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To the smart ones.


Enchanter 7


A Magical Academy Slice of Life Adventure

Jack Bryce


Chapter 1



My first year at Krysfelt Academy was over. I had made the cut and now found myself living comfortably in a place where I never expected I would be. I was at one of the Magocracy’s finest magical academies, surrounded by a group of beautiful women.

As summer approached, I had started my morning walk thinking we might leave the grounds and have some time alone. We needed rest.

But when I saw Professor Alis standing on the steps of the administrative building, I knew that ‘rest’ wasn’t looking all too likely.

At least, not immediately.

Alis stood with a posture so rigid she looked stiffer than the building behind her. Her white hair was pinned up, and her silver eyes looked cold. She wore her arrogance openly, much like other women wore jewelry, and even though I disliked her at the start for that very reason, I had come to know her as an exceedingly competent person.

She did not engage in small talk or courtesy. And that was fine with me.

“We have been seeking you,” she said as we approached each other. She spoke with a cold tone.

“Professor.” I stopped two steps below her. My chest rose as I caught my breath. “Is this something we can discuss here?”

“Unfortunately, not,” she said. “You will need to come with us now.”

I wiped my palms down the sides of my track pants. “To where?”

“Headmistress Kay.” She stared at me, and I tried not to think about the full name of her daughter, Salee, or to let the silence between us fill with the memory of her.

I had last seen Salee walking off the academy grounds carrying a trunk. She had left without a diploma because she made choices that resulted in deaths. She would be tried and likely found guilty. For the long-lived race elves, imprisonment for life was even worse.

“What is this about?” I asked.

“You will receive context when the Headmistress is present.” She pointed her chin toward the door. “Please.”

“I like to know if I need my girls present.”

She shook her head. “Not for the moment, no.” She looked around to make sure no one was listening. “It has something to do with a requirement from the Magocracy.”

A chill ran down my arms. The Magocrats.

They were the rulers of the Magocracy and were rarely seen in public. They governed from Avalon Castle and had done so since the War of Brothers shattered the Coalition of Men and Elves into many smaller pieces.

And Vorlius, the Reclamation Officer who had come to Krysfelt trying to take my Bloodline artifacts, had served them.

We had never learned if the Magocrats had orchestrated his aggressive attempt to seize my property. It could be that Vorlius acted out of greed, but a higher power might have directed him as well. Either way, it was too late to ask Vorlius now: we had killed him.

And ever since, crows had watched us. Alis had managed to link those crows to Avalon Castle.

“Is it Reclamations again?” I asked. “The staff is bound. The Orb is bound. We proved it.”

Alis stared directly at me. “Not Reclamations, no.” She gestured again. “Please, let us discuss it inside.”

“Alright,” I agreed. “Let’s walk.”

Alis nodded once. She walked toward the doors to the administrative building behind her, and I followed.

We passed under the arch and into the cool air of the entry hall. We walked forward over the flagstones, and the receptionist looked up from a ledger and straightened as we approached, but Alis walked straight past the desk and said nothing, which told the receptionist to remain silent.

We turned past the stairs that led to student financial appeals and headed to the west corridor. Sunlight shone on the stone through glass set with the academy crest. A pair of first-years moved out of our way and stared at Alis’s back while they tried to pretend they were not staring.

Finally, we reached the last bend. The corridor narrowed and directed us toward a single door at the end. As we passed the offices of the other professors, the air smelled metallic from the magic nearby. The sensation raised the small hairs along my forearms.

Alis looked at me with an unreadable expression. Then she knocked on Kay’s door.

“Enter,” came the voice from the other side.
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I opened the door and stepped inside, the heavy wood shutting behind me as Alis followed and took up a position by the entrance.

Kay sat behind her massive oak desk. Her elbows rested on the polished wood, and her fingers were interlaced tightly enough to turn her knuckles white. She wore a tailored black skirt suit that hugged her generous curves, and the buttons of her white blouse strained just slightly against her chest. Her red hair fell in loose waves around her shoulders and framed a face that looked unusually pale today.

Something was definitely up. Normally, seeing Kay Krysfelt was always a nice moment. But today, the tension radiating off her killed the mood instantly.

“Please sit, Wade,” she said.

I took the chair opposite her. Alis remained standing by the door. Her back was straight, and her silver eyes locked on me like I was a variable she hadn’t quite solved yet.

“Alis said this is about the Magocrats,” I said and leaned forward. “Did they send another Reclamations officer?”

“Worse,” Kay said. She reached into a drawer and pulled out a heavy sheet of parchment.

It was thick, cream-colored, and sealed with a heavy glob of crimson wax stamped with the Ouroboros wrapped around a twelve-pointed star—the sigil of the Magocracy.

“This arrived by courier less than an hour ago,” she said. “It is a Requirement Notice.”

She slid it across the desk.

I picked it up. The paper felt like thin leather in my hands. The text was written in sharp, angular calligraphy that looked more like it had been cut into the page than written on it.

Pursuant to Magocratic Decree 77-Alpha, Krysfelt Academy is hereby tasked with the immediate retrieval of a Class-A Artifact designated as “The Mageblade.”

Target Location: Island of Kaluwa.

Mandatory Personnel: Wade Aurelius.

I read the last line twice. Then a third time. It went on below with technical details, but I ignored those for now. “Mandatory personnel?” I said, looking up at Kay. “Since when do Magocrats draft first-year students for retrievals?”

“They don’t,” Kay said with a tight voice. “In the history of this academy, we have received over a hundred Requirement Notices. They are usually requests for research data or temporary use of our specialized facilities. Rarely a retrieval. And certainly never naming a specific student.”

“Why me?” I asked. “Does it say?”

“It says very little,” Alis said from behind me. “We have reviewed the document thoroughly. The justification for your inclusion is cited under ‘resonance compatibility,’ a vague clause that effectively means they can claim your mana signature is required for the mission without explaining why.”

“It’s thin,” I said as I pushed the paper back onto the desk. “It feels like a setup.”

“It is legal,” Kay said, though she looked like the word tasted like ash. “I checked the statutes immediately. The Magocracy grants Krysfelt Academy its charter and its autonomy. In exchange, we must fulfill specific obligations when called upon, so-called ‘Requirements.’ This is one of those times.”

“And if we refuse?” I asked.

Kay met my gaze. Her green eyes were hard. “If we refuse a direct Requirement Notice, Krysfelt loses its accreditation. Without protection and our charter, the academy closes, Wade. Effective immediately.”

I sat back and let out a slow breath. “So, they’re holding the school hostage to get me on a boat to…” I glanced at the paper again. “Kaluwa?”

“A tropical island,” Alis supplied. “Remote. Largely uninhabited by civilization, though there is a settlement.”

“It is a trap,” I said flatly. “Vorlius is dead, but whoever backed him isn’t. They can’t kill me here because the school is too high-profile and you’re too protective. So, they manufacture a mission to a jungle island where anything can happen.”

“We agree,” Alis said. “It is designed to isolate you.”

Kay stood up and walked to the window to stare out at the campus grounds. “I cannot refuse the order, Wade. If I do, I lose the ability to protect anyone, including you. But I will not send you out there to die.”

She turned back to me, and her silhouette was cut against the bright morning light.

“We will comply,” Kay said firmly. “But we will treat this as a hostile operation. You are going to Kaluwa, but you are not going alone, and you are not going unprepared. The requirement poses no restrictions in that area, and we will use that to our benefit.”

“I want my team,” I said. “The full group. Thessa, Lazy, Khla, Trixie, Varga, and Seema.”

Kay nodded. “Granted. The notice names you as mandatory, but it does not forbid you from bringing support. In fact, standard retrieval protocols require a team. I am authorizing you to select your own personnel. If they want to force my hand, I will stack the deck.”

“What about intel?” I asked. “Do we know anything about this Mageblade?”

“Very little,” Alis said. “But we will begin verifying the notice’s chain of origin immediately. While you prepare, we will attempt to trace exactly which office, or which Magocrat, issued this order. It may give us insight into who is pulling the strings.”

“I’ll take it,” I said. “Better to walk into a trap knowing it’s there than to wait for them to come to us.”

Kay walked back to her desk and sat down. She pulled a notepad toward her. “I will prepare the official travel support. Funds, transportation authorizations, and so on. We have a short window before administrative oversight expects movement. I suggest you go get your girls.” She looked up at me. The mask of authority slipped just enough to show the worry underneath. “Come back here with them once you’re ready, and we’ll talk it all through.”

I stood up and grabbed the edge of the desk for a second. “Alright, sounds like a plan.”

She gave me a small, tight smile. “I do love your can-do attitude, Wade. Always have. Now go.”

I turned and walked out of the office while my mind already raced through the logistics. Kaluwa. The Mageblade. And a target painted on my back.

Summer vacation was definitely canceled.


Chapter 2



I pushed open the door to our expanded dorm quarters. The heavy wood swung silently on its hinges. The common room was chaotic and full of my women talking and bantering and relaxing and doing their thing.

It was a sharp contrast to the tense atmosphere of Kay’s office.

“Everyone,” I said. My voice was sharp enough to cut through the talking. “I have some news.”

Lazy was the first to react, though not with speed. She was draped upside down over the back of the sofa. Her black hair swept the floor, and her tail flicked lazily in the air. She groaned. It was a long, rumbling sound that vibrated in her chest.

“But I was just getting comfortable,” she complained as her yellow eyes narrowed at me upside down. “The sunbeam moved three inches to the left. It was perfect.”

“Move it, cat,” Varga grunted from the corner.

The wolfkin had been sharpening a dagger with a whetstone. The rhythmic shhhk-shhhk sound stopped abruptly as she stood. Her black attire absorbed the light as she walked over and nudged Lazy’s shoulder until the catkin flopped right-side up with an indignant huff.

Trixie popped up from behind the armchair where she had been restringing her bow. “Ooh! A team meeting? Are we planning a party? Or a murder? I’m good with either, honestly, but I need to know which shoes to wear.” Her blue eyes were wide and innocent, totally at odds with the violence she just spoke about.

Thessa, who had been painting her nails a blood-red shade at the small table, capped the bottle and stood. Her tail lashed behind her, and the spade tip twitched. “You smell like paperwork, Wade. And you smell stressed.”

“Worse,” I said as Khla emerged from the kitchenette. She wiped her hands on a towel while her toned frame filled the doorway. Seema followed her. She looked a bit hesitant, and her golden lion ears swiveled forward in curiosity.

I waited until they formed a loose circle around me. They were beautiful, deadly, and they belonged to me.

“I just came from Kay’s office,” I started and locked eyes with each of them. “We received a Requirement Notice from the Magocracy. It’s an official order. Krysfelt Academy has to retrieve an artifact called the Mageblade from the island of Kaluwa.”

“Kaluwa?” Trixie tilted her head. “Sounds tropical. Do they have coconuts? Oh, you know what—I bet I can shoot a coconut off Lazy’s head at a hundred yards.”

“Hey!” Lazy pinned her ears back.

“Focus,” I said. “Here is the kicker. The notice explicitly names me as mandatory personnel. I have to go.”

The mood in the room shifted instantly. They stopped relaxing and became tense.

Thessa closed the distance between us at once to grab my arm. Her red eyes were wide. “No. Absolutely not.”

“Thessa—”

“It is a trap, Wade,” she hissed, and her grip tightened. “Vorlius is barely cold in the ground, and now the Magocrats want you isolated on an island? We refuse. You stay here.”

“And I hate boats,” Lazy added. She crossed her arms and shivered. “And tropical means hot. And wet. And sandy. You know what they say about sand: it’s coarse and rough and irritating and it gets everywhere. Plus, Thessa is right. If you go, something will try to eat you. It’s practically a rule of nature by now.”

“We can’t refuse,” I said and looked at Thessa. “I tried that angle. Kay checked the statutes. If we ignore a Requirement Notice, the academy loses its charter. They shut the place down. Kay loses everything, and we lose our home.”

Khla grunted and stepped forward. “So, they hold the school hostage to force you into the open. Great ethics.” She looked me up and down. “What are the mission parameters? Threat assessment? Support allowance?”

“That’s the problem,” I admitted. “The intel is thin. But Kay authorized me to pick my team.”

Seema shifted her weight, and her tail tucked slightly between her legs. She looked down at her hands. Her claws were retracted. “You… you should take the veterans,” she said quietly. “I’m not sure if—”

I stepped away from Thessa and moved to Seema. I placed a hand on her shoulder and felt the tension in her muscles. She looked up, and her golden eyes looked doubtful.

“Stop that,” I said firmly. “You handled yourself during the examination. You have the strength and the reach we need. I’m not leaving you behind.”

“But—”

“No buts,” I cut her off, then turned to address the whole group. “Here is how this works. Thessa wants us to hole up. Lazy wants to avoid the hassle. Seema thinks she isn’t ready. But the reality is, if I don’t go, we lose everything. And if I go alone, or with a skeleton crew, we risk giving this enemy exactly what they want.”

I paused and let them think about it.

“They want me isolated,” I continued. “They want me separated from my power base. So, we do the opposite. We go heavy. Everyone goes. No splitting the party. No staying behind.”

Varga nodded. It was a sharp, approving motion. “Pack stays together. Stronger that way.”

“Exactly,” I said. “We treat this as a hostile setup from minute one. We aren’t going on a school trip; we’re invading a hostile environment.”

Trixie clapped her hands, and the sound was startlingly loud. “Yay! Invasion! I’ll pack the explosive arrows. And my bikini! Oh my God, BEACH EPISODE!” She did jazz hands, and Lazy immediately joined in, and they ran around, jazz-handing, making me chuckle.

Khla ignored the antics and focused on me. “I am not going into a dungeon in a bikini.”

“Noted,” I said with a grin. “Now, we go back to Kay’s office, and we go in united. We tell her we are going, and we ask for resources.”

“What do we need?” Khla asked. Her mind was already on logistics.

“We need transportation,” I said as I counted off on my fingers. “We need a budget for supplies and for local expenses. And it’d be damn nice if we knew who exactly signed that Requirement Notice, or at least from which of the Magocrats it originated.”

“I want to know if there are sea monsters,” Trixie added seriously. “Because if a kraken tries to grab me, I’m going to be very upset. Tentacles are gross… unless you’re into that sort of thing.”

I shook my head and shot her a smile. “Let’s keep focused. We need to present a solid front. If Kay sees we’re hesitant, she might try to hold some of you back to protect you. We can’t have that. Are we clear?”

I looked around the circle.

Thessa looked ready to burn the world down if it looked at me wrong. Varga was steady. Khla was already itching for a fight. Trixie was vibrating with energy. Lazy looked resigned but present. And Seema, though still nervous, gripped her own wrist tightly.

“We’re good,” Varga said, speaking for the group.

“Then let’s go,” I said and turned for the door. “Vacation is canceled. We have a job to do.”
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We filed back into Kay’s office. The seven of us filled the space, and it felt like a war room. Kay sat behind her desk. She had moved the parchment to the side and replaced it with requisition forms and a heavy leather pouch that looked to be filled with coins.

The girls fanned out, claiming their territory. Varga leaned against the wall near the door, arms crossed, her dark attire blending with the shadows. Khla took a position near the window, blocking the light with her broad shoulders. Lazy eyed the plush guest chairs before draping herself over one, looking more like a throw rug than a student. Trixie wandered to the corner, inspecting a globe with wide, curious eyes, while Seema stayed close to Varga, her tail twitching nervously.

Thessa marched up to the desk and stopped beside me. She glared at the Headmistress.

“We are here,” Thessa said. “Wade says we are doing this. I want to know exactly what ‘this’ entails before we can even consider agreeing.”

Kay looked up. She looked tired. She didn’t rise to the tiefling’s aggressive stance. “I am glad you are all here. It makes this easier.”

She pointed to the items on her desk.

“This is not a field trip,” Kay began. She looked at each of us. “And it isn’t a graded expedition. The Magocracy’s requirement is specific about the objective but vague on the support. That means I cannot assign faculty to accompany you without triggering a review. That might get the mission canceled and the academy penalized for non-compliance.”

“So, are on our own,” Khla said from the window.

“Once you’re on the island, yes,” Kay said. “I can provide travel funds. You will have enough for chartering transport, lodging, and supplies. But I cannot give you an armed escort, and I cannot send a professor with you physically.”

“Wait,” Trixie said. She spun the globe. “You want us to go to a tropical island to find a sword that might not exist, with just some pocket money and a ‘good luck’ note? That sounds like the start of a bad joke. Or the outcome of a really good dare.”

“It sounds like suicide,” Thessa snapped. She leaned over the desk and planted her hands on the polished wood. Her tail lashed behind her. The spade tip flicked. “You know this is a setup, Kay. You admitted it to Wade. Why aren’t you fighting this? Why aren’t you with the Magocrat Council demanding to know who signed this order?”

“Thessa,” I said softly. I reached for her arm.

She shook me off. She stared hard at Kay. “No, Wade. She is the Headmistress. She is supposed to protect the students. She should not serve them up on a platter because some paper pusher in Avalon Castle asked nicely. We can’t—”

“They are not asking nicely!” Kay shouted.

The sound silenced the room. Kay stood up. Her chest heaved against her white blouse. She stopped acting calm and showed her frustration. “Do you think I want this? Do you think I want to send the only students who have actually made me proud this year into a kill zone?”

Thessa stepped back. The shout surprised her.

Kay took a breath and smoothed her skirt with trembling hands. “This is not a question, Thessa. It is a Requirement Notice. In the legal framework of the Magocracy, it is absolute. If I refuse—if I delay, if I ask too many questions, if I demand an audit—they don’t just end it. They revoke Krysfelt’s charter. Some of them would be happy to do so. They have enough financial interests in other academies to prosper from Krysfelt closing down.”

She looked at me. “The wards come down. The funding stops. The land is seized. The academy closes immediately. Everyone here goes home, or to prison. It depends on their records. And Wade is left exposed to every enemy he has made, without the sanctuary of these walls.”

No one spoke. Even Lazy sat still.

“If we don’t go,” I said, “we lose the war before we fire a shot.”

Thessa looked at me. She stopped looking angry and looked protective instead. “I just… I don’t want to risk you, Wade. It feels like we are walking into a mouth that is waiting to close.”

“We are,” I agreed. I stepped closer to her and slid my hand down her arm until I held her hand. Her skin was hot. “But we’re going to break the teeth on the way in.”

I turned back to Kay. “We’ll do it. But we do it my way.”

Kay nodded and sat down. She looked relieved. “Name your terms.”

“We treat this as a clandestine team operation,” I said. “We go dark until the job is done. You won’t hear from us.”

“Agreed,” Kay said.

I looked at Alis. She stood by the door like a statue. She watched us closely. “Alis stays here. If this is an intelligence trap, we need someone smarter than the enemy watching the board. I want you tracing that notice, Alis. Find out who hates me enough to make something like this happen.”

Alis nodded once. “Agreed.”

“Where do we start?” Khla asked. She stepped away from the window. “If we are avoiding official Magocrat transport channels, we can’t just take the train to the coast.”

“We have a route prepared,” Alis said. She walked over to the large map on the wall behind Kay’s desk. Her pale finger traced a line north from our location. “You will drive.”

“Drive?” Lazy groaned. “Like, in a car? For hours?”

“You can take the academy van,” Kay said. “Borsj will drive you. He is discreet. And he is loyal to the school, not the Council.”

“Destination?” I asked.

Alis tapped a spot on the coast, north of Los Angeles. “Anbumas. It is a small harbor town.”

“I know that name,” I said. “It’s Tannorian, isn’t it?”

“It is,” Alis confirmed. She looked pleased. “It has not changed much even since the Upheaval and remains somewhat insular. The Magocracy has little influence there, and the locals are distrustful of official enforcement. It is the perfect place to charter a boat without attracting attention.”

“Tannorian,” Varga repeated. “Old magic. Rough people.”

“Exactly,” I said. It fit. My bloodline was tied to Tannoris, unlike that of most humans, and I had developed an affection of sorts for the often rustic ways of those of the old world. “We go to Anbumas, we find a captain who likes gold and ignores rules, and we make for Kaluwa.”

Kay picked up the heavy pouch of gold and slid it across the desk to me. “This should cover the charter and any bribes you need to pay. There is also a dossier in there with the coordinates for Kaluwa and the history we have on the island. You will find some more information in our records, perhaps, although it is an obscure island.”

I took the pouch. It was heavy.

“One last thing,” Kay said. Her tone softened. “The window is short. Administrative oversight expects movement within forty-eight hours. You need to be gone by then. Spend some time researching Kaluwa, but not days.”

“We’ll leave the day after tomorrow,” I said. “But tomorrow is for research. We’ll turn the archives inside out and discover what we can.”

Thessa squeezed my hand. Her nails dug into my palm. She was still tense, but she was focused.

“We also need supplies,” Khla said. “If we are going into a jungle, we need more than just weapons. Antivenom, medicine, rations.”

“Use the funds,” Kay said. “Buy what you need. Just… come back. All of you.”

I looked at my team. They were a dangerous group. Each had her own weaknesses and talents. But looking at them now, I didn’t see fear. I saw a pack getting ready to hunt.

“We’re going to Anbumas,” I said to them. “We get a boat. We go to the island. We get the sword. And if anyone tries to stop us, we remind them why Krysfelt is the best academy in the world.”

Trixie pumped a fist in the air. “Road trip! I call shotgun!”

“I am not sitting in the back with the cat,” Varga said immediately.

“I don’t want you back there either, dog,” Lazy said.

“Woof,” Varga said with a grin.

I looked at Kay one last time. “We’ll be ready.”

“Go,” Kay said. “And Wade?”

I paused at the door.

“Trust the intel you find,” she said. “But trust your gut more.”

I nodded and led my girls out into the hallway. We would rise to the bait; there was no other option that left our home intact. But they—whoever they were—would be getting more than they’d bargained for…


Chapter 3



The next morning, Krysfelt Academy was quiet because most students had stopped caring about classes or had left the grounds. The Gothic spires of the main building made long shadows across the grass as the sun climbed, but we did not stop to look at the buildings.

We had a day to research this mission.

I split the team immediately after breakfast. I sent Thessa, Trixie, and Lazy to the massive library in the center of the compound. Thessa could find facts in the old books. Trixie could spot the details others missed. And Lazy went because the library had soft chairs.

Khla, Varga, Seema, and I handled the supplies.

“We aren’t buying weapons,” I told them as we gathered the forms Kay had signed. “We have weapons. We can cast spells. We need a way to stop insects from biting us and other stuff necessary to survive a hostile jungle environment.”

“Rotting in the jungle is a bad way to die,” Khla said. She crossed her arms over her chest. She wore a tank top that showed the muscles in her shoulders. “And dehydration kills faster than most monsters.”

We spent the morning taking items from the academy’s quartermaster stores. We used the funds Kay provided to order specific supplies from the town of Lombardy below. I made a strict packing list.

“Water purification tablets,” I said as I looked at the list Seema held. “How many?”

“One bottle,” Seema said. She read the paper. She looked good in her uniform. She had buttoned her white shirt properly, though her lion ears twitched because she was nervous. “Enough for a week if we are careful.”

“We only need those as a back-up,” I said. “I still have the Hallowed Horn, and it can produce an endless supply of potable water.”

Varga looked at a stack of waterproof tarps nearby. She sniffed the material and swiveled her wolf ears back. “These smell like chemicals. But they’re sturdy. They’ll cover the ground well.”

“Take some,” I said. “And rope. Lots of it.”

By early afternoon, we had placed a pile of gear in our dorm’s common room. It looked like a military loadout. We had dried food, medical kits with antivenom—Khla insisted on that—and a variety of stuff to help with nasty bites and camping in the jungle.

I left the supply team to pack the bags while I went to the library to check on the research squad.

The library was cool under its high, vaulted ceilings, and the stained glass shone blue and red light onto the floor. I found my girls at a large oak table in the back. They sat behind stacks of books.

Thessa looked up as I approached. She narrowed her red eyes in frustration; she looked hot when she was angry. Her tail flicked behind her chair.

“This is a mess,” she said before I sat down.

“Good afternoon to you too,” I said. I pulled out a chair next to her and looked at the table. It was covered in maps, but the maps did not match. “What is the conclusion?”

“The conclusion is that the maps of Kaluwa are wrong,” Thessa said. She shoved a map toward me. “Look at this. This is a navigation chart from fifty years ago. It shows Kaluwa as one island with a peak in the center.”

She slapped another map down on top of it. “This is a botanical survey from ten years ago. It shows a moon-shaped island with lots of lagoons.”

“Did the ground move?” I asked.

“Magic moved it,” Trixie said from the other side of the table. She balanced a quill on her dainty nose. “Unstable mana currents shift the land. The only consistent thing is the—undoubtedly warded—settlement and the volcano. In short, the island cannot decide what shape to be. Or the mapmakers were drunk. I bet they were drunk. I’d be drunk if I were a mapmaker.”

Meanwhile, Lazy slept with her face pressed into an open book entitled Myths of the Southern Archipelagos. She snored softly. A bubble of drool formed near her mouth.

“Lot of help she was,” Thessa growled.

I suppressed a chuckle. “And what about the Mageblade?” I asked.

Thessa sighed and leaned back. She stretched her arms over her head. Her white shirt pulled tight across her chest, and I took a second to appreciate the view before focusing back on her face.

“Even worse,” she said. “Most scholars say it’s just a story. The Summoner King had many weapons, but no record says he forged a sword that channeled raw mana.”

“Someone thought it was real,” I said. “And the Magocrats sent a formal notice.”

“The books mention it,” Thessa said. She tapped a thick book bound in leather. “A text says the dwarves of Bronzehall kept it after the Summoner King and his wives disappeared, but no one is certain. It is rumored to be in a Tannorian ruin on the island.”

“Let me guess,” I said. “The ruin is in the volcano.”

“Bullseye,” Trixie said. The quill fell off her nose. She caught it quickly. “Center of the island. The locals call it the ‘Old Throat.’ Or ‘The Big Hot Hole.’ I made that last one up, but it fits.”

I looked at the maps. “So the island changes shape, the target might be imaginary, and the destination just might be an active volcano.”

“And monsters,” Lazy said into the book. She did not open her eyes. “Don’t forget the monsters.”

“Wake up, Lazy,” I said and tapped the table. “We’re moving this to the dorms.”

We regrouped in the common room an hour later. We put the information next to the supplies. The girls sat around the central coffee table. The table seemed to bend under the weight of the gear and paper.

“Here is the situation,” I said. I stood so I could look at everyone. “The papers are useless. We cannot use these maps to walk inland. The volcano and Kaluwa Town are the only things on every map.”

I pointed to the harbor on the northern coast.

“We go to the town,” I said. “That is objective one. Once we are there, we find a guide who knows the terrain. We will not walk into the jungle using a map from fifty years ago.”

“Agreed,” Khla said. She put the medical supplies into waterproof boxes. “What about the volcano?”

“That is objective two,” I said. “We assume the Mageblade is in the volcanic region. The Tannorian ruins are the most likely hiding spot. So we prepare for heat.”

“Fire resistance,” Thessa noted. “My Fire Shield spell can achieve that, but I can only target one of us at a time.”

“Noted,” I said. “Something for us all to keep in mind. In addition, we pack light clothing. Breathable. But tough enough to stop thorns and insects.”

Trixie raised her hand. “Can I pack my bikini? For morale?”

“Pack it,” I said before my brain could register it. The thought of Trixie in a bikini was straight-up murder. “But pack your armor too. And bring extra arrows. Research agenda,” I said to Thessa. “Since we do not know the layout, what do we know about the animals?”

Thessa pulled a notebook from her pile. “That part is consistent. Big reptiles. The heat and the mana vents make them grow fast. We will see raptors, big insects, and drakes near the caldera.”

“Dinosaurs,” Trixie whispered. Her eyes widened. “We are fighting dinosaurs.”

“They bleed like anything else,” Varga said. “And they track by smell. We must keep our camp clean.”

Seema was quiet. She put the food rations into equal piles. I walked over to her and gave her shoulder an encouraging squeeze. I knew she was still struggling a little with adapting and finding her place in the group, but she would get there.

I turned back to the group. The sun set outside. Orange light came through our windows. The room was cluttered, but organized.

“This is it,” I said. “We have the gear. We have a destination. We know what waits for us.”

“A hot, changing island filled with lizards where the maps are useless,” Lazy said. She sat up and stretched her arms. “Best summer vacation ever.”

“Get some sleep,” I told them. “Borsj picks us up at dawn. We are going to find this sword, and we are going to use it to stick it up the ass of whoever sent that requirement notice.”

The girls laughed at that, and we eased back into our usual banter. That told me that they were ready for this adventure. And so was I.


Chapter 4



The morning sun had barely crested over the Gothic spires of Krysfelt Academy, leaving the campus draped in gray light. Shadows stretched across the dew-covered grass as the last stars began to fade.

We stood on the gravel driveway near the main gate. Parked in front of us was the academy van. It was a massive, boxy monstrosity that looked like it had survived a war, lost, and then been put back together with duct tape and baling wire.

To maintain our cover, the words “Krysfelt Academy for Girls” had been hastily painted over with matte blue primer, though the faint outline of the letters still ghosted through the fresh coat.

Borsj, the imp bound to Kay’s service, stood by the open sliding door. He wore a thick woolen coat, a scarf wrapped three times around his neck, and fingerless gloves. His breath misted in the cooling air, even though ours didn’t. His red scales looked dull in the fading light, and he adjusted his glasses and scowled.

“Hurry up,” he grumbled, his voice like gravel grinding in a mixer. “You’re letting the heat out of the upholstery. It takes an hour for the heater to actually work in this tin can, and my blood is slowing down.”

“Good morning to you, too, Borsj,” I said, hefting my main pack. “We’ve been seeing a lot of you lately, huh?”

“Yeah, and here I was thinking the Endless Abyss was a bad place. Can we get in, or do we need to talk for hours like you people do every step you take?”

“Yay, Borsj!” Trixie cheered happily.

Laughing, my team moved with varying speeds. Khla and Varga handled the heavy lifting. Khla, in a tight tank top that showed off her green, muscular arms, tossed heavy duffels into the back like they were pillows. She did not look bothered by the chill. Varga, dressed entirely in black as usual, moved silently alongside her, her wolf ears swiveling toward the chirping birds in the trees.

Seema stood near the back bumper and looked unsure of herself. She gripped her bag tight, and her golden lion tail flicked. I gave her a nod, and she straightened up. She relaxed just a fraction as she placed her gear next to Varga’s.

Then there was the chaos element.

“I cannot believe I am awake,” Lazy moaned. The catkin girl dragged her bag across the gravel because she refused to lift it. She wore loose sweatpants and a hoodie that was two sizes too big, and her black cat ears were flattened against her skull. “It is nap time. The sun is too loud. Why is the sun so loud?”

“It’s not the sun, it’s Trixie,” Thessa said, stepping up beside me.

The tiefling looked stunning even at this ungodly hour. She wore dark jeans that hugged her wide hips and a crimson top that accentuated her bust. Her red eyes glowed softly in the gloom, and her spade-tipped tail wound around my calf.

“Road trip!” Trixie cheered as she bounced past us. She wore denim shorts that were dangerously short and a bright yellow crop top that struggled to contain her ample chest. She ignored the temperature, or was unaffected by it. I had no idea. The end result was hot. Her blonde hair bounced with every step. “I made a playlist. It’s mostly scream-metal and ocean sounds.”

“No music yet,” I said, and pitched my voice to cut through the chatter. “Alright, let’s circle up for a second.”

The playfulness died down instantly. Even Trixie stopped mid-bounce. They gathered around me near the van’s sliding door. Their faces were illuminated by the vehicle’s interior dome light. I looked at each of them—Thessa, Lazy, Khla, Trixie, Varga, Seema. They were beautiful, dangerous, and they trusted me to get them through this alive.

“Before we get in this van, we need to set some ground rules,” I said, and kept my tone serious. “We aren’t students on a break. We are walking into a setup. That means operational discipline starts right now.”

I held up a finger. “Rule one: The Mageblade doesn’t exist. We don’t talk about it in gas stations, we don’t mention it at diners, and we definitely don’t ask locals about it until we are secure on Kaluwa. If anyone asks, we’re doing an independent biological survey for a private firm.”

“Boring,” Trixie whispered, though she nodded. “But I can do boring. I’m a great actress. I once played a tree in a play.”

“Amazing!” Lazy beamed. “So talented.”

“Must’ve been a very top-heavy tree,” Khla growled, eyeing Trixie’s chest. “Would’ve keeled over at the first breeze.”

“HEY!” Trixie objected, poking Khla in the tit. “Like yours are small! If you were a tree, you’d be on your back most of the time.”

Khla grinned. “On my back? Something you know a lot about, huh?”

I laughed and shook my head. “Order, please.”

The girls all gave me their prettiest fake attentive looks.

“Rule two,” I continued, trying to suppress a chuckle. “No high-tier abilities unless it’s life or death. If we get into a scuffle at a rest stop or a flat tire situation, we handle it like civilians. No fireballs.”

Varga grunted. “Teeth and claws are quiet.” Seema nodded enthusiastically at that.

“So is fire,” Thessa said. “I mean, technically?”

“No,” Khla disagreed.

“No fire. Keep the claws retracted too if you can,” I corrected. “And rule three: nobody goes anywhere alone. Bathroom breaks, snack runs, sleeping arrangements. We move in pairs minimum. If they want to isolate me, they might try to pick one of you off to get to me. Don’t give them the chance.”

Thessa stepped closer, and her heat radiated against my side. “If anyone tries to pick us off, I will incinerate them until there is nothing left but ash.”

“That violates rule two,” I pointed out.

“Exceptions can be made for protecting you,” she purred, while her hand slid down my arm.

“Will you people just get in the van!” Borsj shouted from the driver’s seat. “My tail is freezing off!”

“Alright, load up,” I ordered.

It took a moment of maneuvering to get everyone inside. The van had bench seating in the back. Khla took the front passenger seat—“shotgun”—because she was the biggest and the best shield if we hit trouble head-on. Borsj grumbled about having an orc blocking his side mirror view, but Khla just crossed her massive arms and shot him a look that reduced his complaints to grumbles.

I took the first bench seat behind the driver. Thessa immediately slid in next to me and pressed her thigh against mine. Lazy claimed my other side. She promptly rested her head on my shoulder and closed her eyes.

“You make a good pillow,” Lazy mumbled, and her tail wrapped around my waist. “Wake me up when we hit the ocean. Or never. Never is good.”

Behind us, Trixie, Varga, and Seema squeezed into the back bench.

“Okay, Borsj,” I called out. “Get us to Anbumas.”

The imp slammed the gear stick into drive, and the van lurched forward with a groan of protesting metal. We rattled down the academy driveway, and passed through the heavy iron gates to turn onto the main road leading down toward Lombardy and the highway beyond.

“So, Borsj,” Trixie yelled from the back, and leaned forward between the seats so her face was right next to the imp’s ear. “Do you have a license? Like, did you get one in the Abyss? Do they have driving schools there? Or do you just wing it? Get it? Wing it?”

Borsj gripped the steering wheel so hard his knuckles turned white—no mean feat for his blood-red skin. “I have been driving for centuries, she-elf. I drove carriages before engines were invented. I drive better than you walk.”

“I walk great!” Trixie insisted. “I have excellent balance. Ask Wade; he’s seen me do a handstand.”

“I don’t care,” Borsj snapped. “Sit back. You are breathing on my neck scales. It tickles.”

“Are you cold?” Trixie asked, and poked his shoulder. “I can breathe hot air if you want. Haaaaa.”

“Stop breathing on the driver!” Borsj shrieked.

Lazy shifted on my shoulder and opened one yellow eye. “Can you guys keep it down? Some of us are trying to hibernate.”

“You can’t hibernate; you’re a cat, not a bear,” Varga said from the back. Her voice was dry. “And get your tail out of my face.”

“My tail goes where it wants,” Lazy said dismissively as she closed her eye again. “It has its own brain. It likes you.”

“It went up my nose,” Varga growled.

Seema let out a soft, nervous giggle. I glanced back to see her sitting stiffly between Varga and Trixie. She looked cramped with her knees pressed together, but she smiled in the flashing shadows of passing streetlights.

“You doing okay back there, Seema?” I asked.

“I’m fine,” she said quickly, her ears perking up. “The vehicle is… vigorous.”

“That’s one word for it,” I laughed as the van hit a pothole, which sent us all bouncing. Trixie let out a “wheee!” while Thessa dug her nails into my thigh to steady herself.

“I hate this van,” Thessa muttered. “It smells like old gym socks.”

“It adds character,” I said, and put my arm around her shoulders to pull her closer.

She softened immediately. She leaned into me and rested her head against my chest.

“Just keep your hand there,” she whispered, and her voice dropped to that sultry tone she used when she wanted my attention. “Or, well… in other places.”

“NO. DISGUSTING. MORTAL. MATING. IN. THE. VAN,” Borsj said without looking.

“Vans are made for mortal mating!” Trixie chirped.

“No!” Borsj growled. “They’re made for driving.”

And drive we did. We continued for hours as we left the mountains behind and hit the wider highways heading toward the coast. The terrain shifted from pine trees to dry scrub and rolling hills. Borsj drove fast and handled the wheel with skill. He wove the heavy van through traffic while he muttered curses in a demonic tongue every minute or so.

Trixie eventually got bored of tormenting Borsj and started a game of “I Spy” that didn’t work because she would spot something and then immediately forget what it was.

“I spy with my little eye… something red!” Trixie shouted.

“A taillight?” Khla guessed from the front, and sounded bored.

“Yes! Okay, your turn.”

“I spy things,” Khla said.

“That’s cheating, everything is a thing,” Trixie complained. She peered out the window. “Oh! I spy… a shape! It looked like a cow! Moo!”

Lazy groaned into my shirt. “Kill me. Just end it now.”

“We’re almost to a stopping point,” I promised, and patted Lazy’s head. Her ears twitched under my hand, and a low purr started in her chest despite her complaints.

Around one in the afternoon, my stomach gave a loud growl that rivaled Varga’s. Thessa poked my abs. “Hungry?”

“Starving,” I admitted.

“There,” Khla said as she pointed a massive green finger at the windshield. “Food.”

Up ahead, standing like a beacon in the desolate stretch of highway, a gaudy illuminated sign rotated on a tall pole:

Big Buns Burger Shack.

It was painted in bright red and yellow neon, with a cartoon cow holding a spatula that strobed rhythmically.

“Burgers!” Trixie cheered. “I want a double with extra grease!”

“Pull over, Borsj,” I said. “We need fuel. And coffee. Lots of coffee.”

“Finally,” Borsj grumbled. “If I have to listen to the elf a second longer, I am going to drive this van off a cliff.”

“There are no cliffs,” Trixie commented. “Is that why you got kicked out of the Abyss to be a mortal’s minion? Poor geographic awareness?”

“Ugh,” Borsj growled. He yanked the wheel to the right, and took the exit ramp with a bit too much speed. The van groaned, and the tires protested as we swung into the mostly empty parking lot of the burger joint. It looked greasy and cheap, exactly what we needed to reset before we had to deal with boats and captains.

“Operational discipline,” I reminded them as the engine sputtered to a halt. “Normal people. Just a group of friends getting lunch.”

“Normal,” Trixie repeated, and unbuckled her seatbelt. “I’ll be super normal. I won’t even mention the ‘ageblade-may.’” She thought for a moment. “Or is it ‘age-may lade-bay?’”

“Ooooh, code language!” Lazy purred.

“Let’s please not,” Khla sighed as she opened her door.

We piled out of the van, stretched stiff limbs, and blinked in the bright afternoon sun, ready to eat.
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The interior of Big Buns Burger Shack smelled of old grease and burnt salt. Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead and glared off the red-and-white checkered linoleum floor. It was the kind of place where truckers stopped to eat food that would stop their hearts and families stopped to shove fries into their kids’ mouths to keep them quiet.

We claimed the largest U-shaped booth in the back corner. It was a tight squeeze for seven people plus an imp. I slid into the center of the back curve. Thessa immediately claimed the spot to my right and pressed her hip against mine. Lazy took the left and leaned her entire weight into my side before her butt even hit the vinyl. Khla, Varga, and Seema took the opposite bench. Khla’s broad shoulders and Varga’s tactical gear forced them to sit at an angle to fit. Trixie grabbed a chair from a nearby table and pulled it to the open end to cap us off.

Borsj stood near the edge of the table and looked at the plastic-covered menu with a sneer.

“Everything here is fried,” the imp complained. He adjusted his scarf. “Even the vegetables. Why do humans insist on boiling everything in fat? It is disgusting.”

“It’s delicious,” Trixie corrected. She scanned the pictures of burgers that looked nothing like the real food. “I’m getting the Triple-Stack Attack. It has onion rings inside the burger. That’s genius.”

“It is a heart attack on a bun,” Khla grunted. She folded her muscular green arms on the table and bumped elbows with Varga. “I will have grilled chicken. Keep it simple.”

We placed the order quickly. Once the waitress—a teenager popping gum who clearly didn’t get paid enough to deal with a tiefling and an orc—left with our order, I put my hands on the table.

“Alright,” I said. I kept my voice low so the truckers two booths over wouldn’t hear. “While we wait for the food, we need to reset. We’re rushing into this, so we need to keep ourselves grounded.”

“I like rushing,” Trixie said. She balanced a salt shaker on top of a pepper shaker. “Less time to worry.”

“And less time to check for traps,” Varga countered. Her wolf ears twitched as she watched the kitchen door. “We are walking blind.”

“That’s why we’re doing this,” I said. “I want to go around the table. I want everyone to state one specific risk they expect on Kaluwa, and one resource or strategy we need to counter it. No jokes.”

I looked at Trixie when I said that. She grinned but gave a mock salute.

“Start with the negative,” Lazy groaned into my shoulder. “Great for digestion.”

“Start, Lazy,” I said as I nudged her.

She lifted her head. Her black hair fell messily over her face. “Fine. Risk: The heat. It makes me slow. If I’m slow, I die. Or I nap. Probably nap, then die.”

“And the resource?” I asked.

“Water,” she said. “Lots of it. And you carrying me when I give up.”

“I am not carrying you,” I said flatly.

“We’ll see,” she mumbled.

“Thessa?” I asked.

The tiefling shifted. Her hand slid off the table and rested on my thigh. Her nails scratched gently against the denim of my jeans. She leaned in close and stared directly into my eyes. She ignored the rest of the group.

“Risk,” she purred. “Someone tries to hurt you. They try to separate us.” She squeezed my leg hard. “Resource: Fire. Lots of it. And me staying right here, attached to you.”

“Practical strategy, Thessa,” I said, trying to ignore the way her thumb circled the inside of my knee. It was kind of distracting. “Not just clinging.”

“Clinging works,” she argued, and she pouted slightly. Her tail wrapped around my ankle under the table. “If I am touching you, nothing can take you.”

“Okay, moving on before this becomes an R-rated movie,” Trixie interrupted. “My turn! Risk: Being eaten by a giant carnivorous plant. Or maybe a shark with legs. Oh! Or a volcano demon that sings opera.”

“Trixie,” Khla warned.

“Fine,” Trixie sighed. “The risk is the unknown. The map is wrong, and the animals are weird. We don’t know what kills us until it bites us.”

“Resource?”

“Arrows,” she said brightly. “And flexibility. If we can’t predict it, we shoot it up or run around it.”

“Better,” I noted. “Khla?”

“Poison,” the orc said immediately. “The jungle is full of toxins. Insects, plants, water. A scratch can turn into gangrene in hours.”

“Resource is the medical kit,” I supplied.

“And discipline,” Khla added. She looked pointedly at Trixie. “We check our boots for scorpions. We clean every wound. No sloppy behavior.”

“I check my boots,” Trixie defended. “Sometimes I find cool rocks in them.”

“Varga?” I asked.

The wolfkin stopped staring at the kitchen. “Ambush. The jungle is loud. The background noise masks the approach of predators.”

“Resource?”

“Senses,” she said. “Trust my nose. Trust my hearing. If I stop, everyone stops. No questions.”

“Agreed,” I said.

I turned to Seema. She sat squeezed between Varga and the wall and stared at the Formica table pattern.

“Seema,” I said gently. “Your turn.”

She flinched slightly. Her golden lion ears flattened. “I… I don’t know. You have all said the smart things.”

“You have good instincts,” I encouraged. “What worries you the most?”

“I worry I will slow you down,” she whispered.

“That’s not a mission risk,” I said firmly. “That’s self-doubt. Give me a tactical risk.”

She hesitated. Her eyes darted to Varga, then to me. “The… the terrain. Trixie said the island changes. If the ground is unstable, we could get trapped. A ravine that wasn’t there yesterday. A path that leads to a cliff.”

“Good.” I nodded. “And the resource?”

“Rope,” she said softly. “And… keeping a formation where the heavy fighters can secure the light ones.”

“Excellent,” I said. “That’s a solid point.”

“Boring,” Borsj grumbled from where he stood. “The biggest risk is that you idiots get me killed and I have to explain to the Headmistress why her favorite student is lizard food.”

“Shut up, Borsj,” Thessa snapped, although she did not look away from me. She leaned her head on my shoulder and her horns grazed my neck. “Wade, tell him to stop ruining the moment. I was enjoying imagining burning things for you.”

“Okay, pause,” I said. I raised my voice slightly. The arguments were heating up. “We’re already snapping at each other, and we haven’t even seen the ocean yet.”

“Because it is hot,” Lazy whined. “And the car smells like imp.”

“And Trixie is making a game out of dying,” Khla added, annoyed.

“It’s a fun game!” Trixie protested. “Okay, rank these: Eaten by a tiger, melted by slime, or falling into a pit of spikes. Go!”

“None of them,” Seema said quietly, and she shrank back as Khla glared at Trixie.

“Enough,” I said. My voice carried the same force I used when casting a spell.

Silence fell over the booth. Even the gum-chewing waitress froze a few feet away with a tray of drinks.

“Look at me,” I said. I made eye contact with each of them. “We are stressed. And we expect we are walking into a trap. I get it. But this friction is more dangerous than a tiger or a slime.”

I put my arm around Lazy and squeezed her shoulder, then rested my hand on Thessa’s back. “Lazy, I know you hate the heat. But you’re faster than anything in that jungle. When the time comes, you won’t be napping. You’ll be saving our skins.”

Lazy opened one eye and smirked. “Obviously.”

I looked at Trixie. “Your humor keeps us loose, Trixie. But dial it back when we try to make a plan. We need your eyes, not just your jokes.”

“Roger that, boss,” Trixie said as she gave a thumbs up.

I turned to Seema. “And you. You earned your spot here. You have reach and power that Trixie and Lazy don’t have. Stop apologizing for existing. When we land, I need a warrior, not someone who worries.”

Seema straightened up. Her chest expanded as she took a deep breath. She nodded, and a small smile touched her lips. “Yes, Wade.”

“And Thessa,” I said, and I looked down at the tiefling clinging to me. “I appreciate the protection. But I can handle myself. I need you watching the perimeter, not just watching me.”

She sighed, but her shoulders dropped. “Fine. But I am still sitting next to you.”

“Fair enough,” I said. “We are a team. A pack. We move together, we fight together, and we get paid together.”

“And we eat together!” Trixie cheered as the waitress finally approached and slammed down a tray loaded with greasy burgers, fries, and towering milkshakes.

The smell of fried food made us all relax. Even Borsj stopped scowling when a plate of onion rings was placed in front of him.

“Finally,” the imp muttered. He grabbed a ring. “Pass the ketchup.”

