on the couch cushions and kissed a line from her jaw to her shoulder. I kissed and touched her everywhere I knew to go: her throat, her collarbone, the flat of her stomach where her breath caught and held, the notch of her hip where she shivered. Her tail brushed my forearm and tightened against her thigh. I kissed lower, slowly, drawing her with my tongue and lips.

Thessa knelt at my side and ran her nails over my scalp. Her voice had a husky edge. “That’s so beautiful, Wade. Show her what it means to be with us.”

Lazy tried to climb into my lap and got blocked by Khla’s hand. “Wait your turn,” Khla said, and Lazy pouted, then grinned and kissed my shoulder instead.

I gave Seema my full attention as she lay on the bed. My lips teased her lower stomach and the inside of her thighs until she was gasping for mercy.

“Gods… Wade… Oh, please…”

I backed off and let her roll her hips with frustration, then gave her more. The other girls were giggling and exchanging naughty looks as I introduced Seema into our group.

Finally, I teased her no more, and I kissed her on her glistening pussy lips, then parted them with my tongue. She bucked and moaned, and her hands found my hair and held me.

“Yesss… Oh, Wade!”

“Give it to her!” Lazy hummed.

“Look at her purr!” Trixie giggled.

I surrendered myself to her taste, licking her and tasting her until she was squirming on the bed and gripping my hair—almost painfully—with both hands.

As her climax neared, she whispered my name—shaky at first, then clear—until she broke. Her whole body went rigid from her shoulders to her toes, and a sharp cry tore out of her. She shook, eyes wide, and then fell limp with a breathless laugh that wrecked me.

“There it is,” Varga said under her breath. She looked like she had won a private bet. “Very pretty.”

“So beautiful!” Trixie cooed.

Seema blinked and tried to find words. She only managed, “Oh,” then laughed again, cheeks pink.

I kissed my way back up her body, then braced to rise. The rest of my women swarmed me.

Lazy flopped into my lap and tugged at my belt with a greedy little hum. “Mine now. I called it.”

Thessa arched a brow. “You called nothing,” Thessa said, and swatted at Lazy’s hands with a wicked smile before helping anyway. “We share.”

Trixie popped up at my other side like a golden, bouncing goblin and dove in to assist with a speed that made Lazy yelp. “You need an expert!”

I chuckled and leaned back, letting them pull at my pants. There was nothing like having a band of beautiful women eager to eat you up alive.

Khla didn’t bother arguing; she simply stripped me with quick, crisp motions like she was prepping me for a fight. I could already tell by the fire in her coal-black eyes that her desires were rising, and an orcess has no patience when in that state. When they finally had me bared, Lazy hopped onto me.

Seema had been watching with wide eyes. Now she moved in. She pressed a kiss to my stomach before moving lower. Her breath was warm on my shaft, a soft, uncertain puff of air that made me groan.

“She’s eager for it,” Varga rumbled from above, watching with a hungry expression. Her yellow eyes gleamed in the candlelight. “Let’s see if she’s any good at it.”

Trixie gave a giggle, covering her mouth. “Varga! I didn’t know you had a naughty side!”

“Let’s see her do it,” Thessa agreed, her tail whipping back and forth.

Seema said nothing, but her eyes sparkled as she leaned forward, and her tongue darted out, quick and soft. It was a feather-light touch right on the tip, and I shuddered. A chorus of appreciative sighs went through the room.

“Go, Seema!” Trixie chirped.

Seema blushed hard, but she didn’t stop. She took me into her mouth, slowly, exploring with her tongue. It was a hesitant, wet glide that sent sparks up my spine.

I groaned with lust as I leaned back and let her suck my dick, enjoying the sight of it.

But Lazy, not one to be outdone or patient, pressed her cheek against Seema’s. “Here, like this.” She showed her with her own tongue, a long, slow stroke that made me arch my back. Seema watched, then copied her.

The dual sensation of two tongues—one familiar and experienced, the other new and learning my pleasure—together was intoxicating. Trixie and Thessa joined in, their lips and hands adding to the symphony of pleasure. Even Khla, usually so reserved, leaned in to press a rough, possessive kiss to my inner thigh, her hand stroking my hip.