We ate like we hadn’t seen food in a week. The burgers were messy and tasted fantastic. They dripped down our chins and required five napkins. We talked, but the edge was gone. We discussed marching orders and watch rotations without snapping. Trixie stole fries from Varga, and Varga let her do it with only a mild growl. Seema ate with more confidence. She even joined in when Khla criticized how Trixie had stacked her burger.

By the time we wiped the grease from our faces and piled back into the van, our stomachs were full and we felt better. We looked less like a group of scared students and more like a unit ready to work.

“Next stop, Anbumas,” I said as I climbed in.

“And boats,” Lazy groaned from the back seat, but she did not sound angry. “I hate water.”

“You’ll live,” I promised.

Borsj fired up the engine, and we rolled out of the parking lot toward the coast.


Chapter 5



Borsj slammed the gear stick into park. The van stopped hard and rattled my teeth. The engine sputtered and died. Outside, seagulls screamed and waves crashed against the seawall.

We had arrived.

“Anbumas,” Borsj announced. He gestured at the windshield. “Try not to get stabbed. Or robbed. Or contract a disease.”

I slid the door open and stepped out onto the cracked asphalt of the harbor lot. The heavy air smelled of brine and diesel fuel. It wasn’t pleasant, but it felt real. The town sat on the edge of the coastline. The gray stone and bleached wood buildings looked weathered. It looked like the ocean battered them daily and the structures barely held on.

The girls piled out behind me. Trixie stretched. Her yellow crop top rode up and showed a strip of tanned skin on her stomach. She inhaled deeply. “Smells like adventure! And fish guts. Mostly fish guts.”

Thessa stepped down. She looked out of place in her designer jeans and crimson top. She looked at the dirt on the docks and wrinkled her nose. “It smells like poverty.”

“It smells like a harbor,” I corrected. I looked over the group. “Alright, listen up. We need a boat, and we need it fast. But we do not take the first offer, and we don’t look desperate.”

I pointed to Khla. “Khla, come with me. We will check the main charter office and the larger vessels.”

Khla cracked her knuckles. The sound popped loudly in the quiet lot. She wore a tight black tank top that strained against her massive chest. The fabric showed the green definition of her arms. “Got it.”

“The rest of you,” I said as I turned to Varga, Seema, Thessa, Lazy, and Trixie. “Split up. Scour the docks. Look for captains who look hungry but competent. Ask about rates for a run to the islands. Do not commit to anything.”

“I’ll go with Varga,” Seema said quickly. She moved to the wolfkin’s side.

“I got Lazy!” Trixie cheered. She grabbed the catkin’s arm. Lazy looked like she wanted to be anywhere else. Her tail drooped.

“I will supervise the elf,” Thessa said. She flipped her hair over her shoulder and stepped toward Trixie and Lazy. “Before she buys a parrot and an eyepatch.”

“Go,” I ordered. “Meet back here in an hour.”

They walked away and blended into the crowd of dockworkers and sailors. I turned to Khla. “Let’s go find a captain.”

We walked down the main pier. Water slicked the wood planks under our boots. By now, the sun dipped low, but the harbor was still busy. The first captain we found was a burly man. He repaired a net on a trawler named The Rusty Bucket. He looked interested until I mentioned the destination.

“Kaluwa?” He spat a wad of tobacco onto the deck. “Not a chance, kid. That’s messy island, especially for a smaller vessel like mine. No amount of gold is worth my hull melting.”

“We pay well,” I said.

“Pay someone else,” he grunted. He turned his back.

We moved on. The second captain laughed in our faces. The third made a sign against evil and walked away.

“They are scared,” Khla noted as we walked toward the far end of the pier. “They believe the stories.”

“It’s not just superstition,” I said quietly. “Kaluwa is unstable. They know it.”

We approached a sleek, modern cruiser docked near the harbor master’s office. The captain, a man with a gold tooth and a silk shirt that was unbuttoned too far, watched us approach. He looked at our clothes and calculated the cost. He spotted the crest on my academy jacket and his grin widened.

“Krysfelt Academy,” he said. He leaned over the railing. “Top tier. You looking for a pleasure cruise? I got champagne on ice.”

“We need transport to Kaluwa,” I said.

His smile dropped for a second, then returned sharper. “Kaluwa. Dangerous water. Very dangerous. I need hazard pay.”

“How much?” Khla asked. She crossed her arms.

“For students of the Magocracy?” He looked us up and down. He did the math on how much money we had. “Two hundred gold. Up front. Plus insurance for the vessel.”

“That is robbery,” Khla growled. She stepped forward. Her shadow covered him.

“That’s the price,” the man said. He didn’t blink. “You rich kids come down here playing adventurer. You pay the tax. Unless you want to swim?”

“We’ll pass,” I said. I grabbed Khla’s shoulder before she could reach over the rail and throttle him.

“You won’t find anyone else!” he shouted after us. “Nobody else will go!”

We walked away. Khla fumed. “I should have broken his nose. Two hundred is an insult.”

“It is predatory,” I agreed. “But I haven’t heard a better offer yet…”

We met up with the others near a stack of shipping crates. The reports were grim.

“No luck,” Varga said. She leaned against a crate. “Three refusals. One guy said he would do it, but his boat looked like termites held it together.”

“I found a guy who sells dried squid,” Trixie offered. She held up a tentacle. “It’s chewy. Want some?”

“Focus, Trixie,” Thessa sighed. “Everyone shuts down when we say the name. It is like the island is cursed.”

“In their eyes, it is,” I said. I looked down the line of boats. Most were fishing trawlers. But near the end of the dock, away from the main traffic, a smaller vessel bobbed in the water. It was a catamaran painted matte gray. It looked fast. It looked maintained. It looked strictly utilitarian.

“That one,” I said.

We walked over. A man coiled rope on the aft deck. He looked old, with skin like leather. He wore functional canvas clothes, and he didn’t look up as we approached.

“Nice boat,” I said.

“It floats,” he replied. His voice sounded rough. He finished the coil and looked up. His pale blue eyes looked sharp. “You the group asking ‘bout Kaluwa?”

“News travels fast,” I said.

“Small docks.” He shrugged. “I’m Captain Vance. You want to go to the Shifting Isle?”

“We do,” I said. “We need a drop-off. The settlement harbor.”

Vance looked at us. He stared at Khla’s biceps. He checked Varga’s stance. He noted the weapons we carried. He didn’t look at the expensive clothes or the academy crests. He looked at the gear.

“You look like you expect trouble,” Vance said.

“We prepared for it,” I replied.

“I’ve done runs to Kaluwa before,” Vance said. He leaned against the railing. “It messes with the compass, but I know how to get there. Won’t be waitin’ for you, though.”

“Drop-off only,” I confirmed. “We pay for the run. You turn around and leave.”

“One-fifty,” he said. “Half now, half when you step onto the dock.”

It was high, but fair given the danger, and a better offer than we had from the other captain. I nodded. I felt the heavy gold pouch in my jacket pocket.

“Done,” I said.

“There are rules,” Vance continued. He held up a finger. “We leave at dawn. First light. I don’t navigate those waters in the dark. We go direct. No stopping for fishing. No stopping for photos. We run hard until we hit the harbor.”

“Agreed,” I said.

“And one more thing,” he said. His expression hardened. “If the weather turns, or if I see an anomaly spike on the mana-radar, I divert. I will not sail my boat into a vortex for your school project. If I say we turn, we turn. Survival comes first.”

“We want to arrive alive,” I said. “We follow your lead on the water.”

Vance nodded and spit over the side. “Be here at 0500. Don’t be late. I cast off with the tide.”

I shook his hand. His grip felt like iron. “We’ll be here.”

I turned back to the girls. “We have a ride.”

“Great,” Lazy chirped, then happily flopped against me. “Can we sleep now?”

“Hotel,” I said.

We walked back toward the street that faced the harbor. We found a hotel called The Mariner’s Rest. It was a three-story building with peeling white paint and a neon sign that buzzed a little too loudly, but it would do.

I booked a large suite on the top floor that overlooked the docks. It was the only way to keep everyone together and watch Vance’s boat.

“Top floor,” the clerk muttered. He handed me a heavy brass key. “No loud noises after ten. Walls are thin.”

“We’ll be quiet,” Trixie promised. She winked, and the clerk rolled his eyes.

With that, we headed up the creaking stairs.
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The key turned in the heavy brass lock with a loud click, and I pushed the door open.

The suite was large and smelled of lemon polish, old dust, and salt air from the balcony. Faded floral carpets covered the floor. A worn seating area sat in the center of the room between two bedrooms.

“Sanctuary,” I muttered and stepped aside.

The girls walked past me into the room. We relaxed as soon as the door closed.

Lazy ignored the view. She looked at the velvet sofa in the center of the room. She jumped through the air and landed face-first on the cushions.

“I live here now,” the catkin said into the velvet. She rolled over and spread her limbs until she took up the entire three-seater. Her black tail flicked over the armrest. “If you need me, send a letter.”

“Dibs on the snacks!” Trixie squealed as she ran toward the kitchenette in the corner. She ripped open the small cabinet door of the minibar and shook the hinges. “Ooh! Tiny bottles! Tiny chocolates! It’s like a grocery store for pixies!”

“Do not eat everything, Trixie,” Khla warned. She dropped her heavy duffel bag near the door with a thud. The orc woman rolled her shoulders. Her muscles moved under her tank top. “We need real food, not just sugar.”

“Look! Root beer!” Trixie held up a glass bottle. “The nectar of the gods!”

Thessa moved immediately. The tiefling intercepted the elf. Her red eyes narrowed. Her spade-tipped tail lashed behind her.

“Hand it over, Trixie,” Thessa said and held out a hand. “You know that is my favorite.”

“Finders keepers!” Trixie hugged the bottle to her chest and dodged left. “I found it. I conquered the fridge. They are the spoils of war!”

“I will set your hair on fire,” Thessa threatened, though a smirk played on her lips. She lunged, but Trixie spun away with her crazy elf archer ninja speed and giggled.

“Wolf needs a drink,” Varga grunted. She walked past them to the small counter where a selection of spirits sat on a tray. The wolfkin sniffed a bottle of amber whiskey and wrinkled her nose. She poured three different liquors into a glass without measuring. She took a swig and closed her eyes for a moment. “Burns. Good.”

“That is going to kill you,” Khla said. She walked over to inspect the minibar. “Or make you blind.”

“Already colorblind,” Varga said and took another sip. “Might as well go the full mile.” She held the glass out to Khla. “Want some? Might loosen up that stick in your spine.”

Khla swatted her hand away, but she smiled. “I prefer to keep my wits. Someone has to make sure Trixie does not flood the bathroom or jump off the balcony.”

“I have excellent balance!” Trixie shouted from atop the coffee table. She had climbed up to escape Thessa. She popped the cap off the root beer and drank. “See? Ninja skills.”

“Ninja with a sugar rush,” Seema whispered.

The lionkin stood near the entryway. She watched Trixie sway on the table. Her golden ears twitched.

“Come on, Seema,” I said. I walked over and placed a hand on her back. “Relax. We’re safe here.”

Seema looked at me and blushed. She looked back at Trixie. She narrowed her eyes.

“Trixie,” Seema called out.

“Yeah?” The elf looked over and wobbled on one foot.

“Your shorts are on backward,” Seema said.

Trixie froze. She looked down and nearly dropped the root beer. “What? No way! I checked! Did I dress in the dark? Oh my god, is my butt showing?”

She twisted around to check her backside. She lost her balance and fell off the table onto the carpet.

The room went silent for a second. Khla laughed deep in her chest.

“Good one, lion,” Khla boomed. She clapped Seema on the shoulder hard enough to make her stagger.

Seema smiled and smoothed her golden hair.

“Oh, you are evil!” Trixie gasped from the floor. She pointed a finger at Seema. “I trusted you! You have soft ears and a heart of darkness! I LOVE IT!”

“Get up, drama queen,” I said and offered Trixie a hand. She took it and bounced back to her feet.

“I’m starving,” Lazy announced from the couch. She kept her eyes closed. “Feed the cat or suffer the consequences.”

“What consequences?” Varga asked. She leaned against the wall with her drink.

“Whining,” Lazy said. “So much whining. Your ears will bleed.”

I picked up the room service menu from the desk. “Alright, let’s order. Everything. We’re putting it on the academy’s tab.”

We spent the next hour eating a feast that filled the coffee table. We ordered fried fish baskets, bowls of seafood pasta, steaks, and bread. We sat on the floor in a loose circle and leaned against the furniture and each other.

“It is weird,” Thessa said. She picked at a plate of calamari. She sat pressed against my right side with her leg over mine. “Sitting here. No alarms. No mana signatures to track. Just… food.”

“It feels normal,” I said and took a bite of steak. “Like we’re just college students on a break.”

“Normal students don’t have to worry about a cursed island,” Khla said. She tore a chicken leg apart with her teeth. “Or ancient dungeons.”

“Normal is boring,” Trixie said around a mouthful of fries. “Imagine if we just studied math all day. I’d die. Literally explode from boredom. Poof. Elf confetti everywhere.”

“Math is useful,” Khla argued.

“Math doesn’t let you shoot things,” Varga said. She sat cross-legged next to Seema and shared a plate of ribs.

“I mean, technically… it can help,” Seema put in.

“Blegh!” Trixie’s eyes brightened. “Speaking of ‘blegh’… who is going to vomit first on the boat tomorrow?”

Lazy groaned and pulled a throw pillow over her face. “Don’t say the V-word. I can already feel the rocking. The ocean is just a giant wet earthquake.”

“My money is on the cat,” Varga said and nudged Lazy with her foot.

“I will aim for your shoes,” Lazy said from under the pillow. “And I eat a lot of tuna.”

“I think Trixie,” Seema said. “She moves around too much. If she jumps while the boat jumps…”

“I have an iron stomach!” Trixie protested. “I once ate a whole jar of pickles and then rode a roller coaster. I was fine! Everyone else threw up, but I was fine.”

“That is because you have no survival instincts,” Thessa said. She reached over and took a fry from Trixie’s plate. “Your body forgets to be sick.”

I chuckled as I sat back, drank a glass of water, and watched them. Thessa and Trixie argued over fries. Varga showed Seema how to strip the meat off a rib bone. Khla lectured Lazy on inner ear balance while Lazy ignored her.

It was great.

“You’re smiling, Wade,” Khla said.

“Just enjoying the view,” I said.

Thessa leaned her head on my shoulder. Her horns grazed my neck. “The best view is right here.”

“Debatable,” Trixie said. She struck a pose with a breadstick. “I am clearly the aesthetic center of this group.”

“Sit down, elf,” Varga said and threw a napkin at her.

The room grew quiet as the evening went on. We finished the food and pushed the plates aside. The lights of the harbor shone through the window and reflected off the dark water.

Lazy moved from the couch to the floor and rested her head on my lap. I scratched behind her cat ears, and she purred against my legs. Thessa stayed glued to my side with her hand on my chest.

Seema sat close by and hugged her knees. She looked tired. “My grandmother used to tell stories about the ocean,” she said. “She said the waves are just the world breathing.”

“That is poetic,” Trixie whispered. She lay on her back and stared at the ceiling. “My aunt told me the ocean is full of fish pee, but I like yours better.”

Varga snorted. “My pack didn’t go near the big water. We stayed in the mountains. Rock doesn’t move under your feet.”

“We’ll be fine,” I said and looked at each of them. “Vance seems the type who knows what he’s doing. And we know our skills. We go in, we find the blade, we get out.”

“And if we find pirates?” Trixie asked. “Can we keep a pirate hat? I really want a pirate hat.”

“Go to sleep, Trixie,” Khla said.

We talked in fragments. We told stories of childhoods, complained about academy food, and guessed what a Mageblade looked like. The long drive and stress exhausted them.

Trixie fell asleep first—not strange, as she had been on high-octane mode all day. Varga leaned her head back against the sofa and closed her eyes. Seema shifted and rested her head on Varga’s shoulder. Varga didn’t push her away. Khla leaned back against the wall and dozed with her chin on her chest.

“We should move to the beds,” I whispered to Thessa.

“Five more minutes,” she mumbled. Her red eyes were half-closed. “I like it here. Everyone is close.”

I looked down at Lazy asleep on my lap, Thessa holding my arm, and the rest of my girls around me. It was kind of cozy.

“Yeah,” I said. “Five more minutes.”


Chapter 6



“Five minutes” turned into twenty, but eventually, we mobilized and had to get ready for bed.

“Bathroom!” Trixie announced. She sprang up from the rug. “First one there gets the good towels!”

“There are no good towels,” Varga muttered. She peeled herself off the floor. “They are all just towels.”

“Move,” Thessa said. She untangled herself from my arm. She stood and stretched. Her crimson top rode up and revealed her flat, toned stomach. “I need to wash the sweat off my skin.”

The peaceful stillness ended. Everyone moved at once. The hotel suite had two bathrooms, but apparently the one attached to the master bedroom was the prize.

I watched them go. Thessa swayed her hips intentionally while she walked away. Her tail drew a slow S-shape in the air behind her. Seema gathered the empty plates efficiently. She glanced at me and smiled before she headed to the kitchenette.

By the time I made it into the bedroom, the bathroom door was open, and steam billowed out. Thessa and Trixie were already inside. They shoved each other’s bags aside on the counter.

“Move your stuff!” Trixie complained loudly. She wore a sleep shirt that was little more than a scrap, leaving her long, slender legs completely bare. She shoved a heavy glass bottle aside to make room for her makeup bag. “Why is this even here? Khla! Your healing potion is taking up all the room!”

Khla appeared in the doorway and filled the frame. She wore simple cotton shorts and a tank top. Her green skin glowed under the bathroom lights. She looked at the blue glass bottle Trixie had shoved toward the sink.

“That is not a healing potion,” Khla said. “Do not drink it.”

“Is it poison?” Trixie asked. Her eyes widened. “Cool.”

“It is holy water,” Khla corrected. “High concentration. I bought it from the temple supply in Lombardy when we ordered the medical supplies. Just in case.”

“In case of what?” Trixie laughed. She poked the bottle. “Vampires? We are going to a jungle, Khla. We need bug spray, not church juice.”

“Undead fester in old ruins,” Khla stated simply. “Leave it there.”

“Fine,” Trixie huffed. She balanced her cleanser on top of the toilet tank. “But if it breaks, I’m blaming the ghosts.”

The arguments continued for another ten minutes—mostly about water temperature and who used all the little soaps—but eventually, the lights went out.

We settled into the beds. It was a tight squeeze. I took the middle of the king-sized mattress in the master room. Thessa immediately claimed my right side. She wrapped herself around me like a vine. Her skin felt hot against mine. Lazy took the left. She curled into a ball and pressed her back against my ribs.

“Good night, Wade,” Thessa whispered. She bit my earlobe gently.

“Night, Thessa,” I said.

The room grew quiet. I heard the rhythmic breathing of the girls and the distant, muffled sound of waves lapping against the harbor walls outside. I stared at the ceiling for a while, listening to the silence, feeling the weight of the bodies pressing against me. It was comforting.

I eventually fell asleep, but it didn’t last.

I woke with a jolt. My bladder demanded immediate attention. I tried to ignore it and shifted slightly, but Lazy let out a low growl in her sleep and dug her claws into the blanket.

I carefully extracted myself from the tangle of limbs. Thessa mumbled something unintelligible and grabbed my pillow to replace me. I slid out of bed and shivered as the cool air hit my skin. I was only wearing boxers.

The digital clock on the nightstand read 2:14 AM.

I padded across the carpet and moved silently toward the bathroom. I didn’t want to wake anyone. I pushed the door open and stepped onto the cold tiles. I left the lights off to preserve my night vision. The moonlight spilled through the small frosted window above the shower and provided just enough illumination.

I finished my business and washed my hands, then reached for a towel. My eyes adjusted to the shadows.

A soft sound came from the window.

I spun around.

A form poured itself through the cracked-open window. It flowed, like oil dropped into water, then reformed.

It was humanoid but indistinct, a coalescing mass of tattered gray shadows and cold, pale light. It had no legs, instead trailing off into wisps of smoke. Its face was a hollow void beneath a ragged hood.

A wraith.

My heart hammered against my ribs. I opened my mouth to shout, to wake the girls, but the wraith raised a skeletal hand.

A ripple of purple energy shot from its fingers. It hit the walls of the bathroom and sealed the room in a translucent bubble.

I yelled, “Wake up!”

No sound came out. The vibration died in my throat.

A silence spell. And a high-level one.

The bathroom door slammed shut and the lock turned with a sharp snap, sealing me in.

I was trapped in a five-by-eight box with a monster, cut off from my team.

The wraith lunged and floated across the tiles with terrifying speed. Its hand glowed with necrotic green light—a life-drain spell.

I threw myself backward and crashed into the shower door. The glass rattled. The wraith’s hand passed through the space where my chest had been a second ago. The cold air bit my skin.

I leveled my hand at the creature. “Power Word: Kill.”

The mana surged from my core. I felt the cost in mana points instantly. The dark energy coalesced and struck the wraith dead center in its chest.

The spell dissipated harmlessly. The wraith didn’t even flinch.

Immune.

“Shit,” I mouthed. Power Word: Kill worked on most targets, even undead. But this thing had some kind of resistance.

The wraith screeched. I felt the vibration in my bones rather than heard it. It slashed at me again. This time, I was cornered against the sink; I couldn’t dodge.

The spectral claws raked across my chest.

The claws did not cut my skin physically. They felt like ice passing through my chest as they sucked the blood out of my veins.

My vision blurred, and my knees buckled as I realized I just took 50 damage through some kind of draining spell. The wraith had absorbed my essence.

I gasped and fought to stay upright. That one hit had taken a massive chunk of my health. I couldn’t take two more of those.

The wraith pulled back for a second strike. Its hollow eyes flared with hunger.

I needed time. Just a second.

I thrust my hand out again. Command.

“Halt!”

The mana snapped out and wrapped around the spirit’s will. It wasn’t a biological mind, but it was a sentient force, and the spell took hold.

The wraith froze mid-lunge. Its claw stopped inches from my face. The green light in its hand pulsed.

Command wouldn’t hold it for long. Maybe three seconds.

I scanned the room frantically. No weapons. Just toothbrushes, soap… and the blue bottle Trixie had complained about.

Khla’s holy water.

It sat on the back of the toilet tank, right where Trixie had shoved it.

The wraith shuddered. Command was breaking.

I lunged past the frozen spirit and grabbed the heavy glass bottle, uncorking it fast.

The wraith broke free. It spun toward me. Its mouth opened in a silent wail of rage.

I emptied the bottle directly into its face, and blue liquid exploded over the shadow form.

The holy water burned the necrotic essence immediately. The wraith convulsed. Steam hissed from its form as the blessed liquid burned through its spiritual coherence.

It thrashed, clawing at its own face, dissolving into acrid smoke.

With a final, silent spasm, the wraith evaporated. It left nothing but broken glass and a puddle of water on the floor.

The purple barrier on the walls flickered and died.

I heard the ventilation hum, the faucet drip, and my own ragged breathing.

I unlocked the door and threw it open.

“Girls!” I roared.

The room erupted into movement.

In the bedroom, Thessa bolted upright. Her hand already glowed with fire. Lazy hissed. Her fur stood on end. Varga burst in from the main room with claws extended. Khla and Seema were right behind her. Trixie, somehow, immediately held her bow with an arrow nocked. She aimed at the window.

“Wade?” Thessa scrambled off the bed and rushed to me. “What happened?”

I leaned against the doorframe. My chest ached where the wraith had touched me. “Bathroom. Wraith. It came through the window.”

Khla pushed past me into the bathroom. She looked at the shattered glass and the wet floor. She sniffed the air.

“The holy water,” she said. She turned back to me. “You used it.”

“It locked the door and cast silence,” I said. My voice sounded rough. “It tried to drain me. Power Word: Kill didn’t work. It was undead.”

“Are you hurt?” Seema asked. Her eyes widened. She reached out and hovered her hand over the red mark on my chest where the cold had burned me.

“Took a hit,” I admitted. “About fifty hit points. I’ll live.”

“Wow,” Seema breathed. “That is a lot.”

“Yeah… And in a single attack, too.”

Varga moved to the window and inspected the sill. “No tracks. It floated.”

“Someone sent it,” Thessa hissed. Her eyes glowed bright red. “It has to be! A wraith does not just wander into a hotel suite and cast a silence spell. That is an assassination technique.”

“Agreed,” I said. I straightened up. The adrenaline faded. I felt cold and angry. “This wasn’t a random encounter.”

I looked at the group. “Someone isn’t just watching us,” I said grimly. “Someone is hunting us.”
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It was still night when we woke up. The air inside smelled stale and felt cold from the dark magic used last night. I sat up in bed and rubbed my eyes.

I had slept poorly, and my chest still ached where the wraith had touched me. The pain felt cold and reminded me how close I had come to dying in my underwear.

Beside me, the bed was empty. Thessa and Lazy were already up, or at least out of the bed.

I swung my legs over the edge and looked toward the window where the attack had happened.

Trixie was there.

She sat perched on the wide windowsill. She had drawn one leg up to her chest, and the other dangled toward the floor. She was fully dressed in her leather armor. Her blonde hair was tied back in a tight ponytail, and her compound bow rested across her lap. Her quiver was strapped to her thigh.

She didn’t look like the ditz who tried to befriend squirrels or argued about bikinis. She looked like a predator waiting for movement. Her blue eyes scanned the harbor below.

“You sleep at all?” I asked. My voice sounded rough from the short rest.

Trixie didn’t turn her head. She kept her gaze fixed on the outside world. “Nope. Ghosts don’t sleep, so neither do I. If another one of those floaty creeps tries to phase through the glass, I’m going to pin it to the wall with a holy arrow.”

“We don’t have holy arrows,” I pointed out.

“I dipped a few in the puddle left over from Khla’s bottle,” she said. She finally glanced at me with a tired grin. “Improvise, adapt, overcome. Isn’t that the motto?”

“You’re right about that.” I stood and stretched. “Thanks.”

The rest of the room was busy. Khla was already moving, and she wasn’t letting anyone slack off. The orc woman moved quickly and shoved clothes into bags before she snapped latches shut. She wore her usual gear—heavy boots, cargo pants, and a tight tank top that hugged her massive chest and showed off the thick muscles of her arms.

“Up,” Khla barked at Lazy, who was trying to burrow under a pile of throw pillows on the couch. “We move in ten minutes. If you are not packed, you go naked.”

“It’s too early,” Lazy moaned. Her voice was muffled by velvet. “The sun isn’t even real yet. It’s just a suggestion.”

“Get up, cat,” Varga said as she walked past and kicked the couch leg. The wolfkin was already geared up in her all-black attire. She looked as if she hadn’t slept either. “We need to clear the area.”

Thessa emerged from the bathroom. She looked flawless despite the short night. She wore tight black jeans and a crimson blouse that accentuated her hourglass figure, though her expression was dark enough to curdle milk. Her tail lashed behind her, and the spade tip twitched with agitation.

“I hate this place,” Thessa muttered as she stalked over to me. She wrapped her arms around my waist and pressed her face into my chest. “I wanted to burn the hotel down when I woke up. Just to be sure.”

“Let’s save the arson for later,” I said as I kissed the top of her head between her horns. “We need to keep a low profile until we’re on the boat.”

“Pack,” Khla ordered again and tossed a stray boot at Trixie, who caught it without looking. “Lazy, check the bathroom for anything we missed, please.”

Lazy rose and nodded languidly, but she moved with purpose.

We cleared the room in record time. Khla did a final sweep, and her dark eyes checked under the beds and behind the curtains. Once she was satisfied, we filed out of the suite.

We took the stairs to the lobby. By now, the hotel restaurant was just opening, and the smell of brewing coffee and bacon mixed with the salty morning air. We claimed a large round table in the back corner, far away from the windows.

Nobody had much of an appetite, but we ordered anyway. Fuel was necessary.

I took a sip of black coffee and looked around the table. The banter was gone. Trixie wasn’t making jokes about the food. Lazy wasn’t begging for cream. They were all watching the door or watching me.

“We need to talk about last night,” I said. I kept my voice low.

“It was an assassination attempt,” Varga said flatly as she tore a piece of toast in half. “Wraiths don’t naturally hunt like that. It locked the door. It used a silence spell. It knew exactly where you were.”

“Magocrats,” Thessa hissed. Her red eyes glowed dangerously. She stabbed her fork into a sausage link. “It has to be. They issue the requirement to get you out of the academy, then send a shade to finish the job before you even reach the island. It’s clean. Wade Aurelius dies in a ‘tragic hotel accident’ before the mission starts.”

“Maybe,” I said. “But if the Council wanted me dead that badly, they have better resources than a single wraith. They have archmages. They have armies.”

“Could be a rogue element,” Khla suggested. She sat with her back to the wall and scanned the room. “The Magocracy isn’t a hive mind. One Magocrat could want you gone while another is rooting for you. Someone forged the requirement or pushed it through the bureaucracy to set this trap.”

“Or it’s personal,” Lazy said. She rested her chin on her hand, and her yellow eyes were sharp. “We killed Vorlius. He was a big deal. His family, or his backers, might want payback. They know you have the bloodline artifacts now. Maybe they want to take them back over your dead body.”

“True, and then there is another option,” I said as I leaned forward. “Remember what happened during the exam.”

Trixie blinked. “The vampires? The ones who tried to swap the Sun Crystal?”

“Exactly,” I said. “We stopped their plan, but we never found out who they were working for. Alis traced that crow back to Avalon Castle. There is a connection between the vampires, the castle, and whoever wants me dead.”

Seema shivered. “But… why a wraith? Why try to drain your life?”

“That’s the part that sticks with me,” I admitted. “It used a specific life-drain spell. Maybe they don’t just want me dead. Maybe they want what’s in my blood.”

The table went silent. We were dealing with hidden enemies and unknown motives.

“We can’t know for sure,” Varga said finally, breaking the silence. “Not here. Not now.”

“Varga is right,” I said. “We can spin theories all day, but it doesn’t change the situation. We have a boat waiting for us at 0500. We have a destination. And if someone is hunting us, the worst place to be is sitting still in a hotel restaurant.”

I stood up and dropped a few gold coins on the table to cover the bill.

“Let’s move,” I said. “Captain Vance is waiting. And I have a feeling the ocean air will be better for us than staying here.”

Trixie grabbed a piece of bacon for the road. “Next stop, dinosaur island. I hope the ghosts there are friendlier.”

“Doubtful,” Khla grunted. She shouldered her pack.

We headed out into the cool morning and left the town of Anbumas behind us. We moved toward the pier where our ride awaited.
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The salt air felt heavy as we walked down the wooden planks of the pier. Dawn was just here, and mist covered everything. It made the wood slick and made our clothes damp. Ahead, Captain Vance waited next to his boat.

The boat was a matte-gray vessel. It looked sleek and fast. It was built to cut through waves rather than ride over them, but it was also small. Against the backdrop of the open ocean, it felt like a toy. Two deckhands looked as weathered as the driftwood piling up on the shore. They moved crates and coiled ropes and looked bored.

Vance stood by the gangway and crossed his arms over his chest. He watched us approach. He looked at the heavy packs and at the weapons strapped to our bodies. He saw the grim looks on our faces after a night of attempted assassination.

“You made it,” Vance grunted as I stopped in front of him. “And you look like you are going to war, not on a field trip.”

“Just prepared,” I said. “We had a rough night.”

Vance spat over the side of the pier. “Let’s get the rules straight before you set foot on my deck.”

He pointed a calloused finger at me, then moved his hand to point at the girls.

“I am paid to deliver you to Kaluwa. I will do that. But I won’t be dragged into drama, magical feuds, or local legends. You sit down, you shut up, and you let me navigate. If the water gets weird, I turn around. If you start casting spells that scorch my paint, you swim. Clear?”

“Crystal,” I said, giving him his moment.

“Good,” Vance said. “Because I run a clean ship. No drama.”

Trixie pouted. “Boring.”

Lazy snorted. She laughed and wheezed as she leaned against Khla for support. “He shut you down, Trixie.”

Khla rolled her eyes and drove her elbow into Lazy’s ribs. The catkin yelped and rubbed her side while she glared up at the orc.

“Focus,” Khla growled. “We are guests here.”

“We are paying customers,” Lazy mumbled, though she straightened up. “We’re allowed a joke or two.”

I turned back to Vance. “We’re good. Direct route to Kaluwa Town harbor. We pay the second half when we dock.”

“Fine,” Vance agreed. He gestured to the narrow metal gangway that bridged the gap between the pier and the bobbing boat. “Load up. Watch your step. The tide is shifting.”

I looked at the gangway. It was thin and barely wide enough for one person. We filed aboard. The boat dipped slightly as I stepped onto the deck, and I felt the vibration of the idling engines buzz through the soles of my shoes. Once we were all on the deck, I nodded to Vance.

“All aboard,” I said.

“Then let’s go,” Vance muttered. He turned to bark orders at his crew to cast off the lines.


Chapter 8



The engines roared to life, a deep, throaty rumble that vibrated through the deck plates and up into the soles of my boots. Captain Vance didn’t look back at the shore. He gunned the throttle, and the sleek gray vessel surged forward and cut a sharp white line through the dark harbor water.

We cleared the stone walls of the breakwater within minutes. The moment we hit the open Pacific, the ocean grew rough. The deck dropped out from under us as the boat crested a roller, then slammed back up as we hit the trough. Spray flew over the bow. It misted the windshield of the cockpit and drenched the forward seating area.

It took exactly three dips for Lazy to discover she had made a terrible mistake.

The catkin girl had been leaning against the railing and trying to look bored. Now, she clung to a metal stanchion with a grip that threatened to dent the steel. Her usually vibrant black ears were pinned flat against her skull, and her complexion shifted from its healthy tan to a sickly, pale shade of green.

“I have been cursed,” Lazy announced. Her voice sounded thin and lacked its usual lazy drawl. She squeezed her eyes shut. “This is a new personal hex. The ocean hates me. It wants to turn me inside out.”

“It’s just a little chop,” I said as I grabbed a handhold while the boat bucked over another wave.

“It is not chop,” Lazy hissed. She kept her eyes squeezed shut. “It is the world trying to shake me off like a flea. I am going to die here. Tell my pillow I loved it.”

Thessa, on the other hand, treated the turbulent motion like a personal challenge. She stood in the center of the aft deck, and her legs were spread wide in a power stance. Her crimson blouse whipped around her torso, and her dark hair lashed across her face, but she refused to grab a railing. Her red eyes narrowed at the churning water as if she could intimidate the Pacific into calming down.

“You will not win,” Thessa growled at a particularly large wave. The boat tilted sharply to port, and Thessa shifted her weight instantly. Her core muscles locked to keep her upright without stumbling. “I have fought demons. I have mastered fire. I will not be defeated by salty water.”

She looked incredible doing it. Her curves shifted with every adjustment of her balance, and she looked like a statue of defiance.

Up near the cockpit, chaos brewed. Trixie—out of curiosity—and Khla—out of control-freakishness—were standing, crowding Vance as they tried to see the navigation console. Vance looked ready to shove them overboard.

Varga intervened before the captain could explode. The wolfkin moved silently across the shifting deck with perfect balance. She grabbed Trixie by the back of her leather armor and hooked a finger into Khla’s belt loop.

“Move,” Varga said. Her voice cut through the wind. “You’re blocking the helm. Captain can’t see.”

“I was helping!” Trixie protested as Varga steered her forcefully to the side bench. “I have hawk eyes! I can see everything!”

“Sit,” Varga ordered, and she pushed the elf down onto the cushioned bench. She pointed a black-gloved finger at Khla. “You too. Sit. Low center of gravity means you don’t fall.”

Khla grumbled but sat and crossed her massive arms. Varga stood guard near the cockpit door to ensure the captain had his space.

I scanned the deck and counted heads. That was when I spotted Seema.

The lionkin girl stood near the stern. She gripped her diamond-tipped spear with white knuckles. She wasn’t sick like Lazy, and she wasn’t angry like Thessa. She looked proud as she stood there with her spear, looking out over the waves. She looked strong.

I let go of my railing and walked over to her. The boat pitched, but I adjusted and moved with the rhythm of the hull until I reached her side.

“You okay?” I asked, placing my hand on the small of her back.

She smiled and nodded. “I am, yes,” she said. “It feels… adventurous.”

I chuckled and nodded. “It does,” I agreed. “I love that feeling.”

She grinned. “I think I do too.”

I kissed her on the temple. “I know you do,” I said. “You were made for this, just like the rest of us.”

She took a deep breath, and we stood there for a moment, gazing at the horizon, ready for the next adventure.
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By late morning, the engine sound changed pitch. The boat slowed. The bow dropped from its planing speed and plowed through the water. Because we lost speed, the boat rolled harder. I heard Lazy groan from where she curled on the bench seat.

Captain Vance slid the glass door of the cockpit open. He leaned out. He didn’t look happy. The wind whipped his gray hair around his face. He gestured for me to come up.

“Trouble?” I asked.

“Choices,” Vance corrected. He pointed a thick finger at the horizon ahead.

I squinted against the glare. A few miles out, the sky turned a bruised purple color. Clouds stacked on top of each other. Jagged lines of white water cut across the surface of the ocean. It was more than a squall; I felt the static charge in the air from here. The mana density spiked. It prickled the hairs on my arms.

“Unstable band,” Vance shouted over the wind. “Common around Kaluwa, but this one is wide. It’s moving west to east.”

The rest of the team gathered behind me. Even Lazy peeled herself off the bench. Her face was pale, and she looked miserable. She stumbled over and leaned against Khla so she would not fall.

“We have two options,” Vance shouted to the group. “We punch through it. It’s the most direct line. It saves us about two hours, but it will be rough. The boat can take it, but the waves will toss you around like dice in a cup. And if the mana spikes, you will experience discomfort.”

“And the second option?” I asked.

“We cut south,” he said. He traced a line in the air. “Go around the edge. It adds time. Maybe three hours to the trip. But the water stays flat.”

“We go through it,” Thessa said immediately.

She stepped up beside me. Her crimson blouse snapped in the wind. She looked fierce, her red eyes locked on the storm. She crossed her arms under her breasts, pushing them up.

“Why risk it?” I asked.

“Because they are hunting us, Wade,” she argued. She turned her sharp gaze on me. “The wraith last night proved it. Someone knows we are coming. If we slow down, we give them time to prepare. We should move fast.”

“Risking exhaustion and mana drain is unwise,” Khla rumbled. Her voice was deep. She stood like a boulder on the shifting deck. Her hands rested on her hips. Her tank top was damp with sea spray, clinging to her muscular torso. She pointed at Lazy. The catkin looked ready to vomit over the railing. “Look at Lazy. If we hit that storm, we spend the next two hours fighting to stay in our seats, and we will all be sick like her.”

“Khla’s right,” I said.

“But think of the thrill!” Trixie chirped. She popped up between Varga and me. She bounced on the balls of her feet. Her yellow crop top looked bright against the gray sky. “Riding a boat through a magic storm? That sounds like a roller coaster! Maybe we’ll see a water elemental! Or maybe lightning will strike us and we’ll get superpowers!”

“You don’t get superpowers from being struck by lightning,” Varga said flatly.

“You don’t know that!” Trixie countered. “Were you ever struck by lightning? I vote for the dangerous option. Safety is for normal people.”

“And you are decidedly not normal,” Varga agreed. She then looked at Vance. Her eyes were cold. “What do you say?” she asked. “You are the captain. You know the water.”

Vance nodded, clearly appreciating the wolfkin’s pragmatism. “I’d go around,” he said. He looked at me for the final call.

I weighed it. Thessa’s aggression made sense, as she wanted to seize the initiative, but we were heading into the unknown. If we walked in while half the team was sick and tired, we would lose. It was a bad tactical move.

“We go around,” I said firmly.

Thessa opened her mouth to argue, but I held up a hand.

“Khla is right,” I told her. “This isn’t a race. If we hit the beach and get ambushed immediately, I need us on our feet and at peak power.”

Thessa frowned. Her lips pressed into a thin line. She glanced at Lazy’s green face and sighed. She leaned into me and bumped her hip against mine. “Fine. But I hate waiting.”

“I know,” I said. I squeezed her shoulder. “Patience is a weapon too.”

I turned to Vance. “Take the smooth line, Captain.”

“Smart choice,” Vance grunted. He spun the wheel hard to starboard.

The boat banked. It angled away from the purple wall of clouds and moved toward the clearer southern horizon. As we turned, the heavy pitching motion smoothed out almost instantly. The hull stopped slamming into the waves. It started cutting through them with a steady, rhythmic hiss.

“Oh, thank the Gods,” Lazy moaned. She slid down the cabin wall until she sat on the deck. She rested her head on her knees. “The world stopped spinning. I might live.”

“See?” I said to Thessa. “Recovery starts now.”

I clapped my hands to get everyone’s attention. “Alright, we have extra time. Let’s use it. Everyone eats. Everyone drinks water. I want you to check your weapons. I want you to clear your minds.”

I opened my pack and started passing out ration bars and water bottles. The tension on the deck broke as the boat found its rhythm in the calmer waters.

We settled into the seating area at the stern. I sat down and pulled Thessa onto the bench next to me. She was still simmering. Her leg bounced with restless energy. I rested my hand on her thigh. The contact made her pause. She looked at me, her expression softening, and she covered my hand with hers and laced our fingers together.

“Eat,” I said. I handed her a protein bar.

She took a bite and chewed aggressively. “It tastes like sawdust.”

“Nutritious sawdust,” I corrected.

Trixie sat on the floor. She organized her arrows by the color of the fletching just to have something to do. “I still think we should have taken the storm. I bet there were sharks in there. Magic sharks.”

“Eat your food, Trixie,” Khla said. She sat on the opposite bench. She tore open a package of dried beef and ate it in two bites. The orc looked solid. She looked calm. Her earlier tension regarding the storm left now that I had made a decision.

I checked on Seema. She sat back in her seat, drinking from a water bottle. She gave me a small smile over the rim of it.

Varga stood near the railing. She watched the storm recede in the distance. She chewed on a strip of jerky. Her black ears swiveled to catch the sound of the wind.

For the next few hours, we rode the waves gently and recovered. We needed the break, and it left us more in control.


Chapter 9



As the afternoon wore on, Kaluwa finally rose from the ocean.

It looked like a mistake in the geography.

From a distance, it was like any other green hump on the horizon, but as Captain Vance steered the ship closer, the illusion failed. The island didn’t belong here. The flora wasn’t the typical tropical palm spread I expected for this latitude. Instead, massive, fern-like trees dominated the ridges. Their fronds were thick and prehistoric. The rock formations jutting from the greenery were jagged obsidian. They looked darker and sharper than the surrounding geology.

It looked like a chunk of another world had been ripped out and slammed into the Pacific Ocean. The earth had grown around the wound without ever fully healing it.

“That looks wrong,” Trixie said. She leaned over the bow railing. The wind whipped her blonde ponytail around her face. “Like, video game glitch wrong. Why are the trees purple near the top?”

“High mana concentration affects chlorophyll,” Khla said from behind us. She hoisted her heavy pack onto one shoulder. “It mutates the local growth. I told you this place was unstable.”

“It looks hot,” Lazy complained. She stood, but she gripped the railing with both hands and stared at the land with deep suspicion. “I can see the heat waves. It’s like an oven!”

Vance cut the engines. He let the boat drift toward the harbor entrance. Kaluwa Town sprawled along the water’s edge. It was a chaotic jumble of architecture that made no sense. Sturdy, modern concrete buildings sat right next to structures made of bleached driftwood and corrugated metal. Farther up the slope, I saw older foundations—black stone that matched the jagged rocks of the island—that had been repurposed into shops and homes.

People moved along the docks, but they didn’t wave or seem very welcoming. They stopped what they were doing to watch us.

“Friendly locals,” Thessa muttered. She stood close to me. Her hand rested on my lower back, and her nails dug in slightly. She wore large sunglasses that hid her red eyes, but her posture screamed that she was ready to burn someone if they looked at us wrong.

“Just keep it cool,” I said quietly. “We’re tourists. Or researchers. Anything but trouble.”

Vance piloted the boat skillfully into a slip near the end of the main pier. The moment the hull bumped the rubber tires lining the dock, Lazy let out a sigh that sounded like a deflating tire.

“Land,” she whispered. “Finally! Solid, non-moving land.”

The deckhands tied us off. We disembarked. The heat hit us instantly. The humidity felt heavy and wet. The air smelled of ozone, rotting vegetation, and salt.

I turned to Vance. He stood by the cockpit. He wiped grease from his hands with a rag.

“We’re here,” I said. I pulled the heavy pouch of gold from my bag.

Vance took the pouch. He weighed it in his hand, checked the drawstring, and nodded. “We’re here, indeed. And I’m leaving as soon as I refuel.”

He stepped closer. He lowered his voice so only I could hear.

“Listen. I see a lot of people come through here looking for things. Most don’t find them. The ones who do usually wish they hadn’t.” He jerked a thumb toward the green wall of jungle rising behind the town. “The town is safe enough. But once you pass the perimeter markers, the rules change. The interior shifts. A path that goes north in the morning might go east in the afternoon. Don’t trust your compass, and don’t trust your eyes.”

“We’ll keep that in mind,” I said.

“Do that,” Vance grunted. He pointed down the pier toward a small kiosk with a faded blue awning. “Visitor registry is over there. You have to sign in if you want lodging or access to the inland trails.”

“Thanks for the ride,” I said.

Vance didn’t answer. He turned back to his boat and shouted at his crew to get the fuel lines connected.

I regrouped with the girls on the dock. They stood in a loose circle and shielded their eyes from the glare. Seema looked a bit pale but sturdy. Lazy looked like she was considering lying down on the wooden planks right there.

“So,” Trixie said. She bounced on her heels. “Do we sneak in? I can sneak. I’m very sneaky. I once hid in a cabinet for three hours to scare Khla.”

“You fell asleep and snored,” Khla corrected. “I heard you before I entered the room.”

“Details,” Trixie dismissed. “Point is, do we go stealth mode?”

“No,” I said. I looked at the registry stall Vance had pointed out. A man sat inside. He fanned himself with a newspaper and watched us. “Sneaking makes us look suspicious. If they catch us, they will throw us out or attack us. We do this by the book. We register. We get a place to sleep. We establish a base of operations.”

“Boring,” Trixie sighed.

“Safe,” I countered. “Come on.”

We walked down the pier. The wood was weathered and gray. Decades of foot traffic had grooved the planks. The locals gave us a wide berth. They were a mix of humans and tannorians. These were people with slight mutations common to those who lived near high-mana zones. I saw patches of scales on a fisherman’s neck, and a woman selling fruit had eyes that were entirely black.

We reached the kiosk. The man inside was heavyset. He wore a sweat-stained floral shirt. He looked bored, but he watched our weapons closely.

“New arrivals,” he stated.

“Just got here,” I said. I leaned on the counter. “We need to register for a stay.”

“Names?” He pulled a ledger toward him and picked up a pencil.

I gave him a bunch of fake ones, and he didn’t seem to care much anyway.

He wrote them down slowly. “Purpose of visit?”

“Biological survey,” I lied smoothly. “Independent study. We’re looking at the local flora mutations.”

He paused. He looked at Trixie’s leather armor. He looked at Varga’s daggers. “Flora. Right. You expecting the flowers to shoot back?”

“It’s a dangerous world,” I said with a smile. “Better safe than sorry.”

He snorted, but he didn’t push it. He wrote Survey in the column. “How long?”

“A week. Maybe less.”

He finished writing and slapped the book shut. “Registry fee is fifty gold per head. Includes the town tax.”

I counted out the coins. He swept them into a drawer with practiced speed.