Varga stood over us, her tail lashing slowly. She watched like a queen surveying her domain, a proud, predatory grin on her face. “Look at him,” she growled, her voice a low vibration that I felt in my bones. “Surrounded by devotion.”

Trixie giggled and hummed with pleasure as she began undressing herself, somehow managing to keep her lips near and on my cock as she did so.

I admired the view as I reached out, my fingers tangling in Khla’s hair, my other hand resting on Seema’s head, guiding her gently. The room spun, a whirlwind of soft skin, wet heat, and sloppy blowjob sounds.

“Fuck,” I breathed, the word torn from me. “Don’t stop.”

The blowjob continued, each woman adding her own flair to the act. Trixie, with her playful enthusiasm, used her tongue in swirling patterns, her golden hair brushing against my thighs. Seema, growing bolder, took me deeper, her eagerness a beautiful thing to witness.

Lazy, never one to be outdone, focused on my balls, sucking them into her warm mouth with a satisfied hum. Khla’s touch was firmer, her calloused fingers gripping my thigh, her kisses rough and demanding against my skin. She was staking her claim, and the raw possessiveness of it sent a jolt straight to my cock.

Thessa guided the others, her own lips occasionally joining in, her voice a soft command in the dimly lit room. “Slowly, Seema. Let him feel you.”

Meanwhile, Varga was undressing herself, her hands playing over her own soft skin, and I took delight in the view of her perfect body as the sounds in the room grew louder, more desperate. Moans, soft cries, the wet sounds of mouths on flesh, the rustle of discarded clothes. The air was thick with the scent of arousal and candle wax, a potent combination that made my head spin.

The women all undressed around me, a collection of naked bodies bathed in the warm glow. I was the center of their world, the focus of their desire. It was a dizzying, exhilarating feeling. Trixie, now fully bare, stretched like a cat, her alabaster skin glowing. Seema looked up at me, her eyes dark with want, her lips swollen and wet. Khla watched me with a fierce intensity, her own arousal undeniable. Lazy redoubled her efforts, her mouth working feverishly. Varga ran a hand over her own breast, her yellow eyes fixed on my face.

With a sharp intake of breath, I felt the familiar tightening in my groin. “Girls… I’m close,” I managed to say, my voice rough with strain.

Varga stepped forward, her presence instantly commanding the room. “Then give it to us.” She moved with an easy grace, positioning herself above my chest, her legs on either side of my head. The others adjusted, their mouths and hands still working me, building the pressure to an unbearable peak.

The view was extraordinary. Varga’s body above me, the soft curves and lines of her form, the intoxicating scent of her arousal so close I could taste it in the air. Her tail swayed, a slow, hypnotic motion. She looked down at me, eyes full of pride and raw hunger. “Let us have it, Wade.”

I closed my eyes, my whole body tensing. But I did not want to cum, not yet. I wanted to claim Seema.

I pushed myself up, gently displacing the eager mouths and hands. “Not yet,” I said, my voice a low growl that surprised even me. “There’s someone I need to fuck first.”

My gaze found Seema, who was watching with wide, hopeful eyes. A fresh blush colored her cheeks as she realized my intention. I held out a hand to her, and she took it without hesitation.

I pulled her to me, her body soft and warm against mine. I could feel the frantic beat of her heart against my chest. The other women watched and giggled happily.

“You heard him, Seema,” Varga said, her voice amused. “He’s not finished playing.”

I guided Seema back to the cushions, lowering her gently. I hovered over her, my arms braced on either side of her head. I looked down at her, at the trust and desire warring in her expression, and something fierce and protective rose in my chest. I wanted to claim her.

I leaned down and kissed her, a slow, deep kiss that tasted of promise and possession. My cock, still wet from the other women’s mouths, nudged against her entrance. She gasped into my mouth, her hips lifting to meet me.

I entered her in one smooth, slow thrust. A choked moan escaped her lips, her body arching beneath me. She was tight, so incredibly tight, and hot. Her inner walls clenched around me, a silent plea for more.