“We need a place to stay,” I added. “Something big enough for seven. We have gear.”

He reached to a pegboard behind him. He took down a large iron key with a wooden tag. “The Blue House. Top of the hill, near the water tower. It’s got four bedrooms and a roof that doesn’t leak much. Two hundred a night.”

I paid him for three nights up front.

“Here.” He tossed the key on the counter. Then he slid a laminated sheet of paper across to me. “Rules.”

I picked it up. The text was simple, printed in block letters.

1. No casting offensive magic within town limits.

2. No fighting with locals. Disputes go to the Magistrate.

3. Do not enter the jungle after sunset without a licensed guide.

4. If you hear the siren, go indoors and lock the shutters.

“Siren?” I asked.

“Mana storms,” he said, returning to his newspaper. “Or things coming down from the mountain. Just lock the doors. Don’t be a hero. Heroes die quick on Kaluwa.”

“Understood,” I said.

I pocketed the key and the list. I turned to my team.

“Alright,” I said. “We have a house. Let’s drop this gear and get out of the sun before Lazy melts.”

“Too late,” Lazy mumbled. She drooped against Thessa. “I am already liquid. Pour me into a bucket.”

I laughed. “Let’s go,” I said, and I led the way up the hill toward the cluster of houses overlooking the harbor.
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The Blue House turned out to be a sprawling, single-story bungalow perched on the hill, constructed of bleached wood with wide glass windows that offered a view of the harbor below. Inside, the air was hot and still, and the place smelled of cedar wood.

I dropped my heavy pack on the floor of the main living area. “Alright. We secure the perimeter, check the locks, and—”

“Absolutely not,” Thessa interrupted.

She dropped her designer luggage right in the center of the room and turned to face me. Her crimson blouse clung to her skin because of the humidity, and her tail lashed back and forth with agitation.

“We have been in a van, then a burger joint, then a hotel that smelled of lemon polish, and then a boat,” she listed, ticking them off on her manicured fingers. “I feel gross. I feel sticky.”

I grinned. “Well, same here,” I said.

“The job can wait one hour,” she said. She stepped closer and ran a hand down my chest. Her red eyes gleamed. “Since we weren’t in a hurry on open sea, we shouldn’t be in a hurry right now. Besides, we need to establish our front as tourists. We should go swimming. And we are going to change out of these stifling clothes immediately.”

The chorus of hopeful agreement was overwhelming. And before I could argue, the sound of a body hitting a mattress echoed from the nearest bedroom.

“I live here now,” Lazy called out. Her words were muffled by a pillow. “I am becoming part of the mattress. Do not disturb the ecosystem.”

Khla sighed. It was a heavy, rumbling sound in her chest. She marched into the bedroom. I followed to the doorway to watch.

Lazy had face-planted onto the quilt. Her limbs were spread wide like a starfish, and her black tail twitched once before going limp.

“Up,” Khla ordered.

“No,” Lazy mumbled into the fabric. “My bones have melted. I am liquid. You can’t move liquid.”

“Watch me,” the orc grunted.

Khla reached down, grabbed the back of Lazy’s oversized hoodie, and hauled her upright with one hand. Lazy went boneless. She dangled like a wet towel with her eyes squeezed shut. Khla reached into Lazy’s open duffel bag, pulled out a handful of black fabric that looked more like shoelaces than clothing, and shoved it against the catkin’s chest.

“Put this on,” Khla commanded. “Mandatory beach visit.”

Lazy cracked one yellow eye open, saw the bikini, and groaned. “That requires effort. Buttons. Ties. The horror.”

“I will tie it for you,” Trixie announced, bounding into the room with enough energy to power a small city. She carried a neon pink bundle in her hands. “But you have to hurry! It’s a competition!”

Lazy slumped back onto the edge of the bed. “I didn’t sign up for a race.”

“It’s the First Annual Kaluwa Beach Babe Championship!” Trixie declared. She started stripping off her leather armor right there. She hopped on one foot to yank off a boot. “Points are awarded for style, speed, and how much Wade stares. Winner gets first pick of the ice cream flavors later!”

I grinned. “My kind of competition.”

The room descended into chaos. Clothes flew through the air as the girls dug through their bags. Thessa pushed past me to claim the master bedroom, dragging her suitcase with purpose. Trixie was already down to her—rather skimpy—underwear. She held up a bikini top that was so bright it probably glowed in the dark.

“Seema!” Trixie yelled when she spotted the lionkin hesitating by the door. “Come here! I have an extra suit. It’s leopard print. It’ll be both ironic and sexy!”

Seema’s cheeks flushed a dark red. She hugged her pack to her chest. “I… I brought my own, Trixie.”

“Is it tiny?” Trixie asked as she finally pulled on her neon bottoms. They were high-cut and showed off nearly the entire length of her toned, pale legs. “Show us!”

Seema walked over to her bag and pulled out a folded piece of dark blue fabric. She held it up. It was a practical, sporty two-piece with a halter top that offered full coverage and bottoms that looked more like compression shorts.

Trixie’s face fell. “Oh. That’s… sensible.”

“It allows for movement,” Varga said. She stepped up beside Seema. The wolfkin held a similar set in black. “Seema made a good choice.”

Seema smiled gratefully at Varga. “I also don’t want to lose anything in the waves.”

“Boring,” Trixie sang as she tied her top. The neon fabric barely contained her heavy bust and pushed her cleavage up aggressively. “But fine. You do you.”

Khla stripped off her tank top and revealed her muscular, green back. She pulled on an olive-drab swimsuit that looked like military issue—thick straps, sturdy material, designed for function over form. It still looked incredible on her. It emphasized her powerful muscles and the width of her shoulders, but it left a lot to the imagination compared to Trixie.

Then Thessa walked back in.

The room went quiet for a second. Even Lazy stopped complaining.

Thessa wore a bikini the color of fresh blood. It was essentially three triangles of fabric held together by thin gold chains. The bottoms sat high on her wide hips and emphasized the curve of her waist and the flare of her thighs. The top strained to hold her breasts. Her tail had a small gold chain wrapped around the base. It drew the eye right to her gorgeous ass.

She posed in the doorway with a hand on her hip. “Well?”

“Okay, you win the stare points,” Trixie admitted as she looked at me.

I realized I hadn’t blinked. “It’s a strong look, Thessa.”

“Thanks,” she purred and walked over to me. She smelled of exotic perfume, and her skin radiated heat.

Lazy revealed herself next, wearing the black string bikini Khla had thrown at her. It was shocking. For someone who liked to flop around a lot and not do much, Lazy had a body that was naturally perfect. It was soft where it needed to be, but it had a lithe, feline grace. The black strings contrasted sharply with her pale skin and jet-black hair.

“Less fabric means less weight to carry,” Lazy explained. “Efficiency!”

“YES!” Trixie agreed, clapping her hands.

“You just want Wade to look at your butt,” Varga deadpanned.

Lazy smirked, and her tail flicked. “That too. It motivates him to carry me when I get tired.”

I laughed and shook my head. “So much for low profile…”

Thessa clapped her hands. “Alright. We are dressed. We are hot. We are going.”

“Not like that,” I said as I blocked the exit. “We have to walk through town to get to the beach. We aren’t parading through the docks in dental floss.”

Thessa rolled her eyes. “Prude.”

“Tactician,” I corrected. “Cover up. We blend in until we hit the sand.”

There were groans, but they complied. Thessa wrapped a sheer black sarong around her waist and put on a loose, off-the-shoulder crop top that hid most of the bikini but hinted at the shape underneath. Lazy pulled on a pair of denim shorts that looked older than she was and a white T-shirt she immediately knotted at the waist to keep cool.

Trixie threw on a mesh cover-up that hid absolutely nothing but technically counted as a layer. Varga and Khla put on cargo shorts and tank tops. They looked like off-duty soldiers. Seema wore a simple sundress over her suit.

I looked them over. They were a stunning group, and even covered up, they drew attention.

“Okay,” I agreed and opened the front door. “We go to the beach. We relax for a bit. But after that, we walk the town.”

“Why?” Lazy whined as she leaned against the doorframe.

“Because we need intel,” I said firmly. “We look for guides, we listen to gossip, and we figure out where the hell we’re actually going tomorrow. Deal?”

Thessa looped her arm through mine and pressed her chest against my bicep. “Deal. As long as you put sunscreen on my back.”

“And mine!” Trixie shouted and dashed out the door.

“You bet! Now let’s go,” I said and led my pack out into the Kaluwan sun.


Chapter 10



The walk down to the beach took ten minutes, but the heat made it feel like an hour. We walked past the edge of the town where the buildings were fewer. The smell of the ocean was stronger than the smell of diesel fuel and old grease from the food stalls.

The beach had dark volcanic sand mixed with crushed white coral, creating a salt-and-pepper look that was striking but undeniably hot underfoot. A line of vendors had set up stalls on the upper ridge under the palm trees. They sold grilled squid and plastic sunglasses.

“There,” I said. I pointed to a gap in the crowd near a stall that sold shaved ice. “We claim that spot. It’s close to the food, has a breeze, and keeps our backs to a solid wall of driftwood logs.”

“And it has shade,” Lazy said happily.

We took the spot. The girls spread out the academy towels. They took off their outer layers. Thessa dropped her sarong. She saw me looking and smirked, her tail wrapping around her thigh.

“Eyes up here, Wade,” she teased, though she preened under the attention. “Or lower. I don’t actually mind.”

“I’m looking everywhere,” I admitted.

We sat down. We wanted to look like tourists, so we acted like tourists. I told Trixie and Lazy to get drinks. They came back minutes later. Trixie held a cardboard tray of shaved ice cones. Lazy dragged her feet and held a large coconut with a straw in it.

“I got rainbow flavor!” Trixie said. She handed out the ice. “It tastes like sugar and red dye number five. It’s delicious.”

I took a chocolate one. Thessa sat down next to me and pressed her hip against my hip. She put her arm through my arm and rested her head on my shoulder. Her skin felt hot from the sun.

“That looks good,” she purred, eyeing my ice cream.

“You have strawberry right there,” I pointed out, nodding at the cup in her hand.

“Yours looks better.” She leaned forward. She did not use her spoon. She took a bite from my cup. She looked into my eyes and licked her lips. “Much better.”

“You’re terrible,” I said, laughing, wiping a smudge of chocolate from her chin with my thumb.

“I’m demon-born,” she countered, snuggling closer until her breast pressed firmly against my arm. “Gluttony is in my blood.”

“Well, it doesn’t show,” I said, humming, admiring her fine body.

On my other side, Lazy lay back on her towel. She sank into the soft sand until she was half-buried. She put her sun hat over her face.

“Hmmm,” Lazy said from under the hat. “I feel like a lizard on a hot rock.”

Meanwhile, Trixie was unable to sit. She had too much energy. She wandered to the edge of our circle, her mesh cover-up flapping in the breeze. She drifted toward the vendor stalls, fascinated by everything. I watched her pick up a necklace made of iridescent beetle shells, holding it up to the light.

“Look at this!” Trixie called out, pointing to a rack of brightly colored woven shirts. “Do you think Borsj would wear this? It has pineapples on it. He would look so cute and grumpy!”

“He would probably burn it,” Khla said. She smiled. She sat with her back against the driftwood log and stretched out her legs.

Trixie moved on, chatting with a local woman selling charms. I watched the interaction. Trixie was disarming. She laughed loudly and smiled widely, and I saw the woman relax. Trixie pointed at something inland, asking a question with wide, innocent gestures. The woman shook her head and made a warding sign, but she kept talking.

“She is good at that,” Seema said.

I looked over at the lionkin. Seema sat close to Varga, her knees pulled to her chest. She wore her sensible swimsuit and the sundress over it, watching the waterline intently. Her golden eyes tracked the movement of the boats bobbing in the harbor.

“Good at what?” I asked.

“Making people talk,” Seema said. She nodded toward the water. “Look at the boats. The painted ones belong to the locals. They stay inside the reef. The plain ones go farther out. But nobody goes toward the volcano side.”

“You noticed that?” Varga asked, sounding impressed.

“I was raised near a river,” Seema said. “You learn to watch the boats. The locals are scared of the eastern coast. They use their nets, but they look over their shoulders.”

“Good eyes,” I said. “That matches what Vance said. They treat the volcano like a forbidden zone.”

Seema smiled. Her tail flicked in the sand.

We spent the next hour relaxing. We were not hunting a sword or fighting wraiths. We were young people on a beach. Thessa ate my ice cream until it was gone. She licked the spoon with deliberate, sultry movements intended to drive me crazy.

I had to admit, it worked.

Lazy fell asleep. Trixie bought three shell bracelets and a large hat made of palm fronds. It was nice and relaxing, but my mind was still on the work we needed to do.
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After another hour or so, I decided we had rested long enough. The sun hung lower in the sky and turned the water purple and orange, but the heat hadn’t broken. It still pressed down on us, heavy and wet.

“Alright,” I said as I dusted the sand from my legs. “Break time is over. We need actionable intel before the sun goes down fully.”

Lazy groaned from her sandy grave. “But the ground stopped moving. I just made friends with a crab. His name is Pinchy.”

“Say goodbye to Pinchy,” Varga said. “We have work to do.”

“We keep a low profile,” I reminded them. “We are just tourists looking for a hike. Nothing heavy. Khla, you’re with me. We’ll hit the vendors. The rest of you, mingle but listen closely.”

Khla nodded and stood up. She towered over the average local, and her green skin gleamed with sweat mixed with sunscreen. She wore an olive-drab swimsuit and cargo shorts, and she looked like a heavy-duty piece of military hardware that had been given a vacation. It was an intimidating look, but undeniably attractive.

We moved toward the row of stalls that lined the back of the beach. The crowd was thinner here than near the water, and they were mostly locals who sold crafts or food to the few brave travelers who came this far south.

I stopped at a stall where a weathered woman braided palm fronds into hats.

“Evening,” I said and flashed a polite smile. “We’re looking to do some hiking tomorrow. Get off the beach and see the real island.”

The woman didn’t look up from her weaving. “Stay on the coastal paths. Those are pretty and safe.”

“We were thinking more inland,” I pressed gently. “Maybe toward the center. See the volcano.”

She stopped moving her hands. She looked up then, and her dark eyes stared hard at me. “The Old Throat? You don’t want to go there. It’s dangerous. The very air can make you sick.”

“We have strong constitutions,” Khla said and crossed her arms. Her biceps flexed, which drew the woman’s eye. “We heard there are ruins up there.”

The woman spat to the side. “Stories for fools. The path is overgrown. The jungle takes people who wander off the blue trail. Just stick to the coast.”

She went back to weaving and effectively dismissed us.

We moved on. The pattern repeated itself at the next three stalls. I bought a bag of dried fruit from a man with shark-tooth necklaces, and the moment I mentioned the interior, he offered me a refund if I promised to leave.

“They are terrified,” Khla noted quietly as we stepped away from a fishmonger who had just told us the volcano was home to angry spirits. “It goes beyond superstition. They are hiding something, or protecting us.”

“A bit of both,” I agreed. “But notice what they aren’t saying. Nobody said the path doesn’t exist. They just said it’s ‘closed’ or ‘overgrown.’”

We drifted toward a stall that sold maps and local guides. The man behind the counter was younger, perhaps in his thirties, and he had a scar running through his eyebrow.

“Looking for adventure?” he asked and eyed the Academy crest on my discarded shirt that I held in my hand. “You look like the type.”

“We need a route to the caldera,” I said directly. “We heard there’s a guide service that handles deep treks.”

He let out a sharp, barking laugh. “Deep treks? You mean suicide runs. Most of the agencies won’t insure you past the second ridge.”

“We don’t need insurance,” I said. “We need a guide.”

He looked at Khla, sized her up, then looked back at me. He lowered his voice. “Look, if you’re serious, there’s an old guy. Haku. Runs a shop near the edge of town, past the fish market. He’s the only one who goes near the dead earth.”

“Haku,” I repeated. “Does he have a sign?”

“Yep,” the man said. “But he’ll probably tell you to get lost. He hates tourists.”

“We can be persuasive,” I said.

“Sure,” the man said. “But he’s closed now, anyway. You’re gonna have to try in the morning.”

Just then, Thessa drifted over. She had been bored with the mingling. She wrapped her arm through mine, and her body felt hot against my side.

“Did he tell us where the Mage—”

I reacted instantly. I squeezed Thessa’s arm hard to warn her. I forced a laugh and pulled her closer. The shopkeeper narrowed his eyes, but it hadn’t triggered him.

Thessa blinked and realized her mistake. She bit her lip and shut up.

The man looked suspicious, but he decided not to press on. “Anything else I can do for you?”

I shook my head. “That’s all,” I said. “Thanks for the tip.”

I steered Thessa away before she could say anything else. Once we were out of earshot, I released her arm.

“What was rule number one again, Thessa?”

She pouted and rubbed her arm. “Don’t talk about the Mageblade. But he was being slow! I thought if I pushed him, he would crumble.”

“Or he would run to the local magistrate and tell them a Magocrat kill-squad is in town,” I countered. “We keep it vague. We have the lead, and we have the name. Don’t blow it because you’re bored.”

She sighed, and her tail wrapped around my leg apologetically. “Fine. I’m sorry. The heat makes me impatient.”

“You’re always impatient,” Khla grunted, though she didn’t look angry. “But we have what we need. Haku.”

We regrouped with the others near the shaved ice stand. Trixie was bouncing on the balls of her feet, and she looked like she had consumed way too much sugar.

“Did we win?” Trixie asked. “Do we know where the treasure is?”

“We know who to ask,” I said. “We’ll hit Haku’s place first thing in the morning. For now, we’re done asking questions.”

“Good,” Trixie declared. She pointed a finger inland, then swung it around to point up the coast. “Because this beach is too crowded. I want a private party.”

“Private sounds good,” Seema said softly. She adjusted the strap of her sundress. “Somewhere quieter.”

“I saw a cove,” Varga offered. “Past the rocky point. No vendors. No people.”

“Then we go there,” I decided. “Let’s grab something to eat on our way there. We relax, and we let the stress fade before we get on tomorrow. There’s nothing else we can do tonight anyway.”

“Finally,” Lazy cheered. “Quiet and calm!”

Chuckling, we gathered our gear and turned north to leave the noise of the town behind us. The sun dipped lower and cast long shadows across the sand as we headed toward the privacy of the cove.


Chapter 11



We grabbed our dinner from a street vendor. I ended up carrying a cardboard tray loaded with spicy chicken skewers, grilled corn, and several bottles of local soda that looked dangerously sugary. The girls carried their own drinks, and Trixie balanced three cups at once just to show she could.

We walked north and left the noise of the vendor strip behind. The crowd thinned out quickly once we passed the main cluster of stalls. The artificial lights of the town faded, and the silver glow of the moon reflecting off the ocean replaced them along with the distant, ominous red pulse from the volcano inland.

“Too open,” Varga noted as we passed a flat stretch of sand near the rocky point. “No cover.”

“And too windy,” Lazy complained. She walked behind me, using my shadow as a shield against the breeze. “My hair is going to be a disaster. A salty, tangled disaster.”

We kept walking, and Trixie took point and sprinted ahead with energy that defied the humid heat. She scrambled up a small ridge of sand, and her mesh cover-up fluttered like a cape. She stood at the top and shaded her eyes despite the darkness as she scanned the terrain like a lookout in a crow’s nest.

“Found it!” she shouted while she waved her arms. “The Hole of Solitude! That sounds weird, but trust me!”

We climbed up to join her. Trixie had found a natural depression in the dunes. It was a bowl-shaped hollow surrounded by tall sea grass and banked sand.

“Good tactical position,” Khla admitted as she dropped her gear. “Defensible. Hidden.”

“And cozy,” Thessa added. She dropped her sarong immediately and spread it out on the sand to claim her spot.

“I’ll get us some wood,” I said as I set the food down. “Khla, prep the pit.”

I roamed the perimeter of the dune and gathered dry driftwood that had bleached in the sun. It didn’t take long to get an armful. When I returned, Khla had already dug a shallow pit and lined it with stones she had scavenged.

I dumped the wood. Khla arranged it with military precision and built a pyramid structure that would burn hot but keep the flame profile low. Thessa sparked it with a Firebolt.

The fire caught and crackled softly. The orange light flared up and cast long, dancing shadows against the walls of the dune. It illuminated the girls and colored their skin in warm tones.

We sat in a circle. Thessa pressed her side against mine, and her red bikini gleamed like liquid metal in the firelight. Lazy sprawled on my other side and tore into a chicken skewer with surprising ferocity.

“This is good,” Varga said as she bit into a corn cob. She sat cross-legged, and her tank top was loose around her torso. “Quiet.”

We ate with our hands and passed the bottles of soda around. The food was spicy and greasy, exactly what we needed after the stress of the day. The tension that had followed us from the hotel room finally began to bleed away.

Once the food was gone, Trixie flopped onto her back and kicked her legs in the air.

“It’s too quiet,” Trixie announced. “I can hear Lazy chewing. It’s disturbing.”

“Um, I am enjoying my meal, thank you?” Lazy mumbled, licking sauce from her fingers. “Leave me alone.”

“We need music,” Trixie insisted. She sat up, and her blue eyes locked onto Seema. “Seema! You have a flute, right? I saw you pack it! Play something!”

I perked an eyebrow. I didn’t know that, and Trixie—deceptively perceptive Trixie—had seen it.

Seema froze. She sat between Varga and Khla with her knees pulled up to her chest. She looked at Trixie, then down at the sand.

“I… I don’t know,” Seema stammered. “I’m not very good. Just simple village songs.”

“Simple is good,” Trixie pushed. “Come on! Serenade us! Make it atmospheric.”

Seema looked like she wanted to bury herself in the sand. She gripped her wrists and looked at the fire.

I leaned forward and caught her gaze across the flames. “I’d love to hear it.”

She looked at me, and her golden eyes reflected the fire. She saw I meant it. Slowly, she reached into her bag and pulled out a simple wooden flute. It was polished smooth by years of handling.

“Just… something steady,” Seema whispered.

She lifted the instrument to her lips. The first note was a little shaky, but she closed her eyes and found her rhythm.

The melody was low and sensitive, a slow tune that mimicked the rise and fall of the ocean waves nearby. It wasn’t complex, but it possessed an emotional depth that silenced the group.

Lazy was the first to react. The catkin finished her drink and stood up. She closed her eyes and began to sway. Her movements were slow and fluid, and her hips rolled with the music. The firelight caught the curve of her waist and the smooth line of her legs as she danced, and her body looked boneless and graceful.

Trixie watched her for a second, then jumped up. “Oh, we’re dancing? Okay!”

Trixie spun to the music. She moved with gracious, high-dexterity energy as she twirled on one foot and then dropped into a cartwheel that sent sand flying. She struck poses at the end of every bar and grinned like a maniac.

Thessa laughed and leaned back on her hands to watch. Even Khla relaxed. The big orcess didn’t dance, but she started clapping her hands against her thighs to keep a steady percussion beat for Seema to follow.

Seema opened her eyes. She saw Lazy swaying, Trixie doing handstands in the sand, and Khla keeping time. A smile broke across her face. She stood up as she gained confidence, and the notes grew stronger, louder, and jollier.

I sat back and watched them. The fire popped and sent sparks up toward the stars. My team—my girls—were laughing and moving, and they were alive and vibrant against the dark backdrop of the island.

Seema finished the song with a long, trilling note. Trixie finished with a dramatic bow that nearly tipped her into the fire pit.

“Encore!” Trixie cheered.

Seema lowered the flute, and her cheeks were flushed, but she was beaming. She looked at me, and the shyness was gone, for a warm, comfortable glow replaced it. She belonged here, and she was coming to accept that.

“That was perfect,” I told her.

The group settled back down around the fire, and the energy shifted from high to a mellow, satisfied calm.
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The last note of Seema’s song faded into the sound of the ocean crashing against the shore nearby.

The air in the hollow of the dunes felt heavy but relaxed. The day’s heat faded, and something playful rose in all of us at hearing Seema share her music.

Thessa stopped moving to the music and turned toward me. The playfulness vanished from her face. She stepped over the log I sat on and stood directly between me and the fire. The flames lit her silhouette.

“The music might be done,” Thessa purred. “But we are not.”

She reached behind her neck. With a slow movement, she untied the gold strings of her crimson bikini top. She looked at me the entire time. The fabric fell to the sand.

My breath hitched. Her creamy skin shone in the firelight. Her heavy breasts swayed slightly. Her nipples were dark and hard. She smiled and began to sway her hips again.

“Your turn,” Thessa whispered to the group.

Lazy giggled from where she sat in the sand. “Okay, but no zippers. Zippers are hard.”

The catkin stood up. She reached for the ties of her black string bikini. She pulled the strings, and the top slid off her ample chest. She tossed it aside and stretched her arms over her head. She arched her back until her spine popped. Her tail flicked behind her.

“Free,” Lazy sighed. “Clothes are prisons.”

Trixie wasn’t about to be outdone. She hopped up onto a flat piece of driftwood.

“Check this out!” Trixie announced. She struck a pose with her hands on her hips. “The unveiling!”

She undid the clasp of her neon pink top and whipped it around her finger before flinging it into the darkness, sexier than any stripper ever had.

And, Gods, her breasts were amazing.

She bounced on her heels, spun around, showing us that perfect round elven ass before she hooked her thumbs into the sides of her bottoms and shimmied them down her long legs. She kicked them away and stood there.

“Ta-da! Elf in the wild!” she cheered.

The girls laughed, and the air got more charged. I was certainly hard as a rock as I watched these perfect bodies around me. Nighttime on a tropical beach, surrounded by exotic beauties… Yeah, that was the life.

Khla was next. She stood up slowly and reached for the straps of her olive-drab tactical swimsuit. She peeled the fabric down her muscular torso with quiet confidence. Her green skin rippled as she moved. When the suit dropped to her ankles, she stepped out of it, revealing her thick thighs. She looked like a jade statue.

Varga rose next. The wolfkin looked at me. She unhooked her black top and let it fall. Her body was wired with muscle. She pushed her bottoms down over her hips. She stood tall and rolled her shoulders back.

Seema remained seated near the fire. She watched the others. She looked at me and bit her lip.

I nodded to her. I could see she wanted to, and she needed no more encouragement.

Smiling naughtily, she rose and reached for the straps of her blue swimsuit. She pulled it down and stepped out of the fabric and the sundress she had worn over it.

She was beautiful. Her body was toned but soft, and her tail snapped with excitement.

“Come here,” I said to them.

They moved in, giggling and aroused, circling me. Centered around me.

They descended on me, and, Gods, I was more than willing.


Chapter 12



The firelight danced across their skin, turning the hollow in the dunes into a private sanctuary of gold and shadow. I stood in the center, heart hammering against my ribs, as the six of them closed the circle.

In their eyes was a collective need to wash away the stress of the day and the threat of the wraith with pure, unadulterated physical connection.

I felt that need too, wanting to relax as deeply as possible before we plunged back into the madness.

Thessa reached me first. Her hands, hot and eager, slid over my chest, her nails dragging lightly enough to stimulate but not scratch. She kissed my neck, her lips searing against my pulse point.

Then Lazy pressed in from behind. She pushed her bare breasts into my back and wrapped her arms around my waist. Then she rubbed her cheek between my shoulder blades. Her purr rolled through her throat and into my spine.

Meanwhile, Khla and Varga joined Thessa me. Khla wrapped her hands around me, seeking fiery kisses to contend with Thessa, who growled possessively and jealously, while Varga kneeled and tugged at the waistband of my shorts. She started working the buttons free with quick, practiced fingers.

Trixie and Seema stepped in close on either side. Trixie ran her hands up my arms and squeezed my biceps like she was checking my strength. Seema touched my thigh, then my stomach. Her hand moved up to my chest and stayed there as if she needed to feel my heartbeat.

“We need you,” Thessa whispered into my ear. She bit the lobe lightly. Then she spoke again with her lips almost touching my skin. “And I think you need this.”

“Oh, I do,” I said.

Varga pulled my shorts down. Khla got to her knees as well and helped by tugging the fabric past my thighs. Trixie reached behind me and yanked my boxers down in one quick, hungry motion that made Lazy giggle into my back. Cool night air hit my skin for a heartbeat as my cock sprang free, hard and ready. Then hands replaced it immediately.

Once I was naked, they touched me everywhere they could reach. Thessa ran her hands down my stomach and wrapped one hand around the base of my cock. Lazy slid her hands under my ribs and held me close from behind. Khla leaned in and kissed my lower stomach. Then she shifted and kissed the inside of my thigh. Varga kissed the other thigh, and she went higher each time until her mouth was close enough that her breath warmed my skin.

Trixie bounced on her toes and kissed my shoulder. Then she kissed my collarbone. Then she kissed the corner of my mouth and giggled when I grabbed her waist to steady her. Seema’s fingers trembled a little as she stroked down my forearm, but she kept going. She watched my face as she did it.

Then they all lowered themselves to their knees and focused on my cock, so hard it was screaming for attention.

Khla took me into her mouth first and held me firmly. She set a steady rhythm with her head. Varga watched for a second. Then she leaned in and used her tongue along the underside of my throbbing cock when Khla pulled back to breathe.

I groaned and let my head hang back, fighting the urge to explode right then and there.

And Trixie was about to make it harder. She dropped to her knees beside them. She took the tip in her mouth and let her tongue swirl around it teasingly, all the while keeping those big blue eyes on me.

As I groaned with pleasure, Lazy crouched at my side and ran her rough tongue slowly up my shaft. She stopped to purr directly against me before she did it again. The texture made my knees threaten to buckle.

Seema was close and ran her palms over my thighs, then up my hips. Then she pressed her fingertips into my stomach and watched the muscles tighten. When I looked down at her, she swallowed and leaned in to kiss the base, soft and careful. Then she pulled back and looked up again like she wanted approval.

I smiled down at her. “That’s good, Seema,” I groaned softly, giving her the approval she so needed.

Meanwhile, I put a hand on Khla’s head and guided her pace. I slid my other hand into Trixie’s hair and held her steady while she kissed and nipped at my skin. When Lazy licked me again, I reached back and grabbed her by the hair. I pulled her face closer so she did it longer. She purred louder because she liked being controlled.

The pressure climbed fast.

It was a sensory overload. Soft lips, wet tongues, the friction of hair and skin, as they took turns pleasing me orally, passing my cock between them like a cherished prize. Khla was thorough and intense, her eyes locked on mine. Trixie was enthusiastic, humming happily. Lazy used her soft tongue to tease, sending electric shocks through my nerves. I threaded my hands through their hair—blonde, black, and golden—and let my head fall back, groaning at the sheer pleasure of it. They worked in harmony, a single organism of desire focused entirely on my satisfaction.

After several minutes of torture that pushed me right to the edge, Thessa pulled back. She stood up, her red eyes glowing in the firelight, her tail swishing hypnotically behind her.

She grabbed a towel from the pile. She shook sand off it and threw it down near the fire.

“Me first,” she said.

She didn’t lie down on her back. Instead, she dropped to her hands and knees, arching her back deeply so her spine curved in a perfect, elegant line, pretty ass up. She looked back at me over her shoulder, biting her lip. Trixie came up beside her, giggling, and poured oil from a thin vial over that delicious ass.

Damn…

“I want it in my ass, Wade,” she purred, wiggling her hips. “I want to feel you so deep and hard in me.”

The sight of her—skin gleaming, heavy breasts swaying, that inviting, oiled-up ass with the spaded tail waving over it—snapped something inside me. I moved behind her, my hands gripping her wide hips. Her skin was incredibly hot to the touch.

I lined myself up, pressing the head of my cock against her tight entrance and holding there for a moment. She pushed back to tell me she was ready.

“Do it,” she said through her teeth.

I pushed in slowly. She exhaled hard and braced her palms into the towel. When I was fully inside her, she moaned and held the sound long enough to fill the hollow.

Lazy knelt beside Thessa’s face and kissed her cheek. Then she kissed her mouth as I pushed my cock deeper into her welcoming ass. Trixie sat back on her heels and watched, wide-eyed, with her hand already moving between her legs.

Khla put one hand on Thessa’s lower back and kept her steady. Varga stayed close to my side and watched my hips with clouded eyes, eager to get pummeled like that.

I began to move faster. The friction was incredible, tight and hot. Thessa met every thrust, bucking back against me with a rhythm that matched the primal beat of my heart. I gripped her waist tighter, my thumbs pressing into her skin, driving deeper, my whole world at that moment was the sight of my cock slipping in and out of Thessa’s tight ass.

“Yes,” Thessa cried out, her head thrown back. “Harder, Wade.”

I increased the pace, the slap of skin against skin getting louder. Thessa’s tail wrapped around my thigh and squeezed. I leaned over her back and pressed my chest to her spine and kissed the sensitive skin between her shoulder blades.

She unraveled first. Her body tensed, a scream tearing from her throat as she clamped down around me. The sensation pushed me over the edge. I drove into her one last time, burying myself to the hilt, and poured myself into her with a shout that matched hers. My hands were firm on her trembling, jiggling ass as I came deep inside her, and it took me a moment to become aware of the world around us again, of the other girls watching, pleasing themselves. By the blush and sheen of sweat, it looked like Lazy had played with herself to completion watching me fuck Thessa’s ass, and Seema as well.

Thessa and I stayed there for a moment while we both fought for breath. Sweat slicked my hands as they held her hips.

When I pulled out, my legs shook. I stepped back and sat on the log. I breathed hard.

Trixie crawled to me immediately. She dropped between my knees and wrapped her hand around my cock before she leaned in.

“Time to clean you up, baby,” she said. She still sounded playful, but her voice was thick.

She took me into her mouth straight from Thessa’s ass and sucked with eager enthusiasm. She used her tongue in quick circles, then pulled back to lick the underside. Then she took me again. She looked up at me while she worked. Her eyes stayed wide and innocent like she was doing something wholesome.

Before she could finish, Varga grabbed her shoulder and pulled her away.

“My turn,” Varga growled.

Trixie pouted, but she scooted aside and sat back in the sand. She touched herself while she watched, biting her lip as she slipped a slender finger into her wet and hot pussy.

Varga climbed onto my lap and rubbed herself against me. She was wet enough to slick my thighs. She leaned in and dragged her nails down my chest slowly. She pressed hard enough to sting.

Even though I had just filled Thessa up, I could already feel myself getting hard again.

“You think you’re done?” Varga challenged, dragging her nails down my chest. “You haven’t even started with me.”

Her arrogance triggered that dominant streak in me, the part of my bloodline that was most definitively draconic.

“Is that right?” I asked, my voice dropping an octave.

I grabbed her waist and flipped our positions, driving her back into the sand. She let out a surprised yelp as I pinned her down. I didn’t wait. I grabbed her wrists and slammed them into the sand above her head.

Varga’s eyes widened, then softened into a hungry kind of submission. She turned her head slightly and bared her throat.

I pushed into her hard, all at once. She cried out and lifted her hips to take me deeper, forceful and rough from the first thrust.

“You want this?” I growled.

“Yes,” she panted. “Harder. Fuck me.”

I set a brutal pace. Varga wrapped her legs around my waist and locked her ankles behind me to keep me close.

Lazy crawled up beside me and nipped my shoulder gently with her sharp little canines. Then she licked the bite and purred directly against my skin.

Khla moved in and put her hands on my hips. She guided me with her strength so I hit the right angle every time. Meanwhile, Trixie lay beside Varga and ran her hands over Varga’s breasts. She pinched her nipples and whispered filthy encouragement into her ear.

“Take him just like that,” she hummed. “Be a good girl, and take him nice and deep. Let him fill you up.”

Seema knelt by Varga’s head. She stroked Varga’s hair back from her face, then leaned down and kissed her forehead like she was soothing her through the roughness.

Varga stopped holding her breath and started making real noise. When I let go of her wrists, she grabbed my back and raked her claws down me. The marks burned.

The orgasm built fast. I couldn’t slow down without losing control.

“I’m close,” I said through my teeth.

Varga squeezed tighter with her legs. “Do it! Cum in me!”

“No! Share it!” Trixie meeped. “We all want it!”

I pulled out, wanting to give the girls what they need, gasping for air. Varga made a frustrated sound and reached for me, but I stood up before she could drag me back down.

“Up,” I ordered. “All of you. Kneel.”

They knew what I wanted. They scrambled into position, forming a tight, eager semicircle around me on their knees. Faces upturned, lips parted, eyes glistening with anticipation in the dying firelight. Thessa, Lazy, Khla, Varga, Trixie, Seema. My harem.

With a roar, I came in heavy spurts. I aimed for all of their pretty faces, marking their cheeks, their lips, their chests. They didn’t flinch. They leaned into it, eyes closing, accepting my seed as a gift. Thessa caught some on her tongue, moaning softly. Trixie giggled as it hit her nose. Varga closed her eyes and tilted her head back, letting it paint her heaving chest.

When I finally finished, I sank down to the sand, utterly spent.

Silence settled over the hollow, broken only by our ragged breathing and the ocean. The girls all crawled closer, and Lazy licked a streak of seed from Trixie’s cheek. Thessa kissed Varga, cleaning her lips. They groomed each other and me, fingers and tongues working in a slow, lazy rhythm of afterglow. Khla pressed close behind me and ran her hands down my shoulders and back like she was checking that I was still solid. Seema sat beside me and rested her chin on my shoulder. She stayed quiet and warm.

“Mine,” Varga whispered as she, on some animal instinct, ran a nail over my back.

“Ours,” Trixie said softly.

I chuckled and leaned back into the sand to stare up at the stars while they pressed against me and held me in the best way. Whatever Kaluwa threw at us next, at least today had been good.


Chapter 13



Morning in the Blue House arrived like someone had swung a hammer at my skull. Sunlight forced its way through gaps in the wooden shutters and laid bright bands of light across the bed I shared with Thessa and Lazy.

Waking up was hard, mostly because I couldn’t move.

On my left, Lazy had effectively become liquid. The catkin girl was sprawled across my legs and half of my chest, her face buried in the mattress. Her black hair fanned out like spilled ink, and her tail lay limp across my throat. She breathed in a slow, deep rhythm that suggested she planned to stay there until next week.

Thessa had me pinned from the other side. She’d wrapped her arm around my waist and hooked a leg over mine like she was securing a prisoner. When I tried to scoot my hips an inch to get my arm out from under her, she made a low sound in her sleep and tightened her hold. Her nails pressed into my skin just enough to warn me.

“Too early,” Thessa mumbled, her voice thick with sleep. She shoved her face against my shoulder, one horn bumping my chin. “Go back to sleep, Wade. The sun is offensive.”

“I can’t feel my arm, Thessa,” I said as I tried to slide my forearm free.

“You don’t need your arm,” she said, half-asleep and completely serious. “Lie here. Be my pillow. If you move, I will bite you.”

“She bites hard,” Lazy said into the mattress. She didn’t lift her head. “I have scars.”

“You have scratches because you stole my blanket,” Thessa muttered back, still not opening her eyes. “Wade stays. Don’t move.”

I managed to free one hand and poked Lazy in the ribs. “Up. We have a volcano to find.”

Lazy made a sound like someone had personally betrayed her. “No volcano. Only sleep. The ground is lava. The air is lava. Everything is bad except this bed.”

“If you don’t get up, I’m going to ask Khla to carry you,” I said.

“I accept,” Lazy groaned. “Carry me like a sack of potatoes. I will not resist.”

Before I could figure out how to untangle myself without starting a domestic war, the bedroom door opened.

Khla stood in the doorway, already dressed in cargo shorts and a tank top. She looked like she’d been awake for hours. There was a light sheen of sweat on her green skin. It looked like she’d done something strenuous while the rest of us were trapped under each other.

She stepped into the room, planted her boots, and stared at the bed.

“You’re wasting daylight,” Khla said.

Thessa made an irritated noise and pulled the sheet up over her head. “Go away, Khla. You’re too loud.”

“And you’re going to be hungry,” Khla said. “I found a bakery down the hill. I bought pastries. They’re warm. Meat and cheese. And coffee.”

Lazy’s left ear twitched. Slowly, she lifted her head. Her eyes were half-open and squinting against the light. “Meat… inside bread? Like the Gods intended?”

“And heavy cream for the coffee,” Khla added. “But if we don’t leave in thirty minutes, I eat yours.”

Lazy moved like she’d been hit with a spell. She pushed herself upright. The sheet fell away, revealing her perfect breasts and the curve of her stomach. She scrambled over me, using my stomach as a launchpad.

“I’m up,” Lazy announced as she stumbled toward her clothes pile. “Emergency. Feed the cat.”

Thessa let out a long sigh that sounded like surrender. She sat up, stretched, and rolled her shoulders. Then she looked down at me with a sleepy, sultry stare. “Fine. But tonight, I’m taking the middle spot again. And I’m wearing less.”

“Less than nothing?” I asked.

She smirked and slapped my arm. “Get up, Wade.”

We dressed and made our way into the main living area. The smell of strong coffee and savory pastry made the whole house feel better.

Trixie was already at the main table. She had pushed aside the plates to spread out the useless map we had bought the day before. She bounced on her chair, looking at the paper as if it held the secrets of the universe. She wore her leather armor, having skipped the casual wear entirely, ready for action.

“Okay, look at this!” Trixie shouted around a mouthful of pastry as I walked in. She pointed a crumb-covered finger at a blank spot on the map near the center of the island. “The squiggly lines stop here. That means the mapmaker died, right? Or maybe he was eaten by a dragon. That has to be where the good stuff is.”

“Or he ran out of ink,” I said as I took a mug of coffee from Khla.

“No,” Trixie said, deadly serious. “Blank spots mean monsters. Or treasure. Or monsters guarding treasure. The Mageblade is probably under a giant X that only shows up when the sun hits it at the right angle.”

“This isn’t a pirate story, Trixie,” Varga said from the kitchen counter.

The wolfkin leaned back against the wood with a mug in one hand and fruit in the other. Seema stood beside her and spread butter on bread. Seema’s tail swayed behind her in a slow, content rhythm.

“It could be,” Trixie insisted. “We have a boat. We have weapons. Wade acts like a captain half the time. We just need a parrot and scurvy.”

“Please, no scurvy,” Seema said as she laughed softly.

I watched Varga and Seema. “You two sleep okay?” I asked.

Varga took a slow sip of coffee. Then she glanced at Seema with a sideways grin. “Fine. The lion makes happy noises when she’s sleeping after sex.”

Seema choked on her bread, her face turning a bright crimson. She coughed, covering her mouth, while her golden ears flattened against her skull. “Varga!” she squeaked.

“What?” Varga shrugged, though her eyes were amused. “It’s true. Last night was… productive. Good for morale. It made you happy.”

Seema lowered her hand, still blushing, then looked at me and nodded. “It did. I feel ready for today.”

“Good,” I said. “Because we need to move.”

I stepped to the table and looked down at the map. It was still useless for navigating inland, but it showed the coastline and the town layout.

“Khla’s right,” I told them. “If we start late, the heat is going to drain us before we even reach the tree line. We go early and we move with a goal.”

“So what’s the plan?” Thessa asked. She walked up behind me, wrapped her arms around my waist, and rested her chin on my shoulder so she could see the paper. “Do we walk into the jungle and just keep going?”

“No,” I said. “We go to the person who actually knows the interior. The map seller gave us a name. Haku.”

“He might refuse,” Khla said as she stuffed the remaining pastries into a bag. “The locals obviously don’t want outsiders going inland.”

“Money talks,” I said. “And if that doesn’t work, we have other ways of being persuasive. We just need a route. Once we have a path, we can handle whatever monsters live on it.”

Lazy looked up from her pastry, unimpressed. “So the plan is walking.”

“Yes,” I said.

Lazy slumped. “My paws are going to fall off.”

“You have feet,” Varga said.

“My soul has paws,” Lazy replied. “And they’re fragile.”

“Finish eating,” I said. “Then gear up. Full loadout. We aren’t coming back here until we have something useful.”

Chairs scraped. Bags opened. The house filled with the sounds of buckles, straps, and metal being checked. Skilled and fast, we were done in a jiffy.

I opened the front door and let the humid morning air wash in. “Let’s go find Haku,” I said. “And let’s hope he doesn’t throw us out on sight.”
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We found Haku’s shack exactly where the man at the stall had said it would be. It sat past the fish market on the edge of town where the jungle started to crowd the last buildings.

The place looked like storm wreckage someone had decided to live in. Driftwood boards made up most of the walls. Rusted corrugated metal patched the gaps. A curved section of whale rib had been bolted upright to form the doorframe. Fishing nets hung from the eaves in clumps. The air smelled like salt that had baked in the sun and stale tobacco.

An elderly man sat on a crate in front. He held a piece of bone in his left hand and shaved thin curls off it with a knife in his right. The blade flashed each time he drew it toward himself. His skin was dark and weathered. His chest was bare and marked with old scars. His hair stuck up in white frizz from the humidity.

“Haku?” I asked as I stopped a few feet away.

He kept carving. He blew the bone dust off his work with a short breath. “Depends who’s asking. And how much money they have.”

“We have money,” I said. “And we need a guide.”

He lifted his head and looked us over. His eyes were cloudy at the edges but focused where it mattered. He took in Khla’s size, then glanced at our packs and the weapons we carried.

“Playing explorer, huh?” he said. “I don’t babysit. Go pay the pier boys if you want a walk to the waterfalls.”

“We aren’t looking for waterfalls,” I said. I took a step closer. “We’re heading inland. Toward the volcano.”

Haku stopped whittling. “Look, do yourself a favor. Turn around. Go back to your boat. Leave.”

“We have business there,” I said. “We have reason to believe there’s a Tannorian ruin near the caldera. We intend to find it.”

I didn’t say Mageblade. The less he heard that name, the better.

Haku let out a dry laugh. “A Tannorian ruin in the Old Throat? If anything was built up there, lava would’ve eaten it centuries ago. Or something else would.”

“Something else?” Lazy asked from behind me. She leaned around my arm, ears pinned back. “Buildings don’t get eaten. That’s not how buildings work.”

Haku didn’t look at her. He kept his eyes on me. “I don’t know about a ruin inside the volcano. Nobody goes there—not even me. The mana is wrong. The air makes people sick.” He paused, then dragged the back of his knife hand across his chin. “But there is an outpost.”

“An outpost?” I asked.

“Old Tannorian monitoring station,” Haku said. “Halfway up the ridge, before you reach the caldera. My grandfather talked about it. He said there’s a room inside where someone carved the island into stone. A full map.”

My focus snapped tight. “A map?”

“If there’s another Tannorian site on Kaluwa like you claim, that map would show it,” Haku said. “But the outpost sits on the edge of the Dead Earth.”

“Dead Earth sounds fun,” Trixie whispered loudly.

“It’s where vents bleed mana into the soil,” Haku said. “It has altered the creatures that live there.” He lowered the knife and resumed carving. “I won’t take you.”

“I’ll pay double your usual rate,” I said and reached for the heavy pouch at my belt.

“No,” Haku said immediately.

“Triple,” I said. “Name your price. We’ll keep you alive.”

Haku leaned forward. “You can’t protect me, and money is no good to me if I’m dead. I’ve seen teams with better gear than yours go into the jungle and never walk back out. I’m not dying because you’re curious.”

He went back to his whittling, effectively dismissing us.

Thessa hissed, her tail lashing aggressively. She stepped forward, heat radiating off her skin. “Listen here, old man—”

I put a hand on her shoulder to stop her. Intimidation wouldn’t work on a man who clearly feared the island more than he feared us.

“Wait,” Trixie said.

The elf hopped forward, slipping past me. She didn’t look threatening. Instead, she looked bright, bubbly, and completely unbothered by Haku’s gruff attitude. She leaned her hip against the whale-bone doorframe and flashed him a winning smile.

“Okay, so you don’t want to die,” Trixie said cheerfully. “Totally fair. I also prefer not dying. It’s high on my to-do list.”

Haku finally looked at her. “What do you want, girl?”

“You know the way,” Trixie said. “You know where the bad ground is. You know where the dangerous animals roam. And you asked about money first, so don’t pretend you’re above it.”

She reached into the pouch, pulled out gold coins, and set them down on a flat section of the whale bone one at a time. Each one hit with a clear metallic tap.

“So, here’s the deal,” Trixie said. “We don’t need you to come with us. We just need what’s in your head. Draw us a route.”

Haku’s eyes flicked between the growing stack and her face. “Draw you a route,” he repeated.

“Mark the hazards,” Trixie said. “Tell us what not to step in. You stay here, safe and sound, whittling your bone. We walk into the jungle and get mauled. You keep the gold whether we return or not.”

Haku stared at the coins for a long moment, then looked back at her. “And I don’t go past the town markers.”

“Nope,” Trixie said. “Just your advice.”

Haku grunted. He drove his knife point-first into the top of the crate with a hard thunk and stood. “Fine. You pay now. And when you don’t come back, I tell the magistrate I warned you.”

“Deal!” Trixie said and pushed the coins toward him with her fingertips.

Haku swept the gold into his hand, turned, and went inside. A moment later he came back holding a rolled sheet of parchment that looked old and brittle. He unrolled it on a stump that served as a table.

The map was hand-drawn, dense with notes and contour lines. It was already better than everything we’d seen in Krysfelt’s library.

Haku planted his finger on a line that ran inland through heavy jungle ink. “This is the trade path. It’s overgrown, but the base is stone. It’ll take you to the outpost.”

He picked up a piece of charcoal and drew a circle around a wide, shaded area west of the path.

“Don’t go here,” he said. “A mire. It looks like solid ground. It’s not. It’s moss floating on mud. If you step onto it, you sink. The mana leaks amplify its effect, and it will pull you down faster than you can fight it.”

“Avoid the soup. Got it,” Trixie said, nodding seriously.

Haku moved his finger up the route and drew a harsh slash across a narrow ridgeline. “And here is where you’ll get hunted.”

Varga stepped closer and bent over the map so she could see the markings. “Hunted by what?”

“Raptors,” Haku said. He didn’t raise his voice, but the word landed hard. “Not the little ones you see on the mainland. Kaluwan Razor Raptors. Packs. Smart. Territorial. If you cross that ridge, they’ll catch your scent.”

“Big chickens,” Trixie said. “We can handle chickens.”

Haku turned his head and stared at her like she’d lost her mind. “Those ‘chickens’ will open you from hip to throat before you finish drawing your bow, elf. But this ridge is the only way to the outpost. You want that map room, you cross their territory.”

He marked two more points with quick charcoal strokes, then rolled the parchment back up and shoved it into Trixie’s hands.

“You have your route,” Haku said. “Now get away from my shop. I don’t want your trouble following you back onto my doorstep.”

“Pleasure doing business with you!” Trixie said as she tucked the map into her belt.

I inclined my head to Haku.

We turned and walked back toward the main street. Thessa slid her arm through mine and rested her head against my shoulder.

“That went great,” she said, dry as dust. “We paid a fortune to learn we’re going to drown in a swamp.”

“We paid to get a real destination,” I said. “Now we know where the outpost is. And we know what we’ll hit on the way there.”

“Raptors,” Khla said. Her voice sounded almost satisfied. “At least that’s an honest threat. I’d rather fight teeth than paperwork.”

“Agreed,” I said, leading my women on.


Chapter 14



Haku’s warning about the “Big Chickens” and the mire stuck in my head as I led the group away from his shack and toward the center of Kaluwa Town. We needed to gear up, and we needed to do it right. The general store sat at the edge of the business strip where the cobblestone street gave way to packed dirt. The building itself was squat, with concrete walls and heavy wooden braces nailed across the front like someone expected a storm or a riot.

Inside, the air carried the smell of burlap, dried spices, and oil. Narrow aisles ran between shelves stacked with fishing nets, coils of rope, canned fruit, and sun-faded boxes of tools. The arrangement forced you to walk single-file unless you wanted to knock things over.

“This is not a vacation,” Lazy announced the moment we stepped inside.

She walked straight to the counter. She leaned forward and lowered her chest onto the scratched wood. Then she let her arms hang and stared at me like I’d personally betrayed her. Her black ears angled outward, and her tail flicked with irritation.

“I was promised sand,” Lazy complained. “I was promised beaches. Instead, I’m staring at shovels. Why are we staring at shovels, Wade? Are we going to dig a hole and throw my dreams into it?”

“We’re buying machetes,” I told her. “And other things we might need.”

Lazy closed her yellow eyes. “So. Work.”

Khla walked past her without slowing down. “Stop whining. If you get bitten because you refused to buy proper boots, I’m not putting my mouth on you to pull poison out.”

“That’s fine,” Lazy muttered. “I’ll die. Dying is efficient.”

“I’ll suck it out,” Trixie hummed with a teasing wink.

“You could suck anything out of anything,” Varga grumbled.

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” Trixie chirped.

While Lazy tried to become one with the countertop, Trixie wandered down an aisle filled with local foodstuffs. The elf was bouncing on the balls of her feet, her blue eyes wide as she inspected jars of pickled eggs and strange, spiky fruits.

She stopped in front of a display of dried lizards skewered on sticks. The meat looked leathery and was dusted with red seasoning.

“Ooh! Snacks!” Trixie said. She leaned in until her nose was inches from the rack. “Do we think these are crunchy or chewy?”

She reached out and poked one. Her hip bumped the metal stand. The rack rocked hard.

“Whoa!” Trixie yelped. “Too much thickness!”

She tried to steady it with her hands, but her movements were too fast and chaotic. She knocked a jar of peppers loose in the process. I reacted on instinct, stepping in and catching the jar before it hit the floor, while Trixie managed to hug the lizard rack to stop it from tipping over.

“Nice save,” I said, putting the jar back.

“I totally meant to do that,” Trixie said, flashing a bright, innocent grin. “Testing your reflexes. You pass! You get a gold star. Or a lizard. Want a lizard?”

“Stop touching the food displays,” Thessa said as she came up behind us. She looked absurdly polished in the dusty store, her crimson blouse and tight jeans too expensive for the setting. “We’re here for tools, not novelty jerky.”

Trixie backed away from the lizards with exaggerated care. “Fine. Tools. Boring.”

I moved deeper into the store where Varga had already found a barrel of machetes. She pulled one out and inspected the edge. Then she swung it once at an empty patch of air and listened to the sound it made.

“Bad steel,” Varga said. She set it back in the barrel.

She tried another. She twisted the handle, found a crack, and tossed it aside.

“Tourist junk,” she said.

“Check behind the counter,” I told her. “The owner probably keeps the good blades where locals can buy them without tourists pawing at them.”

Varga walked to the counter and stopped in front of the clerk, a bored teenager slouched over a comic. Varga pointed at a rack on the wall behind him.

“I want those,” Varga said. “The heavy ones.”

The clerk looked up, noticed Varga’s knives and her expression, and decided arguing wasn’t worth it. He stood, reached back, and handed her two machetes with thick spines and rubberized grips.

Varga tested each one with a controlled swing. Then she did another. Then she added a short chopping motion as if she were biting into a branch. She nodded once and slid both into her pack’s side straps.

“These will hold,” she said. “If we have to cut through bone, they’ll do it.”

“Let’s keep it to vines,” I said.

Khla took over the medical shelf like she was inspecting supplies before a siege. She picked up a bottle, read the label, and put it back. Then she did the same with another.

“This one only covers neurotoxins,” Khla said. “Not enough.”

She dug deeper, pulled out a dusty box marked with a red cross and a skull, and read the fine print.

“Better,” she said. “Polyvalent. Covers both hemo and neuro.”

We brought everything to the counter: machetes, anti-venom, and enough dried rations to cover three days if we got turned around. I counted out the gold and set it on the counter. The clerk swept it into a drawer fast. Then he watched us like he wanted us out before Trixie decided to rearrange the entire store.

Outside, the midday heat hit like a hand on the back of my neck. The humidity clung to our skin and made every breath feel thick. I led the group into a patch of shade along the store’s wall. Then I dropped the bags so we could redistribute weight.

“Loadout,” I said. “We balance this by stamina and combat roles. If we get hit, I don’t want our front line stuck trying to fight while hauling half the town’s inventory.”

I grabbed the heaviest pack, the one stuffed with most of the water and the canned food. “I’m taking this.”

I turned to Khla. “You take the second heavy pack. You can carry it without slowing down, and I want you covering the rear.”

Khla bent, lifted it in one smooth motion, and settled it onto her shoulders. “Fine.”

“Varga, Seema,” I said. “Split the extra rations and hardware.”

Varga took a pack and tightened the straps with practiced efficiency.

Seema stepped forward and picked up her pack. She pulled the straps snug until it sat high against her back. “If you need me to take more, I can.”

“You’ll carry enough,” I told her. “I need you fresh when it’s time to use that spear.”

I looked to Thessa and Trixie. “Medium packs for both of you. Tarps, bedrolls, shelter kit, personal items.”

Thessa sighed, picking up her bag. “I miss the hotel already. Can’t I just burn the jungle down so we don’t have to carry machetes?”

“No arson, Thessa,” I said.

“If I tear a nail on a vine, I’m burning something,” she warned. Then she slid her arms through the straps anyway.

Trixie swung her pack up and bounced twice in place. “I feel like a turtle.”

That left Lazy.

Lazy stared at the remaining bag: a compact medical satchel.

“And Lazy,” I said, “you take the med kit.”

Lazy blinked, then looked at the huge packs on the rest of us, then back at the small satchel like it was a trick.

“Just the med kit?” she asked carefully.

“It’s critical,” I said. “If Khla calls for serum mid-fight, you’re the fastest runner. You get it to her.”

Lazy narrowed her eyes. She knew I was pampering her because she hated physical labor, but she also knew better than to argue against an easy job.

“High priority,” Lazy repeated, nodding solemnly. She picked up the light bag and slung it over her shoulder. “I accept this burden. I am the keeper of the band-aids. The guardian of the gauze.”

“Don’t lose it,” Varga said.

“I will defend it with my life,” Lazy promised solemnly.

I looked over the group one more time. Khla and Varga looked locked in. Seema’s posture was steady. Trixie was practically vibrating. Thessa looked like she was already planning what she’d burn first. Lazy was at least upright.

“We head for the perimeter,” I said. “Haku’s route starts past the old water tower. Let’s move out.”

We left the busy street behind and headed toward the jungle’s edge.
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We crossed the invisible line where Kaluwa Town ended and the wild interior began. There was no fence and no warning sign. We passed the rusted legs of the old water tower, and then the jungle started.

As soon as we stepped past the tower, the air turned still. The ocean breeze stopped because the vegetation blocked it like a wall. Humidity pressed against my skin and made every breath feel thick. The air smelled like damp rot and overripe flowers. In less than a minute, sweat soaked through my shirt and glued the fabric to my back.

“Welcome to the soup,” I muttered.

The trail Haku had marked existed, but the jungle had nearly reclaimed it. Vines lay across the ground at ankle height, and broad ferns leaned into the path until they brushed our faces and packs. Every few steps, something snagged a strap or scraped my forearm.

“Varga, you’re up,” I said.

Varga nodded. She drew the heavy machete she had bought at the general store. The blade looked dull in the mottled light, but she swung it with practiced force.

Thwack.

A thick vine severed cleanly. Varga stepped over it, her black ears swiveling to track sounds I couldn’t hear. She fell into a rhythm—step, slash, step, slash.

Seema stayed close behind her. She held her diamond-tipped spear with both hands, and the shaft was angled across her body so she could thrust quickly to either side. Each time Varga opened a few feet of trail, Seema immediately leaned her head left and right to check the brush. Then she stepped forward and held position while Varga chopped the next obstruction. They moved like they’d rehearsed it.

I walked behind them with the heaviest pack. The straps dug into my shoulders, but my stats kept the weight from slowing me down. I still felt every impact when my boots landed on uneven ground.

Thessa moved up beside me. The path forced us close, so she used it as an excuse. She hooked her arm around mine and pressed her body against my bicep as we walked.

“The ground is uneven,” Thessa said, staring down at roots that twisted across the dirt. “I need something steady.”

I glanced at her. She could have walked this trail on the balls of her feet without touching a thing.

“You’re more agile than I am, Thessa,” I said.

“Don’t ruin it with numbers,” she purred. She tightened her grip and rubbed her breast against my arm as we stepped over a raised root. “If I fall, I want to drag you down with me. It’s romantic.”

“It’s sweaty,” I said, but I didn’t pull away. “Watch your step.”

Behind us, Lazy made sure we could all hear her misery. She didn’t just walk. She scuffed her shoes through the dirt and dragged her feet over the roots so the sound carried.

“I hate this,” Lazy announced to the jungle. “I hate green. I hate leaves. I hate nature.”

Her medical satchel knocked against her hip every time she stomped forward.

“Pick up your feet, Lazy,” I called back. “You’re going to catch a root and go down.”

“If I go down, I nap,” Lazy said as she looked around. “Think there’s spiders here?”

“Probably,” Khla said from the rear. “But most of them are good. Spiders eat the bugs that bite you.”

“Then what eats the spiders?” Lazy asked. “Bigger spiders? This is how the world ends. Spiders eating spiders.”

“Less talking,” I said, “more walking. We started late. We make up time before the sun climbs.”

I pushed the pace. Varga shortened her pauses between swings and started chopping faster. I kept my head up and constantly checked the edges of the trail. The hotel attack stayed in my mind. If someone could find us there, they could find us here, where nobody would hear us scream.

I reached outward with my perception and tried to feel for mana spikes. I kept extending my awareness into the brush and then pulled it back and swept another direction. The jungle’s quiet didn’t feel peaceful. It felt like something was waiting.

“Whoa!” Trixie yelped ahead of me.

The elf stopped dead in the middle of the path, causing Lazy to bump into her back. Trixie ignored the collision and crouched down near a large, wet leaf.

“Look at him!” Trixie squealed. She pointed at a small frog sitting on the vegetation. It was a brilliant, electric blue with black spots. “He matches my eyes! Sort of. If my eyes were neon.”

“Trixie, leave it,” I warned.

“I’m going to name him Blueberry,” Trixie decided. She reached out a hand, her fingers inching toward the creature. “Come here, mister. You’re coming on an adventure. You can live in my pocket.”

Smack.

Khla moved with terrifying speed for someone carrying eighty pounds of gear. Her hand slapped Trixie’s wrist away hard enough to leave a red mark.

“Ow!” Trixie recoiled, rubbing her arm. “That was abuse! I’m calling HR!”

“It’s poison,” Khla said. She pointed at the frog without moving closer to it. “Dendrobates. Touch it and you’ll poison yourself. Your heart can stop before we get the antidote into you.”

Trixie blinked, looking from Khla to the tiny, beautiful frog. “But… he’s so cute.”

“Nature uses bright colors to warn idiots,” Khla said bluntly. “Do not touch the bright things.”

“Fine,” Trixie pouted. She stood up, adjusting her pack. “I am sorry, Blueberry, but you are a toxic man. I’m moving on.”

“Let’s go,” I said, suppressing a grin.

We kept going. Within another hundred yards, the last traces of town noise vanished. No engines. No voices. Nothing but our footsteps, Varga’s machete chopping, and the occasional drip of water from the overhead boughs. The trees grew taller, and their branches overlapped until they blocked the sky. The light dimmed into a greenish twilight under the leaves.

We weren’t near town anymore.

We were inside Kaluwa.


Chapter 15



Two hours of hacking through the dense undergrowth had turned my shirt into a second skin of sweat. The heat here was almost like an actual weight. It pressed down on my shoulders, and the air tasted of wet earth and rotting flowers.

Varga was a machine at the front. Her machete rose and fell in a steady rhythm that cleared the vines blocking our path, while Seema watched her back, moving with a feline grace that drew my eye despite the humidity.

Suddenly, Varga froze mid-swing.

Her black ears twitched violently as she dropped into a crouch, and she signaled a hard halt with a raised fist just as the ferns to our left exploded outward in a shower of shredded green.

Six shapes blurred into the clearing—scaled nightmares with powerful legs and serrated beaks that snapped as they studied us with hungry intent in their beady eyes. One of them was massive, clearly the alpha. Its scales looked iridescent in the mottled sunlight.

“Giant chickens!” Lazy exclaimed, even as Khla called out, “Razor Raptors!”

I slammed the butt of my staff into the soft earth. “Dark Whispers,” I intoned as I pushed twenty mana into the spell.

A shadowy mist rolled off me. It sought out the hearing of the beasts and whispered madness and pain directly into their minds to bleed their vitality away.

The Alpha screeched as the battle was opened. It shook off the initial disorientation of my spell and lunged straight for Varga with claws capable of disemboweling a horse.

Varga met the charge head-on. Her enchanted claws popped from her knuckles with a metallic snap as she ducked under the beast’s snapping jaws and raked her blades across its armored flank.

Behind her, Seema slammed the butt of her spear down. “Aura of Vigor!” she shouted. A golden light pulsed outward from the lionkin and washed over all of us.

I felt my muscles harden and my senses sharpen instantly as the +20 stat boost flooded my system. It turned the oppressive heat into a minor nuisance.

Two of the smaller raptors tried to flank us. They sprinted low to the ground with terrifying speed to get at the squishier targets in the back.

Thessa stepped forward. Her red eyes glowed with delight as she swept her hand in a violent arc. “Fire Wall!” she cried.

A barrier of roaring flames erupted from the jungle floor and cut off their path. The two raptors shrieked as they ran straight into the inferno. Their scales blistered and popped from the intense heat. The pain forced them to stumble back, scorched and smoking.

One of the remaining raptors saw an opening and leaped over a fallen log. It dived straight for Lazy, but Seema was already moving.

With lightning speed, the lionkin girl thrust her Diamond Spear forward with lethal precision. The weapon caught the raptor in mid-air. It pierced its chest and punched out through its spine. She twisted the shaft and shoved the dying beast to the dirt in a spray of dark blood.

“Ew! Get it away!” Lazy shrieked as she scrambled back, but then her yellow eyes narrowed as survival instincts kicked in.

She pointed a trembling finger at the next raptor closing in. “Charm!” The magic washed over the creature.

Its eyes glazed over instantly as it skidded to a halt, confused, and then it turned its serrated beak toward the scorched raptor nearest to it. The charmed beast leaped onto its injured packmate. It tore into its neck with a vicious savagery that sprayed blood across the ferns.

The betrayal broke the pack’s cohesion entirely. The remaining uninjured raptor and the other scorched one screeched in fury, abandoning their charge at us to swarm the traitor. They descended on the charmed beast in a flurry of claws and teeth and ripped it apart in seconds while it stood there, mind-addled and defenseless.

I watched as they tore their former ally to shreds. They effectively did our work for us.

I stepped forward and raised my hand toward one of the distracted raptors that had just finished killing its friend. “Power Word: Kill,” I commanded. The air rippled around the beast as the mana surged from my core. The raptor simply dropped. Its heart stopped instantly by the dark magic, and it collapsed onto the pile of corpses without a sound.

Varga finished her duel with the Alpha in brutal fashion. She slipped under a clumsy tail swipe. She leaped onto the monster’s back and drove her claws deep into the base of its skull. The massive bird convulsed once and crashed to the ground. It twitched as the last of the smaller raptors fled into the jungle, too terrified of the fire and the slaughter to continue the fight.

“Clear,” Varga grunted as she wiped her claws on the dead alpha’s feathers.

“Everyone okay?” I asked, looking over the team.

Thessa smoothed her blouse, looking pleased with her wall of fire, while Seema checked the tip of her spear for chips. Lazy was pale but unharmed, hugging the medical bag to her chest.

“I hate birds,” she whispered. “I hate them so much.”

I chuckled. “Well, you showed them. We all did. Good work,” I said. “Take a drink. We move in five.”
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The jungle darkened rapidly as the sun dipped below the western ridge. The shadows stretched long and thick, turning the spaces between the massive fern trees into pools of ink. The air grew heavier, if that was even possible, and it was laden with the sounds of insects that buzzed like miniature chainsaws.

“Up there,” Varga said as she pointed toward a rise in the terrain. “Rock shelf. It’s going to offer a good view of our surroundings. Great place for a camp.”

“Lead the way,” I said.

We climbed the slope. The ground shifted from soft mulch to hard volcanic stone. The outcrop stood about twenty feet above the jungle floor, and a steep cliff face backed it to protect our rear. It was a natural fortress.

“Drop gear,” I said. “We camp here.”

The girls moved with varying degrees of enthusiasm. Khla and Varga dropped their heavy packs and immediately started clearing the loose stones and debris from the flat center of the shelf.

Khla moved boulders the size of watermelons with one hand. The motions outlined the powerful muscles of her back. Varga kicked smaller rocks aside, helping her clear the site.

“Seema, check the perimeter,” I said. “I want to know if there are any game trails leading up here.”

“On it,” Seema said. She gripped her spear, and her golden tail twitched as she moved to the edge of the rocks to scan the dark green ocean below.

“Trixie, we need wood,” I added. “Dry wood. Don’t wander out of sight.”

“Fire master Trixie is on the job!” the elf chirped. She dropped her pack and bounced toward the edge of the tree line.

That left Thessa and Lazy.

Lazy groaned and let her medical satchel slide off her shoulder. She didn’t sit down so much as her legs stopped working. She collapsed onto the flattest rock she could find.

“I am deceased,” Lazy announced. She sprawled out on her back while her chest heaved slightly. The sweat made her black tank top stick to her curves. “The humidity murdered me. I am a ghost. Leave me flowers.”

Thessa ignored her and immediately claimed the patch of ground right next to where I set my pack down. She unrolled her sleeping mat, then mine, and she placed them so they overlapped.

“This is my spot,” Thessa declared as she glared at the empty air as if challenging anyone to dispute it. She sat down and patted the mat beside her. “Wade, come sit. You carried the heavy pack.”

I sat. Sometimes it was nice to get pampered.

Thessa wrapped her arms around my bicep instantly and pulled me against the side of her breast. She radiated heat, but her skin felt soft. “You did well with the birds,” she purred.

“We all did,” I said.

A few minutes later, Trixie returned. She looked triumphant as she held a massive armful of vegetation. She dumped it in the center of the camp.

Khla stopped organizing the supplies and stared at the pile. “Trixie, that is wet.”

“It’s wood!” Trixie argued. She picked up a broad, soggy leaf. “It came from a tree. Trees are made of wood. Therefore, this is wood.”

“It is a pile of wet leaves and green twigs,” Khla growled. She picked up a branch that bent like rubber instead of snapping. “This will just make smoke.”

“Smoke keeps the bugs away!” Trixie countered as she put her hands on her hips. “I am thinking tactically. Chemical warfare against the mosquitoes.”

“I’ll get the wood,” Varga muttered. She walked past Trixie and shook her head.

We settled for a small, smokeless fire once Varga returned with actual deadfall. We circled around the weak flame and opened ration packs. The dried beef tasted like salted leather, but nobody complained about the food. They complained about the island.

“It is disgusting here,” Lazy said between bites. She sat cross-legged and leaned heavily against my left side while Thessa occupied the right. “Everything is sticky. The air is sticky. The ground is sticky. Even the water in the air is sticky.”

“It’s a rainforest, Lazy,” Trixie said. She poked at the fire with a stick. “Rain. Forest. It’s in the name.”

“It should be called the Sweat Forest,” Lazy mumbled. “Or the Hell Garden.”

“I agree with Lazy,” Thessa said. She rested her head on my shoulder, and her horns grazed my neck. “My fire is restless. The mana here feels agitated. It makes my skin itch.”

“Speaking of agitation,” I said as I looked around the circle. “Let’s talk about the raptors.”

Varga looked up from sharpening her claws. “They didn’t act right.”

“Exactly,” I said. “Predators usually assess a threat before attacking. Especially a group our size. They saw fire, they saw weapons, and they charged anyway. No hesitation. No self-preservation.”

“Like they were rabid,” Khla suggested. She opened a bottle of water and took a long drink.

“Or influenced,” I suggested. “Haku mentioned the Dead Earth and the mana vents. I think the magical pollution from the volcano is driving the wildlife insane. It’s cranking their aggression up to eleven.”

“Great,” Lazy sighed. “So, everything wants to kill us, and it wants to do it immediately.”

“It means we can’t rely on intimidation,” I said. “Fire won’t scare them off. We have to put them down hard and fast.”

Seema nodded firmly. “Only quick action will help.”

I smiled at her. She was gaining confidence fast, and helping Lazy had done wonders for her.

Lazy beamed at her. “And you saved me!”

She grinned. “We felines have to look out for each other.”

“Oh please,” Varga said with a grunt. “All you types ever do is sleep.” But she was smiling, and she meant it in good cheer.

“And you did well on the buff,” Khla said, complimenting Seema.

I nodded. “A plus twenty stat boost to the entire party,” I said. “I love that one.”

Varga nodded from across the fire. “He’s right, lion. My claws went through those scales like butter. Usually, raptor hide is tougher. Your aura gave me the edge.”

“And you saved my butt,” Lazy added. She pointed a piece of jerky at Seema. “That thing was going to eat my face. You turned it into a shish kebab. I appreciate my face not being eaten. I like it when my butt gets saved too!”

Seema smiled. “I’m glad it helped.”

I settled back against the rock, satisfied with how things were going. Thessa immediately reclaimed her position. She snaked her arm around my waist and rested her hand flat on my stomach.

“We set watches,” I said. “Three hours each. Pairs. Varga and Seema take first. Khla and Trixie second. Thessa and I will take the last shift before dawn.”

“And me?” Lazy asked hopefully.

“You’re with Thessa and me,” I said. “Since you have the best night vision.”

“Damn it,” Lazy whispered.

“Get some sleep,” I told them. “Tomorrow we hit the outpost.”

The group relaxed. Varga and Seema moved to the edge of the light to start their watch. Trixie curled up on her bedroll and hugged her bow. Khla sat with her back to the cliff, and her eyes were closed but alert. Thessa and Lazy pressed close to me, and their breathing slowed as the jungle noise rose around us.

We were safe for the moment. But out in the dark, the island was awake.


Chapter 16



Sleep didn’t come easily. The heat remained heavy even after the sun went down. It stuck to my skin like a second layer of clothing. I had only slept a few hours before I woke up.

Beside me, Thessa twitched in her sleep, and her brow furrowed as if she were fighting battles in her dreams, while Lazy was dead to the world. She breathed softly and pressed her face into my ribcage.

I gently moved Lazy’s arm, slid out from under Thessa’s grip, and sat up. The jungle was alive with noise—chirps, clicks, and distant roars that sounded far too big for normal animals.

I picked up my staff and walked toward the edge of the rock shelf. Khla sat there with her back to the cliff as she stared out into the dense wall of green below. Trixie was on watch with her, but the elf was currently pacing the far perimeter.

Khla noticed me approach but didn’t turn her head. She sat as still as a boulder, and the moonlight seeping through the leaves outlined her massive frame. She wore her tank top, which was damp with sweat, and it clung to her powerful torso. The fabric highlighted the definition of her abdominal muscles and the swell of her heavy chest. Her green skin glistened in the humidity, and her jaw was set tight.

“Couldn’t sleep?” she asked. Her voice was a low rumble that barely carried over the insect noise.

“Too hot,” I said as I sat down on a flat rock beside her. “And too quiet in my head. I keep thinking about the wraith.”

Khla grunted. She rested her elbows on her knees and leaned forward. Her biceps bulged with the movement; they were thick and capable of crushing stone. I admired the sheer power that radiated off her. She wasn’t delicate like Trixie or soft like Lazy; she was raw strength wrapped in green skin, and it was incredibly attractive.

“I have been thinking, too,” she said. She gestured toward the jungle with a sharp jerk of her chin. “About this ‘requirement.’”

“What about it?”

She looked back out at the dark trees. “Someone wants you to die, Wade. But they are a coward. They want the island to do it for them.”

“And if the island fails,” I added, “they have backups. Like the wraith.”

“Exactly,” Khla said. Her fist clenched, and her knuckles popped. “If the hazards don’t kill you, the shadows will. They are herding us into a kill box.” She looked at me, and her expression hardened. “Kay signed the order. She put you on this boat.”

I heard the accusation in her tone. Khla was loyal, but she was pragmatic. To her, sending a pack member into a trap was a betrayal.

“Kay’s hands were tied,” I said quietly. “We saw the document. If she refused, the academy closes. The wards come down. Then we’re all out on the street, and the assassins come for us in the open.”

“She chose the school over you,” Khla grunted.

“She chose the only path that gave us a fighting chance,” I corrected. “She didn’t send us in blind. She let me pick the team. She funded us. She gave us cover.” I looked at Khla and met her intense gaze. “Kay wouldn’t have done it if she didn’t believe we could handle it. She knows what we are.”

Khla held my gaze for a long moment, then let out a breath through her nose. “She takes a big risk.”

“Does she?” I asked. I reached out and put my hand on her shoulder. Her muscle was rock hard under my palm. “We aren’t just students, Khla. Look at what we did today. We walked into an ambush by apex predators and wiped them out in under a minute. We have resources. We have abilities beyond what many who have already completed their education have.”

Khla looked at my hand on her shoulder, then back up to my face. The tension in her posture eased slightly. “We are resourceful,” she agreed.

“And your healing,” I added. “And your strength. We’re a nightmare for anyone trying to corner us.”

She offered me a small smile. “I suppose we are.”

She shifted her gaze back to the jungle and scanned the tree line. “But being tough does not mean we are invincible. We need to be—”

She stopped. Her body went rigid under my hand.

“Movement,” she hissed.

I followed her gaze. About fifty yards out, a faint glimmer hovered silently near the top of a massive fern tree and reflected the moonlight.

It wasn’t an animal. It didn’t move with the wind. It was perfectly stationary. A metallic sphere no larger than a fist watched us with a single, glowing lens that pulsed with a faint violet light.

A magical eye. A scrying sensor.

“Arcane drone,” I whispered.

Someone was watching us. Right now.

Before I could cast Power Word: Kill, the eye blinked. The violet light vanished. The metallic glimmer distorted and folded in on itself, and the arcane drone teleported away with a barely audible pop of displaced air.

My hand dropped. The space where it had been was empty.

Khla stood up, and her machete was already in her hand. “It’s gone.”

“They know exactly where we are,” I said. My voice was cold. “That wasn’t a passive sensor. That was active surveillance. They’re tracking our progress.”

“Scouts usually precede a strike force,” Khla warned. “If they know we are camped here, they can surround the rock shelf.”

I looked at the sky. Dawn was still hours away, but sleeping was no longer an option. If we stayed here, we were sitting ducks for whatever that drone reported to.

“We’re moving,” I said.

“Now?” Khla asked. “In the dark?”

“It’ll be dawn in an hour or two. Better to move in the dark than to wake up with a knife in our throats,” I said. “Wake the others. We leave immediately.”

Khla nodded as she respected the call. She turned and headed for the sleeping forms of the girls while I kept my eyes on the dark jungle and waited for the next sign of movement.
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The morning trek was grueling. We pushed hard away from the rock shelf as we moved through vegetation so thick that it felt like walking through a green wall. The sun climbed higher, and the humidity rose with it and turned the air into a wet blanket that smothered us.

We broke through the tree line an hour later and hit a natural barrier.

A wide, brown river cut across the jungle floor. The water moved fast. It churned around jagged rocks and fallen logs with a violence that made swimming look like a suicide pact. It was at least fifty yards across.

“Well,” Varga said as she wiped sweat from her forehead. “That’s a problem.”

I pulled out Haku’s map. He had marked a crossing here. It was an old trade bridge. I looked up. The bridge existed, technically. Or rather, the rotted, moss-covered pilings that used to hold it up existed. The span itself was gone. It had been washed away years ago.

“Map is accurate about the water,” I said. “Not so much about the bridge.”

“We can jump it?” Trixie suggested. She stood on the muddy bank as she gauged the distance. “If we get a running start… okay, maybe not. That looks far.”

“And wet,” Lazy added. She stood well back from the water’s edge and eyed the churning brown current with deep suspicion. Her tail was puffed up to twice its normal size. “I am not swimming. Cats do not swim. We drown with dignity.”

“We aren’t swimming,” I agreed. “Current is too strong. Even Khla would have trouble with that drag.”

Trixie unslung her bow. She pulled a coil of thin, high-tensile silk rope from her pack. “I can shoot a line across! I’ll secure it to that big tree on the other side. Then we can shimmy across like spies in a movie!”

“We have one rope,” Lazy pointed out immediately. “It’s thin. And it bounces.”

“It’s exciting!” Trixie countered. “You just hook your legs around it and drag yourself over. Don’t look down.”

“Absolutely not,” Lazy said. She crossed her arms over her chest. “I have zero upper body strength right now. I am exhausted. If I have to crawl on a string over death-water, I will fall. And then I will be wet and dead. Mostly wet, which is worse.”

“Khla?” I asked.

The orc shook her head. “Lazy is right. The rope is risky with heavy packs. If it snaps, we lose the gear and ourselves.”

I scanned the riverbank. We needed a raft, but building one would take hours we didn’t have. The drone from last night meant we were being tracked. Sitting still on an exposed bank was a bad tactical move.

Then I saw the logs moving.

Near the far bank, in a calmer eddy, two massive shapes drifted against the current. They looked like driftwood until one of them blinked a yellow, reptilian eye.

River Crocodiles. They were huge, easily twenty feet long, with armored scales that looked tough enough to deflect a sword strike.

“I have an idea,” I said.

Thessa stepped up beside me. She looked at the water with distaste. Her fire affinity made her naturally averse to being submerged. “Please tell me it involves flying.”

“Better,” I said. I pointed at the eddy. “We take the local transport.”

Varga squinted. “Crocodiles?”

“They’re big enough to carry us,” I said. “And they’re already in the water.”

“They eat meat,” Khla noted dryly. “We are meat.”

“Not if they like us,” I said. I looked at Lazy. “You have Charm, too, right?”

Lazy blinked. “On a lizard? Their brains are tiny. It’s like charming a rock.”

“A rock with teeth,” I corrected. “I’ll take the big one. You take the second one. We override their aggression and call them over. They ferry us across.”

Trixie clapped her hands. “Crocodile surfing! Yes! This is, like, way better than a rope!”

“Wade,” Thessa said, gripping my arm. Her nails dug into my skin. “That is a terrible idea. They are monsters.”

“They’re distinct assets,” I said. “Trust me.”

I stepped to the edge of the water. The mud squelched under my boots. I focused my will and pushed my mana outward. I targeted the largest crocodile. It was a prehistoric beast, scarred and ancient.

I reached into its mind. It felt cold and simple. Hunger. Territory. Heat.

I shoved my intent into that primitive mix. Friend. Master. Obey.

“Charm,” I whispered.

Next to me, Lazy’s eyes glowed a soft pink. She pointed a finger at the second beast. “Here, kitty, kitty. Or… scaly, scaly.”

The water rippled. The two massive reptiles turned their heads. Instead of submerging to ambush us, they pushed off the bank and swam steadily toward us. Their tails cut through the current with powerful, rhythmic sweeps.

Thessa hid behind me. “I hate this.”

“Khla,” I said. “Stand ready. If the spell breaks, Shield us immediately.”

“Ready,” Khla grunted. She raised her hands as green energy crackled around her fingers.

The crocodiles slid onto the mud bank at our feet. They didn’t try to attack; they just lay there, mouths slightly open as they waited.

“Okay,” I said. “Boarding procedure. Khla, Varga, Seema, take the one Lazy charmed. Thessa, Trixie, you’re with me on the big guy.”

“I call tail!” Trixie shouted. She hopped onto the crocodile’s back without hesitation. “It’s slippery! Like a wet leather couch!”

Lazy climbed onto hers carefully. She looked disgusted by the mud but relieved she didn’t have to swim. “Move over, Varga. Don’t step on my tail.”

I stepped onto the rough scales of the alpha’s back. It felt solid, like standing on a rock. I reached a hand down to Thessa.

“Come on,” I said.

She hesitated. Her red eyes were wide. For a demon-blooded fire mage who could incinerate a room, she looked genuinely terrified of the water.

“If I fall in,” she hissed, grabbing my hand, “I will boil this entire river.”

“I won’t let you fall,” I promised.

She stepped up, and her legs shook. She wrapped her arms around my waist instantly. She pressed her front against my back so hard I could feel her heart hammering through my shirt. “Don’t move. Just… go.”

I mentally commanded the beast. Cross.

The crocodile turned and slid back into the water.

The sensation was strange. The water rushed around our legs and soaked my boots and pants instantly. The crocodile swam with a powerful, swaying motion.

“We’re doing it!” Trixie squealed from behind me. She had her arms raised in the air like she was on a roller coaster. “Look at me! I’m the Crocodile Queen!”

On the other mount, Lazy was actually laughing. She sat cross-legged on the beast’s broad back to keep her feet out of the water. “Faster, my steed! We ride to glory!”

“Sit still, cat,” Varga growled as she crouched low for balance.

Thessa buried her face in my shoulder blades. She refused to look at the water rushing past inches from her feet. “Are we there yet?”

“Halfway,” I said. I kept my focus on the charm and maintained the link. The beast fought the current effortlessly.

We hit the far bank with a wet thud. The crocodiles drove themselves up onto the mud. They acted as living ramps.

“Disembark!” I ordered.

We scrambled off. My boots sank six inches into the muck on the shore. Trixie jumped clear and landed in a patch of reeds with a splash. Thessa practically climbed me to get to dry ground. She leaped the last few feet to avoid the mud, though she still splattered her pants.

I released the spell. The crocodiles blinked as their simple minds rebooted. They hissed and slid back into the depths.

“That,” Trixie announced as she wiped mud from her cheek, “was the coolest thing ever. Can we keep one? I’ll name him Snappy.”

“No,” Khla said. She checked her pack.

Lazy stepped onto the solid ground and looked down at herself. The thrill of the ride had faded instantly. Mud coated her legs up to her knees. Her oversized hoodie had dark splotches of river slime on the hem. Her shoes were unrecognizable lumps of brown.

“Ew,” Lazy said. Her voice dropped to a tragic whisper. “I am soil. I am dirt.”

“We’re all dirty,” I said as I shook water off my pants. “It cools you down.”

“It does not,” Lazy argued. She lifted one foot, and the mud made a sucking sound. “It is heavy. And it smells like fish poop. My hair is going to be matted for weeks. Weeks, Wade!”

“You can wash in the ocean later,” I said. “Let’s move. We have miles to cover.”

Thessa released her death grip on my arm, though she stayed close. She looked pale, but she smoothed her blouse with shaky hands. “Never again. Next time, we find a bridge. Or I burn the forest down until we find a paved road.”

“Noted,” I said with a grin. I checked the group. Wet, muddy, but alive and on the right side of the river. “Let’s go.”


Chapter 17



The sun climbed past its zenith, baking the island until heat waves shimmered off the stones. As we gained elevation, the oppressive, wet grip of the jungle floor finally began to loosen, and uneven, rocky terrain replaced it to challenge our balance with every step. The massive ferns gave way to scrub brush and twisted, iron-hard trees that clung to the volcanic soil like desperate fingers.

“Finally,” Lazy panted as she trudged behind me. She swatted at a fly that buzzed near her ear. “Less mud. More rocks. My paws appreciate the firmness, even if the incline is rude.”

“Save your breath, Lazy,” Khla said from the rear. “We are climbing until we hit the ridge.”

“I am saving it,” Lazy retorted. “I’m only using the exhales to complain. That’s efficient.”

I chuckled, even as Varga, who had taken point again after we left the river, raised a fist. We halted instantly. The wolfkin stood near a cluster of boulders, and her nose twitched as she sniffed the air.

“What is it?” I asked as I stepped up beside her.

“Smell isn’t right,” Varga said. “Old canvas. Treated leather. And rust.”

She pointed toward a shallow depression beneath an overhang of black volcanic rock. From the path, it just looked like shadows and debris, but as I squinted, I saw the unnatural straight lines of manufactured gear.

“Check it out,” I ordered. “But careful. Don’t touch anything until we clear it.”

We moved into the depression. It was a campsite, or the corpse of one. Time and the jungle had done their work and reduced tents to tattered gray rags that fluttered weakly in the hot breeze. Rusted metal stakes poked out of the ground like ribs.

Trixie stepped over a rotted boot, and her nose wrinkled. “Vintage. Definitely out of style. I’d say… thirty years? Maybe forty?”

“Look at this,” Thessa said. She used the toe of her boot to flip over a piece of debris that might have been a crate lid.

Burned into the wood, faint but unmistakable, was a symbol I knew too well: the Ouroboros wrapped around a twelve-pointed star.

“Magocracy,” I said, and the word tasted sour.

“Official expedition,” Khla grunted as she knelt to inspect a rusted cooking pot. “Military grade. Not tourists.”

“So Haku was right,” Lazy said as she leaned heavily against a boulder. “People come here, and they don’t leave. Encouraging.”

I scanned the wreckage. The layout was tight, defensive. Whoever had camped here knew what they were doing, but they had left in a hurry—or they hadn’t left at all. There were no skeletons, which was ominous in its own right. Scavengers on this island were thorough.

“Find the command tent,” I said. “Or whatever is left of it. If they were Magocracy, they kept records.”

We spread out and sifted through the rot. Trixie found a pile of glass vials that had shattered long ago. Varga found a weapon rack, though the steel swords were pitted with rust beyond use.

“Wade,” Seema called out softly.

She stood near the back of the overhang and pointed her spear at a heavy, metal case half-buried in the dirt. It was made of a dull gray alloy, the kind used for high-value transport. Unlike the rest of the camp, it hadn’t rusted away.

I walked over and knelt beside it. The seal was intact. I wiped the dirt from the lid and revealed a stamped identification plate.

Department of Reclamations. Expedition 4-Alpha.

A chill went down my spine that had nothing to do with the wind.

“Reclamations,” Thessa hissed as she stepped close to my side. Her red eyes narrowed and glowed faintly. “That was Vorlius’s department.”

“It was,” I agreed.

I tested the latches. They were stiff but functional. With a grunt of effort, I popped them open. The seal broke with a hiss of escaping air.

Inside, protected from the rot and humidity, lay a thick, leather-bound logbook and several scroll cases.

“Jackpot,” Trixie whispered as she leaned over my shoulder. Her breast pressed against my back as she peered into the box. “Are there treasure maps?”

“Better,” I said. “Intel.”

I picked up the logbook. The leather was dry but solid. I opened it to the first page. The handwriting was precise and angular, typical of Magocrat script.

I started reading aloud. “Day one. Landfall secured. Local resistance minimal. Objective: Confirmation of Mageblade location via Tannorian Outpost data.”

The girls crowded around.

“They knew,” Khla said harshly. “They knew it wasn’t a myth. They were looking for the map room Haku told us about.”

I flipped through the pages. The entries started as confident, detailed notes about flora and mana readings. Then, around two weeks in, the tone shifted. The handwriting became jagged, rushed.

“Day fourteen,” I read. “Casualties sustained. The interior is hostile. Magic behaves erratically. We have reached the outpost perimeter, but entry is denied.”

“Denied by what?” Varga asked.

I turned to the final entry. The ink was darker here, and the pen strokes dug into the paper.

“We are turning back. The mission is a failure. The outpost is not abandoned. It is the territory of an apex predator. The locals were right to fear the ridge. The Raptor King holds the ruins. We lost three men in seconds. It is too fast. Too large. If we do not make the coast by dawn…”

The entry ended there. There were no more pages.

I closed the book and placed it back in the case. The silence in the rocky depression was heavy.

“Raptor King,” Trixie said without her usual bounce. “King implies… big. Like, bigger than the ones we fought in the ferns.”

“Much bigger,” I said.

“So we are walking into a meat grinder,” Lazy said. She didn’t sound whiny this time. She sounded serious. Her tail was still, and her ears were pressed flat. “Just like the requirement intended.”

“This proves the Mageblade is real,” I countered. “Or at least, the Magocracy believed it enough to send a team to die for it. That’s why the requirement sent us here specifically. They dusted off an old cold case file that killed the last team and put my name on it.”

“They want history to repeat itself,” Thessa growled, and smoke curled from her nostrils. “They want the Raptor King to eat you so they don’t have to explain a murder.”

“Exactly,” I said. “But we have something they didn’t.”

“What?” Khla asked.

“We know it’s there,” I said. “They walked into an ambush. We are walking into a fight.”

I looked over at Seema. The lionkin girl stood near the edge of the overhang. Her knuckles were white where she gripped the shaft of her spear. She stared at the rusted remains of the camp, and her face was pale.

“They died here,” Seema whispered. “All of them. Professional soldiers.”

She looked afraid. Not the panic of a coward, but the deep dread of someone realizing they might be out of their depth.

Varga moved before I could. The wolfkin walked over to Seema. She didn’t say anything soft. She simply reached out and clapped her hand heavily onto Seema’s shoulder.

Seema flinched and looked up.

Varga grinned and bared her sharp canines. It wasn’t a nice smile, but it was a confident one. “They died because they were prey, Lion. Look at their gear. Heavy plate. Clunky swords. They tried to fight the island like soldiers.”

Varga tapped the diamond tip of Seema’s spear. “We are not soldiers. We are a pack. And we know how to hunt.”

Seema took a breath and looked at Varga’s golden eyes. The panic in her face receded, and a steely resolve replaced it. She nodded. “We hunt.”

“That’s right,” I said as I stood up and slid the logbook into my pack. “We have the location. We know the enemy. We act.”

I looked toward the ridge line that rose above us, darker and sharper than the jungle below.

“Let’s go kill a King.”


Chapter 18



The vegetation ahead of us had been pulverized—that was the only word for it—by something pretty damn massive.

We pushed through a dense thicket of ferns that had been snapped like dry twigs, stepping over tree trunks that had been splintered by brute force. The air smelled of disturbed earth and a musk so potent it made my eyes water.

Varga held up a hand and stopped the column instantly. She crouched low near a patch of mud. Her black cargo pants were pulled tight against her muscular thighs as she inspected the ground, and her wolf ears were pinned flat against her skull.

“Look,” Varga said as she pointed a clawed finger at the earth.

I stepped up beside her. Pressed deep into the mud was a three-toed footprint. It looked like the tracks we had seen earlier, but the scale was wrong. This print was easily three times the size of the ones the pack hunters had left. It was deep enough to hold a puddle of water.

“That’s big,” I said softly.

“Too big,” Varga agreed as she stood up. She gripped her machete. Her golden eyes scanned the tree line nervously. “The Reclamations log was right. This is no pack hunter; we are dealing with a King.”

“Raptor King,” Trixie whispered. She looked at the track with wide eyes. “Does that mean he wears a crown? Or is he just, like, the unofficial monarch?”

“It means he eats things like us in one bite,” Khla grunted from the rear.

We moved forward with extreme caution. We stepped out of the crushed jungle and into the perimeter of the Tannorian outpost.

The ruins were impressive, or at least they had been once. Black stone walls rose out of the greenery, slick with moss and vines. The architecture was sharp and angular, unmistakable Tannorian design that had survived centuries of neglect. A large courtyard opened up ahead of us. It was filled with rubble and the shattered remains of statues.

“It’s quiet,” Seema noted as she gripped her diamond spear with both hands. Her knuckles were white. “Shouldn’t it be stomping around, making a ruckus?”

“Ambush predator,” Varga warned.