I began to move, setting a pace that was both deliberate and demanding. I wanted her to feel every inch of me, to remember this moment. Her hands clung to my shoulders, her nails digging into my skin.

“Wade,” she breathed, my name a prayer on her lips.

The other women watched, captivated. Trixie had her hand between her legs, her fingers moving in a frantic rhythm.

Varga stood close, her yellow eyes fixed on the place where our bodies joined. A low growl rumbled in her chest, a sound of pure satisfaction. “That’s it. Claim her. Make her yours.”

Thessa knelt beside us, her hand stroking Seema’s sweat-dampened hair. “Let go for him, Seema. Let him have all of you.” Her other hand rested on my lower back, a warm, steady pressure that urged me deeper.

Lazy, pouting for a moment at not being the girl getting fucked, soon found a new amusement. She slipped a slender hand into her lace panties and mewled happily, her cheeks flushing as she pleased herself while watching me fuck Seema. Varga grunted, leaning back without taking her eyes off us as she played with her full breasts.

Everywhere I looked was delicious, enticing naked skin, beautiful women playing with themselves, waiting for their turn, lusting as I fucked Seema, and my mind swam in it all.

I drove into Seema harder, my rhythm building from a slow, deep claim into something harder, more urgent. Her moans grew louder, more desperate, mingling with the wet sounds of our coupling and the soft gasps from the women watching us. The room was a furnace of heat and scent and shared desire.

Her body bucked against mine, her inner muscles clamping down on me with incredible force. A sharp, high cry tore from her throat as another orgasm ripped through her. I held her through it, my own climax coiling in my gut, hot and tight.

Then, I let go. She gasped, her eyes wide, as I spurted deep inside her, one rope after another, claiming her as my own. She shuddered around me, milking me for every last drop before we collapsed onto the cushions, a tangled, sweaty heap.

But I was too hungry for more. I pulled out, rolled her onto her side, and gave her delicious ass a wet slap that made her snarl, tail whipping.

Then, I pulled Trixie in. Hard.

“Yay!” she chirped as I manhandled her onto the bed. “Fuck me, baby!”

I didn’t hesitate. I spread her alabaster legs wide and speared right into her, my body still humming from Seema. My cock was still hard, and I intended to keep ramming these girls until I could no more. As I entered her, Trixie was sopping wet and ready for me, and she cried out with pure, unadulterated joy as I bottomed out inside her.

“Yes! Yes! Yes!” she squealed, her hands flying up to grab the cushions above her head. “Gods! Fuck the shit out of me, baby!”

I set a punishing pace, my hips slapping against her thighs with a wet, rhythmic sound. Trixie was loud, her cries of pleasure echoing in the room, a sweet counterpoint to Seema’s softer moans. She met every one of my thrusts with an enthusiasm that was intoxicating.

“Oh, gods, Wade! Right there! Don’t you dare stop!”

“Look at the elf squeal,” Varga rumbled, her voice a low purr of satisfaction. “She loves it.”

I reached down and tangled my fingers in Trixie’s golden hair, pulling her head back to expose the slender column of her throat. I leaned down and bit her, just hard enough to leave a mark. She cried out, her body arching off the bed, her orgasm crashing over her in a wave of shuddering pleasure.

I kept going, driving into her until she was a writhing, sobbing mess of pleasure. Then, with a final, powerful thrust, I emptied myself into her, my own release a blinding, all-consuming thing.

Lazy was already pulling at me, her naked body a warm weight against mine. “My turn, my turn, my turn,” she purred, her hands planted on my shoulders.

“Greedy,” Khla growled from the side, but there was a fond smile on her face.

I pulled out of Trixie with a grin, then shook the last drops of cum onto her soft tummy, which made her giggle with pleasure as she scooped some of it up with a finger and brought it to her lips.

Then, my gaze fell on Lazy, and she clapped her hands happily.

This night was far from over...