Before we could formulate a plan or even scan for a stealthy approach, the ground jumped.

It felt less like a tremor and more like an impact.

A section of the ruin wall across the courtyard exploded outward in a shower of stone and dust. A roar ripped through the air, loud enough to vibrate in my chest cavity, and then the beast was there.

The Raptor King.

It was a monstrosity. It stood nearly twenty feet tall and blocked the main entrance to the outpost like a living siege engine. Its body was covered in armored scales that shifted color in the sunlight—iridescent blues and purples that looked like spilled oil. Feathers erupted from its head and forearms, bright and jagged like war banners. Its legs were thick pillars of muscle and ended in talons the size of scythes.

It looked down at us with intelligent, hateful orange eyes.

“Scatter!” I shouted.

I recognized the tactical situation instantly. We were bunched up on the path. A single stomp or breath attack from a creature that size would turn half my team into paste. We couldn’t tank this thing in a line.

“Move! Get off the path!”

My girls didn’t hesitate. Varga and Seema broke left and dived behind a fallen pillar. Trixie and Lazy scrambled right toward the high ground of a crumbled wall. Khla stayed near the rear, ready to support.

The Raptor King lunged. It moved with the terrifying speed of a striking snake rather than a giant animal. It closed the distance to the center of the courtyard in a single bound, snapping its massive jaws where Varga had been standing a second before.

Thessa stood her ground in the center.

“Hey, ugly!” Thessa shouted.

She threw her arms out. “Fire Shield!”

A roaring aura of flames erupted around her body. The fire swirled violently and wrapped her curves in a protective, searing cocoon. She looked like a goddess of destruction. Her skin glowed, and her crimson blouse snapped in the updraft of her own magic.

She thrust a hand forward. “Fireball!”

A sphere of condensed flame shot from her palm and slammed into the Raptor King’s chest. The explosion washed over the beast’s iridescent scales. It scorched the feathers and forced it to recoil with a shriek of annoyance.

It worked. She had its attention.

But it worked too well.

The Raptor King twisted its massive body and ignored the residual flames licking at its armor. It spun with impossible agility for something so large. Its tail, a massive, muscular whip of scaled muscle long enough to crush a car, swung around in a blur.

Thessa tried to dodge, but she was in the middle of her casting motions for another spell. The tail came in low and fast. It aimed to crush her against the stone wall behind her.

“Khla!” I roared.

The orc was already moving. She didn’t have the speed to reach Thessa physically, but she had the range. She thrust both hands out. Her biceps flexed as she pushed her mana to the limit.

“Shield!” Khla bellowed.

A shimmering, translucent green barrier materialized around Thessa instantly to encase her and her fire aura in a protective bubble.

The tail slammed into the magical barrier with the sound of a thunderclap.

The force of the impact lifted Thessa off her feet and sent her—still inside the bubble—flying across the courtyard. She smashed through a section of rotting wood scaffolding and tumbled into the dirt, but the green barrier held. It left her shaken but uncrushed.

“Don’t stop!” I yelled as I sprinted toward a pile of debris to get a better angle. “Mobile engagement! Keep moving! If you stop, you die!”

The Raptor King roared again. It was frustrated that its kill had bounced away. It turned its massive head toward me. Its orange eyes narrowed.

“Trixie, Lazy, draw attention from the flanks!” I ordered. “Varga, Seema, harass the legs! Keep it spinning!”

I leaped over a jagged stone block as the beast took a step toward me. The ground shook with the impact. We couldn’t fight this thing toe-to-toe. We had to be faster, smarter, and we had to bleed it out while dodging death by inches.

The Raptor King swiveled its massive head toward me. Its orange eyes burned with a predator’s intelligence, and they locked onto me as the leader of the pack. It lunged. Snapping jaws lined with teeth the size of daggers closed in fast.

I stood my ground and gripped my obsidian staff. I didn’t have time to dodge. I had to stop it.

“Command!” I shouted as I shoved my mana into the spell. “Halt!”

The air rippled with the force of my will. The Raptor King froze mid-stride, and its momentum fought against the magical compulsion. Its jaws snapped shut with a bone-jarring clack just three feet from my face. Hot breath, smelling of rotten meat and old blood, washed over me.

I had bought us a second. Maybe two.

I tried to double down and push more mana into the link to force it into submission. “Charm!”

The beast’s eyes flared. The spell shattered against its mental defenses like glass hitting a brick wall. It was too high level, too enraged. It shook its head to throw off the residual influence of my Command, and then it reared back to strike again.

“Lazy, you try it!” I yelled as I scrambled backward over loose rubble.

Lazy popped up from behind a crumbled pillar. Her usual lethargy was gone, and a desperate focus replaced it. Her hands glowed pink.

“Charm!” she cried out.

The pink light washed over the iridescent scales. For a heartbeat, the beast paused and looked at the catkin. Then it hissed as the magic slid off its high-level resistance like water off oil.

“It’s too big!” Lazy shrieked while her tail puffed up. “It doesn’t want to be friends!”

“Then scramble its brain!” I ordered.

Lazy switched tactics instantly. She twisted her fingers, and the light shifted from pink to a chaotic, swirling gray. “Madness!”

This time, the spell took hold. It didn’t control the beast, but it broke its focus. The Raptor King shrieked and thrashed its head wildly side to side as hallucinations filled its vision. It snapped at empty air. Its tail smashed into the ground and cracked the stone pavers.

Seema saw the opening. She stepped out from cover and planted her feet wide. She slammed the butt of her diamond spear into the ground.

“Aura of Vigor!”

A golden pulse erupted from her and swept over the courtyard. The light hit me, and I gasped as power flooded my veins. My muscles hardened, my reflexes sharpened, and the fatigue of the trek vanished. A plus-twenty boost to all stats was massive; I felt like I could punch through a wall.

Varga and Trixie felt it too.

“Go!” Varga snarled.

The wolfkin didn’t run at the beast; instead, she ran at the wall. With her enhanced strength, she sprinted vertically up the side of the ruined archway, and her boots found purchase on the slick moss. She reached the top, spun, and launched herself into the air.

She landed squarely on the Raptor King’s back, right between its shoulders.

The beast bucked, but Varga dug her boots into the feathers and scales. She raised her hands, and with a flash, her enchanted claws extended.

“Down, dog!” Varga roared as she drove her claws deep into the softer scales at the base of the creature’s neck.

Black blood sprayed and slicked her armor. The Raptor King screamed, a high-pitched sound that hurt my ears, and spun in a circle to try to dislodge the passenger.

Trixie took advantage of the chaos. The elf was a blur of motion as she used the golden aura to turn the battlefield into her playground. She leaped from a fallen column to a high ledge, and her movements defied gravity.

“Eat this!” Trixie shouted while midair.

She drew her pink “ELF HNTR” bow. Her hands moved faster than my eyes could track.

“Multishot!”

One arrow left the string and split into five mid-flight. They slammed into the beast’s flank and pierced the armor. She landed, rolled, and came up firing again.

“Lightning Shot!”

A crackle of blue energy illuminated the shadows as the electric arrow struck the beast’s thigh. It sent spasms through its massive leg. Trixie didn’t stop moving. She twirled, dodged a blind tail swipe that would have taken her head off, and fired again while laughing maniacally.

The beast was distracted, bleeding, and confused. It was time for the heavy artillery.

I stepped into the open and ignored the debris flying around the courtyard. I leveled my staff at the creature’s chest. I could feel the pool of mana in my core, deep and ready.

“Power Word: Kill!”

The spell wouldn’t kill a monster of its level outright, but the damage was catastrophic. The impact staggered the twenty-foot monster. It gagged and coughed up a spray of dark blood as the magic rotted it from the inside out.

But it wasn’t dead.

Pain cut through Lazy’s Madness spell and brought the beast back to a singular, enraged focus. It realized it was surrounded, getting its butt kicked.

So, it decided to take the building down with it.

The Raptor King threw its weight sideways and slammed its massive body into the structural support of the eastern wall. Varga held on grimly, buried to her wrists in its neck, while she rode out the impact like a rodeo champion.

The stone groaned. Cracks shot up the masonry toward the ceiling.

“Look out!” Khla bellowed from the rear.

Huge blocks of Tannorian stone detached from the upper arches. The beast thrashed again. Its tail smashed another pillar and brought down a rain of heavy debris.

A slab the size of a car plummeted straight toward me.

I couldn’t block it, so I threw myself to the left. I hit the dirt and rolled hard. The stone smashed into the ground where I had been standing a microsecond before and sent shrapnel slicing through the air.

Khla was moving too. She abandoned her position to dodge a falling statue. She kept her eyes on the fight, though, and raised a hand to cast Shield on Varga as the wolfkin was slammed against the wall by the thrashing monster.

Dust choked the air. The ground shook violently as the beast continued its tantrum and destroyed the very arena we were fighting in. I scrambled to my feet and coughed. My eyes stung.

“Keep moving!” I roared over the noise of crumbling stone. “Don’t let it recover!”
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By now, the Raptor King was absolutely tearing the ancient courtyard apart. Stones that had stood for a thousand years crumbled into dust as the beast thrashed, and its massive tail acted like a demolition wrecking ball.

Varga was still clinging to the monster’s back while her claws were buried deep, but the creature had had enough. It slammed its side violently against a standing archway.

The impact shattered the stone. Varga lost her grip.

She was thrown clear, and she spun through the air. My heart jumped into my throat, but the wolfkin twisted her body with lupine agility and landed in a crouch ten feet away. She skidded backward and dug her boots into the dirt, battered but alive.

“Trixie, get its eyes up!” I roared.

Trixie was already way ahead of me. She scrambled up a precarious pile of rubble until she stood on a high ledge overlooking the chaos. Her blonde ponytail whipped around as she waved her pink bow over her head.

“Hey! Over here, you overgrown lizard!” Trixie screamed. She made a rude gesture. “Your mother was a gecko and your father smelled like elderberries! Come and get me!”

The taunt worked. The Raptor King whipped its head around, and its orange eyes locked onto the small, noisy food bouncing on the ledge.

With a shriek that pierced my eardrums, the beast reared up on its powerful hind legs. It stretched to its full, terrifying height and opened its jaws to snap Trixie right off her perch.

And in doing so, it exposed its chest and belly. The scales there were pale and thinner, unarmored compared to the iridescent plates on its back.

I saw the line of attack instantly.

“Now!” I shouted.

I slammed my obsidian staff into the ground and poured mana into the spell and pushed it toward the towering monster.

“Dark Whispers!”

The air around the Raptor King darkened as the necrotic magic took hold. It wasn’t an instant kill, but the spell hit the beast’s stamina hard. I saw it shudder mid-lunge. Its muscles weakened as the dark voices assaulted its mind and body and sapped its strength just when it needed it most.

“Thessa! The belly!” I commanded.

Thessa stepped out from behind a pillar. Her red eyes blazed with sadistic delight. She wound up like a pitcher, and a sphere of swirling orange flame coalesced in her palm.

“Burn,” she hissed. “Fireball!”

She hurled the spell. It flew straight and true, trailed sparks, and slammed directly into the exposed, pale scales of the creature’s stomach.

The explosion was deafening. Fire washed over the soft tissue. It scorched flesh and forced a scream of agony from the monster. The blast knocked the wind out of it and stopped its upward momentum.

But the real killing blow came from below.

Seema had been waiting. While the beast focused on Trixie and reeled from the magic, the lionkin sprinted directly underneath the towering creature.

She didn’t try to stab it. She knew she didn’t have the strength to push the spear through that much muscle on her own. Instead, she dropped to one knee in the dirt directly below its center of mass.

She slammed the butt of her Diamond Spear into a crack between two heavy paving stones and braced it against the ground. She angled the glittering diamond tip upward to line it up perfectly with the creature’s descending heart.

I knew what she wanted to do and shouted the Command spell. “Drop!”

Twenty tons of angry muscle and scale came crashing down.

It landed directly on the spear.

The diamond tip punched through the scorched scales of its belly like they were wet paper. The beast’s own massive weight drove the shaft deep into its chest cavity.

A wet, sickening crunch echoed through the courtyard.

The Raptor King stiffened. Its legs kicked out wildly, and its claws scraped uselessly against the stone. It let out a final, gurgling exhale that sprayed dark blood across the ruins. Then, with a ground-shaking thud, it collapsed sideways. It slid off the spear shaft and hit the dirt.

Dust billowed up in a choking cloud.

I stood frozen for a second. My staff was raised as I waited for it to move.

It didn’t.

“Clear!” Varga shouted as she limp-walked back into the circle while dust coated her black armor.

Seema scrambled back from the carcass. Her chest heaved. She was covered in grime and blood, but she was grinning. She reached out and yanked her spear free from the dirt.

I looked around. We were battered. We were filthy. But we were all standing.

“Is everyone in one piece?” I called out as I walked over to Seema to grip her shoulder.

“I’m good,” Seema panted. Her golden eyes were wide with adrenaline. “It worked. Wade, it worked.”

“That was perfect,” I told her. “That was a warrior’s move.”

“I totally had him,” Trixie chirped as she hopped down from her ledge and landed with a flourish. “I was the bait! The sexy, delicious bait.”

“You almost got eaten,” Khla grunted as she walked up to inspect the corpse. “But it was effective.”

Thessa walked over to the beast and kicked its snout with her boot. Smoke still curled from where her fireball had hit. “I like it better when it’s not moving. And on fire.”

Lazy peeked out from behind a rock and clutched her medical bag. “Is it over? Can I stop panicking now?”

“It’s over,” I said as I let out a long breath.

We stood there in the wreckage of the Tannorian outpost. The massive corpse of the Raptor King cooled at our feet, and for the first time since we stepped onto the island, we felt like we were winning.


Chapter 19



We stood in the settling dust of the courtyard. Wreckage of ancient masonry and the massive, cooling corpse of the Raptor King surrounded us. The adrenaline that had fueled our desperate, high-speed battle began to fade, and the heavy fatigue of the fight and the lingering jungle heat replaced it.

But beneath the exhaustion, there was a buzz—a hum in my veins that I knew well.

“Check your statuses,” I told the group while I leaned on my staff to catch my breath.

I opened my own interface. The holographic text hovered in the air before me. It was invisible to the others but clear as day to my eyes.

I had leveled up to 14, which gave me 10 new attribute points. I knew exactly where to put them. My strategy had kept us alive this far, and I wasn’t changing it now. I dumped all ten points into Mens. As an Enchanter, my mind was my weapon. I needed the Spell Power to overcome the enemies’ resistance while bolstering my own. My other stats were plenty boosted for now by the Orb of the Summoner King.

The sensation was immediate. It felt like a cooling rush through my skull, like drinking ice water on a hot day. My thoughts sharpened. The fatigue receded slightly as my capacity expanded.

I scrolled down to my abilities. The system had rewarded the repetitive use of my heavy hitters. Power Word: Kill had reached the adept rank, reducing the mana cost by 1, while Dark Whispers had hit journeyman, also reducing the mana cost by 1.

It didn’t sound like much, but in a long fight, saving one or two mana per cast was the difference between victory and being dry when the boss had one hit point left.

I pulled up my full sheet to verify the numbers.

Wade Aurelius
Level 14 Enchanter

Attributes
Corpus: 4 + 15 (Orb of the Summoner King) = 19
Vita: 4 + 15 (Orb of the Summoner King) = 19
Mens: 111 + 15 (Orb of the Summoner King) = 126
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: 126) = 146
Spell resistance: (Robe of Protection: 5) + (Ring of Clarity: 20) + (Orb of the Summoner King: 20) + (Mens: 126) = 171
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 the nearest creature for 1 minute, 9 mana]
Slot 2: Blind Spot (Journeyman) [Turn invisible to 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 (Adept) [Instantly kill a lower-level target or deal substantial damage to a higher-level target, 23 mana]
Slot 7: Dark Whispers (Journeyman) [Deal damage over time to all hostile targets that can hear Dark Whispers, 19 mana]

I closed the window with a satisfied mental command.

“Eleven,” Thessa announced as she ran a hand through her dark hair. She looked surprisingly pristine even though the beast had thrown her into a wall. “My fire is hotter. I can feel it.”

“Same,” Khla grunted and flexed a bicep that looked like it was carved from jade. “Level eleven.”

Lazy was still sitting on the ground and hugging her knees, but she looked pleased. “Eleven. Does that mean I get more naps? No? Fine. But my Charm is stronger. Maybe next time the giant lizard won’t resist.”

Varga was pacing near the head of the dead Raptor King. She stopped and looked at me, and her golden eyes gleamed. “Level ten. Double digits.”

“Good work,” I said.

Then I looked at Seema. The lionkin girl was staring at her hands. Her tail swished back and forth in rapid, agitated motions.

“I… I went up twice,” she whispered as she looked up at me with wide eyes. “Seven and eight. In one fight.”

“You struck the killing blow on a monster way above your level,” I reminded her and walked over to squeeze her shoulder. “The experience gain scales. You earned every point of it, Seema.”

She beamed, a flush rising on her cheeks that made her look incredibly cute despite the dust and grime.

A wet crunch drew our attention back to Varga.

The wolfkin had braced her boot against the Raptor King’s jaw. She gripped one of the massive, serrated talons on its forelimb and, with a grunt of effort and a sickening snap of cartilage, wrenched it free.

She held the curved, bloody claw up to the light. It was as long as her forearm, black and iridescent.

“Trophy,” Varga stated simply. She wiped the gore on the dead beast’s feathers and shoved the talon into her belt loop. “To remember the hunt.”

“Like, gross,” Trixie said and wrinkled her nose. “But also kinda cool. Can we make a necklace? No, wait, that would be heavy. A back-scratcher!”

“We’re moving,” I said and pointed toward the dark archway of the outpost entrance. “We cleared the guardian. Let’s see what it was guarding.”

We stepped over the rubble and crossed the threshold into the outpost.

The transition was jarring. Outside, the air was a suffocating soup of humidity and heat. Inside, the temperature dropped twenty degrees instantly. The air was cool and dry.

The interior was remarkably preserved. The walls were made of smooth, dark material—obsidian or something similar—that appeared to absorb the light rather than reflect it. There was no moss, no vines, no decay. It was as if the builders had left yesterday, not centuries ago.

“Tannorian preservation fields,” Trixie whispered. Her voice echoed slightly in the corridor. “Keeps the dust out. Keeps the spiders out. Five stars for cleanliness.”

We moved deeper and navigated a maze of corridors until the narrow passage opened into a grand circular chamber.

“Whoa,” Lazy breathed.

This was clearly a command center or a hall of records. But what caught my eye were the walls.

Frescoes wrapped around the entire room. The colors were vibrant and untouched by time. They depicted scenes of war and magic, armies of elves and men fighting side by side. Dominating the artwork was a recurring figure: a man in robes commanding legions. The artist had depicted him with five distinct women at his side.

And above him, a massive, golden dragon.

I walked toward the wall and felt a pull in my chest that had nothing to do with magic and everything to do with blood.

“Taelath,” I said softly as I touched the painted scales of the dragon.

“The Summoner King,” Thessa added and stepped up beside me. She pointed to the robed man. “And his wives.”

I followed the narrative of the paintings. One section showed the King meeting with short, stout figures in a hall of bronze and fire.

“The dwarves of Bronzehall,” Khla identified them. “See the anvils? They are forging something.”

In the painting, the dwarf king presented a weapon to the Summoner King. It wasn’t a normal sword. The blade was depicted as glowing orange, wrapped in runes that appeared to swirl even in the static image.

I leaned closer and read the script beneath the fresco. My education at Krysfelt allowed me to parse the archaic common tongue.

“The Mageblade,” I read aloud. “Forged by the Bronzehall Clan for the King. A vessel for pure mana. It channels the user’s power into physical strikes.”

The room went silent.

“So it’s real,” Varga said and crossed her arms. “And it was his.”

“Your ancestor’s,” Seema said softly.

Thessa turned to me, and her expression darkened. “Wade… do you think they knew?”

“Who?”

“The Magocrats,” she hissed while her tail flicked. “Or whoever sent that requirement. Did they send you here because they knew this was a Bloodline site? Did they know the weapon belonged to your family?”

“It makes sense,” Khla agreed, and her brow furrowed. “If they knew about the connection, sending you here wasn’t just a trap. It was a test. Or a mockery.”

I looked at the painted face of the Summoner King. He looked confident, powerful. I felt the weight of the Orb in my pocket and the Staff I carried.

“No,” I said slowly. “I don’t think they knew.”

“Why not?” Lazy asked. “They seem to know everything else.”

“Because if they knew this place was connected to the Summoner King and real,” I reasoned, “they would have secured it themselves to deny me the weapon. The Magocracy is terrified of the Summoner King’s legacy returning. They wouldn’t hand me the keys to more of his power.”

“Then why are we here?” Trixie asked and tilted her head.

“Coincidence?” Varga suggested.

“Destiny,” I corrected. “Just like the Obsidian Staff. Nobody planned for me to get it. Vorlius tried to steal it because he was greedy, and he had no idea I was the heir. The artifact in the tournament… nobody knew it was the Staff until I touched it.”

I turned back to the girls. “Whatever power is moving pieces on the board, the Magocrats are not the only ones. Fate is pulling us toward these things. The enemy sent me here to die in a jungle. They didn’t count on the island actually holding my birthright.”

Thessa looked at the fresco, then back at me. A slow smile spread across her face, fierce and possessive. “So they tried to feed you to a monster, and instead, they guided you to your inheritance.”

“Exactly,” I said. “And we are going to make them regret it.”

I looked around the room. The frescoes were enlightening, but they weren’t the objective.

“Haku said there was a map,” I said as I broke the reverie. “A stone map of the island. It should be here. Let’s find it and figure out where the hell we actually need to go.”
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With my girls behind me, I walked toward the middle of the circular room. A massive slab of polished obsidian dominated the space. It looked like an altar, waist-high and angled slightly for viewing. Faint blue lines pulsed beneath the dark surface, dormant but waiting.

Trixie was already there, of course. She leaned over the stone and rested her elbows on the surface. The position pushed her breasts up against the low-cut neckline of her leather armor, giving me a spectacular view of her cleavage as I approached.

I had to pull my eyes back to the altar.

“It’s broken,” Trixie announced. She poked a glowing line with her index finger. “Boop. See? Nothing. I expected a hologram. Or a voice saying ‘Welcome, heroes, please select your destination.’”

“It is not a toy, Trixie,” Khla said as she stood on the other side. She rested her heavy hands on the edge of the stone. “It is ancient Tannorian magic.”

Lazy draped herself over the corner of the table near Trixie. She rested her cheek directly on the cold stone, and her black hair spilled over the surface like ink. Her tail twitched lazily behind her.

“It’s nice and cold,” Lazy mumbled as she closed her eyes. “I approve of this rock. Can we take it with us? It would make a great bed.”

“Move your head, Lazy,” I said, chuckling, as I stepped up between Thessa and Varga.

I scanned the surface. The blue lines weren’t random cracks; they were mana conduits. They converged on a single, intricate rune carved into the bottom center of the slab. It matched the description of activation sigils I had studied in my textbooks back at the academy, specifically the ones used for powering up localized arrays.

I placed my hand over the rune and pushed a small pulse of my own mana into the carving.

The obsidian slab hummed.

Lazy yelped and scrambled backward as the stone vibrated against her cheek. “Rude! It buzzed me!”

The blue lines flared to life, bright and sharp. The light projected upward and coalesced into a three-dimensional display of light that hovered inches above the table: a real-time topographical representation of Kaluwa.

“Whoa,” Trixie whispered, and her blue eyes reflected the map’s glow. “Okay, that’s amazing.”

I studied the projection. It showed the entire island in incredible detail. The coastline, the dense jungle, the river we had crossed on crocodiles, and the ridge we were currently standing on.

A bright green pulse marked our current location: the Tannorian outpost.

“We are here,” I said and pointed to the green light.

I traced the lines of mana flowing across the map. They all originated from a massive, angry red knot of energy on the far side of the island.

The dormant volcano. The Old Throat.

But the red light wasn’t coming from the slopes. It was pulsing from deep inside the caldera itself.

“This outpost isn’t the vault,” I realized as I read the Tannorian script scrolling along the side of the display. “It’s a monitoring station. They built this place to watch the main site.”

“Watch what?” Varga asked as she leaned in.

“The Mageblade,” I said. “Look.”

I tapped a rune on the display. The image zoomed in on the volcano. A distinct, golden signature rested in the center of the red chaos of the caldera. It was the only stable thing in a sea of volatile mana.

“The artifact is there,” Thessa said, and her voice sounded tight. “On the absolute opposite side of the island. It has to be.”

“We are on the wrong side,” Trixie groaned and threw her hands up. “Of course we are! Why would it be convenient? That would be too easy.”

I looked at the space between us and the volcano. On Haku’s paper map, it had just been blank space. On this display, it was a swirling mess of purple and black energy readings.

“The Dead Earth,” Khla identified it with a grim face.

“If we try to walk through that,” I said as I traced the path through the center, “we’ll be fighting corrupted beasts every ten feet. Not to mention the environmental hazards. We’d be walking through magical radiation.”

“And swamps,” Lazy added and pointed to a low-lying section of the map that looked like a muddy nightmare. “Don’t forget the swamps. I am not doing more mud. I refuse.”

I stepped back and crossed my arms. The situation was clear. We had the location, but the direct route was a death sentence. We had fought hard to get here and to kill the Raptor King, only to find out we were still miles away from the prize.

“We can’t go forward,” I said. “It would take days to cut through that jungle, and we’d arrive exhausted if we survived at all.”

“So we go back?” Seema asked. She looked disheartened. She gripped her spear, and her shoulders slumped slightly. “All the way to town?”

“It’s the only tactical choice,” I said. I looked at the coastline on the map. “The water is clear. If we go back to Kaluwa Town, we can charter a boat to take us around the island. We circle the coast and land right at the base of the volcano. We bypass the Dead Earth entirely.”

Thessa let out a frustrated sigh, and smoke curled from her nose. “I hate retreating. It feels like losing.”

“I wouldn’t call it retreating,” I corrected her. “It’s flanking. We’re outmaneuvering the terrain.”

Lazy let out a long, mournful groan that echoed in the stone chamber. She slumped against Trixie and looked miserable. “Boats,” she whined. “More boats. Why does it always have to be water? Why can’t we just teleport? Or ride a giant bird?”

“Because we don’t have a giant bird,” Varga said flatly. “We killed the giant chicken.”

“Oh, right,” Lazy muttered. “Poor timing on our part.”

I chuckled. “You’ll be fine, Lazy.”

“Fine,” she sighed as she accepted defeat. “The boat. At least the ocean doesn’t make me walk.”

“It’s decided then,” I said. “We grab whatever loot we can carry from the Raptor King, and we double-time it back to town. If we hurry, we can make the coast by nightfall.”

“Back through the jungle,” Trixie said as she adjusted her pack. “At least we know the way this time. And hey, maybe the crocodiles missed us!”

“Don’t even joke about that,” Thessa warned, though she moved to my side and slipped her hand into mine. “Let’s just get out of here. This room is cold, but knowing we have to walk back makes me want to burn something.”

“Save the fire for the volcano,” I told her and squeezed her hand. “We’re going to need it.”


Chapter 20



The trek back down from the ridge was grueling, but it felt significantly faster than the climb up. We moved with a purpose that hadn’t been there before. We weren’t blindly searching for a target anymore; we had a destination, a plan, and the morale boost of having killed a monster that had eaten a high-level reclamation team for breakfast.

The jungle heat hit us the moment we stepped out of the cool, preserved air of the Tannorian outpost. It slammed into us like a physical weight. It instantly plastered our clothes to our skin.

Varga took point again, but she didn’t have to hack through nearly as much vegetation. The path we had carved on the way up was still open. It was a scar of broken ferns and severed vines that led back toward the coast.

I watched the girls as we walked. Dust and dried monster blood covered them, but they looked incredible. Thessa walked beside me. Her crimson blouse was damp with sweat and clung to her curves like a second skin. She had tied the hem of her shirt to expose her midriff. This let me see the definition of her abs as she navigated the uneven ground. Her tail swayed with a hypnotic rhythm, and the gold chain she had added to it caught the spotted sunlight.

Ahead of us, Seema moved with a new confidence. She carried her spear easily, and her hips swayed with a natural grace that drew my eye every few seconds. The level boost appeared to have settled well on her.

“This smells wrong,” Lazy complained from behind me. She didn’t drag her feet this time, but she sounded miserable. “Why does the jungle smell like wet socks and angry flowers? Nature needs a bath.”

“We all need a bath,” Trixie chirped. She skipped over a root that nearly tripped Lazy. “A bubble bath. With rubber ducks. And champagne.”

“Focus,” Khla grunted from the rear-guard position.

The big orc woman shifted the heavy pack on her shoulders as if it weighed nothing. Her tank top was soaked through, which highlighted the sheer density of her muscles. She stepped up beside me as the path widened slightly.

We picked up the pace. The path was clearer now, and soon, the sun dropped behind the horizon faster than I expected. It turned the green gloom of the jungle into absolute blackness within minutes. We were close to the perimeter of Kaluwa Town—maybe a mile or two out—but navigating dense undergrowth in the dark was a good way to twist an ankle or walk into a mana vent.

“We stop here,” I decided. I dropped my heavy pack near a clearing formed by the roots of a massive banyan-like tree. “No point risking an injury when we’re this close.”

“Finally,” Lazy sighed. She let her medical satchel slide off her shoulder and collapsed onto a pile of moss. “My legs have filed a formal complaint. They are going on strike.”

Unlike the previous night, the tension in the camp was almost nonexistent. We were tired, sweaty, and covered in grime, but we had killed a King. We had leveled up. The fear of the unknown that had hung over us since we landed had evaporated, and the swagger of victory replaced it.

We set up a small, smokeless fire. The flames cast a warm orange glow against the twisted roots and created a cozy pocket of light in the endless dark. We ate our rations with more appetite than usual as we passed water bottles around and shared the last of the dried fruit I’d bought in town.

Once the food was gone, the energy shifted. Instead of brooding or worrying about assassins, Trixie jumped up.

“Okay, attention, everyone!” the elf announced. She climbed onto a raised root that served as a makeshift stage. “Welcome to the first, and hopefully last, Kaluwa Jungle Fashion Week!”

She had disappeared into the brush for five minutes while we ate, and now I saw why. She had wrapped huge, fan-shaped fern leaves around her waist like a skirt and draped a long, flowering vine across her chest like a sash. The bright green vegetation contrasted sharply with her pale skin and her leather armor.

Trixie struck a pose with her hands on her hips. She thrust her chest out. The vine barely covered the impressive cleavage pushed up by her top.

“This look says, ‘I kill monsters, but I also care about sustainable textiles,’” Trixie declared as she flipped her blonde ponytail. She did a dramatic spin, and the leaves rustled loudly. “It breathes well. It’s organic. And it attracts bugs, which is a downside, but fashion requires sacrifice.”

Seema sat cross-legged near the fire and burst into giggles. It was a light, happy sound that appeared to chase away the jungle’s oppressive silence.

“You look like a salad, Trixie,” Seema laughed.

“A sexy salad!” Trixie corrected, and she winked. “Your turn, Lazy! Don’t let the team down.”

Lazy groaned from her spot on the moss, but to my surprise, she sat up. The victory over the Raptor King had clearly boosted her mood too. She reached out, grabbed a massive, drooping leaf from a nearby plant, and draped it over her head like a cowl. Then she took a single, thick vine and wrapped it loosely around her waist over her black tank top.

She stood up slowly and gave us a deadpan look while her yellow eyes remained half-closed. She slouched and let her arms hang limp.

“I call this… ‘The Moss Consumes Me,’” Lazy drawled. She took a slow, dragging step forward. “It represents my desire to become dirt and never walk again.”

Seema clapped her hands and laughed harder now. Even Thessa, who was sitting near the fire, filing a claw, looked up and smirked.

“Work it, Lazy!” Trixie cheered. “Give us despair! Give us exhaustion!”

Lazy did a slow spin. She nearly tripped over her own feet and ended it by leaning heavily against a tree trunk and sliding down until she was sitting again. “Show’s over. The model is on break.”

I sat back against a sturdy root and watched them. Varga and Khla sat on either side of me. Varga was cleaning and sharpening her machete, and Khla was repacking the medical supplies, but both of them were watching the show.

“They have energy,” Khla noted. Her voice was low and rumbly. “Good. Morale matters.”

“It’s good to see them let loose,” I said. My eyes tracked Trixie as she tried to convince Seema to put on a flower crown. Seema resisted at first and blushed, but eventually she let the elf place the bright red blossom behind her lion ear.

I looked at Seema. A few days ago, she would have been sitting on the edge of the light, polishing her spear and worrying about whether she belonged here. Now, she was right in the middle of it. She shoved Trixie playfully when the elf tried to tickle her, and her golden tail swished with genuine amusement.

“The lion fits the pack now,” Varga said quietly as she echoed my thoughts.

I glanced at Varga. She didn’t look up, but a small smile played on her lips.

“She stepped up,” I agreed. “That move in the courtyard was risky.”

Varga paused and held one of her enchanted blades up to the firelight to check the edge. “It was decisive. Trixie distracted it, Thessa burned it, but Seema killed it. Without that spear brace, we would have been chipping away at that thing’s health bar for another ten minutes. She has good instincts for the kill.”

It was high praise coming from Varga. She respected strength and efficiency above all else.

I leaned forward. “Hey, Seema!”

Seema jumped slightly and looked over at me. The flower Trixie had given her was slightly askew in her golden hair. “Yes, Wade?”

“Varga was just saying your spear work back there was the turning point of the fight,” I said, and I pitched my voice loud enough for the whole camp to hear. “That brace maneuver? That was textbook execution. You saved us a lot of trouble.”

Thessa looked up and nodded. “She’s right. You cracked it open like an egg, Seema.”

Seema’s face flushed a deep, brilliant red. She looked down at her lap. Her fingers twisted together, but a smile broke across her face that she couldn’t hide. She beamed, and her chest swelled with pride. Her tail thumped rhythmically against the ground.

“I… I just saw the opening,” Seema stammered. “Varga loosened it up for me.”

“Don’t deflect,” Varga growled, though her tone was warm. “Take the win, Lion. You earned it.”

Seema looked at Varga, then at me. Her golden eyes shone in the firelight. “Thank you. I’m just glad I could help.”

“You did more than help,” I said. “You dominated.”

Trixie threw an arm around Seema’s shoulders. “That’s right! Our little lion is a dragon-slayer! Well, raptor-slayer. Same thing, basically.”

We let the good mood linger for a while longer. The jungle noises—the chirps and distant howls—didn’t appear as threatening tonight. We knew we could handle whatever was out there.

Eventually, the adrenaline faded, and the exhaustion of the trek caught up with us.

“Alright,” I said as I stood up and brushed dirt from my pants. “Fun’s over. We need to rest if we want to hit town early and find a boat.”

“Watch schedule?” Khla asked as she closed the medical kit.

“Yep,” I said. “Varga and Seema, you take first. You two work well together. Khla and Trixie, second. Thessa, Lazy, and I will take the dawn shift.”

“Perfect,” Lazy muttered from her spot on the ground. “That means I get to sleep now. Good night, world.”

Varga stood and moved to the edge of the light, and her silhouette blended with the shadows. Seema grabbed her spear and joined her without hesitation. I watched them exchange a few quiet words before settling into their patrol rhythm.

I walked over to the bedroll Thessa had already laid out. She was waiting for me and lay on her side while her red eyes watched my approach with possessive heat.

“About time,” Thessa purred as I lay down.

She immediately wrapped herself around me. She hooked her leg over mine and pressed her chest against my side. Lazy, true to form, crawled over a moment later and curled up against my back to sandwich me between them.

I closed my eyes and listened to the crackle of the fire and the steady breathing of my team. We were bruised, dirty, and hunted, but we were stronger than we had been yesterday. And tomorrow, we were going to finish this.


Chapter 21



The jungle night was a heavy blanket of humidity and sound. Even in the deepest hours before dawn, Kaluwa didn’t truly sleep; it just changed its rhythm from the buzz of insects to the distant calls of nocturnal hunters.

I drifted in a light, restless doze, sandwiched between the soft heat of Lazy’s back and Thessa’s possessive arm draped over my chest. My body was tired from the fight with the Raptor King and the long trek back, but my mind remained half-alert, tuned to the crackle of the dying fire and the breathing of my team.

Then, a sensation pulled me from the edge of sleep. Instead of a sound or a threat, I felt something wet, hot, and incredibly focused.

I opened my eyes and blinked against the darkness. The fire had burned down to glowing red embers. They cast just enough light to illuminate the camp in shades of charcoal and faint orange. I looked down.

Khla was there.

The orcess was supposed to be on watch. Instead, she was kneeling beside my bedroll. Her broad shoulders blocked my view of the rest of the camp. She had pulled my pants down past my hips, and her head bobbed in a rhythmic motion that sent electric shocks straight up my spine.

She was sucking me off.

My breath hitched in my throat. I reached down and tangled my fingers in her thick, dark hair.

Khla paused. She pulled back just enough to look at me. Her dark eyes burned with an intensity I knew only from the bedroom. Her pupils were dilated so much they swallowed her irises, and a flush darkened her green cheeks. Her lips were slick and swollen.

“Khla?” I whispered. My voice was rough with sleep. “What’s going on? You’re on watch.”

She let out a low, guttural sound that vibrated against my thighs. It sounded almost like a growl, entirely animalistic.

“Heat attack,” she rasped. Her voice was thick and lacked its usual disciplined cadence. “My blood is boiling, Wade. The fight… the killing… the mana in the air. It triggered a cycle. I need to mate.”

She didn’t wait for more talk. Instead, she lowered her head again and took me back into her mouth with a hunger that bordered on desperation.

I arched my back and bit down on a groan. Khla wasn’t gentle. She attacked the act with the same efficiency and power she brought to everything else. Her tongue swirled around the head of my cock, hot and rough, while her hand gripped the base of my shaft. She pumped in time with the suction of her mouth.

It felt incredible. The contrast between her warrior’s strength and the softness of her mouth on my cock was a sensory overload. I watched her work. The firelight caught the sweat glistening on her muscular shoulders and the swell of her heavy breasts beneath her tank top. She looked primal. She was stripped of her usual stoicism and reduced to raw need.

I let her take control for a long minute and enjoyed the sight of her devotion. She made wet, eager noises and sucked hard enough to make my toes curl inside my boots. But I could see the tension in her frame, the way her hips twitched as if she couldn’t stay still.

“Khla, wait,” I whispered.

She growled a protest against my skin. She was unwilling to stop.

I sat up and ignored Thessa stirring slightly beside me. I grabbed Khla by the shoulders and pulled. She was solid as a rock, but she yielded to my touch and lifted her head. A string of saliva connected her lips to my tip. It gleamed in the low light.

“I want to taste you too,” I told her.

Her eyes widened slightly, and she nodded, her breathing ragged.

I guided her. She shifted her weight and moved over me. We adjusted our positions on the narrow bedroll until she was hovering above my face. Her knees bracketed my head. I lay back and looked up at the majestic view of her body—the powerful thighs, the curve of her hips, and the wet heat waiting for me between her legs.

She lowered herself until her pussy was right at my lips. I didn’t hesitate. I buried my face in her and inhaled the scent of her arousal. She tasted distinct—musky and sweet.

At the same time, she took my cock back into her mouth.

We fell into a rhythm. I used my tongue to part her folds and found her clit instantly. It was swollen and sensitive. When I flicked it, her thighs clamped tight against my ears, and I heard her muffle a moan into my groin.

I worked her methodically. I used the flat of my tongue to tease her, then switched to suction to draw the little nub into my mouth. Khla bucked above me. Her hands gripped my thighs, and her nails dug in just enough to sting.

She was relentless on her end. She deep-throated me with a fervor that stole my breath. Her throat milked me while her hand worked the base. I had to fight to keep my focus on pleasuring her because the sensation was so intense.

“Wade,” she whimpered as her voice vibrated through my body. “Good. So good.”

I increased the speed. I circled her clit while sliding two fingers inside her pussy. She was incredibly tight and soaking wet. Her internal muscles clamped around my fingers and pulsed with the same rhythm as her heartbeat.

Khla unraveled fast. For all her discipline, her body was wired to respond to this. Her hips began to grind against my face to seek more pressure. She abandoned her rhythm on me and gasped for air as the orgasm hit her.

She shuddered violently. Her whole body seized up. She cried out, a muffled sound of pure release, and soaked my face with her cum. Her thighs quaked against my head and squeezed until I saw stars.

She slumped forward slightly and panted. Her skin radiated heat like a furnace.

But she wasn’t done.

Before I could recover, Khla pulled away. She turned around with movements that were fluid despite her size. She straddled my waist and loomed over me in the darkness. Her tank top had ridden up to expose her toned stomach, and her eyes were wild.

“I want you inside,” she demanded. “Now.”

She didn’t wait for me to guide her. She reached down, wrapped her hand around my cock, and lined herself up. She lifted her hips, then sank down.

Slowly. Inch by inch.

I watched her face as she took me into her warm and tight pussy. Her jaw clenched, and her head was thrown back to expose the long line of her throat. She took me in and stretched to accommodate my length until her pelvis ground against mine.

“Yes,” she hissed.

She began to move, setting a punishing pace as she rose and fell with powerful thrusts that drove me deep into the mattress. Her hands were planted on my chest to pin me down while her hips worked with mechanical precision.

The friction was maddening. She was hot and tight, milking me with every downward stroke. Her breasts bounced beneath the thin fabric of her shirt, and the sweat on her skin made her glow like polished jade in the ember-light.

I reached up and gripped her hips. Her skin was firm, with muscle layered over bone. I helped her rhythm by snapping my hips up to meet her on the downstroke.

“Harder,” she whispered. “Fill me.”

We moved together in a hushed frenzy. The silence of the camp amplified everything. I heard the slap of skin against skin, her ragged breathing, and the soft rustle of the bedroll. Nearby, Thessa mumbled something in her sleep, and Lazy snored softly. They were oblivious to the primal act happening just feet away.

Khla leaned forward and braced her hands by my head. Her heavy breasts brushed against my chest. She kissed me. Her mouth was hot and open and tasted of me and her. Her tongue tangled with mine as she ground her hips in a circular motion that hit all the right spots.

The sight of her above me pushed me toward the edge. She looked powerful and surrendered all at once.

“Khla,” I groaned into her mouth. “I’m close.”

She broke the kiss and stared down at me with triumphant eyes. “Give it to me. Cum in me.”

She picked up the pace and slammed down on me again and again. I let go of her hips and wrapped my arms around her back to pull her down against me so we were chest to chest. I drove into her and matched her ferocity.

The climax hit us both like a physical blow. Khla stiffened. Her back arched as her inner walls clamped down on me in a series of powerful spasms. I roared silently into her shoulder and emptied my cock deep inside her womb, giving her rope after rope of my seed.

We held each other through the aftershocks. Our bodies locked together, sweating and trembling.

Slowly, the tension bled out of the air. Khla collapsed on top of me with her face buried in the crook of my neck. Her breathing was harsh and loud in my ear. I ran my hands down her back to trace the deep valley of her spine and the hard muscles of her shoulders.

We lay there for a long moment. The world narrowed down to our shared heat and the beating of our hearts.

Eventually, Khla lifted her head. She looked flushed. Her hair was messy and stuck to her forehead. The wildness was gone from her eyes and was replaced by a deep, satiated calm.

“Better?” I asked softly as I brushed a strand of hair from her face.

She nodded. A small, satisfied smile touched her lips. It was a rare expression for her.

“Much,” she whispered. “The heat is broken. I needed that, Wade.”

She gave me one more gentle, lingering kiss before she pulled away. She climbed off me with a grimace as the cool night air hit her skin. She grabbed a cloth from her pack to clean herself up, then adjusted her shorts and tank top.

“Go back to sleep,” she whispered. “I have the watch.”

I smiled and nodded, and she slipped away into the shadows toward the edge of the camp. I watched her go and chuckled softly to myself as I pulled my pants up and settled back onto the bedroll.

That was crazy hot…

Thessa shifted beside me and draped her arm back over my chest. I closed my eyes and drifted off into a very happy and relaxed sleep.


Chapter 22



We returned to Kaluwa Town just before noon, looking like we had crawled out of a swamp because, essentially, we had.

The humidity had plastered our clothes to our bodies, and layers of dirt and dried plant matter coated every inch of exposed skin. I wiped a streak of grime from my forehead, but it just smeared around. The locals gave us a wide berth as we marched down the main street. We smelled like wet fur and death.

Lazy walked behind me, and she practically hung off the back of my pack.

“I am a walking compost heap,” the catkin moaned. Her black ears were flattened against her skull, and her tail dragged in the dust. “Flies are following me, Wade. They think I’m trash. I used to be a princess of naps, and now I’m garbage.”

“You look rugged,” Trixie offered. She skipped—actually skipped—beside us, though her blonde hair was a tangled bird’s nest of leaves and twigs. “Like an action hero after the explosion but, like, before the shower scene.”

“I don’t want to be rugged,” Lazy hissed.

Thessa chuckled as she walked on my left. She held her arm slightly away from her body as if she didn’t want to touch her own clothes. Her crimson blouse was stained dark with sweat, and it clung to her heavy breasts and narrow waist. “I agree with Lazy,” she said. “I want to be clean. I want hot water and soap. If anyone looks at me too long, I’m burning them.”

“Hold the fire,” I said. “We have one stop before we hit the hotel.”

I led them straight to the general store.

The interior was just as cramped and dusty as before, and it smelled of dried fish and rope. Haku was behind the counter, where he organized a box of fishhooks. When the door chimed and we crowded in, he looked up, and the box slipped from his fingers and scattered hooks across the wood.

His dark eyes went wide. He looked from me to Khla, then to Varga, as if he were seeing ghosts.

“You,” Haku muttered. He leaned over the counter and squinted. “You’re alive.”

“Disappointed?” I asked as I walked up to the front.

“Say surprised,” he corrected. He picked up a rag and wiped his hands. “I expected you to be raptor shit by now. Or lost in the mire.”

“We found the outpost,” I said and leaned my elbows on the scratched wood. “And we cleared the obstruction. A big Raptor King.”

Haku let out a sharp, disbelief-filled laugh. “Cleared it? You mean you ran away from it.”

“It was big,” Trixie chimed in as she leaned against a display of beef jerky. “And loud. And he had terrible breath. But he’s dead now.”

Haku scoffed and shook his head. “Don’t lie to me, girl. You can’t kill a King with those little bows and knives.”

Varga didn’t say a word. She just stepped forward and pushed past me.

The wolfkin reached into her belt loop and pulled out the massive, curved talon she had wrenched from the beast’s corpse. It was black, iridescent, and as long as her forearm, and it was serrated like a saw blade. It still had dried blood around the root.

She slammed it onto the counter.

THUD.

The heavy sound echoed in the small shop. The wood groaned under the impact.

Haku stared at it. He reached out a trembling hand but didn’t touch it. He knew exactly what it was.

“Ancestors,” Haku breathed. He looked up at Varga, then at me, with a new kind of fear in his eyes. “You killed a raptor king. That’s… amazing.”

“We told you,” Khla said and crossed her massive green arms. “We aren’t tourists.”

Haku swallowed hard. He looked at the talon again, then pushed it slightly away, as if its proximity made him uncomfortable. “Alright. You’re strong. Maybe stronger than you look. But why come back here? You cleared the path. The outpost is yours.”

“The outpost was just a lookout,” I said. “The real target is in the volcano as we expected, but now we know its exact location.”

Haku flinched. “The Old Throat.”

“We need a boat,” I said, and I cut to the chase. “The interior route is impassable due to the mana radiation. We need to sail around the coast and land on the black sand beach at the base of the volcano.”

Haku shook his head violently. “No. No captain in Kaluwa will take you there. The eastern coast is cursed. The water boils. The mana vents under the sea make the waves unpredictable.”

“There has to be someone,” I pressed. “Someone greedy. Someone crazy. I don’t care which.”

Haku hesitated. He looked at the talon again, then sighed.

“There are lights under the waves on that side,” Haku whispered and leaned in close. “People say the spirits of the deep live there. But… if you really want to die, go find Silas.”

“Silas?”

“He runs a reinforced trawler,” Haku said. “He pulls up deep-sea catches that other men are too scared to touch. He drinks too much and he owes money to bad people. If you wave enough gold in his face, he might take you.”

“Where is he?”

“Down at the end of the commercial pier,” Haku said. “Look for the boat with the rusted hull and the extra plating. Name’s The Iron Crab.”

“Thanks, Haku,” I said.

Varga snatched the talon back from the counter and shoved it into her belt. Haku watched it disappear with relief.

“Don’t thank me,” the old man muttered as we turned to leave. “Silas might get you there, but the mountain might finish what the jungle started.”

“Oh, ye of little faith!” Trixie said with a grin, wagging her finger.

And with that, we walked back out into the harsh sunlight.

“Silas sounds charming,” Thessa noted dryly. “Probably smells like stale beer and poor life choices.”

“He sounds perfect,” I said. “But we aren’t going straight to the docks.”

Lazy let out a hopeful sound. “Bed?”

“Bed,” I confirmed. “We’re checking back into the Mariner’s Rest. We need to wash this filth off, get a real meal, and sleep in an actual bed. If we’re hitting a volcano dungeon tomorrow, I want us at full strength.”

“Oh, thank the Gods,” Trixie groaned and stretched her arms up. Her leather armor squeaked. “I have sand everywhere. It’s, like, coarse and rough and irritating.”

“Hey!” Lazy blinked. “You stole my quote. I said that before.”

“I doubt it was your quote to begin with!” Trixie said, waving a finger at her.

“I will fight you all for the shower,” Thessa warned, though she looked too tired to really mean it.

“We’ll share,” I said, and I put an arm around Thessa’s waist, even as I ignored the fact that we were both covered in grime. “It saves water.”

Seema smiled shyly. “I would like to wash my hair. It feels like straw.”

We trudged up the hill toward the hotel. We were exhausted, dirty, and sore, but we had the intel we needed. One night of rest, and then we were going to finish this mission and shove it right down the Magocracy’s throat.
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The Mariner’s Rest felt like a palace after two days in the jungle.

We secured the largest suite on the top floor again, and the moment the heavy door clicked shut behind us, the tension in my shoulders finally let go.

Thessa and Trixie immediately fought over the first shower, a battle Trixie won by simply sprinting into the bathroom and locking the door before the tiefling could react. Over the next two hours, the room filled with steam and the scent of soap as we rotated through, and we scrubbed off layers of dried mud, raptor blood, and sweat.

By the time room service arrived with carts of roasted chicken, fresh fruit, and cold drinks, my girls looked like themselves again—clean, glowing, and wrapped in plush white hotel robes that hung loosely off their shoulders. We ate on the floor around the coffee table and devoured the food in a comfortable silence that spoke of deep exhaustion.

Once the plates were cleared, we didn’t bother with conversation; we just wanted sleep. We piled onto the beds and sofas as the lights dimmed, and we drifted off to the sound of the ocean outside.

I had just started to sink into a deep sleep when the sound of shattering glass tore through the room like a gunshot.

I was up at once.

I was just in time to see the heavy balcony doors explode inward and send shards of glass spraying across the carpet in a glittering wave.

“What the…”

Three massive figures stomped through the breach and crushed the debris under heavy, metallic feet. They were hulking constructs of ceramic plate and bronze gears, animated by a humming blue light that leaked from their joints. They stood nearly seven feet tall, and their faceless helms tracked the room with mechanical indifference.

“Golems!” I shouted.

I scrambled to sit up while my hand reached for my staff leaning against the nightstand, but the lead construct was terrifyingly fast for something so heavy. It lunged across the short distance, and its heavy ceramic hand clamped around my throat before I could even shout a warning.

I expected it to crush my windpipe, but instead, a cold, sickening vacuum opened up against my skin. Red light flared from the golem’s palm, and I felt a massive chunk of my vitality ripped violently from my core. My vision grayed at the edges as the system pinged an alert in my mind: minus fifty hit points.

I gasped and swung my Obsidian Staff up with desperation. “Dark Whispers!” I choked out as I dumped mana into the spell. The shadows in the room coiled and shrieked as they wrapped around the constructs to eat away at their structural integrity.

At that moment, the room exploded into chaos as my girls woke up swinging. Seema rolled off the adjacent bed, and her Diamond Spear was already in her hands as if she had slept holding it.

She slammed the butt of the weapon into the planks. “Aura of Vigor!” she screamed.

A pulse of golden light swept through the cramped suite and hit me just as my strength was failing. The surge of stats cleared the black spots from my vision, and I kicked out at the golem holding me.

Simultaneously, Khla roared and threw her hand out from across the room. “Shield!” A shimmering barrier of green force snapped into existence around me just as the second golem brought a massive, piston-driven fist down toward my head. The fist slammed into Khla’s magic with a deafening crack.

Varga didn’t bother with weapons; she became the weapon. The wolfkin blurred from her position on the sofa as her enchanted claws extended with a flash.

“Shadow Flurry!” she snarled as she dived into the narrow gap between the beds where the first golem held me. She unleashed a blinding series of strikes, and her claws tore through the ceramic plating of the golem’s arm like it was wet cardboard.

The construct jerked back and dropped me as its limb was severed at the elbow. On the other side of the room, Lazy popped up from a pile of pillows while her hair was wild and her eyes glowed.

She pointed a finger at the third golem, which was winding up to smash Thessa. “Polymorph!” Lazy shouted. The massive armored figure vanished in a puff of smoke, and it was replaced instantly by a small, pink axolotl that flopped wetly onto the carpet.

After that, the fight turned into a claustrophobic brawl in the wreckage of the suite.

Varga and Seema shoulder-checked each other in the tight space to get at the remaining two active golems. Seema thrust her spear into the gap in the second golem’s armor and leveraged the diamond tip to pry a massive plate of ceramic off its chest.

The golem staggered back and crashed into the dresser, swinging wildly.

Above the fray, Trixie scrambled up the side of the heavy wardrobe with feline agility. She perched on top as she drew her pink “ELF HNTR” bow. “Eat this, bucket-head!” she yelled and fired straight down. The arrow exploded on impact and drove a hardened steel tip through the top of the second golem’s helm and down into its core.

Wounded and leaking magical fluid, the first golem tried to swing its remaining arm at Varga, but she was too fast.

She ducked under the clumsy blow and drove both clawed hands into its chest cavity to rip out the glowing mana core. The construct collapsed into a heap of dead metal.

The second golem flailed blindly as it tried to dislodge the arrow in its head, but Seema swept its legs out from under it with the shaft of her spear. As it fell, Trixie put two more arrows into its chest for good measure, but it still rose.

I moved in swiftly and ended its life with a single Power Word: Kill.

The only thing left moving was the pink axolotl that flopped near the balcony, utterly harmless.

I leaned against the wall and clutched my chest where the draining magic had hit me as I watched the dust settle, Varga kicked the pile of scrap that used to be the first golem to ensure it stayed down. Lazy leaned over the axolotl and poked it gently.

“Cute,” she muttered.

We didn’t wait for it to turn back when the spell ended. Khla stepped forward and brought her heavy boot down, and she crushed the core before it could fully reform.

We stood in the ruins and breathed hard as the silence of the room returned as quickly as it had been broken.


Chapter 23



I kicked a piece of shattered ceramic plate across the ruined carpet. It skittered over the floor and hit the wall with a hollow clack.

The room was a disaster zone. The balcony doors were gone, reduced to jagged teeth of glass in the frame and a carpet full of glittering dust. The heavy furniture lay in splinters. The smell of fire and magic hung thick in the air as it mixed with the ocean breeze blowing in from the hole in the wall where the doors used to be.

I hope they’re insured…

I knelt beside the remains of a golem and pushed aside a twisted bronze gear to examine the inner chassis. I was looking for a maker’s mark—a sigil, a serial number, anything that would identify the artisan who built it. Legitimate constructs always had them. It was Magocratic law.

There was nothing. The metal was smooth, filed down, and anonymous.

“Clean,” I said as I stood up. “High-end illegal work. You don’t buy these off a shelf. You commission them from the black market.”

“Why send dolls?” Varga asked.

She was wiping hydraulic fluid from her arms with a towel. Her black tank top was torn at the shoulder, and it revealed pale skin and the hard line of her muscle. “Assassins are quieter.”

“Because constructs—like wraiths—can’t be led back to anyone or anything and won’t talk if captured,” I said. I rubbed my chest. The ache from the life drain was still there, a cold void sitting behind my ribs. I knew it would fade soon, but it was far from a pleasant feeling. “That siphon spell… it pulled fifty hit points out of me in a second. It felt exactly like the wraith in the bathroom.”

The room went quiet. My girls looked at me, and their expressions shifted from combat readiness to concern.

“Twice,” Khla said. Her voice was low. She stood near the door, and her massive frame was tense. “Two attacks. Both designed to drain vitality rather than simply inflict trauma.”

“It’s a harvest,” I realized. “They want my essence. My bloodline.”

Thessa hissed. Her tail lashed behind her and knocked a lamp off a surviving side table. “They want to drink you like a potion. It’s disgusting.”

Before we could analyze it further, heavy pounding erupted on the hallway door.

“Open up!” a voice shouted. “Management! We heard explosions!”

“Police!” another voice added.

My team tensed. Varga dropped into a crouch, ready to fight. Trixie had another arrow nocked before I could blink.

“Stand down,” I ordered quickly. “Hide the weapons. Trixie, get down from the wardrobe. We handle this politically.”

I grabbed my academy robe from the pile of clothes on the floor and threw it on over my boxers. It wasn’t the most dignified look, but the crest on the chest carried some weight. I grabbed the heavy pouch of gold from my pack.

“Let me do the talking,” I told them.

I unlocked the door and swung it open.

A sweating, red-faced hotel manager stood there. Two local constables flanked him, and they looked like they would rather be fishing. They tried to peer past me into the room.

“What in the name of the deep is going on in there?” the manager demanded. “The guests downstairs say the ceiling is shaking!”

I stepped into the hallway and blocked their view with my body. I put on my best noble face.

“My apologies,” I said smoothly. “A training accident. My research team was calibrating a defensive array, and the mana feedback loop destabilized. You know how volatile experimental magic can be.”

The manager sputtered. “Experimental… you blew out my balcony doors!”

“And I will pay for them,” I interrupted. I loosened the drawstring on the pouch and pulled out a handful of gold coins. I didn’t count them. I just grabbed a fistful and shoved them into the manager’s shirt pocket.

It was easily enough. More than the room cost for a month.

The manager froze. He looked down at his pocket, then back at me. The anger drained out of his face, and calculation replaced it.

I turned to the constables. “And for the disturbance to the peace.”

I handed each of them five gold coins. It was a bribe, plain and simple, but in a town like this, it was just a transaction fee.

“Magical accident,” the older constable muttered as he pocketed the coins. “Hate it when that happens.”

“Seems you have it under control, though,” the other said.

“Yes, neatly resolved,” the first agreed.

“Exactly,” I said. “We just need privacy to contain the residual mana. It wouldn’t be safe for housekeeping to enter until morning.”

The manager patted his pocket. “Right. Safety first. Uh… try to keep the noise down, sir.”

“We will be silent as the grave,” I promised.

I stepped back and shut the door in their faces and locked it tight.

I turned back to the room. My girls were staring at me. Trixie had lowered her bow, and Lazy was poking the dead golem with her toe.

“Expensive lie,” Thessa muttered.

“Cheaper than jail,” I said. “And this is exactly what the gold was for.”

The adrenaline from the fight hadn’t faded. It was spiking now and turning into agitation. Thessa marched over to me. Her eyes were glowing bright red, and heat radiated off her skin in waves. She looked furious.

“This is unacceptable, Wade!” she shouted, though she kept her voice just below the level that would bring the manager back. “We are not safe here. We are not safe anywhere! They attacked us in our sleep. In the middle of town!”

“I know,” I said.

“We should burn this whole island,” Thessa ranted. She paced back and forth and stepped over shattered glass. “We should find whoever sent these dolls and melt them down. They caught us with our pants down! Literally!”

She gestured to her own state of undress. Her robe hung open and revealed the black lingerie she’d slept in. Under normal circumstances, the sight of her heaving chest and flushed skin would have distracted me, but right now, her fear for my safety was the only thing I saw.

“Thessa, stop,” I said firmly.

“No! I will not stop! They want to drain you dry! We should barricade the door. We should—”

“We should leave,” I cut in.

The room went silent.

“Leave?” Seema asked. She gripped her spear. She looked pale but steady. “Go back to the mainland?”

“No,” I said. “We go to the volcano. Right now.”

I walked to the center of the room, avoiding crunched glass with my bare feet. I looked at each of them. They were rattled. They needed direction.

“Listen to me,” I said. “They escalated. First, they tried to get a wraith to kill us. That failed. Then the environment. That failed. Now, a brute-force assault with expensive hardware. They’re desperate. They know we survived the jungle. They know we killed the Raptor King. They are throwing everything they have at us. They’ll likely hit even harder when they learn the Mageblade might be real.”

Varga nodded slowly. “A cornered animal bites harder.”

“Exactly,” I said. “If we stay here, the next wave will be bigger. Maybe they level the hotel. Maybe they send an archmage. We can’t hold a static position.”

I looked at the gaping hole where the balcony doors used to be. The night air was cool and carried the scent of salt.

“We use the chaos,” I told them. “The police think we’re containing a magical leak. The manager is counting his gold. Nobody is watching the back exit.”

“You want to go to the docks now?” Khla asked. “In the middle of the night?”

“Silas is there,” I said. “Haku said he owes money to bad people. Men like that don’t sleep well, and they take jobs at odd hours if the coin is right.”

Trixie jumped off the bed. “Midnight boat ride! Spooky!”

“Dangerous,” Khla corrected, but she was already moving toward her pack. “But safer than waiting here for round two.”

“Pack up,” I ordered. “Everything. We leave nothing behind that can be used to track us or curse us. We move in five minutes.”

Thessa stopped pacing. She took a deep breath, and the fire in her eyes dimmed to a smolder. She walked up to me, grabbed my lapels, and pulled me down for a hard, fierce kiss.

“If we die on a boat,” she whispered against my lips, “I will be very angry.”

“We won’t die,” I said.

We moved fast. The girls threw their gear into packs with practiced efficiency. We dressed in the dark and pulled on armor and boots over sleep-warm skin.

I took one last look at the ruined room. The golems lay in heaps of twitching metal. They were a message, but my response was going to be louder.

“Let’s go,” I said.

We slipped out the back service door, blended into the shadows of the alleyway, and headed for the harbor. The town was quiet, but the red glow of the distant volcano pulsed against the night sky and waited for us.


Chapter 24



The alley behind the Mariner’s Rest smelled of rotting fish guts and stale beer. I held the heavy iron door open while my team filed out into the cool night air.

Thessa came out last. She gripped my arm immediately. Her nails dug into my bicep through my sleeve. Her red eyes scanned the shadows. They glowed with both rage and protective paranoia.

“We should have burned the building,” she hissed as her tail lashed behind her legs. “It would have covered our tracks.”

“And summoned every mage in the archipelago,” I said with a chuckle. “Let’s go. We need to be on the water before people realize we’re gone.”

We moved quickly through the narrow streets of Kaluwa Town. The settlement was quiet. Most of the windows were dark, though an occasional tavern spilled yellow light and drunken laughter onto the cobblestones. We reached the commercial docks ten minutes later. This wasn’t the polished pier where the tourist charters docked. This was the working end of the harbor, where the smell of diesel and rust was thick enough to taste.

I scanned the line of vessels until I saw it.

The Iron Crab.

Haku hadn’t lied. The boat was ugly and squat, and it looked like it had been built out of scrap metal welded together by a blind giant. The hull was plated with extra sheets of steel, rusted to a dull orange, and a heavy winch dominated the aft deck. It looked less like a boat and more like a floating tank.

“That thing floats?” Thessa asked and wrinkled her nose.

“It looks sturdy,” Khla said. She nodded approval. “Thick hull. Good for ramming.”

We walked down the groaning wooden pier. A solitary figure slumped in a canvas chair on the aft deck. A bottle of cheap rum rested on his chest.

That was probably Silas…

He was a wire-thin man with a long gray beard that spilled over his shirt like a tangled fishing net. He snored softly. It was a whistling sound that matched the rhythm of the waves as they lapped against the hull.

Trixie crept forward and reached out a finger to poke his nose. “Shall I nose-boop the withered, alcoholic sea captain? The international gesture of good intentions?”

I caught her wrist before she could make contact. “Let me handle this.”

I stepped onto the gunwale. The boat barely rocked under my weight. I walked over and kicked the leg of Silas’s chair.

“Wake up, Captain.”

Silas snorted, jerked upright, and grabbed for a knife at his belt before his eyes even focused. He saw me, saw the six dangerous women standing behind me on the dock, and relaxed his grip, though he didn’t let go of the handle.

“Who in the hells are you?” he rasped. His voice sounded like gravel grinding in a mixer. “I ain’t buying nothing, and I paid my dues to the guild last week.”

“We’re looking for a charter,” I said.

Silas squinted at me with dull brown eyes. He looked at the academy crest on my torn shirt, then at the heavy packs my girls carried.

“I don’t do night runs,” he grunted and reached for his bottle. “Come back at noon. Or never. Never works for me just as well.”

“We need to leave now,” I said. “And we need to go to the eastern coast. The volcano side.”

Silas froze. He slowly set the bottle down on the deck. He looked at me like I had just asked him to sail into the sun.

“The Old Throat?” He laughed. It was a dry, hacking sound. “No. Get off my boat, kid. I don’t go there in the daylight, and I sure as hell ain’t going there in the dark.”

“We heard you were the only one with the hull for it,” I said. I played to his ego.

“Hull holds up fine,” he muttered. “My soul, less so. Go away.”

I reached into my pocket and pulled out the heavy pouch of gold. I loosened the strings and let a handful of coins spill into my palm. The gold caught the moonlight. It glittered brightly against the rusted deck.

“Triple your usual rate,” I said. “Up front. No questions asked. You drop us on the black sand beach.”

Silas stared at the gold. His tongue darted out to wet his lips. I could see the greed fighting with the fear in his eyes.

“That… that’s a lot of coin,” he whispered.

“And there’s a bonus if we leave in the next five minutes,” I added. I gave him my best charming smile, the one that usually worked on merchant daughters and stubborn academics alike. “Come on, Silas. You look like a man who knows the sea better than anyone. Choppy waters don’t scare you, do they?”

He looked at the gold, then at Khla’s muscles, then back at the gold. He sighed. It was a long, defeated sound.

“Damn you,” he grumbled as he stood up. He was surprisingly fast for his age. He moved with a wiry energy. “Get on board. Don’t touch the winch. And if you see lights under the water, you don’t look at them. You hear me? You look at the deck.”

“Deal,” I said. I handed him a stack of gold.

He took the coins and shoved them deep into his pocket. “Help me cast off the lines!” he barked. He was suddenly all business. “Let’s move it!”

My girls moved instantly. Khla and Varga handled the heavy ropes on the dock and tossed them onto the deck. Thessa and Seema hopped aboard and helped Lazy, who looked at the dark water with deep suspicion.

“More boats,” Lazy whined as she crawled onto a bench seat near the cabin. “It smells like rust and bad decisions here.”

“It smells like adventure!” Trixie cheered. She jumped onto the deck with a flourish. “And tetanus. Definitely tetanus.”

Silas fired the engine. It coughed once, spat a cloud of black smoke, and then roared to life with a deep, chugging rhythm that shook the deck plates.

He spun the wheel, and The Iron Crab lurched away from the pier.

We moved out of the harbor faster than I expected. The heavy boat cut through the chop with brute force and sprayed cold saltwater over the bow. The lights of Kaluwa Town faded behind us. This left us in a void of black ocean and starry sky.

I stood near the bow and gripped the cold steel railing. The wind whipped my hair back.

“Wade.”

I turned. My team had gathered around me.

Thessa stood closest. Her hip pressed against mine. The wind pressed her clothes against her body and outlined her curves. Her red eyes were fixed forward. Khla stood like a statue. She balanced effortlessly on the shifting deck. Varga leaned against the cabin. She cleaned her nails but watched me. Seema held her spear. She looked out at the dark water with both fear and resolve. Trixie was hanging off the rigging and grinned, while Lazy huddled near my legs for warmth.

I pointed ahead.

In the distance, a dull, angry red glow pulsed against the bottom of the clouds. It looked like a wound in the sky.

The volcano.

“That’s it,” I told them. I raised my voice over the roar of the engine and the crashing waves. “The Old Throat. The Mageblade is waiting right in the center of that fire.”

“It looks… angry,” Seema said softly.

“It looks like a target,” Varga corrected.

I looked at them. They were tired, they were hunted, and they were heading into a place that scared even the locals. But none of them looked like they wanted to turn back.

“They threw a jungle at us,” I said. “They threw a raptor king at us. They sent golems to our bedroom. And we’re still here.” I looked back at the red glow. “There is no turning back now,” I said. “We go in, we take the sword, and we end this.”

Thessa squeezed my arm. Her heat seeped through my shirt. “Then let’s go burn a volcano down.”

Trixie blinked. “Is that… yeah. It’s probably possible, technically.”

Silas pushed the throttle forward, and we sped into the darkness toward the fire.
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The journey around the horn of Kaluwa was a test of endurance. The Iron Crab didn’t slice through the waves so much as it bludgeoned them into submission. The hull groaned and slammed against the choppy black water, sending icy sprays of brine over the gunwales every few seconds.

We had been moving for hours in the dark. The only illumination came from the instrument panel in the open cockpit and the angry, pulsating red glow of the volcano looming ahead of us. It stained the low clouds like a fresh bruise.

Silas stood at the wheel. His knuckles were white as he gripped the spokes. He didn’t look at the horizon. His eyes darted between the depth sounder and the dark water churning alongside the boat.

“Too shallow,” he muttered. He leaned over the side and peered down then jerked back as if something had snapped at him.

“Lights,” Silas hissed as he wiped sweat from his forehead despite the cool wind. “Damn lights are following. They know we’re here.”

I walked to the rail and looked down. I saw nothing but foam and black water, but the mana density in the air was spiking as we got closer to the eastern coast.

“Just keep the course, Silas,” I said, and I kept my voice steady. “We’re paying you to drive, not to ghost hunt.”

“I am driving,” he spat. “But the ocean ain’t right here. It feels heavy.”

I left him to his paranoia and moved back to the center of the deck where my team had huddled for warmth and stability. We sat on the rough steel plates and used the cabin structure as a windbreak.

Lazy was having the worst time of it. The poor catkin was draped across Trixie’s lap, looking less like an Enchanter and more like a melted rug. Her face was buried in Trixie’s stomach, and her tail was wrapped tight around her own leg.

“I am filing a grievance,” Lazy moaned into Trixie’s shirt. “The ocean is personally offending me. It won’t stop moving. Why won’t it stop?”

“Shhh, it’s okay, little kitty,” Trixie cooed. She patted Lazy’s head with one hand while she held a saltine cracker in the other. “You just need snacks. Snacks fix everything.”

Trixie tried to shove the cracker near Lazy’s mouth. “Open up! Here comes the train! Choo choo!”

“I am not a train station,” Lazy whimpered, and she kept her eyes squeezed shut. “I am a vessel of suffering. Take your dry bread away.”

“More for me,” Trixie chirped as she popped the cracker into her own mouth.

Despite the damp cold, Trixie looked fantastic. Her leather armor pushed her chest up, and her long legs were spread to balance against the boat’s roll. This created a cradle for Lazy. She caught me looking and winked, unbothered by the chaos and danger.

I crouched down next to them and gripped a cleat for balance.

“Listen up,” I said. I raised my voice to be heard over the wind. “We’re getting close. We need to review the plan before we hit the beach.”

Thessa sat to my right with her back against the steel wall. The cold spray didn’t appear to touch her; her natural body heat evaporated the water before it could soak her clothes. Her crimson eyes reflected the distant volcano glow.

“It’s a volcano,” I said. “That means extreme heat, lava hazards, and likely fire-based enemies. Standard tactics won’t work if we melt before we swing a weapon.”

I looked at Thessa. “Your Fire Shield is going to be critical. It absorbs heat damage. If we have to cross magma or take a breath weapon, I need you ready to cast it on whoever is taking point.”

Thessa smirked and ran a hand through her wind-blown hair. “Fire doesn’t burn me, Wade. It fuels me. I feel stronger already just being this close to the source. I’ll keep the heat off you. Just stay close to me.”

“I intend to,” I said. I turned to Khla. “Khla, your standard Shield spells block physical and magical impact, but they can break under sustained stress. Save your mana for deflection, not tanking lava flows.”

Khla nodded as she crossed her arms over her chest. “Understood.”

Seema sat near Varga. Her knuckles were white where she gripped the shaft of her diamond spear. She was staring up at the red glow filling the sky ahead of us. The volcano was massive. It was a black pyramid silhouetted against the burning clouds.

“Wade,” Seema asked softly. “Are… are we fighting the mountain itself? It looks alive.”

“It’s just geology and mana, Seema,” I reassured her. “Big, angry geology. But the things inside it bleed just like the Raptor King did.”

“Heat means energy,” Varga said as she tested the edge of a claw against her thumb. A thin line of blood appeared, which she licked away casually. “And where there is heat, there are usually reptiles. Cold-blooded things get fast when the air is hot. Expect drakes. Salamanders. Things with scales.”

“Great,” Lazy mumbled from Trixie’s lap. “More dinosaur thingies. I hate dinosaurs.”

“We handle them the same way,” I said. “Crowd control, focus fire, and keep moving. We don’t know the layout of the ruin inside, so we assume every floor tile is a trap.”

Suddenly, the engine pitch dropped. The roar faded to a heavy idle, and the boat’s momentum slowed. We rocked violently in the swells.

“End of the line!” Silas shouted from the wheel.

I stood up and looked forward. We were drifting about fifty yards offshore. The water here was ink-black, but the shore was visible. It was a long stretch of coarse black sand that glittered under the volcano’s light. The heat radiating from the island battled with the cold ocean spray.

“Take us in closer,” I yelled back at Silas. “We have heavy gear!”

“Not a chance!” Silas yelled as he spun the wheel to keep the bow pointed into the waves. “Look at the depth! Sandbars everywhere. And I ain’t risking my keel on volcanic rock.”

He pointed a shaking finger at the beach. “That’s as close as I go. Wading depth. Get off my boat before the lights come back. I’ll wait for you a little to the north. Less chop, less damn lights.”

I looked at the black water between us and the shore. It swirled ominously.

“Fine,” I said as I turned to my team. “Packs on. Weapons ready. We’re getting wet.”

Lazy let out a sound of pure despair. “Why? Why is it always wet?”

“Come on, Lazy,” Trixie said, and she hauled the catkin up by the back of her shirt. “Bath time is over. Time to go play in the volcano!”

We lined up at the gunwale and looked down into the dark surf, ready to jump.
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“Jump!” I shouted over the roar of the surf.

I vaulted over the gunwale of The Iron Crab and plunged feet-first into the black ocean. The cold hit me hard, stealing the breath from my lungs. The water churned around my waist, heavy and aggressive. It pulled at my clothes and tried to drag me down.

Splash. Splash. Splash.

My team landed around me in a chaotic spray of foam. Trixie hit the water with a squeal, holding her bow high above her head to keep the string dry. Khla landed like a boulder and found her footing instantly on the shifting sandbar beneath the waves.

“Cold! It’s cold!” Lazy shrieked. The poor catkin scrambled onto Khla’s back as she dug her nails into the orc’s shoulders to escape the freezing water. “I am wet! I am miserable! Save me!”

“Let’s go!” I ordered as I waded forward. “Get to the beach before a wave knocks us over.”

We fought the surf for twenty yards. The black sand sucked at our boots, which made every step a contest of strength. I grabbed Thessa’s hand as a particularly large swell threatened to sweep her legs out from under her. She gripped me tight while her nails dug into my palm, and we hauled ourselves up onto the shore.

We dragged our heavy, waterlogged packs onto the dry section of the beach and collapsed for a moment to gasp for air. The contrast was jarring. The ocean spray was ice cold, but the air radiating from the island felt like standing in front of an open oven.

Behind us, the engine of The Iron Crab roared.

I turned just in time to see Silas spin the heavy boat around. He gunned the throttle and pushed the rusted trawler back into the deep water as fast as his engine could carry him. Within seconds, his running lights were fading into the dark horizon.

“He really didn’t want to stick around,” Trixie noted as she shook water from her blonde ponytail like a dog. Her leather armor was soaked through. It clung to her athletic frame in a way that would have been distracting if we weren’t standing at the base of an active volcano.

“We move forward,” I said. “That’s the only way out now.”

I closed my eyes and focused. The map I had activated in the Tannorian outpost was burned into my memory, and it glowed with perfect clarity in my mind’s eye. I overlaid that mental image onto the brutal terrain in front of us.

“We need elevation,” I said as I pointed toward a jagged spine of rock rising to our left. “There’s a ridge up there. If the old maps are right, it holds the remnants of a dwarven road. It’s the only stable path to the caldera.”

“Uphill,” Lazy groaned. She slid off Khla’s back but refused to stand fully upright. “In wet shoes. This is torture. I am being tortured.”

“Let’s move,” I said. “Before we freeze or melt.”

The trek was brutal from the first step. The beach gave way almost immediately to a steep incline of sharp volcanic rock and deep drifts of gray ash. It wasn’t like walking on dirt; the ash was soft and shifting, and it offered no traction. For every two steps we took up, we slid back one.

Dust kicked up around us and coated our wet clothes in a layer of gray sludge.

“This is disgusting,” Thessa complained. She was clinging to my left arm. She used me as a support as we navigated a field of razor-sharp obsidian shards. “Look at my boots, Wade. These are Italian leather. The ash is ruining the finish.”

I looked down. Her boots were indeed taking a beating; they were scuffed and gray, but my eyes traveled up. The wet crimson blouse she wore was plastered to her skin, outlining the heavy swell of her breasts and the curve of her waist. The exertion had flushed her skin a deeper shade, and despite her complaining, she looked incredibly hot.

“I’ll buy you new boots when we get back,” I promised as I steadied her when she stumbled over a rock.

“You’re buying me ten pairs,” she huffed and pressed her chest against my arm. “And a spa day. My skin feels gritty.”

“Deal,” I said.

Varga took the point position. The wolfkin moved with a low center of gravity, and her boots found purchase where the rest of us slipped. She didn’t use her eyes as much as her nose. Her head constantly turned to sample the wind.

“Sulfur,” Varga called back over her shoulder. “Stronger up ahead. And rot. Something died here recently.”

“Hopefully not the last group of idiots who tried this,” Khla grunted from the rear. She was carrying the heaviest pack without complaint as her powerful legs drove her upward through the ash drifts.

We trudged for an hour. The incline grew steeper, and the air thinned and became heavy with the taste of brimstone. My legs burned as the lactic acid built up, but I kept the pace steady. I couldn’t let them see me flag.

Suddenly, Varga stopped. She raised a fist to signal a halt.

She stood next to a massive, dark shape that loomed out of the ash. It wasn’t a natural rock formation but a block of granite, square-cut and imposing. It stood nearly ten feet tall.

“Marker,” Varga said. She ran a hand over the surface.

I walked up beside her and wiped sweat and ash from my forehead. The stone was weather-worn, pitted by centuries of acid rain and volcanic grit, but the carvings were deep enough to survive. They weren’t the flowing curves of elven script or the sharp runes of the Tannorians.

These were geometric. Angular. Blocks and hammers and anvils interlocked in a pattern that spoke of unyielding strength.

“Bronzehall,” I said because I recognized the style from my history texts.

Thessa leaned in to trace a line with her finger. “Dwarves. Why would there be a dwarven marker on a tropical island? They hate the open ocean.”

“The Tannorian part of Kaluwa was perhaps not in the ocean,” I said. “Which would also explain why the dwarves abandoned it after the Upheaval.”

I looked at the marker, then up the path that cleared ahead of us. The ash was thinner here and revealed paving stones that had been laid with impossible precision.

“The Bronzehall clan was closely affiliated with the Summoner King,” I explained to the group. “History says they were his staunchest allies.”

“Loyalty,” Khla said as she nodded respectfully. “They valued his strength.”

“And his gold,” Trixie added and poked the stone. “Dwarves love gold. Did the Summoner King have a lot of money?”

“He had enough to build an empire,” I said. “But it was more than that. He saved Bronzehall from a threat and befriended them.”

I looked at the paved road that stretched upward into the red gloom of the volcano.

“If the Mageblade is really here,” I said, “it makes sense that he trusted the Bronzehall dwarves to hide it. They built this road to carry something heavy and precious up to the fire.”

“So we are on the right track,” Seema said.

“We are,” I confirmed. “This is the front door.”

Varga looked up the path while her ears twitched. “Front doors usually have guards.”

“Then let’s be ready to greet them,” I said. “Break time is over. We keep moving.”
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The ancient paved road offered better footing than the ash drifts, but the air grew thinner with every yard we climbed. Around us, a heavy, yellow fog of sulfur clung to the rocks, stinging my eyes and coating the back of my throat with the taste of rotten eggs.

Varga, who had been leading us with a steady, predatory crouch, stopped abruptly. Her black ears swiveled toward a jagged outcropping of volcanic rock that hung twenty feet above our heads. Before I could ask what she sensed, the sound of skittering claws on stone echoed down the canyon.

It sounded like a thousand dry bones rattling together.

“Above us!” Varga shouted.

She dived to the side as a glob of burning saliva struck the stone where she had just been standing.

A moment later, a swarm descended from the crags in a chaotic red blur—a dozen Small Red Drakes, leathery-winged reptiles the size of large dogs with snapping jaws and throats glowing with internal heat.

We moved into action mode at once, and I slammed the butt of my obsidian staff onto the pavement. “Dark Whispers!” I called out, dumping twenty mana into the spell.

A radius of necrotic shadow rippled outward from me, washing over the descending flock and infecting their minds with voices that would eat away at their vitality.

Thessa stepped in front of me. Her eyes blazed with eagerness as the front line of drakes dived toward us. She swept her hand across the path and left a line of shimmering runes on the stones.

“Flame Trap!” she yelled.

As the first four drakes landed to bite at us, the runes detonated in a violent upward column of orange fire. The blast knocked the creatures backward, scattering their formation.

But as the smoke cleared, I saw that their scales were merely soot-stained, not burned. They shook off the flames with annoying ease because their natural volcanic affinity protected them.

“They’re fire resistant!” I shouted as I realized Thessa’s usual nuke strategy wasn’t going to cut it here.

I shifted targets instantly and leveled my staff at the lead drake that was recovering from the blast and preparing to lunge at Seema. “Power Word: Kill.” I pushed mana into the spell and released it.

It worked perfectly on the lower-level mob; the drake’s heart stopped mid-beat, and it slumped to the pavers, dead before it hit the ground.

Lazy popped out from behind Khla. She pointed a finger at the largest remaining drake on the ground. “Charm,” she said.

The spell took hold instantly on the weak-minded beast; it shook its head, hissed at us, and then turned violently on its packmate to clamp its jaws onto the wing of the drake beside it.

As the two reptiles began to tear at each other, Seema slammed her Diamond Spear against her shield. “Aura of Vigor!” she cried, and a pulse of golden light washed over us. It made my muscles harden with a massive stat boost.

With the golden aura coursing through her veins, Varga became a blur of black motion. She intercepted two drakes that tried to swoop past the front line to get to Trixie. Her enchanted claws flashed and sliced through leathery wings and thick scales with terrifying ease.

Beside her, Khla stepped up to the line. She used her immense strength to simply backhand a drake out of the air and send it crashing into the rock face with a bone-shattering crunch.

The fight dissolved into a chaotic melee as the remaining drakes tried to swarm us. They spat acid-fire and snapped.

One of them dived straight for Seema, its jaws open wide to crush her shoulder. But she planted her feet, braced her Diamond Spear, and thrust upward with precise, lethal timing. The spear tip caught the drake under the chin and punched clean through the top of its skull and skewered it through the throat. She shoved the corpse off her weapon with a grunt of effort, looking every bit the warrior Varga had claimed she was.

“Get off me, you winged rat!” Trixie shrieked as a drake tried to land on her pack.

She spun away and loosed her pink bow in a single fluid motion. She didn’t bother with a spell; she just fired point-blank.

The arrow caught the drake in the shoulder. It carried enough force to lift it off the ground and pin it firmly to the volcanic rock wall behind us. It thrashed and screeched, but it was unable to pull itself free from the steel shaft.

Meanwhile, the charmed drake was fighting valiantly, but three of its former kin descended on it in a flurry of claws and teeth. They ripped it apart in seconds and ended Lazy’s spell the hard way.

I used the distraction to cast Dark Whispers again, layering the damage over time on the cluster of drakes ripping at the corpse. The necrotic voices in their heads caused two of them to stumble. They bled from their ears as their health pools bottomed out.

Even as I did so, Varga and Khla waded into the confused cluster. Varga’s Shadow Flurry tore through two of the weakened drakes and turned them into ribbons, while Khla grabbed another by the tail and slammed it against the ground repeatedly until it stopped moving.

The sheer violence of our counter-attack finally broke the morale of the pack. The remaining three drakes screeched and scrambled into the air as they flapped frantically to escape the slaughter.

Trixie lowered her bow and watched the survivors disappear into the sulfurous fog. She stomped her boot and crossed her arms, pushing her chest up in a pout that was entirely out of place on a battlefield covered in reptile corpses.

“Aww! They ran away!” she complained as she kicked a pebble. “I wanted to keep one. I was gonna name him Sparky and teach him to roast marshmallows. They were so cute, even with the whole trying-to-bite-my-face-off thing.”

“They’re pests,” Varga said as she wiped her claws on her pants. “And they smell like sulfur and unwashed feet.” She looked over at Seema and gave her a nod of approval for the clean kill with the spear.

I took a breath and checked my mana reserves; the fight had been messy but quick. “Reload and drink some water,” I ordered. “If drakes are the welcome wagon, we’ll be facing worse before the day is over.”


Chapter 26



The paved road leveled out abruptly and terminated at a jagged fissure that split the side of the volcano like an open wound. The red glow from above bled down into the canyon and cast long, twisting shadows against the rock face.

At first, I thought it was maybe a cave, but then I saw that it was not natural.

Carved directly into the basalt cliffs was a massive temple facade. It stood at least forty feet high, imposing and dark against the burning sky. Two colossal statues flanked the entrance, depicting armored dwarves standing guard with hammers resting on the ground.

Time and the island’s harsh environment had not been kind to them.

Rain and sulfurous wind had eroded the stone and melted their features until they looked like wax figures left too close to a fire. Their beards were smooth lumps, and their eyes were hollow, featureless depressions. It gave them a ghostly, mournful appearance that made the hair on my arms stand up.

“Bronzehall architecture,” I said as I stepped closer to the massive archway.

I ran my hand over the stone near the base of the arch. The heat radiating from the rock was intense, enough to be uncomfortable through my gloves. I traced a carving that had survived the erosion better than the faces.

It was the geometric block-and-hammer sigil of the Bronzehall clan, the same as the road marker we had passed earlier. But here, the iconography was twisted. Instead of the hammer striking an anvil of stone, it was depicted striking a pool of swirling flame. Runes of veneration circled the image, but they didn’t praise the stability of the earth or the strength of steel.

They praised the hunger of the magma.

“This isn’t traditional,” I muttered. “The Bronzehall dwarves worshiped stability. This… this is worship of volatility.”

“A different clan?” Varga asked while she kept her voice low. She stood near the entrance, and her nose wrinkled at the smell of sulfur.

“No, the base sigils are Bronzehall,” I explained as I pieced the history together in my head. “I’d bet this was a splinter cult. A faction that broke away from the main hold to worship the fire directly. It likely predates the Summoner King by a few centuries and ended badly long before he rose to power. Otherwise, we would’ve read about it.”

“Why hide the sword here then?” Trixie asked, tilting her head as she looked up at the melted face of the guardian. “If these guys were weirdos?”

“Because it was abandoned,” I posited. “When the Summoner King and his wives vanished, the main Bronzehall clan would have panicked. They needed a place to hide the Mageblade where the Magocracy wouldn’t look. An old, cursed temple to a dead fire god? It’s the perfect vault.”

“And nobody would come looking for it in a volcano,” Lazy noted as she wiped sweat from her forehead. “Because that would be stupid. Like us.”

I shot her a grin. “Let’s go inside,” I said. “We can discuss archaeology later.”

I stepped across the threshold and into the vestibule.

The transition was immediate and brutal. If the air outside was an oven, this was the heart of the fire. The temperature spiked twenty degrees the moment we passed under the arch. The air was heavy, dry, and tasted of ash. It felt thick in my lungs, and it made every breath a conscious effort.

My clothes, still damp from the ocean landing, began to steam slightly.

Beside me, Thessa let out a sharp gasp.

She stumbled and grabbed my arm for support. Her skin was burning hot, radiating a feverish intensity that went beyond the ambient temperature. Her crimson blouse was soaked. It clung to her heavy breasts and narrow waist and left absolutely nothing to the imagination.

“Thessa?” I asked while I gripped her waist to steady her. “You okay?”

She looked up at me, and her red eyes were blown wide and glowed with an internal luminescence that was almost blinding. Her tail lashed back and forth. It hit my leg with agitated strikes.

“The mana,” she whispered. Her voice was husky. “It’s… thick. My affinity is screaming. I feel like I just drank a potion of pure fire.”

She pressed closer and rubbed her chest against my arm. “It makes me restless, Wade. Like I need to burn something. Or break something. Or…” She bit her lip and looked at me with both aggression and lust.

“Hold it together,” I said, though I gave her hip a reassuring squeeze. “Channel it. Use it when we hit resistance, but don’t let it cook you.”

“I’m trying,” she hissed as her nails dug into my skin. “But it feels good. Too good.”

I looked over the rest of the team. Everyone else was sweating bullets. Trixie fanned herself with her hand and pulled the front of her leather top open to get some air circulation. Lazy looked like she was about to faint. She leaned heavily on Khla.

We were walking into a hostile environment. The dark blinded us, and the heat choked us. We needed order.

“Tight formation,” I ordered, and my voice echoed in the stone hallway. “This place is a choke point waiting to happen. We don’t spread out.”

I pointed to the front. “Seema, Varga. You take point. Varga, watch the corners.”

Seema nodded and wiped grime from her cheek. She stepped forward. She held her diamond spear ready, and her golden lion ears swiveled in the gloom. Varga moved silently to her side with her blades drawn.

“Casters in the middle,” I continued. “Me, Thessa, Trixie, and Lazy. We stay protected. If something jumps us, we blast it over the front line’s shoulders.”

Thessa released my arm reluctantly and moved into position, though she kept twitching her fingers as if playing with invisible flames. Trixie nocked an arrow. Her playful demeanor was replaced by sharp focus. Lazy groaned but unslung her medical bag to have it ready.

“Khla,” I said as I looked at the towering orc woman. “You’re the rear guard. Nothing sneaks up on us. If the door closes, you open it.”

“Understood,” Khla rumbled. She shifted her heavy pack, and her eyes scanned the entrance behind us.

“Stay alert,” I told them. “We’re in the belly of the beast now.”

We moved deeper into the temple, and the heat pressed against us.
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The interior of the temple opened into a grand hall that felt both majestic and crushing.

Massive columns of dark basalt held up a ceiling lost in shadows, while veins of raw magma flowed through channels carved directly into the walls, and they bathed the space in a bloody, pulsing red light. The heat was intense, and it dried the sweat on my skin instantly, but we pressed forward.

“Ahead!” Varga snapped, warning us.

There, a patrol marched across the stone floor—twelve Kobolds, reptilian and wiry, clad in scavenged scraps of dwarven plate that clattered with every step. They weren’t mindless; one of them, slightly larger than the rest, carried a crude drum made of stretched hide and bone.

The drummer spotted us instantly and raised his bone sticks high as if about to start drumming.

I reacted before he could strike the skin because I knew that sound was an alarm. I leveled my Obsidian Staff and pushed mana out.

“Command,” I barked, and my voice cut through the dry air. “Drop.”

The magic slammed into the Kobold’s mind. His arms jerked down as spasms racked his frame while he fought the compulsion, and the bone sticks clattered uselessly to the stone floor.

But my effort did not stop his neighbor, who opened his snout and let out a high-pitched, screeching yelp that echoed off the vaulted ceiling like a siren.

The rest of the patrol reacted with disciplined aggression. Three of the kobolds at the rear reached into satchels slung across their chests and pulled out clay pots with smoking fuses. They hurled them in high arcs toward our tight formation.

“Scatter!” I shouted as I shoved Thessa to the right.

The pots shattered against the floor and exploded in bursts of liquid fire. One landed dangerously close to Lazy and splashed burning oil just inches from her boots.

She shrieked, scrambled back, and collided with Trixie. Her eyes were wide with panic as the flames licked at the hem of her pants.

Lazy’s panic turned instantly to vindictive rage. She straightened up with her tail puffed out to twice its normal size, and she pointed a trembling finger at the lead Kobold charging her with a rusted pickaxe raised high.

“You tried to burn me!” she screamed. “Polymorph!”

A cloud of pink smoke engulfed the sprinting reptile mid-stride. When the smoke cleared a split second later, the armored warrior was gone. A fat, orange goldfish had replaced him, and it flopped wetly onto the hot stone floor as it gasped for water that wasn’t there.

Varga blurred forward like a shadow against the red glow of the magma veins and met the charging line head-on.

“Shadow Flurry,” she snarled as her enchanted claws extended.

She tore through the first rank of kobolds, and her blades sparked against their patchwork armor before finding the soft scales beneath. She spun to slash the throat of one and gut another in a single fluid motion. Her movements were so fast she left trailing afterimages of darkness in her wake. Black blood sprayed across the ancient tiles and hissed as it hit the hot stone.

Seema stepped up to cover Varga’s flank as three more kobolds tried to swarm the wolfkin. She planted her feet, and her diamond spear flashed in the magma light as she held the line. One kobold lunged, and she cracked it across the jaw with the haft of her spear. It stumbled back into its packmates and disrupted their rhythm.

The kobolds in the back prepared another volley of fire-pots and aimed directly at Seema to break her defense.

Thessa saw it coming and stepped forward while her red eyes blazed with delight. “Fire Shield!” she commanded as she swept her hand toward the lionkin.

A swirling vortex of magical flame wrapped around Seema just as the clay pots shattered against her armor. Instead of burning her, the magical fire absorbed the explosion as it fed on the heat and turned the attack into a harmless puff of smoke. Seema didn’t even flinch as she stood protected within the roaring aura.

“My turn!” Trixie chirped, and she hopped onto a fallen column to get a clear line of sight over Seema’s burning silhouette. She drew her pink bow with three arrows nocked at once.

“Rapid Shot!”

Her hands moved in a blur. The arrows flew true, guided by her skill, and slammed into the chest of the kobold drummer who was trying to retrieve his sticks and into the two throwers in the back. The impact lifted them off their feet and pinned the drummer to the wall with a thud.