Chapter 29



I woke to a pile of warm bodies and candle stubs that had burned out in saucers. Thessa lay across my chest, her hair spread over me, her body giving off steady heat. Lazy lay behind her and had her arm draped over us both. Seema rested her chin on my shoulder and draped one thigh over my hip like I was a pillow. Khla had a blanket over her torso, and even asleep, she seemed watchful. Trixie hugged a cushion like she planned to get secrets out of it. Varga had tucked herself behind Seema, naked in the early light; her ears lay relaxed, and a faint smile touched the corner of her mouth.

I kissed the girls lying closest to me, then slid my arm out from under Seema and tucked a pillow into the space I left. She sighed once and pulled the pillow closer.

I put on pants, a fresh shirt, and boots. I scribbled a note that read “Walk. Back soon.” and set it where they’d see it. I looked at them one more time. They were my women, and I belonged to them, and they to me. The feeling hit me so hard my chest ached.

I stepped into the hall and eased the door shut. The dorm was quiet this early. A few voices drifted from far away. Morning felt clean and new when there were no quizzes or alarms chasing you.

I crossed the courtyard. Dew beaded on the stone and darkened the edges of my boots. The ward posts hummed. Banners in school colors moved only a little. The dueling rings stood empty. The practice dummies stood there with gouges all over them. Layers of tape held the worst damage together after a term of abuse. The library’s upper windows glowed faintly; a librarian moved somewhere inside. A groundskeeper rolled a cart toward the gardens, ready to start the day.

I took the long loop past the training fields. Two second-years jogged the path in tight yoga pants and crop tops. Not a bad view. They waved. I waved back. I sat on a bench and watched nothing in particular for a while as I thought about the strange turns my life had taken.

My life had changed fast. A few months ago, I walked onto this campus with only a bag and a target on my back because of my gender—being a guy in an all-girl school. Now I had a team that fought like a single thing and caught me when I needed them to. We didn’t just survive the Wilds; we handled a problem that mattered past a grade. We gained levels. We came home with the real prize. We went straight to Kay’s office, put a crystal on her desk, and became the academy’s “Most Likely to Succeed.” Exams came after that, and we handled those too.

I thought about danger and realized I no longer hated how close it came. House Marlow probably clung to its grudges. Someone in Avalon Castle watched us through a crow and a long chain of tricks. The thief we killed wouldn’t be the last one to test us. But we built a way to hold steady when chaos hit. We did the work. We stayed focused. We took care of each other.

I smiled at the memory of Seema in my arms last night. Brave, sweet, wild when she let herself stop worrying about being perfect. She joined us with shaking hands and a clenched jaw and still kept stepping forward. When she said “all the way” in front of the candles, something clicked into place. She belonged with us, and we belonged with her. She didn’t need to measure herself against anyone anymore.

I pictured each of them and spelled out the small things I loved.

Thessa was fiercely loyal. When she was at ease, her laugh warmed the room. Lazy chased joy without shame, and when someone held her to a standard, she studied hard. Khla held herself straight and took quiet pride in our progress. Varga stayed calm in a fight, and when a plan worked cleanly, she showed a rare smile. Trixie brought chaos, yet under every joke, she kept a clear eye on me in battle. When Seema pressed against me after she came down, her heartbeat stayed steady, and she told me she was happy.

These women were a part of me. They gave me a reason to sharpen myself and be the best.

I stood and finished the loop past the main hall. End-of-term banners hung straight. I pictured summer. The academy would empty out in waves after final check-outs. Kay had hinted at advanced modules after break. We could take a few weeks to breathe, then dig back in. Or we could rent a place in town and eat our way through Lombardy’s market. Maybe we’d go to the coast so Lazy could charm gulls and Trixie could commit fashion crimes. Maybe we’d spend two weeks in Los Angeles to close out old business and check for knives with our names on them. Maybe we’d take an off-book dive.

I walked past the gym and into the central quad. The administrative building sat ahead. Then, its big door swung open, and Alis stepped out in her usual crisp silvers and whites. Her white braid lay neat against her back. Her face gave nothing away. She took the stairs, kept her eyes forward, and walked straight toward me across the flagstones.

She was all business. There was something urgent about the way she was moving.

I took a deep breath as I waited, but I already knew…

Something’s up, and here comes trouble...
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