I stepped into the gap and leveled my staff at the remaining cluster of fighters engaging Varga and Seema.

“Dark Whispers,” I intoned as I dumped mana into the spell.

Shadows coiled around the kobolds and whispered madness and pain into their ears. They clutched their heads, and their movements slowed as their vitality was sapped away.

Varga capitalized on the opening to decapitate the wounded one in front of her and drive her claws through the chest of another. Khla moved up from the rear and smashed the skull of a straggler with a single, brutal punch from her armored fist.

The last three standing kobolds realized that they were outmatched. They tried to turn and flee deeper into the temple, but Seema lunged forward and skewered one through the back.

Trixie put an arrow through the neck of another. The final one fell to my Power Word: Kill.

On the floor, the orange goldfish gave one final, desperate flop and went still as it suffocated in the open air.

We stood amidst the carnage where the only sounds were the heavy breathing of the team and the crackle of the magma veins.

“Clear,” Varga grunted as she kicked a pickaxe away from a corpse.

I opened my mouth to call for a regroup, but a sound from deep within the corridors stopped me cold. It started as a low hiss and built into a cacophony of shrieks and answering roars that echoed through the stone halls.

“They know we’re here,” Khla said, and her face was grim.

The element of surprise was gone.


Chapter 27



The adrenaline that had fueled our initial breach into the temple was fading, replaced by the crushing reality of the environment. The air in the hallway was dry enough to crack lips and hot enough to bake bread.

“Check your gear,” I said as I leaned my Obsidian Staff against the wall. “Drink water. If you stop sweating, tell Khla immediately. Heatstroke is a silent killer.”

Lazy practically melted onto the floor and fanned herself with a limp hand. Her black hair was plastered to her forehead, and her usually perky cat ears were drooping. “I am a desert creature now,” she moaned. “I have no moisture left. I am jerky. A very cute, very tired piece of jerky.”

“Drink,” Khla ordered. She shoved a canteen into Lazy’s hands. The orc woman wiped sweat from her brow. Her green skin glistened under the reddish light of the magma veins.

Even she looked winded.

Thessa paced back and forth, and her tail lashed violently behind her. The look in her red eyes was pure murder.

“This is ridiculous,” she spat as she kicked a loose stone. It skittered down the hall. “We are walking into a furnace. It’s absurd, Wade.”

She stopped in front of me and radiated heat. “Look at us. We are exhausted. We are fighting lizard… things and walking over lava. And for what? Because some faceless bureaucrat in Avalon Castle signed a form? We are risking too much.”

“It feels like a grinder,” Varga agreed from the shadows. Her golden eyes narrowed as she cleaned kobold blood from her shirt. “They throw bodies at us until we break.”

“That’s exactly the plan,” I said, capping my own water bottle. I looked at Thessa and kept my voice steady. “We have to push through.”

Thessa crossed her arms and pushed her breasts up, though her expression remained fierce. “But why are we playing their game?”

“For the academy,” I said simply.

Khla looked at Seema, and her expression softened just a fraction. “We lose our home if we pull out.”

The silence that followed was heavy. Only the distant bubbling of magma and our own ragged breathing filled it. The frustration was palpable. They were scared, tired, and angry.

I pushed off the wall and walked into the center of the group.

“Khla is right,” I said. “But that’s not the only reason we’re doing this.”

I looked at each of them. Lazy tried to find a cold spot on the floor. Trixie adjusted her bowstring. Varga watched the darkness. Thessa burned with indignation.

“We’re doing this because we are strong enough to survive it,” I said firmly. “Look at what we’ve done. We crossed the jungle. We killed the Raptor King. We just wiped out a kobold patrol in under a minute.”

I held up a hand and clenched it into a fist.

“Every time they throw something at us, we gain experience. We level up. We get harder to kill. We need this strength.” I tapped the pocket where the Orb of the Summoner King rested, then nodded down the hall. “And I can feel it,” I told them. “The Mageblade. It’s down there. It’s pulling at my bloodline. It’s not just a MacGuffin for a quest. It’s mine. It belongs to my family. There is a destiny to be forged here, and I am not walking away from it because it’s hot.”

Thessa stared at me. Her lips parted slightly. The anger in her eyes shifted, replaced by that dark, possessive heat that always made my pulse jump. She stepped closer and reached out to rest a hot hand on my chest.

“Destiny,” she purred. “You do sound like a king when you talk like that.”

“We’re going to win this,” I said to her, then looked at the others. “It might be our most difficult hour yet. But I know we can do it.”

Varga straightened up and holstered her claws. “The pack hunts on,” she stated simply.

“Yeah!” Trixie chirped as she bounced off the wall she’d been leaning on. Her energy appeared to return in an instant. “We’re awesome! We killed the mega chicken; we can kill lizards, big or small!” She grinned and looked me up and down with a mischievous sparkle in her blue eyes. “Besides,” she added as she gestured vaguely at my Obsidian Staff. “Those stuffy old Magocrats are probably just jealous. You know, because you have such a big staff. And they probably have tiny wands.”

Khla let out a long, suffering groan and dragged a hand down her face. “Trixie.”

Varga snorted. A smirk tugged at the corner of her mouth. “I like it.”

Even Seema cracked a smile and covered her mouth to hide a giggle. The tension in the hallway broke. A unified, spiteful resolve replaced it.

“Alright,” I said as I suppressed a laugh. “Let’s go show them exactly what I can do with my staff.”

The girls laughed as I turned toward the darkness. “Let’s move out.”
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The corridor ended abruptly, dropping away into a cavern that looked like the throat of the world.

We stood on a jagged lip of basalt and looked out over a massive natural chamber that bisected the temple. Fifty feet below us, a lake of molten rock churned and bubbled. The heat rolling up from the magma was physical, a wall of pressure that instantly dried my eyes and made every breath feel like inhaling broken glass.

The only way forward was a series of stone pillars that rose from the lava. They formed a precarious, broken spine that connected our ledge to the far side, which was easily a hundred yards away. The gaps between the columns were wide, and the tops of the pillars looked crumbled and uneven.

“Well,” Trixie said as she stepped to the edge and peered down. “That’s a spicy swimming pool.”

She looked at the pillars and gauged the distance with a critical squint. “The jumps aren’t bad. Maybe ten feet for the widest one? Easy for an elf. It’s basically high-stakes hopscotch.”

“No,” Lazy said immediately.

The catkin backed away from the edge and shook her head so hard her black hair whipped around her face. Her ears were pinned flat against her skull.

“I am nimble,” Lazy declared as she crossed her arms over her chest. “I land on my feet. But I am not jumping over liquid death on rocks that look like loose teeth. I refuse. I will live here on this ledge until I starve. I’ll make a cute little home to starve in it. With pillows… made of stone.”

“We don’t have time for a sit-in, Lazy,” I said while I wiped sweat from my forehead. “The heat alone will kill us if we stay still.”

I looked at the path. It was treacherous, but manageable if we kept our heads.

“I’ll go first,” I told them. “I need to test the stability of the stone before anyone else commits. If a pillar collapses, I’d rather it be under me than under one of you.”

“Be careful, Wade,” Seema whispered. She stood near the wall, and her face was pale beneath the grime. Her golden eyes were fixed on the lava, and her pupils were dilated with terror. “It looks… hungry.”

“I’ll be fine,” I promised.

I backed up three steps, took a breath of scorching air, and ran.

I launched myself off the ledge and cleared the first gap easily. My boots hit the first pillar with a heavy thud. The stone held. I didn’t stop; momentum was my friend. I leaped to the second, then the third. The heat down here was intense; it singed the hair on my arms and made the sweat sizzle on my skin.

I reached the midpoint, which was a larger, flat-topped column about twenty feet across. I landed in a crouch to stabilize myself.

“It’s solid!” I shouted back, though my voice struggled over the roar of the magma. “Just watch your footing on the—”

The lava around the pillar exploded.

Half a dozen shapes burst from the molten rock and sprayed liquid fire into the air.

They were small, winged creatures made of cooling magma and flame—Magma Mephits.

They screeched and hovered around me like angry wasps, and their bodies radiated intense heat.

One dived at me and clawed at my face. I swatted it away with my staff, but the impact sent a jolt of heat through the wood.

“Wade!” Thessa screamed from the starting ledge.

She reacted on instinct. Her hand whipped forward and glowed bright orange. “Firebolt!”

A streak of magical fire shot across the gap and slammed into the lead mephit. The creature didn’t even flinch. The fire washed over it and was absorbed instantly into its magma body.

“They’re immune, Thessa!” I yelled as I ducked under another swooping attack. “They’re made of fire!”

The mephits swarmed and tried to knock me off balance into the lava below. I couldn’t fight them all off with my staff without risking a slip. I needed crowd control.

I slammed the butt of my staff against the stone and channeled mana from my core. I focused on the swarm and pushed my will outward.

“Dark Whispers!” I roared.

The magic snapped out and seized the simple minds of the elementals. The pain wracked them—they were low level, and I immediately layered on another Dark Whispers, then slammed two with Power Word: Kill.

The two dropped like stones, falling silently past me, and splashed back into the lava lake, where they were consumed by the very element. I charmed two and made them fight each other, then killed the remaining ones with another Dark Whispers.

Then it was done.

I let out a breath and checked my footing. “Clear! Start crossing!”

“Show-off,” Trixie called out with a grin.

I waited on the central pillar as they started to move. Varga and Khla handled the jumps with practiced ease, but Seema froze on the first pillar. She crouched low with white knuckles as she gripped the stone, and she stared down at the magma.

“I can’t,” she whimpered, though I could barely hear her. “It’s too high.”

I ran back two pillars to reach her. The heat was baking my boots, but I ignored it. I landed beside her and crouched down.

“Seema, look at me,” I said firmly.

She tore her eyes away from the fire and looked at my face. She was trembling.

“You killed a Raptor King yesterday,” I reminded her. “You are a warrior. This is just walking with style. Give me your hand.”

She hesitated, then reached out. I took her hand. Her grip was crushing, but I held tight.

“Don’t look down,” I instructed. “Look at my back. Step where I step.”

I guided her across the gaps. She moved stiffly, terrifyingly slowly, but she moved. I jumped, turned, caught her hand, and pulled her safely to the central pillar. Then we did it again for the next section. By the time we reached the far ledge, she was shaking, but she was safe.

“Thank you,” she breathed as she leaned against the cool rock wall.

“Don’t mention it,” I said.

I looked back. Trixie and Lazy were still at the start. Lazy had clamped herself to a stalagmite and was shaking her head violently.

“No,” Lazy yelled. “I am staying. Leave me. I will evolve into a rock. It will be peaceful.”

“Oh, come on, kitty!” Trixie laughed.

Without waiting for permission, the elf grabbed Lazy by the waist and hoisted the protesting catkin onto her back. Lazy shrieked as she wrapped her arms and legs around Trixie in a death grip and buried her face in Trixie’s neck.

“Do not drop me!” Lazy screamed. “If I die, I will haunt you! I will be a loud ghost! I’ll eat all your food or, like, get slimy ghost stuff on it!”

“Hold on tight!” Trixie chirped.

Trixie took a running start and leaped. She moved with impossible grace and treated the extra weight like it was nothing. She bounded from pillar to pillar, and her long legs drove her forward. Every time she jumped, Lazy let out a high-pitched wail of terror that echoed through the cavern.

“Wheeee!” Trixie shouted on the final jump.

She landed on the far ledge next to me and skidded to a halt. Lazy immediately detached herself and scrambled to the back of the ledge, where she pressed herself against the wall and panted.

“That was non-consensual athletics,” Lazy hissed while her yellow eyes were wide. “I hate it.”

Varga and Khla brought up the rear. The wolfkin moved like a shadow and landed silently. Khla jumped with power, and the stone cracked slightly under her boots when she landed, but she made it without issue.

We stood on the far side and grouped up away from the edge. The heat had taken its toll; my skin felt tight, and the smell of singed hair hung in the air. I reached up and touched my eyebrow; the tips crumbled away.

“Everyone across?” I asked as I looked over the team.

Thessa was fanning herself, and her sweat-soaked blouse clung to her chest. “Across,” she confirmed. “But if I see another jumping puzzle, I’m burning the architect.”

“Let’s get outta here,” I said as I pointed to the dark tunnel ahead. “Before the mephits decide to come back for round two.”


Chapter 28



The corridor beyond the lava chamber narrowed, funneling the oppressive heat into a tight, suffocating tunnel. We walked in single file. Our boots crunched on volcanic grit until the path widened abruptly into a dead end.

Or rather, a blocked path.

Standing before us was a massive blast door made of adamantite. The dark, starry metal gleamed in the dim light. It remained untouched by the corrosion that had melted the dwarven statues outside. It looked impossibly new—a piece of high-grade magical engineering slammed into the middle of an ancient ruin.

“That is expensive,” Thessa said softly as she stepped up beside me.

She ran a hand through her damp hair, and her bicep pressed against my shoulder. “Solid adamantite. The Magocracy doesn’t even use this much for bank vaults.”

“It’s newer than the rest of the temple,” I noted as I inspected the edges where the metal met the rough basalt. “This was added later. Much later.”

In the center of the door sat a complex locking mechanism. It was a series of concentric stone rings layered outward like the lenses of a telescope. Runes and sigils covered every inch of the dials.

“A lock!” Trixie chirped, squeezing past Khla. “I love locks. Locks are just puzzles that need to be stabbed. With keys! Or lockpicks! Or pointy things!”

Before I could stop her, the elf bounced forward. She pulled a slender dagger from her belt and jammed the tip into a small groove near the center of the mechanism.

“If I just shimmy this—” Trixie started.

Click.

The sound was sharp and mechanical. A split second later, vents concealed in the doorframe hissed violently.

“Trap!” Varga shouted.

Jets of superheated steam erupted from the wall, aimed directly at Trixie. The white clouds screamed as they expanded. They were hot enough to boil flesh instantly.

Khla moved faster than thought.

“Shield!” the orc roared as she thrust her hands forward.

A shimmering bubble snapped into existence around Trixie just as the steam hit. The scalding vapor washed over the barrier, hissing angrily as it failed to penetrate the magic.

The heat in the hallway spiked, but Trixie stood untouched inside the sphere. Her blue eyes were wide with terror.

The vents shut off a moment later. The steam dissipated and left the air thick and wet.

Khla dropped the shield, and her chest heaved slightly under her tight tank top. “I told you not to touch the bright things. Do not touch the shiny things, either.”

Trixie stumbled back, her knees shaking. She looked at Khla, then at the scorched rock where she had been standing.

“Okay,” Trixie breathed, her voice lacking its usual bounce. “That was hot. Like, melt-my-face hot. Thanks, Khla. I owe you a drink. Or a kidney. Whichever you prefer.”

“I prefer you alive,” Khla grunted, though she reached out to steady the elf with a large, gentle hand.

I walked up to Trixie and pulled her gently away from the door. She leaned into me. She was clearly rattled.

“Let me handle this,” I told her quietly.

“Yeah,” she squeaked. “I’ll just… stand back here and not boil.”

I stepped up to the mechanism. The steam hadn’t damaged the adamantite; it just cleared the dust off it. I examined the center dial. There was an inscription carved in the common tongue, though the script was archaic.

His Queens.

“His Queens?” Thessa read over my shoulder as her chin rested on my trap. “Sounds possessive.”

“It fits,” I said while I studied the outer rings.

Instead of numbers or elemental runes, the dials were covered in stylized sigils representing different races. I saw the curved ears of an elf, the rounded ears of a human, the horns of a tiefling, and animalistic totems.

“It’s a combination lock,” I realized. “We need to align the races in the correct order.”

“Which order?” Varga asked as she kept watch on the rear. “There are dozens of combinations.”

“The inscription is the key,” I said. “The Summoner King. He had five wives. ‘Five Queens.’ And each was from a different race.”

I closed my eyes, tapping into the history we’d learned. The Summoner King’s harem was legendary.

I looked at the rings. There were five of them.

“Outer ring first,” I whispered. “Diane.”

She was the first wife. A foxkin. A huntress of sorts, if I remembered correctly. I found the symbol—a stylized head with fox ears—and gripped the cold metal of the outer dial. It was heavy, and it ground against gears deep inside the door as I turned it to the twelve o’clock position.

“Second ring,” I said. “Leigh.”

The human. A beast-tamer. I found the simple circle representing humanity and twisted the second dial until it aligned under the fox.

“Third ring. Celeste.”

The wood elf with the blade skills. Trixie perked up slightly from the back when I mentioned the name. I found the pointed ear sigil and locked it into place. The mechanism gave a satisfying thunk.

“Fourth. Yeska.”

Lazy let out a small noise from where she was leaning against the wall. “From my clan!” she said, rising proudly.

“Of the Wildclaw clan,” I confirmed. I found the feline symbol and turned the fourth ring.

“And finally,” I said as I gripped the smallest, innermost dial. “Telwyra.”

The deerkin. A rare race, even back then. I found the antler sigil and twisted it into alignment.

The moment the five symbols—foxkin, human, elf, catkin, and deerkin—lined up, the mechanism vibrated. The vibration turned into a deep, resonant hum that shook the floor under my boots.

The heavy gears inside the wall groaned, creating the sound of metal moving against metal after centuries of stillness.

With a deafening screech, the adamantite blast door split down the middle. The two halves rolled slowly into the walls and ground dust into the air.

A blast of stale, dry air hit us from the darkness beyond.

“Open sesame,” Trixie whispered as she peeked out from behind Khla.

I looked at my team. They were exhausted, sweaty, and on edge, but as I looked past them at the dark opening, I felt the pull of the Mageblade stronger than ever.

“We’re in,” I said. “Let’s see what they hid from the world in here…”


Chapter 29



The heavy adamantite doors slammed home into the walls with a final, grinding thud, revealing the chamber beyond.

We stepped onto a ledge of black obsidian and stopped dead in our tracks. The view was enough to make anyone freeze.

We were inside the central cone of the volcano, a colossal dome-shaped space that stretched upward toward a jagged, open mouth where the sky bled red smoke into the air.

Far below us, a lake of magma churned sluggishly. In the center of that molten ocean rose a massive stone dais that was connected to our ledge by a single, narrow bridge of natural rock.

And there it was.

Resting on a pedestal in the center of the dais was the Mageblade. Even from this distance, I could feel its power humming against my chest as it resonated with the Orb in my pocket. It glowed with a pulsating orange light that beat in rhythm with the magma below and cast long shadows across the stone.

“That’s it,” Trixie breathed, and her usual volume was hushed by the sheer scale of the room. “The big prize.”

“Wait,” Varga hissed as she grabbed my arm. Her claws were already out. “Look at the shadows.”

I followed her gaze to the far side of the dais.

What I had taken in my excitement for mounds of cooling volcanic rock was something more.

Scales the size of shields scraped against stone with a sound like grinding metal.

A head the size of a carriage rose from the darkness.

Red Dragon.

This was not a drake or a wyvern. This was a true dragon, an apex predator out of legend. It was easily the size of a three-story house, coiled around the pedestal like a jealous lover. Its scales were thick armor plates, dark red and edged in black. Smoke curled lazily from nostrils that could fit my head inside.

It opened eyes that burned with terrifying intelligence. Ancient and wicked.

“Oh shit,” Trixie muttered.

The dragon uncoiled, its massive wings spreading to cast a shadow over the entire dais. It lowered its head until it was level with us across the lava moat. It inhaled and tasted the air.

Then its gaze locked onto me.

I could see the ancient evil in its glare as it peered through my flesh, seemingly straight to the bloodline beneath.

The bloodline of Taelath—one of the good dragons.

It even seemed surprised for a moment, if such an expression was possible for a creature like this. A low growl vibrated through the chamber and shook dust from the ceiling.

Draconic.

It recognized the signature of Taelath. It didn’t see a human intruder; it saw a rival dragon that challenged its territory.

“It knows you,” Khla rumbled as she stepped up beside me, and her hands glowed with green energy.

“It thinks I’m competition,” I said as I gripped my staff.

The dragon reared back, and its chest expanded. A bright orange light began to glow deep in its throat and illuminated the skin between its neck scales.

“Incoming!” I shouted, but there was no room to scatter.

Thessa shoved past me and planted her feet at the very edge of the bridge. “Get behind me! Now!”

There was no time to argue. I grabbed Lazy and Trixie and hauled them behind Thessa’s back. Varga and Seema dived into the formation, and Khla braced herself at the rear.

The dragon snapped its head forward.

A cone of liquid fire erupted from its maw: it was a torrent of superheated plasma that turned the air white-hot instantly.

Thessa threw her hands up, and her red eyes blazed brighter than the attack. “Fire Shield!” At the same time, Khla threw her Shield on Thessa for extra protection.

A wall of swirling, magical fire erupted around us and spun violently to create a counter-pressure. The dragon’s breath slammed into Thessa’s barrier with the force of a physical impact. The roar was deafening, and it drowned out Trixie’s shriek and the hiss of the lava below.

Thessa grunted, and her knees buckled under the strain. Her crimson blouse smoked, and I saw the muscles in her back straining as she poured every ounce of her mana into holding the line. The heat inside the bubble spiked, and sweat instantly poured down our faces.

Then the torrent ceased.

Thessa collapsed backward and slammed into my chest. I caught her and steadied us both. The stone around us was glowing cherry-red, but we were alive.

“That,” Thessa panted, straightening up and wiping soot from her face, “was heavier than I expected.”

“You tanked a dragon’s breath,” I said, impressed.

The dragon roared in frustration and slammed its tail against the dais. It hadn’t expected its prey to survive the opening salvo.

“Move out!” I ordered as I took advantage of the beast’s pause. “We can’t take another hit like that grouped up! Varga, Seema, take the flanks! Turn it away from the casters!”

“On it!” Seema yelled. She slammed the butt of her spear into the ground. “Aura of Vigor!”

A golden pulse washed over us. The strength flooded my limbs, sharpened my focus, and hardened my skin.

“Bless!” Khla added and layered her own buff on top of Seema’s. The double surge of power made me feel like I could punch through the mountain myself.

With the buffs active, Varga charged, fearless as ever. She sprinted across the narrow stone bridge and moved so fast her feet barely touched the rock.

“Split up!” Varga commanded as she reached the dais. She broke left.

Seema went right, and her diamond spear was held low. She moved with a feline grace but looked small against the massive bulk of the dragon, completely unafraid.

The dragon snapped its jaws at Varga, but the wolfkin slid under the bite and slashed at the creature’s armored leg. Her claws screeched against the scales, found a gap, and drew a line of black blood.

The dragon hissed and stomped, and the ground shook violently.

I stepped onto the bridge, and my staff was raised. The heavy hitters were up.

“Trixie, Thessa, light it up from range!” I shouted. “Lazy, keep the confusion coming! I’m going for the throat!”

I began to channel and felt the dark mana coil in my stomach, ready to unleash hell on the beast that dared to stand between me and my birthright.

[image: ]

With a roar that shook dust from the high, dark ceiling, the massive dragon launched itself upward.

Its wings beat against the stale, hot air, creating a downdraft that nearly knocked Trixie off her feet. The heat in the chamber spiked as the dragon banked hard, and its iridescent red scales gleamed like wet blood in the magma light.

“Incoming!” Varga screamed.

She dropped low as her black armor blended with the obsidian floor. The dragon swooped, whipping its massive tail across the dais. The sheer mass of the appendage turned it into a battering ram, straight at Thessa—the one who had defied its breath attack.

I vaulted over a low ridge of stone and dragged Thessa down with me. The tail smashed into the spot where we had been standing a second before. It shattered rock and sent shrapnel flying over our heads.

The dragon used its momentum to circle back and opened its maw for another strafing run.

“We need to ground it!” I shouted, scrambling back to my feet. “If it stays in the air, we’re just targets!”

But how…?

Thessa yelled as she hurled a Firebolt that splashed uselessly against the dragon’s resistant hide but kept its attention.

I stepped into the center of the dais and planted my feet. I gripped my Obsidian Staff in my left hand and raised my right while I focused my will on the circling beast. I needed to hit it hard enough to stun it and force those wings to fail.

I drew on my mana and felt the pool deep in my core. I locked my gaze on the dragon’s chest.

“Power Word—”

The air in front of me tore open.

It was neither the dragon nor the spell I was trying to cast. The space directly around me shimmered violently and distorted the light like heat haze on asphalt.

Pop. Pop. Pop.

Three figures materialized on the platform and formed a perfect triangle around me.

They were human, robed in heavy, dark fabric that drank the light. Hoods obscured their faces and left only shadows where features should be. Instead of the dragon or my girls, they looked at me.

Assassins.

I tried to finish the spell and pivot the Kill command onto the nearest intruder, but I was a moment too late.

The mage to my left raised a hand. He didn’t speak a word, but purple light erupted from his palm.

Chains of solid mana whipped out of the air. They wrapped around my chest, my arms, and my legs and slammed my limbs against my body. The force was crushing. My staff remained gripped in my hand, but I couldn’t raise it. I couldn’t move.

“Wade!” Varga shrieked.

The wolfkin reacted instantly. She abandoned the dragon and turned her back on the apex predator to sprint toward me. Her enchanted claws were fully extended, and sparks flew as she scraped the stone. She moved like a black missile as she aimed for the mage binding me.

The third mage, who stood directly in her path, raised a single finger.

A translucent barrier snapped into existence.

Varga hit the wall at full sprint.

Crack.

The sound of her impact echoed through the chamber. She bounced off and landed in a crouch. She shook her head while her nose bled. The barrier didn’t even ripple.

Then the second mage began to chant.

It was a guttural sound that made my skin crawl. He extended both hands toward me, and a beam of sickly green energy connected his chest to mine.

The pain was immediate and cold. It felt like someone had plunged a hook into my solar plexus and was ripping my insides out through my skin.

My knees buckled, but the purple chains held me upright.

I watched my interface flash red. Every second, 15 hitpoints bled away.

But it went beyond health. My mana was draining, too, and was sucked out of my core like water down a drain.

“Get off him!” Thessa screamed. She threw a Fireball at the siphon mage, but it splashed harmlessly against a personal shield he had erected.

But sometimes, an enemy can become an ally—if only for a moment.

For above us, the Red Dragon still roared. It was confused and insulted that its territory had been invaded by these small, teleporting ants who dared to ignore it. It banked hard, and its massive chest expanded as it prepared to incinerate the intruders.

“Burn them!” I gritted out through clenched teeth, hoping the monster would do my work for me.

The dragon unleashed a torrent of fire, a waterfall of magma-hot flame that descended on the dais.

The mage shielding against Varga simply raised his other hand. A dome of blue force expanded over the three of them and me.

The dragonfire washed over the dome. It was an inferno that should have melted stone, but the blue light held firm. The mages still ignored the legendary beast entirely and focused all their attention on harvesting me, but I could see the one who had been shielding now strain under the pressure, knees close to buckling.

I struggled against the purple chains and strained every muscle in my body. The combined buffs from Khla and Seema gave me strength beyond normal limits, but the binding was rigid. It tightened as I fought and squeezed the air from my lungs.

The siphon pulse hit again. A wave of dizziness washed over me as more hitpoints washed away. My vision blurred at the edges. I saw Varga pounding on the barrier, and her claws flashed in a frenzy of desperation. I saw Seema running forward with her diamond spear lowered, but she was too far away.

“The bloodline is potent,” the draining mage whispered as the green beam connecting my solar plexus to him pulsed with a sickening rhythm. With every throb, I felt a piece of my vitality rip loose and flow into him.

More hit points faded—30 of them—and my knees hit the stone dais hard. The purple chains of solid mana held me upright and kept me trussed like a prize turkey for the slaughter. My vision tunneled as the edges of the world turned gray and fuzzy. I tried to gasp for air, but my lungs felt like they were filled with ice water.

Through the gray haze, I looked past the mage draining me.

Varga.

The wolfkin threw herself at the blue barrier separating us again. She didn’t care about the massive Red Dragon hovering above, or the flames licking the edges of the platform. She only cared about me.

She slammed her shoulder into the magical wall and bounced off with a wet crunch. Blood streamed from her nose. Her golden eyes were wide, and they were filled with a raw, terrified desperation I had never seen in her before. She snarled while spit flew. Her claws sparked uselessly against the shield as she screamed my name.

She was exposing her back to an apex predator just to try to reach me.

That image ignited something deep inside my gut; my fierce, proud wolfkin was reduced to panic because I was in danger.

Rather than afraid, I felt insulted.

I held the blood of Taelath the Golden Dragon. I was the heir to the Summoner King. I wasn’t cattle to be drained by some hooded coward in a volcano.

I was the predator here.

The gray at the edges of my vision burned away and was replaced by a searing gold.

Deep in my core, beneath my standard mana pool, the dormant spark of the dragon roared to life. It rejected the role of victim. It demanded dominance. The Orb of the Summoner King in my pocket flared hot against my thigh and seared through the fabric of my pants as it recognized the surge. The Obsidian Staff in my paralyzed hand began to buzz, and the wood vibrated violently against my palm.

You want my power? I thought as I stared into the hooded darkness of the mage’s cowl. You can’t handle it!

I stopped fighting the drain. I stopped trying to hold my essence in.

Instead, I shoved.

I tapped into that ancient, draconic reservoir and forced a violent, uncontrolled surge of golden mana outward. I weaponized my own bloodline. The energy poured out of me and mixed with the amplified power of the Orb and the Staff.

The mage’s posture stiffened. He realized too late what was happening.

The sickly green beam connecting us turned yellow, then a blinding, brilliant gold. It expanded and vibrated with a sound like a jet engine spinning up.

The mage tried to cut the connection, to pull his hands back, but the flow was too strong. He had opened a tap and found a tsunami behind it.

“No!” he shrieked as his voice cracked.

The overload hit critical mass.

With a sound like a thunderclap inside a glass jar, the connection shattered.

A shockwave of pure, golden force exploded outward from my chest. The purple chains binding my limbs disintegrated instantly and turned to sparkling dust. The backlash slammed into the siphoning mage, lifted him off his feet, and threw him backward. He crashed into the stone floor ten feet away while his robes smoked.

I slumped forward and caught myself with my staff before my face hit the dais. I dropped to one knee, and my chest heaved as I sucked in the hot, sulfurous air. I was drained, and my health was critically low, but the cold void was gone. It had been replaced by the burning heat of anger.

A moment later, Khla’s Heal washed over me, and hit points came surging back.

I looked up, and my eyes locked onto the mages who were scrambling to recover from the shock.

“Kill them!” I roared with a raw but commanding tone. “Ignore the dragon! Burn the mages!”

[image: ]

The battlefield dissolved into absolute madness.

The Red Dragon decided it had suffered enough insults for one century. It didn’t care about the magical duel happening between the assassins and me. It was an apex predator, a creature of fire and ego, and it wanted respect.

It turned its massive, horned head toward the mage who had erected the blue barrier against Varga. Its throat glowed with that terrifying internal light, and it swelled like a furnace about to burst.

With a roar that vibrated in my teeth, the dragon unleashed a torrent of liquid fire.

It wasn’t a strafing run this time. It was a focused, sustained stream of magma-hot death aimed directly at the mage.

He had been arrogantly holding Varga back with one hand while watching me get drained, but now he panicked. He threw both hands up and shouted an incantation. His blue dome flared brighter and thickened instantly to withstand the deluge. The fire washed over it. It curled around the edges like water hitting a stone in the rapids, and it turned the air around him into a superheated vacuum.

He was holding, but it took everything he had. He was completely blind to his flanks.

“Varga! Now!” I shouted, though I barely heard my own voice over the roar of the flames.

The wolfkin didn’t need to be told twice. She was already moving.

The mage focused his entire will on not being incinerated by the dragon, so the side of his barrier facing Varga flickered and thinned.

Varga lunged. Her black armor was scuffed and dusty, but she moved with a terrifying, fluid grace. She dropped low and practically slid on the obsidian floor before bringing her hands back. Her enchanted claws were extended fully, and they sparked with dark energy.

“Shadow Flurry!” Varga snarled.

She unleashed a barrage of strikes so fast her arms became a blur of motion.

Clang. Crack. Shatter.

The weakened magical barrier couldn’t withstand the assault. It fractured like safety glass. Varga didn’t stop. She drove her momentum through the breach, and her claws raked across the mage’s ribs.

Robes shredded. Blood sprayed and sizzled as it hit the hot stone. The mage screamed as his concentration shattered along with his shield. The dragon’s fire licked at his boots. It forced him to scramble back, wounded and exposed.

I turned my attention to the mage who had tried to drain me. He was recovering from the backlash of my bloodline surge and shook his head to clear the cobwebs. He raised a hand. Sparks of lightning gathered at his fingertips as he aimed to finish what he started.

But Lazy popped up from behind a chunk of rubble near the edge of the dais. She looked disheveled with her black hair sticking to her face, but her yellow eyes were sharp with vindictive intent.

She pointed a finger at the siphon mage. Her mana flared, distinct and chaotic. “Madness!”

The gray swirl of magic hit the mage square in the chest. He stiffened. The lightning gathering in his hand didn’t dissipate, but his eyes lost focus. The spell scrambled his target recognition instantly. He jerked his head to the right and spotted his ally. It was the one Varga had just sliced open.

In his addled mind, his bleeding friend looked like the threat.

“Die!” the siphon mage shrieked.

He unleashed the lightning bolt. The jagged arc of electricity leaped across the platform and slammed into the wounded shield mage. The man convulsed. Smoke rose from his robes as he was blasted off his feet and sent skidding across the dais.

Two down, momentarily. One left.

The third mage—the one who had held the perimeter—was trying to regroup. He raised a staff to prepare a wide-area spell to clear the board.

“Trixie!” I yelled and pointed upward. “Roof!”

Trixie was already perched on a high outcrop of rock, as she had scrambled there during the initial confusion. Her pink bow was drawn, and the string was pulled back to her ear. She grinned, and her blue eyes sparkled with mischief despite the heat.

“Rain check!” she chirped.

She didn’t aim at the mage. She aimed straight up and targeted a cluster of heavy stalactites hanging directly above his head. The arrowhead glowed with unstable red energy.

“Explosive Shot!”

She loosed. The arrow streaked upward and detonated on impact against the cavern ceiling.

BOOM.

The explosion cracked the volcanic rock foundation. A stalactite the size of a carriage broke free and plummeted straight down toward the third mage.

He looked up while his eyes widened beneath his hood. He didn’t have time to cast a shield. He barely had time to think.

Pop.

He teleported.

He vanished in a swirl of distortion just as the massive rock smashed into the spot where he had been standing and pulverized the stone floor.

But in his panic, he had teleported blind.

He reappeared twenty feet away, near the edge of the lava moat. He stumbled as he tried to regain his balance, and he looked relieved for a split second.

But he hadn’t seen the dragon.

The Red Dragon was furious. It thrashed its massive body around to face the new threats. Its tail came swinging around in a wide, blind arc. It was a muscular whip of scales and bone thick enough to crush a castle wall.

The mage turned just in time to see the wall of red scales incoming.

WHAM.

The impact sound was sickening, like a wet bag of sand hitting a brick wall at highway speeds.

The mage was launched across the chamber. He flew through the air like a ragdoll with his limbs flailing, and then he smashed into the far wall of the temple with bone-shattering force. He slid down the basalt, left a smear of red behind him, and landed in a heap.

He groaned, and his hand twitched. His magical defenses flared to keep him alive, but his health bar had to be decimated.

The dragon roared in triumph and then spun back toward us with liquid fire leaking from its jaws.

We stood in the center of the chaos—Varga panted over her bleeding target, Lazy looked pleased with her Madness spell, and Trixie nocked another arrow high above.

The mages were battered, broken, and burned, but they were high-level elites. One by one, they scrambled to their feet, and their heavy robes were singed and stained with blood.

They realized quickly that the situation had spiraled out of their control. The plan had been a clean extraction of my bloodline essence while the dragon kept my team busy.

Instead, they were battered, their formation was broken, and the Red Dragon was currently trying to incinerate the entire chamber.

The mage who had tried to siphon me was the leader, by the looks of it, and he spat a mouthful of blood onto the obsidian floor. He glared at me with hatred visible even under his cowl.

“Forget the harvest!” he screamed to his remaining compatriots. “Kill the boy! Kill them all!”

They raised their hands in unison and abandoned their defensive wards to channel pure offensive mana. The air crackled with lethal intent as they prepared to wipe us off the map before the dragon could come around for another pass.

“Thessa!” I shouted. “Box them in!”

Thessa stepped forward. “Nowhere to run,” she purred, and she swept her arms in a wide, enclosing arc. “Fire Wall!”

A curtain of roaring orange flame erupted from the stone floor. But she didn’t cast it in a straight line to block an attack. She cast it in a tight circle around the three mages and sealed them inside a chimney of superheated fire.

The flames roared twenty feet into the air. The sudden eruption of light and heat drew the attention of the Red Dragon instantly. The beast snapped its head toward the bright column of fire, and its pupils narrowed to slits. To the dragon, the fire wall wasn’t a threat; it was a beacon that highlighted the intruders who had dared to enter its home.

Inside the ring of fire, the mages panicked. They were trapped between the searing heat of Thessa’s magic and the looming shadow of the dragon above.

“The beast!” one of them shouted. “Bring it down!”

They abandoned their attack on me and turned their spells upward. Ice shards, lightning bolts, and force blasts hammered into the dragon’s chest. The attacks chipped scales and drew black blood, but they only succeeded in turning the dragon’s irritation into blind fury.

The dragon lunged.

It ignored the fire wall since its armored scales were resistant enough to punch through the flames. It dove straight for the mage Varga had wounded earlier—the one clutching his shredded side.

The mage saw death coming. He raised a wand and screamed an incantation. A sphere of unstable, violet energy formed at the tip, ready to blast the dragon directly in the open mouth. At that range, a counter-spell like that would blow the dragon’s jaw off.

“Khla!” I roared. “Shield the dragon!”

Khla trusted my tactical call implicitly and thrust her hands forward, her biceps bulging under her sweat-soaked tank top as she flexed.

“Shield!”

A shimmering bubble snapped into existence. It formed not around us but around the head of the Red Dragon.

The mage fired his violet blast.

Instead of hitting the dragon’s soft palate, the spell slammed into Khla’s shield. The green energy flared but held as it absorbed the impact completely. The dragon didn’t even feel it.

The mage’s eyes went wide with horror.

Then, the dragon’s jaws snapped shut.

There was a wet, sickening crunch that echoed over the roar of the lava. The massive teeth sheared through robes, flesh, and bone effortlessly. The top half of the mage vanished inside the maw as he was bitten cleanly in half. His legs crumpled to the floor while the dragon swallowed his upper torso in one gulp.

One down.

The dragon thrashed its head and roared its victory.

Inside the fire circle, the siphon mage was staggering. He had shaken off the worst of the electrical shock from his ally, but his movements were jerky because the aftereffects of Lazy’s Madness spell were still scrambling his motor functions. He raised a hand toward me as he tried to reform the green siphon beam. He was desperate to steal enough health to heal himself.

I didn’t give him the chance.

I leveled my Obsidian Staff. My mana pool was low, but I had enough for this. I needed to pin him down before he could cast.

“Command!” I barked as I pushed my will into his fractured mind. “Grovel!”

The magic hit him like a physical hammer. Because his mental defenses were already shredded by the backlash of my bloodline surge and Lazy’s confusion, he had no resistance left.

His knees hit the stone. His hands slammed down. He was forced flat against the obsidian floor, where he was pressed down by the magical compulsion to prostrate himself.

“Get up!” the third mage screamed at him, but the siphon mage could only whimper as his face was pressed into the dirt.

The Red Dragon, having swallowed its first snack, looked down. It saw the human offering lying prone on the floor, perfectly still.

It opened its mouth. The back of its throat glowed white-hot.

I grabbed Thessa and Varga and pulled them back. “Cover!”

The dragon exhaled.

A column of magma-hot breath washed over the groveling mage. He didn’t even have time to scream. The fire incinerated him instantly and melted the stone beneath him into slag. When the dragon lifted its head, there was nothing left but a scorch mark and a pile of ash.

Two down.

The third mage—the one who had survived the falling rock—stared at the empty spots where his partners had been. He was the smart one. He realized the fight was lost.

He no longer tried to press the attack; instead, he reached into his robes and pulled out a scroll, and he ripped it open.

“Portal!” he shouted.

A swirling vortex of blue light ripped open in the air behind him. It was an escape hatch, a way out of the volcano.

“Don’t let him go!” Trixie yelled from her high perch as she fired a Rapid Shot.

The arrows pinged off the mage’s passive shielding. He turned and scrambled toward the portal, and desperation made him fast.

He jumped.

But the Red Dragon wasn’t done playing with its food.

The beast saw the prey trying to vanish, so it lashed out with a forelimb. Its massive, razor-sharp claws swept through the air just as the mage dived into the blue vortex.

Snick.

Then, the mage disappeared into the portal.

Well, most of him…

His left leg was severed cleanly at the hip, and it dropped to the stone floor with a wet thud. The portal snapped shut instantly and cut off his scream.

Silence fell over the dais for a heartbeat. The only sound was the bubbling lava and the heavy breathing of the dragon. The monster turned slowly, and its nostrils flared as it scented the air. It looked at the ash pile. It looked at the severed leg.

Then, its burning orange eyes locked onto us once more.

It rumbled deep in its chest as smoke curled from its jaws. The mages were gone, but the intruders remained. And now, the dragon was angry, warmed up, and looking for the main course.

Our temporary alliance had ended…
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The mage assassins were gone, either reduced to ash and severed limbs or fled, but the Red Dragon remained.

And it was absolutely furious.

The massive beast whipped its head around, smoke curling from its nostrils in thick, gray ropes. Its iridescent red scales were chipped and scorched from the magical crossfire, and black blood oozed from the wound Varga had inflicted earlier, but that only appeared to make it meaner.

Its orange eyes locked onto us and burned with a primal hatred that transcended species. We were the only things left moving in its lair, and it intended to correct that immediately.

I slammed the butt of my Obsidian Staff against the stone to get my team’s attention.

“Spread out!” I roared. My voice cut through the rumble of the lava below. “If we bunch up, we burn!”

My girls moved instantly. They were exhausted, battered, and covered in grime, but their discipline held. Trixie scrambled to the far left and hopped over debris. Lazy ducked behind a pillar to the right. Varga and Seema split the center to widen the gap between them.

The dragon didn’t wait. It inhaled. Its chest expanded like a bellows, and the skin between its neck scales glowed with a blinding white-hot light.

It swiveled its head toward Seema.

The lionkin stood her ground and gripped her diamond spear. She looked small against the towering bulk of the monster.

“Thessa!” I shouted. “On Seema! Now!”

Thessa thrust her hand out as her crimson blouse snapped in the hot wind.

“Fire Shield!”

A swirling vortex of magical flame erupted around Seema just as the dragon unleashed its breath weapon.

The torrent of liquid fire slammed into Seema. It washed over the stone and melted the top layer of obsidian instantly, but inside Thessa’s sphere, Seema was untouched. The magical barrier absorbed the heat as it fed on the dragon’s own affinity. Seema stood in the center of the inferno, bathed in orange light. She looked like a warrior goddess amidst the apocalypse.

The dragon cut the stream and snarled with fury.

“Push the offensive!” I commanded. “Varga, Seema, get in close! Lazy, mess with its head!”

Lazy popped out from her cover. Her black hair was a mess, and she looked ready to pass out, but she raised her Wand of Wyrding with grim resolve.

“Phantasm!” she called out.

A bolt of nightmare energy struck the dragon’s face. The beast shook its massive head. It snapped at empty air as invisible terrors clawed at its eyes. It stumbled sideways, and its tail smashed a crater into the dais.

I leveled my staff. I didn’t have much mana left, but I had enough to hurt it.

“Power Word: Kill!”

The dark energy lanced out from my staff and struck the dragon dead center in its chest. It wasn’t enough to kill a creature of this magnitude instantly, but the necrotic force rotted scales and withered muscle on impact. The dragon roared in pain as its health bar took a massive hit.

“Khla! Keep us alive!” I yelled.

Varga was already a blur of black motion. She ducked under a clumsy claw swipe that pulverized a stone pillar. She leaped and slashed at the dragon’s forearm with her enchanted claws. She tried to sever the muscles controlling its reach.

The dragon retaliated and whipped its wing around to crush her.

“Shield!” Khla bellowed.

A shimmering green barrier snapped into existence around Varga to absorb the bone-shattering impact. Varga rolled with the blow, unhurt, and came up snarling.

“Heal!” Khla followed up and cast a restorative glow on Seema as the lionkin took a glancing blow from the dragon’s tail. The cut on Seema’s shoulder knit together instantly.

The dragon was slowing down. The damage from the mages, combined with our relentless assault, was draining its stamina. It panted with smoke leaking from its jaws, but it was still lethal.

It lunged for me as its jaws snapped.

“Phantasm!” Lazy called out.

The dragon flinched at something only it could see, missing me by a few feet, and I hit it again. “Power Word: Kill!”

More black blood sprayed. The beast staggered, and its knees buckled for a second before it caught itself.

Seema saw the opening. The dragon was focused on Varga and me, which left its underbelly exposed as it reared up to stomp.

Most people would run away from twenty tons of falling reptile. Seema ran toward it.

She sprinted directly under the beast’s heaving chest. She entered the kill zone where one wrong move meant being crushed flat.

“Aura of Vigor!” Seema screamed, renewing her spell.

She slammed the butt of her spear into the ground beneath the beast. The golden pulse flared violently, brighter than I had ever seen it. She stood there and radiated pure, golden power in the shadow of the monster.

The sheer audacity of her presence, amplified by the aura, appeared to confuse the beast. It tried to look down, disoriented by the bright power flaring directly beneath its softest scales.

And while the dragon tried to twist its neck to find Seema, Varga made her move.

She sprinted to the dragon’s rear and targeted the massive leg supporting its weight. She didn’t slash wildly. She focused all her strength into a precise anatomical strike.

“Shadow Flurry!”

Her claws became a blur of dark energy. She carved through the thick scales of the dragon’s ankle. She sliced deep into the meat until she hit the heavy, corded tendons holding the leg together.

Snap.

The sound was like a cable breaking under tension.

The dragon shrieked, a high-pitched sound of agony. Its rear leg gave out completely.

With its support gone and its equilibrium shattered, the massive beast collapsed. It crashed onto the dais with a force that shook the entire temple and sent cracks racing through the obsidian floor. Dust and smoke billowed up to choke the air.

The dragon thrashed. It tried to rise, but its leg wouldn’t support it. It dragged itself forward on its wings and snapped weakly in my direction, but the fire in its eyes was dimming.

I walked forward.

The heat coming off the creature was intense, but I ignored it. I stepped over a piece of shattered masonry and stopped just out of reach of its jaws. The dragon looked at me while its breathing was ragged and wet.

It knew it was defeated.

I raised my staff one last time. I scraped the bottom of my mana pool and pulled every last drop of energy I had.

“Power Word: Kill.”

The spell hit with finality. The dark energy washed over the dragon’s head and extinguished the spark of life instantly. The massive beast shuddered once. A long ripple ran from its snout to the tip of its tail, and then it slumped onto the stone. The light in its orange eyes faded to dull glass.

Silence crashed back into the room, heavy and absolute, broken only by the bubbling of the lava below.

“Status?” I called out. My voice was raspy.

“Alive,” Varga called back. She climbed over the dragon’s tail and wiped gore from her face.

“Okay,” Trixie chirped from her perch. “But I think I singed my eyebrows.”

“I am melting,” Lazy announced from the floor, “but I am not eaten. That is a win.”

Seema crawled out from under the dragon’s flank. She was covered in dust but grinning so wide it looked like it hurt. Khla leaned against a pillar. Her chest heaved as she gave me a thumbs-up.

We had done it—we had slain a dragon.
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As we recovered from the battle, the sound we were all waiting for chimed in the air. A soft, digital ping that echoed in our minds.

I leaned on my staff and caught my breath as I watched my girls check their interfaces.

“Level twelve,” Thessa announced, a slow, satisfied smile spreading across her face. She rolled her shoulders, and she winced slightly as the movement pulled at her torn crimson blouse, but the pain didn’t appear to bother her.

“Same,” Khla grunted. Sweat glistened in the valleys of her muscles. “Level twelve.”

Lazy was still sitting on the floor, but she looked less like a melted puddle and more like a cat that had just caught a particularly difficult mouse. “Twelve, too,” she purred.

Varga was wiping black blood from her enchanted claws. “Eleven,” she said, and her golden eyes flashed.

Then we all looked at Seema.

She blinked and looked at me, a brilliant flush rising up her neck to her cheeks. “Nine,” she whispered. Her voice trembled with excitement. “I hit level nine. This is amazing!”

“Awesome,” Trixie exclaimed as she hopped down from a pile of rubble. “You go, girl!”

“Good work,” Varga added as she nodded at the lionkin. “You earned it.”

Seema beamed. Her chest swelled with pride. She looked stronger, more sure of herself than she had when we stepped off the boat. The island had forged her into something new.

“Alright,” I said. I straightened up. “Apply your points. We aren’t safe until we’re off this rock.”

While they navigated their interfaces, I turned my attention to the dais first. Level-up could wait.

The Mageblade was first.

It rested on a pedestal of dark iron in the center of the platform. Up close, the weapon was intimidating. It was massive—a greatsword clearly designed for a massive man, easily seven feet long from pommel to tip. The blade was made of a strange, dark metal that looked like adamantite but darker. The edge glowed with a pulsating orange light that matched the rhythm of the volcano itself.

I walked toward it. The heat radiating from the weapon was intense, but it wasn’t painful. It felt familiar. It felt like standing next to a campfire on a cold night.

My Obsidian Staff buzzed in my left hand. It reacted to the proximity of another major artifact. The Orb in my pocket grew hot against my thigh.

“Wade,” Thessa called out. She stepped closer but kept her distance from the pedestal. “Careful. It looks… heavy.”

“It’s mine,” I said softly.

I reached out with my right hand.

The moment my fingertips brushed the leather-wrapped hilt, the air in the chamber shifted. A sound like a deep bell tolling resonated through my bones.

The Mageblade flared. The orange light intensified, blindingly bright for a split second, and the mana in the room rushed toward the weapon like water down a drain.

Then, it changed.

The massive seven-foot blade shimmered and condensed. The metal flowed like liquid. It reshaped itself in the span of a heartbeat. It shrank, and the proportions adjusted perfectly to match my physical frame. The grip narrowed to fit a human hand. The blade shortened and thinned, transforming from a cumbersome greatsword into a sleek, perfectly balanced one-handed sword.

The light dimmed to a steady, menacing hum along the edge.

I wrapped my fingers around the hilt and lifted it.

It was light as a feather.

“Whoa,” Trixie breathed. “Shapeshifting blade.”

I held the Mageblade in my right hand and my Staff of Mastery in my left. The balance felt incredible. I gave the sword a test swing, and it cut through the air with a distinct, high-pitched whistle. It felt like an extension of my own arm, bonded to my bloodline instantly.

A series of notifications flashed across my vision. I had acquired an artifact… and it had bonded to me. The weapon was amazing; it did not use Corpus for damage calculation. Instead, it added the wielder’s current Mana pool to the damage. In addition, it replenished a percentage of the target’s Mana to me, equal to the percentage of damage relative to their hit points pool I dealt it.

I let out a low whistle.

“What is it?” Khla asked. She stepped up to the edge of the dais.

“It scales off Mana,” I told them. I grinned. “It adds my current Mana to the damage. And it regains mana on hit.”

“That is broken,” Varga said flatly.

“Exactly,” I said. “It turns me into a powerhouse as long as I have juice in the tank.”

I opened my character sheet. I had ten attribute points from hitting level 14 waiting to be spent. I didn’t hesitate. I dumped all ten into Mens.

Wade Aurelius
Level 15 Enchanter

Attributes
Corpus: 4 + 15 (Orb of the Summoner King) = 19
Vita: 4 + 15 (Orb of the Summoner King) = 19
Mens: 121 + 15 (Orb of the Summoner King) = 136
Anima: 31 + 15 (Orb of the Summoner King) = 46

Stats
Weapon damage: (Mageblade: <current mana>) + (Orb of the Summoner King: 20) + (Corpus: 19) = <current mana> + 39
Defense: (Robe of Protection: 5) + (Orb of the Summoner King: 20) + (Corpus: 19) = 44
Spell power: (Orb of the Summoner King: 20) + (Mens: 136) = 156
Spell resistance: (Robe of Protection: 5) + (Ring of Clarity: 20) + (Orb of the Summoner King: 20) + (Mens: 136) = 181
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 (Adept) [Instantly kill a lower-level target or deal substantial damage to a higher-level target, 23 mana]
Slot 7: Dark Whispers (Journeyman) [Deal damage over time to all hostile targets that can hear Dark Whisper, 19 mana]
Slot 8: empty

I stared at the weapon damage number. It was nearly 300 damage per swing. That was enough to cleave through plate armor like it was paper. And with the mana regen on hit, I could sustain my spellcasting indefinitely in a prolonged fight. I also noticed the newly unlocked slot, ready to be filled by a skill book or a learned technique. I mentally minimized the window. That was a problem for later. Right now, I had a sword to admire.

“It suits you,” Thessa purred. She walked up to me. She ran a hand down my arm. Her red eyes were fixed on the glowing orange blade. “Orange and black. You look dangerous, Wade.”

“I feel dangerous,” I admitted.

While I swung the blade a few more times to get used to the weight, Trixie and Lazy were at the base of the pedestal. They poked around the stone.

“Hey,” Trixie said. She crouched down. “This looks weird. The rock here is different.”

“Everything here is weird,” Lazy mumbled. She leaned against the pedestal. “It’s a volcano.”

“No, look,” Trixie insisted. She tapped a section of the stone base. It sounded hollow. “There’s a seam here. And little symbols.”

I lowered the sword and walked over. Trixie was right. A panel on the side of the pedestal had a faint hairline fracture outlining it.

“Move,” I said gently.

Trixie hopped back. I examined the stone. There were no traps this time, just a simple pressure latch disguised as a decorative carving of a hammer. I pressed it with the butt of the Mageblade.

With a hiss of escaping air, the stone panel slid open.

Inside lay a heavy slate tablet, covered in dense, angular runes. A carved stone, meant to last forever.

I reached in and pulled it out. It was heavy, cool to the touch despite the ambient heat.

“What does it say?” Seema asked. She leaned in.

I scanned the text. My lessons in ancient history and languages at Krysfelt kicked in, translating the dwarven script.

“It’s a record,” I said. “From the High Smith of the Bronzehall Clan.”

I read aloud. I translated as I went.

“Here lies the blade of the King who brought the Dawn. We, the Bronzehall Clan, deposit this trust in the fire of the Old Throat. The King has vanished, taking his Queens with him, and the world grows dark. The Council of Mages seeks to claim his power for themselves, to dissect his legacy. We shall not permit it. The Mageblade shall wait in the flame until the blood returns to claim it. Let no false hand touch it, lest they burn.”

Silence fell over the group.

“The Council of Mages became the Magocracy,” Thessa hissed. Her tail lashed. “They were trying to steal his artifacts even back then. Immediately after he disappeared.”

“They were scared,” Varga said. “Power vacuums make people greedy.”

“And the dwarves knew it,” I added. “They hid the sword here to keep it safe from the very people who sent us to retrieve it.”

I looked at the slate, then at the glowing sword in my hand. The irony was palpable. The Magocracy had sent me here hoping I would die, and in doing so, they had guided me straight to the weapon that had been hidden from them for centuries.

“Fate has a sense of humor,” I said as I slid the slate into my pack. “They wanted to remove me from the board. Instead, they just gave the King’s heir his sword back.”

“And he already had his staff,” Trixie added. She pointed to my left hand. “You’re collecting the whole set! Do we get capes next? I want a cape.”

“Let’s focus on getting out of here first,” I said. I grinned at her. “We have the blade. Now let’s go.”

“First, we loot!” Trixie cheered.

Lazy perked up. “Loot? Is there gold? Does that mean we can pay someone to carry me down the mountain?”

“No,” I said.

“Worth a try,” she sighed.
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“Gold,” Trixie announced. Her voice echoed slightly in the vast cavern. “So much gold. I think the dragon had a hoarding problem. A very shiny, very expensive problem.”

While I admired the Mageblade, the girls had moved to the back of the dais where the Red Dragon had kept its bed. Piles of coins, gems, and old jewelry lay scattered in the shadows. It was a king’s ransom.

“We take what we can carry,” I said as I slid the slate tablet into my pack. “This covers the bribe to Silas, the hotel damages, and whatever we spent on gear with plenty left over.”

Varga and Khla shoveled coins into the empty spaces of our packs. Lazy picked up a ruby the size of a hen’s egg. She squinted at it, and then she dropped it into her pocket with a satisfied hum.

“Shiny rock acquired,” Lazy noted. “My day is improving.”

We finished looting quickly. The heat was still intense, but something had changed. The air felt less heavy, less angry.

We made our way out of the temple. We stepped through the massive dwarven archway back into the fissure. The moment we crossed the threshold, the difference was staggering.

The oppressive, suffocating heat that had defined the climb up was gone. The sulfurous yellow fog that had choked the canyon was dissipating, as a clean, cool wind coming off the ocean blew it away. Even the red glow in the sky appeared to be fading. It settled into a dull, dormant gray.

“The air,” Seema said as she took a deep breath. “It tastes… clear.”

“The dragon was a mana tether,” I explained. I looked up at the clearing sky. “Its presence destabilized the geology. With the beast dead, the island is going back to sleep.”

“Good,” Thessa said as she smoothed her torn blouse. “I was tired of sweating.”

The trek back down the mountain was ridiculously easy compared to the ascent. The ash drifts were still there, but without the elemental turbulence fighting us, we moved at a jogging pace. The drakes that had swarmed us earlier were gone. They had likely retreated deep into the rocks now that their alpha was dead.

We reached the black sand beach in record time. The ocean looked calmer. The waves lapped gently against the shore rather than crashing violently.

I pulled a flare from my pack. It was one of the few things we hadn’t used. I cracked it. Red smoke hissed into the air.

Out in the deep water, The Iron Crab turned. Silas brought the boat in. He moved much closer than he had dared before. The rusted hull scraped sand as he idled in the shallows.

We waded out to meet him. Silas stood at the gunwale. He looked pale and shaken. He stared at the mountain, then at us.

“The lights,” Silas rasped as I hauled myself onto the deck. “They just… vanished. One second, the water was glowing with them; the next, dark as pitch. The ocean went quiet.”

“We handled it,” I said. I pulled Lazy onto the deck behind me. She flopped onto a bench immediately. She looked like a drowned cat, but a happy one.

“You killed it?” Silas asked. He eyed the blood on Varga’s armor. “Whatever was up there?”

“We put the island back to sleep,” I corrected. “Take us back to town, Silas. And then we’re getting off this rock immediately.”

“Aye,” Silas muttered. He was visibly relieved to be leaving the cursed coast.
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The ride back to Kaluwa Town was silent, save for the thrum of The Iron Crab’s engine and the slap of waves against the hull.

Silas kept his eyes forward. His hands gripped the wheel with white knuckles as he refused to look back at the volcano. He looked desperate to put distance between his soul and that island, and he pushed the rusted trawler as hard as the old engine would allow.

My team was exhausted. The adrenaline crash hit us hard the moment we stopped fighting. Lazy was asleep before she even sat down. She had curled into a ball on a pile of rope.

Trixie sat next to her and stared at the horizon with a rare moment of quiet. Thessa leaned heavily against my side, and her warmth seeped through my damp clothes. Varga and Khla sat opposite us as they cleaned their weapons with methodical, rhythmic movements. Seema watched the wake of the boat. Her hand rested on her spear, and she wore a small, satisfied smile.

We didn’t speak. We didn’t need to. We just breathed the salt air, grateful that it didn’t smell like sulfur anymore.

When we docked at Kaluwa Town, Silas barely waited for us to disembark.

“Go,” he grunted. He didn’t even look at the extra gold I tried to press into his hand for the wait. “Just get off.”

We stepped onto the pier while heavy packs weighed us down. We didn’t head for the hotel. We didn’t head for food. I led us straight to the charter office for the mainland ferries. We needed to be gone. The magistrate would eventually investigate the tremors, the dead mages in the volcano, and the destroyed hotel room. I preferred to be a hundred miles away when that happened.

We secured passage on a cargo hauler heading back to the mainland. It wasn’t glamorous, but it was leaving immediately, and we were all very eager to be away from Kaluwa.

The crossing to Anbumas took hours, but the rhythmic motion of the larger vessel lulled most of the girls into a doze. I stayed awake and watched the coastline of Kaluwa fade into a gray smudge on the horizon, reflecting on what had happened and the unveiling of my fate.

By the time we pulled into the harbor of Anbumas, the sun was setting. The sky was a bruised purple, and it cast long shadows across the industrial docks. The air here was cooler. It lacked the tropical humidity of the island, and it felt clean.

We walked off the ramp, and our boots felt heavy on the concrete. We navigated through the maze of shipping containers and parked trucks until we reached the public lot where we had left our ride.

The battered blue academy van was still there. It was parked crookedly under a flickering streetlamp.

Inside, a familiar form was slumped in the driver’s seat. Borsj had his feet propped up on the dashboard, and his scaly red hands were folded over his stomach. His head was tipped back with his mouth open. He emitted a soft, whistling snore. A half-eaten burger wrapper sat on the dashboard and leaked grease onto the vinyl.

I walked up to the driver’s side window and rapped my knuckles against the glass.

Borsj jerked awake. He flailed for a second as his glasses slid down his nose before he focused on me. He glared, rubbed his face, and rolled down the window.

“About time,” the imp grunted. His voice sounded like gravel in a blender. “I was five minutes away from leaving you here. Do you know how cold it gets in this parking lot at night? I’m freezing!”

“Good to see you too, Borsj,” I said as I leaned against the doorframe.

He looked us over. His red eyes took in the torn clothes, the dirt, and the dried blood on Varga’s armor. He didn’t look surprised, only mildly annoyed at the state of us.

“You look terrible,” Borsj stated flatly. “Did you roll around in a swamp?”

“Basically,” Trixie chirped as she popped up beside me. She rested her chin on my shoulder and grinned at the imp. “But we brought back souvenirs! And trauma! Mostly trauma, but the fun kind.”

“I’m already traumatized, thank you,” Borsj muttered and unlocked the doors with a loud clunk. “I’ve been sleeping upright for three days. My spine is shaped like a pretzel.”

He opened the door and hopped out. He shivered instantly in the evening air as he pulled his thick woolen coat tighter around his small frame. He waddled to the back of the van and threw open the rear doors.

“Load up,” he ordered. “And if you get mud on the seats, I’m billing you for the cleaning.”

We began to swing the packs into the cargo space. They landed with heavy, metallic thuds.

Borsj raised an eyebrow as Khla tossed her pack in effortlessly, despite the fact that the sound suggested it weighed a ton.

“What is in there?” Borsj asked as he eyed the bag. “Rocks?”

“Gold,” Varga said while she walked past him. She dropped her pack next to Khla’s. “Dragon gold.”

Borsj froze. His red eyes widened behind his glasses. Greed warred with his natural grumpiness. “Dragon gold? You… you killed a dragon?”

“A Red Dragon,” Seema said as she placed her gear with care. She sounded proud, and she held her head high.

“And we stole his lunch money,” Trixie added. She swung her pack off one shoulder and let it drop. “So, technically, we’re rich. Maybe we can buy you a heater, Borsj. Or a personality transplant.”

“I have a perfectly fine personality,” Borsj snapped, though he reached out to pat one of the packs affectionately. “You actually survived. I lost a bet with myself.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I said. I carefully placed the wrapped Mageblade in the back to ensure it was secure. Even through the cloth, I could feel the hum of the weapon.

Lazy shuffled up last. She didn’t have a heavy pack, just her medical satchel, but she looked more exhausted than anyone. She leaned against the van door with her eyes half-closed.

“Can we go?” Lazy whined. “The ground is hard. The air is cold. I want the soft seats. I want to vibrate from the engine until I fall asleep.”

“Get in, cat,” Borsj grumbled, though he actually reached out a hand to help steady her as she climbed into the back row—an unparalleled kindness. “Don’t shed on the upholstery.”

“Aww, thanks, Borsj,” Lazy hummed. She immediately claimed the entire back bench and curled into a ball.

I ushered the rest of them inside. Thessa climbed into the middle row and patted the seat next to her for me. Khla took the front passenger seat again. Varga and Seema took the row behind me, while Trixie sprawled across the seats near Lazy.

I climbed in and slid the heavy door shut. The slam echoed with finality.

We were safe. We were off the island, back on the mainland, and enclosed in the familiar, smelly embrace of the academy van.

“Where to?” Borsj joked as he climbed back into the driver’s seat and adjusted his mirror.

“Home,” I said. “Krysfelt. And don’t spare the horses, Borsj. I want to put some miles between us and the ocean.”

“Fine by me,” the imp muttered. He turned the key, and the engine roared to life with a comforting sputter. “I need a real bed. And a fire. A very large fire.”

He slammed the van into gear, and we pulled out of the lot to leave the sunset and the dangers of Kaluwa in the rearview mirror.


Chapter 33



The highway stretched out before us like a black ribbon that cut through the night, illuminated only by the twin beams of the van’s headlights. The engine hummed a steady, monotonous rhythm that usually put people to sleep, but the inside of the van was buzzing with a different kind of energy.

The adrenaline crash had hit us hard back at the harbor, but now, a few hours into the drive, a second wind had kicked in. We were safe. We were victorious. And we had questions.

Thessa sat pressed against my side in the middle row, and she looped her arm through mine. She had cleaned up as best she could with wet wipes, but her clothes were still stiff with dried seawater and volcanic grit. It didn’t matter. She felt warm and solid, and the way her heavy breasts rested against my bicep was a distraction I welcomed.

“So,” Khla said from the front seat as she turned her head so her tusks caught the dashboard light. “We need to debrief. Properly.”

Borsj grunted as he yanked the wheel to pass a slow-moving truck. “Can’t you debrief in your heads? I’m trying to listen to the silence of the road. It speaks to me.”

“The road says you drive like a maniac,” Trixie chirped from the back. She was sprawled across the rear bench, and her legs were thrown over Lazy’s sleeping form.

“Khla is right,” I said with a chuckle. “We walked into a mess, and we need to understand exactly what that mess was before we talk to Kay.”

I shifted in my seat and winced slightly as the movement pulled at the bruised skin on my chest where the siphon spell had hit me.

“Let’s start from the beginning: the Requirement Notice,” I said. “It was real. Kay checked the statutes, and Alis verified the paperwork. It was a legitimate legal tool.”

“But used illegitimately,” Varga finished from the row behind me. I could hear the shhhk-shhhk of her whetstone against a dagger.

“Exactly,” I said. “A specific Magocrat, or someone with high enough clearance to pose as one, found a loophole. They dusted off an old cold case file—the Mageblade—because they knew the last team had died there. They put my name on the roster as mandatory.”

“To kill you,” Seema said softly.

“To herd me,” I corrected. “They created a kill box. Kaluwa is isolated, dangerous, and legally a gray zone. If I died there, whether eaten by a raptor, melted by lava, or crushed by a falling rock, it would just be a tragic accident during a school-sanctioned mission. No murder investigation. No questions asked.”

“Cowards,” Khla growled.

“Smart cowards,” I said. “But the plan had layers. If the jungle didn’t kill me, they had insurance.”

“The wraith,” Thessa said, and her voice dropped to a dangerous purr. She tightened her grip on my arm. “And the golems.”

“And the mages in the volcano,” I added. “That’s the key. If they just wanted me dead, an assassin would have been cheaper and easier. Or a bomb.”

I looked out the window at the passing trees. “The wraith tried to drain my life force. The golem used a life-drain spell. And those mages… they hooked me up to a siphon.”

Borsj glanced at the rearview mirror, and his red eyes narrowed. “Siphons are nasty business. Dark magic.”

“They wanted to harvest me,” I said. “They wanted the specific essence of the Summoner King’s bloodline. They needed to drain me dry to get it.”

“Why?” Trixie asked as she popped up to rest her chin on the back of my seat. Her blonde hair tickled my neck. “Do they make smoothies out of it? Is it an anti-aging cream? Because if so, that’s really messed up.”

“Power,” I said. “Or a key. Maybe there’s a door somewhere that won’t open without his juice. Or maybe they just wanted to empower themselves with his potential.”

“They wanted your batteries,” Lazy mumbled from under Trixie’s legs.

Thessa rested her head on my shoulder, and her horns grazed my jaw. “It is the only explanation that fits the escalation. They tried quietly with the wraith. Then forcefully with the golems. Then desperately with the mages when they realized we were reaching the objective.”

“They panicked,” Varga said. “They made a mistake—they didn’t know the sword was real. And when they realized you might just get it, the game changed.”

“It’s funny, though,” Thessa said as a dark smile spread across her lips. She traced a finger down my chest. “Think about it, Wade. They sent you to that island because they hoped the environment would chew you up. They used the legend of the Mageblade as bait, probably because they assumed the weapon didn’t exist or was lost forever.”

I nodded. “They thought they were sending me on a fool’s errand that would end in a grave.”

“And instead,” Thessa continued, and her eyes gleamed in the dark, “they guided you straight to it. They handed you the map. They forced you to get stronger. And now?”

She laughed, and it was a low, sultry sound. “Now they have to deal with the fact that their assassins failed, their traps broke, and you are coming home armed with the very weapon they used to lure you out. They armed their enemy.”

“Irony is a bitch,” Trixie giggled.

“It is,” I agreed. “And whoever signed that order is going to be terrified when they realize I’m not dead.”

“They should be,” Khla said. She turned back to the front and watched the road. “We completed a mission that killed an elite Reclamations team. We are not the same as we were before this.”

“You’re definitely smellier,” Borsj complained. He rolled his window down an inch. “Seriously. You smell like burnt lizard and old sweat. It’s offensive to my delicate senses.”

“You’re a demon, Borsj,” Trixie said. “You smell like brimstone and sadness.”

“I smell like pine air freshener,” Borsj corrected as he tapped the little cardboard tree hanging from the mirror. “Because I am civilized. Unlike you savages.”

“We’ll shower when we get back,” I promised.

“You better,” Borsj muttered.

Seema leaned forward from the back row. “Wade… do you think they will try again? Like, immediately?”

I looked back at her. The passing streetlights illuminated her pretty face.

“Not immediately,” I reasoned. “They lost a lot of resources. Three high-level mages, expensive golems, and a summoned wraith. That’s a heavy investment to lose in forty-eight hours. They’ll need to regroup. They’ll need to figure out how we survived.”

“And they’ll be scared,” Varga added. “Fear makes people hesitant.”

“Fear makes people make mistakes,” I said. “And we’ll be waiting for the next one.”

Thessa squeezed my arm again. “Let’s hope it’s a long wait. I want my summer break. We earned it.”

“And sleep,” Lazy called out. “I want to sleep for a week. Wake me up when winter starts.”

“We’ll rest,” I said as I put my hand over Thessa’s. Her skin was hot. “And we did earn it.”

The van rattled over a pothole, but the mood held. We were now a unit that had been forged in dragon fire.

I settled back into the seat and closed my eyes for a moment, enjoying a brief rest.
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When I opened my eyes again, the iron gates of Krysfelt Academy loomed out of the darkness. They stood like silent sentinels that guarded an empty fortress.

Borsj drove the van through the entrance without slowing down, and the tires crunched loudly on the gravel drive. The campus was ghostly quiet. The dormitories were dark, the practice fields were empty, and the great library stood as a black silhouette against the starry sky.

With the semester over and the majority of the student body gone for the summer, the place felt abandoned. It was abandoned.

Borsj slammed on the brakes in front of the main administrative building. It jerked us all forward one last time.

“End of the line,” the imp grunted. He slapped the steering wheel. “Get out. And please take your lizard parts and your gold and your smell with you. I am going to burn these seat covers.”

“I can do that for you, Borsj,” Thessa said with a grin.

“You’ll just burn it all,” he muttered, knowing her well enough.

“You’ll miss us, Borsj!” Trixie chirped sleepily from the back, sliding over Lazy to get to the door. “We’re the spice in your bland, demonic life.”

“Uh-uh,” he muttered, rolling his eyes, though there was no real heat in it.

We piled out into the cool night air. My boots hit the familiar stone of the driveway, and a wave of surrealism washed over me. Just a day ago, we were fighting for our lives in a volcano. Now, the crickets were the loudest thing around.

“Straight to the office,” I said as I hoisted my pack. “Kay is waiting.”

“She’d better have food,” Lazy mumbled. She leaned heavily against Khla. “Or a pillow. I will accept a soft rock at this point.”

We marched up the steps. Thessa walked beside me. Her hand gripped my arm. Her crimson blouse was stiff with dried saltwater, and her hair was a mess of windblown tangles, but she still walked with the regal bearing of a queen returning from war.

The administrative building was unlocked. Our footsteps echoed in the grand foyer, loud and intrusive in the silence. We didn’t stop for the receptionist’s desk—it was empty anyway—and headed straight down the corridor toward the Headmistress’s office.

Light spilled from beneath Kay’s door.

I didn’t bother knocking. I pushed the heavy oak door open and stepped inside.

Headmistress Kay sat behind her desk, looking slightly distressed. Her usually impeccable appearance was frayed; strands of red hair had escaped her bun, and her white blouse was wrinkled at the sleeves where she had clearly been gripping her arms.

On the desk in front of her sat a glass of water with two tablets. They dissolved violently at the bottom. The hiss of the Alka-Seltzer was the only sound in the room until we entered.

Kay looked up. Her green eyes were wide. They were rimmed with red from lack of sleep. She saw me. Then she saw Thessa, Khla, and the rest of the pack filing in behind me, dirty, bruised, but alive.

She let out a breath that sounded like a sob.

“You’re back,” she whispered. She slumped back in her chair, and the tension cut strings as it left her body. “Oh, thank the Gods. You’re back.”

“We are,” I said.

I walked up to the desk. I didn’t say anything else. I simply reached into the bundle of cloth strapped to my back and pulled out the Mageblade.

I set it down on her polished mahogany desk.

The weapon hummed. Even dormant, the orange glow from the edge illuminated the papers scattered across her workspace. The metal looked dark and hungry, contrasting sharply with the civilized setting of the office.

Kay stared at it. She reached out a hand. She hovered her fingers over the hilt, but she did not touch it.

“The Mageblade,” she breathed. “It… it exists. It actually exists.”

“It does,” I said. “And we fulfilled the requirement. The retrieval is complete.”

Kay looked up at me, a brilliant smile breaking through her exhaustion. “You did it. I knew you were capable, Wade. I told myself a hundred times over the last two days that if anyone could survive that island, it was you and your girls. But…” She shook her head as her voice trembled. “I was terrified. I sent students—my students—into a death trap to save my school. If you hadn’t come back…”

“We always come back,” Varga said from near the door. She leaned against the frame and cleaned her nails with a dagger.

“We do,” I agreed. “But there’s a catch, Kay.”

Kay’s smile faltered slightly. “A catch?”

“The Magocracy asked for the Mageblade in the requirement,” I said. “But they can’t have it.”

I picked up the sword. As soon as my fingers closed around the grip, the weapon flared. It resonated with my mana. It pulsed in time with my heartbeat. The connection was visible, a golden tether of energy. It linked the steel to my hand.

“It bonded,” I told her. “Just like the Staff. It recognized the Bloodline of Taelath the moment I touched it.”

Kay’s eyes went wide, and then she let out a sharp, incredulous laugh. She clapped her hands together. “Of course it did. It was his. It was your ancestor’s.”

“Which means,” I continued, “that under the same statutes we used in court against Vorlius I have a prior claim. Bloodline binding takes precedence over Magocracy claims.”

Kay stood up, looking energized. The fatigue vanished. “You are absolutely right. The requirement compelled the academy to retrieve the artifact. It did not, and could not, compel us to hand over property that legally belongs to the retriever’s bloodline. We fulfilled the letter of the order. The artifact is found. But its ownership is already settled.”

She grabbed a pen and pulled a fresh sheet of parchment toward her. “I will draft the response myself. They won’t be able to touch it, and we can go to Los Angeles and demonstrate it if necessary.”

“They tried to touch more than the sword,” Khla rumbled as she stepped into the light.

Kay paused, the pen hovering over the paper. She looked at the orcess, then back to me. “What do you mean?”

“The requirement was a trap as we expected, Kay,” I said, and my voice dropped. “It was a setup. We were hunted from the moment we arrived.”

I laid it out for her. The wraith in the hotel bathroom, the golems that smashed through our balcony doors, and the ambush in the volcano by three high-level mages who waited until we engaged the dragon to strike.

Kay’s face went pale. She gripped the edge of her desk until her knuckles turned white. “Mages? Inside the volcano?”

“They teleported in,” I said. “And they didn’t try to kill me immediately. They bound me. One of them hooked me up to a siphon spell.”

“A siphon…” Kay whispered. Horror dawned in her eyes. “They weren’t trying to eliminate a threat. They were harvesting.”

“They wanted the bloodline essence,” I confirmed. “They wanted whatever power Taelath left in my veins. If my team hadn’t stopped them, they would have drained me dry and left a husk.”

Kay slammed her hand on the desk, rattling the glass of Alka-Seltzer. “This is an outrage! To use an official requirement as cover for… for illegal blood harvesting? It’s monstrous. It’s treason against the very principles of the Magocracy.”

“We killed two,” Varga noted dryly. “And I suppose the dragon ate some of the third.”

“Good,” Kay said fiercely. Her green eyes flashed with a dangerous light. “We will need to find out who’s behind all this, Wade.”

“We’d appreciate that,” Thessa said, her tail swishing with approval. “We prefer our enemies in the open.”

Kay took a deep breath, smoothing her skirt. She looked at us, taking in the dirt, the exhaustion, and the new strength we carried.

“You have done more for this academy than any student should ever have to do,” Kay said softly. “You saved us. Again. If the charter had been revoked…” She shook her head. “You saved my home. And my family’s legacy.”

She walked around the desk and stopped in front of me. For a moment, she dropped the mask of the Headmistress entirely. She reached out and squeezed my arm, her touch warm and genuine.

“Thank you, Wade.”

“We protect our own,” I said.

Kay stepped back, clearing her throat and regaining her composure. She smiled, and this time it reached her eyes.

“Well, the semester is officially over. The requirement is met. The academy is safe. Which means…” She opened a drawer and pulled out a set of keys with a heavy brass tag. “It is time for you to actually enjoy your summer.”

She tossed a set of keys to me. I caught them out of the air.

“My family owns a lodge,” Kay said. “Up north, near the mountains. It is secluded. Private. There are no mana vents, no dungeons, and definitely no dragons. Just a lake full of trout, a library full of books, and fresh air.”

Lazy’s ears perked up. “No monsters?” she asked. “Zero? Not even a small one?”

“Zero,” Kay promised. “It is a sanctuary. I want you all to go there. Take the summer. Relax. Heal. Be young for a while.”

“How do we get there?” Trixie asked. She eyed the keys. “Do we fly? Teleport?”

“Rent a car,” Kay said. “I’ll pay it out of my own pocket. Now go!” She waved us toward the door. “Get out of here. I don’t want to see any of you until the fall semester. Go swim. Go fish. Just… be safe.”

I looked at the keys, then at my girls. Thessa leaned into me, and a tired smile was on her lips. Seema looked relieved. Trixie was already vibrating with excitement about the road trip.

“Thank you, Kay,” I said. “We’ll take good care of it.”

“I know you will,” she said. She sat back down and picked up her Alka-Seltzer. “Now get out. I have a very nasty letter to write.”

We turned and walked out of the office. The weight of the mission, the threat of the Magocracy, and the shadow of the assassin all lifted with every step we took away from that desk.

“Road trip!” Trixie cheered as soon as we hit the hallway. “Shotgun!”

“I am sleeping in the back,” Lazy declared. “If anyone wakes me up before noon tomorrow, I will bite them.”

“We’re going to a lake,” Seema said, and her voice was full of wonder. “I’ve never been to the mountains.”

“You’ll like it,” Varga said. “Good smells. Pine and snow.”

I wrapped my arm around Thessa’s waist as we walked toward the exit. “Let’s go take a break,” I said.


Chapter 34



After we cleaned ourselves up, we returned to the quarters. As the door clicked shut, nobody moved for a second. Then, all at once, the straps were undone. Heavy packs filled with dragon gold and survival gear hit the floor with a series of heavy thuds. The sound was the final punctuation mark on the mission.

We were home.

“Gravity is real again,” Lazy mumbled.

She didn’t walk to the sofa; she fell toward it. She landed face-first on the cushions, let out a long, muffled groan, and went limp. Her black tail hung off the edge. It twitched once before settling.

Khla dropped her massive pack near the door and rolled her shoulders. The muscles popped audibly. Varga leaned against the wall and slid down until she was sitting on the floor, and she closed her golden eyes. Seema stood near the center of the room. She looked around like she couldn’t believe we were actually back in a room with air conditioning and no lava.

The silence stretched, heavy and comfortable. We were exhausted, smelly, and bruised.

Then Trixie moved.

The elf stretched her arms high above her head. Her spine cracked, and she let out a dramatic, contented sigh. She looked around the room, and her blue eyes landed on me. A spark of mischief ignited there, bright enough to banish the fatigue.

“We killed a dragon,” Trixie announced. She dropped onto her hands and knees on the carpet and began to crawl toward me with a swaying hip motion that was anything but tired. “We survived the jungle. We outsmarted the bad guys. That deserves a prize, don’t you think?”

“A prize?” I asked, leaning back against the armrest of the loveseat.

“A celebration,” she corrected, and she grinned as she reached me. She placed her hands on my knees. “A proper victory celebration.”

Thessa didn’t let Trixie get the first move. She was already there. She slid onto the seat next to me before I could blink. She curled into my side, and her body radiated that familiar, comforting heat. Her fingers traced lazy, possessive patterns on my chest as they slipped between the buttons of my shirt.

“She’s right,” Thessa purred, her red eyes locking onto mine. “We have a lot of adrenaline to burn off, Wade. And I missed this.”

Lazy shifted on the sofa. She didn’t get up, but she rolled over and slithered across the gap between the furniture until she could drape her upper body across my lap. She rested her cheek on my thigh and let out a deep, rumbling purr that vibrated right through my jeans.

“I am tired,” Lazy sighed as she rubbed her face against me. “But I am also very happy. And being close to you makes me happier.”

I looked up. Khla was watching us from near the door. A small smile softened her tusks and her usually stoic expression. She walked over. Her movements were purposeful and powerful, and she sat on the coffee table in front of me. Varga opened her eyes and crawled over silently. She settled on the floor by my feet with a quiet intensity. Her gaze was steady and waiting.

Meanwhile, Seema stood at the edge of the living area. She knew what was coming, and a deep blush darkened her cheeks. She looked at the pile of beautiful, dangerous women surrounding me, and that old insecurity flickered in her eyes.

I reached out past Trixie and extended my hand toward her.

“Seema,” I said softly. “Come here.”

She looked at my hand, then at my face. The hesitation broke. She walked over and took my hand, letting me draw her gently into the tangle of limbs. She settled next to Varga and rested her head against my knee.

“We did it,” I told them, looking at the beautiful faces surrounding me. “We won.”

“We did,” Thessa whispered. She leaned in and kissed my neck. Her lips were hot and demanding. “Now let us take care of our King.”

The focus of the room narrowed down to a single point: me.

Hands were everywhere. Trixie worked on my belt while Lazy pawed at the hem of my shirt. Thessa’s fingers were nimble as she undid buttons. Khla reached out and pulled my boots off. She tossed them aside.

They stripped me gently but efficiently and worshiped every inch of skin they revealed. When my shirt was gone, Varga pressed her cheek against my bare stomach to inhale my scent. When my pants were pulled away, Trixie let out a low whistle and clapped her hands.

“The best loot of the trip,” Trixie giggled.

Then, as I sat back, they began to undress themselves. It was a chaotic, beautiful flurry of movement.

Thessa stood up to shed her crimson blouse and jeans. This revealed her soft skin and the dark curves that always drove me crazy. She tossed her bra aside and stood there with bared, bouncy breasts. Her tail swayed, and her eyes burned on me. Trixie hopped out of her pink ‘ELF HNTR’ gear. She bounced on her toes, and her perfect breasts jiggled with every movement.

Lazy simply wiggled out of her clothes without really standing up. She revealed her lithe, pale body and the soft black fur of her ears and tail. Khla pulled her tank top over her head, and her massive muscles rippled as her delicious, green breasts bounced free. Varga stripped in silence. Her body was wiry and lean. Seema was last. She shyly stepped out of her dress to reveal her golden skin and the soft curves that belied her strength.

I felt truly like a king as they descended on me.

It was a sensory overload of skin, heat, and softness. They took turns, their mouths eager and wet as they kissed my lips, my cheeks, my neck… and soon more.

Trixie kissed her way down my chest while Lazy licked a stripe up my inner thigh. Thessa captured my mouth in a searing kiss. Her tongue wrestled with mine while Khla and Varga focused on my neck and shoulders.

Seema knelt between my legs. She looked up at me—her eyes were wide and adoring—before she leaned forward. Her mouth was warm as she took my cock into it, her tongue tentative at first, then growing bolder as she took me in.

I groaned while my hands tangled in her golden hair.

“Share,” Trixie whined playfully, pushing Seema gently aside to take her turn. She hummed against me. Her blue eyes looked up with that innocent, dirty look she had mastered.

They passed me around and worshiped me. Their hands explored every muscle, every scar. It was a celebration of our love, tender but rising in heat, and I reveled in it.

Thessa was the first who needed more. She pulled back, her breathing ragged, and pushed Trixie away and straddled my lap.

“Mine first,” she growled.

She lowered herself onto me. Her hips were wide and soft, and she gasped as she took my full length. The feeling of her warm and wet pussy taking me in was heavenly, and she threw her head back as she gyrated on me, her horns nearly grazing my chin. She began to ride me, a slow, grinding rhythm that matched the possessive look in her eyes. Her tail wrapped around my thigh and squeezed tight.

“You feel so good,” Thessa moaned. She planted her hands on my chest. “Sooo good.”

The others watched with hungry eyes, their hands roaming freely to heighten the pleasure. Lazy’s fingers traced slow, teasing circles over Thessa’s firm ass, squeezing the supple flesh as she purred deeply, the vibration echoing through the room.

“Mmm, look at you bounce,” Lazy murmured appreciatively.

Varga leaned in closer, her tongue darting out to lick the glistening sweat from Thessa’s heaving breast, swirling around the hardened nipple before sucking it gently into her mouth.

Khla’s strong hands gripped Thessa’s hips from behind, guiding her movements with powerful thrusts, her tusks grazing Thessa’s shoulder as she growled, “Ride him harder.”

I gripped Thessa’s waist tightly, thrusting upward to meet her descending hips with forceful drives that made her gasp.

“Oh fuck, Wade, yes—deeper, just like that,” Thessa moaned, her voice husky and demanding as she ground against me.

Her nails dug into my shoulders, drawing faint red lines across my skin, while her red eyes rolled back in ecstasy.

“You feel so good inside me… filling me up completely. Don’t stop, my King—pound me harder!”

We moved together in a frantic rhythm, our bodies slick with sweat, her warm, wet pussy clenching around my cock with every thrust.

“I’m close… so fucking close… make me cum, Wade!” she cried out, her tail tightening around my thigh like a vise.

I pounded her faster until she shuddered violently, her walls clamping down hard on me as waves of pleasure crashed through her, riding out her climax with a guttural, primal cry that echoed off the walls.

She collapsed against me, panting. I kissed her temple and gently lifted her off.

“Up,” I said, my voice rough. “All of you.”

I stood up. I was fully hard, my blood pumping with the thrill of victory and the sight of my women.

“Line up,” I ordered. “Bend over. Use the sofa.”

They giggled and scrambled to obey, not minding a little ordering around in the bedroom. Trixie was first. She flopped over the back of the sofa and wiggled her butt in the air. Lazy draped herself next to her. Seema leaned over the armrest. Varga and Khla stood and turned to present themselves.

I moved down the line.

I stepped behind Trixie first. She squealed as I entered her, tight and wet. I grabbed her hips and drove deep, making her toes curl as I drove deep into her warm and wet pussy. She moaned my name with her head buried in the cushions.

“Hmmm, fuck me, baby!” she panted as I pounded her.

Tight as ever, she was going to make me cum, but I didn’t want to yet, not until I’d fucked them all.

So, I pulled out and moved to Lazy. She purred loudly as I slid inside her. Her tail wrapped around my wrist. She was soft and warm, pressing back against me with surprising strength, and I moved slowly, changing the rhythm, to make it last.

After Lazy, I switched to Varga and gripped her hair as I took her from behind. She growled and pushed back hard, her nails digging into the upholstery. Then to Seema, who let out a high, sweet cry as I filled her. Her golden tail thrashed, and I grabbed and pulled it hard as I fucked her.

Then, I pulled Khla toward me. She turned around. I lifted her leg and entered her while standing. She wrapped her arms around my neck and kissed me fiercely. Her strength matched mine thrust for thrust.

But I kept going. I stacked them. I moved from one to the other and kept them all on the edge. I had Trixie kneel while I took Thessa from behind. I let the elf use her mouth on me in between thrusts. I had Lazy lie on her back while Varga rode my face with my cock buried deep in the catkin.

The room filled with the sounds of pleasure. There were moans, slaps of skin, wet noises, and names being called out. It was a chaotic, beautiful mess of limbs and love.

One by one, they reached their peaks. Trixie screamed and shook. Varga howled into a pillow. Seema sobbed my name. Lazy went rigid and purred so loud she almost choked on it. Khla shuddered against the wall.

I was close. The pressure was building, a tidal wave I couldn’t hold back.

“Come here,” I groaned when I knew I could no longer take it. “Now.”

They knew what I needed.

They gathered around me in a tight circle and dropped to their knees on the carpet. Thessa, Lazy, Khla, Varga, Trixie, Seema. They looked up at me, faces flushed, hair messy, eyes shining with adoration and anticipation.

They opened their mouths, sticking out their tongues, waiting for what I would give them.

With a deep growl, I released.

Ropes of thick cum landed on their pretty faces, on their outstretched tongues as I spent myself on them. Warm streaks of seed landed on Thessa’s cheek, on Trixie’s nose, on Seema’s lips. They didn’t flinch. They leaned into it, closing their eyes, accepting the mark of my claim.

When I was finally empty, I sank down to the floor with them.

We collapsed into a heap of limbs. Lazy immediately began to lick a drop from Trixie’s chin. We lay there in the warm afterglow. We were surrounded by our gear and the safety of our home.

“Best day trip ever,” Trixie whispered sleepily as she curled against my side.

I pulled them all closer and closed my eyes. I knew that whatever the Magocracy threw at us next, we were ready.


Chapter 35



The drive up to the mountains had taken all day. We had rented Slab again, the old van that had taken us to Los Angeles, and it handled the winding roads with a heavy, stubborn grace, but it wasn’t fast.

When we arrived, we had unloaded the gear, claimed our rooms in the massive timber lodge, and the girls had already scattered to explore the lake or claim the best beds.

I stood alone in the main common room. A fire crackled in the stone hearth behind me, but I wasn’t looking at the flames. I stood before the large plate-glass window that overlooked the darkened valley. Because it was night outside, the glass acted as a black mirror, and it threw my reflection back at me.

In my left hand, I gripped the Staff of Mastery. The obsidian-colored wood twisted upward. It was wrapped in the spiral of ancient bronze and inlaid with those dull emerald flecks that always appeared to catch the light. It was the tool of a ruler, a focus for pure dominance.

In my right hand, I held the Mageblade. The steel was dark, perfectly balanced for my grip, and the edge shone with a pulsating orange light that hummed in the quiet room. It was a weapon of war, bonded to my blood and fueled by my mana.

And inside my pocket, where it felt warm against my thigh, rested the Orb of the Summoner King.

Three of them.

I stared at the image in the glass. I looked less like a first-year student on summer break and more like a warlord preparing for a campaign. These were the great artifacts of my ancestor, items the Magocracy had spent centuries trying to locate or suppress. Now, they were all on one person.

They were mine.

A soft footfall on the rug behind me announced a presence before the touch did.

Thessa slid her arms around my waist from behind. Her body pressed flush against my back, and it radiated that intense, demonic heat she always carried. I felt the heavy softness of her breasts flattening against my shoulder blades and the curve of her hips settling against my lower back.

“You look serious,” she whispered near my ear.

I lowered the weapons but didn’t turn around. I watched her reflection join mine in the window. Her black hair spilled over her shoulders, and it framed a face that was strikingly beautiful and dangerous. Her red eyes glowed in the reflection, and her dark horns curled back from her forehead.

“Just thinking,” I said. “About the collection.”

Thessa rested her chin on my shoulder. She wore a loose tank top that dipped low, and it showed off the creamy skin of her cleavage. Her tail wound around my calf, and the spade tip twitched possessively against my ankle.

“Three pieces of the King’s legacy,” she said. She tightened her hug, and her nails dug slightly into my shirt. “Vorlius died for one. The mages in the volcano died for the essence that powers them. It is a lot of blood for some metal and wood.”

“It is more than metal and wood,” I said. “It represents my destiny.”

She turned her head and pressed her cheek against my neck. Her breath was hot on my skin. “Is it over, Wade? The assassins? The traps? Do you think they will finally stop trying to kill you now that you have the sword?”

I looked at our reflection. Thessa looked worried, a rare expression for her. Her yandere tendencies usually manifested as aggression, but tonight, in the quiet of the lodge, she just looked protective. She didn’t want to lose me.

I smiled as I watched my own expression shift in the glass from serious to confident.

“For now,” I told her. “We won. We embarrassed them. We killed their elite team and walked away with the prize they used as bait. They’re scared, Thessa. They won’t touch us while we’re up here.”

“And when we go back?” she asked.

“Then they’ll try something else,” I admitted. “I expect there will be more to come. The Magocracy doesn’t give up power easily. But we aren’t the same people who arrived at the academy last fall.”

I shifted the Staff to lean against the wall and placed the Mageblade on the nearby table. Then I reached down and covered her hands with mine. Her skin was fever-hot, a sharp contrast to the cool mountain air that seeped through the glass. I laced my fingers through hers and secured her against me.

I looked past our reflection and peered out into the darkness where the jagged silhouettes of the mountains cut against the starry sky. The air out there was clean, and I liked the feel of it.

“We have the summer,” I said. “Let’s enjoy it.”

I stared at the peaks while my mind already drifted to the fall. Sophomore year. New challenges. New enemies. But with the Staff, the Orb, the Blade, and the women in the other room, I felt ready for whatever the world decided to throw at me next.

“I wonder what next year will bring,” I whispered.

Thessa squeezed my waist, and her tail tightened around my leg. “Whatever it is,” she purred, “we will burn it together.”
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